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      Wednesday, 4th September.

      Six men stood at the front door of the old mansion, eager, full of nerves and excitement. It was midnight, and the full moon lit the night sky and the grounds of the old Buna mansion.

      A mist was starting to edge its way across the long lawn and the driveway. It seemed to glow as the moon’s light hit the creeping mass.

      As the others waited for their lock-picker to do his magic, one of the men shivered. He had a bad feeling about this one, and Marcus Saint-John didn’t scare easily. Out of all the six, he was usually the toughest and took no bullshit. However, as soon as he saw the mansion, he was reluctant to do the job.

      The gang’s leader, Grant Richards, reminded Marcus, ‘There was no backing out of a job; you back out of one, you’re done.’ Up to this point, all the robberies had been banks; after all, they were insured, and it was a ‘victimless crime,’ or so Grant used to spin.

      However, they were going to break into a person’s home and rob them, and this didn’t sit right with Marcus. He was all for ‘stickin’’ it to the man,’ but some old guy? How was that right?

      Marcus had agreed to stay but knew something wasn’t right. Besides, he needed the cash, and Richards knew it. Marcus had bills to pay. His wife was ill, and he was the only breadwinner.

      Long ago, they were doing fine; he had a good job at the car factory. Then, the new president came in and put heavy taxes on imports. The car factory saw it could make more money abroad, and thousands were made unemployed. Without the car factories, nobody had cash, so local businesses and restaurants failed, and more people were left jobless.

      People did what they could to survive. Some moved to another state, others tried their luck in Canada. And others turned to crime. People like the five men waiting patiently for Troy Baxter to open the door.

      

      The night before, the six men met in the local bar. Richards had called the meeting after getting a tip-off for the score of a lifetime—an old mansion stuck in the middle of nowhere. The mansion, built back to the time of the first settlers, was filled with paintings and other valuables if it was to be believed. Family heirlooms dating back centuries.

      Richards’s source said the place was more like a museum than a home, which had piqued Richard’s interest. Of course, he would need all of his crew, not just because, if his source was correct, he would need as many hands as possible to lift the goods quickly, but because they were a team, and he looked after his team.

      The men had sat in a quiet stall at the back where nobody would disturb them. Richards had laid out several photos of an old mansion. The Gothic building was grey and built of stone rather than brick, the windows were large, and the wood was unpainted and weathered.

      The upper floor had four windows, including a large one in the center. Below, two bay windows arched out on the ground floor. The main entrance was hidden under a long, grey portico. Three black marble pillars supported the roof. Above the entrance, a stone jackal’s head loomed as if keeping watch.

      Spires with spiked roofs jutted here and there, and towers loomed with dark windows. An oval-shaped room branched off from the left side of the building. This had possibly been a winter garden or summer house. A stone staircase wound upwards from a large driveway that ended in a turning circle. In the center was a large fountain, the centerpiece of which was a pack of jackals lying at a woman’s feet.

      

      All of the men shivered at the sight. Eril Daws, the driver, said it looked more like something from a Stephen King novel.

      ‘Where did the photos come from?’ Marcus asked.

      ‘From my man. He said there were riches beyond belief in there just waitin’ for us to collect,’ Richards answered with a grin and a twinkle in his dark eyes.

      ‘What kinda riches?’ Simon asked curiously. Simon Abbott was a history and antiques expert. He had been a teacher in the local school before the city went under, and his school had to be closed. Unfortunately, he couldn’t find another job anywhere except in Baltimore. He had accepted the job, which would start in six months, and now he was doing all this to help pay for an apartment there. His home in the city was worthless because nobody was moving in. After the downfall, people were moving out.

      ‘Old paintings, jewelry, that kinda stuff, you’ll love it.’ Richards grinned as Simon continued to study the photos.

      ‘This guy certainly likes Egypt,’ Simon said, tapping one of the photos of the main entrance.

      ‘What makes you say that?’ Richards asked, taking a mouthful of his beer.

      ‘The head above the door is Anubis, the God of the underworld, and if I’m not mistaken, the statue in the fountain is Cleopatra,’ Simon explained, more with unease as excitement.

      ‘Who?’ Paul asked, somewhat bemused.

      ‘The Queen of Egypt or somethin’. Saw the movie once. The damned thing went on forever,’ Troy grunted.

      ‘Alarms?’ Paul Gant, the crew’s electronics expert, asked.

      Richards shook his head. ‘There is an old system installed, but once we cut the power, that should take care of it.’

      ‘Cameras?’ Gant added.

      Richards shook his head again. ‘Nope.’

      Marcus and Simon looked sharply at Richards. Before, their unease with the situation was on the border of uncomfortable, but now, hearing about the security, or lack of it, made them as twitchy as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs.

      The group of men stared at the photographs. They were all black and white, but that just added to the intensity of the building’s unnerving appearance. The surrounding oak trees were leafless, and the branches stretched out like long, bony fingers, reaching out to capture any unsuspecting prey.

      ‘So, who lives there?’ Simon asked.

      Richards grinned again. This time, his broad smile revealed his pearly white teeth. ‘Oh, that’s the beauty of it, it’s some old guy, probably in his nineties. Either way, he ain’t gonna be a bother.’

      Marcus scowled at Richards. ‘If we do this, nobody gets hurt, ok, Richards?’

      Richards didn’t reply, he just leaned back in his chair.

      ‘I mean it, man, we get in, we grab the stuff, and we get out,’ Marcus growled.

      ‘And if the old dude is a problem?’ Troy asked nervously.

      ‘Hey, everyone gets what they deserve,’ Richards said, stretching out his hands as if presenting something.

      ‘We tie the old guy up and lock him in a room,’ Marcus suggested.

      ‘But he will be able to identify us!’ Simon said, even more nervous than before.

      ‘We always wear those damned Halloween masks. Even better now, all the old man would be able to say was he was robbed by a clown, a couple of presidents, Homer Simpson, and a gorilla,’ Paul interjected.

      ‘Be easier just to do the old guy in. Hell, sounds like he is almost there anyway,’ laughed Richards.

      ‘Nobody gets hurt!’ Marcus growled.

      They all agreed, and then, while Marcus went to get more drinks, the others started planning. All the while, Richards kept glancing at Marcus and thinking, ‘Is he going to be a problem?’

      

      The lock clicked, and everyone stared at the door, frozen as if waiting for something to happen. But no alarms sounded, or lights came on, but how could they? Simon Abbott, ex-electrician, had cut the power.

      Slowly, Richards inched the door open and switched his flashlight on. A beam of light cut through the darkness, revealing a massive entrance with a large staircase in the center.

      Richards moved inside, and the others followed cautiously. He shone the flashlight to the left then to the right. The entrance was monumental, with old portraits of men and women in different clothing styles – the man’s ancestors through the ages. The floor was marble and was a black-and-white checkerboard style.

      The walls were made from oak panels, and the lamps were brass and glass. In the center of the room, a massive crystal chandelier hung from the upper-floor ceiling.

      On either side were two doors. However, the doors slid open rather than the normal hinged ones the men knew.

      The men stood in wonderment, taken in by the aura the place gave off. Their flashlight beams waved around like searchlights.

      Richards was just about to assign the men a task. They would split up and take a room while he searched upstairs when they heard something.

      Something made them freeze where they stood.

      ‘Is that…?’ Simon asked, confused.

      ‘Fuckin’ music!’ Troy said, equally confused.

      ‘I thought you cut the power, asshole?’ Richards snarled at Paul, who was heading for the wall.

      ‘I did,’ he said, flicking the light switch on and off, but the room remained in darkness. ‘So how the hell is there music playin’?’

      ‘Will someone like to tell me what is goin’ on here?’ Richards snarled.

      Marcus headed for the door on the far right, grabbed the two inserted door handles, and paused. He took a breath and held it for a second. ‘Why don’t we ask whoever is playin’ the music.’ Then he pushed open the doors.

      

      As the men entered what appeared to be the sitting room or lounge. There was no television or radio, just a prominent fireplace to the left, four large windows with thick curtains, a magnificent Persian rug on which sat a sofa, four armchairs, and a heavy wooden coffee table. The walls had more portraits, swords and shields, and animal heads. Against the walls were a few wood and glass display cabinets. Inside, trinkets and jewelry.

      The six men’s eyes widened at the sight, and Richards grinned greedily.

      That was until two things surprised them. First, the lights were on, and second, an old man was sitting in a high-backed armchair…waiting for them.

      ‘Good morning, gentlemen. I thought you would never make it,’ the old man said. His voice was solid and deep, considering his size and age.

      The old man was thin but not malnourished. His hair was white and thinning at the brow. His face was long, and his eyes were deep-set and a piercing blue.

      

      ‘What do you mean you were expecting us?’ barked Eril, turning to Richards. ‘You set us up, mothafucka?’

      The old man laughed and struggled to stand, using an ebony cane to aid his ascent. ‘No, no, Mr. Richards had no idea. He was just following his…natural instincts,’ he said, making his way to a side table that was filled with several bottles of alcohol and some glasses.

      ‘So, this is a trap?’ Simon said, looking around, making sure the cops weren’t standing at the door.

      The old man filled seven glasses, then picked one up for himself and retreated back to his chair.

      The men looked at him with puzzlement. What was this?

      ‘I think you’ll find a drink for each of you: vodka for Mr. Abbott; gin for Mr. Daws; water for Mr. Saint-John; and whiskey for Mr. Gant, Baxter, and, of course, the illustrious Mr. Richards.’

      The men looked at him with open mouths. Not only was he expecting them, but he also knew who they were and what they drank!

      ‘You might feel more comfortable removing those, what appear to be very uncomfortable, ski masks,’ the old man suggested before taking a sip from his wine.

      

      The six men looked at each other in bewilderment, and then, slowly, they each removed their masks.

      ‘Who the hell are you, man?’ Richards asked, anger and fear ringing in his voice.

      ‘My name is Simon Buna, my friends just called…sorry had, called me, Si. And I am the custodian of this tomb, which most would call a home. I rarely leave it and have not had visitors in an age… until now,’ the old man said. A smile cracked from the side of his mouth.

      ‘You said you were expecting us? How, why?’ Marcus asked as he reached for his drink, but something deep inside told him not to take it. He slipped his hand back and walked towards the old man.
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