







Dangerous Games




“Before we shake hands and call it a night, gentlemen, you’re going to want to see what’s on this. Can I use your desktop, Ed?”


“Go ahead. What’ve you got, Danny?”


Danny described what Greg had found, then swiveled Ed’s desktop monitor around so the men in the conference area could view it.


“So you think that’s a schematic for an assassination attempt?” Hooper asked.


“It ain’t a Disney movie,” Ed said.


“That’s my guess,” Danny said, ignoring Ed’s commentary. “An assassination attempt followed by what looks like a very bloody escape plan.”


“It’s not the most sophisticated setup,” Hooper pointed out. “But if people are willing to sacrifice themselves to make it work, it’d be hard to stop.”


“Except that now we know about it,” Ed said. “Which means we know what to watch out for.”


“One thing bothers me about that, Ed,” Danny said. “It’s so crude, so bold, that it almost seems like they must know something we don’t. They have somebody on the inside, or there’s some other element we haven’t put together yet.”


“Well, we may not know if it’s a real plan or not, but we know that it’s at the very least a potential threat,” Ed said. “And here at the Montecito we take potential threats seriously.”


“That’s right,” Danny agreed.


“Which means,” Ed continued, with a meaningful glance at Danny, “that Danny here will work up a new plan to counter this new threat, and present it first thing in the morning. And one more thing. Time’s getting short here. Whatever Danny comes up with will be the best plan he can put together in the time we have, utilizing the combined resources of our team and both of yours. But there’s not going to be a lot of time for bickering and jockeying for position. We all have to put that nonsense behind us and just do the damn job.”


Charles Hooper interlocked his fingers behind his head and stretched in his seat. “Why beat around the bush, Ed? Just tell us how you really feel.”
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“Have you seen any cute cowboys?” Delinda Deline asked. She and Mary Connell threaded their way through the packed aisles of the Montecito Hotel and Casino’s gaming floor. Sounds of laughter and whoops of joy filled the air, people celebrating big wins on slots or rolls of the dice or spins of the roulette wheel. Mary knew that Delinda enjoyed being on the casino floor and felt at home there even though she rarely gambled. Delinda preferred the sure thing to the long shot, and somehow she had the power to make things materialize when she wanted them badly enough.


“Dozens,” Mary said, smiling at a couple of particular memories. Another memory in the making pushed through the throng just ahead of them, a good-natured grin affixed to his handsome face. He wore snug-fitting jeans, with a green-and-white-


striped snap-button shirt. A white hat and boots with two-inch heels added to his already considerable height. “Maybe hundreds. I like the Stampede,” she added, turning to watch him pass. The jeans fit just as well from this angle. “We should do it more often.”


“There can only be one centennial of Las Vegas’s first cattle drive,” Delinda pointed out. Her dangling earrings were shaped like horseshoes with ten-gallon hats hanging from them, sculpted from twenty-four-karat gold. Like most of the Montecito’s staff and guests this weekend, Delinda was wearing a western-style shirt; hers was in a silky gold fabric with pearl snaps and contrasting indigo piping on the yoke and cuffs, and she wore it like the supermodel she could have been, had she chosen that path in life. As it was, with her flaxen hair and glowing skin, she looked like the goddess of gaming, if goddesses wore two-hundred-dollar jeans. “There might be another one in another hundred years, I guess, if you’re willing to wait.”


Mary shrugged. The National Rodeo Finals came to Las Vegas every year, so if Mary really ached for cowboys, she could find them there. But she wasn’t on the prowl. Window shopping could be fun, but she had never found a boyfriend by looking for one. Somehow men always seemed to find her when she was least prepared for them. Why that happened she had never been able to figure out. Then again, she hadn’t devoted a lot of effort to trying. If it ain’t broke…


“There’s just something about a cowboy,” Delinda said, apparently unwilling to drop the subject.


“There is indeed,” Mary agreed, watching another pair of tight jeans sidling toward the Sports Book. Then she glanced away and spotted a familiar face, shaded by a very unfamiliar hat. “Then again,” she said, “some guys just don’t pull off the look all that well.”


Looking in the direction Mary indicated, Delinda laughed. “Oh my God,” she said. “That is just something Danny should not do.”


Danny McCoy, director of surveillance and security for the Montecito, worked his way through the crowd toward them. Tall and handsome in a dark blue Armani suit, he had a dusty black cowboy hat with a tall crown and a wide brim pulled low over his eyes, gunfighter-style. The effect of the hat paired with his contemporary power suit was simply comical. Danny had been Mary’s best friend in childhood, then her first real boyfriend (Delinda’s boyfriend too, for that matter, although not her first), and Mary knew that no matter where her life led, she would always love him.


But that didn’t mean she couldn’t burst out laughing when he looked ridiculous.


Danny tossed Mary and Delinda a bashful glance, reminding Mary of the two-year-old boy he had been when they’d met. He obviously had some idea of how goofy the big hat looked on him. Maybe if he had pulled an entire western outfit together, he could have carried off the hat—but not with that suit. “Hey, ladies,” Danny said. “Place is rowdy today.”


“Must be all the beer and beef we’re selling,” Delinda said. “Tex.”


Danny touched the hat’s brim. “That’s funny,” he said, not meaning it in the least. “I did a guy a favor, okay? He was losing big-time at blackjack. He swore it was his unlucky hat’s fault, so he took it off and stuck it on my head. Next hand, the dealer busted. The guy told me to take the hat away and never let him have it again, no matter how much he begs.”


“That thing looks like he’s been wearing it for the entire hundred years since that first cattle drive,” Delinda said. “You sure his head won’t come apart without it?”


“I think as long as the cards fall his way, he doesn’t care,” Danny said.


“Did you check it for livestock, Danny?” Mary asked. “Lice, maybe? Fleas?”


Danny lowered his voice, cocked his head closer to Mary’s. “Look, I don’t like the hat either. But the guy is one of Sam’s whales, and she was standing right there when he put it on me. She told me that if I took it off, she’d reach down inside me, grab me by the ribs, and turn me inside out.”


“That sounds like Sam,” Mary said. “Anything for a big spender, even disembowelment.”


“Especially disembowelment,” Delinda said. “For a girl who hates guns, she has a definite vicious streak.”


“So I’m stuck with it,” Danny continued. “Make all the cracks you like, the hat stays on. At least for tonight.”


“It could have been worse, Danny,” Delinda said. “What if he’d had unlucky spurs, too?”


“It’s really fine, Danny,” Mary said. “If anything, it makes you easier to spot in the crowd.” She let a few moments pass for effect. “Unless the crowd is full of guys in cowboy hats, of course.”


“Ha-ha,” Danny said, without humor. “Sorry, ladies, but the hat stays.”


“What the hell are you doing in that stupid hat?” Ed Deline’s voice was a low, intimidating growl, and Danny spun around when he heard it, his eyes widening in surprise. As president of operations, Big Ed ran the Montecito, and everyone on the staff—even Delinda, his only daughter—treated him with respect. That respect was often tempered by the slightest trace of fear—especially among people who didn’t know him well enough to realize that Ed only truly exploded at those who had earned his wrath. Mary knew he could be a pussycat when he wanted to be, but she’d seen him in tiger mode too, and facing the tiger side of Ed was never fun.


“Sam said…” Danny sputtered.


“I don’t give a damn what Sam said, you’re an executive of this hotel and casino and you look like a clown. If you want to go all out on the western duds for the duration of the Stampede, then go for it. But the half-assed look doesn’t cut it. You look like you’re making fun of our guests.”


“It’s really just—”


“Take the damn thing off,” Ed growled. He turned to Mary and Delinda, gracing them with a charming smile. “You ladies, on the other hand, look delightful. Please excuse me and Hopalong Cassidy, here.”


“He’s all yours, Daddy,” Delinda said.


“See you later, Danny,” Mary said. “Don’t take any wooden Indians.”


Ed led Danny away, toward the stairs that led up to the executive offices. “Did Ed seem angry to you?” Mary asked, watching them go.


“Oh, no,” Delinda replied. She knew her father better than almost anyone on Earth, and Mary often looked to her to explain his moods. “Maybe a little stressed out. There were some rodeo clowns on the floor earlier, and you know how he is about clowns.”


Mary had heard about the clowns, playing craps in full makeup and tattered outfits, although she hadn’t seen it for herself. She got the picture, though, and nodded. “Perfectly understandable, then.” I wouldn’t want to be Danny right now, she thought.


 


Danny took the hat off and deposited it, as he passed by, on the head of a white-haired woman playing two slots at once. He couldn’t tell if she even noticed. If Sam saw him without the dusty old thing, she would be pissed, but that was an abstract concern. Ed was right here, right now, and already unhappy. “What’s up, Ed?” he asked as Ed led him toward the front staircase.


“What’s up is that you’re on the floor talking to Mary and Delinda and wearing a stupid hat when you’re supposed to be focused on coordinating security with the Secret Service and Klaus Aickmann’s people. Aickmann arrives tomorrow, and he’s going to be a much bigger security nightmare than all these good old boys put together.”


“I know, Ed,” Danny assured him. He had, in fact, been taking a short break from his almost nonstop effort to mesh the needs and requirements of the United States Secret Service and the German magnate’s private security force, without compromising the Montecito’s own systems and procedures. The long struggle and tenterhook diplomacy had resulted in an increasing ache beneath his temples, as if his head were being drilled into from both sides at once, and he had made a circuit of the casino floor in an attempt to shake it. That was when he ran into Sam and her unlucky whale, then Mary and Delinda. And finally Ed, who assumed he wasn’t working because—well, because at that precise moment, he was not, in fact, working. “I’m on it,” Danny continued. “It’s tough, though, getting them to even talk to each other, much less agree on anything.”


“And that’s why you get the big bucks, right?”


They had almost reached the staircase that would take them up to the second-floor overlook, where they could talk without being disturbed by the racket from the casino floor. Before they made it to safety, however, Dieter Klasse, the Aickmann team’s second in command, broke from the crowd and walked toward them. Klasse’s back was ramrod straight, his arms and legs scissoring precisely as he approached, looking like a man with something on his mind. He kept his white hair chopped very short, with pink scalp showing through, his face clean-shaven, his suit pants pressed to knife-edge creases. “He wants something,” Danny muttered. “I swear the man thinks I’m his personal wish fairy.”


Ed gave Danny a sidelong look, head cocked, as if trying to read the younger man’s mind. “Wish fairy,” he muttered, shaking his head sadly.


Dieter Klasse joined them at the foot of the stairs a moment later, coming to an abrupt military stop. “Mr. Deline, Mr. McCoy,” he said. His words carried the warm, conversational tone of a whip crack.


“Something we can do for you, Mr. Klasse?” Ed asked. He sounded remarkably composed, Danny thought, considering he had assigned Danny to deal with this situation because he wanted to keep his own involvement to the barest minimum. Before being promoted to president of operations, Ed had run surveillance and security; his CIA background and years of experience meant that no one in the hospitality business had been better at the job. Danny had almost dreaded taking over the gig precisely because he didn’t want to follow Ed’s act. Ed had left awfully big footprints to fill, and part of filling them was keeping problems like this away from Ed when he didn’t want to be bothered.


The whole situation would have been easier if this had been a “normal” week at the Montecito, but Danny had worked there long enough to know that normal didn’t exist. With the Stampede in full swing, the place was crowded with cowboys, cowgirls, and western wannabes, all intent on enjoying a rowdy good time, Vegas-style. The huge exhibit hall in the resort’s convention center was jammed with western and ranch merchandise, from the smallest gift items to giant tractors and stock trucks. Some of the Montecito’s sprawling grounds had been turned into a makeshift rodeo arena where exhibition bull riding, barrel racing, and other events took place from noon to midnight. Livestock had been fenced into a section of the vast parking lot, filling the air outside with sounds and aromas that had not been experienced in Las Vegas for the last century. Animals had even been put on display inside the hall, creating a feast for the senses that even the Montecito’s state-of-the-art ventilation system had to work overtime to control. All in all, it was another atypical week in a place where nothing ever stayed the same.


“I’ll handle this, Ed,” Danny said. “Why don’t you go on up and I’ll meet you in your office.”


Ed didn’t budge, as if, having been buttonholed by Klasse, he was determined to see it through.


“We have a request,” Klasse said. His thick German accent made his ws sound like vs and his vs sound like fs. “We would like feeds from all the Montecito’s cameras routed to our control van.”


Danny saw Ed’s mouth start to move, and he quickly held up a hand to stall whatever rude comment Ed might make. “You understand, Mr. Klasse, that we have five thousand and three cameras on the premises.” He had already gone through the Montecito’s statistics with the people in charge of both groups, including Heinrich Hartung, Klasse’s boss, who headed up Aickmann’s private security team, and Charles Hooper of the Secret Service.


“Yes, I am aware of that,” Klasse said.


“You can’t possibly have enough monitors in that van to keep track of five thousand cameras,” Danny said. The van was similar to those that local TV stations sent out for remote broadcasts. They’d need a moving truck to hold that many monitors and the associated equipment to run them and to record the feeds.


“This is our problem, no?”


Danny started to respond, but Ed cut him off, his impatience bubbling to the surface. “No, this is our problem,” Ed said. “We want very much for Mr. Aickmann to have a good trip to Las Vegas, to make his speech and to enjoy his stay. But we will not sacrifice the integrity of our surveillance system, and that means nobody—nobody, am I making this clear?—gets full access to our internal security systems. Not you, not the Treasury Department, not the president of the United States, and not Klaus Aickmann.”


Danny’s head swiveled between the two men. “Ed, I’ve got this. Mr. Klasse…what Ed said. I’m afraid we can’t do that.”


“Afraid?” Ed repeated, shooting Danny an anguished frown. “He’s not afraid. It’s an absurd request!”


“I can only relay what Herr Aickmann asks for,” Klasse said.


“Let Herr Aickmann know that we absolutely intend to guarantee his security,” Danny said before Ed could speak again. “But that we have to dictate the terms of that security. We’re happy to take input, but we don’t take orders.” He glanced at Ed, who gave him a nearly imperceptible nod. “Are we understood?”


Klasse clamped his lips together in a thin, unhappy line and held that pose for a moment before speaking, as if to demonstrate his dissatisfaction with Danny’s response. “Yes, Mr. McCoy. I understand.”


Swiveling on his glossy wingtips, Dieter Klasse departed as stiffly as he had arrived. For a fraction of a second, Danny thought Ed had a smile on his face, but it faded so fast he couldn’t be sure it had ever been there. “Danny?”


“Yes, Ed?”


“Just…deal with this, okay? Make it so I don’t have to think about it.”


“If that’s how you want to handle it,” Danny said.


“That’s how I want to handle it.” Ed started up the stairs without another look back. The stained-glass wall behind him cast a multicolored glow on his ascending form.


Danny knew that his boss meant what he said. Aickmann’s trip would be the biggest security and logistical nightmare Danny had encountered thus far at the Montecito. If he screwed it up…well, he could not afford to screw up. Multibillionaire Klaus Aickmann had connections at the very top of Germany’s government. He served as an advisor and confidant to politicians throughout Europe, and in the United States. His speech, scheduled for the next evening, would be broadcast live on cable news stations and was meant to relay to the world Germany’s international intentions for the next several years. Aickmann couldn’t officially speak for the German government, but everyone knew that he would air their views unofficially, and because he was a private citizen, he could be more direct than government officials allowed themselves to be. Any problems that arose during his visit would reflect badly not just on the Montecito, but also on the city of Las Vegas and even on Washington. To call it an international incident would border on the cliché, but that’s what it would be.


Which meant it had to run as smoothly as any other event at the Montecito, in spite of the increased complexity and the potential for catastrophe. And Danny was prepared to do whatever it took to ensure just that.
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When her cell phone chimed, Sam was in the middle of a difficult negotiation. Not an unpleasant one—she stood in a semicircle with four tall, handsome cowboys, trying to convince them to teach a client of hers the art of bull riding. The sticking point was her client, Burl Bradenton. Forty-two, Burl was an advertising executive whose primary exercise came from racquetball and tennis. He came across as reasonably fit, but hardly an athlete. Although Burl was happy to waive any claims that might arise from injuries he received during the lessons, the cowboys weren’t certain they wanted to accept responsibility for him. She couldn’t really blame them, but when one of her whales wanted something, Sam went out of her way to make it happen.


“Excuse me one second,” she said, glancing at the phone.


The name BYRON showed in the window.


She let out a small sigh.


During her career as a casino host, catering to the high rollers who thought of Las Vegas as their own personal playground, Samantha Jane Marquez had dealt with every kind of whale imaginable (except for the aquatic variety). Her client list had included inveterate gamblers, those who came for the shows or the gourmet meals or the easy availability of beautiful women and had to be tempted to the tables, profligate spenders, and others whose every dollar had to be pried from their wallets with a crowbar.


She had started out downtown, on Fremont Street, where the casinos were older and considerably less luxurious, the definition of “whale” less restrictive, and the competition as likely to come at her with a knife as with a cutting remark. By honing her skills, learning how to anticipate a client’s needs, and building the network of contacts required to satisfy those needs, she had worked her way up to the Strip’s more glamorous resorts. Once she had “arrived,” professionally speaking, she had shifted from a freelance gig to the Montecito’s most important on-staff casino host. She knew that her position was crucial to the casino’s success—that she, as much as any ad campaign or promotional effort, drew in the millionaires and billionaires who could afford the major play. Sam understood that through sheer volume, the tourists, the mom-and-pop visitors, even those who never gambled but spent money at shops and restaurants, had become as vital to the company’s bottom line as the high rollers. But those people would never come in if not for the big players, the celebrities and the wealthy whose spending levels, suites, and perks the rest aspired to.


So she suffered all her clients with a smile, no matter how pushy, rude, obnoxious, or upsetting they were—and to be fair, plenty were just the opposite, gracious and genuinely appreciative of her efforts. Nice or nasty, their gambling provided her with a very good living. Sam loved her job.


There was, however, one type of whale that bothered her above all others. Byron Hammer—a prime example of this type—had spent the last few days climbing all over her last nerve, walking it like a tightrope, and she feared it would snap if she couldn’t get him under control.


He was what she called (privately of course) an ADD whale. She had met loads of people with short attention spans, but Byron Hammer made most of them look like paragons of patience. She had seen him get bored by the spinning wheels of a dollar slot machine between the moment he punched the button and the time the wheels stopped spinning. The clanging of a jackpot could usually refresh his interest, but never for very long.


Ordinarily, Sam wouldn’t care how brief someone’s attention span was, but when that someone was one of her clients—and he looked to her for constant stimulation—it got really tiresome, really quickly. Not because Sam ever ran out of ways to entertain her whales, but because when one of them couldn’t seem to think for himself and had her private cell phone number, it tied up her line and her time, making her less available to her other clients. Any casino host who only took care of just one whale at a time was a casino host who would soon be looking for a new steady job.


Like maybe something in shoe retail.


“Look, I’m sorry about this,” she told the cowboys. “I have to take this call, and it might be a while. You think about what I said and I’ll get back to you, okay?” She flipped the phone open as the men shuffled off. “Hi, Byron,” she said, the epitome of cheerfulness. “How’s the poker going?”


“Boring,” Byron Hammer said. “I guess I’m up twenty or thirty.”


Thousand, Sam knew. Not the direction the casino preferred, but it could be a lot worse. She didn’t mind when her whales won—her bonus was based on how much they played, not whether they won or lost, and as a rule winners came back to town more often than losers. And they tipped better. “Are you ready for something new?”


“You bet, Sam.”


“How about baccarat? High stakes, steady action, classy environment.”


“That’s a little slow-paced, isn’t it?”


“Only to spectators,” Sam assured him. “Not when it’s your money on the line, believe me.”


Byron hesitated. She could hear his breathing, his slow inhalations and exhalations. Thinking, she knew. He did a lot of that.


It nearly always meant trouble.


“I think I’m tired of gambling for now,” he said. Words a casino host did not want to hear, especially from someone like Byron Hammer.


“What do you think you’d like to do, Byron?” she asked. “It’s a little early for a show.”


“Let’s see…” Another long pause. More of that damn thinking. “Maybe a massage. And a manicure.”


“Done and done.”


“And what about an hour by the pool?”


“Regular pool or topless?”


“Regular is fine, thanks,” he replied. “Let my wife and daughter know they can join me if they’d like.”


“I’ll do that.” She had already started walking toward the poker room, ready to escort him to wherever he decided he would rather be. Leaving him to his own devices wouldn’t do, since he would most likely get distracted by something else altogether and end up who knows where. She had little enough control over Byron as it was, and she didn’t want to risk that by losing track of him. On the way over, she phoned Marcella, Byron’s wife, and told her about Byron’s pool plans.


“That sounds fine, Sam,” Marcella said. Sam found her as eminently reasonable as Byron was wearying. She didn’t know how Marcella put up not only with Byron but with Kaylie, their six-year-old daughter, whose attention span mimicked her father’s. “We’ll join him at the pool in about an hour, then, after his manicure and massage.”


“I’ll meet you at the pool entrance,” Sam offered, “and take you to his cabana.”


“Wonderful,” Marcella said. “We’ll see you then.”


Sam ended the call, made another quick one to Polly at the spa to schedule Byron’s M&M, then, folding the phone, she made a sharp turn past a dollar slot bank, toward the poker room. Halfway through the turn, she collided with Mike Cannon.


The impact with the considerably taller Mike nearly bowled petite Sam off her feet, but she held her ground. Mike, a handsome black man with a lean physique and a smooth head, caught her hands just in case. “It’s funny,” he said, with a friendly smile. “There are literally more than five miles of walking space within the Montecito’s walls, and yet you ran smack into me.”


“Me? I ran into you? I don’t think so.”


“Oh yes,” Mike insisted. “Physics indicates that given your trajectory and approximate rate of speed—”


“Save it, Einstein.” Mike had a master’s degree in engineering from MIT and took every opportunity to put his knowledge to use, or to show it off. Even, Sam thought, when it’s boring. “I’m in a hurry.”


Mike waved around himself, indicating a clear path. “Never let it be said that the Cannon slowed the tide of commerce.”


“And watch where you’re going next time,” Sam said. “And stop calling yourself the Cannon. It’s weird.” She gave him a three-fingered wave and followed the course he indicated, hoping Byron hadn’t already decided to wander away from the poker table.


 


Mike watched Sam disappear into the crowd. Her shapely behind made for a pleasant diversion, but his real problems wouldn’t be pushed aside for more than a couple of minutes. Since being promoted out of his position as head valet, Mike worked for Danny McCoy in surveillance and security. He had enjoyed the valet gig—the tips were great and Mike enjoyed meeting people, being outside, and driving brilliantly engineered machines. But his skills served him better upstairs than on the pavement, and Danny put his technical expertise to the test on an almost daily basis. This week, though, Mike had found especially challenging. The Montecito’s security technology, ranging from cameras to infrared and X-ray imaging, to facial recognition, EVI and video IQ software, laser-induced breakdown spectroscopy, and much more, had been designed to keep tabs on people inside the building, and on people and vehicles in the parking lots and garage areas.


Cows and horses had definitely not been part of the original plan.


But cows and horses were what he had to contend with this week. Prize animals, with an aggregate value of millions of dollars, had been brought to the Montecito for display and auction during the Stampede. Danny and Ed had impressed upon Mike that their security was every bit as important as that of the paying guests. Their odd sizes and shapes, however, played havoc with the resort’s automated systems.


Before running into Sam, Mike had been on his way to the exhibit hall to reconfigure some of the onsite hardware, in hopes that it would be more responsive to the unusual conditions it had to deal with. He was sure the system could cope, given a few precise tweaks.


The tricky part was figuring out just what to tweak, and where, and how much. He didn’t want to spend a lot of time messing with the wrong equipment, or fiddling with hardware when what he really needed were software fixes.


The safety of millions of dollars on the hoof had been put in Mike’s hands, and he didn’t plan on leaving the livestock in limbo.


 


After watching Ed drag Danny away—not quite by the ear, except maybe in spirit—Mary and Delinda spent a few more minutes scoping out the denim-clad crowd. Finally, Mary glanced at a passerby’s watch, clocks being a rarity inside casinos. “Lordy, Delinda, time’s a-wastin’,” she said in an exaggerated cornpone accent. “I gots to git to the chuck wagon!”


“That’s right, I forgot about that,” Delinda replied. She refused to play the accent game. “I guess I still don’t understand what’s the big deal about cooking up a few pots of beans.”


“It’s more than just beans,” Mary said. “Ezra, the chuck wagon chef, is preparing full meals. Steaks, burgers, beans, biscuits, cowboy coffee, and various other side dishes.” She smiled and shook her head briskly, sending her long red hair flying in every direction. She wore a tight red satin western shirt, unsnapped just far enough in the front to display impressive cleavage, and faded jeans that could have been painted on over boots of wine-colored leather. “But yeah, there will be a lot of beans.”


Delinda suppressed a shudder. Not that she didn’t like barbecue as much as the next girl, but still. What was the point of living in the twenty-first century if you ate like it was the nineteenth? “Well, you just make sure the people who are going to be eating all those beans stay outside. I’ve got to make sure the inside people have real food to eat.” Delinda was responsible for running the Montecito’s food and beverage services, which meant overseeing all its bars and restaurants. She refused to include chuck wagons in that job description, leaving Mary, as hotel manager, to take charge of that one.


Mary shot her a grin. “Delinda Deline, keeping the world safe for haute cuisine.”


“You know what they say. It’s a dirty job—well, not as dirty as cooking outside in pits dug in the ground. Are they really cooking in pits?”


Mary hesitated, which Delinda took as confirmation. “Among other places…”


“Like where?” Delinda asked. She shook her head. “Never mind, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.”
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Ed Deline liked his new office. Some executives would have loved it, but Ed wasn’t a guy who used such superlatives to describe his feelings about a place to work. He had, over the years, worked out of shabby hotel rooms and the backs of vans, shadowed alleys in European capitals, teahouses in Asian mountain villages, and thatch huts in Latin American jungles. Once, he had spent two weeks sleeping outdoors, with no tent or fire, in an Eastern European forest, watching an ancient castle that was rumored to be the site of a transaction involving Soviet-era processed weapons-grade plutonium. He’d had to fend off wolves, bats, bugs, and birds, and in the end had determined that the only people visiting the place were local villagers who used it for extramarital trysts. On another occasion, he had spent four days and nights inside a tiny Fiat, high in the Swiss Alps, wondering where the manufacturer expected to find a customer base of people with fourteen-inch legs and truncated torsos.


His current office was, in comparison, comfortable and functional, which Ed liked. The predominant material was wood, polished to a glowing sheen, but between the office and the entry where his receptionist sat stood a thick, textured glass wall that allowed light from his windows to flood her work area. Huge windows afforded a Strip view, while flat-screen monitors allowed him to keep track of the action inside the casino. A plush conference area occupied one end of the big room. Behind his desk Ed had left the carved ivory tusks that had belonged to Monica Mancuso, the office’s previous occupant, who had briefly owned the Montecito until a stiff wind blew her off the roof.


It beat the hell out of some of the other places he had worked, but he couldn’t get emotional about it, because it was still just a place. Walls, a floor, a ceiling, panes of glass, and furniture—comfortable furniture, but still. Who could get worked up about furniture? His real job involved people—the good ones on his staff, the bad ones who tried to take advantage of the system, and all the people who spent their hard-earned dollars at the Montecito and who were Ed’s responsibility. Ed’s focus had to be, of necessity, splintered in several directions. He managed what were called in the trade the “back of house” activities, which included all the behind-the-


scenes workings the customers never saw, and made sure that they ran smoothly. Then there was the front line, those aspects the customers did see, from the reception counter to the guest-room attendants to the meals they ate to their interactions with dealers and casino personnel. Ed’s primary concern was the front line, but keeping a handle on the back of house was what kept the front line humming.


He liked to avoid trouble by anticipating what might go wrong and making sure it didn’t. He had taught Danny McCoy the same strategy, and Danny, thanks to his marines training and his natural sense of responsibility, had caught on immediately. Now they worked almost in sync, as if they’d been allies for decades, not just a couple of years. Every now and then Danny still surprised him with a stupid decision or a move that hadn’t been thought through all the way, but not nearly as often as he had done even a short time before.


At the moment, Danny sat in a visitor’s chair across from Ed’s desk. The stupid cowboy hat a thing of the past, Danny now looked crisp and professional in his navy suit, white shirt, and red-and-black-


striped tie. His hair was dark brown, neatly cut, and framed a face handsome enough to get him into all sorts of trouble. For a time Danny had been on Ed’s bad side because Ed had caught him in bed with Delinda, but that relationship hadn’t lasted long, and Ed figured both Danny and Delinda were old enough to form their own attachments. Ed had been more bothered by the fact that he hadn’t known Delinda was in town—and that Danny clearly had known and hadn’t bothered to tell him. He had moved on, forgiving the younger man, and all in all he was glad he hadn’t given in to his initial impulse and hurled Danny out the hotel room window. “What’s the situation?” Ed asked him. “Are Aickmann’s people going to be reasonable?”


“I don’t know if I’d say reasonable, Ed. That might be a little too much to ask of either party.”


“The Treasury Department has always been that way,” Ed said, speaking from bitter past experience. “Bunch of stiffs in cheap suits. They should really spend more time chasing tax cheats and let another agency handle Secret Service matters.”


“Like maybe the CIA?”


Danny’s grin was mocking, but with good humor. “They could make a worse choice,” Ed said.


“I’m sure.”


“Are you going to get to the point sometime today?” Ed asked. “Where do we stand?”


Danny straightened in his chair, all business now. “Where we stand is that Aickmann’s people have dropped their demand for full access to the camera feeds.”


“Because it was a stupid demand and we’d never let ’em have it.”


“That’s right,” Danny said. “But they do want to see all guest registration records. The Secret Service heard about that and decided they want to run complete background checks on all guest registrations. They want us to contact all the guests with reservations and ask them for their Social Security numbers.”


Ed resisted the impulse to call Charles Hooper, head of the Secret Service contingent, and laugh in his face. “That’s not gonna happen.”


“That’s what I told them. So then they said they wanted to have access to all our facial recognition records, for everyone who walks in the door from twenty-four hours before Aickmann shows up until he leaves.”


“And you told them…?”


“Not gonna happen.”


“That’s my boy.” Ed rubbed his goatee, satisfied so far with Danny’s performance. “What else?”


“Aickmann’s group heard about that and wanted the same, plus the ability to listen in on our radio traffic.”


Ed laughed. “Have these people ever been involved in a real security operation? I know they do things differently in Germany, but this is freakin’ nuts.”


“I know, believe me. I’ve been tearing my hair out with these people, trying to get them to listen to reason. They keep wanting to one-up the other group, and none of them seem to care that we’re trying to run a casino here.”


“Aickmann will care,” Ed said. “That’s why he wanted to give the speech in Las Vegas, after all. He likes the action. Anyway, it’s not like we’re the United Nations.”


“We’re better,” Danny said with a laugh. “Most countries secretly hate the UN, but everyone loves Vegas.”


Ed fiddled with the remote on his desk, flipping through the signals from different surveillance cameras on the flat-screen plasma monitors built into his wall. He paused when he found an image of Dieter Klasse, sitting in the Opus lounge with a couple of members of the German security team. They had a plan of the hotel spread out on a table in front of them, and Dieter was pointing out different spots on it. “There are the Germans,” Ed said, continuing to flip to new images. He paused again on their mobile control van outside. “And the rest of them are in there, it seems.”


“That’s where I left them,” Danny explained. “Heinrich Hartung, the head of Aickmann’s team, is in the van with them. I told him what we could supply and showed his people how to get it set up.”


“Good.” Ed kept changing the screens, feeling like a kid who can’t decide what TV show to watch. He stopped again on a picture of a tall, lean man in a brown suit, standing at the edge of the Sports Book. The man had dark hair, almost black, cut military-short, and pale eyes that never stopped roving. A white wire coiled from under his jacket into his ear. “There’s a dead giveaway,” Ed said. “That’s no iPod.”


“That’s Charles Hooper,” Danny said, studying the monitor.


“He’s the joker running the Secret Service team, right?”


“That’s right.”


“I met him at a party in D.C. once,” Ed said, not giving away the fact that he had known Hooper years before that. “He has a lot of years under his belt, but he’s kind of a dork.”


“That’s him,” Danny agreed. “He’s okay, I guess—seems like he knows his stuff, and he can lie back when he needs to. But he expects everyone to jump when he says so. Even if they don’t work for him.”


“I can jump,” Ed said. “But the orders have to come from a lot higher up than Hooper. Is he getting along with Hartung and his people?”


“Except when they try to outdo each other,” Danny said.


As they watched, Hooper’s gaze flickered toward the eye in the sky, the camera broadcasting his image into Ed’s office. “Think he knows we’re on him?” Danny asked.


“It gets to be a sixth sense in the business,” Ed said. “You know when someone’s watching you, even if they’re doing it from a mile away.”


Another man strode briskly into the picture, a heavyset man with a round, bald head, like a whitewashed cannonball with eyes. He tugged at his suit as he walked, as if he could make it fit better by pulling it around his girth. “There’s Hartung,” Danny said. “He doesn’t look happy.”


“Is he ever?” Heinrich Hartung ran the private security company—owned by billionaire Klaus Aickmann—that provided Aickmann’s personal protection services. Ed had run across him a few times too, at various flashpoints around the world. Hartung was in his sixties at least, maybe older—if not old enough to be an ex-Nazi, Ed had often thought, old enough to have learned his ideas about discipline from them. He had put in time for at least a half dozen different intelligence agencies over the years, but he always seemed able to walk away from them—uncommon in a world where old spies were rarely allowed to retire peacefully.


But I did, Ed thought. I guess it all comes down to which skeletons you know about, and in whose closets.


On-screen, Hartung leaned into Hooper and spoke rapidly, jabbing a meaty finger at Hooper’s chest. Charles Hooper looked as if he was trying to keep his cool, but the more that finger wagged at him, the more the blood rushed to his narrow face, turning it red, then a kind of eggplant color.


“I wish we could hear them,” Danny said.


Ed felt the same way. “They want to hear our transmissions, we ought to bug them just out of general principle.”


They watched a few moments longer. Hooper’s right hand balled into a fist, and the camera picked up a vein on his temple that throbbed like a pulsating blue worm. “Maybe we should have someone go in and break this up,” Ed said. “I don’t think Aickmann will be thrilled if his head guy gets his clock cleaned in our casino.”


“Hang on,” Danny said as a third figure entered the frame. This one was taller than either Hartung or Hooper, with an athletic build and a tanned face that would have looked at home hanging ten off the California coast. His hair, bleached by the sun, was short but shaggier than Hooper’s, and in his blue eyes burned a determination that Ed could see from here. He planted himself between Hartung and Hooper, and Ed could tell from his body language that he was defusing the conflict before it escalated.


“That’s Garrick Flynn,” Danny explained. “He was a ranger in Iraq. I’m surprised he works for Hartung instead of the Secret Service. He’s pretty cool. I really wish he was in charge of the whole op. Be a lot more spit and polish and a lot less FUBAR.”


“It’s not FUBAR yet, Danny. Your job is to make sure it doesn’t get there.”


“I’ll do my best.”


“You know what your best is, Danny?”


Danny considered for only a second. “Not good enough unless it gets the job done?”


“That’s exactly right.” I trained the kid well, Ed thought, settling back into his comfortable desk chair.
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Sweat ran down Will Streeter’s sides like the flow of Fish Creek when the snows were melting in the Tetons. Best case, he was half a day late—setup had begun the afternoon before, and he had no doubt that some of the vendors, those with more elaborate booths, finished before the sun had gone down. Others, with fewer goods and less complex displays, could well have set up before the noon opening of the exhibit hall.


But Will hauled his goods in an ancient horse trailer, left over from his rodeo days. On Interstate 15, with desert off to his right and the peaks of the Pahvant Range cutting sky on the left, a wheel had come off the trailer. Will had managed to brake his old pickup carefully, but the rear left corner of the trailer had skidded across the pavement, kicking up a geyser of sparks, until he muscled the vehicle off the highway and onto the shoulder.


When he got out of the truck and looked inside the trailer, he saw that much of his merchandise, so carefully stowed, had shifted when the wheel went haywire. He’d have to repack and secure some of it. But first he’d have to unload enough to lighten the truck, so he could jack it up and replace the wheel.


By the time he got back on the road, aching and sweat-soaked, night had fallen. Instead of pushing on to Las Vegas as he had intended, he stopped at a motel in Beaver. As he ate dinner of tough, stringy steak in a nearby café, he did some real soul-searching to determine whether or not he wanted to continue. At first, the Stampede convention at the Montecito had seemed like a great idea—he tried to make all the Western-themed events he could, partly because he enjoyed the company, and partly because selling in person generally proved more lucrative than the online auction houses where he did most of his business. Those online auctions had been slow lately, and he hoped that was because the serious collectors had been saving up for the Montecito show.


The way his luck had been going lately, he wondered if the wheel incident had been a sign that he should just stay home in Wyoming and lay off the travel for a while. One of the reasons he had turned his back (what was left of it, anyway) on rodeo in his late twenties was that the constant travel proved so damaging to any attempts to form lasting relationships with women. In the half dozen years since, however, his success at finding someone for the long term hadn’t changed significantly. Carlotta, his most recent girlfriend, had announced a week ago not only that she did not want to see him anymore, but that during his absences over the past several months, she had taken up with another man, who she intended to marry before the year was out.


That, in the end, was what had convinced him to go ahead and head for Vegas—that, and the fact that at this late date he couldn’t get his booth rental deposit back. Sticking around Wind River would only remind him of Carlotta. He would have to pass by restaurants they had dined in, shops they’d visited together, places they had walked. He didn’t want to stay home listening to George Jones and Hank Junior, avoiding his favorite honky-tonk, but that was what he expected he would do if he didn’t get out of Dodge. And there was the chance that he would run into her and her new friend, which he wasn’t ready for.


In the morning, his mind made up, he hit the road again, driving through St. George and into Nevada. By the time he reached the Montecito and found the loading docks, load-in had officially ended. Will had to ask permission to load in late, and instead of using a big flatbed cart, he had to haul all his cabinets and merchandise on a two-wheel dolly, carting it through aisles already clogged with customers. The full heat of day had come on, and every time he wheeled the dolly back out to his horse trailer from the air-conditioned exhibit hall, he thought he was stepping into a giant oven. Perspiration pooled under the brim of his cowboy hat, spilling down his cheeks and stinging his eyes. His long-sleeved cotton shirt glued itself to his ribs. With all the walking back and forth, he was glad he was still wearing his Justin work boots and not the Lucchese vintage-style cowboy boots he planned to wear during the show.


Once Will had his goods moved into the booth space, he began organizing it all, shoving his display cabinets and racks into place and then filling them with cowboy memorabilia, most of which he had amassed during his years on the rodeo circuit. One of the occupants of the space next to his, a corner booth, leaned over a table and showed him a friendly smile. “We thought you was never gonna show up,” the man said. He sported a bushy gray beard and was dressed in 1880s formal wear: white tab-collar shirt, long black coat, a ribbon tie, black pants, and boots. He looked like a traveling preacher or an undertaker, but the size of his grin would have seemed inappropriate on the latter. “Figured maybe we’d have to spread into your space just so’s it didn’t look like a ghost town around here.”


“I had some trouble on the road,” Will explained. He didn’t want to go into detail, particularly not while still trying to get set up as potential customers passed by. “I made it, but not quite as early as I’d have liked.” He glanced into the adjoining booth, where the man’s female partner had dressed in late-nineteenth-century bordello finery. They sold cowboy music CDs—Will recognized the names of Dave Stamey, R. W. Hampton, Kip Calahan, Michael Martin Murphey, and many others, western fiction by such luminaries as Elmer Kelton, Will Henry, Louis L’Amour, Peter Brandvold, and more, and themed magazines like True West, Wild West, and Cowboys & Indians. Music by Gene Autry trickled from speakers set beneath one of their display tables. It looked like a booth where he could easily spend as much as he made over the two days of the show. “Guess I’ll have some good tunes to listen to over the weekend,” Will added. “Or what’s left of it, anyway.”


“We’ll try to make sure you do,” the man said. “My name’s Bob.” He extended a hand, which Will grasped. “That’s Shirlene.”


Will introduced himself and shook Bob’s hand, then waved to Shirlene, who was bent over a table helping a customer select a CD. Then again, the customer might simply have been enjoying the view of her décolletage.


Will exchanged similar neighborly pleasantries with the woman on the other side of the booth, who sold Indian-themed wood sculptures that looked as if they had been carved en masse by barely trained summer campers. Then he returned to the business at hand. In a glass-fronted case, he arranged items of particular value or fragility—his favorite old pinup calendar, a pair of beaded gloves worn by a participant in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, an old Paiute pot he had acquired from a Colorado trading post just before it went out of business, a quartet of autographed Roy Rogers Dell comic books, and other treasures. A selection of old lariats dangled from a wooden T-bar post. He draped a pair of red wooly chaps over a roping dummy. Worn, dusty hats went across the top of the glass-fronted cabinet, and heel-worn boots at its foot. Indian baskets held collections of spurs, brands, badges, buttons, and conchos. From a short wooden ladder, he hung saddle blankets he’d had signed by some of the great riders he had ridden with in his rodeo days.
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