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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie knew darkness. A dark, cold cell. Isolation. She sat on the bunk in the cell, hanging her head. She’d spent years in this place. Maybe she should’ve resisted against Strauss, or killed the agent like she did Sullivan. Might have kept her out of here.

      They had special rules for her in prison. When it was time to go to the shower, they put the hood on her head. Guided her along so she couldn’t use her abilities. She spent much of her day in the cell. She wasn’t even sure where the prison was located, as they’d driven her here hooded.

      There’d been no trial. She was deemed dangerous and the Artemis agents had whisked her to prison. Kept a hood over her head most of the time before she arrived. She’d been rotting here for the past four years.

      Over time, they’d given her the privilege of having books. Someone came around once a week with a library cart. She’d also earned a small black and white television for her cell. It only carried three local channels, but it was better than nothing.

      Not how she envisioned her life going into her twenties. She often thought of Jenna. Where she was right now? Was she in a cell like Ellie? Or had something worse happened to her?

      Jenna hadn’t killed Artemis’ director. Maybe they’d put her back in the program and she was doing hits for the agency.

      Bored, she flipped on the television. The local news was covering a protest. A group carrying signs and waving American flags stood outside the gates of the White House. Some of them were chanting. The gist was gifted people – many of them weren’t kids anymore – were corrupting America. Getting special privileges. One protester interviewed claimed the gifted would infiltrate schools and start influencing children.

      Ellie wasn’t sure how that would happen. Psychic and telekinetic powers weren’t contagious or transferable.

      The coverage switched to covering the latest in a string of domestic terrorist attacks. Attacks committed by gifted people. The latest one happened at a holiday-themed parade in Wisconsin.

      The news played a cell phone video of the attack. In it, a group of masked assailants drifted from the crowd. They flipped over trucks pulling the floats. Pulled down a sign from a five-and-dime store on the street.

      The sign falling killed two people. A third victim was in critical condition. Flipping the trucks killed three more and injured a dozen. Cops responded, only to have their vehicles trashed and tossed around like Matchbox cars.

      The attackers were like Mikayla Grant: able to toss things through the air with ease. Or like her friend Dylan, long dead and gunned down by the cops.

      No one claimed responsibility for the attacks. It was the third one of its kind this month. Close to fifty people were dead from the combined attacks. Hence the protests. People wanting the gifted rounded up and put in camps, where they could be watched. Counter-protests called for the gifted to have rights.

      Maybe she was better off in prison.

      She turned off the television and rolled on her side. Time for a nap. She did a lot of that in prison.

      

      Robbie felt fortunate, even as he sat on an overturned five-gallon bucket under the awning of an office building. This had been his life since slipping away from Strauss and Sullivan.

      While Strauss and Sullivan were chasing down Ellie and Jenna, they’d left him in the rear of the SUV. The gates of hell had opened around the college campus, and soon after Strauss and Sullivan had rushed in, dozens of cop cars had rolled up.

      Robbie had casually strolled away from the SUV. The police were too busy rushing the gymnasium at the community campus. Some of them yelled about shots fired and a gun inside.

      From the college campus, he’d walked along Main Street, moving away from the chaos. After getting away from the scene, he was once again homeless. Ever since that day, he’d been living on the streets, wearing clothes donated at shelters, panhandling for money, eating in soup kitchens, and committing the occasional robbery.

      Mostly he caught guys unaware on the downtown streets, creeping up behind, shocking them, and then lifting their wallets. He’d been careful, only mugging someone every few months and making the stolen money last.

      He’d considered turning himself in, just to get off the street. To get out of dirty, used clothes. To have a permanent bed and hot meals every day. But that would mean potentially being sent back to Artemis.

      Gifted people like him had been in the news; there were growing hostilities toward people like Robbie, and it didn’t help that terrorist groups using the gifted had formed in the country.

      He would need to be more careful.

      Delaware Avenue was deserted at this hour. The workers from the nearby Federal building had long vacated. On both sides of his perch were an insurance agency and a law firm. The streets were empty. He might as well be on the surface of Mars.

      He would need to be discreet, as his last attack had made the news. He’d caught a college kid stumbling along the street, alcohol fumes coming off the frat guy. Robbie had stopped him to ask for a buck. The kid had told him to fuck off, and Robbie grabbed his wrist, administering a shock. After the guy dropped, Robbie lifted his wallet.

      A passing motorist had witnessed the attack and Robbie had hauled ass, cutting down side streets and weaving through downtown. He’d seen the story on Channel 7 News in one of the local soup kitchens run by Catholic Charities. A random homeless man, believed to be gifted, was wanted in connection with the attack.

      His tailbone ached from sitting on the bucket, which he’d garbage=picked. He stood up and left the bucket behind, strolling toward Niagara Square. He had twenty-two dollars left from mugging the college kid. There was a gas station/mini market not far from here. His belly growled. It was time for some snacks.

      As he made his way toward the square, he heard a car engine approaching from behind. He turned and saw a black crossover vehicle easing up. There were multiple people in the vehicle.

      Robbie picked up his pace. His internal alarms were buzzing. Something told him the people in the vehicle meant him harm.

      The SUV lurched ahead, then slammed on the brakes. Three men jumped out and came at him. Robbie turned and booked the other way, but they caught him right away, grabbing his arms. Someone threw a hood over his head before he could jolt them. He tried thrashing his arms, but they had a good hold on him.

      “Easy kid,” one of the men said. “We won’t hurt you unless you make us.”

      They dragged him along the sidewalk and then he was thrown into the vehicle, the inside of the hood pitch black. He felt big bodies squishing him from both sides.

      The vehicle rocketed forward.

      Robbie said, “Did Artemis send you?”

      That drew laughter from the men. One of them said, “What the hell’s Artemis?”

      “You with the government then?”

      “Not the government,” one of them said. “Relax. We’re not shipping you off to a detention center or anything like that.”

      “Then where are we going?”

      “Nice big house,” one of them said. “You’ll like it.

      One of them turned on the radio and a Neil Young tune filled the car. Another guy sang along out of key until someone told him to shut the fuck up. Neil Young transitioned into Deep Purple.

      The car slowed, then came to a halt.

      One of the guys said, “We’re gonna walk you inside now.”

      They hustled him out of the car, each of them grabbing an elbow and squeezing.

      “Steps, five of them,” one guy said.

      Once they were up the steps, someone opened a door and he was led inside. The air smelled of a flowery freshener. He got a whiff even through the hood.

      The guys stopped him.

      The one on the right said, “Gonna take this hood off. You try anything and it’s a bullet in the guts. Understand?”

      “Got it,” Robbie said.

      The hood came off and he found himself standing in the great room of a mansion. Lots of dark woodwork, Persian rugs, and leather furniture. A fire crackled in the fireplace. A Siamese cat raced across the floor and darted under a leather couch.

      He’d expected to be taken to an abandoned warehouse or soundproof basement room. This place looked like something out of an HGTV show, one that featured fancy homes.

      There were three men standing around him, all dressed in sport coats and dress pants, their shirts open at the collar. They were big enough to work as bouncers and he felt tiny in their presence.

      Robbie said, “Whose house?”

      “You’re about to meet him.”
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      They urged him forward through the great room, winding through the house and passing through a dining room with a long table capable of seating two-dozen people. They ended up at a wooden door with ornate carvings on it.

      One of the guys knocked. “Mr. G? We’ve got him.”

      “Come in.”

      They entered and behind a desk sat a man in a lavender-colored dress shirt, his sleeves rolled up. He was hunched over and painting a model of a tank, making delicate movements to apply battle damage to the vehicle. He squinted in concentration.

      He had silvery-white hair on the sides of his head and a goatee to match. Bald on top. His skin had an orangey, tan tone. Behind him was another fireplace, the flames casting their glow on him and adding to the man’s orange tint. The walls were all built in bookshelves, overflowing with paperbacks, which filled the air with a musty old paper smell.

      “Sit,” the man said. “I’m almost done.”

      Robbie took a seat in front of the desk.

      The guy said, “You can go.”

      The three hulks exited the office, shutting the door behind them. Robbie watched the guy dab black paint on the model. He was making small explosion sounds under his breath, like a kid playing with plastic army men.

      He stopped and set the brush down on the newspaper he had laid out.

      “Know what kind of tank this is?”

      Robbie said, “No idea.”

      “A Sherman. Made a ton of them for the war. They got a bad rap, but it’s my favorite tank. I’m doing a Russian T-34 next.”

      Robbie didn’t know it was possible to have a favorite tank, but he said nothing. Did the guy have a favorite submarine and fighter plane, too?

      Robbie said, “You build models?”

      “Ever since I was a kid. I’ve been rude. Vince Graff.”

      “Robbie. Why am I here?”

      “You don’t like the house?”

      “It’s nice,” Robbie said. “But your guys kidnapped me. There’s no one to pay ransom for me.”

      Graff picked up a cloth from the desk and wiped his hands, a smear of black paint left on the material. “This isn’t a kidnapping.”

      “Felt like it to me.”

      “Sending out an invitation wouldn’t work.”

      “Why me?”

      “I heard there was someone running around shocking people,” Graff said. “A gifted person, probably homeless. I watch the news. I’ve had people watching.”

      “You’ve been stalking me then.”

      “Stalking’s a harsh word. Observing.”

      Robbie felt a flutter in his belly. Was this guy some sort of creep like Gary had been? Did Graff do sick shit with kids like Gary had? “Look, if you’re a fucking perv, I’ll jolt you and stop your heart right now.”

      Graff opened a desk drawer and took out Colt 1911, which he set next to his model tank. “Know where I got this?”

      “Should I care?”

      “This was my father’s. He carried it on Guadalcanal. Shot a Japanese soldier point blank and spattered his brains on a rock.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because the same thing will happen to you if you try anything. And even if you get to me, those three gorillas that brought you here will bust in and snap your arms off.”

      So much for not being hurt. “What do you want with me?”

      “I want you to work for me.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Using your talents. I don’t have any gifted people in my employ. I could use you.”

      Robbie said, “The last guy that told me that made me do shit work all day, sweating my ass off in the Montana sun.”

      Graff gave him a puzzled look. “I’ll have to hear that story sometime. This won’t be manual labor. You look like life’s been rough. Imagine getting a nice paycheck. Fine clothes. Women. Imagine no one having the balls to fuck with you.”

      “You in the mob or something?”

      Graff gave a hoarse laugh. He smoothed his finger over the model tank’s gun barrel. “Not exactly, but I’m a businessman. Sometimes that business calls for extreme measures.”

      Great. Kidnapped by a crime lord. “What if I don’t want to?”

      “You can walk out of here,” Graff said. “I’m not holding you hostage. But maybe someone puts a bug in the cops’ ears. Maybe someone saw the guy who zapped that poor bastard and robbed him.”

      So this was a blackmail situation. He was tired of being used.

      “I know what you’re thinking. I’m blackmailing you. True, but look at your life know. You’re filthy. You reek. You live day-to-day, stealing and wondering where the next meal comes from. What kind of life is that?”

      Graff had him there; most days he was cold, hungry, and couldn’t stand the look or smell of himself. His hair was long and oily, his nails dirty. He tried to keep clean the best he could, but it was damned hard. “What do you want me to do?”

      “First tell me about yourself,” Graff said, lining up the paint brushes he was using for the model. “How’d you end up on the streets?”

      “Long story,” Robbie said. “Can I get some food first?”

      “Of course,” Graff said, and took out his smartphone. He presumably texted someone. A moment later, one of the big dudes poked their head inside and Graff said, “Get him some of that leftover pizza from Molinaro’s. And a Coke.”

      “You got it.”

      They sat in silence, the only sound in the room the popping of logs in the fireplace. Graff’s guy returned with two slices of cold pepperoni pizza on a paper plate, a napkin, and a can of Coke. Robbie thanked him and the guy left the room.

      Graff said, “How’s that?”

      “Looks good,” Robbie said. “Haven’t had pizza in a while.”

      “Best in the city,” Graff said. “Would’ve offered you wings, but those didn’t last.”

      Robbie took a bite of pizza. It was delicious. Had the little charred pepperoni cups on it, which was how he liked it.

      “Now, you were going to tell me how you got here.”

      “I started off in a government school for gifted kids. They were training us to kill people. Enemies of the government. Criminals, that sort of thing.”

      “You kill anyone?”

      “I did,” Robbie said.

      “This is my lucky day.”

      “You want me to kill people?”

      Graff said. “There might be situations. Trust me, I’ll make it worth your while.”

      Robbie ignored that part. “I spent some time in Montana, got out of a bad situation there, then the agency running the school caught up to me. I gave them the slip and I’ve been living on the streets since then.”

      “So you’re wanted?”

      “I guess I am, but they haven’t been looking for me. I’m guessing they lost interest or shut the whole program down.”

      Graff said, “What was the name of this program?”

      “Project Artemis.”

      Graff picked up his phone again and typed, his thumbs going furiously.

      Graff said, “So what do you say? I’ll put you up here for tonight. You can clean up and in the morning one of my guys will take you shopping for some new threads. And you’ll be on the payroll.”

      “How much?”

      “More than enough,” Graff said. “We’ll get you a place. I own some properties.”

      It was either go back to the streets and face arrest, or work for a shady stranger. He didn’t have good options right now, but a place to live, money, and clean clothes was the better deal. “All right. I’m in.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.”

      Graff stood up and extended his hand over the desk. Robbie shook it, Graff squeezing his hand like he was trying to juice a lemon. He could’ve killed Graff right there, or at least hurt him. He didn’t. Instead he sealed the deal, as if they’d just done business over a round of golf.

      “Finish your pizza, then we’ll get you settled.”
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      The next morning, they slid her breakfast through the door slot. Toast, something that resembled breakfast sausage, fruit cocktail, and juice. She ate half of it and returned it to the guard through the slot.

      She filled the role of a model prisoner just doing her thing. They’d made it clear that the slightest hint of her using powers would result in her dead. They weren’t playing around. Even if she resisted, this place was a fortress. There’d be no escape. Taking people out with her abilities would get her nowhere.

      She assumed she was here for life. She’d killed Sullivan. Gone AWOL from Project Artemis and run from Federal Agents. No trial for Ellie; she’d gone straight to a six-by-eight concrete hotel room.

      It was shower day. At least she’d get out of the cell for a bit. The only other time she got out was for an hour of exercise per day. That was done in a cage slightly larger than her cell. She settled for walking the perimeter of the exercise cage. She also did push-ups, squats, and burpees to keep fit.

      The guards came to her door and instructed her to get ready for her shower. She grabbed her towel and hygiene kit. Turned her head as they unlocked her cell, came in, and hooded her. Guards grabbed her arms and led her through the prison.

      They pulled off the hood. After stripping down, she stepped into the shower room, a female guard watching her the whole time.

      “Gonna make sure I wash my ass?” Ellie said.

      “Hurry it up,” the guard said. “And quit running your mouth.”

      She finished up her shower, toweled, and dressed. The guard had watched the whole time with a grin on her face. Enjoying the fucking humiliation of it all. Ellie had to take deep breaths to keep herself calm.

      Another guard joined and they hooded her. When she arrived back at her cell, they got her back inside and removed the hood. She felt slightly more human after a shower. She lay on the bunk and laced her hands behind her head, thinking. Lots of time to do that. Nothing else.

      All the time in the world.

      

      Robbie woke the next morning in one of Graff’s spare rooms. Initially, he’d tossed and turned, but then exhaustion had overtaken him and he’d slept hard. He’d been worried about Graff being some sort of weirdo and had placed a chair under his doorknob just in case.

      The chair was still under the knob. Dishes clattered from somewhere in the mansion and voices rose up the stairs. It sounded like the house was waking up. He slipped out of bed, wearing just his underwear. For now, he’d keep the chair under the doorknob.

      The bedroom had an attached bath and he was looking forward to a shower. In the bathroom, he slipped out of his underwear and checked himself for wounds as the water heated up. Steam curled from over the curtain rod.

      Satisfied he didn’t have any new injuries, he stepped into the shower, careful to adjust the handle so the temperature was moderate. He could burn himself easily and not know it. He wet his hair and began the process of shampooing and scrubbing.

      While he did this, his mind wandered. The only time he’d felt pain in recent memory was when they’d pepper sprayed him in prison. That wasn’t an experience he’d wanted to repeat. His eyeballs felt like they’d been dipped in acid. He supposed a doctor would have a theory as to why his eyes were vulnerable, but maybe not. A host of doctors could never explain why he felt no pain.

      Like his gift of delivering shocks, it was unexplained.

      He finished scrubbing, then rinsed out his hair. The shampoo water sluiced down the drain and he got the rest of him clean. After stepping out and turning off the water, he grabbed a beige towel and dried his hair. Then he toweled the rest of himself off before wrapping the towel around his waist.

      Robbie found a comb in the vanity drawer, and as he was running it through his hair, someone knocked on the bedroom door. “One sec.”

      “You in there kid?”

      He headed from the bathroom to the bedroom door, removed the chair, and swung the door open. One of the hulks from last night stood in the door. He wore a gray sport coat over a black polo. He had wavy hair with flecks of gray in it.

      “At least you put a towel on.”

      “You interrupted my shower.”

      “Get some clothes on. Breakfast is ready. Then I’m taking you shopping.”

      The guy left. He realized he still didn’t know anyone’s names. It occurred to him that he could still take off. After all, Graff had said he wasn’t a hostage here, but where would he go? Back on the street? And there was the threat of Graff putting a bug in the collective ear of the police. He wasn’t about to go back to jail.

      He finished drying off and put his old clothes on. Then he ventured downstairs and maneuvered through the kitchen, where a pair of women were busy whipping up pancakes. The guy who had come to the door was leaning against the island and sipping from a coffee mug.

      “Grab some coffee. Vince is waiting in the dining room for you.”

      “Didn’t catch your name.”

      “Sal.”

      Robbie didn’t feel like coffee. He hoped there was some juice out on the table. His mouth was desert dry.

      He found Graff sitting at the end of the long table, a newspaper folded in front of him. A pair of reading glasses rested on his nose and he poured over the paper while drinking from a mug. There was a pitcher of orange juice on the table.

      “Have a seat,” Graff said. “Juice and coffee. The girls will bring you some pancakes.”

      Robbie took a seat near Graff. He grabbed a juice glass and poured from the pitcher. He took a sip, the juice sweet and fresh.

      Robbie asked, “You have a kitchen staff?”

      “My sisters,” Graff said. “I pay them. They can cook like the devil.”

      A woman with short, dark hair and a nose piercing entered the room, set down a plate of steaming pancakes, and hurried back to the kitchen.

      “Eat up while it’s hot.”

      A jug of maple syrup sat on the table. Robbie uncapped it and poured some on his pancakes. They smelled delicious and he picked up a fork, digging right in.

      “So Sal told you we’ll get you clothes. After that, he’ll take you to your new apartment.”

      “It’s all ready?”

      “Told you I own a lot of properties. Fully furnished. We’ll talk rent later. And I might have a surprise for you.”

      Robbie cut into more pancakes. “What kind of surprise?”

      “Wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you.”

      “What do I do after I get settled?”

      Graff folded his newspaper in half and smoothed it out. “I have business, something you can come along on.”

      His stomach twisted a bit at the thought. He wasn’t dumb enough to ask if he was going to kill someone. Not with Graff’s sisters in the kitchen. “Where?”

      Graff held up a hand, as if to tell him to take it easy. “Let me worry about the details. You drive?”

      “Never got my license, but I’ve practiced.”

      “We’ll get that fixed,” Graff said. “Gonna need you to drive sometimes.”

      “Do I get a car?”

      “Eventually,” Graff said. “Let’s see how you do.”

      “This is a nice house.”

      “It is, isn’t it? Everyone’s moved out to McMansions in the burbs. This is a good old house. And I like being in the city.”

      Robbie glanced out the window, spotting a high, wrought iron gate that surrounded the property. He realized he had no idea where the house was located, having been hooded on the drive. “Dumb question, but what street are we on?”

      “Delaware Avenue. Rumor has it Theodore Roosevelt himself stayed here one time.”

      Robbie guessed he was supposed to be impressed by that. Didn't really matter that a president stayed here a 150 years ago or something. “Sweet.”

      “Finish up eating. Don’t keep Sal waiting.”

      

      The guards were back at Ellie’s door in the afternoon. The lunch they’d provided was sloshing around her stomach. A tuna fish sandwich and lukewarm soup. They entered, cuffed her, and got the hood on her head. As the hoods went, this one didn’t smell too awful. It had the smell of generic laundry soap. Plus, she’d learned to breathe in them without feeling like she was going to suffocate.

      While she was hooded, they rummaged around the cell. She could hear them going through things. Boots squeaked on the floor. One of them grunted.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Quiet,” a male voice said.

      They were still banging around. After a few minutes, they said, let’s go. “You have to use the bathroom?”

      “Not right now.”

      “It’ll be your last chance for a bit.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “You gotta piss or not?” the male guard said.

      “I’ll try.”

      They took off the hood and cuffs, then stepped outside. She used the metal toilet while they waited. When she was done, it whooshed and made a peculiar gurgling sound. She guessed they were transferring her, but she had no idea where.

      The guards returned and got the hood and cuffs on her. Then they led her from the cell. She still had no idea where they were taking her. Eventually, they sat her down in a hard chair after many twists and turns through the prison.

      “What’s this about?” Ellie said.

      “You’re being transferred.”

      “Where?”

      “You’ll find out.”

      She sat in the chair for a while. A phone rang in the background. Someone clicked keys on a keyboard. She heard chatter. Two male guards talking about last night’s Broncos-Chiefs game and how the refs fucked the Broncos in the ass.

      They helped her up and led her to a doorway. Someone put a coat over her shoulders and told her to walk straight ahead. The chill air bit into her. Her feet crunched on the ground. It sounded like the earth had frozen. There were no windows in her cell, so she wouldn’t have seen snowfall. The wind whipped, and flakes brushed her cheeks.

      The prison officials hadn’t told her much about the charges leveled against her, other than she was considered a domestic terrorist. She wasn’t sure how that applied. The government had trained her to murder people. Had tortured her and stripped away her rights at the school. And she was the terrorist? Hardly.

      The new prison couldn’t be much worse than this one. Maybe she’d at least get a cell mate. Someone to chat with and pass the time. She’d stayed out of trouble. Kept quiet and been mostly respectful to the guards. That had to be worth something.

      The guards told her to step up.

      “There’s two more steps. Take it easy or you’ll wind up on your face.”

      A bus engine chugged to life. A heater inside the bus whooshed. She was led down a narrow aisle. Bumped herself on seats, or so she imagined. Then they sat her down.

      “I’m gonna take this off you now,” the guard said. “There’ll be a guard with a shotgun watching you. Can we trust you?”

      Ellie said, “You can. Plus I’m cuffed.”

      “We’ve got a long ride,” the guard said. “Don’t think you want to spend it with a hood on.”

      “You’d be right.”

      They untied the hood and pulled it off. She sucked in cool air, then breathed out. Her breath plumed in front of her. The guard who’d removed the hood had slicked back hair and a mole on his cheek. A second guard stood behind a gate between the seats and the driver. He held a shotgun.

      She was the only inmate on the bus. A few inches of snow had fallen. Ellie hadn’t seen the outside of the prison, as they’d brought her in with the hood. Dozens of brick buildings dotted the property, which was surrounded by high fences with coils of razor wire at the top. Guard towers were spread around the perimeter.

      Beyond the fence was miles of dirty brown scrub land.

      No one was escaping this place. Not in a million years.

      Why were they transferring her? She certainly wasn’t a threat to escape. It hadn’t occurred to her to even try using her abilities. That would just lead to more pain and suffering, for both her and her targets.

      The last time she’d used her powers was to kill Sullivan.

      The bus chugged forward, eventually reaching the front gate and guard shack. The guard in the shack waved them through. As they drove through the main gate, Ellie saw the prison sign: ADX Florence. Federal Bureau of Prisons. No Trespassing.

      She knew they sent the worst of the worst here. The Unabomber. Cartel drug lords. The Boston Marathon bomber. She wasn’t evil. Not like them. She had regrets about killing Sullivan. Those usually melted away when the nightmares came and she dreamed of being electrocuted inside a broom-closet sized room. A room where she couldn’t catch her breath and there was no light.

      Sullivan was responsible for those nightmares.

      “Where are they taking me?”

      The guard with the mole said, “No talking.”

      She rode in silence, watching the snow-dusted ground pass by.
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      Robbie spent the morning at the mall shopping with Sal, who paid for everything. It wasn’t free, as Sal told him the money would be taken out of his first paycheck. He still had no idea what his job involved, or how he’d get a legit check working for Graff. For the moment, he was glad to have fresh, clean clothes. He purchased the basics (jeans, sweatshirts, sneakers), plus a bunch of dress clothes, including sport coats, a variety of dress shirts, two pairs of shoes, and multiple pairs of pants. He wanted to burn his current clothes and planned on changing as soon as he got to the apartment.

      Sal told him any time he was called to work or drive for Graff, Robbie was to dress sharp. Like you’re going to a fucking baptism, was how Sal put it.

      After the mall, they stopped at a barber shop, where a seventy-something barber named Angelo gave Robbie a haircut and a shave. He even used a straight razor, warm towels, and heated shaving cream.

      He felt like a goddamned human being again. Angelo the barber put some pomade in his hair and combed it.

      “Pretty fucking slick,” Sal commented, reading a Sports Illustrated while he waited.

      After he was all set with the clothes and the haircut, Sal drove him to an apartment complex on the waterfront. They parked in front of the building and Sal helped him lug his bags inside, where they took the elevator to the fourteenth floor.

      When they got off the elevator, Sal said, “Vince bought this place five years ago. Renovated the whole building.”

      “You call him Vince,” Robbie said. “The other guys called him mister.”

      Sal said, “We go way back. Been working for him a long time.”

      They headed to unit 1408. Sal took out a pair of keys on a ring and gave them to Robbie.

      “It’s yours. Pantry and fridge are stocked. Comes out of your pay.”

      “Right.”

      Sal said, “Vince has a surprise for you. A welcome to the crew type of thing.”

      “Gonna clue me in?”

      “You’ll like it, trust me.”

      

      After Sal left Robbie to his own devices, Robbie spent time putting his new clothes away. Once that was done, he checked out the fridge and pantry. They were fully stocked, as Sal had mentioned, and he made himself a turkey and cheese sandwich.

      He spent the rest of the afternoon hanging out and watching television. Occasionally he’d get up and look out the windows. He had a nice view of the lake, straight across to the Canadian shore. Robbie tried to determine if anyone was watching the apartment, but he didn’t see Sal’s car in the lot or on the street.

      That didn’t mean he wasn’t being surveilled. There could be bugs or hidden cameras in the apartment. He didn’t fully trust Graff, and he was certain the trust didn’t extend back to him.

      Either way, he had a place to live for now. He could take some time and plan his next move.

      Daylight faded into evening and he had another sandwich for dinner, washing it down with some raspberry sparkling water from the fridge. As he was clearing his plate, someone knocked at the apartment door.

      Robbie set the plate in the sink and went to the door. He looked out the peephole. Outside the door stood a very attractive woman. She had long, Auburn hair styled to perfection. He wondered if she was lost. She didn’t seem dangerous, so he opened the door.

      She had on a short, royal blue dress that hugged her and a leather jacket. Wore black pumps that added a few inches to her height.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Robbie, right?”

      “Yeah, how do you know me?”

      “Mr. Graff said you’d be here. I didn’t realize you were so good-looking.”

      “Are you a friend of his?”

      “Not really. Can I come in?”

      He didn’t see a reason to say no. He stepped aside and let her in. As she passed, he got a whiff of her perfume, which smelled fantastic. He shut the door behind her.

      “Can I take off my jacket?”

      “Uh, sure.”

      She took off the jacket and set it on the couch. The dress had long sleeves but was cut low in the front. She wore a small cross on a pendant around her neck.

      “I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Lilia.”

      “That’s a pretty name.”

      “You’re sweet.”

      “No offense, but why exactly are you here?”

      “I thought it’d be fun to have a date,” Lilia said. “Sound good to you?”

      “I don’t have any money to take you out.”

      “We can stay here,” Lilia said. “Maybe talk a bit and see where things go?”

      It began to dawn on him that Lilia was a paid escort. Milton had done something similar, sending a woman to his quarters to have sex with Robbie. He’d rejected the woman then, but he was considering at least talking to Lilia and seeing what happened. He didn’t talk to many women, and none as stunningly pretty as Lilia.

      “Sure. Something to drink?

      “What do you have?”

      “Just pop and sparkling water.”

      “I’ll take a water.”

      Lilia sat on the couch and while Robbie fetched two waters from the kitchen, she called out, “Nice place. I love the view.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty sweet. I just moved in today.”

      He returned to the couch, handed a water to Lilia, and took a seat. She popped the can open and took a sip. She set her can on the coffee table in front of the couch and slid over toward Robbie.

      “We don’t have to sit so far apart.”

      He was aware of her thigh touching his. He had to admit, she had the smoothest, prettiest legs he’d ever seen.

      Lilia asked, “How do you know Vince?”

      “He offered me a job and a place to stay,” Robbie said. “I was living on the street.”

      “You were homeless?”

      “Yeah.”

      She reached over and patted his thigh. “That must’ve been hard.”

      “It sucked.”

      “How’d you end up on the street?”

      “Long story,” Robbie said.

      “You wanna tell me?” Lilia said. “I’m a good listener.”

      “You don’t want to hear about that.”

      “Try me.”

      He gave her a condensed version, leaving out the stuff about Artemis and being a trained killer. He instead gave her a lame story about getting into some trouble back home and needing to leave, which left him on the street.

      “That’s a sad story,” she said.

      “Well, life is shitty sometimes, what can you do?”

      “I can make you feel better.”

      She slid closer to him and draped her leg over his. Robbie felt his heartbeat pickup. She was close enough to smell her coconut-scented shampoo, and it smelled just as good as her perfume.

      Robbie said, “I should tell you something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “This’ll be my first time,” Robbie said. “Little anxious.”

      “That’s no problem,” Lilia said. “I like virgins, and you’ve got me all night. Just relax, ‘kay.”

      Her hand shifted to his crotch and she rubbed up and down.

      “Let’s work on those nerves.”

      She got his pants unfastened and his zipper down. She moved quickly, and gave him a little pat, telling him to lift his ass. He helped her pull his pants down to his knees and then her head was in his lap. She took him in her mouth and it was by far the greatest sensation he’d felt in his life.

      Her head bobbed up and down and she made moaning noises. It didn’t last twenty more seconds before he came and she kept going for a few seconds until he thought he’d lose his mind, nearly asking her to stop. Then she eased up, stayed down for a few seconds before sitting up. She wiped the corner of her mouth a bit and said, “Feeling more relaxed?”

      He managed a quick nod.

      “Good,” she said. “I’m gonna go clean up. You rest and we’ll get ready for the rest of our date.”
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      They did it two times, once with Lilia on top and once with Robbie on top. He’d managed to last slightly longer each time. Longer than he had during the blow job. Now, he checked the clock in the room. It was just past four a.m.

      Lilia was curled up next to him, some of her hair spilling onto his chest. She’d informed him Graff had paid for something called the girlfriend experience, where she stayed the night in the bed with someone. Who knew there were different packages for escorts?

      It was a little weird sleeping with a total stranger, but the night had been well worth it. She’d told him how good he was – even if he hadn’t been, and that made him feel slightly better. Supposed no one’s first time was anything to brag about.

      He dozed off, and when he awoke, Lilia wasn’t in bed. It was just past seven a.m. He got up, threw his boxers on, and found her in the living room, where she was slipping her high heels on.

      “I’ve got to get going hon.”

      “I had a good time.”

      “Me too,” Lilia said. “You’re sweet.”

      “So do I...”

      “Vince took care of everything,” she said, taking a card from her purse. She handed it to Robbie.

      Elite Escort Services, the card read. Below it was a phone number.

      “You ever want to have another date, give a call and request me.”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Take care Robbie. Good luck with your new job.”

      Her smile hit him in the heart, although he knew it was part of her job, it still made him feel good. Life had been so messed up for so long, he’d forgotten about small pleasures – like having a girl smile at you.

      She headed across the living room and was out the door. If he’d still been in high school, or if he’d gone to college, this would’ve been a brag moment among the guys. No one would’ve believed he was with a woman as beautiful as Lilia. Sure, she’d been a prostitute, but damn she was good looking.

      Still, he was left with a deep sense of loneliness. Sure, the fucking part had been great, but what now? It wasn’t like she was a real girlfriend. In fact, he had no friends at all.

      Graff was his only contact right now.

      His stomach growled. He meandered into the kitchen, where he rummaged around. The only decent choices were granola bars. So much for breakfast.

      He had no money to go out and get something, either.

      Someone knocked at the door. Part of him hoped it was Lilia coming back. He made his way to the door, checked the peephole, and found Sal standing outside sipping from a Starbuck’s cup.

      He opened the door, still in his boxers.

      “Hey,” Sal said, looking at Robbie’s lower half. “Nice fuckin’ legs. You could put some hot sauce on those and dip ‘em in blue cheese.”

      “You’re fucking hilarious.”

      Sal brushed in past Robbie. “Get dressed. I’m taking you to breakfast.”

      Sal had on a pair of aviator shades, an Adidas track jacket, and jeans. He slurped from his coffee cup. “Would’ve got you a coffee, but no idea what you like. We gotta get you a phone.”

      “That’d help. I’ll get dressed.”

      Robbie shut the door and headed to the bedroom.

      Sal called, “How’d you like your surprise?”

      “You mean Lilia?”

      “No, I mean the clown we sent over to make balloon animals.”

      “She was nice.”

      “Just nice?”

      “Okay, she blew my mind.”

      That drew a laugh from Sal. “She’s one of Vince’s favorites. Figured we’d welcome you proper.”

      “This breakfast place fancy?”

      “Nah, sweatshirt and jeans is fine.”

      He threw on a hoodie and jeans, then met Sal in the living room.

      “So she gives great head, huh?”

      Robbie said, “Didn’t have anything else to compare it to.”

      “Whoa, you’re telling me you’re a virgin?”

      “Until last night.”

      Sal clapped him on the shoulder. “You popped your cherry. Breakfast is on me. C’mon, we’ll talk while we eat.”

      
      They ended up in a little breakfast place downtown, seated in a booth at the front window. The aromas of coffee and greasy breakfast food filled the restaurant. Robbie had ordered some French toast and bacon, while Sal ordered something called the lumberjack plate, which Robbie imagined came with an obscene amount of food.

      They both had steaming cups of coffee in front of them. Sal had taken off his shades and set them on the table. He had a large head and thick jowls, which reminded Robbie of a Newfie or St. Bernard.

      “We’ve got something for you,” Sal said. “Few nights from now.”

      “Am I gonna get some money?”

      “Take it easy. We’ll get to that.”

      “How long you been working for Vince?”

      “He’s Mr. Graff to you right now,” Sal said. “Almost twenty years.

      Sal picked up his coffee cup. In his large hands, it looked like a child’s toy teacup. He took a swig. “Now about this job.”

      Robbie’s gut clenched. Was this going to be any better than what he’d done for Artemis? Once again, he was in things up to his chin, with no way out.

      Sal said, “Vince has a lot of interests. One of them is offering business loans. Sometimes people aren’t timely with payments.”

      “Like a loan shark.”

      “Loan shark is such an ugly word,” Sal said. “Think of it like a small business association helping out the little guys.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “You want to know if I’m connected, maybe in the mob?”

      Robbie drank some coffee. “How’d you know?”

      “I get that a lot. I did some work back in the day for what was left of the Buffalo mob. Not like it was back in the day, according to my father.”

      “What was it like?”

      “Ever hear of Stefano Magaddino?”

      Robbie shook his head.

      “He ran Buffalo and Niagara Falls, was on the Commission

      that made big decisions for the Organization. This one time, he caught a guy who he thought was ratting on him. Know what happened?”

      “It didn’t end well for the guy?”

      “They stuck him on a meat hook. Right up his ass. Tortured the fuck of the poor bastard. Blow torched out his eyes and all this shit.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Yeah,” Sal said. “But that was a long time ago. There were some crazy fuckers around back in the day, to hear the old timers talk about it.”

      A young waitress brought their food, asked if they needed anything else, and left the table. The place was busy, and the chatter of other diners buzzed through the restaurant. From the kitchen window, a short order cook shouted for someone to pick up an order for table four.

      They both dug into their food.

      Sal said, “There’s a strip joint out by the airport called Gold Dust, ever hear of it?”

      “Can’t say I have.”

      “The owners are into Vince for twelve large. They run coke out of the back rooms, so they can’t exactly go to a bank for a loan, see?”

      Robbie nodded, chewing his French toast.

      “Vince has been a little lenient. He knew their father, so he’s been patient on collecting, but it’s gotten out of hand.”

      “And you want me to count the money after you collect it?”

      Sal said, “No, smart ass, you’re gonna help us make an example out of them.”

      “Should you be talking about this here?”

      Sal looked around, then looked directly at Robbie. “You got old folks here, guys coming off the night shift. Believe me, no one gives a fuck what we’re talking about. Plus, it’s noisy in here. We’re good.”

      “Why not just take care of it your way?”

      “Vince wants some drama, a real show. You know, you do that thing with the electricity, put the fear of God in them.”

      Robbie said, “So shock and awe, literally.”

      Sal pointed his fork at Robbie. “Now you’re getting it. I’ve got some cash for you, too, since you brought it up. We’ll have to get you a car so you can drive Vince around.”

      “And a phone?”

      “Yeah, that too. We’ll take care of that today. So remember that story about Magaddino torturing that guy?”

      “You just told it to me, yeah.”

      “Don’t think about crossing Vince, or shit will happen to you that makes a meat hooks and blowtorches look like a day at Disney, got it?”

      That wasn’t exactly comforting, but it wasn’t surprising. He’d agreed to work for a criminal. “Understood.”

      “Good. Finish up and we’ll go get you
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