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      It was the smell that bothered him most.

      Phil Porter could deal with the uncomfortable chairs and lack of privacy. He could deal with the staff watching nearly every move, and the fact that there were no curtains on the thick, reinforced windows. He could deal with the hostile eyes that had been on him since the day before, trying, he knew, to work up the nerve to approach him. He could even deal with the cold, cheap sandals he’d been forced to wear.

      But the smell? The smell was almost too much.

      The room was one of four. Big and open, with cement floors and cinderblock walls and a tiny, nearly soundless television bolted to a stand that hung from the ceiling. Like spokes of a wheel, the rooms branched off from a main hub, which was fed by a large hallway.

      His breakfast—an unremarkable plate of oatmeal with a link of mystery meat—had included multiple cartons of low-quality juice on the aluminum cafeteria tray. It might have been apple, but Porter wasn’t sure. After breakfast, he’d made multiple trips to the cheap water fountain, trying to drink his fill.

      He was paying for it now.

      Porter sat alone, trying to ignore the pain in his bladder. The room hummed with activity. Men walked back and forth, some finding empty chairs to sit on, others grouped around stamped metal tables—which were bolted into the ground—and playing with well-worn decks of cards.

      From the hub, behind tinted glass, they were all being watched.

      Porter crossed his arms and let the cartoons on the television distract him from the smell, and the growing pressure in his lower torso. Around the time SpongeBob was trying to find his snail friend, the urgency in Porter’s bladder grew to be too much, and he pushed himself to his feet, muttering a string of expletives under his breath.

      He pulled at his white pants, which rode up near his calves as if he were a New England farmer’s wife preparing to hunt clams during low tide. The intake officer had told him they didn’t have anything to accommodate his height.

      Porter knew the lazy bum hadn’t wanted to go find a bigger size.

      His sandals clapping as he went toward the back corner of the room, Porter saw two men sitting at a table alone. He’d have preferred to avoid them, but his options were limited. Theirs were the eyes he’d felt burning into his back, but neither had gotten close enough for him to tell them to beat it.

      Porter turned the corner, the large cinderblock wall creating the only place the eyes in the tinted-glass hub couldn’t see. People needed privacy to go to the bathroom. As Porter entered, the smell threatened to overwhelm him, and its source was evident.

      There were three stalls with no doors. A large puddle of excrement and mystery liquid pooled underneath them all, creating a small lake that covered half the floor.

      “Shit,” Porter said to no one.

      He stepped carefully over the pool, trying to stay as far away from the feces as he could. Porter breathed shallowly as he stood at the galvanized metal urinal and let the stream he’d been holding fly. It sounded melodic as it rained down on the communal metal trough. Porter kept his eyes on the cinderblock wall in front of him, thankful that he had some privacy—if only temporarily.

      “Hey yo, big man.”

      Porter closed his eyes and rested his head on the cool block.

      “Hey. We’re talking to you.”

      Porter opened his eyes and shook himself. “Does that mean I have to listen?”

      The man speaking to him was thin, but well-muscled. His hair was shaggy, falling around his shoulders. “It'd be rude not to.”

      Porter stepped carefully to the sink. Behind Shaggy, there was another man, who looked like a worse version of Ethan Hawke, as if Ethan decided to live through a meth bender. Not-Ethan Hawke was much taller than Shaggy.

      He clicked the soap dispenser and found it empty. “Rude?”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Shaggy said.

      Porter clicked again, but couldn’t produce any soap from the container. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered.

      “What’s that?” Not-Ethan Hawke said.

      “Nothing. Look, whatever you’re selling, I don’t want any.”

      “How do you even kn—”

      “Trust me. I don’t want any. I’m a short-timer anyway, and I’m not interested.”

      “But you don’t even—” Shaggy started to say.

      “Sure I do. It can’t be that many things. Maybe you think you can break out of here and need some help. You two don’t look smart enough to have a plan, but it’s possible. If that’s the case, I’m not interested.” Porter took a quick look behind him, as if the pool of shit might travel the last twenty-four inches and grab him by the calf while he wasn’t looking.

      “What the hell are you trying to say?” Shaggy said.

      “Pretty sure I just said it.” Porter stared through the men blocking his way. “If it’s not that, then maybe you guys want to make a name for yourself. That tattoo makes me think you have people to impress. Aryan Brotherhood, right? People who’d love to see a guy that looks like me on his ass. I’m the biggest guy in here, maybe you beat me down and you’ll get a little bit of cred.”

      Shaggy and Not-Ethan Hawke looked at each other and then back to Porter.

      “Unless you guys are after me for sex?”

      “Sex? Hell no. This is something different. Something I heard about you when you came in,” Shaggy said.

      “Whatever it was, it’s not true.”

      “Really? Some of the staff told me you’re in for assault. That you’re not from around here.”

      Porter didn’t answer, instead debating with himself how long he could hold his breath and not pass out.

      “Then I call home last night. Momma tells me my baby brother got his shit pushed in at his old lady’s trailer. Said some big black asshole wrecked his face.”

      “What’s your brother say?”

      “He couldn’t talk. Damn jaw’s wired shut.”

      “Interesting. Well, that wasn’t me.”

      “Oh no?” Not-Ethan Hawke said.

      “I’m only half-black. More of a brown, really. Looks like you’re after someone else. Can I get by now?”

      “No, you’re him. How many other big bastards that look like you running around this county? It ain’t that big of a place.”

      Porter looked down at the men. “I just want to go sit down. SpongeBob is getting interesting.”

      “See, here’s the thing,” Shaggy said. “My family’s known around these parts. People don’t even think to mess with us. They find out we can get punked by anybody, our business goes downhill. I can’t have that.”

      Porter risked taking his eyes off the men to sneak a look at the pool of shit again. “Honestly?”

      The two men stared at him.

      “Your brother was a bitch. Now I see it runs in the family. Get out of my way, or a busted jaw’s gonna be the least of your problems.”

      Not-Ethan Hawke pulled something from the front of his pants. Porter knew what it was before the man even unfolded his hand. Half a toothbrush handle, filed to a point and then carefully melted with a lighter until it was hard as a rock. A crude but effective weapon.

      A shank.

      Shaggy smiled, his partner’s shank a security blanket for him, like the “beer-muscles” of jail. “Don’t hear you talkin’ tough now, do I, boy?”

      Porter gritted his teeth. “Don’t… don’t call me that.”

      “That bother you?” Not-Ethan Hawke said with a smirk.

      “If you’re so offended,” Shaggy said, “what say we deal with this little problem right now? That way my baby brother can get some good news when I call tonight.” He nodded at Not-Ethan Hawke, who gripped the shank tight and took a step toward Porter.

      Without another word, Porter reached out and snatched the man’s wrist, squeezing it tightly. He felt the small bones underneath his grip give way. Before Not-Ethan Hawke could scream or drop the shank, Porter slammed a hammer fist into the inside of the man’s elbow, unlocking the arm and bending it back toward its owner.

      He guided the shank deep into Not-Ethan Hawke’s stomach and then stepped back.

      “You motherf—”

      Shaggy moved toward Porter, flinging wild, futile punches, and Porter stepped forward to meet him. He grabbed the man’s thick white jumpsuit and spun him in a half-circle, his arc ending abruptly into the cinderblock wall.

      Porter slammed the smaller man’s face into the hard rock, three times, until he went limp and fell like a wet towel at Porter’s feet.

      Not-Ethan Hawke was bent over, clawing at the toothbrush in his stomach.

      Porter turned and looked down at him. “Ouch.”

      The man looked up. “Help me, man. You gotta help me.”

      “No.”

      “Oh God, please. I’m gonna die.”

      “Nah. It’s just your stomach. Tell you what, I’ll give you something for the pain.”

      Porter grabbed the man’s hair and slammed several elbows into the side of his head. As Not-Ethan Hawke went limp, Porter grabbed the man and threw him, a judo hip-toss that sent him soaring through the air, landing with a splash in the offensive pool.

      He looked down at Shaggy, asleep on the floor at his feet, then back to Not-Ethan Hawke, whose jumpsuit was sponging up some of the foul liquid on the floor. A hint of regret passed over him, the thought of a missed opportunity. He should have taken a minute to ask the two idiots about Reno. Maybe they’d have had some information.

      Porter quickly put that out of his mind. No one last night could tell him anything; there was no way these two would be able to.

      As Porter nodded to himself, he felt something cool on his toes. Forcing himself to look down, he found himself toe-deep in the lake that Not-Ethan Hawke was bathing in.

      The source of the smell.

      “Son of a bitch,” he muttered as he walked stiffly around the corner to the rest of the open room, in search of the showers.
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      The shower had been unsatisfactory. The water wasn’t nearly hot enough to make him feel clean again and the soap didn’t lather at all. Still, he’d scrubbed his feet and his sandals several times, hoping the non-lathering cleansing bar had magical antibacterial properties.

      Like maybe it was made out of penicillin.

      After doing the best he could, Porter had gone back to his bunk, which was the bottom bed of a row of three bunks. He tried to relax in the open, communal room, but there was too much noise.

      First, the men across the room in the bathroom had woken up. Loud and confused, they’d wandered out of the bathroom, holding various parts of their bodies.

      They’d tried to call the nurse for a sick call. That plan went out the window when Not-Ethan Hawke was discovered to be hiding a shank underneath his shirt, stuck in his stomach.

      In lieu of a nurse, a squad of officers came into the room and dragged the two men out, pulled off to God knows where with their hands cuffed behind their backs.

      Porter didn’t care. He was just glad he wasn’t going to have to deal with them—at least not for a while.

      He was flat on his back, barefoot as his shoes air-dried, and staring at the bunk above him. After some time, he managed to block it all out. The smell. The noise. The movement and activity around him. Even the feeling that he’d need to incinerate his feet to get them clean again. As he closed his eyes, a loud voice boomed over the speaker on the wall.

      “Porter.”

      He sat up, careful not to hit his head on the top bunk. “Yeah?”

      “Step to the hallway,” the voice crackled.

      “What is it?”

      “Step to the hallway. Now.”

      Porter swung his feet off the bunk and let them hover for a few moments as he decided whether it was better to put on the orange sandals, or walk through an entire jail barefoot.

      He grudgingly decided the former.

      He walked to the one door in the big room, a pneumatic slider with chipping paint. On the other side were three officers. One had a set of shackles in his hands.

      Through the thick glass, Porter watched one of them grab his lapel radio and say something into it. There was a loud hiss, and then the door slid open.

      The men stepped back and Porter moved into the hallway and stuck his arms out in front of him. “Where am I going?”

      The officers didn’t say anything. Instead, they snaked a belly-chain around his waist, then cuffed him to it. He couldn’t raise his arms any higher than his belly button.

      “I asked where I was going.”

      The men then made Porter face the wall and lift his feet behind him as they put on the ankle shackles. When they were done, he turned around, fully restrained.

      “No answer?”

      The man nearest him pointed down the hallway. “You’re going that way. Now get moving.”

      The group moved into position. One officer walked ahead of Porter and two fell in behind him.

      He shuffled down the shiny concrete floor, and the officer in front called on his radio to have the control room open the doors as they went.

      “Come on, at least tell me where I’m going.”

      “The sheriff wants to see you.”

      It was not unusual in a small town to have a large law-enforcement complex where the jail was connected to the offices of the patrol squads and detectives. The administrative offices, sheriff at the top, were sometimes included as well.

      “The sheriff? One little fight and I have to go see the boss?”

      The transporting officers didn’t say anything.

      There was no sound save for the rhythmic clinking of the chain in between Porter’s legs tapping the floor as they went. Eventually, they came to a door that was larger than the rest. Bigger, thicker, and sturdier.

      An exterior door.

      The door opened and the sunshine smacked Porter in the face. He squinted as best he could to filter the bright light, unable to raise his hands to shield his face. Porter paused for a moment, trying to let his eyes adjust.

      One of the officers put his hand in Porter’s back and gave him a small push. Porter obliged, stepping from sidewalk to asphalt and back up to sidewalk as the men walked him to another door. This one wasn’t pneumatic. Not thick glass or anything even close.

      It was an office door, with a rounded handle. One officer held the door and the other two motioned Porter on.

      The flooring was now industrial carpet, and the paint of the walls wasn’t gray, nor was it chipping.

      An officer got in front of Porter again for the short trip to the end of the hallway, and the large wooden door there. Even from outside, Porter could smell the pipe smoke.

      The officer in front reached out and rapped his knuckles on the door.

      “Come in,” a voice shouted.

      The officer swung the door open and pointed for Porter to enter. He stepped in and turned right. Behind a large desk sat the sheriff. His large mustache nearly obscured the pipe hanging from the corner of his mouth. His uniform top was stretched tightly around his neck and his cheeks were flushed.

      “Thank you, boys, that will be all.”

      “Sir, maybe we should—”

      The sheriff turned his eye from Porter to his men. “That will be all.”

      Porter watched as the officers withdrew from the room and shut the door behind them.

      The sheriff looked Porter up and down. Then he leaned to his left and spoke. “This the guy?”

      Before Porter could turn around, a voice he recognized spoke up. “Hey, asshole. Just can’t stay out of trouble, can you?”

      Porter didn’t turn, but a large smile crept over his face. “I thought if I stopped calling you Tina, you’d ease up on the ‘asshole’ bit.”

      “As long as you don’t ever call me that again, you got a deal.”

      He turned around, looking down at the curly-haired woman who was sitting near the back of the office in a well-worn leather chair. Her dark eyes sparkled as she smiled up at Porter. Then she stood, stepping toward him.

      Her muscular frame stood in contrast to the fact that she was nearly a foot shorter than Porter. She opened her arms to embrace him. Porter raised his hands as much as he could.

      She stopped and stepped back, as if noticing the chains for the first time. “Can we get these off him, please?”

      The sheriff nodded, little puffs of smoke rising from his pipe. “Let me get one of my boys in here.” He picked up the phone handset on his desk.

      “Don’t you have a cuff key?”

      “Well… I do, but I think—”

      “Then unshackle him. Please,” she added as an afterthought.

      The sheriff looked from her to the phone and hung the handset in its cradle. Then he got to his feet and made his way around the desk.

      Porter ignored him as the older man went to work, unbinding his hands first. “How you been, Rivera?”

      “Better than I deserve.”

      “Fighting crime?”

      “All over the place. It’s amazing how many shitty people need to be arrested.”

      “Still like it?” Porter said.

      “I wouldn’t do anything else.”

      Porter had to kneel in a chair for the sheriff to get the leg irons off. The man stepped back and collected the shackles when he was done.

      Rivera stepped in to hug Porter, who tried to stall her. “Listen, my shower game isn’t the best right now.”

      “Please,” she said. “I have a ten-year-old. How bad can you be?”

      The hug was tight and firm on her end. Porter tempered his response, being careful not to crush the woman.

      “You’re right,” she said, taking a step backward. “You do smell pretty bad.”

      Porter smiled. “I gotta say, I’m surprised to see you here.”

      “I bet. I got this thing I need to talk to you about. Do you remember…” Rivera’s voice trailed off as she looked toward the sheriff, who, after dropping the chains outside his doorway, was just making his way back around to his desk. “Think we can get a little privacy?”

      The sheriff sat heavily on his chair. “Excuse me?”

      “Privacy. I have something I’d like to discuss with my friend here. I’d rather not do it in front of you.”

      “Ms. Rivera, I think—”

      “It’s Detective Rivera.”

      The sheriff pulled his pipe from his mouth. “Detective, then. May I remind you that this man is still facing charges for assault in my county. I don’t care how many big-time city lawyers call me about him. It doesn’t matter if you come in here and flash a badge at me. He is in my custody and I need to do what I feel is safest.”

      Rivera nodded while she listened. “Sheriff, do you have a top-secret security clearance?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “A security clearance. You know, background check, fingerprints, the whole nine? The Feds come out and crawl through your whole life for about six months. Do you have one?”

      “Hell, does he?” the sheriff said, pointing at Porter.

      “Yes,” Rivera said matter-of-factly.

      It wasn’t strictly true. Once, what felt like a lifetime ago, Porter had been a federal agent. During his employment, he’d had the highest possible security clearance. He’d never lost his clearance; he just hadn’t gone through the rigmarole of getting it renewed since he’d quit several years earlier.

      “We have our own security procedures out here,” the sheriff said.

      “Right. Well, that’s not good enough. You aren’t allowed to hear what I’m going to talk to Mr. Porter about. If you do, I could get in trouble for disclosing information I shouldn’t. I’m not going to lose my job because some bumpkin wants to eavesdrop on my conversation. You follow me?”

      “Bumpkin? Now wait a minut—”

      “No, you wait a minute. I very clearly and respectfully asked you to give us privacy. You didn’t want to hear that, so here we are. Is this an issue?”

      Porter watched his friend speak, then looked over at the sheriff, who slammed his pipe down and stood up. “Fine. You can use an attorney-client room. That will give you all the privacy you need.”

      “I’d rather speak to him in here,” she said, pointing to the chair she’d stood from. “I’m sure it’s more comfortable.”

      Porter laughed to himself.

      The sheriff looked at each of them in turn, then walked from the room, slamming the door behind him.

      Rivera looked at Porter. “He was nice.”
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      Porter rubbed his wrists and leaned back in the chair next to Rivera, their elbows nearly touching. “How’d you know I was here?”

      “Ross.”

      “He’s got the big-ass mouth. I never told him to call you.”

      “Cut him some slack; he’s just looking out for you,” Rivera said, crossing her legs. “Besides, I called him. I’d been trying to find you for a couple days and you weren’t answering the phone.”

      Porter nodded, looking above Rivera at a trio of stuffed ducks mounted on the wall. “I’ve been a little busy.”

      “How long you been in here?”

      He looked down. “Right at forty-eight hours, and you know how I feel about getting arrested.”

      “Might as well be a month,” Rivera said. She looked toward the door, then leaned closer to Porter. “I heard you found the kid you were looking for.”

      Porter nodded.

      “Good. Kind of sloppy getting arrested for tuning some local idiots up. You’re better than that.”

      “By the time I got to the trailer, I was too tired to give a damn who saw what.”

      “Tired from…?”

      “Digging.”

      “You mean for information? Or literally digging a hole?”

      “Yep.”

      Rivera nodded. “The other guys… the ones the hole was for?”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “They had it coming?”

      “They always do.”

      “Good.”

      “Good?”

      “Yeah, good.”

      Porter rubbed his wrists again. “The last time we… worked together, you were way more uptight. ‘I can’t be involved in this,’ I seem to remember you saying.”

      “Well, it’s been a while,” she said as she leaned back in her chair and exhaled. “When I first joined the Bureau’s task force, I had no clue. I didn’t realize the kind of things I was going to see. All the worst shit in the world, and I get to deal with it on a daily basis. I was still thinking like a rookie detective from Tampa. After a few months… I can see why you’re the way you are.”

      Porter nodded. “Glad you came around.”

      “So here’s the thing—I need to borrow you for a while.”

      “Borrow me? Like a tool?”

      “You can be a tool sometimes, so that’s not too far off, I guess,” she said.

      Porter shook his head. “What the hell are you talking about? I can’t help you. I can’t help anybody, stuck in this shithole.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      Porter looked at her. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I’m not the only person Ross talked to. In fact, he clicked off the phone with me to answer a call from Steve.”

      Steven Ajo was Porter’s attorney. A former police officer himself, Ajo was well-versed in the rules of criminal procedure, and tenacious to a fault. He was one of the higher-priced lawyers in Florida, where Porter lived when he wasn’t in jail in the rural northeast. He gave Porter a good deal, and in return, Porter called him whenever he had legal trouble.

      Which was more often than either liked.

      “And?” Porter said.

      “You’re getting released on your own recognizance in the next couple hours. Steve already bitched the magistrate out for having you locked up in the first place. Something about self-defense and the criminal history of the guys you roughed up.”

      Porter nodded. “Be nice to get out of here.”

      “So, since you being locked up is not going to be an issue for long, can I borrow you?”

      Porter adjusted in his chair. “I already said I’m tired.”

      “I don’t care much about that.”

      “No?”

      “Nope.”

      “Ruthless.”

      “Not yet, but I’m getting there,” Rivera said.

      “What do you need me for? I’m sure you can dig up a couple of your FBI buddies to help you out. They get paid for that kind of thing.”

      “This is something that you’re uniquely qualified for.”

      Porter shook his head. “You aren’t going to take no for an answer, are you?”

      “You know me better than that.”

      “What is it?”

      “All I need you to do is talk to someone.”

      “Talk to someone?”

      “Yep.”

      Porter stood up and paced the office. “Why do I get the feeling you aren’t telling me everything?”

      “Because I’m not telling you everything.”

      Porter stopped pacing and perched on the edge of the sheriff’s desk. “You won’t give me anything to go on?”

      “Can I be honest?”

      “I hope so.”

      “If I tell you what this is about, you’ll tell me to go screw myself.”

      “I’m not sure I’d say that.”

      “Trust me,” Rivera said. “You’d say it.”

      The pair fell into a comfortable silence. Porter was trying to think of a way to pry any more information from the woman, and was running out of ideas.

      “Let me ask you a question,” she said.

      “Shoot.”

      “Do you remember Danisha Hill?”

      Porter nodded. “Why ask me that? Of course I remem—”

      “You remember who gave you the info that led to you finding her?”

      “You’re going to blackmail me with your good deed?”

      “No, I’m just saying. There was a point in time when you were stuck, and I put my ass on the line to help you. You should remember that.”

      She was right, of course. Regardless of the fact that Rivera had used the success of that case to get her out of her detective job and reassigned to the FBI’s task force, she had helped Porter. He’d never forget.

      “I remember, but let’s not act like you were giving me charity. You had your reasons for helping.”

      “So? You still owe me, right?”

      “I’m not sure we got to that point yet, but for the sake of argument, let’s say I owe you.”

      “Good. Then you come and help me with this, and you won’t have to help me with anything else ever again.”

      Porter looked at the woman and the small smile creeping over her face. He always forgot that Rivera had a dimple in her chin, but when she smiled, it was prominently on display. Now, it seemed to say to Porter, ‘She’s got you, buddy.’

      “Fine,” Porter said, pushing off the sheriff’s desk and walking slowly back to the chair. “I’ll help you. But not because I owe you.”

      “No?”

      “I’ll help because you’re here and you can give me a ride when they let me out. Cabs are expensive.”

      “Very practical.”

      “Yeah. Since you can drive me away from this godforsaken place, I might as well go along for the ride. I’d do anything to hitch a ride. I can’t stand even being near jail.”

      “You’ve mentioned that before.”

      “I hate everything about it. The people. The smells. The bars, feeling trapped. If I never go back to jail, it’ll be too soon.” Porter patted Rivera on the arm. “So since I’m in, can you at least tell me where we’re going?”

      “I have to take you to prison.”

      He shook his head. “Figures.”
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      “You realize I know why we’re here, right?”

      Porter sat in the passenger seat of the rented sedan. He had the seat pushed all the way back, but it was still uncomfortable. He would have much preferred to sit in the back, where he could stretch out, but then the ride from Pennsylvania to Ray Brook, New York would have been awkward. As it was, he’d spent the last ten hours waiting to be released from jail, then crammed into the small sedan with Rivera.

      “Do you?”

      Porter nodded, trying to ignore the pain in his cramped knees. “Yeah.”

      There was silence in the car for several moments. The parking lot was mostly empty, with only a smattering of vehicles that certainly belonged to the workers inside. Most were pickup trucks, their exteriors showing the remnants of a hard winter—salt and grime and gunk. The roads were clear, and the weatherman on the radio had assured Porter that spring had sprung.

      “You aren’t as smart as you think,” Rivera said, breaking the silence.

      “Yeah, but I’m not as dumb as you think, or I’d be drooling on myself.”

      “So lay it on me.”

      Porter smiled. “Right here in the car? The windows aren’t even tinted. I think people would see—”

      “No, dick, your theory.”

      Porter’s smile faded. He stared at the entrance to the Federal Correctional Institute, Ray Brook, run by the Federal Bureau of Prisons. Just looking at the high stone entryway and endless labyrinth of chain link fencing and concertina wire made him anxious. “You’re a task force officer with the FBI.”

      “That’s nothing new.”

      “See, here’s the thing about TFOs: they don’t usually travel. They get to have fun and work with the team, but if something needs to happen somewhere else, there are agents in other cities who can run with the ball. So, the fact that you live in Tampa, came to get me in Pennsylvania, and now we're in New York tells me this is a unique situation.”

      “This is the great wisdom you have? Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “I know that Ray Brook is a medium-security prison. So, there’s a medium-security prisoner who wants to talk to me. Not only that, but a prisoner the FBI would approve you traveling all over the Eastern Seaboard to deal with it. It’s gotta be Candy Man.”

      Rivera nodded and didn’t say anything.

      “So, if Candy Man wants to see me, then you have a problem. He shouldn’t want to speak to anyone right now. He snitched and got a cushy sentence; he should be doing his time and shutting up, glad he got over on the justice system.”

      “What do you think that means?”

      “He wants something else. And you’re serving me up to him.”

      Rivera exhaled. “Truth is, I don’t know what he wants. His attorney contacted me and said Michelson needed to talk. Said he’d only talk to me on the condition that I brought ‘Mr. Smith’ with me. So, here we are.”

      Porter shook his head. “Whatever it is, you know this is bad, right?”

      “I know. But there’s nobody else I’d rather have watching my back,” Rivera said.

      “Fine. Let’s go. But you’re buying me lunch after.”

      “Actually, the FBI’s buying you lunch later. I get per diem for traveling,” she said with a shrug.

      They got out of the car and began the walk into the prison.
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      The process to get in was rigid and robotic. Layers of metal detectors and pat-downs and identification checks and phone calls to verify they had an appointment.

      Porter was glad to at least have his wallet. The sheriff hadn’t wanted to give him his property when he left—some bogus excuse about it being evidence. A tongue-lashing from Rivera had pried it free, but Porter’s favorite Glock, the one he’d been wearing when he was arrested, was still a hostage.

      He felt naked without it.

      Once the multilayered safety procedures were overcome, a captain in a white shirt and blue hat led them to the cafeteria. It was empty after the dinner service, and he pointed them to chairs.

      “This guy ever give you any trouble?” Porter said.

      “Trouble? Nah. He usually keeps to himself. But he just has a way, you know?” the captain said.

      “Like you want to break all his teeth?” Porter said.

      The captain laughed. “Yeah, just like that. I’ll get him down here as soon as I can. Have a seat.”

      Porter didn’t. He wasn’t interested in comfort. He wanted the visit to be as brief as possible.

      Time crawled by as they waited—Rivera sitting, legs crossed, and Porter pacing behind her.

      “Sit.”

      “No.”

      “Come on. Relax. Nobody’s going to get you in here.

      “Nobody’s going to ‘get me’ anywhere. I just don’t like it.”

      She nodded.

      An interminable time passed and then, from the far end of the cafeteria, came the sound of a door unlatching.

      Then Candy Man entered.

      Nearly as tall as Porter, but as thin as Porter was thick, Clive Michelson seemed to float when he walked. His hard, hawkish features gave him a predatory air.

      No one spoke as the prisoner covered the distance to the table, and then, unbidden, sat. The captain hung back. Close enough to keep an eye on everything, but far enough away that he couldn’t possibly hear them talk.

      “Detective Rivera. Mr. Smith,” Michelson said, using the only name he knew Porter by.

      “Candy Man,” Porter said, using the man’s nom de guerre—his alias in the world of the Dark Web of the internet, buying and selling children to the highest bidder. Candy Man had facilitated some of the most heinous transactions that Porter had ever heard of, cheerfully acting as a Dark Web concierge, willing to get anything for his clients for the right price.

      Porter looked down on the seated man, in more ways than one.

      “Please, ‘Clive’ is more than appropriate. I’ve left all that other unpleasantness behind me.”

      Porter glared at the man, but before he could speak, Rivera jumped in. “Why are we here?”

      “What? Am I not allowed to meet with old friends?”

      Porter laughed and sat on the table behind him. Anything to stay as far away from Michelson as he could. “Nice try. Out with it or we’re leaving.”

      Michelson’s smug façade faltered. “Thank you for coming. Would you please give me a few moments of your time?”

      “Are you begging?” Porter said.

      Michelson shook his head no. “Not yet.”

      Porter looked at Rivera and then to Michelson. He moved to the table and pulled the chair out, giving himself some space.

      “Mr. Smith, I do not bite. No need to sit that far away.”

      “Trust me,” Porter said, “you want some space between us.”

      “Get on with it,” Rivera said.

      Michelson nodded for a few moments. “How is the girl? Danisha, correct?”

      “Like you care,” Porter said. “You sold her like she was cattle.”

      “That is true. However, I also told you where she was. If I had not, you would never have found her, would you?” Michelson said, his faint British accent barely noticeable, ground down through many years of Ivy League education.

      “I wouldn’t have had to find her if you didn’t sell her, shit stain,” Porter said.

      “Still, I did help. More to the point, removing the fact that she was in jeopardy, I think you rather enjoyed it. The thrill of the hunt. The almost inevitable conclusion.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Rivera said.

      “Why, Mr. Smith, of course. I was aware of the location where my client was holding Danisha. Imagine my surprise when, on the news two days later, I find out that Otto Schmidt’s entire compound had been melted to slag. I hear the rescuers managed to find five bodies, but they aren’t sure what else may have been inside. Otto Schmidt had a perfectly good and secure compound, but once Mr. Smith was set upon it, nothing remained.”

      “Wait a minute,” Porter said. “You brought us all the way out here to… what? Tell me you know what happened to Otto Schmidt? You trying to scare me, Candy Man? Gonna blackmail me? Believe me, you’re barking up the wrong tree.” Porter scooted his chair closer and leaned across the table toward Michelson.

      Rivera put her hand on Porter’s arm.

      “And if you ever mention that son of a bitch again, I’ll drag you into the bathroom over there and bash your head in. No cameras in a bathroom. All I have to do is say you attacked me.”

      “Mr. Smith, you misunderstand. I am sure you are more than capable of ensuring you left no trail in your wake at the compound. It would be futile for me to try to hold that over your head. I am merely saying I was impressed by your work. It is exactly those skills that I hope to harness.”

      Porter leaned back and looked at Rivera. “Can you translate this noise?”

      “Why do you want him, Michelson? I’m through playing Twenty Questions. Get talking or we’re out of here.”

      Michelson nodded. “Fine, then. Mr. Smith, I want you to help me. I need someone located. Rescued from a hostile situation. Protected.”

      Porter laughed. His deep voice echoed off the shiny linoleum floor, and bounced around the concrete walls. He pushed his chair back, stood, and started toward the far door. “Hell would freeze over before I helped you.”

      “Mr. Smith?” Michelson said to Porter’s back as he walked away. “Mr. Smith, please.”

      “Blow me,” Porter said.

      “It is my brother, Mr. Smith. My younger brother. Please.”

      Porter stopped short of the door. He paused for a moment and had to nearly shout to reach the far table. “Huh? Why should I care about your brother?”

      “Because, Mr. Smith,” Michelson said, his voice equally loud. “If you help me, I will give you everything.”
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      Porter walked back toward the table and was soon close enough to hear Rivera say, “What do you mean, everything?”

      “Exactly what I said. Every. Thing.”

      “You don’t have anything left to tell us. You flipped for a reduced sentence.”

      Michelson laughed, ugly and haughty and prideful. “Please. I know what information I gave you, and I know what I held back. The people you arrested from my divulgences, though they are legion, are merely a drop in the bucket. They were all… the unaffiliated, if you will.”

      Porter stood behind Rivera. “Unaffiliated?”

      Michelson nodded. “Yes. Small potatoes. No big fish. The odd men out, so to speak, like Otto—”

      Porter glared at the man. “What’d I tell you?”

      “—our friend from Florida, then. Like him, the people I turned on had used my services and enjoyed them, but things went no further. They were solo actors, not part of the ensemble.”

      “What does that have to do with your brother?” Porter said.

      Michelson leaned forward and steepled his fingers. “Royce is—well, he’s unique. We lived together in New York until I was incarcerated. Then he was on his own.”

      “Where the hell are your parents?”

      “They are back in England. They wanted nothing to do with me and even less to do with him. So, when I graduated university and began making a sizeable income, I brought him over to live with me. We have been together ever since.”

      “Your little brother has been by himself all these months since I arrested you?” Rivera said.

      “He is my younger brother, but he is not so little anymore. Nearly fourteen now. It is a simple matter to go to school and come home. I left plenty of money that he can access. I own the apartment outright; the utilities are paid in advance. There is very little reason he cannot simply continue to exist.”

      “I thought we froze all of your accounts,” Rivera said.

      “Hardly. Just the ones I allowed you to find.”

      “He’s a survivor, we get it,” Porter said. “Why is this suddenly a problem?”

      Michelson rested his chin in his hands. “We have a ritual, Royce and I. He calls me every Sunday from a prepaid phone to let me know he is well. A short, simple conversation. I tell him how to access more money if he needs it and he tells me he will call again the following week.”

      “I take it you haven’t heard from Royce?” Porter said.

      “Correct. I did, however, get a call on Sunday. When I picked up, all they said was, ‘You have a week. Don’t answer when we call again.’”

      “Why should I care? You made your bed, you might just have to lie in it.”

      Michelson’s face wavered, and he glanced at Rivera. “You might not care, Mr. Smith, but your partner will.”

      “Doubt it.”

      “Try me,” Rivera spoke up.

      “Much the same as my money, the people I led you to were the ones I chose to let you find. So you and your brethren had a good jaunt chasing the tails of the prey I gifted you. But they were, as you say, tiny fish.”

      Porter thought for a moment. “I’m guessing the big fish are affiliated. More than a one-man pervert operation. Groups of people, all working together to traffic children.”

      “Big groups. Powerful groups.”

      “And you think one of them took Royce?” Rivera said.

      Michelson nodded gravely.

      “Why? Why would they bother your brother?” Porter said.

      “A warning. They know I have not yet told all my secrets, or they would already be knee-deep in investigations by a plethora of agencies. I would imagine some of these groups are waiting for me to get tired of being locked up in here and start singing for my supper, so to speak.

      “Given the call I received, I assume they want me to remove myself from the picture, preferably soon and by my own hand. If not, my boy Royce will be harmed.”

      “So do it. If it’ll keep your brother safe, open your wrists up in the shower. Problem solved for everyone,” Porter said.

      “Believe me, I am more than willing to sacrifice myself for Royce. The problem, as I see it, is what happens after. Whoever took him isn’t going to return him home, and they certainly aren’t going to look after him as if he were some sort of pet. He’ll be dead as soon as I am.”

      “Then why don’t you just dime them out? Have the FBI take care of them? They could find your brother faster than I ever could, and you probably want a full SWAT team trying to get him back.”

      “He can’t,” Rivera said.

      “The hell he can’t,” Porter said.

      “One of the stipulations of the plea deal he signed was that he had no further information about ongoing criminal activity. If he talks now, he’ll perjure himself.”

      “Correct again,” Michelson said.

      “So? If you want to do the right thing, then take the hit,” Porter said. “Tell the truth, do your extra sentence like a man.”

      “I see no reason to go that route, if I can deal with you directly. Besides, I feel I can count on your fortitude if the situation calls for it.”

      “You still haven’t told me why I should care,” Porter said.

      “Simple. In exchange for the retrieval of my brother, I will, very off the books, give Detective Rivera an amount of information that will stagger your mind. You may think my last tips were the Encyclopedia Britannica, but compared to what I withheld, they were merely a Theodore Geisel book.”

      Porter and Rivera looked at each other.

      “And as for you, Mr. Smith, I seem to recall you enjoy being compensated for your efforts. Find my brother and I will make you a rich man. You still like money, don’t you, Mr. Smith?”

      Porter stepped around the table and grabbed Michelson by the back of the neck. Then he slammed his head to the hard surface and held it there. He leaned over and spoke softly into Michelson’s ear. “If you think I would ever take a dime of your dirty blood money, you have me confused with someone else. One of my biggest regrets is that I didn’t get to put you in a shallow grave when I had a chance.”

      The captain cleared his throat, a subtle reminder to Porter that he was still there, if halfway across the room.

      There was a hand on Porter’s back and Rivera spoke, over the sound of Michelson coughing and sputtering as Porter squeezed his neck. “Not here.”

      He looked back at the woman, who patted him a couple times before returning to her seat. Porter gave one last squeeze and released Michelson, who slowly sat up, stretching and craning his neck.

      “Mr. Smith might not be interested, but you might be able to convince me. Who has your brother?”

      “That is another sticky wicket. I do not know,” Michelson said.

      “How the hell can’t you know?” Porter said.

      “I simply do not. Whoever it is wants me to worry, but not know how to reduce my anxiety. Whoever took Royce, this is the only message they cared to send. He is gone, and I am to be quiet.”

      Porter rubbed his hands together. “Yeah, but you have an idea. If it’s an ‘affiliated group,’ how many can there be? I remember the first time we talked, back when you still thought you were untouchable. You mentioned Russian and Italian friends. I’d imagine that’s a pretty good start. I’m sure you’ve sold to Asians, too, right? Triads? Yakuza? Probably some of the cartels as well. Any of these names ringing a bell?”

      “Unfortunately, Mr. Smith, they all ring a bell.”

      Rivera leaned forward. “You’ve worked with all these people? You didn’t mention any of them before.”

      “And more you could not possibly be aware of. As I said, I am willing to tell you everything, if you can find Royce. Please. They’ll kill him.”
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      Porter stood and rubbed his forehead. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      “We are speaking.”

      “Not you, shithead. Rivera, I need a minute.”

      The pair walked away from Michelson, to the other side of the empty cafeteria.

      “Listen, before you even start—”

      “Oh no, I think I get to go first,” Porter said. “This is not what I signed up for. I’m not getting dragged into something that’s going to help Candy Man. The only thing I’ll give him is a bullet to the head.”

      “I feel the same way, but listen to what he’s saying. That sneaky bastard held back on us. With the names he already gave up, I’ve made dozens of arrests. Can you imagine what he’s sitting on? The biggest dogs? He’s offering us a chance at finding them all.”

      “No, he’s offering you a chance,” Porter said. “You and your FBI partners should take him up on it and dig to the bottom of all his bullshit and make your cases. This has nothing to do with me.”

      “Are you kidding? It has everything to do with you. Don’t you see why he asked for you? He respects you. He knows you beat him last time and he needs that type of resolve to find his brother. He’s scared. Besides, you heard him. He isn’t going to deal with the Bureau on this. He won’t perjure himself. And I can’t get the info he has until I find his brother. But I can’t find his brother without help, and I obviously can’t ask the Bureau to help on a case they aren’t supposed to know about.”

      Porter rubbed his face. “What good is the info Michelson gives you if you can’t pin it on him, or tell anyone where you got it from?”

      “You know just as well as I do that I can work around that. I could have gotten that info from any number of places. Anonymous tip, leads from some of these other cases I’m working. Nobody at the Bureau has to know. All I need to do is get everything out of Michelson’s brain and I can make it work. And I can’t get him to talk without his brother.”

      Porter shook his head.

      “Fine, if you don’t want in, I can’t force you. But just think about—”

      “Don’t.”

      “You need to consider—”

      “Rivera, don’t.”

      “Think about the other kids. If you think Royce Michelson deserves whatever he gets because he’s Candy Man’s brother, fine. That’s cold-hearted, but fine. But if we get Clive to roll over on the rest of his contacts, there could be hundreds of other kids. Innocent kids who aren’t Candy Man’s brother and don’t deserve what’s happening to them. Kids like Danisha Hill.”

      “I said don’t,” Porter muttered. He closed his eyes for a few moments.

      When he opened them, Rivera was staring at him expectantly. “Besides, someone has to keep me out of trouble. It might as well be you.”

      Again, Porter’s eye caught on the cleft in the woman’s chin. This time it seemed to say, ‘You know you need to help. Why are you waiting so long?’

      “Fine, Christina. But for you, not that asshole over there.”

      She smiled. “I was hoping you would. Now give me a minute, I need to hit the baño. I drank too much coffee.”

      Porter spoke better than average Spanish, something he’d picked up working near the border for a time as a Fed. “You pee all the time.”

      “Don’t judge me,” she said as she walked toward the captain, who moved to let her go to the ladies’ room—for staff and visitors only, in the all-male prison—on the far wall.

      Porter sat on the table with his arms crossed, looking at Michelson. He knew he should stay out of it. He knew he should press Rivera to use the Feds to do it. But deep down, he was curious about the whole situation. Where was Michelson’s brother? Who had him? More importantly, he wondered if he could get some of his own questions answered.

      Questions he wasn’t sure he wanted Rivera to hear about. Not yet, anyway.

      He stepped over to the prisoner and sat down in front of him.

      “Yes?”

      “I don’t want your money. I’d rather stick my hand in a lawnmower.”

      “But?” Michelson said, letting the word hang in the air.

      “Are you as connected as you say?”

      “As I have withheld much from the government, I would say I’m quite a bit more connected. Why?”

      Porter rubbed his beard. “What do you know about Reno?”

      “Small town, western Nevada. Personally, I’ve never been, but…”

      Michelson trailed off as Porter stared at him.

      “I know Reno. Not the best, and certainly not what I was, but he is competent in his profession. Why do you ask?”

      Porter ignored the question. “What do you know about his organization?”

      “It is quite large. He was a chief competitor of mine, and did quite a volume in sales.”

      “I’ve been tracking my way through all of his associates and ran into a dead end. What can you tell me?”

      Michelson looked at Porter with complete sincerity. “Have you been to Indiana yet?”

      “What’s in Indiana?”

      “Then you haven’t been through all of his associates. In fact, one of his main hubs is in the middle of nowhere out there.”

      “You kidding me?”

      “No,” Michelson said.

      Porter considered himself a good judge of people. He usually could tell when they were lying and when they were telling the truth. It wasn’t as if he were telepathic; it was a skill he’d developed over many years of dealing with the worst types of people, who all wanted to lie to him.

      Clive Michelson was telling the truth.

      “Tell me everything. I want to know.”

      Michelson smiled a thin smile. “And I want my brother safe, Mr. Smith. Surely we can come to an agreement?”

      The two men stared at each other, neither blinking, until Rivera came back to the table. “That soap smells awful. Nice to see you two getting along. What’d I miss?”

      Neither man spoke for several moments, then Porter broke the silence. “Candy Man here was just telling me how the hell we’re supposed to find his brother. If he doesn’t know where the kid is, what are we supposed to do?”

      “Well, that is the difficult part. The best I can do is point you to a man. He has his ear to the ground, so to speak. If there is anyone who will know where my brother is, this man will.”

      “Fine,” Rivera said, pulling out a pen and paper. “What’s his name?”

      “Camelot,” Michelson said. “Camelot Jones.”
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      The man lay in bed, staring at the ceiling with its ancient, crumbling plaster. The light from the city was creeping in through the broken blinds, and the hum of the cars passing his window was constant, steady.

      Moments later, he pushed himself off his bedroll on the floor, and walked over to the kitchen counter, which worked overtime as a dresser and a medicine cabinet. His hand hovered above the simple alarm clock, waiting. It rang its alert, and he silenced it immediately.

      Moving back to the bedding on the floor, the man rolled it up neatly and walked it back to the counter, setting it next to a stack of tuna cans. Then he went to the kitchen sink, retrieved his toothbrush from a cup, and took great care to get the bead of toothpaste just right on the bristles.

      The man concentrated, and was able to keep his heavily tattooed hands from shaking too badly and missing the brush, spilling the toothpaste as he had the day before.

      Teeth cleaned, the man went to his only pan, ever-present on the burner plate he used as a stove. The refrigerator was always on the fritz, but it kept his eggs cool enough. He cracked half a dozen into the pan, along with two of the cans of tuna. Then he cooked the food through and put it on the only plate in the house.

      The man heavily dressed the mixture with hot sauce from a bottle labeled entirely in Spanish, then he wolfed it all down. He returned the plate to the sink and went to the other side of the room. There were yellowed newspaper clippings tacked to the wall, all showing the man, albeit much younger, in various states: in a boxing gym working out; hand raised in a boxing ring; smiling, holding a champion’s belt on each of his shoulders.

      The man didn’t look at the clippings. Instead, he drew the curtain back on his toilet—the throne was the only thing at the back of the room—and relieved himself. When he was done, he went back to the kitchen and washed his hands, pausing for several moments to gauge how badly they planned on shaking.

      It was a good day, and the shakes weren’t as bad as they could be. Satisfied, he walked over to the small table by the wall. Leaning against the table was a heavy punching bag for boxing, old and worn and diligently repaired with a patchwork of various tapes to hold it together. On top of the table was one thing—a photograph.

      In the picture was the man and a younger, prettier woman. The man lingered at the picture, as he always did. He picked it up and held it, his hand rock solid as he did.

      After some time, he kissed the picture and sat it gingerly back down on the table top. The man reached down to the floor and picked up a small, flimsy bag with black handles. Opening the top, he retrieved a pair of boxing hand-wraps, still damp from the last time he’d worn them.

      His hands shaking once again, he expertly applied the wraps, starting with the loop on the thumb, then going down to the wrist and in between the fingers, paying special attention to the knuckles.

      Once done, he picked up the heavy bag and carried it to the middle of the room. Two men had carried it to his door when they’d delivered it, but the man needed no help. His body was still big and strong.

      He hung the bag from a chain in the middle of the room, right where his bedroll had been. He watched it for several moments as it gently swayed, until it came to a stop in front of him. The man patted his knuckles then started hitting the bag.

      This wasn’t a man taking up boxing to get fit in the New Year. He expertly launched his combinations—lefts and rights, hooks and uppercuts—bending the big, heavy bag with every shot.

      He pulled away from the bag and glanced toward the alarm clock on the counter. Nearly an hour had elapsed since he started. The man walked back to the sink and grabbed his only cup, filling it with cloudy water from the tap.

      He set it down on the counter and walked stiffly back to the middle of the room and its punching bag, and began hitting it all over again.
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      Porter picked at his falafel as the street traffic rolled by. There were eight and a half million people in the city, and he was sure most of them were crowded around him at that moment.

      It wasn’t his first time to the city—far from it. Still, he felt every time was a bit louder than the time before. A little busier. A lot dirtier.

      The line of cabs was never-ending, a sea of yellow that stretched out as far down Sixth Avenue as he could see.

      He turned his attention to the “art” in front of him. A big, green thing, with water at its base. Probably twenty feet tall. God knew how much money the statue was worth, and Porter didn’t have a clue what it was.

      Rather than try to figure it out, he spent the next few minutes looking up at the buildings towering over him, wondering what all the people who worked in them did. Probably businesspeople, he guessed. Trading and selling things. Good work if you could get it.

      About the time he shooed away a predatory pigeon eyeing his meal, a voice roused him from his thoughts. “Did you buy that from a street cart?”

      He looked up from his bird defense. Rivera was standing in front of him, dressed smartly in a pantsuit and heels. Porter nodded. “Yeah. The guy had such a good pitch, I couldn’t help myself.”

      “How is it?” Rivera said.

      “Shit.”

      “Figured.”

      “How was the fact-finding?”

      “Not bad. I had to play coy with the rest of the guys, but no one suspects anything. I told them I was just following up on some of Candy Man’s old leads. Come on, I made a file.”

      Porter stood and followed Rivera across Fifty-third, playing a lethal game of Frogger with the impatient traffic, and into the lobby of the Hilton that was to become their de facto home base.

      As they walked through the lobby, Rivera’s heels clicked off the floor, echoing around the room. They found two high-backed chairs bookending a small table and sat. Rivera pulled a manila folder from her briefcase and dropped it on the table.

      “What’d you find?”

      “The New York field office had no record of anyone named Camelot Jones. No open investigations, warrants, nothing. I dug a little deeper, and managed to find a couple of local arrests. Vagrancy, loitering. He’s been served with a trespassing warrant a few times, kicked off property, nothing big.”

      “So he’s a pimp?” Porter said.

      “How did what I said give you that idea?”

      “You think a guy like Clive Michelson is hanging out with homeless people? I mean actual vagrants?”

      “I didn’t say that, but from homeless to pimp is a big leap.”

      “Not really,” Porter said, picking up the file. “It’s hard to arrest guys for pimping. They usually don’t have a big sign saying they’re in the game, and it’s super rare for one of their girls to snitch on them. Even though the cops know who’s doing what, there’s not much they can do about it. So, they charge the guys with loitering—you know, for hanging around places they shouldn’t be. Proactive business owners get the cops to serve them a trespass notice and tell them to beat it.”

      Rivera frowned. “I should know that.”

      “You never worked vice; why would you?”

      “Remember when I wanted to?”

      “I remember. You were excited about them stuffing you into a pair of hot pants and using you for john bait.”

      “Anything to get off the dead-end assignment I had.”

      When Porter had first met Rivera, a combination of circumstances beyond her control had relegated her to her department’s Long-Term Missing Unit. She’d been forced to shuffle boxes back and forth, trying to find anything she could on the coldest cases possible. Porter knocking on her door had given her an out, and she had taken it—and parlayed it into a much more exciting job on the FBI’s task force.

      “While I’m sure you in those shorts would have been a sight, trust me, you’re better off. Vice is one of the most frustrating jobs. Half the women are being put to work against their will, the other half are just trying to make a living, and will put up with anything to make it happen. Be glad you skipped it.”

      He flipped through the pages, looking at rap sheets and various printouts Rivera had brought. A moment later, he found a mug shot and held it up to Rivera. “Besides, you think a brother with this perm isn’t a pimp?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, he looks like they pulled him out of central casting.”

      “So where is he?”

      “Great question. I’m hoping you can tell me.”

      Porter set the mug shot down. “How the hell am I supposed to know?”

      She shrugged. “That’s why you’re here, mighty vice know-it-all. He had two addresses in the paperwork and I asked one of the locals to drive by and check it out. The first was a Chinese family: grandma, mom, dad, and three kids. The second has a Polish immigrant living there. So, either he’s crashing on their couches, or the addresses are bad.”

      Porter leaned back in his chair. The high back was plush and comfortable and seemed to remind him how little sleep he’d had the last few days. First, chasing the leads that had brought him to the small town in Pennsylvania where Rivera had found him, arrested and in jail. Then the road trip from they’d taken to New York. He felt like he could close his eyes and be done with the whole thing.

      So he did.

      “You don’t have any idea on how to find him?” she said.

      “What’s the room situation like?”

      “Way to change the subject.”

      “Just curious. Is the government paying for me to stay? You could call me a snitch and then I get a check, right?”

      “Please. No one even knows you’re helping me. I can’t submit a receipt for your room.”

      “Fine. I’ll pay.”

      “No need. My per diem paid for a suite. I already checked in,” she said as she held up a card-key.

      He opened one eye and looked at her. “You wanna be roommates?”

      “Sure. It’s a big enough room, we can still have some privacy. I mean, you can grab your own room, but it looks like they’re going for right at four-fifty a night.”

      “Four hundred and fifty dollars?”

      “No, pesos. Of course dollars.”

      Porter closed his eye again. “Nope. Looks like we’re bunking together.”

      “Good. Now, about Camelot Jones.”

      “Sleep first,” Porter said with a yawn.

      “It’s like six o’clock. Too early.”

      “If we’re gonna have a late night, I need some sleep.”

      “Who said we’re having a late night? Should I be rethinking sharing a room with you?”

      “You should be so lucky I keep you up all night.” Porter sat up and looked at the woman. “Look, pimps work at night. We can’t go find him right now, even if we wanted to. We have to locate him in the dark, when he’s out in his natural habitat.”

      “Like an animal?”

      “Like an animal,” Porter said.

      “But where do we start? The addresses are bad.”

      “Sure, but the places where he was arrested are legit. So are the addresses of the places that barred him from returning. That’s a good start.”

      Rivera pulled up a map of the city on her phone and dropped pins on all the locations. They ended up forming a rough diamond shape spanning a dozen blocks, encompassing part of the Upper East Side as well as the southern part of Harlem.

      “See?” Porter said when she was done. “Habitat.”

      She pulled out the piece of paper that Michelson had written his own address on. “Same habitat,” she said, dropping a pin on Michelson’s apartment.

      “Let’s make a deal. You let me get a few hours of shut-eye and then we’ll go hunting later.”

      “Fine, but you can’t sleep too long.”

      “I won’t.”

      “I’m serious, Porter.”

      “Damn, I said I won’t. Come on, show me this suite.”

      Porter stood and stretched as Rivera gathered the papers and slid them back into the folder.

      She led the way, Porter falling in behind her, trying to convince himself that there was nothing wrong with admiring the way his friend’s dress pants hugged her backside.

      Neither of them spoke as the elevator took them to floor forty-three, which was composed of a variety of suites.

      Rivera led the way, referencing the arrows on the wall to find the room. Down a hall with nice but worn carpet they went, until Rivera finally located the door and, with a quick swipe, opened it up.

      Porter walked over to the window and took in the view high above the city. It was different up there—the rat race below, the people and pigeons and cabs, seemed to disappear. A city skyline wasn’t his favorite view, but it would do.

      Likewise the suite. The main room with the window had a couch and table with chairs as well as a half-sized refrigerator. Behind the door was the bedroom itself, with its own view from the large window, a king-size bed, and the bathroom.

      “Yeah, this will do,” Porter said.

      “Your bed is the couch in the other room, cowboy,” Rivera said.

      “I know. I meant the room in general.”

      “Glad you approve. Only the best from my Uncle Sam.”

      Porter stepped back into the main room and kicked his Chuck Taylors off and stretched out on the couch.

      “It pulls out,” Rivera said.

      “I’m gonna let that one go.”

      “Terrible,” she muttered. “So how long do you think it’s gonna be? I want to get started.”

      “Just give me a couple hours.”

      “Fine.” Rivera set the file on the table and walked to the door. “I have to run a couple errands. When I get back, you need to be ready.”

      “Bring my bag up when you come.”

      “What am I, your servant?”

      “Unless you want me to wear the same clothes for three days in a row, you’ll bring the bag,” Porter said as he rolled on the couch, trying to get comfortable despite the fact that half his leg stuck off past the armrest.

      He never heard her answer, as he was asleep moments later.
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      The dream he had was a familiar, if increasingly less frequent one. He and his ex-wife, Trisha, stood in the middle of their old home. The walls were on fire. The floor was on fire. The roof was on fire. Despite this, the two of them stood perfectly still, back to back, holding antique telephone receivers in their hands.

      As always, Porter woke up as his hand started to melt.

      “You good?”

      He rolled over to find Rivera at the table, papers from her folder scattered across it.

      “Perfect,” he said.

      “Sounded like a bad dream.”

      “Nah,” Porter lied. He looked toward the window. The view of the city had been replaced with a twinkling, glittering skyline as the entirety of midtown had turned on their lights.

      “Some view, huh?”

      “If you’re into that sort of thing. You get my bag?”

      She reached by her feet and threw a duffel bag at Porter, who caught it and started rifling through it.

      “Okay. Give me a few minutes.”

      The shower was small, but Porter was used to having to duck to get the stream on his head. He scrubbed in the hottest water he could, finally feeling like the shit-pool from the jail was fully off his feet. He looked around for the tiny bottle that came standard in hotel rooms, but didn’t see any. “Rivera?”

      There was no answer. A few moments later, he bellowed.

      He heard the bathroom door fling open and slam into the wall. “What the hell are you screaming about?”

      “Got any shampoo?”

      “That’s why you yelled at me like that? Shampoo? I thought you were having a heart attack or something. You don’t even have any hair.”

      He peeked his head through the curtain. “I like my beard to smell good.”

      “You know what, as long as you keep that curtain shut, I’ll bring you whatever you like.”

      Moments later, a hand reached its way back through the curtain, handing him a half-full bottle.

      “Thanks,” Porter said. He worked the lather through his coarse hair and finished up minutes later, rinsing fully.

      He got out, dried, and slipped a fresh pair of pants on, leaving his shirt off to finish drying.

      He stepped into the main room as Rivera finished up a phone call.

      “Okay. I love you too. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Finally found a man?” Porter said.

      “Please. That was Kevin. He worries when I’m not home.”

      “A boy should worry about his mom,” Porter reasoned.

      She turned in the spinning chair to find Porter shirtless, looking out the window. “Come on, we’re sharing space here.”

      “I’m just drying off. Cut me some slack.”

      “You look like shit,” she said.

      Porter turned and looked down at himself. “I’ll agree I haven’t been hitting the gym like I should, but I don’t think I’m shit yet.”

      “No, dummy. You’re like a patchwork quilt.”

      He didn’t have to look down to know what she meant. Scars crisscrossed his powerful torso. He knew where he’d gotten each of them, and the story behind them. More importantly, they didn’t bother him. He figured they were each the mark of a time life had thrown him a curveball and he’d managed to smack it out of the park anyway.

      “Hazard of the job, I guess.”

      “Your arm, is that from last time?”

      He looked at the woman. “A shotgun blast to the arm is nasty business.”

      “I guess so. What’s that thing on your side?”

      There was a puckered scar, the result of someone pulling a hidden knife and successfully navigating it between Porter’s ribs. “That one really hurt.”

      “Well, don’t think I didn’t notice that new Frankenstein bit on the back of your head. You don’t seem to be doing very well.”

      “I’m stellar,” Porter said, not bother to explain that when a beer bottle smashes a skull, it's often gruesome. “You gonna grill me more, or can we get going?”

      “Hell, I’m waiting on you,” she said, standing and sliding her holster and pistol on.

      “You got one of those for me?”

      Rivera laughed. “A gun?”

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You know how hard it is to legally carry a gun in this city? I can’t just give you a gun. Besides, I don’t have an extra one.”

      Porter did, but it was all the way in Florida, sitting patiently in his gun safe. “Yeah, well, I don’t like not having one.”

      “Sorry,” she shrugged.

      He pulled his shirt on and slipped his Chuck Taylors back on. “I’m not happy.”

      “What else is new?”

      The pair rode the elevator down to the lobby, then out to the front to the valet.

      “Valet in the city? What’s that cost a night?”

      “You don’t want to know,” Rivera said.

      Porter stretched as he waited, acutely aware that he was going to have to perform gymnastics to sit comfortably in the small car.

      “So where do you want to start?”

      “We need to drive around for a while. Get the lay of the land.”

      “I get that, but then what?”

      “Maybe you don’t know vice, but you’re a damn good detective. What would you do next?”

      Rivera was quiet for a few moments. “I’d start beating the bushes.”

      “Bingo.”

      The sedan pulled up and Rivera exchanged her ticket for the keys. Once they were inside the car, Porter pointed straight ahead. “To the bushes.”
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      Porter’s head pressed against the cool glass. At night, the city seemed smaller, cleaner, but more unfriendly. The skyscrapers overhead loomed, threatening to press down at any moment.

      He’d spent the last couple of hours looking for an opportunity. There had been none. He wasn’t sure if Camelot Jones’s habitat was the wrong place, if it was the wrong day of the week, or if Giuliani’s crime crackdown was still being felt all these years later. Whatever the case, he couldn’t find a prostitute to save his life.

      “I thought this would be easier,” Rivera said.

      “Sometimes it is, sometimes it isn’t. The street game isn’t what it used to be.”

      “Meaning?”

      Porter shifted his weight, trying to relieve the pain in his knee. “There aren’t as many girls on the street anymore. Most take out ads on the internet and advertise their services. Outcall—they go meet the men somewhere. Incall—the men come to their place. Less risk of getting arrested that way.”

      “You have a lot of experience with hookers?”

      Porter shrugged in the dark of the cabin. “Sometimes they’re my favorite people.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Everybody lies. At least the hooker is upfront about wanting to fuck you.”

      Rivera snorted.

      As they rounded a corner, they found what Porter had been looking for: a hot spot.

      There were several girls, all loitering on a corner. The night air was chilly, but they were all in various stages of undress, from a faux-mink coat to something that looked like lingerie.

      “Habitat,” Porter muttered.

      As Rivera drove past the group, they whistled and gestured to the sedan, one even smacking the back window as it went by. “They’re a lively bunch.”

      “Hustle or starve. Pull around the block and park.”

      Rivera did and pulled into a space that was reserved for loading and unloading during daylight hours. “I should drive past and talk to them.”

      “Don’t.”

      “Why? We need to talk to them and there they are.”

      “Better to do that on foot. Give me a few minutes and I’ll see what I can dig up.”

      “I’ll come with you,” she said, turning the car off.

      Porter turned and looked at her. “Oh yeah? Why are you gonna tell them you’re looking for Camelot Jones? You looking for a job?”

      “Yuck.”

      “Exactly. If we were pretending we wanted to hire one of them, maybe. They’d think we were into some freaky threesome stuff. This is different. You can’t be walking around showing them his picture. They’ll know you’re a cop.”

      Porter reached into Rivera’s folder and pulled out a picture of Jones.

      “Oh, and you can just show them a mug shot and they won’t care?”

      “Look at me. No one ever thinks I’m a cop. Trust me. I’ll be back in a couple minutes.”

      Porter pushed the door open and unfolded his legs, pushing himself to his feet. He folded the mug shot of Camelot Jones and slipped it into his pocket. As he walked and turned the corner, he zipped his hoodie up and pulled the hood low over his head, obscuring half his face.

      Porter leaned into the stiff breeze and walked toward the working girls, acutely aware of the buildings pressing down on him.
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      Porter walked up the sidewalk, eyeing an older BMW parked across the street. There was a pile of cigarette butts outside the driver’s window, a large sticker of a Ukrainian flag on the bumper, and a small plume of exhaust rising from the muffler.

      He ignored it, instead focusing on the herd of women, which drew closer as he stepped up the street. Their attention was on the intersection in front of them, until one by one they noticed him as he approached.

      “Hey sugah,” one called out, coming close to him. The woman in the fake mink. She was darker than Porter, her teeth a contrasting white. “What you looking for?”

      “You,” Porter said with a smile.

      “That’s right you are. You don’t even know what I got for you.”

      “I bet. Listen, can I ask you a question?”

      “You can always ask, sugah, don’t mean I’ll say yes. If you’re into that backdoor stuff, I’m a have to tell you no, big as you are.” She reached to grab Porter’s crotch.

      He gently pushed her hand away. “Let’s just wait on that.” He pulled out the photo of Jones and unfolded it. “You know where I can find this guy?”

      “Camelot? Hell, what you want with Camelot?”

      “He owes me money,” Porter said.

      “Really?”

      Porter nodded. Around that time two more girls came over to join them.

      “Don’t hog him for yourself,” one said, in an Eastern Bloc accent.

      “You back off,” the original girl said. “We’re having us a nice talk right now.”

      The third girl spoke up. She was white, but without the harsh European features of her friend. “That’s a mug shot. You a cop or something?”

      “Do I look like a cop?” Porter said.

      “That’s what a cop would say,” Eastern Bloc said.

      “She’s right,” the new arrival said.

      “What’s your name?” Porter said to the woman.

      She held out her arm. Under the streetlight, Porter could make out the dollar-sized tattoo of a flower on the inside of her forearm. “Daisy. Why? You wanna put it on my booking sheet?”

      “We all know I’m not a cop.”

      “No, we all do not,” Mink Coat said.

      “Pull down your pants,” Eastern Bloc said.

      There was a murmur of assent from the trio of ladies.

      “Yeah,” Daisy said. “Show us your dick. A cop would never do that.”

      “Not a chance,” Porter said. “It’s too cold out here.”

      “Then we don’t have shit to tell you,” Mink Coat said.

      “Fair enough. Tell you what, take my card. You feel like you have anything you can tell me, you let me know, okay?” Porter handed each girl a business card, and each of them took it. The card was black, with his phone number in white. There was nothing else on either side of the card.

      “See? That’s not so hard. If you do call, I might have a little money to give you. A cut of what Jones owes me as a finder’s fee.”

      “Yeah, well, since you’re a cop, don’t expect any calls,” Daisy said.

      Between the soft glow of the streetlights and the moon, Porter could see the tail end of a severe black eye clearing up. He nodded. “Just call if you like money.”

      With that, he turned away from the trio and let the working girls get back to work.

      There was a smattering of traffic on the street to his left. He caught his distorted reflection in the store windows on his right, a big, black mass moving down the street. He glanced at the BMW and as he did, a window rolled down.

      “Hey,” a voice called out.

      Porter ignored it, continuing down the street.

      “I said hey.”

      The end of the block looked like it was a mile away, and Porter knew he wouldn’t be able to get to Rivera’s sedan fast enough to avoid the conversation he knew was coming. So he stopped and turned left. “What?”

      “Come here.”

      “Can’t, I need to get to church,” Porter said. “Preacher’s waiting on me.”

      “Come on, come here.”

      Porter sighed and looked left and right before stepping off the curb, allowing a taxi to drive past, then walked toward the BMW. Instead of the open one, he went toward the rear window behind it. Then, he leaned up to get a look at the driver and sole occupant.

      The man had a shaved head and the cab of the luxury vehicle reeked of tobacco, sour sweat, and cologne. The glow from the dash light showed enough of his face that Porter could see the man had lost a very brutal battle with acne.

      He shifted, turning his head to try to see Porter better. “What you want?”

      “With you? Nothing.”

      “Why you talk to my girls, then?”

      “Oh, they’re yours? I had no clue you could own people in New York. Think the UN knows about that?”

      “Funny guy. You know what I mean. Why you bother them?”

      “Just asking a question.”

      “Oh yeah? Why not ask me, too? Maybe I can help.”

      “Nah,” Porter said. “It’s something you won’t know.”

      “Try me.”

      “Fine. Which is better, a cardboard or a plastic applicator?”

      “What?”

      “For tampons, you know?” Porter said.

      “What you saying?”

      “See, I told you you wouldn’t understand.” Porter turned away from the car and started down the street.

      “Hey, we’re not done.”

      The car door unlatched and swung open on squeaky hinges. Porter stopped and turned back around. “You just aren’t gonna let me get out of here, are you?”

      “Listen, it’s rude to bother girls while they work. Everybody knows that.”

      “My bad,” Porter said. “I’ll just Google my questions next time.”

      The man stepped closer to Porter. He could see a fair amount of muscle through the man’s cheap sports coat. “You waste my girls’ time.”

      “Looks that way.”

      “I think you owe me for this.”

      “Really?”

      “Da. You rent them for ten minutes to talk, you owe me for time.”

      “That’s gonna be a no from me,” Porter said. “You should just get back in the Beamer and keep up the campaign for lung cancer.”

      The man smiled. “You can be easy about this or not. Either way, no matter to me.”

      “What? You gonna smack me around like that girl?”

      “Which one?”

      “Which one,” Porter muttered to himself. “You know which one I’m talking about.”

      “Daisy? She has big mouth. Sometimes I need to shut her up.”

      “Now you think you’re gonna ‘shut me up’?”

      “Something like that.” The man opened his sports coat and revealed the butt of a pistol tucked in his waistband. “You choose.”

      “I’m indecisive. Can I have a minute to think about it?”

      As the man started to answer, Porter was already in motion. He grabbed the man by the jacket and pushed him back, against the BMW. Caught off guard, the man didn’t have a chance to prepare and was forced to go for the ride.

      Once Porter had his prey trapped against the car, he unleashed a barrage of blows. Two low lefts on the man’s stomach, aimed to the liver, to double him over. While he was bent over, Porter slammed several uppercuts into his foe’s face, then stood him straight and smashed his head into the car window until it shattered in.

      The man never had a chance to fight back. He was bent backward through the broken window, his weight supported by the door frame.

      Porter left him leaning and reached into the cab of the car, groping around until he located the trunk release button. Hearing the familiar thunk as the trunk popped, Porter grabbed the man and half-carried, half-dragged him to the rear of the car.

      Then he dumped him in.

      Porter pulled the pistol from the man’s waistband and slipped it into his own back pocket. Without looking too closely, Porter guessed it was a Heckler and Koch, by the texture on the grip. He swept his hands around the rest of his body, finding no license and no phone. There was only a small Opinel knife in his pocket. The French product was dainty and elegant, with a thin blade.

      Porter went back to the cab of the car and dug around until he found a pen and a fast-food napkin.

      The entire time, a slow stream of cars was driving past, either oblivious or minding their own business. It was New York City, after all.

      Porter scrawled on the napkin: Get a new job. Touch another girl—I’ll come back.

      Then he put the napkin on one of the unconscious man’s beefy biceps, unfolded the Opinel knife, and sank it deep into the man’s arm, like an oversized thumbtack.

      “You’re gonna feel that when you wake up,” Porter said. Then he slammed the trunk shut.

      He stood up and looked down the street toward Rivera, then back up, towards the group of women who were now staring at him in disbelief. Mink Coat’s mouth was hanging open.

      Porter put his fist to his head, pinky and thumb extended, miming a telephone to the girls. “Call me,” he said.

      He pulled the hoodie low on his head, then turned and walked down the street toward Rivera’s waiting sedan.
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      Porter made the corner and turned it, thankful to see Rivera’s idling car and not a whole swarm of thickly accented pimps in Beamers. He pulled the door handle, but it was locked.

      He waited to hear the door unlock, then he pulled the door open and sat down inside. The car rocked under his bulk. “Honey, I’m home.”

      “You scared the shit out of me. You could have at least knocked first. I spent the last ten minutes making sure one of these people doesn’t try to get in the car. Two people thought I was an Uber, and up ahead on the corner, some lady pulled her skirt up and pissed in the middle of the sidewalk.”

      “It is a big city.”

      “Like that makes it better. So what happened with the hookers?”

      “I think they prefer ‘sex workers’ now.”

      She backhanded him in the arm.

      “It went so-so. None of the girls would talk, at least not yet, anyway. They weren’t sure I wasn’t a cop.”

      “Oh, and you were worried about me? What happened to ‘nobody thinks I’m a cop’?”

      “Just a wrinkle. I think we’ll hear from somebody eventually. I think they know I’m not a cop now.”

      “Why?”

      “I gave them proof.”

      Rivera looked at him in the gloom. “What’d you do, Porter?”

      “Not much,” he shrugged. “Still, I think we should probably get out of here.”

      Rivera dropped the gear shifter into drive, but didn’t take her foot off the brake. “I forgot what it’s like to work with you, you know that?”

      “You know you missed me.”

      As the sedan pulled out of its spot, there was a knock on the driver’s side window.

      Rivera looked at the knocker and then back to Porter. “See? What do these people want from me?” She rolled her window partially down. When the dark tint parted, there stood Daisy with her black eye. She looked past Rivera to Porter.

      “You aren’t a cop.”

      “I told you I wasn’t,” Porter said.

      “I’m hungry.”

      “Get in,” Porter said.

      “Wait, wait, who are you? Who is this, Porter?”

      “That’s Daisy. She’s hungry.”

      “Right. You were on the corner?”

      “You keep talking and it’s gonna make me wonder why you’re even here,” Daisy said. “I understand the big guy; Camelot owes him money. But who the hell are you? I’m starting to lose my appetite.” Daisy stood up away from the window and took a step backward.

      Porter swung his door open and got out of the car, looking over the roof at the woman. “Come on, get in.”

      “I got a weird feeling, like maybe you aren’t a cop but that bitch is.”

      “Bitch?” Porter heard Rivera say in the car.

      “Just relax,” Porter said. “Listen, if you just get in the car, I’ll get you some food and we can have a conversation. Trust me, this would be going through an awful lot of trouble just to arrest you for working tonight, right?”

      Daisy looked at Porter and nodded. She lowered her head and then pulled the door handle. “You have to unlock it, dummy.”

      “Dummy?” Rivera said. “Look, girl, you keep running your mouth and I’ll—”

      Porter reached down and pushed the unlock button, then waited for a moment as Daisy’s head disappeared below the roofline and into the car.

      He took a deep breath and then got back in the car.

      Rivera was looking at him.

      Porter put his hand on her knee. “Just work with me,” he said softly.

      She sighed. “Where to?”

      “Doesn’t matter, you’re buying,” Daisy said.

      “Of course I am,” Rivera said.

      They drove around for a couple of minutes before Daisy spoke up. “What time is it?”

      “Midnight,” Porter said.

      “You don’t know your way around, do you?”

      “Not from around here,” Rivera said.

      “Take Park to 124th and go left. There’s a place I like to go over there.”

      “Yes, Miss Daisy,” Rivera said.

      The drive was quick and there were some open spots on Malcolm X Blvd. Rivera pulled in and turned the car off. “This the place?”

      “Yeah. Best shakes in New York. Still open a couple more hours,” Daisy said.

      “You had me at shakes,” Porter said, swinging his door open. He looked at the restaurant—Harlem Shake—with its baby blue door and big open windows. The street was sparsely populated, and Porter wasn’t sure if it was the time of day or because it was a weeknight. Regardless, he stepped over to the diner’s double door, pulled it open, and held it for Daisy and Rivera as they entered.

      He stepped in after them and was hit with a wave of nostalgia. It looked like a diner in small-town America, plucked off Main Street and dropped into Harlem. The chrome was shiny and there were stools bolted to the ground in front of the bar.

      “Help you?” the man behind the counter said.

      Porter put his hand on Daisy’s shoulder and ushered her up. “It’s on me. Get what you want.”

      The young woman proceeded to order a litany of things, including something called a Hot Mess burger.

      Porter got a shake and Rivera said she wasn’t hungry.

      The group moved to a table and sat while they waited on their order.

      “Why’d you change your mind?” Porter said.

      “I think it’s obvious you aren’t a cop,” Daisy said.

      In the bright, shiny lights of the diner, Porter got a better look at her. She was younger than he’d thought, and still had the chubby cheeks of youth. Her black eye looked worse now, and he had to stop himself from staring at it.

      “I said I wasn’t.”

      “Yeah, well, you proved it.”

      “Mind telling me how he did that?” Rivera said.

      “He didn’t tell you? He beat Pavel’s ass and locked him in his own trunk.”

      “His name’s Pavel?” Porter said.

      “Yep.”

      “I’m still wondering who the hell Pavel is,” Rivera said.

      “The pimp.”

      “He doesn’t like to be called that,” Daisy said.

      “So?” Porter replied.

      “Wait, you smacked a pimp around?”

      “Hell yeah, he did. You should have seen it. Pavel likes to be a tough guy and beat up on us. It was nice for him to get some of his own medicine.”

      Porter nodded. “He’s not gonna be happy when he gets out of that trunk.”

      “Yeah, what else is new?”

      The group broke up for a moment as Porter stepped to the counter and brought the big tray with their food on it back to the table. He set it down, pulling his shake off and pushing the rest of the tray toward Daisy.

      The young woman didn’t speak for several minutes as she stuffed the various items in her mouth. Porter watched quietly.

      “So what can you tell us about—”

      Daisy cut Rivera off. “Come on, I’m eating. Do we have to right now?”

      “You weren’t kidding when you said Pavel beats up on you, were you?” Porter said.

      Daisy raised her eyebrows.

      “Looks like your jaw is clicking when you open it too wide. You’re stuffing everything to one side when you chew. Broken jaw? Missing teeth?”

      The girl nodded.

      “Rough life,” Porter said.

      She shrugged. “What am I supposed to do? I have to live.”

      “Better ways to make a living,” Porter said.

      “I’d need options first. You drop out when you’re sixteen, get locked up for selling for a couple years, then you come tell me what kind of job prospects you have.”

      “Fair enough. Tell me about Camelot Jones.”

      Mouth full of food, Daisy said, “Right now?”

      Porter nodded.

      She closed her eyes and nodded, then finished chewing. “Fine. What do you want to know?”

      “How do you know him?”

      “Camelot? We all used to work for him.”

      “All of you, who?”

      “The girls you met tonight. A few others.”

      “He smack you around, too?” Rivera said.

      Daisy laughed. “Camelot never laid a finger on anybody. He was all about the business. Used to say we aren’t worth as much if we don’t look good.”

      “Sounds better than Pavel,” Porter said.

      “Yeah, but then he got a big head. Moved on to running some escorts. He basically sold his spot to Pavel. Now we’re here.”

      “Why didn’t you go escort for Camelot?”

      “He said we weren’t good enough. His clients expect ‘high-quality pussy,’ he said. Said no hard feelings, but we weren’t welcome.” Daisy looked down at her chili fries.

      “A pimp with standards,” Rivera said.

      “I don’t blame him. He’s got girls now, they make two, sometimes three grand a night. I’m lucky if I do that in a month.”

      “The real question is, do you know where Camelot is? ’Cause I could use some help.”

      Daisy was quiet for a few minutes. “He doesn’t really owe you money, does he?”

      Porter shook his head.

      “You gonna kill him?”

      “I don’t think so,” Porter replied. “I just need to ask him a few questions.”

      “Yeah, I think I can point you to Camelot. Should be easy enough. All you have to do is buy a girl.”
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      “Do what?” Rivera said. “Listen, we can’t do that—it’s illegal.”

      Daisy looked at her for a moment, then over to Porter. “Illegal? Man, I knew that bitch was a cop. I knew it. Only a cop worries about stuff like that.”

      “If you call me a bitch one more time, I’ll give you another one of those shiners. You think Pavel beats your ass? Just wait.”

      Daisy blinked several times, then stood up from the table. “Forget it. I’m out of here.”

      Porter watched as she walked toward the front. “See, you are getting ruthless.”

      “Bite me,” Rivera said. “That girl needs to watch her mouth.”

      “No, she needs to tell us where the hell Camelot Jones is. Unless you aren’t interested anymore. Which suits me just fine. I’d rather go back to the room and get some sleep.”

      Rivera looked at him for a few moments. “Fine. Yes, I want to find Jones.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes, dammit, I’m sure. Go bring her back.”

      “Sure thing, boss,” Porter said.

      He jogged out the front door, looked left and then right, and caught a glimpse of Daisy walking away. It didn’t take him long to catch up.

      “Usually when I take a girl out, she at least stays through dinner.”

      “Yeah, well, I hate to ruin your record, but I don’t like that lady in there.”

      “Why?” Porter kept pace with her as they crossed through an intersection. He shortened his long stride to keep pace with the girl, who was wobbly in her heels.

      “Did you hear what she said to me?”

      Porter shrugged. “You have been shit-talking her.”

      “So? How can she bring that up? Like I don’t matter, like I deserve to get beat on all the time. I didn’t ask for this. You think I like it?”

      “I don’t know what you like or don’t like. But if you want to tell me about it, I’ll listen.”

      “Oh, stop. You sound like some of those douchey social workers. Always trying to get me to talk about my feelings. It’s gross.”

      “I don’t want to talk about feelings. I just asked what you like.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s a simple question.”

      Daisy stopped walking. “I… I like to draw, I guess. Sometimes. When I have time.”

      “That your thing?”

      She pointed at her barely there top and skirt. “No, this is my thing.”

      “What, you want to be the best hooker in America? Are there awards for that?”

      She didn’t reply.

      “Look, there’s still a shit-ton of food on the table. I need to watch my girlish figure. You want it?”

      She nodded, barely visible in the soft street light.

      “You can have it. No strings attached.”

      “None?”

      “Nope.”

      Daisy was quiet for a few more seconds. “Fine, but only if the lady doesn’t talk to me.”

      “I don’t own her, I can’t promise that. But I’ll make sure she doesn’t follow through and hit you. Deal?” Porter extended a big paw at the young girl.

      She took it and shook it, with a surprising degree of firmness. Porter had been taught by his father, long ago, that a person’s handshake told you things about them that even they didn’t know. Anyone he’d ever met with a weak handshake, or clammy hands, he was distrustful of.

      No exceptions.

      The pair walked back toward the diner.

      Moments later, Porter held the door for the girl and walked in behind her.

      Rivera was drinking from his milkshake. “You know, that’s pretty damn good.”

      “Truth,” Porter said. He reached out and pulled Daisy’s chair for her. She looked confused for a second, until Porter gestured toward the chair. She sat and he scooted her chair in for her.

      “I might not give this back,” Rivera said. She looked at Daisy, who’d silently started to eat again, then to Porter, who shook his head.

      Rivera nodded.

      “So what kind of stuff do you draw?”

      Daisy paused as she swallowed her bite. “You ever hear of anime?”

      “Sure,” Porter said.

      “What’s that, like cartoons?”

      “I mean, there’s more to it, but yeah. Cartoons, I guess,” Daisy said.

      “Don’t mind her, she’s not cool like me,” Porter said to Daisy. “I’m up on anime.”

      “Yeah, right. Like you read that stuff.”

      “I used to, sometimes.”

      Daisy took a pull off her soda. “Then what’s your favorite?”

      “Naruto,” Porter said.

      “You’re serious?”

      “What’s a Naruto?” Rivera said.

      “A show I used to watch,” Daisy said. “When I was young.”

      “You still are young,” Rivera said.

      “Doesn’t feel like it.”

      “How long you been in New York?” Porter said, slipping the question in.

      “Like, a year.”

      “What brought you out?”

      “There’s not a lot to do in Youngstown, Ohio. My parents were great, but I was bored. Then I met a guy,” she said, “on the internet. He said he loved me. So, I hopped on a bus and came out. He didn’t really love me.”

      “They never do,” Rivera said.

      “What do you know about it, Miss Perfect Teeth? I’m sure they always love you.”

      Rivera laughed. “You don’t have a clue.”

      “Whatever,” Daisy said.

      “No, not ‘whatever.’ I got knocked up in college. The guy told me one thing and did another and… I was stuck. Trust me, I understand.”

      “Yeah, you don’t seem like you’re doing too bad.”

      Porter didn’t interrupt the two women as they spoke. As the lone representative of the male gender at the table, he didn’t want to get in the middle of the conversation about the evil that men do.

      “It wasn’t an accident. I worked hard. Had my son, finished school. Worked my ass off. Went to the Academy, graduated top of my class. Started working, had to deal with a male-dominated—”

      “Wait, did you say Academy? So you are a cop?” Daisy started to stand.

      “Shit, I didn’t mean to—”

      “Sit,” Porter said. “Come on.”

      Daisy hesitated.

      “If you sit, I’ll tell you the truth,” Porter said.

      The girl sat back down slowly, but stayed perched on the edge of her seat.

      “She’s a cop and I’m not,” Porter said. “We think Camelot knows where a missing kid is, and if we find him, hopefully we can make him tell us.”

      Daisy was quiet for several seconds before reaching out and taking a french fry. “Camelot doesn’t do the kid thing. It’s not his style.”

      “He knows who took the kid.”

      “He knows a lot of people,” Daisy said.

      “So I hear. That’s the truth. If you help me find Camelot, you might help save someone’s life.”

      “No bullshit?”

      “Nope,” Porter said.

      Daisy looked at the pair, then dug into her bra cup and pulled out a hair tie and spent the next thirty seconds pulling her badly dyed hair into a braid. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” Rivera said.

      “Okay.”

      “Good,” Porter said. “Earlier, what did you mean when you said we’d have to ‘buy a girl’?”

      “Just what I said. When Camelot sold his corner to Pavel, he went uptown. He works mostly incall. Has a big loft where he has clients come in and meet the girls.”

      “A loft?”

      “Yeah. I’ve never actually been, but I know that’s what he does.”

      “Do you know where he lives, or anything like that?” Rivera said.

      Daisy shook her head. “No. All I know is the loft.”

      “You have his number?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then we need to buy a girl,” Porter said.

      “That’s what I told you ten minutes ago. You acted like I was telling you to rob a bank.”

      “Is there anything else about Camelot you can tell us?”

      Daisy stood, holding half a burger in her hand. “He's a different kind of guy. Not real bad with us girls, since we’re his product, but he has a mean streak. If you go talk to him, you may want to be careful.”

      The girl looked around the table for a second, then walked up to the counter, returning moments later with a Sharpie marker. She pulled her phone out of her waistband and unlocked it, then she reached out and took Porter’s hand, pulling it palm up and scribbling a phone number on it. “That’s his number.”

      Porter looked at it and then up at the girl. “Thanks.”

      She shrugged. “I figure if it can help a kid, then why not, you know?”

      “Can we give you a ride?” Rivera said.

      “Nah, I’ll walk. I probably need to take some time getting back there. I’m sure one of the other girls let Pavel out. As pissed as he’ll be, he needs time to cool down. I’ll just pretend I’m with a john.”

      “What’s that run?”

      “Forty bucks.”

      Porter winced. He peeled off several twenties from a small wad in his pocket. “Here. Say you had a couple extra johns. Really take your time. And, you know, maybe not go back?”

      She smiled, revealing a crooked front tooth. “Yeah, sure. I’ll think about it.”

      Then Daisy was gone.
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      The man stared at the ceiling, for the hundredth time, his mind racing with everything that should have been. He pushed himself off his bedroll, and waited for the alarm to sound.

      The shrill report of the alarm was instantly silenced, and he dutifully rolled up his bedding and set it on his counter. He made the same meal as always, tuna and eggs, and then cleaned his plate and the pan.

      A quick trip to the bathroom later and he was ready for the day.

      Instead of hanging the heavy bag and throwing himself into endless hours of practice, he retrieved his black bag with the hand wraps. He rifled through it, ensuring the rest of his gear was in place.

      Then he reached his arm through the strap and secured it to his chest. Bag tight, he laced up a weathered pair of New Balances, and stepped out the door.

      A quick walk down a smoke-filled hallway and he was outside, tasting the marginally cleaner air. One more check of the bag and he was off, setting out at a slow jog.

      He needed to go to the Bronx, but he had several hours until he was expected, so he went the opposite direction, sticking to the sidewalk, pavement pounding underneath his feet as he did.

      He passed the people, in their rush to go nowhere, oblivious to the things that were important in life.

      Their health, the man thought, his fist clenched—the only time it didn’t shake now.

      Their families, he thought, remembering the picture that he kissed as often as possible.

      The man ran hard through the city, lost in the exertion, until the morning turned to midday, and the midday turned to late afternoon. He was careful to end his run at the right time, and did exactly enough work to get his conditioning for the day, but not enough to tire him out.

      Osito had told him he had a fight, and while he was sure to win, he didn’t want to put on a bad show—getting too tired wouldn’t do.

      The last block he walked, a cool-down, and stepped off the sidewalk, toward a brick warehouse. The door was open, so he let himself in, walking past the groups of people moving around, setting up tables and moving liquor bottles from one place to another.

      He walked all the way to the back, to the room where he always set up. He ran the water in one of the industrial sinks and took his soaking-wet shirt off, splashing the fresh water on himself to clean off.

      The man paused for a moment, cupped hands full of water, and stared at the small ripple in the middle of the tiny pool. He concentrated as hard as he could to keep the water calm and still, but it was no use. He smacked himself in the face with the water and turned the nozzle.

      “Hermano,” a voice called from the front of the room. Brother.

      The man looked up, keenly aware of whom the voice belonged to. “Osito.”

      “You look good. Strong. In shape like a brick house. You feel ready? I got you a real contender tonight.”

      “Estoy listo.” I’m ready.

      “That’s what I like about you, Harsh, you’re always ready. Sometimes I think you just wake up ready. Like all this is easy for you.”

      Harsh smiled but didn’t answer.

      “Tienes un nuevo tatuje?” You get a new tattoo?

      Harsh shook his bald head. “No.”

      “Hard to tell, you got so damn many. Mi madre used to say too many tattoos means you have an unsettled spirit. Think she was right?”

      Harsh grabbed his fresh long-sleeved shirt and pulled it on. He didn’t like Osito looking at his tattoos. The club owner was always too interested, like he was studying them for some reason. “No sé.” I don’t know.

      “Yeah, well, mi madre was always right. Anyway, you go ahead and get ready, I’ll call you when it’s time.”

      “Gracias.”

      The club owner smiled. “Of course. You’re my boy, Harsh, that’s why I take care of you.”

      The smaller man walked away, and Harsh was left on his own again, which he much preferred. He knew people took him for an idiot, that they commonly underestimated him. He was sure Osito did it as well, and he always thought the man’s smile was fake, and showed too much teeth.

      He’d read a book once that said when monkeys show too much teeth in a smile, it was a sign of weakness. Harsh wasn’t sure if it was true, but it had stuck in the back of his head.

      Digging into his bag, he pulled out a candle and a box of matches. He lit the candle and set it on the sink, smoke rising from the match as he blew it out. He got onto his knees, closed his eyes, and tried to spend several minutes being thankful for what he had, rather than angry about what he didn’t.

      Or what had been taken from him.

      He blew the candle out and returned it to his bag. His usual hand wraps weren’t allowed during fights in the club, so he instead pulled out a roll of athletic tape and took his time wrapping his wrist, hands, and knuckles up, expertly weaving the flimsy tape in and out until it had solidified into something that could protect his hands.

      Harsh stretched out a bit, then shook his legs.

      A club bouncer came into his small room. “You ready?”

      Harsh nodded and followed the man. The pair slipped through the big space of the warehouse, through a small door and down a dimly lit hallway. There was a roar as he got closer to the far door, and Harsh knew exactly what it was.

      People.

      Some cheering, excited to watch him fight, others talking among themselves. Everyone ready to see what would happen today, when a new challenger thought he’d show up and take the champ out. All the noise, pomp, and circumstance.

      Harsh hated it.

      In his chest he knew when the time was close. More than butterflies or nerves, it was the feeling of being trapped in a ring with another human being. Ever since he’d gotten out, he hated being locked up. There was nothing that made him more uneasy. In fact, he’d rather not fight at all.

      But Osito paid—not always well, but always in cash. It was nearly impossible to find a straight job; not many people wanted to hire someone with Harsh’s record. So he endured the insults and jokes from Osito and his men.

      Harsh pushed the door open and stepped into the makeshift, two-story arena. The bottom floor was concrete, with people crowded around a circle made of chain-link fencing. Above, on the metal catwalk that hung from the ceiling, more people congregated, spilling their beer and spittle on the crowd below as they yelled and hollered.

      Osito was on a bullhorn, whipping the crowd into a frenzy. Harsh looked around, then numbly stepped into the chain-link ring, his ears blocking out all of Osito’s prattle.

      The club owner stepped to the middle of the ring and motioned for Harsh to meet him. The challenger from the other side stepped forward as well. Harsh had avoided looking at him, not wanting to see the man. Now, as they stood nearly face to face, it was impossible to ignore him.

      The man was a little bit taller than Harsh, and nearly as thick. As opposed to the usual mix of Latinos and blacks who had taken up fighting to better their lives, this man was obviously Russian. If his sharp features hadn’t given it away, the large flag tattooed across both pectorals did.

      Harsh stared at the man, who looked as if he could breathe fire, his face contorted and angry.

      “I said, do you understand the rules,” Osito said, backhanding Harsh in the chest.

      Harsh nodded.

      “Then touch fists and go back to your corner.”

      Harsh stuck his hands out, and the Russian brought a double hammer fist close enough to Harsh’s face that he could feel the wind, and slammed them into the top of Harsh’s fists.

      Harsh stepped back to his corner and looked at the man. He was pacing back and forth like a minotaur, swinging mechanical-looking punches out in front of him. Harsh wondered who he was. Wondered what the Russian did, what would possess him to try to fight.

      The next thing Harsh heard, amidst all the screaming and yelling of the crowd, was Osito screaming “Fight!” into the bullhorn.

      The Russian rushed across the concrete, trying to meet Harsh before he got off the fence. Harsh slipped a big overhand right, then circled behind the man. The Russian turned and stuck several forceful jabs at Harsh, who was much too far away.

      Harsh stepped back and planted his feet in the middle of the ring.

      The Russian rushed him again, right hand low, ready to windmill it at Harsh’s head. The crafty boxer stepped forward and hit the Russian with a left hook, stopping his momentum.

      The Russian blinked several times and answered with a hook of his own, which Harsh dodged. As Harsh slipped past the punch, he hit the man twice in the stomach, near the liver. The Russian dropped his hands to hold his injured belly.

      Harsh unleashed a combination—two jabs and a right hand, another hook to the body, then the finisher, an uppercut.

      The Russian went stiff as a board, asleep before his body had the good sense to fall down. Harsh stepped back, stone-faced, as the Russian fell to the concrete, smacking the back of his head in the process.

      Harsh leaned against the fence and prepared himself. He knew what was coming.

      A symphpony of boos rained down on him. The spectators were always angry when his fights were “too easy.” Unless he was bloody and battered, no one felt like they got their money’s worth. Harsh knew this, but couldn’t help himself. The Russian had been such a bad boxer, he hadn’t belonged in the same ring with Harsh.

      Not to mention, getting hit in the face hurt.

      Harsh walked out of the ring and back down the hallway, the drone of the crowd and Osito’s screaming into the bullhorn lost on his ears.

      He went back to the small changing area and cut the tape off his hands, wadding it up and putting it in his bag. Then he washed his face and hands, pausing to cup a small pool of water again.

      In the moment he stared at the liquid, the pool went from calm to rippling. He opened his hands and let the water splash, then gathered the rest of his things.

      “Come on, man,” a voice from the doorway said. “Why’d you do that so fast?”

      Harsh didn’t turn around. He knew there was nothing he could say to Osito that could explain it.

      “I swear, you Dominicans are dumb as a box of rocks. Maybe dumber. At least rocks just sit there and don’t cause problems. You got any clue how pissed off the crowd is?”

      “Lo siento.” I’m sorry.

      “No you’re not, not yet. I swear, one of these days—”

      Harsh turned around and stared at Osito. “Una día qué?” One day what?

      Osito straightened out his suitcoat. “Don’t you mean mug me, you ugly son of a bitch. Not in my own club. You watch yourself, you hear me?”

      Harsh looped the strap of his bag over his shoulder and walked up to Osito. He nodded.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Osito reached into the inside pocket of his suit coat and pulled out a matted and crumpled hundred-dollar bill. He smacked the money into Harsh’s hand. “There.”

      Harsh turned the money over. “Dijiste mil.” You said a grand.

      “Si, pero si peleas como una mierda, te pagan mierda.”

      If you fight like shit, you get paid shit.

      Harsh looked at the money, crumpled it tightly in his fist, and pushed past Osito, leaving the man behind.

      “Just remember,” Osito called after him, “you fight tomorrow, too. Do better and I’ll pay better.”

      Harsh didn’t turn around. He was angry with many things. At the Russian for being such a pushover. At Osito for stiffing him, which was becoming a more regular occurrence.

      But mostly he was angry at himself. Because he knew he would be back the next night, knocking out whomever Osito could dig up, hoping he’d get paid.
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      “So we just call him?”

      Porter and Rivera sat on the couch in their hotel room. The numbers on the microwave underneath the television were squarely in the middle of the witching hour, and Porter was trying hard to keep his eyes open. “Yeah.”

      “What are you going to say?”

      “I’ll come up with something.”

      “What if he wants to meet right now? What if he doesn’t answer? What if it’s not a real number?”

      Porter pulled out his phone. “Let’s find out.”

      He dialed the number Daisy had scrawled on his hand. The phone rang twice, then a recording with a woman’s voice picked up:

      “Thank you for calling. To complete your order, please leave a message, then go to www-dot-fftn-dot-com. Thank you.”

      Porter waited for the beep, then hung up the phone and dropped it on the coffee table and leaned back.

      “You didn’t leave a voicemail,” Rivera said as she stood and walked over to the kitchenette counter. She picked up her laptop and then dropped onto the couch again.

      “No need. Everyone has caller ID. Besides, if I were nervous about buying an escort, I wouldn’t leave my number. What’s that website?”

      Rivera clicked open the browser, then entered the address. “FFTN stands for Fantasy For The Night. Check this out.”

      She slid closer to Porter and set the laptop on his legs. On the screen in front of him were dozens of large-font, bolded names. He moved the cursor to “Amelia” and clicked. The next page populated and there were dozens of pictures of the girl, all in various stages of undress. Some wore evening wear so skimpy it would be inappropriate at the Miss America contest; others wore intimate apparel only suitable for boudoir photos. The rest were pictures that would never have been allowed to run in Playboy.

      Amelia’s face was blurred in every picture.

      “She seems nice,” Porter said.

      Rivera smacked him on the arm.

      Porter backed out of Amelia’s profile and clicked on “Hyacinth.” There were more pictures, much the same as he’d seen previously. “I think her use of latex is a very artistic choice.”

      Rivera stood and paced the small living room. “So these girls are the escorts? What is this site, you just pick them out?”

      “That’s usually how it goes. Then we’ll set up an appointment.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Yeah, Christina, just like that. You expected it to be harder than that?”

      “For some reason, yeah. I did. You know, I’m really glad I never got to work vice. I don’t like this.”

      “What did you think we were doing? We're looking for a pimp. Pimps have prostitutes. Just because they use the euphemism ‘escort’ doesn’t make it any less raw, what they do.”

      “I guess not.”

      “Besides, you should be excited.”

      She stopped pacing. “Why the hell would I be excited?”

      “The whole reason you want me to help you with Candy Man is to see what he knows, right? Dig up some more cases on people, really look like a rock star to the FBI?”

      “Well, yeah, sure.”

      “This is a great first step. Look at all these girls.” Porter turned the computer around and scrolled through a list of no fewer than thirty names. “They’re all ammo for your case. I’ll bet some of these girls are underage. Runaways that came to the city and got put to work. Daisy was barely legal, but I’m sure some of these aren’t. Think of the number of cases you can build.”

      Rivera nodded. “Yeah, and that’s awesome, but it doesn’t mean I have to like it. Seeing women do this to themselves makes me glad I have a son.”

      “Some are doing it to themselves. Some aren’t. Lots of different situations.”

      “Trafficking?”

      “Sure. Maybe not this group, but a huge number of these girls are. There’s no telling.”

      Rivera sat down next to Porter. “Makes me sick.”

      Porter shrugged, and the two of them scrolled through the website, looking over all the pictures, seeing if there was anything they could learn from them.
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      The phone woke Porter. He blinked several times and glanced at the clock on the microwave across the room. Nearly four a.m. Rivera was asleep on his arm. He hated to move, but the phone wasn’t going to answer itself. He shrugged free and reached over to the coffee table and answered. Rivera sat up for a moment, then lay the other way, her head on the armrest.

      “Yeah.”

      “You called for service?” The voice on the other end of the line was a smooth tenor, no trace of an accent. Compared to Porter’s deep rumble, it was like butter.

      Porter pulled the phone off his ear and looked at the number displayed on the screen, then at the Sharpie on his hand.

      The numbers matched.

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “Who do you want to see?”

      Porter thought back to the pictures and names on the laptop. “Hyacinth.”

      “Interesting choice,” the voice said.

      “I have a thing for latex and whips.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “When can we make this happen?” Porter said.

      “I need to verify you first.”

      “How are you planning to do that?”

      “Give me your social media info. I’ll scroll through your pages and see if you are who you say you are,” the voice said.

      “I don’t do that shit.”

      “Really?”

      “Nope. It all bothers me,” Porter said.

      “Okay. We also work on references. Give me the name of a girl or agency you’ve worked with before.”

      “That’s a problem, because this is my first time,” Porter said.

      “We don’t service first-timers.”

      Porter thought for a moment. “Do you advertise?”

      “Meaning…?”

      “Do you put your phone number out there so everyone can see?”

      “Do you think I’m an idiot? That would be bad for business.”

      “Then how did I get your number?” Porter said. “I must have gotten it from someone who thought I was trustworthy enough to give it to me.”

      “And who was this person?”

      “I can’t tell you that. I’m good at keeping secrets.”

      The voice was quiet for a few moments. “I appreciate discretion. In this case, I’m willing to make an exception to our first-timers rule; however, this comes with a larger service fee.”

      “That’s fine, as long as Hyacinth has her whips and chains.”

      “She’s open most of the day tomorrow.”

      “How about a nooner?”

      “Fine. I’ll text you an address. Be there on time. Make sure you come alone and bring your payment with you.”

      “Do you take plastic?”

      “This really is your first time, isn’t it?” the voice said, and hung up.

      Porter set the phone back on the table. He sat for a couple moments, then a text chimed. He looked and saw an address. For several moments, he debated waking Rivera, telling her the developments, and working on a plan for the next day. A strategy, something to ensure that they not only got to meet Camelot Jones, but gained his cooperation as well.

      Instead he slowly stood, so as not to wake the sleeping woman. He padded into the master bedroom and climbed into the bed. It was comfortable and he was asleep again in moments.
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      It was the same dream as always—the house, the fire, the phone. Trish. This time as the flames grew hotter, they were doused by water. Porter’s eyes flew open and he sat up.

      He was covered in water. The bed was covered in water. Above stood a smirking Rivera, holding an ice bucket.

      “You looked a little too comfortable.”

      Daylight streamed through a crack in the thick curtain and Porter shook the last vestiges of the dream from his mind. He pointed to the ice bucket. “People piss in those things.”

      “I told you that was my bed.”

      “You were asleep on the couch.”

      “So? You could have woken me up.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Porter said as he stood up. “Then you would have been mad because I did that.”

      “Mind putting some pants on, champ?”

      “Hey, you threw water on me. Don’t blame me if you see something you like.”

      Rivera made a face. “What’s on the agenda?”

      Porter filled her in on the conversation he’d had with the voice while she was asleep.

      “So who was on the phone?”

      “Had to be Jones,” Porter said.

      “You sure? Could be anybody.”

      “Could be. Probably not. I guess we’ll find out.”

      “Noon’s only an hour from now. Where’s this place at?”

      Porter grabbed his phone and gave her the address, and her laptop mapped them a route.

      “We need to get moving, unless you want me to fill the bucket up again.”

      “I’m going, I’m going,” Porter said.

      Minutes later, they were out of their room and in Rivera’s sedan. The bright light of day stung Porter’s eyes. The city was as big as ever, and during the day it was alive again. Porter tried not to look up at the buildings.

      Rivera rounded the corner and slowed as she did. “Is that it?”

      Up ahead, on the corner of Sixtieth and Amsterdam, loomed a sandstone-colored building. It must have been fifty stories tall, and the sides glittered with glass.

      “Yeah. That looks right. Just park somewhere.”

      “Right, in this city. You think I’ll just be able to grab a—”

      Rivera trailed off as a Honda pulled out of a street parking spot in front of a Greek restaurant. She deftly slipped into the spot.

      “You were saying?”

      “Shut up, asshole. I was saying shut up.”

      The two sat in the sedan for a few moments, taking in the area.

      There was a playground on their left. The voices of children filtered in through the cracked windows. All around them, people went about their business, heads down in their smartphones.

      Porter glanced at the dash clock. Still a full fifteen minutes until noon. He didn’t want to be early for his “date,” so he reclined the chair a bit.

      “Comfortable?”

      “Nope,” he said.

      “Why are you so relaxed? You know who’s in there, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t feel… antsy?”

      “Do you?” Porter asked.

      “Well, yeah. I always get a little nervous when it’s go time. Remember when you were a Fed?”

      He nodded.

      “Remember when everyone was gearing up for an op? Standing around, strapping up their armor and chamber-checking their guns, passing around photos of the target, deciding who’s gonna go through the door first?”

      Porter nodded again.

      “I always get a nervous stomach. So much can go wrong and right at the same time. It’s the best feeling.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “Can I be honest with you?”

      “Aren’t you always?”

      “I feel like a bad mom.”

      “What?”

      “I do. What I just told you? It’s the truth. It’s the best feeling. I’d rather be doing that than any number of things. Like going to Kevin’s soccer games… or cooking him dinner. It’s not that I don’t love him—you know I do.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “It’s just… I’d rather be doing this. My mom takes such good care of him, it’s not like he’s suffering. I know he’s safe. It makes me feel like I can stay away as long as I need. Hell, that’s half the reason why we're here right now.”

      Porter glanced at the clock, then turned towards Rivera. “What’s that mean?”

      “You think I care about Candy Man? Hell, no. I barely care about his brother. But I have an application in with the Bureau. Not as a task force officer, but as a no-training-wheels, honest-to-God Special Agent.”

      “And you think if you make a few more big cases they’ll be more likely to hire you.”

      She nodded. “Isn’t that selfish? I want to be away from home to hopefully get a job that lets me be away from home.”

      There was silence in the car for a few moments. Porter broke it when he said, “I don’t think it’s selfish.”

      “No?”

      “I’m probably the worst person to ask. When I was a Fed, I worked all the time. Traveled, did temporary duty in all kinds of places. For some people, it’s just how we’re wired. Man, woman, kids, no kids—it doesn’t really matter. You like the chase, then it’s what’s in you. Just because you’re a mom doesn’t mean you don’t have the urge. It doesn’t make you wrong.”

      “How did it work out for you? All the chasing?”

      “It got me divorced.”

      “Trish?” Rivera said.

      “How’d you know that? I never told you.”

      “I heard you say the name twice while you were sleeping. I am a detective, you know. The job broke you up?”

      “I always tell everyone that sometimes people just grow away from each other. But that’s bullshit. It was my fault. I own it. But I like to tell myself things are better now. She got to move on and I get to be by myself. Win-win for everyone.” He checked the mirrors and the dash clock again.

      “You miss her?”

      “Not really,” Porter lied. “It’s been a while. Besides, I think Ross told me she’s seeing some new guy. That door is firmly shut.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Nope.”

      “Too much sharing for today?”

      “Yep.”

      “Fair enough.”

      He glanced at the clock one last time. “All right. I think it’s about time.”

      “How do you want to do this?”

      “As much as I’d love some backup, I didn’t tell Camelot we were into some threesome business, so I guess you better stay here.”

      “Feels like you’re trying to put me on the bench.”

      Porter put his hand on her shoulder. “It’s just what it is. You see what side of town we’re in? Look at that place. There has to be a doorman, right? What do you think happens if he calls up and says two people are coming instead of one? At the very least they’ll keep us downstairs until they get things sorted with Camelot. Worst case, they pull the plug and turn us away. Camelot’s probably in there somewhere, and I don’t want to spook him.”

      Rivera slowly exhaled. “I hate when you make sense. Life was easier when I thought you were a brain-dead savage.”

      Porter opened the door and swung his legs out of the car. “Well, at least you got the savage part right.”

      He gently shut the door, and walked up the street to the corner near the diner. There was a scent of garlic in the air and he felt a pang in his stomach. The milkshake with Daisy at the Harlem Shake the night before seemed like a long time ago.

      Dutifully waiting for the light to catch the traffic, Porter crossed the street, then waited and crossed again, until he was on the corner next to the luxury apartment building.

      He ran his hand over his shaved head and scratched at his beard, then buttoned his outer shirt and smoothed the front of his jeans. He pushed through a turnstile door and walked into the lobby of the building, his Chuck Taylors squeaking softly on the shiny stone floor.

      The ceilings in the lobby were gigantic, and there were columns and arches that lined both sides of the path in. Ahead on the right a man in a uniform, topped with a driver’s cap, stood behind a stone podium, which was etched with an intricate design of a logo Porter didn’t recognize.

      “Good morning, sir.”

      “It’s afternoon now.”

      The doorman checked his watch. “It certainly is. May I help you?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m here to see a guest.”

      “Very well. What is the apartment number?”

      “Beats me.” Porter shrugged.

      “Do you have a name?”

      “No.”

      “Interesting. I’m not sure I can help you, then.”

      Porter nodded. “Let me ask you a question.”

      The doorman raised his eyebrows.

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Nearly ten years, sir.”

      “Long time. It’s safe to say you know everything that goes on around here?”

      “That is safe to say.”

      “So, since you know everything, you’d know which way to steer me, if I were to ask where I could have some companionship?”

      “Companionship?” the doorman said.

      “I’m super lonely.”

      “You know, now that you mention it, I believe I received a call this morning saying there might be someone looking for a friend around noon.”

      “Sounds like me.”

      “Very good, sir. I believe you want number thirty-seven-oh-two.”

      “I do?”

      “Yes. Fun fact about that apartment, it was specially retrofitted to have sound-dampening insulation installed. I assume you get my drift.”

      “I’m tracking.” Porter stepped away from the podium. “Soundproof. That seems like it could come in handy.”

      “It often does.”

      “Thanks.”

      The doorman smiled a thin smile and coughed into his hand. He turned his other palm up.

      Porter looked at his hand, then at the man. “Oh, you want a tip?”

      “It is customary, when one has been of service.”

      “Here’s a tip: the shake place in Harlem is excellent. You don’t seem like you get over that way much. You should check it out.”

      Then he turned and squeaked away across the shiny marble floor, in search of the elevators.
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      Porter rode the elevator up to floor thirty-seven, watching as the light that illuminated the numbered buttons flashed ever higher as the cab slowly rose. He pulled out his phone and sent Rivera a text message with the room number.

      Porter patted his waistband, where the Heckler and Koch was tucked. He wanted to press-check the gun, make sure there was a round in the chamber. He knew it was loaded, but he never could shake the feeling that one day, when he needed a gun, he’d pull the trigger and be met with a click instead of a bang. Instead, he left it where it was. The last thing he needed was an old woman walking her poodle to see him fiddling with his pistol in a high-rise in New York.

      He’d debated telling Rivera he’d lifted the gun from Pavel the pimp. Instead, he’d decided to leave her in the dark. Plausible deniability, he told himself.

      Porter watched the light dance across the buttons, but a small, black shiny object in the top corner of the elevator’s cab caught his eye. A tiny security camera. It made sense that the safety measures in such a place would be tight, not to mention unobtrusive, so as not to present the residents a negative image.

      There was a chime and the door slowly opened. He stepped out onto the marble floor and paused. The hallway was narrow, funneling him away from the elevator. No way to get left or right.

      On a hunch, he looked back at the door as it closed. In the top right corner, another security camera. It didn’t show the entire hallway, just the last few feet before the door. Not concerned with their guests’ safety so much as being able to show the cops a picture of who got into the elevator.

      The apartments were numbered in reverse order, highest near the elevator. Apartment two was all the way at the end of the hallway. He walked toward the room, his Chuck Taylors cushioned by the carpet underneath his feet.

      When he’d read the building, he’d expected something different. Every apartment tower he’d ever been to was busy and noisy. Crying children, people walking their dogs, men and women arguing, someone listening to the game too loudly. This was a different place.

      It was like a ghost town. No one else was in the hallway. There were no televisions, no children. Then Porter realized that luxury on the Upper West Side of New York came with a price. Long days. Dual incomes. No kids.

      The rat race.

      The hall was lit with sconces on the wall, ugly iron things that were as cold as the lack of noise.

      Apartment two was the last door on the right. Porter glanced at apartment number one, across the hallway, and saw a small, black circle tucked into the top right corner. Another security camera.

      This was not normal.

      There’d be no reason a resident in a building like this would put up their own security camera. How many solicitors and troublemakers did they have randomly ringing their bell?

      He’d expected there to be a camera on Hyacinth’s room, watching the front door. But why was there a camera on the room across the hall, watching her room?

      More importantly, who was in apartment one doing the watching?

      Porter paused for a moment, frozen in between the two rooms. He walked back down the hallway to a small table, which sat oddly out of place with a large ceramic vase on it. Porter picked up the vase and bounced it up and down in his hand a couple of times, then nodded to himself.

      Back to the end of the hallway, except this time, he didn’t pause. He turned his back on room two, and Hyacinth, waiting with her whips and chains.

      He pushed apartment one’s bell.

      There was no answer at the door, so Porter pushed the button again. And again. And again. He fell into a rhythm. Push the button, count to three, push the button again. Over and over he pressed the button, until there were signs of life inside. Muffled voices spoke back and forth, then the sound of a series of deadbolts being opened.

      When it swung out of the way, there was a black man standing in front of him. He was easily as tall as Porter—and not many were—and was even larger. The mass was poured on him in a way that suggested a heavy work ethic in the local gym, and at least a passing dalliance with pharmaceutical muscle-building assistance. Judging by the mug shot he’d seen, it wasn’t Camelot Jones.

      “Who the hell are—”

      As the man spoke, Porter was already moving, palming the heavy vase and punching it forward, crashing it into the man’s head, sending him stumbling backward.

      Porter stepped into the apartment, shut the door behind him, and turned the deadbolt.

      He looked around the room in front of him, a small foyer which led into a dining room, and what looked like the kitchen beyond that. Porter didn’t move, standing as quietly as he could.

      The man below him didn’t move much either, just the silent, rhythmic rising and falling of his chest. Hearing nothing, Porter took a minute to reach down and roll the stout man onto his stomach, wrestle his arms behind him, and secure them in place using one of Rivera’s string cuffs.

      When he was done, Porter stood and looked around. He stepped softly through the kitchen, then the living room, ears trained for the slightest noise.

      On the dining room table there was a bank of monitors. One had the view of the camera right outside; another, a pretty girl with an armful of tattoos. Porter guessed that was Hyacinth across the hall, wondering why her appointment was late.

      Looking up from the monitor, his eyes were constantly scanning, left and right, up and down, looking for the smallest movement, listening for the tiniest noise.

      Movement and noise got people killed.

      He walked down the hallway, peeked his head in the lavish bathroom, before coming to the bedroom. The door was shut.

      Porter paused. He wondered if Camelot Jones was on the other side of the door, a shotgun waiting for him as he entered. The prospect of a bellyful of buckshot made him queasy.

      He quickly discarded the notion. If Camelot was onto him, he would have come looking if he had a shotgun. Or any gun for that matter. If he was holed up in this room, he was hiding. Scared.

      Porter twisted the handle; it was locked. Fortunately, he had the key. He took a step back and smashed his foot through the door, destroying the locking mechanism and knocking the door off of one of its hinges as it flew open.

      The inside of the bedroom was clean. No clothes. No evidence that anyone lived there, save a neatly made platform bed. Porter looked in the closets, and in the en-suite bathroom. Then the sheer that covered the window fluttered in the breeze. As he stepped closer, a crisp afternoon breeze wafted past him. He pulled back the sheer and looked through the window at the fire escape.

      He raised the window the rest of the way and leaned out. There was no sign of anyone above or below on the escape. Instead, all he saw was the hustle and bustle of the traffic far below, which was a mere din at the thirty-seventh floor.

      Porter pulled himself back inside. Just when his head cleared, he felt movement behind him, and he ducked to the left as a fist sailed past him and into the window, shattering it.

      Porter finished turning around and pushed at the figure, sending it sprawling across the bed.

      “You sneaky bastard,” he said. “Were you hiding under the bed? I can’t believe I fell for that shit.”

      On the other side of the bed, Camelot Jones stood from the floor. He was of average height and thin, his permed hair pulled back into neat cornrows. His hands were curled into fists, the familiar glint of brass knuckles across his fingers.

      Camelot bounced his hands up and down, like someone imitating a boxer. “What you do to Antonio?”

      “Who?”

      “You know who I’m talking about. You tell me right now, before I piece you up.”

      “Good luck with that,” Porter said as he stepped across the room.

      Camelot was quick, sticking jabs out in front of him, trying to keep Porter at bay. It didn't work. Camelot was trapped between two walls and the bed. Porter simply walked him down, ignoring the punches trying to keep him away.

      Camelot threw a right at Porter, straight and tight. Porter slipped the punch, and let it fly past his head. Then he stepped close to Camelot, inside bad-breath range, until he was chest to chest with the man.

      He bearhugged Camelot and picked him up into the air, then inverted him and dropped him on his head. The man went limp and his arms flopped awkwardly underneath him.

      Porter put his fingers to Camelot's neck. Satisfied he hadn’t accidentally killed the only lead he had to find Clive Michelson’s brother, Porter pulled the brass knuckles off the pimp’s hands and put them in his own pocket.

      Then he lifted Camelot to his shoulder and carried him from the room.
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      Porter sat on the dining room chair, playing with the HK that he’d taken from Pavel. The weight was familiar and he enjoyed the feeling of having it—knowing that it was the great equalizer—and not needing it. The two bound men on the floor weren’t going to have a chance to fight back, let alone warrant shooting. It was mostly a comfort thing, and after going so long without his own confiscated pistol, he felt a bit better.

      Antonio snorted to life first. Once he got his faculties, he looked up at Porter. “What the hell you do to me? Huh?”

      “I didn’t paralyze you, if that’s what you’re thinking. You’re just tied up.”

      “Tied up? Nigga, you better let me go.”

      “Or what?”

      Antonio looked at the gun in Porter’s lap, then to Porter, and didn’t say anything.

      “That’s what I thought. Besides, the way I see it, this is all your fault, anyway.”

      “How you figure?”

      “You’re the muscle, right? Look at what a shit job you did.”

      “You hit me with a plate.”

      “It was a vase,” Porter said.

      “Whatever. I bet if you take these cuffs off, I’ll whoop your ass. Test me.”

      “Firm pass. I have better things to do than break my hand on your thick skull. All I’m waiting for is your boss to—”

      As if on cue, Camelot Jones began to stir. Slowly, at first, then wildly as he realized he was tied up. Unlike Antonio, Camelot was cuffed hands in front, leaned up against the wall.

      “About time. I thought you might have died on me.”

      “What… what happened?” Camelot said as he rolled his head around.

      “I dropped you on your head. Believe me, it could have been much worse.”

      “You okay, Cam?” Antonio said, having rolled onto his side to get a better look.

      “Like you can help him,” Porter said.

      “Why did you drop me on my head? Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m nobody. I came to talk with you because I have questions and I think you have the answers.”

      “Man, we ain’t tellin’ you shit,” Antonio said.

      “Keep it down,” Porter said.

      “My man’s right. We don’t have anything to say.”

      “You don’t even know what I want yet,” Porter said.

      “Don’t matter,” Antonio yelled.

      “I told you…” Porter’s voice trailed off as he disappeared from the room. He came back with a dish rag. He leaned down over Antonio and dangled the dirty rag. “I told you to shut up, didn’t I? Open up.”

      Antonio clamped his mouth shut and shook his head. “Unh-uh.”

      “Fine, do it the hard way.” Porter put his knee on the man’s chest and pinched his nose. After a few moments, Antonio’s mouth opened, gasping for air.

      Porter stuffed the rag in as far as it could go.

      “There. Now we won’t be interrupted again.” Porter was up again, pacing slowly in front of the downed Camelot.

      Camelot looked at Antonio, then at Porter. “That’s pretty foul, you do my man like that.”

      “I’m just getting started,” Porter said. “You ready to hear what I have to say?”

      “Man, go ahead. Get talkin’ already.”

      Porter smiled. “Where’s Royce Michelson?”

      Camelot was stone-faced. “Who?”

      Porter tutted him. “Now, don’t try to shine me on. We both know you know that kid. All I want to know is if you can tell me where he is. Then I let you and your guy on the floor go.”

      “I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”

      “If you had any idea the kind of week I was having, you’d be a lot easier to work with,” Porter said.

      “It doesn’t matter what you think. If I don’t know, I don’t know.”

      “Fine. Let’s do it your way.”

      Porter stepped back over to Antonio, and rolled him over to his stomach. The man’s hands were tied in the small of his back. Porter knelt down next to him and grabbed the man’s pinky.

      “All you gotta do is tell me, and I won’t snap his finger.”

      “That supposed to scare me? It ain’t even my finger,” Camelot said.

      Porter torqued the finger, all his strength concentrated in one tiny area, completely bending the digit backward and at a ninety-degree angle. Antonio bucked and bucked underneath him, but couldn’t move.

      “I still don’t know no kid named Royce.”

      Porter grabbed the ring finger.

      “Why should I care what you do to him? That’s his hand. Plus, he couldn’t even keep you outta here. I need to hire some better help.”

      “I’m just showing you what’s waiting for you if you don’t talk to me,” Porter said. “You got ten fingers of your own.”

      With that, Porter yanked Antonio’s ring finger. This time, there was an audible crack. Antonio stopped bucking and was sobbing into the rag in his mouth.

      Camelot winced.

      “See, I could do this all day. Or, you could just tell me. Tell me and I’ll get out of here, and you can take your guy to the hospital. Your call.”

      Camelot pressed his mouth shut.

      “Damn. I can’t believe you’re gonna make me do it again. Fine, your choice.” Porter grabbed Antonio’s middle finger. “Three, two—”

      “Wait,” Camelot said. “Damn it, just wait.”

      “Why? You remember something?”

      “Yes, I remember something,” Camelot said in a mocking voice.

      “Good,” Porter said, patting Antonio on the back before he stood up. “So?”

      “Royce is the brother of this guy I know. He doesn’t live far, I try to keep an eye out for him. His brother’s locked up, and sometimes he needs a little help. That’s all it is.”

      “And you and Clive know each other well?”

      Camelot scrunched up his face. “You know—”

      “Of course I know Clive. I know he’s in prison for trafficking kids. It makes me think that if you’re friends with him, you must be in on it. And I don’t like that at all.”

      “No, no, no, it’s nothing like that. Clive and I met in school.”

      “School?” Porter said. “Clive went to Columbia.”

      “So? He ain’t the only one.”

      “You graduated from an Ivy League school?”

      “Hell no. I went for a few semesters, found out it was better money to work the girls on the street. I’m a businessman; didn’t matter to me how I got the money, long as I got it.”

      “And you two stayed friends?”

      “Friends? Hell, he was my roommate. He was broke as hell and he stayed with me while he finished up his degree. Weird dude, but we get along okay. When he got on, started making that Internet money, he paid me back. It’s all good.”

      “And you never made ‘that internet money’ with him?”

      “Me? Hell no. I’m not into that kid stuff. But a man has to make a living. I don’t hate on him.”

      Porter snorted. “Right. How does Royce fit into the picture?”

      “After Clive graduated, he bought a place and moved his brother in. I already had a new place in mind, so it was all good.”

      “Okay. So where’s Royce now?”

      “I…” Camelot looked at Antonio on the ground.

      “Come on,” Porter said. “Spit it out.”

      “Damn it,” Camelot hissed under his breath. “You’re cold for this, you know that?”

      “The coldest.”

      Camelot rubbed his face with his bound hands. “Clive got locked up a little while ago. I told him to leave the kiddie stuff alone. Don’t nobody care about women, not really. You can run girls all day long. But you mess with kids? People take notice. Hell, they should, really. Everybody got a brother or sister or something.”

      Porter didn’t say anything. Instead, he pulled Pavel’s pistol and set it on his lap.

      “Okay, okay, just hold on. I went to see Clive when he first went to jail. Asked him if he needed anything. He told me Royce was gonna ride it out by himself. I asked Clive if that was smart; he said the kid could handle it, but he wanted me to check in with him sometimes, just see how he’s doing.”

      “And you did?”

      “Yeah. A couple times a week I go over there and see the little dude, check in. Maybe get him some groceries or something. Other than that, he’s pretty chill, doesn’t take a lot of looking after.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “Where is he, genius?”

      “I don’t know for sure—”

      Porter slipped his hand around the HK, but left it on his lap.

      “What I mean is, I hear things.”

      “Then I want to hear things, too.”

      Camelot looked over at Antonio again. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk in front of him.”

      “Here’s fine.”

      “It’s just—”

      “What, you don’t trust your guy?”

      “I don’t trust anyone,” Camelot said. “The streets is always watching and listening.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “Fine. Look, a little birdie told me—”

      “Nope,” Porter said. “None of that birdie shit. You tell me what you know.”

      Camelot exhaled, shoulders sagging. “Look, one of my girls told me that she was with a guy a few days ago. He was bragging about how him and his boys took some kid.”

      “He was just offering up this info? You expect me to believe that?”

      “Dude’s a regular. He was drunk, with a couple grams of blow shoved up his nose. He has a big mouth to begin with, but he was wide open, if you get my point.”

      “And then?”

      “He said they took a kid. The way she told me he described it, it had to be Royce. I went by his place a few hours later to confirm and the kid was a ghost. Gone just like that.”

      “Give me a name.”

      Camelot looked at Antonio, sweat and tears mixing on his face. Then he lowered his head and muttered, “Osito, man. It was Osito.”
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      “Osito? Little Bear? Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      “It would if you were from around here.”

      “I’m not. School me.”

      Camelot exhaled long and slow. “He’s a shot-caller in the Bronx.”

      “Bronx? Puerto Rican?”

      “That’s right. He has a couple little tiendas and restaurants. Owns this club over there too. But it’s all a front. He’s been making moves for a while over there. Scary dude. Calm and weird. If half of what I hear about people getting chopped up and put into barrels is true, he’s got more bodies on him than the NYPD.”

      “Osito…” Porter muttered.

      “He rolls deep. Probably five dudes with him all the time, way more when he’s at his club. He’s just… he’s just a problem. You don’t want no part of that guy.”

      “That why you didn’t try to help Royce?”

      “Damn right. Look, I got Antonio, a few more good dudes if I need it. But Osito? He’s got a damn football team that’s ready to kill you, all the time. Nothing I could do.”

      “You could have told Clive who had his brother.”

      “I tried. I called the prison twice, both times they told me he couldn’t take a call. What else was I supposed to do?”

      “Call the cops,” Porter said.

      “And say what? I think maybe I might have heard some shit? Please. All they’d do is go talk to Osito, then he’d know people were looking. Probably kill the kid and stuff him in a barrel.”

      Porter nodded. “Tell me where to find Osito.”

      “What? No way. I’m not getting involved in anything else. You need to call my man over there an ambulance, let him get them fingers looked at.”

      “We're getting there. First, tell me where I can find Osito.”

      “No way, man.”

      “Camelot, I’m getting frustrated,” Porter said. “We aren’t gonna keep going around in circles. Tell me where Osito is.”

      “No.”

      Porter pulled the chair he was on closer to Camelot. “You sure you ain’t gonna tell me?”

      “When it comes to that nigga Osito, I ain’t sayin’ no more. I don’t care whose fingers you break.”

      “No more fingers, I just wanted to show you I was serious. You’re gonna help me for different reasons.”

      Camelot shook his head.

      “You’re on probation, right?” Porter said.

      Camelot looked up, and dipped his head again.

      “Yeah, I looked you up. Just a little stretch of probation, no big deal. Except, what happens if I leave you cuffed up and call the cops. They’ll come in here and find you with a shot-up person and a gun that you shouldn’t have.”

      “Nobody’s shot.”

      “Not yet,” Porter said.

      “Shit’s not my gun,” Camelot said.

      “Doesn’t matter. They’ll use something called ‘Constructive Possession.’ They’ll definitely pin it on you.” Porter was lying. Constructive Possession was a thing, but not that thing.

      Camelot’s face wavered.

      “Yeah, an illegal firearm in New York? Whew, I can’t imagine what they’ll do. You know what else will happen? The NYPD will crawl in your ass, digging up everything. Pimping? You’re getting hit for that. What do you want to bet some of those girls—the ones you put to work—aren’t of age? I’m sure you’re shit at checking IDs. Get caught with underage hookers—”

      “I don’t mess with underage girls, man. I already told you.”

      “You check all their ID? Huh? You give them a 1099? Give me a break. Half the girls that work for you are sixteen and you know it.”

      Camelot’s lip curled. “Dammit.”

      “Get caught with underage sex workers, and see how that goes for you. Damn, if you’re anything like me, you can’t stand jail. Being trapped. Stuck in there with everyone. The difference between the two of us is, you’re way prettier than I am, with your nice cornrows and everything. Plus, you couldn’t bust a grape in a fruit fight. I’m thinking you tell me exactly how to get some face time with Osito, or I make a phone call.”

      “This is bullshit,” Camelot said.

      “Yes, it is. And unless you want to get buried by it, you’ll tell me what I want to know.”

      Camelot exhaled. “He’ll be at the fights.”

      “Go on,” Porter said.

      “He runs this spot, off-the-books drinking and gambling. A couple times a week, he has some fights.”

      “And you know this how?” Porter said.

      “I’ve gone a few times. It’s a private place, but me and Osito don’t have no beef. My money’s good there. Hell, I was supposed to go tonight, but I’m damn sure gonna keep my ass at home now.”

      “No you’re not.”

      “Like hell I’m not. I’ve been saying his name around, now I don’t even want to see that man.”

      “You don’t get it. I need to see what this guy’s about, and there is no way I can just get into a place like that on my own, not on short notice. You’re going tonight and I’m coming with you.”

      “And if I say no?”

      “You gonna make me go through it all again? Stop pretending.”

      Camelot nodded. “Fine. We’ll go. But don’t blame me if you don’t find what you want. Got it?”

      “Don’t worry. You get me there and our relationship is done.”

      Porter reached into Camelot’s pocket and pulled out a wallet.

      “Hey, that’s mine.”

      Porter flipped it open and ignored a small sum of money, going to the license. “I’ll be damned, your real name is Camelot? I thought that was some fake pimp stuff. In case you were thinking about skipping out and not meeting me tonight. Remember, I know how to bury you, I know what to tell the cops to get you locked up for twenty years, and now I know where you live.” He held up the license.

      Camelot didn’t say anything, instead staring at Porter.

      “Speak up. Tell me you understand I’ll wreck your life if you try to screw me.”

      “Damn.”

      “Good.” Porter dropped the wallet and one of his own cards in Camelot’s lap.

      Camelot turned the card over in his hand. “I kinda like this card. Minimalist.”

      Porter turned to leave the room. “Don’t forget to call.”

      “Can you at least get me outta these cuffs?” Camelot said.

      “Nah, I don’t like you that much.”

      With that, Porter let the door slam behind him, stepping back into the hallway. He walked toward the elevator, past the conspicuously absent vase, and rode the elevator down to the first floor. He didn’t try to hide his face; there was no point. The men in room one on the thirty-seventh floor would never tell anyone what happened.

      Porter walked through the lobby, waving an over-exaggerated goodbye to the concierge, who was probably still waiting for his tip.

      The bright sun stung Porter’s eyes; he blinked several times and shielded them until he could see better. He jogged across the street and around the corner, then down the sidewalk until he got back to Rivera’s rental.

      He slipped into the passenger seat and the car sagged beneath him.

      “Where the hell have you been? What happened? Why didn’t you call me? Did you see Camelot? Wait. Did you have sex with the hooker?”

      “Habla más despacio,” Porter said. “Slow down a little.”

      “You can’t just leave for an hour and think everything is okay. I was worried sick.”

      “Thanks for the concern.”

      “I’m serious, Porter. What happened up there?”

      “Hey, what are you doing tonight?”

      Rivera blinked at him, her dark eyes clear and bright. “What?”

      “Tonight. What are you doing?”

      “What do you mean, what am I doing? Whatever you’re doing. We’re working, remember?”

      “I think we’ve been working too hard. I think we need to go out.”

      “Go out?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But I don’t think—”

      “Come on, it’ll be fun.”

      Rivera stared at him for a few moments. “You’re not telling me something.”

      “Probably.”

      “Something we need to do tonight?”

      Porter nodded his head.

      “Good. I’m in,” Rivera said.

      “I knew you would be. Now let’s go get some food. I’m starving.”
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      Porter reached across the coffee table and grabbed another eggroll from the bag. “I swear, Tampa doesn’t have anything like this.”

      Rivera looked over from the swiveling office chair and shook her head. Her phone was on the table, hold music playing through her tinny-sounding speaker. “Everything we have to worry about and all you can think about is food?”

      “You’re worried, not me.”

      “Well, you should be.”

      “Maybe. But getting something to eat was worth the detour.”

      Rivera flipped a page of handwritten notes over and over, as if new information would suddenly appear in magic ink. “This isn’t much.”

      “It’s enough,” Porter said. “We’ll figure everything else out when we get there.”

      “I just wish I could find more info on this guy Osito. There’s barely anything, it’s pitiful. A couple of old, petty arrests. Nothing else. You know that restaurant wasn’t even in his name? On paper, he doesn’t own anything. Barely been in trouble, and that was a long time ago, when he still went by Jimmy Diaz. We don’t know anything about this guy. He could be Hannibal Lecter for all we know.”

      “I’d rather not get my liver eaten,” Porter said.

      “Porter, I’m serious.”

      “Me too.”

      “Sometimes, you really piss—”

      “Hello? Detective Rivera?” a voice spilled out of the phone. “It’s so rare I get phone calls. Even more rare to take a call in the deputy warden’s office. I imagine it’s so our conversation isn’t recorded, as the phones in the visitors’ center are. Am I correct?”

      “You know it’s me, Michelson, and don’t ask stupid questions.”

      “To what do I owe the pleasure? Calling with good news about my brother, I hope.”

      “Not so much,” she said. “I have a couple questions for you.”

      “Running into trouble in the hunt?”

      “Just shut up and answer,” Porter said from the couch, his deep voice echoing around the room.

      “Mr. Smith. I didn’t realize you were on the line as well.”

      “What can you tell me about Osito?” Rivera said.

      Michelson was quiet for a few moments. “I am aware it means ‘little bear.’ Beyond that, the name has no significance.”

      “You sure? He could also go by Jimmy Diaz,” she said.

      “Unfortunately, nothing.”

      “You aren’t lying again, are you?” Porter said.

      “Mr. Smith, please. I want my brother found. If I knew this Osito fellow, you would have the information as fast as I could think about it. I am telling the truth.”

      “Sure you are.”

      “I feel I have been cooperative to this point. However, I can understand you may feel differently. How about, as a gesture of goodwill, I give you another name from the naughty list? Consider it an additional olive branch.”

      Before Porter could speak, Rivera spoke up. “Yes. Give me the name.”

      Michelson cleared his throat. “In Phoenix, Arizona there is a small group of men. They work together at a plant, a steel mill if memory serves. The owner, Declan Wyatt, has amassed quite a large amount of money from his ventures. Old school, if you will; the man fancies himself a robber baron of days past. Mr. Wyatt has fabricated quite an elaborate system underneath the mill. You might consider it a catacomb. Inside, runaways and stolen-aways are kept until it is time to service their captor and his associates.”

      “You just tell me about this now? I could have helped these kids days ago.”

      “Until my brother is found, I will play my cards as I see fit. Do you want to know the strangest thing about Mr. Wyatt?”

      “No,” Porter said.

      “It’s how he disposes of the bodies. He likes to take them out to the desert and pose them like illegal migrants who have died during a difficult crossing. Then no one bats an eye.”

      “I said I didn’t want to know.”

      “We’re still looking for Royce. You keep the rest of those names, because when we find your brother, I expect to get the name of every single piece of garbage,” Rivera said.

      “Naturally,” Michelson said, then the phone disconnected.

      “I hate that guy,” Porter said. “Have I ever told you I hate that guy?”

      “You’re telling me. Think he’s on the level about the guy in Arizona?”

      Porter nodded.

      “Shit,” Rivera hissed. She picked up her phone and paused, her thumb hovering over the unlock button.

      “Who are you gonna call? See, this is the issue you’re gonna run into. Your FBI handlers don’t know you’re working Michelson as an informant, you can’t just pop up with this information.”

      “I don’t plan on ‘popping up’ with the info I get from Michelson. When he gives me names, I can take my time and connect some dots, doctor things up a little, make it look like I came across the info from another source. I’m not worried about that. But this… right now? I can’t just leave people trapped if I know they’re there. I think I need to bite the bullet and hop on a plane.”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, no?”

      “Just what I said. First off, blowing into Arizona and kicking a door down will tip your hand that you have a source. That’s not the move. Second, I need you tonight.”

      “It almost sounds sweet when you say it like that.”

      “I’m serious. If half of what Camelot Jones says about Osito is true, I’m walking into a minefield. There’s no telling what Jimmy Diaz is about. His place, his turf, his guys. Not to mention, I trust Camelot about as far as I can throw him.”

      “You could probably throw him pretty far.”

      He smiled. “Nice to see you’re working on your humor. It won’t be funny if Camelot sets me up. If he even shows up, there’s no reason he won’t tell Osito why I’m there. It could get ugly. I’d rather have you with me in there.”

      Rivera looked at Porter, then set her phone down. “What am I supposed to do? I can’t just leave whoever’s trapped out at that steel mill.”

      “Simple. Call in a tip.”

      “A tip?”

      “Yeah,” Porter said. “Drop the case in someone else’s lap. You won’t get credit for it, but someone will go out to the steel mill and break it off in Declan Wyatt’s ass.”

      Rivera bobbed her head back and forth, as if considering Porter’s idea. “You really aren’t as dumb as you look.”

      “Let’s be honest, that’s pretty much impossible.”

      Rivera’s next thirty minutes were spent making phone calls. The process was the same each time. She’d block the number, then call whatever law-enforcement entity could possibly have jurisdiction in Phoenix and hand the phone to Porter. Most of the calls would be recorded, and she didn’t want her voice on a tape somewhere. There were calls placed to the FBI, the DEA, the ATF, DHS, the United States Border Patrol, as well as the Maricopa County Sheriff’s Office and the Phoenix PD. It was after lunch out west, and there were plenty of people in offices and manning tip lines.

      His story was the same each time. He was an anonymous employee of the steel plant and couldn’t live with himself any longer. The screams of the hostages were too much to handle. Someone needed to get them out.

      After a call to the Arizona Game and Fish Department, where he additionally claimed the men inside the offending steel mill had illegally trafficked several tons of rhino horns, ground up to use for homeopathic erectile-dysfunction relief, Porter set the phone on the coffee table. “I think that’s enough.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. It’s pretty likely three or four agencies end up at the mill at the same time, everyone rushing to take credit for the arrest. The Feds will say human trafficking makes it their case, the locals will cite jurisdiction. Either way, there’ll be enough people crawling over that mill to unearth everything.”

      Rivera nodded. “That feels good, doesn’t it? Doing something to help people? Not just because you like hurting people, or there’s a paycheck involved.”

      “You think I like hurting people?”

      “Don’t you?”

      Porter leaned back on the couch. “I’m ambivalent.”

      “Really?”

      “Just because I have the stomach for it, doesn’t mean I enjoy it. It’s just a tool. A means to an end. I stopped caring a long time ago about bad guys who deserve it getting theirs. If I have to be the guy that gives it to them, so be it. I’m not going to go home and rub one out thinking about breaking someone’s arm, but I won’t lose a wink of sleep.”

      “Maybe. But I have to say, I’m not sure I was ready to go all the way down your rabbit hole. What if I get caught playing these games with you? Am I going to lose my job? If that happens, no shot at the Feds, no more providing for Kevin. I’m finished.”

      “Rivera, I’d consider you a friend.”

      “We’re sleeping in the same room. I’d like to hope so.”

      “Can I give you some advice?”

      She raised her eyebrows.

      “This thing isn’t even close to finished. Michelson? Camelot? Osito? It’s all going to get much, much worse before the end. If you don’t have the stomach for it, now’s the time to tell me and get off the ride. Because I’m just getting started.”
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      Porter and Rivera spent the next few hours going over what meager information they had. No matter how many times Porter turned over the paper Rivera had scribbled Jimmy “Osito” Diaz’s information on, nothing new was going to appear.

      “Hard to see why everyone was so worried about this guy,” Rivera said. “You’d think if he was such a hard-ass shot-caller, he’d at least have some kind of record. We don’t have shit.”

      Porter nodded. “I think we’re playing a partial information game. It’s a tough place to be. We're going to be stepping in there blind against this guy. It shouldn’t be too bad. All we’re doing tonight is getting the lay of the land. If there’s too much heat, we’ll bail.”

      Rivera stood from the couch, padded over to the table, and retrieved her laptop. She punched in the address of Osito’s club. The satellite pulled in tight on the Bronx, to what looked like a warehouse sitting next to Westchester Creek. “That’s it.”

      “That place is huge.”

      “Looks like it. I found a picture of the inside, but it was from a commercial real estate listing a few years ago. It just looked like a normal warehouse.”

      “Good enough.” Porter stood and grabbed his bag. “I’m going to shower before tonight. We’re supposed to meet Camelot in about an hour. I’d hate to not look my best.”

      “You’re like a prima donna, with all the showers you take.”

      “Believe me, you’d rather me take too many than not enough.”

      Porter dragged his things into the bathroom, and ran the water as hot as he could stand. Since it was the Hilton Midtown’s water bill, he tried to take full advantage.

      Satisfied he’d done his damage to the New York water table, he got out and spent several quiet minutes in the steamy bathroom with his eyes closed. His mind was racing through all the possibilities he could think he’d run into that evening. Everything from being turned away since no one knew him, to getting chopped up and sealed into a barrel by Osito.

      The barrel part didn’t seem too appealing.

      A few moments later, he had his clothes back on, finishing with his favorite Chuck Taylors. He stepped back into the main living space.

      “Wow.”

      Rivera had changed as well. Gone were her dress slacks and button-up shirt. Instead she wore a dress, black and clingy, that went to her knees. She was in the mirror on top of the dresser, carefully applying lipstick. “Wow, what?”

      “It’s just, I’ve never seen you in anything besides jeans or your work clothes.”

      “So? I figure, if this is the type of place where people bring their dates to drink and gamble, I shouldn’t dress like I’m checking people out of Walmart.”

      “I’m not saying anything.”

      “Then close your mouth,” she said.

      “It’s just… you know… you look good.”

      Rivera stopped applying her makeup and turned from the mirror toward Porter. “Thank you. That’s really nice.”

      “I call ’em like I see ’em.”

      A small smile crept over Rivera’s face and she turned back to her makeup.

      Moments later, Porter’s phone rang. “Yeah?”

      He listened, then said, “Yeah, we’ll be there. Make sure you are.”

      He hung up the phone.

      “Camelot?”

      “Yeah,” Porter said. “Said we can meet in the parking lot of some library a couple blocks from the warehouse. Park there and walk in.”

      “Walk?”

      “I guess there isn’t any parking.”

      “Does that seem right to you?”

      Porter thought for a few moments. “Not sure.”

      “Gut feeling?”

      Porter pulled the pistol from his waistband. “It would be bad for him if he tried anything.”

      “Where the hell did you get that?” Rivera said.

      “What? This old thing?”

      Rivera started to speak, then caught herself. She slowly nodded. “Pavel the pimp, right? You lifted it from him yesterday?”

      He smiled.

      “And you’ve had it all this time and didn’t tell me.”

      “I’m telling you now.”

      “A little late for that.” Rivera zipped up her purse and slung it over her shoulder.

      “Speaking of which…”

      “Speaking of what?”

      “Guns. That purse isn’t big enough to carry one. And your dress… well, let’s just say, I know you don’t have it on your hip. You carrying?”

      “Of course.”

      “Where is it?”

      “Hey, a girl has to have her secrets. If you can hold out on me, I can hold out on you.”

      “As long as you’re packing, I’m happy. You ready?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      They left the room, went down the elevator, and were in the sedan in no time. It was starting to get dark, the sweet spot in the day when people would be home from work, but no one was asleep yet. Despite this, the roads were packed, but Rivera deftly maneuvered her way across town. She took the FDR to I-278, slipping around traffic, until she came to her turn off the highway.

      “Keep going,” Porter said. “Get off the next exit, and circle around. Give us a chance to see what’s what.”

      She turned right, drove down a street choked with cars on both sides, then right again. It was the back of the library.

      There was still enough light that Porter could see the entire area. He concentrated, eyes peering between cars and through the wrought iron gate that surrounded the library. “No one behind waiting to ambush us.”

      “Thank heaven for small favors.”

      Following his directions, Rivera turned up the next block and drove past the library. The parking lot itself was empty, and Porter stared into the cars parked alongside the road, trying to see trouble before it was laid at his feet.

      In the end, after several circuits around the block, the pair felt comfortable enough that there was no one lying in wait for them.

      Then Rivera drove the few blocks to the actual address of the warehouse. There was a trickle of people heading into the big brick building. A large man with a black coat was accepting money for entry.

      “Damn,” Porter said.

      “Security,” she said, finishing his thought.

      “Makes sense Osito would have it at a place like this, but still. Damn.”

      Completing one last circuit, Porter saw there was one car in the lot at the library. A black Cadillac Brougham sat, shiny and clean despite its vintage. Rivera parked in the row behind it, closest to the library building.

      “There is no way that’s Camelot’s car,” Porter said.

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s exactly what a pimp on TV would drive. It’s like the guy is auditioning for a movie role.”

      Rivera turned the car off. She and Porter sat in silence for a few moments, then he reached into his waistband and pulled his pistol out. He slid it, as well as his brass knuckles, into the glove box.

      “Hard to claim I’m there to have a good time if the security guys find these on me.”

      “What if everyone else has a gun?”

      Porter nodded. “They might. But I’m new here and I don’t want to chance it.”

      “Your call.”

      “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Where’s your piece?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      Porter shrugged. “Suit yourself. Ready?”

      “Is that even possible?”

      “Nope. But we can’t sit here all night.”

      “I hate it when you make sense.” Rivera did one more check of her makeup and then stepped out of the car. Porter watched her go, then unfolded himself from the front seat and joined her on the walk to the Cadillac.

      Camelot Jones got out, a slick suit and hat replacing the clothing he’d had on earlier.

      “You by yourself? Where’s Antonio?” Porter said, more as a way to remind Camelot what he was capable of.

      “The hospital said he was gonna need surgery on his hand. He’s bandaged up now, waiting for an appointment. They got him on some good shit, so I think he’ll be all right. No thanks to you.”

      “Looks like you should have just told me about Osito from the beginning.”

      “Shh,” Camelot said, looking around at the empty parking lot, as if the errant pigeons would tell on him. “Don’t talk about him like that. Just keep his name out ya mouth.”

      “Are you gonna keep talking or are you ready?” Rivera chimed in.

      Camelot looked over, as if for the first time noticing both Rivera and her dress. “And who is this? Damn, bitch, you looking tight.”

      “Call me that again and I’ll poke your eyes out.”

      Porter couldn’t suppress a laugh. “You need to learn, she’s the one you should worry about.”

      “No disrespect, I’m just sayin’ you look good.”

      “And you never say it to me again, got it?”

      “I got it,” Camelot said. “I got it. You coming with us?”

      “Yeah, she’s with me. Problem with that?”

      “No, you want to bring someone else in, that’s your business. I bring you in there, stay for a minute, then I’m done, right?”

      “Maybe,” Porter said. “We’ll see.”

      “Yeah, whatever. Come on, let’s go.”

      The trio walked around the building and onto a sidewalk. As they got closer to the warehouse, Rivera slipped her arm into Porter’s. It was a smart move; people should think they were together. It would sell the charade better. Still, Porter caught himself noticing the scent of her conditioner as she leaned close to him.

      Moments later, they were in a newly formed line in front of the warehouse. There were no identifiable marks on the outside of the building. There were several windows in the front, and they were all shoe-polished over. There was no way to see in or out.

      The security man at the door was collecting a cover from the entrants, and passing a hand-held metal detector over them as well.

      “Well, at least we know that nobody else inside will have a gun,” Rivera said.

      “Not unless they get to go around security.”

      “What?” Camelot said, in front of them, looking over his shoulder.

      “Shut up and turn around,” Rivera said.

      Camelot was next in line and approached the big security man. “Josué, my man.”

      “Camelot,” Josué said.

      “My man is in town tonight, I wanted to bring him and his lady by, show them the spot.”

      Josué eyed the two newbies warily.

      “Come on. They got a little chedda to spread around. I’m sure your boss man will love it.”

      Josué nodded, the gel in his slicked-back hair glinting in the overly bright streetlight. “Come on.”

      He waved the metal detector over Camelot, beeping at the front of his pants. Camelot showed a large belt buckle and Josué checked it, then let him by.

      Porter was next. He didn’t make so much as a peep on Josué’s wand.

      Then came Rivera. Josué looked at her small purse, the passed the wand over her, outline first, then ran it down her front. There was a beep near her crotch.

      “What’s that?”

      “What?” Rivera said, in a voice Porter had never heard before. If he didn’t know better, he’d have sworn the woman was just in from the Jersey Shore.

      “That beep.”

      “Boo, you can see I don’t got nothin’.” She held her arms up and turned a three-sixty. Someone further back in the line cat-called.

      “Then why you beeping?” Josué said.

      “Your little machine must be broke.”

      “You don’t show me why you’re beeping, you don’t come in.”

      “Hey bro, you ain’t looking up my girl’s skirt,” Porter chimed in. “Not gonna happen.”

      Josué turned toward Porter and raised an eyebrow. “And what if I do?”

      Porter smiled. “Why don’t you go ahead and do it, and find out.”

      Camelot stepped in between the two men. “Hey bro, everything’s cool. Trust me, they’re cool.”

      Rivera stepped closer toward Josué. “Look, I’ll tell you, but you gotta keep it on the low.”

      Josué looked down at her.

      “I got my thing pierced. You know? My clit?”

      Josué scrunched up his face at her. “What?”

      “Come on, you know what I mean. My man likes it. It makes him happy, so he makes me happy. I can’t just raise my dress and show you my stuff. I’m a lady.”

      “They’re cool, man, they’re cool. Trust me,” Camelot said.

      “You vouching for them?” Josué said, looking past Camelot, straight at Porter behind him. “You know what happens if they fuck up on your tab.”

      “I’ll take the heat.”

      “Your call,” the big bouncer said. He reached past the group to the door and opened it, moving out of the way while the trio filed into the club.

      Porter let the other two walk in front of him. As Rivera passed, he leaned in and started to speak. “Do you reall—”

      “Don’t even ask,” she said.

      He smiled and followed her into the club.
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      The inside was a complete departure from the exterior. There were two levels, the bottom one littered with gaming tables. He saw things he recognized—like poker, blackjack, and a roulette wheel—and other games he didn’t recognize, with strange chips and markers.

      The table games were staffed by an entire crew of dealers, the men and women alike all dressed in black slacks and white button-up shirts.

      In addition to the din of the gaming customers, punctuated by the occasional outburst of a happy player, there were numerous speakers hung through the open space above, playing a steady, bumping vibe.

      Porter looked up the staircases on the opposite ends of the big room, his eyes following them up to the second floor. There was a loft up there, with a big balcony that looked down at the rest of the gaming floor. He tapped Camelot on the shoulder. “What’s up there?”

      “Drinks. A couple other rooms. The man likes to do his business here during the daytime.”

      Rivera let out a whistle. “This is much bigger than I pictured.”

      “What do you expect? You’re in the City, baby.”

      Rivera looked at him, and he quickly shut up.

      Porter slowly walked by the table, dodging white-shirted employees who moved quickly past, stacks of chips in their hands. “So where’s Osito?”

      Camelot shushed Porter. “Come on, man.”

      “We’re in his club, what, I can’t mention him?”

      “Just… keep it down, okay?”

      Porter shook his head. “Scared. Look, where’s he at?”

      “He’s probably upstairs.”

      Porter held out his arm for Rivera to hook. “Want a drink?”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” she said.

      “Lead the way,” he said, pointing to Camelot.

      The pimp took the lead, moving around the people and tables, and took a right at some game that had flashing lights embedded in the green table felt. The stairs were metal with a rough grippy surface—no doubt a holdover from their days in industrial use, probably conforming to an OSHA standard.

      Porter’s head rose with every step, and he saw more and more of the bar that was upstairs. A big U-shape was anchored to the far wall, and there were small tables dotting the rest of the area, with groups of people sitting and enjoying their drinks.

      “Is Voldemort here?” Porter said.

      Camelot stopped walking for a moment. “What?”

      “Never mind.”

      Porter and Rivera followed their guide to an empty table and the three sat. “So, this is the spot. I showed you where it was. I got you in. Can I leave now?”

      “Not a chance,” Rivera said. “You keep your snitching ass right there. If you think you’re safe here, think again. One word and everyone will know why we're here.”

      “Damn, man. It’s bad enough you got me by the balls, ya gotta squeeze so hard?”

      “Shut up.” Porter settled into the chair, trying to take in as much of his surroundings as he could. Just like Rivera, he had misjudged the size of the club. He’d expected something smaller, less busy. Easier to manage. Instead, this place was a full-on night club and illegal casino. He had no clue how such a bold operation could exist in the middle of the Bronx, but he was sure it involved some type of payout to the police. A couple of cops got enough money to send their kids to private school, and Osito was free to operate as he saw fit.

      “Look, I need to get some drinks, or we gonna look stupid just sitting.”

      “So get something,” Rivera said.

      “You gonna reimburse me?”

      “I’m sure a big-timer like you can manage,” Porter said.

      Camelot slinked off to the bar.

      “I’m not drinking a damn thing he brings me,” Rivera said.

      “Smart move. How you feel?”

      “This is bigger than I thought.”

      “Me too,” Porter said. “There’s a lot more than just the door guy, too. I’ve seen about six guys since we came in that are definitely on the clock.”

      “There’s just too much going on. I say we pull the plug. We can find another way to talk to this guy.”

      Porter slowly nodded. He hated to give up, but Rivera was right. The environment of the club was too unknown, too potentially volatile. It would be best to pull back and come up with a plan. Maybe they could get to Osito another time, when there were fewer people around.

      There was movement in the chair next to him and Porter spoke without looking. “What’d you bring us? I hope it has rum.”

      A voice spoke up, as far away from Camelot Jones’s silk baritone as the desert from the ocean. A rough, scratchy thing, like it had a permanent case of laryngitis. “Is that what you would like?”

      Porter turned and came face to face with a thin man with a salt-and-pepper chin-strap beard. “I don’t know you.”

      “I don’t know you either, which is why I sat down. I take it upon myself to meet any new face at my club.”

      Porter met the man’s eyes and didn’t look away. “Mr. Diaz.”

      The man hacked out a raspy laugh. “So formal.”

      He extended a neatly manicured hand and Porter shook it. The grip was soft and the hand clammy. Porter wanted to chop his own hand off at the wrist immediately.

      “Well, I was always taught to respect a man in his house.”

      “Respect is appreciated. You’d be surprised how many times I encounter people who forget the basics like that.”

      Rivera sat, hands in her lap. Porter saw her look at Osito, then around the room.

      “So, what brings you to my club tonight?”

      “I’m from out of town. Looking to have a little fun.”

      “And spend money, I hope.” The man adjusted the lapels of his hand-tailored suit, worn easily and comfortably without a tie.

      “That too.”

      “Well, then I welcome you.” Osito turned his head toward Rivera. “You wear that dress very well, I have to tell you.” He turned his head to Porter. “No offense.”

      “You should probably worry about whether she’s offended,” he said.

      “Ahh, so she’s fiery…” Osito turned back toward Rivera. “Then my apologies if I offended.”

      “I’ll forgive you this once,” Rivera said through a forced smile.

      “Please, let me correct myself. You see, I assumed—well, what I assume with most of the women I see here. Arm candy. Showpieces. But you… you aren’t that way, are you? No, I can tell.”

      Rivera looked at Porter, then back to Osito on her right. “Probably better not to judge people by how tight their dress is, or how fat their ass is.” Her fake accent was strong.

      Porter laughed. “See? She’s the boss.”

      Osito smiled and nodded. “You remind me of my mother. When I was a young man, she owned several bars. She ran them all, and ran them well. She would be out late, doing her business, handling things that needed to be handled—and no matter, she always made me breakfast before school.”

      “Sounds like a nice lady,” Rivera said.

      “She was. In fact, much of the knowledge about how to run a business came from her. Not the numbers and reports, nothing like that. She never even went to the sixth grade back home in Puerto Rico. No, she was a different kind of smart. She would always give me tips for my life.”

      Porter nodded and glanced around the room. He wasn’t willing to bet on it, but it seemed like three of the security guys were a bit closer than they had been before. He looked up at the bar to see Camelot standing there, holding three drinks, watching the group at the table.

      “She would tell me, ‘Osito, you have to let people know what you expect of them. No one can work if they don’t know what you want.’”

      “Seems like something most bosses need to hear,” Rivera said.

      “Indeed. Then she would say, ‘Osito, some of the people who pretend to like you aren’t always your friends.’ One of her favorites was, ‘Osito, not everyone who drinks with you is happy with you.’”

      “Your mom had some good nuggets,” Porter said. He’d started looking at the man to his left again. He saw a thin scar poking out of his beard line, nearly camouflaged by the salt-and-pepper hair.

      “Can I be honest with you?” Osito rasped.

      “It’s your dime,” Porter said.

      “She also said a lot of shit I didn’t understand.” The club owner hacked out a laugh.

      “Isn’t that the way it is with parents?” Rivera said, hands still in her lap.

      “Too often. I miss mi madre every day.” Osito stood and smoothed his suit.

      Porter’s practiced eye saw the butt of some sort of large revolver tucked under his armpit, hanging in a shoulder holster.

      Osito smiled at the pair. “I will send you a drink on the house. I hope you’ll remember mi madre when you drink it. Again, my apologies.”

      With that, the man turned and walked off, toward a doorway in the side of the room.

      Moments later, Camelot came back with the drinks. “What did he say? What did he say?”

      “That’s the guy?” Rivera said.

      “Yeah, but tell me what he said.”

      “Just some dumb shit. Checked out Miss Thang over there and apologized,” Porter said. “Still, I think we need to take off. This isn’t going to work.”

      A visible look of relief passed over Camelot Jones’s face. “Okay, good. Real good.”

      “Yeah, he’s strange,” Porter said. “Seems like a mama’s boy.”

      Camelot’s face dropped. “Why? Why did you say that? Huh?”

      “Say what?” Rivera said.

      “You called him a ‘mama’s boy.’ Why did you say that? Was he talking about his mom?”

      “Yeah, a little,” Rivera said.

      “Oh, shit. We have to go. Like right now,” Camelot said.
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      “That’s fine, we’re about to take off anyway,” Porter said.

      Camelot stood up. “No, right now. Let’s go right now.”

      “Sit down,” Porter said, glaring at the man. “You’re making a scene.”

      Camelot shook his head and slowly sat down.

      “What are you so gassed up about?”

      “Osito knows.”

      “Knows what?” Porter said.

      “I don’t know, something. He always does that. When he starts talking about his mom and stuff, shit’s about to pop off. I’ve seen it before. It’s like he gets all sentimental before he hurts someone.”

      “Are you serious?” Rivera said.

      “Bitch, do I sound like I’m playing?”

      Rivera reached across the table and slapped Camelot, knocking his head backward. The extra hair hanging out from his braids shook along with his head.

      “I told you, don’t you ever call me that again. I don’t care where we are. Do you understand me?”

      Camelot held his face and looked at her. “You. Don’t. Get. It. We need to leave.”

      Porter wasn’t paying attention to the skirmish: he knew Rivera was more than capable of handling herself and didn’t need his help with Camelot. Instead, he was looking around the room again. He couldn’t see any sort of uptick in the amount of security in his vicinity. Likewise, the ones he did see didn’t appear to be any more interested in him than they had been before. Still, he was starting to get a crawling feeling up his neck.

      Porter trusted his gut. “Yeah. Let’s bail.”

      “Thank you,” Camelot said, pushing his chair out as he stood. “That’s the first smart thing this nigga’s said all day.”

      Rivera looked at him, concern registering on her face. He nodded.

      By the time he pulled her chair out, Camelot was nearly to the staircase. Porter let his arm rest on Rivera’s shoulders, and she hooked hers around his waist. He lowered his head to speak to her. “Keep an eye on the guys up here when we go downstairs. I thought they really weren’t interested, but now it seems like they’re trying too hard.”

      She nodded.

      They made it to the mouth of the staircase, and Porter looked out over the gaming floor. There were several more security guards on the floor, almost double the number from earlier. Two of them were looking at the staircase, trying to keep their eyes from meeting Porter’s.

      “Shit,” he said.

      “I see them, too. The guys from the top level are starting to move toward the staircase. They’re going to box us in.”

      “Like hell they are. Can you run in those shoes?”

      “Is the Pope Catholic? You just worry about you.”

      The pair walked down the stairs and stepped up to the two men who had moved to bar their way, just off the bottom landing. Porter gave them a head nod. “Fellas.”

      One of them started to speak and Porter was already in motion. He slammed a hammer fist into the side of the man’s neck. As the man dropped, Porter turned toward his partner, and threw an enormous right hand at the security guard.

      The punch landed on the man’s temple with a crack. Porter’s hand went numb from the impact. To his right, Rivera was kicking the man on the floor.

      They rushed toward the entrance. Porter glanced behind to see the security running down from the second floor. There was no surprise or secrecy anymore. The men jumped past their fallen comrades, in hot pursuit of Porter and Rivera.

      Porter picked up the pace, weaving through gaming tables, pushing people out of the way, until the door was in sight. As if on cue, Josué, the doorman, stepped inside and blocked the way. From twenty feet out, Porter saw him and was already running through scenarios in his head.

      Turning back meant getting caught. Getting caught was nowhere on his list of things to do for the evening, so he resolved himself to go through the big man at the door. It almost made him feel bad for Josué.

      He passed an empty gaming table and paused long enough to pick up a blackjack dealing shoe, sitting unused, full of cards and waiting for the next game.

      Hitting his full stride again, Porter raised the shoe over his head, prepared to obliterate Josué. Then, everything changed. Porter came to a hard stop, putting his arm out to stop Rivera from racing past him.

      Next to Josué the bouncer, the muzzle of a gun entered the club, followed by a long blued-out barrel, the cylinder of a revolver, and a big wooden grip. One glimpse told Porter it was a Colt Python, a big vintage gun that had been out of production since the late nineties. With six rounds of .357 and a six-inch barrel, the revolver was as deadly as it looked.

      Porter was torn between concern that the gun was being pointed at him, and admiration for Osito’s choice in pistol.

      Osito pushed his way past Josué, leveling the revolver at Porter. As if someone had cut the music at a party, the gaming floor sputtered into silence, and Porter was face to face with the club owner.

      “I can’t believe you all were going to leave without taking my drink and toasting to mi madre. I am very disappointed.”

      A small scuffle to his left drew Porter’s attention. Porter looked to see Camelot Jones, a security man at each arm as he struggled. One of the men let go long enough to punch the pimp in the stomach and double him over.

      “What were you going to send us?” Porter said. He stepped in front of Rivera, putting himself between her and the revolver.

      “Rum.”

      “See, that’s why we're leaving,” Porter said. “I’m a vodka guy.”

      Osito smiled and nodded. “Vodka? You’re funny. You all hear this funny guy?” The man laughed and there was a loose chuckle in the crowd.

      “Any reason we can’t leave?” Porter said.

      “We need to talk about the truth.”

      Porter glanced behind him. The security guards were slowly moving in. Rivera’s jaw was set, a determined look on her face.

      “Truth? She’s a cop,” Porter said, playing the only card he could. “You really want to be pointing a gun at a cop?”

      “Cop? Really? Then show me your badge, Miss Lady.”

      Rivera cursed under her breath.

      “See? Another lie! And I can’t stand liars.”

      “Fine, you got me, I lied. Big deal. Drop the gun, we’ll get out of here and you’ll never see me again.”

      “I don’t think so. I need to get some truth from you. See, mi madre told me, ‘Osito, the truth will set you free.’”

      “Clever,” Porter said. “Let me tell you something my good ol’ fashioned born-in-the-Midwest mom used to tell me.”

      Osito gestured with the revolver. “Well?”

      “Shut up. You talk too much.”

      “Still funny. Let’s see if we can get you to talk a little bit more.” The club owner gave a head nod to the men behind Porter. As soon as the first one grabbed Porter’s arm, he was moving.

      He slammed his head backward, into the mouth and nose of the guard, dropping him to the floor. Two more men tried to tackle him and wrap him up. He was still holding the blackjack shoe, and he brought it smashing down on one of their heads. It cracked in two.

      Porter dropped the shoe and grabbed the man who was clinging to his waist. He launched a volley of knees into the guard’s midsection, until he felt the man go limp and slide off him. Porter turned and faced the rest of the guards behind him.

      “You all should have called in tonight.”

      As he stepped forward, something slammed into his head. He didn’t see it, but he was sure a Buick had run him over.

      Then, everything was calm.
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      Porter was in his old home again. The flames, the phones, the heat.

      Trish.

      This time, he was able to move off the spot he’d been anchored to. He walked around and watched as his world melted around him. He looked at his ex-wife, and for once he wasn’t sad. He wasn’t upset. This wasn’t his fault. He walked to the kitchen and turned the sink on as the metal of the faucet melted to slag. He tried to throw water on it, until the cabinet opened and hit him in the face.

      Porter opened his eyes.

      “There you are. I was worried you might not wake up again.”

      Osito was sitting on a chair in front of him. The hard concrete around him echoed the club owner’s words as he spoke. To Porter’s left was some sort of shower. To the right, a big metal door.

      “You know, this used to be a meat-packing plant. They brought the carcasses back here to clean then before moving on to the butchering in the next room. That why there are drains on the floor.”

      “That’s convenient,” Porter said. For the first time, he tried to move his arms. They were bound behind him. His legs, too. He blinked hard for a few moments, then asked, “Where’s my girl?”

      “She’s safe… for now. I may do a lot of distasteful things, but messing with a woman isn’t how I operate. Mi madre would roll over in her grave, climb out, and kill me herself. Still, she is the least of your problems.”

      Porter took a moment to process that Rivera was okay, a small part of him wondering if Osito was lying to him. He chose to believe the man. “What are my problems, other than this fucking headache I’m dealing with?”

      “Forgive me. When you hit my man with the blackjack shoe, it gave Josué an idea. Looks like it worked on your head as well. It was apparent that my only two choices were to kill you, or hit you in the head and hope you went to sleep. You were making my men look like amateurs.”

      Porter spat toward the drain near Osito’s Gucci loafers. His tongue probed his mouth, finding a cut that must have happened after he landed. “You should pay for better help.”

      “The businessman’s dilemma.” Osito shrugged. “See, I try not to let there be too many people around at any time. I like to use the same people. I know them. I trust them. Mi madre used to say, ‘Keep the grass cut really low, and that’s when you can see the snakes coming.’”

      “That’s how you knew I was after you? Your grass was cut low?”

      Osito’s hoarse laugh echoed off the concrete. “Even I’m not that good. No, I got a call from an associate of Mr. Camelot. A man named Antonio. Apparently he wasn’t too happy about having his fingers broken, and it seems he carries a grudge.”

      “Figures,” Porter said.

      The two men were silent for several moments. Porter, trussed like a Thanksgiving turkey, and Osito, legs crossed, leaning back in his metal folding chair.

      “So, are you gonna talk, or are we just gonna sit here all night?”

      “I suppose you would like that,” Osito said. “Sitting here. Much safer than the alternative, no?”

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “I have a dilemma. You seem like a smart man, maybe you can help me figure it out.”

      “I aim to please,” Porter said.

      “Normally, I would have killed you by now. Right where you’re lying, as a matter of fact. Limpio el piso, wash the blood down the drain, and then stick you in one of my freezers. A quick trip to a barrel, then you’re never seen or heard from again.”

      “I’m thinking I’ll take whatever option two is.”

      “Yes. Option two. Thing is, people come to my club and they drink and gamble, but that is not my favorite thing. No, not at all. I grew up watching the fights. I loved all the greats, but especially mis boricuas. Men like Felix Trinidad and Miguel Cotto. ‘Macho’ Camacho too, rest his soul.” Osito made the sign of the cross in front of him.

      “I can’t introduce you to any of them,” Porter said.

      “Still funny. Payaso.”

      “I’m not a clown. I just want you to get to the point.”

      “My point, payaso, is that people stay for my fights. My problem is, I don’t have a fight tonight. My champ has no partner. The man who was supposed to fight him turned up in the river this morning. I don’t know why; I ask no questions.”

      “I’m sure it was a coincidence,” Porter said.

      “So, my proposal is this: fight my man tonight. Everyone here saw your little display in the casino. There is buzz building. People are saying you could take the champ. I don’t believe it, but who am I to say?”

      “You want me to fight… for you?”

      Osito nodded.

      Porter forced himself into a seated position and scooted himself again the brick wall behind him. “What’s in it for me?”

      “I already told you about the barrels; do you really need to ask?”

      “That’s not enough.”

      “Of course I’ll let your girl go as well. No harm done to her.”

      “Still not enough.”

      Osito scrunched up his face. “I’m not sure what else you want. Camelot?”

      Porter laughed. “I don’t give a shit about him. I need some information from you.”

      “This is different. People usually don’t beg for their life and ask me for a favor at the same time.”

      “If I beat the champ man, you tell me what you did with Royce Michelson.”

      Osito didn’t answer. He leaned forward on his knees and stared at Porter for a few moments. “Why would you assume I know anything about that person?”

      “We both know you had your goons take the kid. I want to find him, simple as that.”

      Osito paused for a few beats, then stood. “Some things are best not spoken of. I’d suggest you worry about getting you and your beautiful girl out of here.”

      “You want me to fight, those are my terms.”

      The club owner smoothed his jacket down. “I don’t think so. I think you talk a big game, but at the end of the day, everyone wants to save their life. When it comes down to it, if you can get out of here while you’re still breathing, it will be enough for you.”

      “Don’t be so sure,” Porter said.

      “I guess we'll find out. Beating my guy is hard enough, so worry about that.”

      With that, Osito turned on his heel and left the area through the open metal door. Moments later, three men with small guns attached to slings around their necks came in the room.

      “Not taking any chances, huh?” Porter said.

      One of the men used his foot to roll Porter onto his belly, then cut the ties that held him in place. “Boss says if you need to warm up, go for it. He also said to shoot you if you act weird.”

      Porter came to his knees, then pushed himself to his feet. He leaned against the wall while the feeling came back into his feet. Everything below his wrists was numb. His right hand was swollen, puffy around the edge. He remembered the pain that had jolted through his arm when he’d leveled the security guard on the floor.

      He slowly rolled his fists around, forcing blood back into the appendages. He ran through his options as he did.

      There were no windows in the room he was in. No doors, other than the metal one barred by guys with sub-machine guns. He didn’t doubt they’d shoot him and wash the blood down the old floor drain if he acted froggy.

      Porter had no idea where Rivera was. He had no idea where Camelot was either, not that he’d be any help. He had no phone. Porter was alone, in the tightest of spots. He closed his eyes for a few moments, and let his head rest on the cool brick of the wall.

      He took a few deep breaths and opened his eyes. Sometimes, the only way out was through.

      Taking stock, he found himself to be in pretty good shape. The blood was pumping to his limbs again and he had good control of himself. He was sure his hand was broken—a boxer’s fracture, the result of the sloppy punch he’d thrown at the bottom of the staircase. He silently admonished himself for his carelessness, and resolved to refrain from using the hand as much as he could.

      There were plenty of other weapons he could use, and he had no problem putting them all into play. Besides, Osito’s champ or not, it was a rare day when one man could take him. He wasn’t cocky, just sure of himself and the skills he’d learned over a lifetime of living a rough life.

      Porter wasn’t sure of much, but he knew that whomever he was fighting was going to have their hands full. He was going to make sure of that.

      And then the champ walked into the room.
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      Harsh gritted his teeth as he walked, having left the club and made it to the sidewalk. He needed to decide which way to walk back to his efficiency apartment. There would be no money for him tonight, and the walk would calm him down.

      Osito had told him his opponent pulled out. This wasn’t new; people ran from him all the time. Frustrating, but not surprising.

      The sound of dress shoes clicking on the concrete behind him caught his attention. He turned and watched Osito make his way up the sidewalk, blazer billowing in the breeze behind him. “Champ.”

      Harsh didn’t say anything, instead looking left and right again at his travel options.

      “We managed to find you someone. You down?”

      “Quién?” Who?

      “Does it matter? Can you afford to turn down a fight? I’ve seen how you’re living.”

      Harsh wanted to say something—or better, drive his fist through Osito’s face. He felt owned, like a gladiator or even less. A slave. As he thought of all the ways he knew to tell Osito to pound sand, one word slipped out of his mouth. “Okay.”

      “That’s what I thought. Now get in there and get ready. Do your little prayers or whatever.” Osito turned on his heels and strutted away from Harsh.

      Harsh walked back through the club, making his way past the people, who seemed rowdier than normal, as if everyone were running off extra energy or adrenaline.

      He didn’t like a fight on last-minute notice. He needed time to get his mind ready. To concentrate and prepare. Pray. This was going to be rushed now.

      Harsh hated being rushed.

      He stepped past the weak men Osito employed, with their guns and jackets, and walked into the shower area to prepare. There was another man there. His opponent. His head against the wall, his back to Harsh. Harsh stopped for a moment and looked at the intruder. He turned back to the men at the door.

      “Sorry, champ, boss man says we have to keep this guy here for right now.”

      Harsh shook his head no.

      “What do you want me to say? I just do what they tell me.”

      Harsh grunted and stepped fully into his warm-up area. It was bad enough the normal schedule was being made a mockery of, but this was disrespectful. Seeing his opponent this close, being forced to warm up near him.

      It was a travesty.

      Still, Harsh took a moment to appraise the intruder. He was easily the biggest he’d fought for Osito. Well-built and broad-shouldered, he had the look of a man who had been something once, but hadn’t pushed himself. Too little time at the gym, too much time sitting around.

      Harsh hated sitting around.

      “You the guy?” the Opponent said.

      Harsh didn’t answer. Instead he moved past the man, to his usual corner. He slipped his bag off his shoulder and rummaged through it.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” The Opponent was pacing slowly back and forth. “Kind of messed up they have us in here together, right? I mean, how does Osito know I won’t just strangle you to death right here?”

      Harsh stopped going through his bag and turned toward the Opponent.

      “I figured that would get your attention.”

      Harsh stared at the Opponent. His bold words made Harsh look him over again. The physical traits were as he’d first noticed—big, probably strong, and with a decent amount of speed.

      None of those would be enough to defeat Harsh.

      There was something different about the Opponent. Something most of his opponents didn’t have: confidence. The Opponent wasn’t scared. Most men were. It was easy to see in their eyes. No matter how they tried to hide it, or how much they talked before the fight, Harsh could almost smell it as it rolled off them.

      The Opponent wasn’t afraid. And Harsh found that interesting.

      He went back to looking through his bag, trying to find his matches, as the Opponent talked to the men guarding the room.

      “Look, I’m about to go fight this guy, the least you guys can do is get me some info.”

      “Boss said not to talk to you.”

      “Shit, you’re talking to me right now. Since you’re already bad at your job, why not tell me?”

      The guard, Frankie, sighed.

      “Look, all I want to know is what happened to a kid. That’s the whole reason I’m here. I know ‘Little Bear’ had him kidnapped, I’m just trying to find some more info.”

      Harsh’s ears perked up at the word “kidnapped.”

      “Like I’d tell you anything,” Frankie said. “Now step back.”

      The Opponent took a step back. Harsh finally found his matches and pulled out his candle, carefully set it on the counter, and touched the flame to the wick.

      “I’m just wondering if you had anything to do with it. Did you help your boss kidnap a kid?”

      “Shut up,” Frankie said.

      “What’s the matter? Don’t like thinking about what a scumbag you are?”

      “I said shut up.”

      The Opponent turned to him. “What about you, big man? You help your boss steal a kid?”

      Harsh didn’t answer, instead closing his eyes, trying to concentrate.

      “I guess you’re the same as these guys—a gutless coward like the rest of them.”

      Harsh slammed his fist on the counter, knocking over his candle and sending it flying. “Enough.”

      “So you can talk.” The Opponent walked across the floor and picked up his candle. “St. Nicholas? Patron saint of fighters. I’m no Catholic, but I was always partial to Michael.”

      The Opponent walked over to him and stuck his candle out, held in an upturned palm. “Finish praying. I won’t interrupt you anymore. I don’t want any excuses after I’m done with you.”

      Harsh eyed the Opponent, glaring at him, then reached out and took the candle. The Opponent stepped back, their eyes never wavering from each other’s.

      “See? You get ready, big man.”

      “Harsh,” Frankie said from the door. “His name’s Big Harsh.”

      The Opponent started to laugh. “First I meet a pimp named Camelot, then I meet a fighter named Big Harsh? New York’s a strange place.”

      “It is what it is,” Frankie said. “I just figured you’d want to know the name of the freight train you’re going to get run over by.”

      “I guess we’ll see which way the tracks are running soon enough,” the Opponent said.

      Harsh continued his ritual, so badly interrupted by all the men there. But he tried his best, and in the end, had to settle for what he could do. It was okay; no reason to affect him.

      He blew out the candle and packed it away.

      The Opponent was on his end of the room, stretching his arms and rolling his shoulders. “I never get to get ready before a fight. It’s kind of nice to get a minute to warm up.”

      Harsh ignored the Opponent. He took his sweatshirt off, then his T-shirt. He dug around in his bag for the tight, long-sleeved Under Armour shirt he wore for fighting.

      “Nice ink,” the Opponent said. “I can see why you wear sleeves.”

      Harsh didn’t answer, instead pulling on the tight shirt. He used to fight shirtless, but that wasn’t an option now. He adjusted the black shirt, then pulled two ammonia caplets from his bag and broke them open. He held them up to his badly broken nose, breathing as deeply as he could.

      “You seem all right. How did you end up working for this lousy bastard?”

      “Yo no trabajo para él,” Harsh said. I don’t work for him.

      “Really? I’m here because they have a literal gun to my head. I don’t see one pointed at you.”

      “Peleo,” Harsh said. I fight.

      “So you’re a sub-contractor, you just show up and get paid? The money you make from your fights is still blood money. Think about that next time you light a candle.”

      Harsh ignored the Opponent. Instead, he dug through his bag and ripped open a new three-pack of athletic tape. He carefully traced the perimeter until he found the edge, and picked at it until it was ready to roll. He looked over at the man, who was now stretching out, and held up the roll of tape.

      The Opponent shrugged. “Why not?”

      Harsh tossed it the Opponent's way and looked back at his bag. “For candle.”

      “Mighty nice of you.” The Opponent began to unwrap the tape and put it across the knuckles and palms, before ending it wrapped around his wrist. To Harsh’s eye, it looked like the Opponent hadn’t done a professional tape job before.

      Harsh noticed the man taped his right hand a bit more than the other.

      “Don’t worry,” the Opponent said to him, waving his right hand. “I can still throw it. You’ll see.”

      Harsh grunted and finished his own taping job.

      Out front, a cellphone rang, the ringtone a terrible rap song that Harsh couldn’t get away from, no matter how hard he tried. It was on the radio, it was on the television, and now it was ringing as he was trying to prepare.

      Frankie stepped in, sub-machine gun casually hanging from its sling. “Boss man says he’s ready.”

      Harsh broke another ammonia tablet, sniffed as hard as he could, then stepped past Frankie and the Opponent without another look or word.

      It was time.
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      Porter watched Harsh go and smoothed out the last bit of tape on his broken hand. The man’s bald head and chewed-up cauliflower ears disappeared out the door. Porter noticed a nasty burn scar the size of a dollar bill on his neck as he walked past, but resisted the urge to say anything about it.

      Porter looked at Frankie. “I’m good.”

      “No one cares,” Frankie said. “Get moving.”

      Porter stepped past the men and their guns, and walked through the big open area beyond the showers. He’d been asleep last time he’d been through this area, so it was new to him. He was slightly disappointed that there was no visible means of escape, but quickly pushed the thought from his head and fell into an easy rhythm as he followed the guard in front of him.

      He had thoughts. Maybe grabbing the man in front of him. Choking him, taking his gun. But as much as he’d enjoy that, he’d be cut down in a hail of bullets by the men behind him. And even if he did manage, that still wouldn’t solve his Rivera problem.

      Where was she? How would he find her when this was all over? He had no clue, but he knew he had a big enough task in front of him.

      The man they called Harsh fit his name. Big and ugly, face and head bearing a lifetime of boxing damage. A man who looked like that wouldn’t be a fraud. So, with his broken hand numb and his head throbbing from the blackjack shoe, Porter walked up the stairs from the basement, following the security guard down a back hallway, until he was led into a large room.

      The noise rose as he entered. There were maybe three hundred people crammed into the area. The ceiling was open to the second floor, exposing a railing and catwalk that went around the entire area.

      It was muggy and hot—too many bodies in such a little space. Porter picked his way through the errant hands grabbing at him as he followed the guard. When they got to the middle of the room, the “ring” was on display.

      There was a circle, about the size of a large bedroom. Circling it was a four-foot-tall fence of chain link. Around the perimeter of the fence were tables and chairs, ringside seating for some of the best customers.

      Harsh was already waiting at the far end.

      Porter stopped outside the ring and stood for a moment, until the sharp barrel of Frankie’s sub-gun dug into his ribs. “Move.”

      Porter grabbed the top of the fence and vaulted it, landing gently on the other side.

      He turned around in the big space, trying to get as much information as he could. Something, anything that would let him orient himself.

      Fortunately, he didn’t have to look far.

      At one of the tables were three chairs. Osito was standing in front of one, pointing and yelling at people.

      Camelot Jones was on another chair, his face wearing the remnants of a severe beating. His already dark skin was black and blue, and bruised and bleeding.

      He was tough to look at.

      On the third chair sat Rivera. Her hands were on the table in front of her and Porter could see the zip ties that wrapped her wrists.

      There wasn’t a mark on her. Porter looked at her and she gave him a tight nod.

      Osito stood on his chair and one of his men handed him a bullhorn. “Is everybody ready for the main event of the evening?”

      The crowd burst into cheers.

      Osito flapped his arms, trying to get them to calm down. “Presenting first—the challenger. We have no idea what his record is, and we don’t care. We have no idea where he’s from, and it doesn’t matter. Give it up for the new guy.”

      There were scattered claps and hisses. Porter leaned back against his area of the fence and waited. There was no drain on the floor in front of him, and the concrete had a pinkish hue to it, with some spots of deep red.

      Osito continued. “Next up, our champ.”

      The crowd grew more raucous.

      “The former WBC heavyweight champion of the world. The reigning and defending underground champ. The people’s champ, Big Harsh!”

      The crowd exploded and Porter steadied himself.

      Osito hopped off his chair and climbed into the ring. Several of his men stepped closer to the fence, sub-guns barely concealed by their blazers. “You need to know the rules?”

      Harsh shook his head no.

      “Why not run them past me since it’s my first time,” Porter said.

      “Simple. You two hit each other until the fight is done. We’ll have a break every couple minutes, get you guys watered up. No wrestling, none of that sissy takedown shit. Stand and bang. We usually let the challenger quit when Harsh is taxing that ass, but for you…”

      “I’ve never been much of a quitter.”

      “My man,” Osito said. “Any more questions?”

      “Mind if I kiss my girl before we start?”

      A sly smile crept over Osito’s face. “A lover and a fighter, huh?”

      “She’s my good-luck charm.”

      Osito looked at him, then over to the table. “Who am I to stand in the way of love?”

      Porter smiled and stepped over to Rivera.

      She looked up at him. “Where have you been?”

      “Busy,” he said, and then leaned in closer. “You okay?”

      “Yes,” she whispered. “I’ve been waiting to find you before I do anything crazy.”

      “Appreciate it.”

      “What you gonna do?”

      “I’m not sure yet, but crazy sounds about right. Just be ready.”

      Then he kissed her.

      It was to sell their cover—what man wouldn’t kiss his beautiful girlfriend before he got in a fight? Porter knew that’s what his captors would expect to see.

      What he didn’t expect was for Rivera to kiss him back.

      After a moment that was longer than he’d anticipated, Porter pulled back, and stepped toward the center of the ring.

      Harsh bounced lightly on his toes, shadow-boxing with the air.

      Osito moved back out of the way and lifted the bullhorn. “Is everyone ready?”

      The crowd cheered.

      “I said is everyone ready?”

      The raucous crowd somehow grew louder.

      “Let’s go. Get that son of a bitch, Harsh!”

      The big man stepped toward Porter, who raised his arms and pressed forward, ready for the chaos.
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      Porter’s talent for violence was a combination of nature and nurture. His father, a hard man, had always encouraged his son to settle fights, and to never let anyone get the better of him.

      First as a boy and then a young man, Porter had developed an almost preternatural ability to understand what people were trying to do during a fight. It was never that difficult, he’d reckoned. They were either going to throw a small number of predetermined punches, or they were going to try to tackle him and take him down. A stellar wrestling career, coupled with frequent boxing lessons from his father, had given him confidence in his abilities.

      Then he grew.

      The growth spurt that took him well past six feet had changed his body, making him strong and fast and powerful. A tour of Tampa’s club scene and several years as a bouncer, working with a tough crew of guys, had taught him everything else he’d needed to know.

      Porter was sure he’d seen everything.

      He observed the oncoming Harsh, looking for a pattern. Something the man would do that would let Porter capitalize on him.

      The other man was tight and controlled. Hands held high and short steps forward. He stood orthodox, like a good right-hander, and Porter circled to his own right, staying away from his opponent's power hand.

      Harsh moved to cut off the ring, stepping to keep himself in front of Porter.

      Being backed into the corner, Porter decided he’d be better served with a little more offense. He fired off a trio of jabs, none of them close to making contact with Harsh.

      Harsh snapped his own jab at Porter, which he barely avoided.

      Porter slipped around Harsh, turning his back toward the middle of the ring, giving himself space to work.

      Harsh turned, facing Porter again, dead eyes staring at him.

      A ripple of displeasure passed through the crowd, who obviously expected more blood at this early point. Harsh obliged. Hands high, he took several quick steps toward Porter.

      When the man was in range, Porter threw another jab, and Harsh answered with a body shot. Porter felt the impact in his ribs. He swung his broken hand at Harsh, just grazing his temple.

      Porter bounced as Harsh stepped back. “I wish that would have landed.”

      Harsh shook his head dismissively.

      “Your chin’s not that good.”

      Harsh stepped forward, a feint like he was going toward the head, but instead he went low, two more body shots.

      Instinctively, Porter launched a knee straight up into Harsh’s gut, putting his hips and ass into it, nearly coming off his feet. The man staggered back, bending slightly as he looked up at Porter.

      The crowd booed. Osito jumped up on the chair and pointed the bullhorn. “Stop! Stop!”

      Porter and Harsh stepped away from each other while the club owner jumped the chain-link fence. He stepped over to Porter, raising the bullhorn in his face. “This is a boxing match, estúpido. No knees. If you can’t follow the rules, I’m going to have to call the fight. You can guess what happens if I stop the fight.”

      Porter’s ears rang from the shrieking bullhorn. Before he could answer, Harsh tapped Osito on the shoulder and shook his head.

      “You still want to go?”

      Harsh nodded.

      “Don’t I get a say?” Porter said with a smirk.

      Osito backed away from them, then snapped the bullhorn to his lips. “Fight!”

      Porter bounced on the balls of his feet, raising his hands and stepping toward the other man. They met in the middle. The two traded fakes and feints, jabs and crosses, in a flurry.

      Porter got the worst of the exchange. He stepped back and worked his mouth open and shut. “That was a good one.”

      Harsh moved in and Porter met him this time, changing tactics, moving to the body like Harsh had, slamming punches into the front of Harsh’s stomach, targeting the liver. No matter how tough a person was, hitting the liver just right was like turning off the light switch. They always went down.

      Harsh ate the punches, and closed the exchange with an overhand right. A big, looping punch that hit Porter right above the eyebrow. There was a flash of light in front of his eyes and it was all he could do to clinch with Harsh and tie him up. Not really a violation of Osito’s rules, but still a stall tactic.

      “Break,” Osito yelled into the bullhorn.

      Harsh pushed Porter away. Porter shook his head, trying to clear the cobwebs in his head. A warm trickle ran down his face, just outside his eye, down his cheek.

      “Enough of this shit,” Porter said. He backed up, until his ass touched the fence. As big as he was, Harsh was still faster in open space. His skills were smooth and seamless, and Porter was having a hard time landing blows.

      With his back on the fence, Harsh would have to come to him. He’d be close, and there wouldn’t be as much room to move.

      The downside, as Porter would soon discover, was that there wasn’t as much room to move.

      The two men stood toe to toe, exchanging blows, Porter landing one for every two of Harsh’s. The champ moved fast, and with purpose. Still, the challenger stood his ground as the two men battered each other.

      The punches were easily the hardest Porter had ever taken, and as he stood in the pocket, toe to toe with Harsh, a realization flashed in his mind. He was wrong.

      He hadn’t seen everything.

      The flurry was over as soon as it had started. Harsh stepped right, and moved to land his big right hand again.

      This time, Porter was ready. He ripped an enormous uppercut down the middle of the open space between the men. Harsh was already committed to his own big punch, and couldn’t cover up in time.

      The uppercut landed like a bomb. Porter’s broken hand screamed in agony, the shock of pain traveling all the way up to his neck.

      Harsh stumbled backward and nearly lost his balance, but managed to gain his footing. The man stood, hands on his knees, staring up at Porter.

      Porter shook his hand out. “Your chin is that good, huh?”

      As he moved toward the recovering man, Osito’s voice boomed over the bullhorn, “Time!”

      “Now you stop the round?” Porter said.

      “You two need water.”

      “You just want to give him a minute to get his shit together,” Porter said, “you cheating bastard. Can’t have me take out the champ, can you?”

      “My club, my rules,” Osito said.

      “That’s what you want?” Porter said to Harsh, standing in his own corner, drinking from a bottle of water. “This guy to save your ass?”

      Harsh just stared at Porter, and spat a glob of blood on the floor. Porter thought he saw a tooth in the red puddle.

      “Figures,” Porter said as he stepped toward Rivera in his corner. “Doesn’t surprise me. You pray to the saints before a fight, but you’ll work for this scumbag?”

      Osito shook his head and pulled the microphone away from his mouth. He stepped across the ring until he was several feet behind Porter. “You watch what you say in front of all these people. Even if you win, it might not be enough to save your ass.”

      “I know what you’re about,” Porter said, raising his voice over the rumbling of the crowd. “Everyone else should, too. You. Kidnapped. A. Kid.”

      Harsh looked at Osito, who waved his hands. “Don’t listen to him. You just get ready.”

      Osito took another step closer to Porter. “No one is going to believe you, but it doesn’t matter. After this round, I doubt you’ll even be able to talk.”

      Porter turned his back on the man and took a sip of water from a bottle on the table in front of Rivera. “Just let me grab another kiss. Then I’m ready to finish throwing your boy a beating.”

      “Mi madre would say that if you are going to drink all the milk,” Osito said, “you should buy the cow.”

      “Two things,” Porter said without turning back around to Osito. “I’m sure my friend here would object to you calling her a cow,” Porter said, staring at Rivera. He gave her a wink.

      She furrowed her eyebrows in confusion, then opened her eyes wide, as if she knew exactly what Porter was thinking.

      “Oh yeah? And what’s the other thing?”

      Porter leaned close to Rivera, and acted like he was going to kiss her again. Instead, his movements blocked and shielded by their bodies, he reached his hand up her dress, higher and higher until he felt what he was after—the pistol she had in her garter holster, laying against her inner thigh.

      “You sure?” she whispered.

      “No.”

      He grabbed the butt of the gun and gave her another wink.

      He’d known she was carrying her pistol; she’d flat out told him. While she hadn’t revealed its location, the metal detector beeping on the way in—and the sheer lack of other hiding places afforded by her dress—had let Porter know where it was. She’d been smart not to use it yet. Better to wait until the two of them could get on the same page, to give them the best chance to save their lives.

      Now was that time.

      “The other thing,” Porter said, “is that your mother talked too damn much. I’m beginning to think she was an idiot.”

      “Don’t you talk about mi madre, you son of a bitch, or I’ll—” Osito grabbed the back of Porter’s shirt.

      At the same time, Porter turned, pistol fully drawn, and wrapped his forearm around Osito’s neck. He pressed the barrel of Rivera’s gun to the club owner’s head, and squeezed tight with his forearm.

      The security men caught sight of what was going on and all snapped to attention, pointing their sub-machine guns at Osito and Porter alike.

      Rivera was up in an instant.

      “Shoulder rig, shoulder rig,” Porter said.

      Rivera pulled her hands as wide apart as she could. Then she slammed the zip-tie on the metal back of the chair she’d been in. Between the tension and the force of her impact, the plastic cuff broke easily, freeing her hands.

      Rivera slipped newly freed hands past Osito’s suit coat and pulled his big revolver from its holster. Porter’s eye stalled on the Python for a moment, feeling a twinge of jealousy that he’d never owned one.

      “My mom used to say something, too,” Porter said. “It went, ‘Son, try not to let people point guns at you.’ I think you’d like my mom.”
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      “Be cool, hermano, be cool. You don’t want to do anything crazy,” Osito said, up on his toes, nearly being pulled off his feet by Porter.

      “That’s exactly what I want to do.” Porter pointed Rivera’s pistol at the ceiling and fired three times. The rounds shot up past the second floor and the walkway, into the structure of the roof.

      The blasts were the universal signal to “Get the hell out.”

      A stampede started: people from upstairs trying to cram their way down, people from the ground level pushing their way out in droves. The security guards who had been attentive to Osito were now pushed and jostled, lost in the scrum of fight-watchers who were trying to flee the gunfire.

      Porter lost Harsh in the crowd, his opponent swallowed up by the wave of humanity.

      “Get Camelot,” Porter said over his shoulder.

      Rivera motioned to the man, who was sitting on his chair, bewildered.

      Porter pulled Osito backward, away from the frenzied crowd “Where’s the back door?”

      “I’m not telling—”

      Porter jabbed the still-warm muzzle of Rivera’s Glock into Osito’s head. “Nothing would make me happier than to put a bullet in you right now. Wanna test me?”

      Osito shook his head—at least, as much as Porter’s forearm would allow it to move. “It’s behind the damn ring. Be careful with that thing.”

      “I got him,” Rivera said, pulling Camelot by the suit coat.

      “You see a door behind the ring?”

      Rivera wheeled around, Osito’s revolver in her hands. “I got one.”

      “You lead,” Porter said. “I’ll bring up the rear.”

      The small group moved, bumping and dodging and muscling their way past the crowd, until Porter heard, “It’s right here.”

      He looked over his shoulder just enough to see Camelot push his way through a door, and Rivera holding it open for him to enter.

      Dragging Osito with him as he went, Porter looked back at the crowd.

      Two security guards materialized as if from nowhere, guns pointed at the pair.

      “Don’t shoot, you idiots! Don’t shoot.”

      “Yeah, idiots,” Porter said, “don’t shoot.”

      With that, he made his way through the door.

      He pushed Osito toward Rivera, who stepped back and leveled the man’s own revolver at him.

      Porter looked around. Stainless steel appliances and counters, stacks of plantain boxes, giant shaker seasoning bottles of Sazón—all the trappings of a Puerto Rican kitchen.

      He got behind the nearest refrigerator, the glass door revealing an entire stock of rum bottles, and shoved it in front of the door, blocking the entrance. Then, Porter opened it and grabbed one by the neck.

      The blood was warm on his cheek and his face felt tight, the swelling soon to come.

      “You need a drink right now?” Rivera said.

      “Take a look at my face, what do you think?”

      He stuffed Rivera’s pistol in his waistband and grabbed Osito again. “Which way is the exit?”

      Osito laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” Rivera said.

      “There’s no exit. The only way in is that door we just came through.”

      There was thumping on the door as Osito’s men tried to bang their way in after their boss.

      “Bullshit,” Porter said. “Kitchen’s gotta have an exit.”

      Camelot came back from a hallway he’d gone down. “That’s all bricked up.”

      Rivera rubbed her wrists. “You serious?”

      “Bit—” Camelot started to say, before he stopped himself. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “Okay, so we go out the way we came in,” Rivera said, and pulled her hair into a ponytail. “We still have the boss, no way they shoot us.”

      Osito laughed again, his hoarse voice grating on Porter’s ears. “No way they let you take me out of here. Now that my boys have had time to set up, you’re all dead.”

      The banging on the door intensified, accompanied by muted voices on the other side, yelling something unintelligible.

      Rivera raised the revolver again. “Yeah? We can at least shoot you first. How’s that sound?”

      “Go ahead. Just another nail in your coffin.”

      Porter wasn’t paying attention to the conversation. Instead, he was looking up, walking around, past the flat griddle stove, until he found what he was looking for: a roof access ladder. “You weren’t gonna mention this, huh?”

      Osito didn't say anything.

      He nodded at Rivera. “See if you can get that thing open.”

      She climbed up the ladder, kicking her heels off as she went. Porter grabbed Osito by the front of his shirt. “Tell me what you did with Royce Michelson.”

      “Who?”

      “Don’t play with me. Where’d you take him?”

      “No entiendo,” Osito said with a smile. “Solamente español.”

      “My ass you don’t understand,” Porter said.

      Rivera called from the small shaft that led to the roof, “It’s open, I got it.”

      Camelot clambered up the ladder after her.

      “Last chance,” Porter said. “Tell me, or your men will find you with a bullet in your face.”

      Osito’s smile was gone, replaced by a hard look. “All you need to know is that you’re a dead man. I’ll chase you all the way to hell if I have to.”

      “I believe that’s the first truthful thing you’ve said to me all night,” Porter said. “So it’s probably best if I don’t let you chase me at all.”

      Osito had a confused look on his face.

      Then Porter shot him in the knee cap. No mercy, no hesitation; he blew out the entire hinge joint, crumpling the man to the floor.

      “Dios mio, Dios,” Osito said, clutching at the bloody hole where his knee used to be.

      “You still wanna chase me?”

      Osito writhed and wiggled on the ground, his blood covering the industrial floor.

      Porter leaned over the man and said, “I’ll see you again. Bet on it.” With that, he took the rum bottle and brought it crashing down on Osito’s head, disconnecting him from consciousness.

      “Hey!” Rivera had climbed back down the ladder and was stopped midway. “We need to go.”

      With the advent of gunfire, the banging on the barricaded door was growing more insistent. Porter looked at it, then to Rivera. “I’m right behind you.”

      He stuffed her pistol in his pocket, and ran over to the ladder.

      “You’re really bringing that?”

      Porter held the bottle of booze as he started his climb. “I’m gonna need a drink.”
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      Porter followed Rivera up the ladder, careful not to get caught looking up her dress, which she’d hiked up for ease of movement. The last thing he wanted was for her to see him staring as they made their exit. He’d rather let Osito’s guys catch him standing over the top of Osito’s mutilated, unconscious body than piss her off.

      The hatch was small, and Porter had to squeeze his shoulders through to make them fit. He pulled his way through the opening, and stood on the roof of the building.

      In the distance, the lights of the city lit up the night skyline like a constellation in space. The bite in the air grabbed Porter, and he exhaled sharply.

      “Now what?” Rivera said.

      “We get the hell down off this roof,” Porter said.

      “How?” Camelot was moving slow, right arm laid across his stomach.

      “It’s only two stories. Jump.”

      “Are you crazy?” Rivera said.

      “You’d rather want to wait for every thug in the Bronx to come busting through the floor over there?”

      Porter looked off the roof, down at the front of the casino. There were still dozens of people milling around. The night had ended too suddenly, and no one seemed to have a firm grip on where they were going next.

      Turning away from the front, Porter ran to the back of the building. There was a small strip of grass, then a tall chain-link fence topped with barbed wire, then the Westchester River. He motioned for Rivera and Camelot, who were looking off different sides of the roof. “Come on.”

      The pair joined him at the roof’s edge.

      “Are you nuts? This ain't no normal two stories, this is warehouse height,” Camelot said.

      “I don’t want to be here anymore, and this is my way out. If you want to come with me, then you’re leaving, too.”

      “He’s right,” Rivera said to Camelot. “We have to go.”

      “Damn, man. You got my ass beat, now you want me to jump off a building?”

      “Scared? I’ll help you out.” With that, Porter grabbed Camelot by the wrist and shouldered into the man. The pimp lost his balance and stepped over the side.

      Porter held fast to his wrist. Thankfully, Camelot wasn’t a heavy man, and even with his broken hand, Porter could hold him easily enough.

      Beneath him, Camelot writhed and wiggled. “Oh, God, let me go. Let me go.”

      “You keep moving around like that and I will,” Porter said through gritted teeth.

      As Camelot calmed down, Porter bent over, then went to a knee. Finally, he lay on his stomach and extended his arm as far as he could over the side of the building. Camelot couldn’t have been much more than ten feet off the ground at that point.

      So Porter let go.

      Camelot fell the rest of the way. He hit the ground hard and rolled over to his stomach. A groan came up from the ground, like the wind had been knocked out of him.

      “Unh,” he said, before coughing and swearing.

      “Shut up,” Rivera hissed.

      “Your turn,” Porter said.

      Rivera looked at him, then looked at the big revolver in her hand and dropped it over the side. She reached out and took Porter’s hand with a surprising level of firmness.

      Porter gently lowered her down as far as he could, then held tight while she dangled. “Try to tuck and roll.”

      “I know how to fall; just drop me.”

      “You sure you're ready?”

      “Don’t make me tell you again.”

      With that, Porter released Rivera. True to her word, she knew how to fall. She landed much better than Camelot, dropping into a crouch and then rolling. Porter watched in amazement as she sprang to her bare feet and grabbed Osito’s revolver.

      Now it was his turn. He grabbed his rum bottle and stuffed it in his back pocket. He got on his belly, and shimmied out with his feet over the edge, then his legs and most of the rest of him. He gripped the side of the roof and lowered himself as far as he could. As he prepared to drop, a jolt of pain from his broken hand tore through his entire arm, and he let go sooner than he’d wanted.

      Regardless, he stuck a respectable landing and stood stiffly, leaning against the brick façade of the back of the club.

      Rivera and Camelot huddled with him, and he spoke first. “We have to get to the cars.”

      “How? We don’t have a way to get there without going past the front.”

      Porter looked around the small grass strip. There was nothing in the back that could help him, nowhere he could hide. Because of the high fence, the only options were to try to chew his way through the fence—only to end up in the frigid river water—or walk past the front. “Front it is.”

      “You’re serious?” Camelot said. “Them niggas is up there and they ain’t gonna be happy to see none of us.”

      Porter shrugged. “I’m going that way. I’ll bet my friend here is with me. If you want to go somewhere else, that’s on you.”

      Camelot opened his mouth to speak, then shut it just as quickly.

      “Just walk past the front?” Rivera said. “Just like that?”

      “Yep. And the longer we wait, the worse it’s gonna be. Right now, security is probably trying to figure out how to stop Osito from bleeding to death. Let’s go while they’re still distracted.”

      “Yeah. My life was a lot better when I didn't know how you did things. Definitely a lot better,” Rivera said.

      Porter laughed, and walked along the edge of the wall until he came to the side of the warehouse. He stopped and peeked around the side. It was an empty lane, warehouse on the left-hand side, chain-link fence and river on the right. The grass ran the length of the warehouse, and ended at the street and the sidewalk that led to the front door. He nodded to the group behind him and stepped out on the grass.

      The rum bottle in his pocket sloshed around as he jogged close to the wall, trying to cover the distance to the front of the building as quickly as he could. As he got closer, he heard talking and yelling, the sounds of a group of people carousing.

      Porter slowed as he neared the street and looked over his shoulder, toward Rivera and Camelot. “You guys good?”

      “Hell no, I ain't good. I think my ribs are broke. Every time I breathe in, it’s like I’m getting stabbed.”

      “Quit whining,” Porter said.

      “I’m good. Let’s go,” Rivera said.

      Porter stepped out, no longer concealed behind the wall. The sidewalk that ran past the front door was packed, and he shouldered his way through the crowd, slipping in and out, creating enough of a wake for Rivera to follow.

      He trusted that Camelot was keeping up.

      Porter made it through the last of the crowd; now he was in the street, with its smattering of cars driving by, or picking up groups of people in front of the club. Once he reached the opposite sidewalk, Porter risked a brief stop, looking back at the front of the club.

      There were so many people, it was impossible to see who was coming or going through the front. In the distance, the wail of a siren grew closer and closer.

      The crowd in front of the club parted, and several of the security guards appeared, carrying Osito upright by his arms and legs, like he was royalty in a flying throne. He yelled and swore the entire way.

      “Come on,” Rivera said, pulling on Porter’s arm. “Let’s go before they pay attention to us.”

      Porter lingered for another moment, angry at himself that the evening had gone so far sideways. Not only had he failed to find out who Osito had given Royce Michelson to, he’d nearly gotten himself and Rivera killed.

      For the briefest of moments, out of sheer frustration, Porter wondered if there was a way he could get to the casino boss then and there, out in the open, but he quickly realized that was futile—a suicide mission.

      Their conversation would have to wait for another time.

      He turned to see Rivera and Camelot halfway up the block, and he jogged after them.

      Several tense minutes later, with Porter checking his back nearly the entire time, the group made it back to the library parking lot, safely at their vehicles.

      Rivera opened the sedan, and Porter dropped her pistol and the rum bottle on the passenger seat.

      Porter turned to Camelot. “You know it was your boy Antonio that set us up, right?”

      “I figured that much. I never trusted his soft ass.”

      “Well, you have a funny way of picking help,” Rivera said.

      “Yeah, well, I never make the same mistake twice.”

      “What are you gonna do?” she asked.

      “Antonio ain’t the only muscle I have around town. I’ll make sure he never opens his mouth again, that’s for sure.”

      Rivera looked at Porter, who nodded in the glow of the parking lot light. “He deserves it.”

      She didn’t say anything, instead dropping Osito’s revolver on the driver’s seat.

      “Yeah, I got somethin’ for Antonio. I’ll handle that myself. In fact, y’all don’t need to worry about me no more at all. You don’t know me; lose my number. I ain’t never helping you two again,” Camelot said. “Don’t ever call me no more. I don’t care what you say about the cops. You want to turn me in, turn me in. I’d rather be in jail than end up in one of Osito’s barrels.”

      “The feeling’s mutual. I don’t ever want to even see you again,” Porter said.

      “Why would you? I’m just going to mind my own business, do me for a while.”

      “Does your business include going back to work?”

      “Of course. A nigga’s gotta eat.”

      “Then that’s what you’re not understanding,” Porter said.

      He leaned against the trunk, while Rivera hopped up and sat next to him.

      Porter crossed his arms. “Just because you’d rather go to jail doesn’t mean I don’t have anything to hold over your head. Half the girls you run are probably kids, and you know it.”

      “You can’t prove that.”

      “I don’t need to; this isn’t court. I’m not a judge. But if I catch one whiff of a girl working for you again, I will be your executioner. You feel me?”

      “You’re gonna push me out, just like that?”

      “Just like that,” Porter said. “If you think I’m joking, just put another girl underneath some guy again, and find out.”

      “What the hell am I supposed to do for money?”

      “I’m sure Subway is hiring,” Rivera said.

      “You’re not kidding,” Camelot said. His shoulders slumped.

      “Nope. Honestly, I’d just as soon stuff you in your own trunk over there, but I’m feeling charitable because you helped me out tonight. I think the cracked ribs are enough. For now.”

      “This is some bullshit.”

      “It is what it is,” Porter said. He pushed away from the trunk suddenly, and Camelot flinched. “Relax. I just want to give you my card.”

      “Man, I already got one.”

      “Take another. I want you to see this and remember what we talked about. I own you now.”

      Camelot looked at Porter and Rivera, then turned and walked away. He got into his car without another word, and drove slowly out of the parking lot.

      Porter watched him go, wondering if he’d made a decision he’d regret by letting the man go. Then he was pushed from his own thoughts by Rivera’s voice.

      “What now?”

      Porter walked around to the passenger’s seat and reached in, picking up the rum bottle and giving it a shake. “I think it’s time for a drink.”
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      “So how did you know they weren’t going to kill us?”

      Rivera reached over the open pizza box, dabbing at the cut on the side of Porter’s head with an iodine solution.

      “I didn’t.” Porter took a bite as she cleaned the wound. The air conditioner in the hotel room was dropped low, and Porter was thankful for the cool air as she worked on him.

      “You could at least not eat while I do this. Your big-ass head keeps moving when you chew.”

      Porter set his plate down. “I had no clue what was going to happen to you when they took you. I was knocked out, remember? When I came to, I was tied up, and there wasn’t much I could do. Even if I did try to get away, I wouldn’t have known where you were, and then what good is that?”

      She stopped cleaning. “You were worried about me?”

      “Of course.”

      She went back to cleaning.

      “I gotta give it to you, it took a lot of patience to stay tied up like that. Especially when you had a gun so close.”

      “Not really,” she said. “I was in the same boat you were—even if I got out, I had no clue where you were. So I waited. But I tell you what, if one of those scummy assholes had tried to touch me, I would’ve shot him. You’d have been on your own.”

      They both laughed.

      Porter picked up his disposable cup with its Hilton logo. The rum was decent, but he preferred vodka. No hangovers with vodka.

      Still, with his ears ringing from being smashed in the head by a blackjack shoe and the beating he’d gotten from Harsh, any relief was better than nothing.

      “I asked you to sit still.”

      “Sue me. I need this,” Porter said as he tipped the cup.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “What?”

      Rivera waved her hand in front of his face. “All that?”

      Porter nodded. “It’s not good.”

      “That guy, the one fighting for Osito—”

      “Harsh.”

      “Weird name, right?”

      “Suits him,” Porter said.

      “He knew what he was doing.”

      “Hell yeah he did,” Porter said, standing from the couch. He walked over to the bar counter and refilled his glass. “He was weird. They had the two of us in the same room before the fight. Something about him seemed off.”

      “Off like how?” Rivera said as she folded and bit into a slice.

      “I’m not sure. I usually have a good feel for people. He didn’t seem like he belonged with Osito.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Dunno,” Porter said, and flopped back on the couch next to her. “I’m just glad the fight stopped when it did.”

      “Wait a minute… are you scared of Harsh?” she said with a small smile.

      Porter snorted. “Not a chance. I was winning at the end.”

      “That’s debatable.”

      “Maybe. I was just worried that by the time he and I were done beating each other to death, I wouldn’t have enough juice to get out of there.”

      “Well, at least we’re done with those guys.”

      “Are we?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Rivera said.

      “Osito never told me what he did with Royce Michelson. Did you forget why we went there in the first place?”

      “Of course not. I just figured that with everything that happened, you’d leave it alone. Back off a while. It’s getting too dangerous.”

      “You think getting my ass kicked and us almost dying would make me back off?” Porter asked. “I told you I’d help you, right? I’ll keep my end of the bargain. Besides, if Osito took Royce, who knows how many other kids he could have snatched. You said it yourself—there could be other kids, just like Danisha Hill. Now that I’m involved, I plan to stay that way.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Yes.”

      “How? How can we even pull this off?”

      “I’m not sure yet. Give me some time to think. I’ll come up with something. One way or the other, Osito is going to tell us what he did with Royce.”

      Rivera sipped her own rum and looked at him for a moment. “I’m not sure if you have the biggest balls ever, or just the smallest brain.”

      “I’m sure it’s possible to have both at the same time,” Porter said.

      “Big balls can get you into trouble sometimes,” Rivera said.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Like kissing me.”

      Porter gulped the rest of his rum. “Me? I was just selling our cover. You kissed me back. What was that about?”

      “I was scared. It wasn’t a normal reaction; you can’t judge me for that.”

      “Fine. You can pretend whatever you want. But fear didn’t make you stick your tongue down my throat.”

      Rivera smacked him with a couch cushion. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

      “Why should I? It wasn’t bad.”

      “Wait, you liked it?”

      Porter shrugged. “Like I said, not bad.”

      “Look, this doesn’t have to be weird,” Rivera said. “It was the heat of the moment. It happened. Try not to make things awkward. I mean, I’m going to go ahead and move past the part where you stuck your hand up my dress.”

      “I was grabbing your gun,” Porter said. “What did you want me to do?”

      “Hey, I’m just saying. We can both agree that things got a little weird and leave it at that.”

      “If that’s what you want,” Porter said. “That’s fine with me.”

      “I… think that’s what I want.”

      “No problem,” Porter said.

      The two sat quietly on the couch for several minutes, neither speaking. The only sounds were the hum of the mini-fridge and the muted chewing and drinking as they finished their meal.

      Porter broke the silence. “Listen, I know you don’t want things to be weird with us.”

      “I’d hate that.”

      “Me too. I feel like I should just come clean about everything, then we can move on.”

      “Is there something else to come clean about?” she said, and scrunched her face up.

      “Yes. There’s something I’ve never told you.”

      She leaned in and stared at him.

      “My favorite color is purple.”

      “What’s that have to do with anything?”

      “I just thought you should know.”

      Rivera sat for a few moments, staring at him, then looked down at the floor. “Have too much rum?”

      “Probably.”

      After a few more moments, she stood and shook her head. “Purple?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay. I’m gonna use the bathroom. While I’m in there, I’ll see if there’s any Tylenol in my toiletry bag. If you’re that drunk, you’ll need it in the morning.”

      As she turned, he smiled, reaching into the box of pizza for his next slice.

      The door to the bathroom shut and he sat there, trying to quiet his thoughts. Trying to figure out how he’d deliver on the promises of helping Rivera, and finding Candy Man’s brother, all while trying to keep himself alive.

      As he chewed, Rivera flung the door of the bathroom open, her dress askew as she tried to pull it down over her hips. “My panties! When did you see my panties?”
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      Harsh sat on the folding chair in the middle of the club. The night was mostly a blur, but it had ended in a spectacular fashion. Once the shooting started, everyone ran and bulled their way out of the club. Harsh watched the Opponent grab the pretty girl with the curly hair, and Camelot Jones, whom Harsh had known for some time.

      Harsh had watched as they’d gone into the back with Osito, and watched as, minutes later, Osito’s guards had dragged and carried him out of the back room, leg all shot to pieces.

      The group had run past him, and with no one giving him any other information, Harsh had simply waited. He wanted to see how everything was going to shake out. That plan of his was short-lived, and when he heard the sirens in the distance, he’d grabbed his gear and slipped out of the club.
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        * * *

      

      The next day had started like they all did, except Harsh had cut his workout short to save some energy. He’d be going back to Osito’s and he didn’t want to tire on the way. Running shoes on, bag strapped over his shoulder, Harsh ran back to the club, not sure what he’d find.

      To his surprise, Osito was sitting in a wheelchair, leg propped up. He was fingering a bottle of pills and barking orders at the men who worked for him. Harsh stood quietly near the wall until the club owner noticed him.

      “What the hell do you want? Standing over there looking like Frankenstein and shit. Speak up, you creepy bastard.”

      Harsh stepped closer to the club owner. “Mi dinero.” My money.

      Osito cranked on one of the wheels, turning himself to face Harsh head-on. “You come all the way here to ask me for money? I just got shot. Doctors say I need all kinds of surgery on my leg—you can’t have a little sympathy?”

      “Solo necesito mi dinero.” I just need my money.

      “Yeah, you’ll get it. Just sit down and wait. I have things to do first.”

      Harsh nodded, then turned to walk back toward his wall. He paused and faced Osito again. “Tengo una pregunta.” I have a question.

      “I said I’d pay you; can’t you wait a minute?”

      “No.”

      Osito cocked his head at Harsh. “Fine. What?”

      “El hombre fue honesto?” Was the man honest?

      “What man?”

      “Anoche. Es verdad?” Last night. Is it true?

      “Is what true, you big idiot?”

      “Secuestraste un niño?” You kidnapped a kid?

      Osito looked up at him. “What business is it of yours, huh? What gives you the right to question me?”

      “Es verdad?”

      “Who are you to ask me something like that? You’re nobody. A big dumb con. You can’t ask me about my business in my own house.”

      Harsh looked down at Osito, then at the three security men who were stepping closer, drawn by the noise.

      “I tell you what, Harsh,” Osito spat out, “you better be glad the pills I’m taking have me feeling happy. If not, the kid wouldn’t be the only one missing.”

      Harsh didn’t break his stare, boring holes through Osito. “No más.” No more.

      “No more what?”

      “Lucha.”

      “No more fighting? Why? What else will you do to earn money, you big dumb asshole? Huh?”

      Harsh turned to walk out of the club. Two of the guards took up the space in front of him. He turned his head back toward Osito, who had a smile on his face.

      “Look, Harsh, let’s just relax, okay? You know, things are smooth right now. You fight hard, I pay you. Mi madre always said ‘If you have a good thing, don’t let it get away.’ You’re a good thing, Harsh, and you aren’t going anywhere. Tell you what, I’ll forget all about what happened just now. No hard feelings. You just go in the back with my guys and they’ll get you your money. Sound good?”

      Harsh looked down at Osito, then to the men who would escort him to the back. He’d never understood why Osito had thought he was so stupid. He was big and chewed-up, but he was no fool.

      The only thing waiting for him in the back was one of Osito’s barrels.

      Harsh nodded and took a step toward Osito. “Okay.”

      “Glad you came to your senses, you dumb bastard. Trust me, we’ll work everything out.”

      Harsh took a few more steps, then lashed out. He pushed Osito out of the wheelchair, sending the man sprawling to the floor. As the men turned toward their fallen boss, Harsh turned and shoved the men behind him, sprinting away from the group. Driving for the door.

      His steps were slowed. Someone was grabbing at the back of his shirt, slowing his progress. Harsh lowered his head and kept churning his legs, trying to rip free of the impediment.

      It almost worked. He could see the light streaming through the glass door when his knees buckled, someone having tackled him to the ground. The rest of the men dogpiled on him, and he was at the bottom of a scrum of shoes and elbows and fists.

      His arms pinned to the ground by the bodies, he was hit over and over, blows raining down on his face and neck. Harsh kicked his legs, trying to get free. Instead, a boot heel slammed into his already broken nose, sending blood spurting down his throat. The darkness of unconsciousness started closing in.

      “Wait!” Osito screamed. “Not yet.”

      Several strong hands grabbed Harsh and pulled him off the ground. The men dragged him toward Osito, who was being helped back into his wheelchair.

      “Can’t kill him yet. Getting beat down, that’s just too good for you. Way too good. This needs to take some time.”

      Harsh struggled feebly against the arms holding him up.

      “Yeah, we need to think of something good, don’t we? Maybe I’ll tell your boys in the Trinitarios you’re out in the streets bad-mouthing them? They’d probably love to get their hands on you. Bet they’d pay me well to turn you over to them. See? Entrepreneurship. That’s one thing you don’t have, Harsh. You can’t think about the important things.”

      Harsh looked down toward the floor, where his mouth drooled blood on the colorful industrial carpet.

      “Hell, I think I’ll do that. Make a few bucks off you before you go. Shame Nina’s gone. I’d love to make you watch me cut her toes off before she died. That’s what you really deserve.”

      At the mention of his wife’s name, Harsh struggled, renewed energy coursing through his veins. He fought and fought to get toward Osito, trying anything he could to get to the club owner.

      “But she’s already dead, and that’s better for her. Because you’re an idiot. Now you’re gonna be dead too.” Osito motioned to his men. “Take this fool in the back and tie him up. I have to make a few calls. If he tries something, cut an ear off.”

      Harsh tried to get his footing, but his feet were no longer on the ground, and he was nearly floating as he was dragged to the back.

      “Excuse me,” a voice from somewhere behind them called out.

      Osito’s men stopped and turned toward the voice.

      A black man in dress slacks and a shirt and tie, wearing a trench coat, was standing in the doorway of the casino. On a chain around his neck hung a shiny NYPD badge.

      “I’m Detective Simmons. I’m supposed to come by today and ask some follow-up questions about the shooting here last night. Am I interrupting something?”

      The men looked to Osito, who had wheeled around and was facing the man. “Detective?”

      “That’s right,” Simmons said as he pointed to Harsh. “You okay, man?”

      Osito cleared his throat. “He’s just fine, Detective. He’s a fighter, just here to do some training with me and the guys. Guess we went a little rough.”

      “Really? Now, he wouldn’t be the same fighter who was involved in the illegal fights here last night, would he?”

      Osito smiled. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about, Detective. We didn’t do anything like that.”

      “Right,” Simmons said. “Why don’t you let him go?”

      The men looked to Osito, who didn’t say anything.

      “I’m not asking. I’m telling. Let the man go, or I make one phone call and the rest of the Seventh Precinct will be here so fast, it’ll pucker your asshole.”

      Osito nodded to the men, who dropped Harsh in a heap.

      Dazed, legs still not entirely under him, Harsh pushed himself to his feet and shakily stumbled toward the detective.

      Simmons met him halfway. “You okay, buddy?”

      Harsh looked at Osito through blurry vision, then toward Simmons, and nodded.

      “You sure? We can talk more about this if we need to.”

      “No. Estamos bien.” We’re all good.

      “Sure you don’t need an ambulance? I’m glad to call you one. You don’t look very good.”

      “He said he’s fine, Officer,” Osito interrupted. “I don’t think we nee—”

      “It’s Detective,” Simmons snapped. “And I didn’t ask you.”

      Harsh took several deep breaths through his mouth and spat on the ground.

      “You good?”

      Harsh nodded.

      “Your call. I’d suggest you go get some medical attention when you get where you’re going.”

      Harsh turned from the detective and stumbled toward the door. He paused for a second in the doorway, looking at Osito. The club owner pretended to scratch his neck, making a small, almost imperceptible motion with his thumb—left to right. The meaning was clear, and Harsh didn’t need any translation.

      He pushed himself into the bright light of the day, and took another few deep breaths. The detective was right, he did need to get looked at. But there was something else he needed to do, something more important.

      He needed to find Camelot Jones.
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      The late-morning sun knifed through a slit in the blackout shade, stabbing Porter in the eyes. He rolled over to escape it, only to find a new place on his face that hurt. He’d been up and down most of the night.

      In reality, he hated rum. The taste and the texture. With every sip last night, he’d known he was condemning himself to a morning hangover. He much preferred vodka, as the clear liquor never left him a wreck in the morning.

      The problem was, his face was killing him. He was puffy and swollen from the beating Harsh had given him, and he’d known it would be a tough night of sleep as soon as he’d left the warehouse.

      So he’d drunk the rum.

      Sitting up in bed, he first saw his pillow, stained pink from blood. Then he saw Rivera, tucked underneath the comforter.

      Once she’d finished chiding him for looking up her dress, the pair had polished off the rum and the food. Porter had announced he was going to bed. Rivera said it was hers and he couldn't have it. He reminded her that once he fell asleep, there was no chance she could move him, and started toward the bed.

      In the end, they’d shared. Rivera changed into a more modest outfit for sleeping and climbed into the bed. Porter had debated retrieving his spray can of Lysol and drowning the entire room, as he usually did, but he couldn’t muster the energy. He peeled his bloody shirt off and slept on top of the comforter.

      There was no reason to slide beneath it.

      Now, the morning hangover was too real, and the pressure in his bladder couldn’t wait any longer. He walked into the bathroom and relieved himself, washed his hands, and filled up the ice bucket with water.

      Then he dropped it on the still-sleeping Rivera.

      She shot out of bed, panting and gasping, her thick curls matted alongside her face. “What the… what the hell!”

      “Payback,” Porter said with a smile.

      They squabbled with each other until she disappeared for a shower, and Porter ordered down for room-service breakfast.

      He sat on the couch, face throbbing, broken hand pounding.

      Porter put his feet up on the coffee table and leaned back. Sleep hadn’t helped his situation much. He still had no idea where Royce Michelson was. He still had no plan to force Osito to tell him.

      Shooting the casino boss had been a two-edged sword. On the one hand, it had made Porter feel better. Much better. On the other, there was no chance that the man hadn’t circled his wagons, to keep himself safe while he was recuperating.

      Which was the problem. There was no telling where Osito was, if he was even out of the hospital. At some point, Porter figured, there would be some sort of surgery on the man’s leg. He could be in a hospital in surgery, or at his house with a cast on, doped up on painkillers and waiting for the swelling to go down. Maybe the doctors were stalling for time while they decided on a course of treatment.

      Porter just couldn’t be sure.

      Moments later, the knock at the door signaled that room service had arrived. Porter answered, leaving a big tip for the delivery guy, courtesy of Uncle Sam and the FBI.

      He slammed the door as Rivera stepped out of the bathroom. Gone was her dress from their night out, and she now wore jeans and a nice shirt, her hair neatly pulled into a bun. “Thank God. I’m starving.”

      They ate in silence.

      About the time Porter finished up his bacon, Rivera spoke up. “I’ve been thinking.”

      “Dangerous habit.”

      “I think we need to let this one go.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “I mean, I know what you said last night, that you’re here to help, and I thank you for that. You have no idea how much it means to me to have you on my side. But right now, I just don’t see a way forward. Last night was bad. Just think of what would have happened if they’d killed us.”

      “We’d be dead?”

      “I’m serious. You know I want this—I mean, I want this thing bad. A chance to be full-time with the Bureau? That’s a big pay raise. You were a Fed, you know what I’m talking about.”

      Porter sipped his bottle of water.

      “But look how far off the reservation we are right now. I’m still a cop, Porter; I’m not supposed to be doing all this shit. And to be honest, I don’t really want you doing it, either.”

      “You plan on stopping me?”

      She sighed. “That’s not what I mean. If you got hurt helping me, I’d feel terrible.”

      “I’m already hurt.”

      “Harsh didn’t make you any uglier; you’ll be fine. If you really got hurt—or killed—just because I want some silly job, I’d never forgive myself.”

      Porter looked at her for a moment, then took a sip of water and stood up. He paced in front of the coffee table, stretching his big frame as he did. “I have a confession.”

      She looked up at him.

      “I’m not just doing this for you.”

      Rivera furrowed her eyebrows.

      “I’m not really doing it for Royce either. I mean, I want to find him. Hell, I want to help anybody else I can while I’m at it. So I was telling the truth when I said I’d help find Royce for you, and for the other kids. But I wasn’t all the way honest.”

      “Why do I feel like you’re about to tell me you cheated on me? This is the way that conversation usually goes.”

      He laughed. “A few months ago, a little girl named Miracle went missing in Central Florida.”

      Rivera looked down for a moment, then started snapping her fingers, as if she were trying to jump-start her memory. “Mom was some young kid, right?”

      Porter nodded.

      “The mom found the kid, then she just vanished, right?”

      Porter nodded.

      “That was you?”

      “Yeah, it was me. Miracle was young, but her mama was just a damn baby herself. I couldn’t help but stick my nose into it.”

      “What happened?”

      “I set her up with some money, told her to skip town. Start over somewhere else. Leave that shithole behind.”

      Rivera nodded. “That town’s just a couple hours from Tampa. You could have called me; I would have helped.”

      “Ross wanted me to, but I told him no. I’d rather keep you out of the mud. Imagine how surprised I was when you showed up in Pennsylvania, asking to get your hands dirty.”

      Rivera shrugged. “So what does Miracle have to do with this?”

      Porter worked his broken hand, opening it and closing it as best as he could. “The people who took her… they weren’t your average sickos.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      Porter shook his head and closed his eyes. “They had a whole setup. Camera, computer, everything. They had an auction on the Internet: you pay enough, they’d kill the kid however you want them to. Apparently, business was good, because they had a bunch of repeat customers.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me? I could have tried to use some of my resources to work the organization.”

      “I already told you. The way you guys operate is too slow. I needed to do things my way.”

      “Dirty…”

      Porter nodded. “I rattled some cages and worked my way up the ladder, but I hit a dead end.”

      “Was the dead end in Pennsylvania?”

      Porter nodded. “I mean, I did what I had to do, found who I was looking for. But sometimes, no matter how much you beat on a person, they don’t know what to tell you. I was following a path to the top of the organization, and I took a detour and ended up in a dead end. Now, I’m stuck.”

      “Kind of like we are now?”

      “Unfortunately. And just like now, I was thinking about how to get things moving again. While I was sitting in jail, thinking about how I would find the next link in the chain, you showed up. So, when I figured out that Candy Man was in play, I thought if I help you get his brother back, and he spills his guts about everyone he’s worked with, maybe there’ll be something in there for me. Something you guys don’t need to work. A name or place that will help me keep following the assholes I’m looking for.”

      “This isn’t at all like finding out your boyfriend has been cheating. This is more like finding out that he got a second job and worked nights to buy an enormous engagement ring.”

      Porter smiled. “Glad you get it. I want to help you make this case. I want to help whoever else I can. Then, when I’m done, I have some more people to look for. So, we can’t stop. Not now. All we have to do is figure out how to get to Osito. Then maybe we’ll have what we need to move forward.”

      “We can’t stop,” Rivera muttered to herself.

      “No. We can’t.”

      Rivera sighed. She stood and walked up to the still-pacing Porter, and wrapped her arms around him. “You know something?”

      Porter didn’t answer, instead gingerly hugging the woman.

      “Meeting you was probably the best and worst thing that ever happened to me.”

      “You’d be surprised how often I hear that.”

      “No, I wouldn’t.” She walked over to the counter, pulling a bottle of water from the case and cracking it open. “Okay, genius. Let’s figure this thing out. What do we do next?”

      Porter shrugged. “Well, I have a couple ideas about—” From somewhere in the other room, the muted sound of his phone ringing emerged.

      Porter patted his pockets, then turned while he looked. “Where is that?”

      Moments later, he’d tracked the sound to the bed, where his phone was submerged in the covers and sheet. He exhumed it, and looked at a number he didn’t recognize.

      “New York.”

      “Answer it,” Rivera said.

      Porter thumbed the green call button. “Yeah.”

      A crunchy voice leaked out of the phone, the metal of the hotel interfering with the reception. “Hello?”

      “Yeah? Who’s this?”

      “This is Claire Davis. I’m a nurse at Lenox Hill.”

      “A hospital?” Porter said.

      “Of course a hospital.”

      “I’m not from around here,” Porter said.

      “I can tell. Listen, we have a patient here I think you might know.”

      “Who is it?” Porter said.

      “We don’t know her name. They brought her in, all beat to hell. No ID, no money, nothing. All she had was a business card with this number on it, stuffed in her bra.”

      Porter was quiet for a few moments. “Does she have a tattoo?”

      “Let me check.”

      Porter heard the rustling of paper, as if Nurse Davis was rummaging through a file.

      “Yes, she has a couple. Can you be more specific?”

      “A daisy. Does she have a daisy on her arm?”

      “Yes. You know this girl?”

      “I do.”

      “Great. Could you please tell us her name, DOB, and—”

      “You said Lenox Hill, right?”

      “Um, yes, Lenox Hill.”

      “I’ll be right there,” Porter said, and hung up the phone.
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      “Why is everything so hard to find in this damn city?” Rivera spun the wheel on the sedan, turning around for the third time down Park Avenue to circle around on Seventy-Sixth Street again. “I mean, who can even survive here?”

      Porter didn’t answer, instead looking out the window, that late-morning sun beaming off all the glass of the cars and buildings.

      “How do you even know it’s the same girl? We could be going all this way for nothing.”

      “Come on, Christina,” Porter said.

      “Oh, you’re using my Christian name, huh? Excuse me for asking an apparently stupid question.”

      Porter shook his head.

      “You know this isn’t your fault, right? I recognize this look of yours.”

      “I never said it’s my fault,” Porter said.

      “But I know you well enough to know that you think you’re responsible for everyone. This little hooker gets beat up, somehow you’re going to make this about you.”

      “The least we can do is go and make sure she’s okay,” Porter said. “She doesn’t have anybody else, remember?”

      Rivera sighed. “It’s like you’re somehow getting harder and softer, all at the same time.”

      “That’s what she said,” Porter muttered.

      “Not funny.”

      Eventually, Rivera found a spot off Lexington a block away, and parked the rental. “This is as good as it gets.”

      Porter unfolded himself from the vehicle and started up the sidewalk.

      “Well, slow down, I’m coming too.”

      “You sure? She’s just a ‘little hooker.’”

      “Give me a break. Since when do you let words offend you?”

      “I’m not offended,” Porter said, “but the least we can do is be cool. You’d want a little respect if you were laid up in the hospital.”

      Rivera jogged to catch up with him as he crossed the street. “You’re right.”

      “Say that again?”

      “Nice try. Just be glad you got one from me.”

      The hospital was directly in front of them, but there was no visible entry, so they started up the block to find the front.

      Porter worked his hand out as he walked. “I don’t think this is my fault.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, why would I? I just want to help the kid out.”

      “Okay, just remember that. No matter what you see, or what she says, this isn’t about you. All you’ve been is decent to her.”

      “I’m good. Besides, I don’t have much mental energy to give this. I want to run a couple ideas about Osito past you.”

      The pair turned the corner onto Seventy-Seventh, headed toward Park Avenue.

      “Well, I’ll listen to anything you can come up with.”

      Ahead, a figure approached. The size and shape was familiar, and Porter could have sworn he recognized the person. He stood on the left, holding something big in his hands.

      As he grew closer, Porter’s mind raced, trying to stitch together where he knew the man from. The mass in his hands came into focus, revealing it to be a bouquet of flowers.

      Moments later, Porter remembered.

      When the man got close enough, too absorbed in his phone to notice anything else, Porter spoke up. “Pavel. I see you made it out of that trunk.”

      The man looked up, as if noticing Porter and Rivera the first time. “You motherfu—”

      “Don’t be that guy,” Porter said, moving subtly to the right, shifting his weight to his back foot. “Where’d you get such shitty flowers? What, you get a discount on them or something? Last-day-before-thrown-away special?”

      “You’re very funny. Always with the jokes. Ha. Ha. Next time I see you, you won’t be laughing.”

      Rivera took a step back, better able to keep an eye on both men at once.

      “I like to laugh. Tell you what, maybe you can just pull your pants down. I bet that tiny dick of yours gets plenty of laughs.”

      Pavel the pimp made a telegraphed move at Porter, swinging a slow, looping punch. Porter flicked out a jab with his left, slamming the man in the throat. Before Pavel could react, Porter grabbed him by the throat and pushed him against the wall. “I told you to get out of the game, didn’t I?”

      Pavel coughed and sputtered.

      “I know you put your hands on that girl, didn’t you? Didn't you?”

      Pavel’s mouth flopped open and closed, like a fish out of water.

      “What’s wrong? Hard time talking?”

      Porter squeezed as hard as he could, and Pavel’s face went red. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Rivera move closer. She gestured with her head. Porter looked up the sidewalk, at a trio of people approaching.

      “You have an audience,” she said.

      Porter looked at the group, still a dozen feet off, and then back to Pavel, whose face was purple. He leaned in close and lowered his voice an octave. “You didn’t get my message last time, so let me make it clear. Next time I see you, you’re a dead man. Got it?”

      Pavel managed to eke out a nod and Porter let him go, the man collapsing into a pile on the sidewalk beneath the wall. Porter turned and moved toward the trio of people, who’d stopped in their tracks during the scuffle.

      “He was talking bad about the Knicks,” Porter said with a smirk, then walked around the bewildered group toward the hospital entrance.

      Rivera was next to him as they approached the door. “So, now it’s my turn to apologize.”

      “For?”

      “This is definitely about you,” she said with a laugh.

      “Ya think?”

      The pair walked into the front and navigated their way through a labyrinthian series of rooms, hallways, information desks, and nurses’ stations. More often than not, people wouldn’t give them any information, at least not initially. Porter didn’t blame them. It’s difficult to explain what your relation is to a patient whose name you don’t even know.

      Eventually, Nurse Davis was paged. When she called back, she told him to stay where he was, and she’d come to him.

      Porter leaned against the wall as Rivera paced in front of him.

      “Stop.”

      “Stop what?” she said.

      “All that fidgeting. You make me nervous.”

      “Hell, hospitals make me nervous.”

      “Why?” Porter said.

      “What do you mean? The only thing that ever happened good in a hospital was me having Kevin. Other than that, they’re nothing but bad. It’s where people go to die.”

      A memory flashed to the front of Porter’s mind, one he didn’t have time for. He pushed it aside. “You’re right.”

      “I know. That’s why I want as little to do with hospitals as possible.”

      Porter nodded, then looked up at a woman approaching. She wore scrubs and a tired look, as if she were ten hours past a double shift.

      “I’m Nurse Davis. You here for tattoo girl?”

      Porter nodded.

      “Follow me.”

      Porter and Rivera trailed behind the woman, unable to keep up with her pace.

      “So what’s wrong with Daisy?” Porter said.

      “Is that her name?”

      “Yeah,” Porter said, not sure if he was telling the truth or not.

      “What’s her last name?”

      “Smith,” Rivera spoke up.

      “Daisy Smith?”

      “Yep,” Porter said.

      “Okay… and you two?”

      “John and Jane Smith,” Porter said. “We’re all related.”

      “Right. I can see the family resemblance. Honestly, I don’t care. I just wanted to tell someone about her.”

      “How is she?” Porter said as the nurse swiped her card and led them into an elevator.

      “My professional opinion?”

      “Please,” Rivera said.

      “She’s fucked up.”

      “That good, huh?” Porter said.

      “She has fractures on the left side of her face. Eye orbit, skull, and jaw. The x-rays show a broken wrist and several broken ribs. Looks like she has a punctured lung as well.”

      Porter felt his face flush, and the heat crept all the way down the back of his neck. It was all he could do to not tear out of the elevator and chase Pavel down. “That’s bad.”

      “Of course it’s bad. Look, I’ve worked here for sixteen years. I’ve seen it all. I know what this girl is, just like I know what the guy was who tried to see her a few minutes ago.”

      “Bad skin? Silly accent?” Rivera said.

      “That’s the one. That’s why I turned him away. I can’t make these girls clean up and take the straight and narrow, but I can make sure that nothing happens to them while they’re trying to heal.”

      “Noble of you,” Porter said.

      “It’s a job. A job I happen to like. I can tell you two aren’t in the pimp game. Other than that, I don’t really care. You aren’t going to be a problem for my patient, are you?”

      Porter held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

      “You were a Boy Scout?” Davis said.

      “Nope,” he said as he smirked.

      The stainless steel elevator door slid open, and Porter stepped out onto the floor. He was immediately hit with the smell of some sort of citrus, and below that, the scent of bleach.

      He shuffled after Nurse Davis, taking in the entire area as he went. There were nurses moving back and forth, people in wheelchairs, and orderlies pushing them. The entire floor was awash with the business of keeping people alive.

      “I’ve never seen an ER on the second floor,” Rivera said.

      “This isn’t the ER, it’s the ICU. Once they get them stable down there, it’s up to us to keep them alive.”

      The group walked to the end of a hallway, and the last door on the right.

      Davis held out an upturned hand. “Go visit, I’ll be back in a bit.”

      Porter nodded and pushed the curtain aside, stepping into the space.

      The floor was shiny linoleum, and there were machines and monitors, beeping and whirling. On the bed, her face in much worse shape than his own, was Daisy, looking small and frail in her gown, not at all like the confident woman of the night Porter had last seen her portraying.

      Rivera stood next to him and they looked at the girl in silence for a few moments.

      Daisy’s right eye fluttered open and she looked back and forth between the two. Then, her speech slurred by her injured jaw, she spoke to Porter. “I have to pretend to be asleep sometimes or they never leave me alone.” Her eye drifted to Rivera. “What’s that bitch doing here?”
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      “Still got jokes, huh?” Rivera said.

      Daisy smiled the best she could. “I’m just kidding. How did you guys know I was here?”

      “Apparently, you had my business card tucked in your bra. I must be pretty special,” Porter said.

      Daisy laughed, the pitiful sound cut short by a wheeze and then a coughing fit. Porter glanced at Rivera; her arms were crossed and her jaw clenched.

      “How are you?” he said.

      “What kind of question is that? Look at me,” Daisy said.

      “You fall down jogging or something? See, I’ve never trusted jogging. It doesn’t seem right to run unless you’re being chased.”

      Daisy lifted her head. “Well, I wasn’t jogging, but I was being chased. Maybe there's something to what you’re saying.”

      Porter looked at Rivera, who was shifting from foot to foot. “Daisy, will you give us just a minute?”

      “Sure. Where the hell am I going?”

      Porter gently took Rivera by the elbow and pulled her outside the curtain and halfway down the hallway. “What’s up?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You look like you’re about to shit a brick in there.”

      Rivera looked down, then shook her head. “I told you, I don’t like hospitals. It’s just… no. I don’t like them.”

      Porter nodded at his friend, watching the struggle on her face. “It’s good. Look, they have to have a cafeteria somewhere. Get some coffee or something, I'll catch up with you when I’m done.”

      Rivera looked up at him. “You sure?”

      “Yeah, we’re good. I’ll find you later.”

      Rivera nodded and started off toward the other end of the hallway. Porter watched her go. He had to stop himself from trying to guess what color underwear she was wearing, instead forcing the image from his mind and turning back to the room.

      Daisy had leveraged her bed into a more upright position and was no longer feigning sleep when he entered. “You got some nerve.”

      “What’d I do now?” Porter grabbed the hard plastic guest chair and moved it next to the bed.

      “You ask me how I am, but look at you. You aren’t looking so good, either.”

      “What, you don’t like big brown guys? Is it the beard? Is it a turn-off?”

      She tried to laugh again and hacked her way through it. “Don’t be stupid, you know what I mean.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “So what happened?”

      Porter leaned back in the chair. “You first.”

      Daisy sighed. “I did what you said. Took a couple days off. Hid out, ate good, and relaxed. I had a little motel, my own space. It was nice. Nicer than things have been in a long time. But eventually, the money ran out.”

      “And you had to go back to work?”

      She nodded. “Problem is, Pavel was still pissed about the beating you gave him. His pride was hurt, you know? I guess he’d been a dick to the girls for the couple days I’d been gone, extra rough. Like he needed to prove he was still some kind of tough guy.”

      Porter ground his teeth.

      “When I showed up, he was pissed. Asked me where the hell I’d been. I told him to kiss my ass, that his ugly ass didn’t own me.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “He started getting rough with me, said he’s getting tired of my mouth…” Daisy trailed off.

      “And then?”

      Daisy looked away. “That was a really good shake we had that night, wasn’t it?”

      “Don’t change the subject.”

      “What do you want, a blow-by-blow? He beat the shit out of me. How else do you want me to say it?”

      Porter thought his teeth would grind into dust, right there in his mouth. He’d never had a problem with his blood pressure, but he was afraid his head would pop off. The way he saw it, there were rules.

      It wasn’t as simplistic as saying, “never hurt a woman,” or “never hurt someone weaker than you.” He thought that was a naïve way to view the world, a way that left out the nuances of people and life. Porter was equal opportunity, and never bought into that line of thinking. He took everyone on a case-by-case basis. There were plenty of women and people weaker than him in the world who deserved to be hurt.

      Or worse.

      He was stronger than most people. Sometimes smaller, weaker people deserved what they had coming to them—man and woman alike. That was the line for Porter. Big or small, strong or weak, man or woman, black or white, he only did bad things to people who he felt deserved it. He considered it a personal code.

      A code that let him sleep like a baby at night.

      This was different. Daisy shooting her mouth off to a man like Pavel didn’t warrant this. Not at all.

      “I get it,” Porter said. “You don’t have to talk about it.”

      Daisy forced a smile. “It probably didn’t help that I laughed at him about you beating his ass. He seems touchy about that.”

      They both laughed, Porter’s face hurting as he did and Daisy hacking and coughing.

      “You said that?”

      “Hell yeah, I did. It felt really good, too. Until he started laying into me.”

      They sat in silence for a few minutes. Daisy spoke first. “So, what about your face?”

      “Got into a fight,” Porter said.

      “Really? I thought you were good at that kind of thing.”

      “You win some, you lose some,” Porter said. “I still think I won.”

      “Eh, I’m not too sure about that.”

      “Everyone’s a critic.”

      “I’m surprised you’re still in town. I figured you’d be gone after you got whatever you wanted from Camelot.”

      “I’m working on it,” Porter said. “Sometimes these things take time.”

      Daisy nodded. Porter watched her for a moment. He noticed her open eye was tearing up, but she surreptitiously wiped it away.

      “You gonna be okay?”

      She nodded. “I always am.”

      “You can always do something else,” Porter said.

      “I need money.”

      “What about your art? Try to do that.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      Porter stood and looked around the area. He grabbed a pen from a rolling desk, then dug through the drawers until he found a notepad.

      He set the pen and paper on the small table in front of the girl, where her water cup sat.

      “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      Porter didn’t sit. “Do you know what a patron is?”

      Daisy was quiet for a few moments. “That’s like when you eat at a place, right?”

      Porter nodded. “That’s one definition. But there’s an older one that people don’t really use anymore. It’s someone who supports artists and sponsors them.”

      “Who would ever do that?”

      “All the old-school guys had patrons. You think Michelangelo had the scratch to paint the Sistine Chapel? Hell no. It took him four years. Think about it.”

      “So he had a patron?”

      “Sure. In his case, I’m pretty sure it was the pope.”

      “Nice gig,” Daisy said.

      “Yeah, I’m sure. So I want to commission something from you.”

      “Commission?”

      “Yeah. I’ll be your patron for one work of art,” Porter said.

      “My patron?”

      “A one-time deal. One work of art. This pen,” he said, as he pointed to it on the desk. “That paper.”

      “What do you want me to draw?”

      “It’s up to you. I don’t know anything about art.”

      “You knew about Michelangelo.”

      “Lucky guess,” Porter said. “So, can I sponsor this or not?”

      Daisy reluctantly reached out for the pen. “It’s been a long time…”

      “I don’t care.”

      “And I can draw anything?”

      “Yeah.”

      “This is weird,” Daisy said.

      “Maybe. But what else are you doing? You have some time on your hands.”

      She nodded. “Okay. Okay, I will.”

      “Good. When I come back again, you show me what you got.”

      “And you’ll give me money? Just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      “Men giving me money usually comes with a few more strings attached.”

      “Well, there is one catch…” Porter said.

      Daisy frowned. “See? I knew it.”

      “We grab another shake when you get out of here. I think soft food is about the only thing either of our jaws can handle right now.”
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      After a few more moments, Porter said his goodbyes to Daisy and stepped out into the hallway. He hated to leave her like that, broken and alone. But he knew he had other things to work on. His Osito problem hadn’t resolved itself, and it wouldn’t without a little bit of intervention.

      As he wandered down the hallway to the staircase at the end, his mind raced with ideas. He knew where Osito’s club was. Maybe he could orchestrate a big enough diversion to get in and get the man out. Take him somewhere private and take his time with him.

      A risky plan, for sure. When he’d had to do such a takedown in his past, he’d usually had a dozen heavily armed and trained men with him.

      It wasn’t that he thought Rivera was incapable: far from it. He knew she’d walk into any situation to help him. But two against a small army of hired help was a losing proposition.

      He knew he’d been lucky to get out of Osito’s casino last time, and he didn’t want to press his luck.

      Porter wandered around the labyrinthian level, following placards on the walls with arrows pointing left and right. Eventually, he found the cafeteria, and Rivera sitting alone in a small booth.

      He didn’t even try to squeeze himself in across from her. “You all right?”

      She shook her head and took a sip from a small carton of orange juice.

      “Ready?”

      “Where are we going?”

      Porter shrugged. “I feel like I have an undercooked plan in my head now. I think we should go back to the hotel until it’s finished baking.”

      “That’s a bad metaphor.”

      “I don’t have anything better right now.”

      She was quiet for a few more moments.

      “Are you gonna make me squeeze into this Baby Gap booth, or can we go?”

      “I just need a minute.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I wasn’t kidding when I said I hated hospitals. I just… I just hate them.”

      “Why?”

      She shook her head.

      “Don’t wanna talk about it?”

      She nodded.

      “Well, I hate hospitals, too, but it is what it is. The sooner we leave, the faster you can get this off your mind.”

      “You don’t seem like you hate them,” Rivera said. “You’re just walking around like it’s no big deal. I feel like my chest is going to seize up.”

      Porter sighed. He looked around the cafeteria until he found a chair, and carried it over to the booth, sitting it down at such an angle that he could look at his friend. “Did I ever tell you about my dad?”

      She looked up at him and shook her head.

      Porter leaned back in the chair. “He was a good dude. Tough. Hard as nails. I mean, sometimes when I was growing up I wished I could hit him with a car, he would piss me off so bad. But that’s kind of the point with fathers and sons, I guess.”

      Rivera looked at him, dark eyes searching his face as he spoke.

      “He pretty much taught me everything. How to hunt. Box. Drive. How to stand up for myself. How to talk to girls.”

      “You have a lot of luck with that last part?” she said in a half-laugh.

      “Not as much as I’d like sometimes,” Porter said. “The thing is, at some point, dads and sons just have to go their separate ways. The nature of the beast. If not, there’s too much tension. I don’t know if it’s the whole alpha male thing or what. So I moved out as soon as I could.

      “Funny enough, my dad and I didn’t talk much after I moved out. There was no animosity; it just was what it was. We were busy doing our own thing and Dad wasn’t the verbose type.”

      “And you are?”

      “You gonna let me finish or what?”

      Rivera nodded.

      “One day, I get a call. Dad’s in the hospital. Pneumonia.”

      “Nasty stuff.”

      “Tell me about it. I went to see him and he was in rough shape. In and out of consciousness. Doped up, fighting with the staff. Things were… they were just bad. And they never got better. Just worse. Somehow, being in the hospital made him sicker. Things started going wrong. Sepsis. Heart problems. Kidney problems. Lung problems. He went from being a badass to a shell of himself.”

      She set her orange juice down. “I’m sorry.”

      Porter shrugged. “I was there the whole time. Six months, he just got worse and worse. Every new asshole doctor came in with their thoughts and theories. That’s when I realized they don’t really know shit. They have all those fancy degrees, but all they’re doing is guessing. Throw enough medicine at the wall and see if something sticks. Well, sometimes that doesn’t work.”

      Porter stood and turned the chair to straddle it, folding his arms on top of it. “Then he died. I held his hand the entire time. Goes into the hospital, and never makes it out. The hospital killed him. And that was it. So, you don’t have to tell me why you don’t like hospitals. It’s really none of my business. You don’t have to explain a thing to me. But just trust me when I tell you I understand. Because I hate them, too.”

      “I never knew,” she said.

      “Unless you can read minds, why would you? If you can, let’s go to Vegas and get rich.”

      She smiled a little. “We can go.”

      Porter pushed his chair out and helped Rivera out of the booth. They walked side by side out of the cafeteria and toward the front door.

      “That was my dad, too,” Rivera said.

      Porter looked down at her and didn’t reply.

      “Nothing drastic, not like your dad. But he was in a car crash and by the time I got to the hospital, he was gone. I have never been able to get that look of him out of my head. Just lying there. Like a puppet of himself.”

      Porter paused as the motion-activated sliding door to the outside opened, then he stepped out into the afternoon light. He turned right, down the sidewalk he’d grabbed Pavel on a short time earlier.

      “I don’t like to talk about it.”

      “So don’t.”

      “I just didn’t want you to feel alone.”

      Porter put his arm around the woman’s shoulders. They walked in silence for several minutes, and turned the corner toward Lexington avenue, where their sedan would be waiting.

      “That plan of yours had time to bake any better?” Rivera said.

      “Nope.”

      “Crank up your oven. We need to do something.”

      “Yes, Miss Daisy,” Porter said.

      “Why is it I can’t ever tell you anything without you saying that? I don’t even like that movie.”

      Porter laughed and looked down the street toward the rental. Movement to his right drew his eye. A dark sedan was slowly driving up the street toward them. He didn’t think much of it; the city was full of cars of all types.

      He became more aware when the tires chirped. It was a short way between stop signs; it seemed odd that someone would try to get a full head of steam.

      The sedan grew closer and Porter recognized the make—Bavarian Motor Works—and the model was familiar. As the sedan grew closer, the jumble of information snapped crystal clear in his head.

      He pulled Rivera close to him, just as the tinted window finished rolling down.

      “What the hell—”

      A pistol muzzle shoved out the window, and the firearm began to bark. Porter wrestled Rivera to the ground and rolled until he was on top of her, shielding her as best as he could.

      Six more shots rang out, and Porter squeezed his eyes the entire time, hopeful that the shooter was as bad a shot as he was a person.

      The tires chirped again and the sedan sped away. Porter looked up just in time to see the Ukrainian flag sticker as the car turned right, away from Park Avenue.

      Porter took a breath, and a mental inventory of himself. He knew the adrenaline coursing through his body might prevent him from feeling a bullet wound, but he felt sure he was in the clear.

      “Pavel,” Porter spat. “Can you believe this shit?”

      He worked his way off of Rivera, and that was when he felt it. The wet, slick feeling on his hand. He looked down at the blood on his fingers. Rivera’s nice shirt had an ever-growing pool of blood soaking the front of it, between her belly button and hip.

      “Christina? Christina?” Porter said.

      She didn’t move, didn’t answer him.

      His blood ran cold. He picked her up, his friend weighing nothing to him, and ran back up the street and around the corner toward the hospital.

      Her head lolled against his chest, and he held her high and tight as he ran. “You’re okay. You’re okay. You’re okay. Come on, here we go. You’re okay.”

      Porter covered the distance to the front of the hospital in what must have been record time. He slung the walk-through door open, wasting no time waiting on the motion-activated one to open.

      He turned left, toward the emergency room, and when he was within sight of the admissions desk, he started to scream.

      “Help! Help me! Please, somebody help me.”
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      Porter sat in the waiting area, just outside the emergency room. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been there. When he had burst into the hospital, the staff that had rushed to meet him had taken one look at the unconscious Rivera in his arms and snatched her from him, hurrying her into the back. The feel of her warm blood on his arms, and the way her body felt so light, had unnerved him.

      He’d refused to leave her side.

      Porter had pushed and bulled his way into the back, shrugging off nurses and doctors—male and female alike—until security had been called. A trio of men in uniforms showed up and told Porter he needed to go to the waiting room. Porter lowered his head, and told them he’d put them in their own hospital beds if they didn’t get out of his way.

      It wasn’t until Nurse Davis showed up—no doubt drawn by the multiple overhead calls for security—that things changed.

      She slapped Porter in the face and told him, “Cut the shit.” Porter looked at her, then the security guards, then stepped back.

      His first course of action was to apologize to the security guards and medical professionals. The guards eyed him warily, hesitant to either leave him alone or try to take him into custody for the fracas. Nurse Davis assured them that he would be fine. Two guards left, but one man stayed in the area for a bit, keeping an eye on Porter.

      His next course of action was to play dumb when the police had come. Naturally, they’d been dispatched when there was news of a drive-by shooting and a hospitalized victim. They asked Porter a litany of questions, and he had the same answer for each: “I don’t know.”

      Eventually the cops gave up. Since there was nothing to charge him with, they left him alone, dropping a card in the chair next to him, telling him to call them should he have a sudden flash of memory.

      And so Porter sat.

      Rivera’s blood had dried on him. His shirt was covered with the fluid, his forearms coated—even his beard had her dried blood caked in it.

      Porter leaned back against the chair in the waiting room, staring at nothing on the floor in front of him, his mind going a thousand miles an hour. He hadn’t heard from anyone on the staff in what felt like hours. He wasn’t sure what he should do. Call Rivera’s mother? Her son? And tell them what?

      He shook his head and decided to do nothing. Not until he got news. Then he’d figure something out. There was one thing he was sure about, though: he was done with Osito. The casino owner would have to wait. Aside from the fact that he wasn’t sure he had the desire to finish what he and Rivera had started without her, he had a more pressing matter on his mind: stopping Pavel’s heart from beating.

      Porter didn’t move until Nurse Davis showed up, and sat on the chair next to him. She dropped a small, clear plastic bag in his lap. “First Daisy, now this? Seems like your family is having a rough day.”

      Porter didn’t answer, instead turning the bag over in his hands. It contained Rivera’s keys, the wallet with her credentials, and the little odds and ends that would have been in her pocket.

      “I thought I’d come downstairs and check on her, see how she’s doing.”

      “And?”

      “She just got out of surgery. Apparently, the bullet nicked her spleen and destroyed her kidney. There was some concern that it was lodged in her spine, but it looks like it didn’t. They got it out while they were in there cleaning things up.”

      “Kidney?”

      Nurse Davis nodded. “Yeah. It’s no good anymore. But plenty of people live with one kidney. Hell, where do you think kidneys for transplants come from?”

      “Corpses.”

      “Sometimes. But when little Jimmy’s sister gives him a kidney? Living donors. They just live with one. She can, too.”

      “She gonna be okay?”

      Nurse Davis nodded. “It looks that way. I mean, we always have to worry about infection and all that jazz. But she’s young and strong; I think she’ll pull through.”

      Porter nodded.

      “You a cop, too?”

      Porter looked at the nurse.

      “We had to try to find a name in her stuff. Normally, we would have asked the person who brought her in—in this case you—but you were too busy playing Conan the Barbarian with the ER staff.”

      Porter shook his head. “No.”

      Nurse Davis rubbed her face, the weariness of an entire career in her eyes. “I didn’t tell anyone. Wasn’t sure if she’d want that.”

      “Why?”

      “Not sure how it matters much. Badge says she’s from Florida. I figure she’s up here on vacation… or something else. Either way, I just mind my own business.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Look, I know I just said I mind my own business, but I’m about to not mind my own business. I can’t help but feel like what happened to her had something to do with Daisy upstairs. Am I right?”

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “Because I find it hard to believe that your people have this much bad luck.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Fair enough. Mind if I give you some advice?”

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “It’s obvious that this woman means a lot to you. I don’t even know you, but that’s plain as day to see. If so, you need to keep her safe. There’s too much of this shit in the world—people getting hurt. People getting killed. I see it all day. Every day. For years. I can’t even be shocked anymore.”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “No, I wouldn’t. You ever seen a guy with a light bulb in his ass? Do you want to? Because I’m sure I can scrounge up the x-rays.”

      Porter grimaced.

      “Don’t try to trade war stories with me. All I’m saying is, when she gets out of here, don’t let whatever happened to her happen again. Because she was lucky this time, but next time…”

      “Don’t worry,” Porter said. “This will never happen to anyone again. I promise that.”

      “Why do I get the feeling that you mean that?”

      “Because you’re a smart lady,” Porter said.

      Nurse Davis stood. “She won’t be out of recovery for another couple hours. And after that she’ll be pretty doped up. I’d bet you won't get to see her for a while.”

      “I’m patient.”

      “Good. Just so you know, Daisy is doing better. We’re watching her lung capacity. The VO2 max isn’t great, but I think she’ll be out in a couple days.”

      “Good.”

      “She seems excited about something,” Nurse Davis said as she stood and started to walk away. She stopped and looked over her shoulder. “She asked me if I knew what a patron was.”

      With that, Nurse Davis was gone.

      Porter sat unmoving for a time. Then he got up and went to the nearest bathroom.

      He scrubbed the blood off his arms, and took his shirt off and threw it into the trash can bolted to the wall. Then he washed his hands again, scrubbing the dried blood out from under his fingernails as best as he could. He let his hands drip dry as he left the bathroom.

      He caused a minor stir as he went, everyone within eyeshot wondering what the big man with no shirt was doing.

      Porter didn’t pay attention, numbly walking through the turns, navigating until he came to the gift shop in the first floor of the hospital. He’d always thought the concept was strange—a hospital gift shop. As if people needed something else to remember their stay beyond bruises, scars, and wounds that would never heal.

      In this case, he was glad he found one, as the shop had kitschy New York T-shirts. Porter dug around until he found the biggest size they had and pulled them out. He ripped the tags off and dropped them on the floor, and slid the shirt on. The sizes must have run small, because the shirt felt like it was going to suffocate him at any moment.

      He pulled and stretched at the neck and sleeves until he was a bit more comfortable, and then walked to the cashier—a young woman who’d been watching him the whole time.

      “I wanna pay for this,” Porter said, pointing to what he was he was wearing.

      “Thanks for not stealing it,” she said.

      “My mom used to say, ‘If you’ll lie then you’ll cheat, and if you’ll cheat then you’ll steal, and if you’ll steal then you’re no damn good.” He wondered, given the platitudes he recalled from his mother, if he’d actually put Osito and his madre as far out of his mind as he’d thought.

      “That probably makes you the most honest person in this whole city.”

      “If that’s true, this city’s in trouble,” Porter said, handing the girl the appropriate amount of bills for the purchase. He stepped out of the gift shop in his too-tight shirt, and headed back to the waiting room.
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      Porter shuffled his way back to the waiting area, his legs feeling like they were made of concrete.

      As soon as he sat down, his phone rang.

      Porter didn’t answer.

      The phone stopped, then rang again.

      Porter still didn’t answer.

      The third time, the nurse at the admission desk stood up and glowered at him. “You gonna get that?”

      “No.”

      The phone stopped ringing.

      Porter sat unmoving, until the phone once again rang in his pocket.

      The nurse stood again. “Sir—”

      “Relax. Don’t get your panties in a bunch.” Porter fished the phone from his pocket, looked at the caller ID, and answered. “Why are you calling me?”

      “Look, man, I don’t wanna talk to you either. I ain’t healed up from you almost getting me killed,” Camelot Jones’s voice said through the receiver.

      “I told you, we’re done. Do you need a reminder?”

      “Look, man, I know what you said. It’s just… I have something I need to show you, okay?”

      “What is it?”

      Camelot stammered. “I can’t tell you.”

      Porter’s laugh shook the whole waiting room. The other people, sitting there waiting for news about their loved ones, turned their heads in disbelief. Who would laugh in the purgatory of a hospital waiting room?

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You won’t tell me what you want, and I’m supposed to go along with that? You must think I’m Boo-Boo the Fool.”

      “Look man, I know you don’t believe me, and that’s fine. You don’t have to. Just listen when I tell you that if you see what I got, it’ll help with your Osito problem. You still want that nigga, right?”

      “Not really.”

      “Then what the hell did I get my ass beat for?”

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “Look, trust me. I know what you’ll do to me if I try to screw you. I’ve seen you operate. I’m not trying to get dusted.”

      Porter look down at his broken hand while he talked. He hadn’t gotten Rivera’s blood off his hands entirely. Despite the effort of two thorough washes, it still stained his fingers. “Where are you?”

      “I’ll come to you. Give me a location.”

      Porter thought for a moment. The fact that Camelot was willing to be mobile made him far less concerned. If he intended to ambush Porter, he would want to control the location very tightly. Coming to Porter meant there was less of a chance of a setup. “Lenox Hill.”

      “The hospital? What happened?”

      “None of your damn business. You coming or not?”

      “Yeah, give me fifteen and I’ll be there.”

      Porter hung up and slid the phone in his pocket. He went back to staring at the floor in front of him. What felt like moments later, the phone in his pocket rang. Before the nurse could stand and look at him crossly, Porter answered it. “What now? I thought you were coming up here.”

      “I’m here.”

      “Already?”

      “It’s been a half hour.”

      Porter shook his head, trying to lift the fog he was in. “Where are you?”

      “Out front. Come out, I can’t show you inside.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s too big.”

      Porter hung up the phone and stood. He took a few deep breaths, acutely aware of his restricted breathing inside the gift shop T-shirt, then headed to the front. As he waited for the motion-activated door to finish sliding open, his eyes were already moving left and right, trying to find the pimp and his surprise. It didn’t seem likely that Camelot would set him up, but that didn’t mean Porter trusted the man one bit.

      He wanted to see Camelot before Camelot saw him.

      Porter didn’t have to search long. Across the street on the sidewalk stood Camelot Jones.

      Next to him, wearing a scowl, was Big Harsh.

      Porter stood across the street looking at the two men. The anger he was bottling up, waiting to use on Pavel and Osito, bubbled over. His neck flushed and he squeezed his broken hand, oblivious to the pain shooting up his arm.

      Porter stepped out in between two cars as they traveled in front of the hospital, causing the second vehicle to slam on its brakes and lay on the horn as he moved across the street. “You want some more? Okay, let’s go.”

      Camelot stepped off the sidewalk toward Porter, empty hand held out in front of him. “Wait, it ain’t like tha—”

      Porter stepped toward Camelot, and slammed a fist deep into the thin man’s gut. Camelot groaned as he went down to his knees. Porter didn’t even look down at him. He kept going, eyes on Harsh.

      “No rules this time,” Porter said.

      Then Porter swung.

      Harsh ducked to the left, narrowly avoiding the punch. Porter swung several more. He was angry, out of control, the punches wild and inaccurate, a far cry from his usual efficient style.

      Harsh slipped what punches he could, and blocked the rest. Unlike their first fight, Harsh was in a tight, defensive posture, never throwing a single punch.

      “You can’t block forever,” Porter said as he threw three more punches.

      Harsh slipped and blocked. Then, Porter grabbed him by the back of the head, and launched two knees into Harsh’s gut. Harsh shoved Porter, creating distance between the two of them.

      Camelot was on his feet, leaning against the trunk of a car that was double-parked in front of the hospital. “Damn, man, why’d you punch me?”

      Porter stole a glance. “You bring him here? Some surprise, dickhead. When I’m done with him, you’re next.”

      “He’s not here to fight.”

      Porter looked at Camelot, then back to Harsh. Fists still held high, he said, “That right?”

      Harsh opened his hands, palms upturned. “Sí.”

      “Then what the hell do you want?”

      “Harsh came and found me. Said he wants to help you.”

      Porter kept his hands up. “Help me? How?”

      Harsh pointed to his own face, a myriad of colors and bruises.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t look much better,” Porter said.

      “Osito,” Harsh said.

      Porter partially lowered his hands. “He did that to you?”

      Harsh nodded.

      “So you guys aren’t cool now?”

      Harsh nodded again. “He take kid.”

      Porter lowered his hand to his side. “That’s got you gassed up? I told your dumb ass that yesterday.”

      Camelot limped over to the pair. “My man Harsh tried to quit, but Osito wanted to stuff him in a barrel. Harsh bounced. He told me he can help you find the kid.”

      “He told you all that? Really? Because I can’t get that Frankenstein-looking bastard to string two words together.”

      “No more Osito,” Harsh said, in his thickly accented English.

      Porter looked at the two of them. “He’s serious?”

      “Harsh doesn’t mess around.”

      “You’re gonna help me?” Porter said.

      Harsh kissed his two fingers, then pointed to the sky.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      Harsh nodded. “I help.”

      “How do you plan on—”

      “Look here. If you two got this under control, I’m gonna ghost,” Camelot said, holding his stomach.

      “What am I supposed to do, babysit this dude?”

      “I don’t care what you do. I can’t stand Osito, that’s my word. And I’m no snitch, but I damn sure don’t want no part of that man. I barely got out alive last time. So, I made the little introduction with you two and whatnot, but now I’m out.”

      Porter watched Camelot as he turned around and limped his way down the sidewalk. Then he looked at Harsh. “You’re sure you’re not playing games with me?”

      Harsh shook his head.

      “You know what I’m gonna do to Osito, right?”

      Harsh nodded.

      “And that doesn’t bother you?”

      “No.”

      Porter glanced toward the hospital and then back to Harsh. “Okay. I’ll listen to what you got, but you need to know two things.”

      Harsh raised his eyebrows.

      “First off, if you play any games with me, I swear I’ll kill you. No cutesy boxing match, no rules. I’m just going to shoot you in the face.”

      Harsh nodded. “Y el otro?” And the other?

      “Before we get to Osito, I have a few other stops to make. You wanna ride?”

      Harsh looked at Porter. “Más negocio?” More business?

      “Yeah.

      “Sucio?” Dirty?

      “The dirtiest.”

      Harsh nodded and stood side by side with Porter as he walked down the sidewalk, fishing the keys out of his pocket and heading toward Rivera’s sedan.
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      Porter sat in Rivera’s car, the engine turned off, the windows cracked. Despite this, there was an ever-present fog of condensation accumulating on the inside of the cab. He looked nearly two blocks up the street from the familiar corner where he’d first met Daisy. As with that first night, the block was a lively place, with seven or eight girls hanging out, soliciting passersby and flashing themselves to the potential johns.

      In between Porter and the girls sat a familiar BMW, with its fancy wheels and oversized Ukrainian flag sticker.

      It was all Porter could do to keep from running over there half-cocked and dragging the man out of the car. As much as he wanted to, he knew this would not do.

      His sweep of the area, both before and after the original incident with Pavel, as well as his time sitting the last several hours, had told him there were no cameras. The city was one of the most heavily surveilled places on Earth; that fact was true. However, there were always going to be more cameras in a place like Times Square than there would be on a small street off the main roads.

      There was a reason that first Camelot, then Pavel, had chosen to present their wares in that location.

      The problem was the girls. The first night, no one would have said anything. Porter tuned Pavel up and that was the end of it. If the girls saw him tonight, they would likely remember the incident as the last time they saw Pavel alive. If anyone reported him missing, the police would be around asking questions.

      The thought of going back to jail soured his stomach, and the prospect of a lengthy prison sentence even more so.

      Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Harsh reach for the radio volume. Porter had it low, running off the battery, listening to Johnny Cash sing about killing a man just to watch him die. “Don’t touch that.”

      “Es malo.” It’s bad.

      Harsh’s critique of the music aside, Porter was concerned about his new partner. Even in the reduced light put out by the radio, the man had a visible tremor running through his hands. Porter couldn’t be sure, but an old boxer’s life with plenty of head trauma left few diagnoses.

      “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that about Johnny.” Porter thumbed through his phone and clicked on the Notorious BIG. “He’s from New York. That’s the best you’ll get from me tonight.”

      Harsh put his hands in his lap and started subtly nodding his head to the beat.

      Porter started to put his phone down, but stopped and then dialed a number, first adding star-six-seven to keep his call anonymous. He wasn’t worried about anyone tracking his phone; he just didn’t want his number on record as making the call. Simply blocking his number would give Porter the brief anonymity he required. He clicked the phone to speaker and dropped it into his lap.

      “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” a female voice sparked through the phone’s speaker.

      “Yes,” Porter said, his voice ridiculously high-pitched. “I’m just out for my nightly walk, and these women attacked me.”

      “Sir, are you safe right now?”

      “Yes, I am, thank God. I got away from them, but they were so scary. They kept grabbing me and pulling me. Showing me their bosoms. It was terrifying. I shouldn’t have to live in a city where this happens to me when I’m trying to walk in the night.”

      “Sir, where are you?”

      “I’m not there anymore, I can tell you that much.”

      “I understand that. Where were you when this happened to you?”

      Porter gave the address where the girls were standing. “Are you going to do something about this or not? Muffy is so scared, she won’t stop shaking.”

      “Who’s Muffy, sir?”

      “My Malti-poo. I thought one of them was going to step on her with those high heels. It was very frightening.”

      “Sir, we’ll send someone out.”

      “Thank you so much. And I just want to say—” Porter hung up the phone.

      Harsh looked at him with an upturned eyebrow.

      “What? I’m not an actor.”

      The pair settled into a silence, punctuated by the sounds of gunshots coming from the speakers.

      “Me gusta Biggie.” I like Biggie.

      “If you didn’t, I’d throw you out of the car.”

      After several more minutes, a pair of squad cars came stealthily rolling up to the scene. No lights, no sirens, no hurry. Instead, they pulled to the side and got out and confronted the women.

      Porter watched. There was a minor uproar as the working girls were told to move along. Several of them disappeared immediately, gone in an instant. A trio of others, including Daisy’s two friends from Porter’s first meeting, hung around, jaw-jacking and arguing with the cops.

      Porter was too far away to hear what was being said, but eventually a scuffle broke out. The three women were arrested and thrown into the back of the squad cars. Moments later, the police drove away.

      The entire time, no one moved in the BMW—there were no signs of life at all. Porter knew why. Pavel wouldn’t risk getting a charge—at least not for the women. At some point later, he’d likely see how much their bonds were, and if the investment made sense—how much he’d have to pay versus how much they’d make on the street—he’d spring them. If not, they’d sit in jail.

      Porter looked at Harsh. “I need to talk with the guy in the BMW. Understand?”

      “Sí.”

      “Good. Give me a couple minutes.”

      Porter got out of the car and walked up the sidewalk, covering the distance between Rivera’s sedan and Pavel’s Beamer in no time. From behind the car, he could see the soft glow of a cellphone in use.

      Porter stepped up to the driver’s side door and slammed his elbow through the window, shattering it to pieces. He stuck his head in. “We need to talk.”

      Pavel jumped, looked at Porter, then fumbled to raise his shirt and get to his pistol.

      Porter slammed Pavel’s head against the headrest three times, then reached under the man’s shirt and pulled the gun himself. “Get out.”

      He stood on the sidewalk and gritted his teeth as Pavel swung the door open and walked around the back of the car, rubbing the back of his head. “That wasn’t smart.”

      Porter stood on the slight incline of the sidewalk, looking down on the man. “Who needs to be smart when you’re clairvoyant?”

      “What?”

      “Clairvoyant? Psychic?”

      Pavel looked at him, confused.

      “It’s true.”

      “Okay, funny man. Tell me the future.”

      Porter smiled. “I’m going to kill you.”

      Pavel laughed again, longer and louder than before. The sound echoed off the wall beside the men and the BMW, bouncing around until Pavel finally stopped. “You say this, doesn’t make it true. You would have killed me already.”

      “Here isn’t a good place for it. Besides, I wanted you to know.”

      “Know what?”

      “I’m not scared of anything. Really, I’m not. Heights, snakes, spiders, clowns—nothing. But a few hours ago? When you shot my friend? See, that was the first time I’ve been scared in a long time. God, I can’t even remember how long. So I want to repay the feeling.”

      Anger flashed across Pavel’s face, but he didn’t move.

      “I’m gonna kill you and I want you to be terrified until it happens.”

      “I’m not scared.”

      “Yes, you are. I can smell it on you.”

      Pavel took a step back. “You’re not gonna kill me. Why you waiting?”

      “I was gonna beat the shit out of you and throw you in your trunk again. Then, we would have gone somewhere where we could have a little more privacy. But it doesn’t look like I’m going to get the chance to smack you around, and honestly? I’m kind of sad about that.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Porter pointed behind the man.

      “I see movies. Like I fall for that.”

      “Suit yourself. You can’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      Pavel’s collar snapped tight across his neck, and he was yanked backward and driven headfirst into the BMW’s trunk. The man’s head bounced several times off the metal until he slumped to the ground.

      Standing above him was Harsh, who slid his hands back into his pockets. “El hombre?” The guy?

      “I could have done that myself,” Porter said.

      “Lo siento.” Sorry.

      “Saved me the trouble.” Porter looked up and down the street. There were no people standing or walking around, but two cars drove by. They were unable to see Pavel, as he was lying on the sidewalk.

      Porter stepped around to the driver’s side and popped the trunk. Then he leaned over to the glove box and yanked it open. The BMW had a small switch that toggled the interior trunk release button’s power on and off. Porter turned the switch off, then ripped off the back panel of the glovebox and pulled the fuse to the entire trunk as well.

      When he got back to the open trunk, Pavel was already inside and Harsh was standing with his hands in his pockets.

      “Not the first body you’ve dumped in a trunk, is it?”

      Harsh shrugged.

      Porter slammed the trunk. “Okay, you drive this, and follow me in the sedan.”

      “No puedo.” I can’t.

      “Why?”

      “Nunca aprendí.”

      “Aprendí… aprendí,” Porter muttered to himself. “Learned? You never learned?”

      Harsh nodded.

      It wasn’t uncommon for New Yorkers to never learn to drive. With the train, everything was easy enough to get to. Anything the train couldn’t get to could be cabbed to, or now, Ubered. As a Fed, Porter had once worked with a man who didn’t have a license until he’d joined the Department of Homeland Security. As a prerequisite for employment, potential agents needed a driver’s license. So, his New Yorker friend had studied and passed his driver’s test at the ripe age of thirty-two.

      “The damn train,” Porter said. “Look, I need you to figure this out. Just step on the gas and turn the wheel.”

      Harsh shrugged. “No será bonito.” It won’t be pretty.

      “Neither are you,” Porter said.

      Harsh got into the BMW. Porter gave him a quick tutorial.

      “Gas,” Porter said. “Brake. You put it into drive with this. Got it?”

      “Creo que sí.” I think so.

      “Good.” Porter jogged back to Rivera’s sedan, and pulled the vehicle parallel to Harsh and the BMW. “Just follow me.”

      With that, Porter pulled off. He watched in the rearview mirror as Harsh followed, herking and jerking his way along.
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      Randall’s Island Park was a decent size, as far as parks went. Porter had expected something larger, until he considered that the city had been being built up for centuries, and any green space was a rare thing.

      In his home state of Florida, there were over eight hundred thousand acres of state parks—most with nice, easy wetlands and marshes, where a person could disappear with no problem.

      Randall’s Island Park was much smaller, but a welcome surprise in the middle of the congested city. It sat in the middle of the East and Harlem Rivers, the island populated by a small number of people, but the wide-open space mostly used for a new athletic fields project.

      During the day, there were a good number of people on the island. The city ran several psychiatric hospitals, a fire training academy, full police and fire stations, and a number of homeless shelters. Curiously enough, there was also a stadium which had hosted any number of rock concerts over the years.

      In the evenings, most of the daytime inhabitants of the island were gone—back to their homes, wherever they might be. The best part, for Porter’s purposes, was that the southeastern part of the island was nearly deserted at that time of night—the athletic fields were closed, the rest of the population a couple of miles away on the north side of the big island.

      Porter had driven in, driving slowly from road to road, until he got on the small road that circled the tip of the island, putting the soccer fields on the left and waterfront on the right.

      He followed the road until he found what he was looking for: a small alcove. Porter looked around and saw no one, so he turned off his headlights and weaved his way through a line of rocks obviously meant to keep out a less determined driver.

      Thick clusters of trees surrounded him on the left and right, and nothing was in front of him but a short ledge of dirt, and then the notorious East River. The lack of shelf of the river’s floor meant anyone going for a swim was stepping into water that was at least thirty feet deep.

      Harsh drove the BMW up in fits and starts, pulling his way into the alcove, door to door with Porter. Porter got out of Rivera’s sedan and was hit by the smell of burning brakes. He coughed and looked around for several moments, ensuring the privacy of their parking spot, before sitting in the passenger seat of the BMW.

      Neither man spoke for several minutes. Instead, they sat looking through the windshield at the Robert F. Kennedy Bridge. In the distance, thousands of lights shone in the night, but Porter had no clue what part of the massive city he was looking at.

      “Too many people,” Porter muttered.

      “Qué?”

      “Nothing. We need to talk.”

      “Para qué?” For what?

      “Because I don’t know you. Sure, you throw a mean hook and you smacked Pavel around for me. I got that much. But I don’t like working with people I don’t know. And you? I don’t know you.”

      Harsh didn’t answer.

      “I’ve been around the block. I know a couple things. Before we fought at Osito’s, in the locker room? I saw your tats. Trinitarios, right?”

      The Trinitarios started as a prison gang, formed to help keep Dominican people safe on the inside. They’d flourished in the nineties, and soon had ten thousand members on the outside. They were involved in everything from drug trafficking to murder.

      As far as size went, they weren’t anywhere near the upper echelon of street gangs. However, Porter knew them to be vicious when necessary, and any gang that counted the Crips and the Bloods, as well as the Latin Kings, as its enemies was no joking matter.

      Harsh didn’t say anything.

      “I’m not much up on my gangs anymore, but the Trinis are bad dudes. I’m not sure I want one of them in the car with me. Especially one with bodies on his record.”

      Harsh looked at Porter, but didn’t answer.

      “I know what your tattoos mean. You did their dirty work, and inked it on your skin like a badge of honor.”

      “No más. Me fui.” No more. I left.

      “Bullshit. You don’t just leave a crew like Trini. I know the rules. So, if you still wear their ink, you’re still one of them. And that concerns me.”

      Harsh took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “I leave. They let me.”

      “Why? What makes you special?”

      “They scared.”

      “Of you?”

      “Sí.”

      “And that’s it?”

      “No.” Harsh groped around until he found the switch for the dome light. He pointed to the right side of his neck. It was the wicked burn that Porter had seen backstage and during the fight.

      Porter thought for a moment and put two and two together. “You can’t sport their ink, can you? They let you out, but you can’t represent them anymore.”

      Harsh nodded in the dull dome light.

      “That’s why you fight with a long-sleeve shirt,” Porter said, nodding. “Hide your ink. That burn. It used to be a tattoo?”

      “Sí.”

      “How’d you burn it off?”

      “Con una espátula.”

      “With a spatula? Heat it on the stove and stick it on your neck, huh?”

      “Sí.”

      “So you and the Trinis are good, then? Don’t show your ink, everyone is cool? Probably kill your ass if you did.”

      Harsh didn’t answer.

      Porter thought for a moment. “Why’d you leave?”

      “Mujer.” Woman.

      “You left the life because of a woman?”

      “Sí.”

      “They have a habit of making us change.” Porter didn’t say anything for a few moments, then, “How much time did you serve?”

      Harsh was quiet.

      “That huge hourglass on your ribcage? I know what that’s about, don’t try to play me. How long were you in prison?”

      “Cuarenta y ocho.” Forty-eight.

      “What for?”

      “Es importante?” Is it important?

      “Yeah. Because if you got it for throwing some guy a beating, hey, that’s life. I’m no hypocrite. But if you got it for touching little kids or—”

      Harsh sprang to life, shoving Porter against the passenger door and glaring at him. “No kids.”

      “Did I touch a nerve?”

      “No kids.”

      “You better take your hand off me before I break it off and throw it in the river,” Porter said.

      Harsh looked down, as if noticing his independently misbehaving hand for the first time. “Lo siento.” I’m sorry.

      “That’s your only warning,” Porter said. “Don’t touch me again. Now, tell me what you did.”

      “Esta chica.”

      “Same girl you left the Trinis for?”

      Harsh didn’t answer.

      “You got out of the life for her, then what? You guys had problems? She cheated on you, didn’t she? Forty-eight months sounds like you did something violent, but excusable. Catch her in bed with another guy? Kill him?”

      Harsh turned the dome light off.

      “You gotta give me something,” Porter said.

      Harsh turned the light back on and reached past his collar, pulling out a small locket, which he flicked open and showed Porter. Inside was a picture of a younger Harsh, smiling next to a pretty Hispanic woman.

      Porter looked at the picture. “Beautiful.”

      “Ella está muerta.” She’s dead.

      “Did you…?”

      Harsh shook his head. “Robo.” Robbery.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Porter said, genuinely. “Did they ever find out who did it?”

      “Yo sí.” I did.

      Porter thought for a moment. “Forty-eight months?”

      “Y no lo siento.” And I’m not sorry.

      “Just sorry you got caught?”

      Harsh shrugged.

      “Fair enough.”

      The men were quiet again for a few moments, until Porter spoke up. “You really done with Osito?”

      Harsh nodded.

      “You know how this thing goes when I find him, right?”

      “No es importante.” It doesn’t matter.

      “His guys rough you up and you’re willing to let the man die? Not much loyalty there.”

      “Él no se merece lealtad.” He doesn’t deserve loyalty.

      “Just like that?”

      Harsh shrugged. “Él no debería lastimar a los niños.” He shouldn’t hurt kids.

      “I agree with you there.”

      There was a faint thump in the trunk.

      “Pregunta?” Question?

      “You wanna know what the guy in the trunk did, right?”

      Harsh nodded.

      “He shot my friend.”

      “Quién?” Who?

      “You’ve seen her.”

      “La chica del club?” The girl from the club?

      “Yep.”

      “Ella era hermosa.” She was beautiful.

      “She still is.”

      “Ella está viva?” She’s alive?

      “Barely,” Porter said through clenched teeth.

      “Lo siento.”

      “Me too, Harsh. Me too.”

      With that, Porter swung open the door and stood in the cool night air. The weather had turned enough that the bugs of summer and early fall were dead, and there were no mosquitos or other annoyances to contend with.

      Porter stomped through the overgrown grass, past the trees and back to the road he’d turned off of.

      There was no one else around. No errant jogger out with her dog, no father playing an almost-midnight game of soccer with his son by flashlight. Porter stood perfectly still for several moments, listening as hard as he could for any signs of life.

      In the end, there was nothing. Harsh was standing next to the BMW’s passenger door.

      Porter leaned against the trunk, feeling the thumps as the imprisoned Pavel feebly banged away from the inside. Porter’s mind raced, trying to think of a million things at once. Was Rivera okay? Where was Osito? Could he trust Harsh? Would anybody see what he was going to do to Pavel?

      Round and round things went until he shook his head and stepped away from the BMW, back to the sedan and its glove box. Inside were the brass knuckles he’d taken from Camelot Jones, Rivera’s purse, and the revolver she’d taken off of Osito the night before. He slammed the door, then popped the trunk of the BMW and was back in front of it before it had a chance to fully open.

      He pushed the metal lid the rest of the way up.

      Pavel was inside, staring up, his face misshapen from the pounding Harsh had given him. He moved as if to escape, but froze when Porter leveled the big revolver at the man’s face.

      “You never apologized.”

      Pavel tried to speak through a broken jaw, but just slurred his words.

      “For what? For shooting my friend.”

      Pavel continued slurring.

      “If you apologize, I won’t shoot you in the face and kill you right now.”

      Pavel searched for the structure in his mouth, and managed to dribble out a feeble, “Promise?”

      “I don’t lie. I won’t shoot you if you just say you’re sorry, you piece of shit.”

      Harsh stood with his hands in his pockets, saying nothing, observing everything.

      “No shoot me?”

      “No. I think it’s a waste of money,” Porter said as he held up the Python. “Rounds for this big bitch are like a dollar apiece.”

      Pavel put his hands in front of his chest, and held his hands together, like he was praying. Praying to anyone who’d listen to stop this angry monster looming over him in the dark. “I’m sorry.”

      “I believe you,” Porter muttered. He looked at Harsh. “I believe him.”

      “Pero?” But?

      “That’s not gonna save his ass.” Porter leaned down, face in the trunk. “That’s not gonna save your miserable ass.”

      “But you said you wouldn’t shoot.”

      “I won’t. All I’m going to do is give you a time out. You need to stay in that trunk and think about what you’ve done. At least, for as long as you can breathe.”

      With that, Porter slammed the trunk. He went back to the still-running car’s engine and sat in the front seat. Fortunately Harsh was no small man, so the seat was already pushed back. Porter took a deep breath, then put the car into drive and stepped out, slamming the door behind him.

      The slight angle of the hill, combined with the idling inertia of the car, carried the vehicle down the rest of the grass, toward the edge of the breakwall to the river.

      Porter walked after it, listening to the thumping from inside grow louder and louder. He watched as the car crept its way to the edge, spilling its way over the breakwall, a splash the only noise to be heard.

      Porter put his foot on the edge, and looked down as the car bobbed nose down for several moments, then flattened out, like it had fallen through the ice on a lake. Slowly, the car took on more and more water, until it was submerged beneath the surface, the only remaining testament of its presence the stream of bubbles from the air being forced from the vehicle.

      Silently, Harsh stood next to Porter, watching the entire thing, hands still in the pocket of his hoodie.

      After several minutes, Porter turned to the man.

      “So. Where can I find Osito?”
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      It was the middle of the night, and traffic was as light as it would ever be in the city. Porter was driving the sedan, doing the speed limit, as was smart for a man in a car he didn’t own.

      The conversation with Harsh about Osito’s location started with one word. Harsh said simply: “Poker.”

      “Poker what?”

      “Osito juega poker.” Osito plays poker.

      “When?”

      “Dos o tres veces a la semana.” Two or three times a week.”

      “And tonight’s one of the nights?”

      “Sí.”

      “What about the fact that he’s all shot up? It’s late, he’s hurting—how can you be sure he’s not at the house sitting on the couch watching a Marc Anthony concert?”

      “He’s not,” Harsh said, like that ended the conversation.

      Porter ignored the man and kept driving.

      The GPS coming from the tinny speaker on his phone gave directions, which Porter dutifully followed. However, when the GPS told him to find the destination half a mile up on the left, Porter deferred.

      Instead, he hung back, driving from street to street on the perimeter of the building until he found a small parking lot. Porter pulled in and turned the car off.

      “Qué?” What?

      “In your version of this, we just go knock on the door where Osito is running an illegal card game and ask him to come outside and play?”

      Harsh didn’t answer.

      “If we have a chance in hell of pulling this thing off, I’m going to have to get an idea of what we’re working with.” Porter looked back to his phone and clicked on the address, bringing up a map in Google and pulling up the street view.

      Based on what Porter could see, it would be most accurately described as a bodega. New York had hundreds of the small shops, where people could buy the same things that a person in the suburbs would run to the convenience store to get. This one was on the corner of the street, attached to a public laundromat.

      Porter worked the view all around the five-story brick building, and saw a back entrance on a smaller street, and the main one next to the larger road. He held up the phone to Harsh and looked out the window at a homeless man shuffling by, wearing a dirty hat and poncho. “This the place?”

      Harsh nodded.

      “How many people are usually in there?”

      “No sé.” I don’t know.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Diferente cada semana.” Different every week.

      “What’s the most you ever seen?”

      Harsh was quiet for a few moments. “Trenta? Trenta y cinco?”

      “Thirty-five?” Porter said.

      “Más o menos.” More or less.

      “You’re out of your mind,” Porter said. “There’s no way that taking on thirty-five guys is the best we can come up with. This is a no-go.” Porter was quiet for a few moments. “What time does the game let out?”

      Harsh pointed to the dashboard clock, which read nearly two a.m. “Dos o tres horas.”

      “At least we have a little time,” Porter said. He put the car in drive and slowly crept the three blocks to the bodega. As he drew closer, the cars lined up on the side of the road got nicer and nicer. Porter was no aficionado, but he could recognize the Mercedes, BMW, and Jaguar emblems.

      As the bodega sat on a corner, the street he was on passed by the front entrance, so Porter turned left, putting the bodega on his right, the side of the building windowless and doorless. The first car in the row was a blacked-out Town Car.

      “Allá.” There.

      “What? Is that Osito’s?”

      Harsh nodded in the dashboard lights.

      “At least it’s not parked in front of the window,” Porter said.

      He made a big loop around the block, and finally drove past the front of the bodega, the shop on his right side as he did. In the frosted window, there were an untold number of bodies, backlit by the light of the store, silhouetted for anyone who wanted to see them. There was no real way to tell how many, but Porter no longer thought Harsh’s estimate of thirty or thirty-five was too far off the mark.

      Porter drove Rivera’s sedan toward his original parking place, far enough away from the front that the car wouldn’t be seen.

      He leaned his head against the cool window and was quiet for a few moments. “Is this the best place to get him?”

      “Menos… cómo se dice…” Less… how do you say it?

      “Say what?”

      “Fortificado?”

      Porter muttered the word to himself a couple of times. “Fortified?”

      “Exactamente.” Exactly.

      “I’d hate to see what his house is like.”

      As usual, Porter’s mind was racing, always running a thousand miles an hour, his cool exterior belying the calculations that were always going in his head. He was often complimented as being a good judge of people, or being able to read people and situations well. If this was true, it was because his mind was always crunching all the available information it had at any given time, in the background of his consciousness.

      He found this to be a useful talent.

      As it stood, despite the vastness of the numbers Osito presented and the horrible tactical situation, Porter began to craft a plan. A small one, at first, like a grain of sand in an oyster shell. Over the next few minutes, however, he heaped more sand onto the idea, and strengthened it, using what he knew about people and human nature. “This is a shit sandwich.”

      “Qué?”

      “Sandwich de mierda,” Porter said.

      For the first time, Harsh barked out a laugh. “Gracioso.” Funny.

      “I have an idea. Not great, but it is what it is. You want to hear?”

      Harsh nodded.

      Thirty seconds later, Porter was finished. He was reminded of an Einstein quote that basically said if you can’t explain something to a six-year-old, then you don’t understand it yourself.

      Porter wondered if he understood his plan that well, or if it was a plan that was only worth thirty seconds in general. He hoped the former.

      Harsh nodded. “It’s good.”

      “Okay.”

      Porter put the car in drive again. This time, he drove straight by the front of the bodega, trying not to look at the number of silhouettes that were still there.

      He kept going until he found what he was looking for: the homeless man from earlier.

      Porter pulled over to the sidewalk as the man shuffled about his business. “Hey, buddy.”

      “I’m not holding. You gotta get you a fix somewhere else.”

      “I’m not trying to buy anything… except your hat and poncho. Maybe the rest of whatever’s in the bottle in your brown bag.”

      “My hat? I like my hat,” the man said.

      “I’m sure you do.” Porter handed Harsh a one-hundred-dollar bill to give to the man. “What about now?”

      “I don’t like this hat much anymore,” the man said. “I never really liked the Giants anyway. Buncha choke artists. Especially that Manning kid.” He pulled the hat off, his balding head exposed and his out-of-control side hair sticking up all over the place. He dropped the hat in Harsh’s lap.

      Harsh made a face and Porter tried not to laugh.

      “What about that poncho?”

      “Ain’t no poncho. It’s a cape.”

      “A cape?” Porter said.

      “Yeah, a cape. How am I gonna fight crime if I ain’t got my cape?”

      Porter handed over another hundred. “Spiderman didn’t have a cape and he did fine.”

      “You got a point,” the man said. He shrugged off his poncho, wadding it up and stuffing it into Harsh’s lap. “I don’t need this to fly.”

      “Don’t forget the bottle,” Porter said.

      “Ha. Joke’s on you. Thing’s damn near empty.” The homeless man dropped the bottle on the piled-up poncho, then hurried off, as if Porter would renege on the whole deal based on the volume of liquid left in the forty.

      “Sucio.” Dirty.

      Porter laughed for a moment, then stopped when he realized he’d be the one wearing the newly acquired items.

      He drove back to the parking spot that was beginning to feel like his home away from home. He and Harsh got out of the car. Porter slid the poncho on over himself, nearly gagging at the smell. While the poncho wasn’t quite the dress it had been on the man, it was plenty big enough for Porter.

      He was going to bankrupt the Hilton when he got back to the room. The amount of water he’d use to shower would put them out of business.

      Harsh held out the hat.

      Porter shook his head. “I’m not wearing that.”

      Harsh held it up higher.

      “Nope.”

      Harsh reached over and put it on Porter’s head. The smell circuit was complete, and Porter couldn’t tell what was body odor and what was sour head sweat.

      Porter shook his head and reached into the glove box and pulled out Camelot’s set of brass knuckles, slipping them into his pocket. He kept Osito’s big revolver tucked in his waistband as well.

      Harsh handed him the bottle.

      “Thanks,” Porter said sarcastically. He looked at his newfound ally. “So, you got it?”

      “Sí.”

      “Don’t leave me hanging, or I’ll be pissed.”

      “Entiendo.” I understand.

      With that, Porter shuffled off into the night, adopting the gait of the homeless man. One more person the city had forgotten about. One more person its citizens would ignore and look past.
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      Porter shuffled away from Rivera’s sedan, hoping that Harsh had understood the plan well enough that he didn’t strand Porter when the time came. With Harsh it was hard to tell.

      It wasn’t that Porter made the mistake of thinking the man was dumb because he spoke poor English. He knew better. Plenty of brain surgeons and rocket scientists spoke no English.

      No, it was his demeanor. How quiet he was. The blank look on his face most of the time. Porter wasn’t sure if the man was like a duck—calm on top with legs furiously paddling beneath the surface—or if he was just slow. Regardless, it was too late to worry about that now.

      Several times during the walk, the smell threatened to overwhelm him, but he managed to hold everything together. He was on the opposite side of the street, hat pulled low, looking at the bodega. He could hear the men talking and laughing, the sounds of a poker game in full swing.

      He took his time to cross the street and walk past the bodega’s window, staying on the side of the building, heading toward what Harsh had identified as Osito’s car.

      The Town Car was shiny underneath the streetlight, and Porter looked at it for a moment. Then he slowly turned a three-sixty, looking for any prying eyes. There was a row of townhouses that ran from the back of the bodega all the way down the street. No lights were on in any of them, and three had for-sale signs on their stoops.

      Satisfied he wasn’t being watched, Porter pulled his Spyderco knife and forcefully stabbed it into the sidewall of the front driver’s side tire. When he pulled it out, a loud hiss sprang out, and a minute later the tire was flat.

      The Town Car sagged toward the deflated tire, and Porter stepped back to admire his handiwork. One flat tire would have been enough to delay Osito. Still, Osito was a prick, and Porter was having a hard time being objective.

      He popped the rest of the tires in turn. Overkill, but it made him feel better.

      With that, he stepped away from the Town Car, and as he drew further away from the street, the overhead light illuminated him less and less. By the time he sat on the stairs of an available townhome, he was cloaked in darkness.

      Now, he would wait.

      His patience lasted all of five minutes. Porter slid his phone out and Googled a phone number, then was shunted from place to place until he got connected to who he was looking for.

      “Davis.”

      “Hi, Nurse Davis, it’s—”

      “I recognize your voice.”

      “How is she?”

      “Which one? There are two shes here that you know.”

      “The one who was shot.”

      “I don’t really know right now. I’m in the ICU, remember? Last I checked was sometime after you disappeared. She was out of surgery and stable. Doped up and sleeping.”

      Porter nodded in the darkness. “Is she gonna be okay?”

      “I already told you. Don’t worry so much, it makes you sound like a pussy.”

      He laughed. “Maybe so. How’s Daisy?”

      “Fine. Lung function is getting stronger. She should be good in a couple days. Just make sure she doesn’t go back to another situation where she can get her ass kicked like that.”

      “Done,” Porter said, thinking briefly about the muffled screams from the back of Pavel’s car as he slowly sank beneath the surface.

      “Good. If that’s it, I need to go. I have some people to try to keep alive.”

      “Thanks for the status report,” Porter said.

      “Sure. And hey.”

      “Yeah?”

      “These two sweet girls are in the hospital and you’re nowhere to be found. Whatever it is that’s more important than being here, try to make sure you don’t end up with any holes in you, got it? We can’t save everyone who gets rushed into this place.”

      “I can’t make any promises,” Porter said, and he hung up the phone.

      He started to put the phone away, but instead dialed his most frequently called number.

      It rang once. “Why the hell are you calling me this late?”

      “Is it late?” Porter said. “I had no clue. I’m in New York. It’s a time zone thing, I guess.”

      “It’s the same time zone, asshole.”

      “Come on, Ross, you need to wake up anyway. Too much sleep is bad for you. Makes you lazy.”

      “I’m sure sleeping at…” Ross’s voice trailed off. “…four a.m. is what makes me lazy. How’s it going? I tried to call you yesterday, but you didn’t answer.”

      “It’s going,” Porter said.

      “What the hell are you doing in New York?”

      Porter gave Ross the quick rundown. His best friend since childhood, Ross was uniquely qualified to get the full report on demand. If there was one person who knew where the skeletons—both literal and figurative—were buried, it was Ross.

      “Is she gonna be okay?”

      “Nurse thinks so,” Porter said.

      “That’s shit luck, her getting shot.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “Where’s the guy that did it? Pavel, right?”

      “Pavel sleeps with the fishies,” Porter said.

      “Good. Screw that guy.”

      “Agreed.”

      “How are you holding up?”

      “I kind of feel like stir-fried shit,” Porter said. “My hand’s the worst. It’s as bad as I’ve ever seen. Probably need a plate in there or something.”

      “So go to the doctor.”

      “I can’t.” Porter told Ross about the current situation.

      “You think it’s a good idea to try to grab that guy with a busted hand, while some guy named Big Harsh has your back?”

      “Why did it sound like you did air quotes when you said Harsh’s name?”

      “I did. Sometimes you get out on the hairy edge, but this is way out there. You sure you’re okay?”

      “I have to be. This lead was important to Rivera. So now it’s important to me. And I may just get a chance to find out more info about Reno’s group. If it’s even a possibility, then it’s worth it.”

      “I’m not going to try to talk some sense into you. It never works. You’re too damn stubborn.”

      “Me? You’re the most stubborn person I know.”

      “Don’t go there. I can spend all night giving you examples, and since you’re sitting in a homeless guy’s poncho waiting to ambush some crime lord, I’m sure you don’t have time.”

      “It’s a cape,” Porter said. “A homeless guy’s cape.”

      “See?” Ross said.

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “Look, just be careful, okay? Me and Tessa are having a housewarming when she moves in next week, and I’d like you to actually be there in one piece. Think you can manage?”

      “I’ll do my best,” Porter said.

      “Good. Now, go meditate, or game-plan or whatever it is you do before you get all violent and stupid.”

      Porter laughed as he hung up. In truth, Ross wasn’t too far off the mark. While he didn’t meditate, he liked to focus and get himself ready for a confrontation.

      The problem was, things tended to happen so quickly that he rarely had the luxury. Instead, more and more he found himself thrust into action, winging it, flying by the seat of his pants.

      Given the fact that he had time to gather himself, he felt bad for Osito, and anyone who was with him.

      Fortunately, he didn’t have the chance to feel bad for long. A herd of people started to trickle down the sidewalk. Some went across the street and got in their cars; some went down the street toward Harsh in Rivera’s sedan. In the span of about ten minutes, most of the other cars on the street that Porter watched had disappeared.

      Porter’s eyes were peeled, looking for someone who was Osito. He strained at every face he could see—and even the ones he couldn’t—trying to figure out if Osito was leaving in another vehicle, worried he’d miss his chance at the man.

      His worries were for naught.

      Sometime after the street emptied out, a big guy pushing a wheelchair came down the street. There were two other men with him.

      “Gotta be Osito,” Porter muttered to himself.

      Porter stayed in the shadows, still and unmoving until the crew arrived at the car. One man was in the street, another was by the driver’s door, and the third still had his hands on the handles of the wheelchair.

      Porter stood and took a few steps forward, still mostly hidden, so he could hear better.

      “What’s the matter?” Osito said.

      “Flat tire,” one of the security men said.

      No shit, Sherlock.

      “Coño,” Osito cussed.

      “Both on this side are flat, too.”

      Another genius, Porter thought. Where did he get these idiots?

      Osito looked at the tire nearest him, flat as well, making it a flat tire clean sweep. “This is no accident.”

      “But who?”

      Porter couldn't help himself. He slipped Camelot Jones’s brass knuckles on his hands, barely getting it to squeeze down over the swollen fingers of his right hand, and stepped closer to Osito’s wheelchair. He raised his voice, much higher than normal. “You guys got any money you could spare?”

      Osito ignored him. “I don’t know who it was, but that can wait. Find me another way home.”

      “I could use the spare,” the man pushing his wheelchair said.

      “Do you have four spares, idiot?”

      How can these guys even breathe? Porter though. They’re so stupid.

      Aside from the generally stupid statements and questions about the tires, they weren’t particularly good guards, either. When he first spoke up, they should have been paying attention to him. Assess the threat against their boss. Instead, these morons were too busy trying to find four spare tires in the Town Car. “I just need a little something to eat.”

      Porter looked down as Osito turned to look up at him. “Look, you piece of shit bum. You need to get out of here, huh? Do what I say before you get hurt.”

      “That’s funny,” Porter said. “I was just going to say the same thing.”

      Then he launched himself into action.
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      Osito’s eyes widened in terror as Porter barreled toward him. Porter first hit the man who was still holding the handles of the wheelchair. He smashed him with a left in the kidney, then another left a bit higher, in the ribcage, then a third left, the brass knuckles burying themselves deep in the man’s neck.

      Before the man even knew he was in a fight, Porter had hit him three times, and knocked him from consciousness.

      And he wasn’t done yet.

      He stepped past the wheelchair toward the man who was still bent over, looking at the front driver’s-side tire. The ruckus drew the man’s attention, and as he turned, Porter was already on him. He slammed the man into the quarter panel above the tire and crashed a big knee into the side of his head. The fight was immediately sapped from the guard, who barely had a chance to turn his head again before Porter slammed his head into the car, and let him fall stiff as a board on the ground.

      The guard on the other side had more notice. Porter was loud as he worked and there was a car in between them, giving the man a chance to orient himself and draw his concealed pistol.

      Porter casually stepped away from the Town Car, directly behind Osito, drawing the man’s own Python revolver and pressing it muzzle-first into his head. “You think you can shoot at me with that thing and not hit your boss?” As he spoke, he snaked his left hand around the front of Osito, quickly feeling for a replacement revolver, finding none.

      The guard stepped around the trunk to try to get a better angle. Porter crouched down, keeping the man in the wheelchair between himself and the hero.

      “Go ahead. Shoot. See if you can hit me.”

      “No, you idiot, don’t shoot,” Osito screamed from the wheelchair.

      “Show him what a good shot you are,” Porter said.

      The guard looked confused. He raised and lowered his gun.

      “Okay,” Porter said. “How about you drop your gun, or I shoot your boss.”

      “If you kill him, you’re a dead man,” the guard said.

      “I never said I’d kill him. There are plenty of places to shoot someone without killing them. Places that hurt like hell. Why don’t you ask ol’ Jimmy here,” Porter said as he smacked Osito in the face. “Tell him, Jimmy.”

      “No! Don’t. Just put the gun down, Oscar.” The way Osito accented the name made it sound like ‘Oss-car.’

      “But boss—”

      “Put the gun down.” Osito practically came out of his seat as he said it.

      Reluctantly, Oscar dropped his weapon.

      “Good,” Porter said, standing a little straighter. “Now, pop the trunk.”

      “What?” Osito said.

      “I’m not talking to you. Oscar, pop this big bitch’s trunk.”

      Oscar slowly moved to the cab of the car and reached inside, pushing a button and popping the trunk.

      “Good,” Porter said.

      “I’m not getting in there,” Osito said. “No way.”

      “Will you shut the hell up?” Porter said. “Everything isn’t always about you.” He punctuated the statement with a sharp smack to the man’s face.

      Oscar flinched, as if his hard-wired need to protect his boss was in conflict with his desire to stay alive.

      “Oscar?” Porter said as he gestured with the revolver. “Get in the trunk.”

      “But what about—”

      “All right, dammit, I’m about sick of all this talking. I’m trying to keep from killing you, Oscar. Look, you got kids?”

      The guard nodded.

      “How are they gonna feel growing up without a dad? Because sure as hell I’m going to kill this piece of shit in the wheelchair. You won’t ever see him again. The only question is, do you want to go down with him?”

      Porter raised the revolver and pointed it at Oscar.

      In the blink of an eye, Oscar was in the trunk, slamming the lid after himself.

      “Some loyalty,” Osito said.

      “You probably don’t pay enough.” Porter walked to the closest patch of grass in front of a townhouse and fired three shots into it.

      “Hey, what the hell?” Osito said, jerking as he tried to look behind himself.

      “Those weren’t for you. Not yet,” Porter said.

      By the time he put his hands on the handle of the wheelchair to move Osito, Rivera’s sedan came screeching around the corner, up the wrong side of the street and then nosed in toward the Town Car.

      “We have to work on that,” Porter said to Harsh, who was already out of the car and pulling open the lid of the trunk. Porter grabbed Osito by the blazer and ripped him from his wheelchair. His broken hand screamed in agony, but Porter pushed it down, burying the pain. In one smooth movement, he lifted Osito up and into the trunk. Porter leaned in after the man, smashing the heavy revolver into Osito’s head, leaving him limp.

      Harsh slammed the lid and the men hopped into the car and Porter drove away, leaving the wheelchair on the ground behind him.
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      Porter looked at the clock on the dashboard. Nearly five a.m., and the city was slowly coming back to life, like some great animal rising from its nightly slumber. There were more and more cars on the road, despite the fact that it was still dark out.

      He’d been driving for nearly an hour. Turning and winding his way through the city, his GPS constantly recalculating and turning him around. Once he thought enough time had passed, he headed to his destination.

      Back to Osito’s bodega.

      Porter drove past the main drag in front of the place, and found it empty. No lights or movement in the bodega, no one out front.

      He rounded the block and came up behind the side street, where Osito’s car had been. Where Porter had knocked his men out.

      The men and the Town Car were all gone.

      Porter had expected as much. It was the reason he’d fired the shots as he’d left. There was no way any of those men, with their illegal-to-carry-in-New-York guns, wanted to be around when the cops showed. If they ever did. No, he imagined Oss-car would let himself out of the trunk and grab his guys, unconscious or not, and throw them in the car to get away.

      Porter did stop to wonder how the hell they had moved the Town Car on its flat tires. He imagined they’d hauled ass on the flats. Not their rims to worry about, after all.

      Regardless, it had worked—everyone had cleared out, the players and guards. He wasn’t sure they were all as smart as Oscar, eager to leave and stay out of trouble. Some of the men would be loyal to Osito. That said, even if they were looking for their missing boss, no one would think to go back to the scene of the crime.

      Which was why Porter was there.

      After he pulled around the building, he pulled into the small street in the back. He looked at Harsh, who had been silent the entire drive. “I gotta be honest with you.”

      The former Trinitario hit man turned toward Porter.

      “Things are going to get messy in there.” He nodded with his head to the small, metal rear door of the bodega. “You up for it?”

      Harsh didn’t say anything. Instead, he swung his feet out of the car and was waiting by the trunk before Porter could pry himself out of the front seat.

      “Guess that’s your answer.” He popped the trunk of the sedan, and by the time he got around back, Harsh already had a wobbly Osito up on his casted leg.

      Porter dug through Rivera’s trunk and pulled out his black gloves. He slipped them on his hands and looked at Harsh. “Don’t touch anything.”

      Harsh didn’t answer.

      “Okay.” He looked at Osito. “Where’s the key?” Porter said.

      “What key? I don’t know what you’re talking abo—”

      Harsh held Osito up by the scruff of his blazer with one hand and ripped his shirt buttons open with the other. There, dangling on a string around his neck, were several keys.

      “Old school,” Porter said. “I can respect that.”

      “I was a latch-key kid back in the day. Old habits die hard,” Osito said through clenched teeth.

      Porter grabbed the keys and gave them a yank, and the string broke. Porter walked over to the back door, trying keys until he found the right one.

      Above the door was a small security camera. Porter briefly considered it, the area, and what he knew about physical security. He doubted very greatly that a guy like Osito had a camera that actually worked. Even if it did, there was practically no chance the feed went to some cloud storage. No, something that cheap and old recorded on site. Probably still tapes.

      Porter made a note to himself to grab the copy before he left.

      He pulled the door open and lifted an upturned hand, ushering Harsh inside.

      The quiet man half-carried, half-dragged Osito through the back door, and disappeared into the darkness of the bodega. Porter took one more look around, stepped inside, and slammed the door behind him.
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      Porter turned the deadbolt on the door and looked around the space. It was dark, but there were some faint lights coming from various appliances. Porter stepped past Harsh and went toward the front of the store.

      There was a swinging set of double doors that led from the back room to the main space. Once Porter was on the sales floor of the bodega, there was a bit more light, coming from the streetlights outside and filtering through the frosted glass that he’d watched the men through.

      On the floor in front of him were several poker tables, the usual stock of small groceries having been pushed against the wall. There was the faint greenish light of an old television monitor behind the sales counter. Porter stepped around it, like a clerk going to work, and walked to the end near the register and the wall.

      There was a small TV, perched on a thick old VCR. Porter looked at the screen, then the VCR. He hit eject and slipped the tape into his back pocket. No reason anyone should see what was going to happen next, and Porter definitely didn’t want to keep a copy around for posterity.

      He stepped back through the double doors, hunted around the wall for a light switch and flipped it on. The small space in the back was illuminated, but none of the light would creep up to the front.

      Porter wanted to be sure no one knew the bodega had occupants.

      It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust, and he looked around. It was a simple storeroom. On the floor were pallets of foodstuffs that would be cycled onto the shelves. There were several rolling trashcans in the same space, and back near the door, stacks of empty boxes, bound together with twine.

      “Your people recycle? How green of you,” Porter said. He stepped over to a bundle, pulled his pocket knife, and cut several long lengths of twine from the bundle.

      “Maybe they’ll recycle you,” Osito rasped out.

      Porter smiled as he knotted the twine together, then walked over to an empty spot on the floor and looked up. The ceiling was exposed metal rafters. In industrial buildings, the studs, joists, and ceiling beams usually had to be metal. Something about the strength of the structure, as well as the metal being able to withstand fire longer.

      What Porter liked best about them was that they would also hold a good deal of weight.

      He took his time, tying Osito’s hands together, then reached up, his height and outstretched arms bringing him close to the rafter, and tossed the twine through the open space. It came falling down over the metal beam and Porter grabbed it and pulled it quickly down, like a captain working the rigging of his sailboat.

      Osito’s arms went from in front of his waist to over his head, higher and higher, Porter pulling until the man's feet were nearly off the ground and only his toes touched.

      “Puta madre,” Osito hissed.

      “Too much? Does that hurt?” Porter said.

      “Hell yeah, it hurts.”

      “Good,” Porter said, stepping away from the man.

      Harsh was leaning against the wall, a look that Porter almost thought was a smile on the boxer’s face.

      Porter turned back toward Osito. “So, you know how this thing goes. I mean, I’m sure you’ve had people strung up somewhere before too, right?”

      “Yeah. Maybe you next time.”

      Porter laughed, stepped close to Osito, and uncorked an enormous right hand to the man’s gut. The pain shot all the way up to his neck. He stepped back and shook his hand.

      “That was dumb,” Porter muttered, and looked toward Harsh. “Feel free to hop in when the spirit moves you.”

      Osito’s face twisted into a mask of pain, then his mouth opened and he vomited on the floor in front of him.

      “Did you have shellfish?” Porter said with a smirk.

      Osito coughed a couple of times, then leaned his head backward. “Puta madre.”

      Porter nodded. “I’m serious as a heart attack. You wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t. All I want is a name. You give me a name, and I can make all this stop.”

      “What name, huh? I don’t know why you’ve been up my ass.”

      “Don’t play dumb,” Porter said. He walked slowly around the hanging man, careful not to step on the vomit, his Chuck Taylors quiet on the industrial linoleum. “I’ve had the same question this whole time.”

      “The kid.”

      “Yep,” Porter said. “The kid. I just want to know who you gave him to. Simple. If you would have told me before, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

      “You don’t get it. I can’t tell you. If I do—”

      “Let me guess—they’ll kill you, right? Why do people always say that? I don’t understand the issue. Look at yourself. You’re one wrong answer from a body bag right now. The hell with what the other guys might do to you.”

      “I’m dead either way. You already told Oscar I was a dead man.”

      “I did say that.”

      “Will you let me go?”

      “I don’t lie,” Porter said.

      “Then why the hell should I tell you anything?”

      “You tell me, I make it go quick. You don’t, this could take days.”

      “It can’t take days, stupid. My staff will be here soon to open.”

      “So?” Porter said. “I’ll tell them you’re closed. Give them a few bucks to take the week off.”

      Osito looked at Porter, then looked at Harsh, and said nothing.

      “Really?” Porter said. He walked over to the corner and picked up the broom that was leaning there. He popped the dustpan off it and walked over to Osito. The man’s eyes lit up.

      “What are you going to do with that? Huh?”

      Porter looked at the broom’s handle, then back to Osito. “Oh, you think… you think I’d…” Porter made a circle with his left hand and slid the broomstick into it.

      Osito shook his head vigorously. “No, man, no. Don’t do that.”

      Porter laughed. “Come on, Jimmy. That’s disgusting. I don’t get down like that. But the fact that your mind went there… makes me wonder if you usually do that to the guys you work over.”

      Osito started to stammer, but Porter cut him off.

      “No, this is all about me living a dream,” Porter said. “Ever since I was a kid, I wanted to play baseball. I never could, you know, because the ball is just so small. Hard to hit it. I couldn’t make the team. I had to stick to football and wrestling. But the baseball players, they got all the girls. Mind if I get a little practice in?”

      Osito didn’t say anything.

      Porter glanced at Harsh, who stepped over to the back door and checked the deadbolt.

      Without another word, Porter swung the broomstick and brought it crashing into the cast on Osito’s leg. Then he swung it three more times.

      By the time he was done, Osito was twisting and writhing in pain, cursing and muttering.

      The broomstick was shattered and Porter held up the shard still in his hand. “Good thing I don’t put stuff in people’s asses.” He laughed and dropped the broomstick. The cast on Osito’s leg was crushed in like an eggshell—not fully broken, but no longer the protective casing it had once been.

      Harsh stood, stoic, arms crossed in front of his chest.

      “I don’t like to do this,” Porter said truthfully. “This is not the best way to get information out of somebody. If you hurt them, they might just tell you anything to get you to stop. That’s the problem. You can never tell if they’re being honest or not. Plus, it’s kind of an ugly thing to do. I’m not saying I’m above it, but I try to stay away. I’d rather force you into a corner, and make you decide for yourself. Better results every time.”

      Porter grabbed Osito by his blazer and turned him around, forcing the hanging man to face him. “But if you think there is any way on God’s green earth that you leave this without telling me the truth, you’re out of your mind. I never liked your greasy ass, not from the moment I saw you. Then you knock me out, make me fight Frankenstein over there, and try to kill me and my friend? Locating the kid is just a bonus. I’m happy to kill you on principle. So believe me when I tell you, I’ll find a way to enjoy what comes next.”

      Osito studied Porter’s eyes for a moment, then looked over at Harsh. “La lealtad es rara, eh?” Loyalty is rare, huh?

      “Para ti? Sí.” For you? Yes.

      Osito nodded and looked down for a moment. Porter didn’t say anything. He recognized this tipping point well. When people were faced with impossible decisions, it was best to stop pushing them at a certain point, and let them jump off the edge on their own.

      A few moments later, Osito looked up again. “You’ll make it quick?”

      “As fast as I can,” Porter said.

      “You need to go find Nico Spirelli.”
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      “Is that name supposed to mean something to me?”

      “It is if you’re from around here,” Osito said.

      Porter pushed Osito and the man twisted on the twine, turned slowly away from him. Porter shot a glance at Harsh, as if to ask, Do you know this guy?

      Harsh’s face said it all. A look of surprise washed over the normally stoic man.

      “I’m not from around here, dickhead,” Porter said as he turned back toward the slowly rotating Osito. “Humor me.”

      “Damn, man, doesn’t the name give it away? Mi madre used to say, ‘Don’t ask me a question you already know the answer to.’”

      Porter ignored the urge to hit Osito, either with his fist or a retort. Instead he was lost in his thoughts. “The mob.”

      “Ding ding. And not whatever bullshit mob you think you know about. He’s part of the Fanucci family.”

      Porter ran through his mental Rolodex of the gangsters he was aware of. In the five years since he’d worked the gang task force as a Fed, he was sure the game had passed him by. Five years was an eternity in gang life. People were always moving in and out. Some were killed, some were overthrown. Some went to prison. If he were to look at a chart of all the major players in all the major gangs, Porter wasn’t sure he’d recognize any of them anymore.

      Except the Fanucci family. One of the most powerful of the New York mob families, the Fanuccis were led by a man named Tommy “Blue Eyes” Fanucci. He was a war veteran who had come back to find a power vacuum in his city. So he filled the void.

      Over the next sixty years, he had successfully guided his family to prominence in New York. Ultimately, Fanucci had become one of the most revered mob bosses of the last century. Famed for his ruthlessness toward his enemies, as well as the adoration of his own men, Fanucci was the last of a dying breed. Porter couldn’t have picked the man out of a lineup, but he knew the name well.

      “I think I heard of them. What’s Nico Spirelli do for them?”

      “Plenty. He’s already a capo, but he’s trying to make a big play to move higher up the ranks. Thing is, he needs money to do that.”

      Porter thought for a moment. “And he traffics kids to get his money?”

      “Not just kids; women and drugs, too. He’ll sell anything he can make some money on.”

      “Why does he have you do his dirty work?”

      “I have more soldiers than he does. Plus, if Tommy Blue Eyes ever found out he was selling kids and women, he’d kill Nico himself. The Don is old-school; he doesn’t play that shit. He’s a real ‘no women and children’ kind of guy. But guys like Nico know that’s the way the world is going, and they want to get theirs. Nobody wants to live in the past, following those old-school rules.”

      “Sometimes the old-school way is the best. There’s a reason he’s been in charge for so long,” Porter said. “Dangerous business, doing this type of work behind the Don’s back.”

      “That’s Nico’s problem. The Don ain’t my boss. All I do is grab the people Nico needs and give them to him. He gives me a fat stack and I’m gone. Beyond that, I’m not involved.”

      Porter nodded. “You snatch a lot of people for Nico?”

      Osito shrugged. “We have an arrangement. He needs something done, off the books so his mooley bosses don’t know about it, he calls me.”

      Porter was quiet for a few moments. The pieces were starting to fit together in his head. Nico Spirelli sold and pimped people to the wealthy elites of the city, but there was only so much he could do without attracting attention. Which was where Candy Man came into play.

      Through his vast network, Candy Man would act as an intermediary, finding people to sell to Nico Spirelli for further use. Once Spirelli knew Candy Man had a body ready for him, Spirelli would sub-contract Osito and his guys for transportation. Now that Spirelli knew Candy Man was in prison, he was worrying about his own ass. If Candy Man spilled his guts, not only would Nico be facing prison time, but that apparently paled in comparison to what Don Fanucci would do to him if he caught him selling women or children. This only left one question in Porter’s head. “Where?”

      “Qué?”

      “Where do you take the kids?” Porter said. “When you give them to Spirelli, where do you take them?”

      “Jersey. He owns a car lot over there. Always brought them to one of his garages, left them in a car, and walked.”

      “I believe you,” Porter said as he smacked Osito’s cheek. “I believe you.”

      “You should. I swear on mi madre’s soul that’s the truth.”

      “Don’t do that. She wouldn’t want her soul wrapped up in this dirty business,” Porter said.

      “Maybe you’re right,” Osito said. “She was better than this.”

      “Most moms are,” Porter said. “Anything else you need to tell me?”

      Osito shook his head.

      “Good. I’ll make it quick,” Porter said. He pulled Osito’s revolver from his waistband and pointed it at the man.

      A large hand reached out and pushed the barrel down. Porter looked at Harsh and said, “What? You getting cold feet now?”

      “Too loud,” Harsh said.

      Porter considered for a moment, then slid the gun into his waistband. “You’re right. Look, let me go check that camera setup again, just to be sure I didn’t miss a tape. I’ll think of something.”

      Porter stepped back through the big double doors, into the main room of the bodega. The light of the morning was just starting to filter its way through the frosted glass and cast the poker tables in a soft haze.

      He walked behind the counter toward the security display again. Porter figured he’d better be safe than sorry and give it a more thorough check. The screen was split into four sections; Porter wasn’t sure whether there were only three cameras or the fourth was offline, but only three of the four feeds showed anything.

      The one by the front door showed a steady trickle of cars on the road and people walking down the sidewalk. The camera that was trained above the back door showed Rivera’s rental, sitting perfectly still, with nothing else around it. The last feed was apparently of a camera Porter hadn’t noticed in the storeroom, where he’d tied Osito up.

      Porter watched as Harsh laid into Osito, over and over again, his fist like pistons hammering the man’s face and neck. Porter had never seen punches that fast, not even the ones Harsh had thrown at him the night before.

      There was no sound on the monitor. The violent movements seemed strange as they occurred in the near absence of sound, a muffled thudding the only thing reaching Porter’s ears in the next room. Porter pushed the power button off, then patted his pocket, assuring himself that the tape was still there and he hadn’t done something foolish with it.

      Like accidentally mail it to the NYPD.

      He looked around for any other surveillance devices and found none. The extent of Big Brother in the bodega amounted to several cheap security cameras and an old VCR. He grabbed a lighter from the display on the counter, then waited several moments before pushing his way back through the double doors that led into the storeroom.

      Osito hung limply from his bonds, his head and face a bloody mess. The man’s chin was to his chest and he wasn’t moving. As Porter moved closer, he saw white specks of bone sticking through Osito’s cheek and forehead. The left side of the man’s face was caved in, and bloody drool hung from his lips.

      Porter wasn’t sure of much in his life, but the top of that list was the fact that Osito was never moving again.

      Harsh was back against the wall, arms crossed, barely breathing hard.

      “You good?”

      “Estoy bien.”

      Porter took a deep breath and looked around for a moment. He went to the shelf where the cleaning chemicals were kept. He then moved to the deep, galvanized metal sink with a rubber hose attached to the spigot. He broke the VCR tape in half, pulling the spool until it was all out, and stuffed it into the sink.

      He picked up a bottle of floor cleaner, splashed some on the tangle of evidence, then touched the lighter to it. Porter stood and watched any evidence that he’d been involved with Osito melt away.

      Harsh stood next to him, watching the pyre burn.

      “Shame we didn’t get to put Osito into one of his own barrels. That would have been nice,” Porter said, almost wistfully, as the fire crackled.

      After a few moments, he tore his eyes away from the flames and looked toward Harsh. “Is this guy Nico as bad as Osito said?”

      Harsh nodded.

      “Great.”

      The men stood in silence. Once everything in the sink had been melted to slag, Porter cranked the handle and turned the hose toward the small blaze, extinguishing it almost instantly. The last thing he wanted to do was set a whole city block on fire.

      “We better get going. I think it’s going to be a long day. You ready?”

      “Estoy listo.” I’m ready.

      With that, the two men left the bodega, not bothering to lock it behind them. Porter backed out of the alley, turned, and put the rising sun at his back.

      New Jersey was west. And Nico Spirelli was waiting.
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      The sun reflected off the sea of cars in front of him. Windshields and hoods, mirrors and shiny chrome. Its ricochet bounced off the cars and into his face, until Porter had to pull the visor down.

      The windows of Rivera’s sedan were down, and there was a cool cross breeze blowing through the car. Harsh didn’t seem to mind one way or the other, looking at the building thirty yards away with his cold eyes. Porter, on the other hand, closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the headrest. It felt like years since he’d slept, and the breeze was nice.

      Soon enough, it would be sweltering at his home in Tampa—the kind of heat where taking a shower was almost a futile effort. It didn’t matter how clean one got, ten seconds after walking into the blast furnace that was the Florida sun, everything was damp and sweaty again.

      Porter liked the cool weather better. A big guy sweated less. It was more comfortable to move around in. He’d often told himself he was going to move. Away from his friends and family. Away from Trish. He was thinking hard about it this time, and had almost convinced himself to do it. Not to New York, of course; the gun laws were stifling. Porter would never live there.

      But there were plenty of stops between New York and Florida, with plenty of places to relax and take it easy. Porter nodded his head, like he’d decided. He’d definitely look for somewhere else to move.

      If he made it through the next hour alive.

      “Seems like he’s a busy guy,” Porter said, eyes still closed.

      Harsh didn’t answer.

      Porter had watched long enough to see that the car lot was really more of a dealership, with a dozen salesmen running back and forth, talking to potential clients. There was a small service bay to the right of the building, the three roll top doors up as mechanics worked on misbehaving vehicles.

      “You want to know something crazy? I’m usually the quiet one. But you? You take it to a whole ’nother level.”

      Porter looked down at his phone and thumbed it open. He dialed the number to the hospital and let it ring twice before he hung up.

      “No hay tiempo para eso.” No time for that.

      “You’re right. Either she’s good or she’s not good.” He checked his rearview mirror. The grocery store parking lot they sat in was large, and since no one liked to park this far from the store, they were alone. Over the small road in front of him, Porter focused on the business.

      He opened his phone again and Googled a phone number. Moments later, a pleasant voice answered the phone. “Spirelli Automotive.”

      “Yeah, is Nico there? That son of a bitch owes me a new car. Where is he?”

      “Um… sir, I’ll be glad to forward you if you’ll tell me what this is in reference to?”

      “Reference? Do I sound like a librarian?” Porter said, ashamed of his terrible joke. “Look, put Nico on the phone, or I swear to God, I’m coming down there. And don’t try to give me someone else. Get the man on the phone.”

      “Sir, one moment please.” The phone clicked and the sound of oldies came wafting out of the receiver.

      Harsh looked at the phone, and then at Porter with a scrunched-up face.

      “Don’t pretend, you know this is your jam,” Porter said, thumbing the volume button and blaring the oldies hold music.

      Nearly two minutes later, the music was replaced by a heavily accented voice. “Hello? Who is this?”

      “What do you mean, who is this? Who is this? I’m supposed to be talking to Nico.”

      “You got Nico. Now, if you don’t tell me what your problem is, this conversation is over.”

      Porter nodded, and then a smirk crossed his face. “Nico? Nico Spirelli? I’m so glad you answered. I’m from the Health Department. It seems that someone you’ve had sexual relations with has been diagnosed with chlamydia. And herpes. And the gout. You might want to check that out.”

      Before the man could speak, Porter hung up the phone. Harsh frowned and shook his head.

      “What? At least we know he’s in there now. You want to go through all this effort and find out he’s at lunch?”

      “Eres estúpido.” You’re stupid.

      “Yeah, well, at least my face doesn’t look like Hamburger Helper.” Porter pulled the revolver out from between his leg and the seat. Out of habit, he opened the cylinder and made sure it was full. He set the gun on his lap and turned to Harsh. “You sure you’re ready?”

      Harsh nodded.

      “Okay, because I might be coming out hot. You sure you know how to do it?”

      Harsh looked at Porter like he was insulted.

      “Fine. Just make sure you’re on time. Fifteen minutes. Got it?”

      Harsh nodded.

      With that, Porter dragged himself from the car and took a minute to stretch. He took a few deep breaths of the springtime air, then worked his neck around in a big circle. He stretched his arms briefly and looked angrily at his broken hand. It was hurting and in the way of almost everything he did, but it was all he had.

      He patted the roof of the car, and set off across the street, waiting on a stream of traffic like a real-life Frogger game, then stepped onto the lot full of cars.

      Porter wasn’t a car guy; he never had been. There’d been a Yukon that he was fond of, one he’d owned for several years. A fairly simple car, it was a holdover from a time when his ex-wife Trish was a nurse and he was still a federal agent. Their finances had been rock solid, so Porter bought himself the big SUV.

      He’d kept the car up and driven it daily, even after he’d quit his job as an agent. Once he’d started finding missing people, the Yukon had served as a sort of mobile base of operations when he went to remote places. He’d actually loved that truck.

      Then his cousin blew it up.

      Since then, Porter hadn’t settled on anything he enjoyed so much. He was working his way through the types of pickup trucks, hoping to find something that would suit his fancy.

      There were no pickups on this lot.

      Porter walked by modest luxury vehicles, like Lincolns and Infinitis, then past the immodest ones, the Porsches and Maseratis. He caught himself looking at the cars as he weaved his way through the parking lot, eventually shaking his head and continuing on toward the front door.

      On the way, a thin man in a suit approached him. “Hello, sir. What can I help you look for today?”

      “Sorry champ, I’m not in the buying mood today. But you could point me to Nico.”

      The salesman looked disappointed that Porter wasn’t a potential client, but pointed him further up the sidewalk.

      Porter walked past the front, glancing at the showroom and the cars splayed open there, doors and hoods and trunks ajar. There was a small group inside, moving back and forth—people sitting in the show cars, other people trying to sell them on the idea of buying a car that cost what some condos did.

      Porter kept going up the sidewalk, past the service bay. The three doors were up and there were cars on the lifts, men underneath trying to fix what had been broken or neglected. Around the corner was a small door on the side of the building. Porter looked toward the parking lot and held up his hand and pointed to his wrist. He wasn’t sure how good Harsh’s eyes were, but he wanted to remind him. Fifteen minutes.

      Less now. And he needed every second he could get.
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      Porter pulled the handle and stale air met him. He wiped his feet on the big black mat on the floor, so he wouldn’t slip on the slick tile that led to the receptionist’s desk. He waved at the woman behind the round mahogany desk. She was a bit chubby, in the best way, with soft features and pretty eyes that smiled at Porter.

      “Hoping you can help me.”

      “I’d love to,” the woman said, her smile a bit larger than friendly protocol would have called for.

      Porter leaned forward against the counter and smiled back. He glanced at the nametag pinned to her chest, only partially to see her name. “Emily, I need to see Nico. Is he in?”

      “Are you on the schedule?”

      “Nope. I’m afraid I’m just dropping in. But I need to give him something.”

      “Well, sir, I’m not sure if I can just—”

      “That’s a really nice necklace,” Porter said. “What are those? Pearls?”

      Emily nodded. “My father gave them to me.”

      “He has good taste. They say every woman needs a good set of pearls, am I right?”

      “That’s exactly what he used to say all the time, before he passed.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about that,” Porter said, forcing his smile to exit his face.

      “It’s been a few years.”

      “Still, doesn’t make it any easier. Believe me, I understand.”

      Emily nodded, absentmindedly fingering the strand of pearls around her neck.

      “So what do you think? Can you squeeze me onto Nico’s schedule? He and I are old friends, and I have a surprise for him.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah,” Porter said with a nod. “He’s going to get a kick out of it.”

      “I’m not really supposed to,” Emily said. “He might get mad.”

      “If he gets mad, I’ll straighten him out.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise,” Porter said, extending his enormous hand and gently shaking the woman’s soft hand. “You just leave Mr. Crankypants to me.”

      She stifled a laugh and nodded. “Okay. Just go have a seat on the couch, we’ll see when he’s available again.”

      Porter smiled and turned the corner into a small waiting room with a leather couch bookended by two leather chairs and a flat screen hung on the opposite wall.

      In one chair was an old man, likely an octogenarian, dressed as if he were going for an early dinner with his wife: button-up shirt, suspenders, and sensible shoes. A cane leaned against his knee and he wore the type of tinted glasses that always made Porter wonder how people could see inside. Porter sat on the other leather chair.

      “Girl is as sweet as it gets, but not too bright,” the old man said.

      Porter looked over at him and nodded. “Sometimes sweet is enough.”

      “Sometimes,” the old man said. “I’m not sure if you’re married, but can I give you some advice?”

      “Please.”

      “A big rack is nice, but marry someone who’s smart, too. Eventually, after so many years together, you guys will just end up treating each other like furniture anyway. Might as well be furniture you can have a good conversation with.”

      “I’ll have to remember that for next time.”

      “Divorced?”

      Porter nodded.

      “Yeah, well, what’d you do? It’s always our fault, right?”

      The two of them laughed.

      Porter shook his head. “Sometimes, I don’t know. Sometimes I do.”

      The old man looked at him. “I understand what you mean. Life’s tough to figure sometimes. Easy to second-guess yourself. Especially with women.”

      “I don’t very often,” Porter said.

      “Don’t what? Second-guess yourself?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Really?”

      Porter shook his head. He eyed the door to Nico’s office, which was still firmly closed. “No. Know what you’re doing, know why you’re doing it, then do it. Plant your feet and lean into it.”

      The old man nodded. “Plant your feet. I like that. Reminds me of that old quote: ‘When the mob and the press and the whole world tell you to move, your job is to plant yourself like a tree beside the river of truth and tell the whole world—’”

      “‘No, you move,’” Porter finished for him.

      “Mark Twain fan?”

      “He’s okay. I just like the quote.” Porter fished his phone out of his pocket and looked at the time. He had a few minutes left, and he needed Nico to hurry up.

      “At least you know it. I’ve said that quote hundreds of times in my life. Nobody else ever got it. Can you believe that? People don’t know shit anymore.”

      Porter nodded. “It takes time to read. Sit down, open a book, read it, re-read it, understand it. People don’t have time. Everyone’s in a big rush.”

      “It’s sad,” the old man said. “Oh well, bitching isn’t going to solve anything, is it?”

      Porter shook his head.

      “You here to see Nicky?”

      “Nicky?”

      “Some of us old-timers still call him Nicky, from back when he was a little boy. Now he wants to be so serious. ‘Call me Nico,’ he says to people. You can’t just change your name in the middle of your life, you know what I mean?”

      Porter thought for a moment. “It makes you seem unsettled. Like you’re trying too hard.”

      “Exactly. Just be who you are; why try to pretend?”

      Porter nodded. “You waiting to see him, too?”

      “Yeah. He’s supposed to be selling me a Cadillac. Little asshole knows me all forty of his years, still takes his sweet time coming out to the waiting room.”

      Porter laughed. “You don’t sound like a fan.”

      “Eh. Don’t get me wrong, he’s decent enough. But he’s got a big head anymore. He thinks he’s more important than he really is. Big man, car dealership.”

      “Success is a two-edged sword,” Porter said.

      “That it is. What kind of car you getting?”

      “I’m not here for a car. I need to talk to Nico. He took something and I need him to tell me what he did with it.”

      The old man leaned his cane on his other leg. “Really? What kind of thing could Nicky take that would make a big guy like you come looking for him?”

      Porter smiled. “He knows. I think I’ll keep it between us for now. No offense.”

      “None taken,” the old man said with a raspy laugh. “Everyone has the right to their own secrets. It’s not sensible trying to pry them out of people. It’s impolite, even.”

      “Finally, someone who gets me,” Porter said. He looked at his phone again. He knew that if he didn’t move now, Harsh would start the party without him.

      Porter stood up and looked down at the man. “It was nice talking to you, sir. I have to get moving.”

      “You too. Actually nice talking to a youngster that doesn’t have his head up his ass. Respectful, thoughtful—they don’t make them like you anymore.”

      Porter reached out and shook the man’s hand. Despite his advanced age, the man had a firm grip. “That might be the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

      Porter walked over to the receptionist’s desk, where Emily sat fiddling with her necklace. “You know how much longer he’s gonna be in there?”

      She frowned. “Sorry, I don’t really know.”

      Porter nodded. “Hey, when you said Nico would be mad at you for sneaking me on the schedule, were you serious?”

      “Oh yeah,” Emily said, eyebrows furrowed. “He yells and screams. Gets really angry sometimes.”

      “Hmm. Well, if he’s always mad anyway, I might as well give him a reason to be. This way, he won’t blame you.”

      Emily looked up at him, confused. “What do you mean?”

      Porter smiled and stepped past the girl’s desk, down a small hallway with framed pictures of sports cars on it.

      “Sir? You can’t go down that way,” her voice called from behind Porter. “Sir?”

      The short hallway dead-ended at a brown, particle-board door. Porter took a look at it, then a step back. After a mental count to three, he sent his foot crashing into the door, right above the doorknob. The interior door exploded open, shards and splinters flying across the room.

      Porter’s momentum carried him into the room and he looked at the man with the coal-black eyes and slicked-back hair sitting behind the large wooden desk. “Nicky? We need to talk.”
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      “Who the hell are you?” Nico Spirelli said, cigar smoke billowing from his mouth. He was leaned back in a leather office chair, and didn’t move.

      Porter didn’t answer, instead looking at the man in the chair across the desk from Nico. He was a big man, wearing an old-school pageboy cap and a trench coat. His face looked like it was cut from rock, and his five o’ clock shadow appeared to be welded on.

      Behind him, sitting on a couch against the wall, were two slabs of meat. Obviously muscle for Nico, they had been reading magazines with their feet up on the coffee table. Porter’s entrance had surprised both of them. Now the muscle was behind the curve, trying to get to their feet to confront him.

      Porter slid the revolver out of his pants and leveled it at the two men. “Nope. Sit your asses right there.”

      The man in the cap looked at Porter but didn’t move a muscle.

      “I said, who the hell are you?” Nico stuffed the cigar back in his mouth.

      “Mr. Spirelli, I tried to stop him,” Emily said breathlessly as she came rushing into the room.

      “I didn’t listen,” Porter said. “I’m an asshole like that sometimes.”

      “Would you like me to call the police?” Emily said.

      “That’s not necessary,” Porter said. “Is it, Nicky?”

      Emily stood still, looking toward Nico.

      “No, he’s right. Go back to your desk,” Nico said, eyes never leaving Porter’s.

      “But Mr. Spire—”

      “I said go back to your damn desk, woman.”

      She slowly backed her way out of the room, and fumbled with the broken door, trying to close it. Eventually, she just left the door cracked.

      “We don’t need the police,” Nico said as soon as she was gone, “because I’ll take care of you myself, you friggin’ eggplant.”

      Porter smiled. The revolver was by his side now, but he would have no problem raising it before any of the men in the room could draw the guns they were no doubt concealing. “Eggplant? I gotta give it to you, I’ve been insulted in so many places I can’t even remember them all, but this is the first time anyone ever called me an eggplant. Leave it to an Italian. For the record, I’m only half-black. Try better next time.”

      “You gonna tell me why you’re here, or what?” Nico glowered at Porter, his dark eyes staring through him.

      “The Health Department. I told you, you got some really vile shit growing on your dick, and you need to be quarantined.” The men on the couch were slowly trying to wiggle their way forward on the couch, so Porter raised his revolver again, and the men sat back against the couch cushions.

      “Real funny,” Nico said. “You got any idea who I am, huh? You got any clue who you’re dealing with?”

      “I think so. Nico Spirelli, buys and sells little kids to perverts. That is you, right?” Porter said. “Or did I get the wrong Spirelli from the phone book?”

      Nico’s face dropped. He looked at Porter, then the man in the chair in front of him, then back to Porter. “I don’t have any clue what you’re talking about.”

      “No one ever does. Listen, I just wanted to come in here and have a face-to-face with you, and tell you I know what you did. And soon enough, once I tell the news, there are going to be thousands of people who know what you did. I’m sure Ol’ Tommy Blue Eyes is going to appreciate you bringing this kind of heat down about some business he doesn’t even allow. I’d hate to be you.”

      Nico looked at the men on the couch, then back to the big man in the pageboy hat. “Don’t listen to this guy, Carlo. He’s a lying piece of shit.”

      Porter grabbed his phone and took a quick peek at it. “Look, I don’t have much time to spend with you right now. Even I’m not dumb enough to hang around all day. But I know you took Royce Michelson and I know you’re threatening his life. If you hurt him, even just a little bit, you’re a dead man. All these goons won’t keep you safe. Because next time, I’ll show up when you're by yourself. And I’ll be the scariest fucking eggplant you’ve ever seen. Capisce?”

      Porter took a quick peek behind him. He stepped back toward the door, donkey-kicking the damaged thing open again. He held the revolver down by his side as he backed up. The men on the couch stood and started to trail after Porter, Nico behind them.

      Porter let them come. Harsh’s trick wouldn’t be much fun without an audience.

      Porter backed his way down the hallway, eyes on the trio of men in front of him. “Kids, huh? You are the lowest of the low.”

      “You don’t know nothin’,” Nico said, safely behind his wall of meat.

      Porter cleared the hallway, slowly walking backward past the receptionist’s desk and Emily, who looked to be in shock at the whole proceedings.

      The old man in the waiting area sat up as Porter walked past.

      “Nice meeting you, old-timer,” Porter said with a wink.

      He kept backing up, cleared his throat, and raised his voice the next time he spoke. “Nicky Spirelli traffics kids. Biggest scumbag in Jersey.”

      The men in the service bay stopped what they were doing and turned toward the commotion. Porter kept walking backward, with frequent looks over his shoulder. It would do him no good to get tackled from behind now.

      “Nicky Spirelli also touches little kids,” Porter said. “You’re buying cars from a pedophile, everyone.”

      “Shut up! Keep your voice down,” Nico said.

      As he made his way through the service bay, the crowd that followed behind him grew. Emily was there, as was the old man, walking near Carlo in the pageboy cap, and several of the technicians.

      Porter stepped through the door of the dealership, and kept slowly walking on the blacktop. A sea of cars was behind him and, in front, a small mob of people, including customers, workers, and several mobsters.

      “Tell ’em, Nicky. Is it little girls or little boys? Wait, it’s definitely boys, right? You just got the look.”

      “Shut up! Shut up! I’ll kill you,” Nico screamed, punctuating his words with his fist, pieces of crushed cigar falling from his hand.

      “I bet you’d like to.” Porter glanced over his shoulder, then at his phone. Fifteen minutes was up.

      “Look, I’d love to hang around, but I need to catch my ride.”

      “You’re not going anywhere, cocksucker,” Nico said. “You’re stuck here now.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure abo—”

      An explosion interrupted Porter, somewhere to his right. The ground shook and the blast echoed in his ears. He glanced to the right—a Porsche was on fire.

      Harsh was nowhere to be seen.

      Porter took one quick look at the crowd, who were all covering their heads, their attention diverted from him. As he turned to run, there was a secondary explosion.

      From somewhere in the sea of cars, another had gone up in flames, its death assured once the flame reached the gas tank.

      Black smoke billowed into the air and Porter didn’t waste one more second. He sprinted away from the car lot, weaving in and out of the vehicles, darting across the road until he had crossed both lanes of traffic. He careened toward Rivera’s sedan in the parking lot.

      Harsh was sitting in the car, engine running, windows rolled down. As Porter jumped into the driver’s seat, he could smell gasoline, as if Harsh was wearing it for cologne.

      “Two cars? I never said two cars.”

      “Querías una diversión.” You wanted a diversion.

      “I did say that.” Porter reversed from the parking lot onto the surface road, and drove away as fast as the rental could take him. In his rearview mirror, two columns of thick black smoke erupted into the sky above Nico Spirelli’s car dealership. That would no doubt keep the Mafioso busy for the foreseeable future.

      It was best that way. Porter had wanted to meet the man, and he had. He’d wanted to see the man face to face and see what he was about. Now that Porter had seen Nico, he knew.

      He knew that he was a small man pretending to be a big man. Porter knew Nico was a scumbag of the highest order. Porter knew he wouldn’t stop until he got his hands on Nico, and made him talk about Royce Michelson. No matter what.

      But not yet. He had somewhere else to be for a while. At least, until he could figure out what the hell he was going to do next.
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      Porter sat on the hard wooden chair, the faint hum of the air compressor of an automated blood-pressure cuff doing its job in the background. When the cuff stopped, there was a hiss, and then a fresh display of numbers was plastered across the monitor that hung above her bed.

      “You know,” she said without opening her eyes, “it’s kind of creepy for you to sit there and not say anything.”

      Porter smiled and leaned forward on the bed railing. Rivera’s curly hair was loose, arranged on the pillow underneath her like the halo of the subject of a Renaissance painting. “Yeah, well, I thought you were dead, so I didn’t want to waste my breath talking to you, you know?”

      “Way to make a girl feel good.”

      “It’s all I can do right now. But maybe I’ll find the nurse. I’m not exactly sure, but according to your chart, it might be time to give you your morphine. Either that or change your pee bag, it’s hard to tell with these nurses’ bad handwriting,” Porter said with a smile.

      “You stay away from my pee bag,” she said. “That’s private stuff.”

      The pair sat in silence for a few moments before Rivera spoke up. “They say I’m going to be fine.”

      “You’re missing three feet of small intestine. How is that fine?”

      “Apparently I have, like, seventeen feet more. That seems like plenty.”

      “Hopefully so.”

      “Where have you been?”

      Porter frowned. “Busy.”

      Rivera nodded. “I figured. Pavel?”

      “He said he’s sorry,” Porter said, a hard bite to his voice.

      “I bet he did. Osito?”

      “He was pretty cooperative in the end.”

      “‘The end’ being the keyword?”

      “One of them,” Porter said.

      “What other words are there?”

      Porter looked around the small ICU room and leaned even closer. “Italian Mob. Nico Spirelli. Fanucci family.”

      Rivera’s eyes widened. “That’s who has Royce?”

      Porter nodded.

      “Holy shit.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      The pair sat in silence again.

      “Porter?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What I said earlier? Feeling bad about Kevin? I was right.”

      He sat up and pulled back from the hospital bed. “What the hell does that mean?”

      Rivera blinked away tears. “I mean, I’m in a bed in a shitty hospital in New York instead of being home with Kevin. It seems like I’ve made some bad choices.”

      Porter nodded. “Can’t be helped. Sometimes, we do what we do and the consequences catch up with us. You wanted to try to work this case. Just because you’re a mom doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have been able to.”

      She was quiet for a few moments. “I’ve always resented him. Deep down, you know?”

      “Who? Kevin?”

      Rivera nodded. “I didn’t ask to get pregnant. I used a condom; damn thing broke. I wanted to make something out of myself. First person in my family to go to college. Get a good job. I was going to be something. Then he came along and that was almost it. I love him, I swear I do, but sometimes, when it’s quiet…”

      “You wonder what it would be like if he wasn’t born.”

      “Does that make me a monster?”

      Porter laughed.

      “I knew I shouldn’t have talked to you about this.”

      He kept laughing, until she had no choice but to join in. “Stop, I’m going to bust a stitch. What’s so funny?”

      “You hunt the shittiest people on Earth. You’ve met people like Clive Michelson and Osito. You heard that story about that Declan guy in Arizona who’s trafficking people. You’ve literally looked evil in the eye, and you wonder if you’re a monster? Because you have regrets? Come on, Christina.”

      “It’s not normal.”

      “Yes, it is. All your friends, the ones who have kids and pretend that they’re the most beautiful and perfect things ever and that they’re so happy with parenthood, are full of shit. Nobody wants to tell the truth.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We all have regrets, All day, every day. You can admit it and be an adult, like you, or you can be a brain-dead idiot. Act like your life is perfect. Frankly, I think your way is healthier.”

      There was silence for a few more minutes. “What do you regret?”

      “Sorry?”

      “You said we all have regrets. What do you regret?”

      Porter exhaled. “Hey sis, this is about you. Don’t drag me into it.”

      “Come on. I’m serious.”

      Porter frowned. “I regret plenty. Nothing about… you know… what I do to people. I always figure they deserve it. I sleep great at night.” He cracked his knuckles. “But Trish? My marriage? I regret that.”

      “What happened?”

      “Plenty. I was a dick and she left me and I don’t blame her. The thing is, she deserved better and she still does. See, what always got me was, everyone acted like I was supposed to pretend that since we got a divorce she was a terrible person. She’s not. She’s amazing. Shit, that’s why I married her. So I can’t talk bad about her. She’s awesome and I screwed it up. And that’s the way it is. So, yeah, I think about it sometimes. Just like you think about what life would be like if you didn’t have Kevin. But that doesn’t matter. Because you do have him. And you do love him. And that’s what makes you a good mom. It’s not what you wish, it’s what you actually do. And for that? I think Kevin’s a lucky kid.”

      The tears in Rivera’s eyes broke through and fell freely for a few moments. Porter reached over and held her as she sobbed silently. Neither of them spoke for a time, until she patted him on the shoulder, an unofficial cue to let go of her.

      “You actually made me feel better.”

      “Why do you sound surprised?”

      “Because you’re you.”

      He slid back into his seat, grimacing when his hand bumped into the side of the chair. “Of course I’m me. That’s a bad thing?”

      “Please. I’ve known you long enough to know you like to mess with people. Make fun of them. You have a weird sense of humor, and it seems like you don’t take very much seriously. When I first met you… I thought you were weird.”

      Porter stretched his arm above his head and shook his hand. “Wonder what made you think that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. The way you act. The way you talk to people. Hell, you called me in the middle of the night to pick you up after you kidnapped some guy.”

      “Man-napped.”

      “See? That’s what I mean. You act like everything’s a joke, but deep down… you care. I would have never known. But now I see it. There’s no way you could do this, is there? No way you could do it and not protect yourself. Seeing kids get abused and mistreated day after day. You say it’s about the money, but I know better. You’re a big softie.”

      Porter looked at the woman and shrugged his shoulders. “Kids need help. I help. It’s kind of my thing now. And if we’re done getting in touch with our feelings, think we can talk about how to find Royce? We aren’t looking at a lot of time.”

      Rivera nodded.

      Porter leaned in again. “I need you to use some juice at the Bureau. Find out what you can about Nico Spirelli. Where does he live, own property, stuff like that. If he’s keeping Royce close enough that he can keep an eye on him, he can’t be that far.”

      Rivera nodded and picked up her cell. She made a quick call, then hung up. “They’re going to email me anything they got on him. We have a bigger problem than Royce.”

      “What?”

      “You.”

      “Me?” Porter said. “Why?”

      “What are you gonna do? I’m all laid up. You can’t go handle this by yourself.”

      Porter smiled. “I’ve been busy since you were in here. I have a new partner. You didn’t think I handled Pavel and Osito by myself, did you?”

      “Actually… yeah. Yeah, I did. I’ve seen you work before. Besides, who do you know up here that can help you?”

      “Big Harsh.”

      Rivera crunched her eyebrows together. “Who?”

      Porter pointed at his face.

      “Are you kidding me?” Rivera said, much too loudly. “How the hell can you trust a guy like that? He’s a goon. He’s a—”

      “I know what he is, Christina. Honestly? At this point I trust him.”

      “You can't be serious.”

      “I am. Hell, he’s down in the cafeteria right now, eating up twenty dollars’ worth of vending machine food. When I have somewhere to go, seems like he’s coming, too.”

      “Now I really am sorry I got hurt. Look what bad decisions you make when I leave you alone.”

      Porter smiled and stood up from the chair. “Listen, you need to get your rest. When you have something from the Bureau, text me. I’m going to find somewhere quiet and see what I can figure out.”

      Rivera shook her head. “No. I’m serious. You can’t trust a guy like that to have your back. Not against the mob.”

      “Well, unless you plan on coming clean to the Bureau about exactly what it is we’re doing and why you’re asking them for the info, you can’t call in the cavalry. Somebody’s got to do something. Royce doesn’t have much longer left. Might as well let me take a run at it. What do we have to lose?”

      “You could wind up in this place next to me,” she said, pointing at the empty hospital bed across the room.

      “Rivera, if you want me to get into bed with you, you don’t have to be so forceful. Just ask nicely.”

      She frowned and shook her head.

      Porter slowly backed out of the room. “I mean, if you want to take our relationship to the next level, I think we can discuss what that looks like for us. I promise I’ll do dishes, but I snore someti—”

      A pillow flew across the room at him and smacked him in the face.

      Porter laughed and turned out of the room, his show of bravado for Rivera’s benefit replaced by a cold chill up his spine.

      He was nearly alone. And he had no idea where Royce Michelson was. And if he didn’t do something about the last fact, the young man would die soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Porter made his way down to the cafeteria. Just as he expected, Harsh was there, with a veritable trash dump of empty food cartons around him. There were clear plastic sandwich wrappers and empty bags of potato chips. Lined up in front of Harsh were several empty cartons of chocolate milk, and, oddly enough, a peeled orange in a plastic carton. “Who does this?”

      Harsh looked up, a microwave-to-heat cheeseburger hanging from his mouth.

      Porter held up the orange. “I mean, it came in its own wrapper. Why the hell would they peel it and put it in a different carton?”

      Harsh shrugged and stood up from the table.

      Porter slowly helped him clear his place and put the refuse in the trash can.

      “A dónde vamos?” Where are we going?

      Porter shrugged, holding on to the orange. “Not sure yet. I’m working on a couple things. All I know is I don’t want to stay here anymore.”

      “Estoy listo.” I’m ready.

      The two men walked out of the cafeteria, taking the stairs to the ground floor. People moved in and out of the level as Porter walked slowly by the gift shop, lost in thought. “Where is he keeping him?” he muttered.

      “Como debería saberlo? Ese es tu trabajo.” How should I know? That’s your job.

      “It was a rhetorical question, asshole. Como se dice ‘rhetorical’ in Spanish?”

      Harsh looked up for a moment, his shoes squeaking on the dull linoleum floor. “Retórico?”

      “Figures,” Porter said.

      The men walked out of the hospital. Porter shielded his eyes against the light and turned right, toward the spot where they’d parked Rivera’s rental. It was, coincidentally, the same spot they’d been parked in when Rivera had been shot.

      Porter shuddered, and it wasn’t the chill in the air.

      “What about you? You know anything about Nico? Where does he hang out?”

      “No sé. No me meto con italianos.” I don’t know. I don’t mess with Italians.

      “Probably smart,” Porter said as he looked across the street toward the waiting sedan. There was a white envelope stuck in the wipers, fluttering softly in the breeze. “Great. A guy goes in the hospital and they stick it to you. I don’t know how you live in this piece of shit town.”

      “Es casa.” It’s home.

      Porter snatched the envelope off the wipers and started to tear into it, but stopped himself. There were no markings on the outside of the envelope. Generally, parking tickets proudly displayed the name and address of the city office that was screwing you over. This one had nothing. He lowered the envelope and looked around for a long minute, but noticed nothing out of place.

      “Qué?”

      “Nothing,” Porter said. He tore open the envelope and there was one thing written on the paper inside: an address. Porter looked at the back side, then flipped it back over to the front. He held the paper up to Harsh. “Where is this?”

      Harsh squinted at the page, then said, “Brooklyn.”

      “No need to translate that,” Porter said. “What the hell’s in Brooklyn?”

      “Italianos.”

      Porter nodded. “Yeah. Italianos.” He got into the car and started it. Moments later, the car sagged under its second passenger’s bulk.

      “Vámonos.” Let’s go.

      “Where? This random address? Walk right into the obvious setup?”

      “Estás asustado?” You scared?

      “No, I’m not scared. I’m just not an idiot. Maybe it’s because I haven't been hit in the head as many times as you have.”

      “Come on,” Harsh said.

      Porter exhaled and gripped the steering wheel tight. “Fine. But when Nico Spirelli is feeling some kind of way about his fancy-ass cars getting blown up, I’m going to tell him you did it.”

      Harsh laughed. Porter looked at the man, still not used to the odd sound he made when amused.

      Porter started the car and drove. Harsh helped to navigate with a series of grunts and pointing. Porter drove down the FDR and its stop-and-go traffic, the eight-mile trip taking nearly thirty minutes. Then it was across the Brooklyn Bridge, the first time Porter had seen the iconic structure with his own eyes. He was aware, however, that it spanned the East River. A small twinge in the back of his mind went to Pavel, wondering how long he’d lived in the trunk of the car before he drowned. Or suffocated.

      Either way, it was better than he’d deserved.

      The bridge led to Brooklyn Heights and its big alabaster-colored buildings and parking lot-esque traffic. The swell of vehicles slowly eased, and Atlantic Avenue allowed the sedan to roll without much stopping, albeit somewhat slowly. Porter had never been to Brooklyn before, and the scenery was a bit different than the rest of the city. This part of town was not full of opulent buildings with walls of mirrored glass.

      No, this place was different.

      It felt older, with buildings that weren’t as tall or as new. Each one was an artifact of the old New York, and the way things were when the architecture of the sixties was modern. It reminded Porter a bit of neighborhoods in South Tampa, and gave him an odd sense of comfort.

      While the landscape changed again, to that of residential brownstones, the feeling of familiarity didn’t subside. The area felt more people-centric, and less nameless-faceless-big-city than he’d expected. Porter looked around as he drove, until Harsh pointed him toward a spot in the off-street parking.

      Porter brought the car to rest in front of a sign that read “Betsy Head Park.” He looked through the wrought iron fence that ringed the park, and realized it wasn’t big—not nearly as large as Randall’s Island Park, which Pavel was now a permanent resident of. No, this park was small. Intimate. Children ran around in the near dusk, and multiple sets of playground equipment dotted the nearly two-block-large park.

      Porter patted his pants, confident the Python was still there and had not magically disappeared during the ride over. Then he got out, and put his foot up on the floorboard. An elevated view merely confirmed what he thought about Betsy Head Park: it was no mob setup or hit in the making.

      At least, not unless Nico planned on taking down a bunch of playing children and their mothers to get at Porter. Despite his barely formed impression of the man, Porter figured better. He looked across the roof at Harsh, who must have been forming his own opinion of the place while Porter had done the same.

      “If I were going to ambush someone, this wouldn’t be the place.”

      Harsh shook his head.

      “Not a setup.”

      “Me siento mejor.” I feel better.

      “Oh, now you want to be concerned? Come on, blockhead,” Porter said, and slammed the door. The two men walked the sidewalk around the perimeter fence, until Porter saw an entry gate, wide open, and stepped through. He looked around, trying to get his bearings—then he saw a familiar silhouette.

      It was the big guy in the pageboy cap, the one Nico had called Carlo. The one who had been sitting across the desk from Nico in the office.

      Carlo was smart. He had the sun at his back, leaving Porter to squint as he tried to see the man, his hands, and everything else around him all at the same time. Unable to focus, Porter slipped his hand into his waistband, in case the big man wanted to do more than talk.

      “Relax,” Carlo said, in a voice that was nearly as deep as Porter’s. “If we wanted to kill you, you’d be dead already.”

      “That’s comforting. Who’s we?”

      “You’ll see. Surprised you don’t get it yet. Not sure how you’ve managed to survive so long, being that slow on the uptake, but who am I to judge?”

      “I don’t know, you sound like you’re doing a good job of it.”

      Carlo looked at Harsh, then back to Porter. “Just you. Tattoo stays here. Got it?”

      Porter looked at Carlo, then at Harsh. “Nah. We’re a team. Kind of like Donnie and Marie. You know who I’m talking about, right?”

      “You done?” Carlo said.

      “I could keep going.”

      “The man wants to see you,” Carlo said, pointing at Porter. “No reason to worry. But if you don’t listen to the man, then we will have a problem. Dig what I’m saying?”

      Porter nodded his head. He was torn between putting his foot down and wanting to see who “the man” was. At the end of the day, if there was something to learn from this “man,” it was worth a gamble. For Royce Michelson. For the other kids he was trying to help. Most of all, for Rivera. “Take me to him.”

      “Just walk down the path. I’ll keep your friend company.”

      Porter looked over at Harsh, who nodded.

      “Fine. But he’s a real lady. Okay? Make sure you respect him,” Porter said as he turned to leave.

      Porter shielded his eyes with his hand. He walked around a playground, with its metal slides that would certainly melt young leg skin during the summer, and passed a small sand pit as he headed toward a trio of park benches, lined up end to end. There were birds fluttering about, probably the first of the birds that had returned from the south after hiding from winter.

      Unless New York pigeons were badass enough to deal with the snow.

      Sitting on the right side of the middle bench was a figure, its back toward Porter. Porter walked around the cluster and stood in front for a moment as a wave of understanding came crashing down on him at once. “Tommy Blue Eyes?”

      The old man from the car dealership looked up at Porter, tinted glasses blocking the sun’s rays, cane leaning against his legs. “So you know who I am?”

      “I do now. Can’t believe I missed it earlier. May I sit?”

      Thomas Fanucci gestured an upturned hand to the bench next to Porter. “You got good manners, kid. I can see your parents raised you right.”

      “They tried,” Porter said. “Mr. Fanucci—”

      “Please. Most people just call me Tommy, anymore.”

      “I’d imagine most people call you ‘Boss.’”

      “People that work for me, sure. But since we’re friends, Tommy is fine.”

      Porter nodded.

      The two men sat in silence for a few moments. Porter’s eyes slowly took in the space in front of him, not sure what to be looking for. Despite the fact that he’d just been asked by the head of the Fanucci crime family to call him by his first name, he still wasn’t entirely comfortable.

      “Relax, kid, there’s nobody here. Just me and Carlo,” Tommy said. “I come here to get away sometimes. You’d be surprised how many questions people want to ask me all day. It’s kind of crazy, really. What did we do before cell phones? How did business get taken care of without being able to reach someone every damn minute of the day?”

      “I can sympathize.”

      “It’s making people weak. Soft in the head. Like they can’t make good decisions anymore. When I started, all the people that worked under me were independent thinkers. Sure, once in a while one would pop up and try to kill you—you know, getting a little too independent. Most of the time, life was better. Now, people’s independence leads them to do dumb stuff.”

      “Like Nico Spirelli?”

      “Exactly like that.”

      Porter looked at the man. “He a problem for you?”

      “I haven’t had a problem since I was in Korea. Challenges, on the other hand—I do sometimes have challenges. Nico is one of those challenges. See, I’ve known about his little drug business for a while. He’s an idiot to think I don’t have eyes and ears in every part of this city. I can find out anything I want to, anytime I want to.”

      “Is that how you tracked me down?”

      Despite the fact they were seated, Tommy Blue Eyes still had to look up at Porter. “Find you? That was easy, kid. As many cops as I have on the payroll, following your car after you left Nicky’s car lot was a piece of cake. They got traffic cameras most places. Ten minutes after you stopped at Lenox Hill, I got a phone call.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “I gotta tell you, watching you hustle out of there while Nico’s cars burned, that was about the funniest thing I seen in years. You should have seen him, all upset and pissed. Ranting and raving about what he was going to do to you when he found you. You made him look weak.”

      “Well, he deserves it. He’s a scumbag. No disrespect,” Porter said, holding his hand up, palm out, to make his point.

      “How could I take offense when I agree with you? He just couldn’t be happy with his drug money. No, I knew he moved on to selling women. Turns my stomach, but what can I do? He’s my only sister’s grandson. I promised to look out for him. So I let him dabble in the things he wants. I pretend like I don’t notice. I think maybe some of the guys think I’m going soft. Maybe that was a mistake.

      “Truth is, I can’t stand to be around the little jerk anymore. That’s why I was in the waiting room at the dealership. There was some business we needed to take care of, but I let Carlo handle it. He knows what I expect. Easier for me to sit until they finished and Nicky gave me the new car. The less I have to see that kid, the better.”

      Porter had no clue what to say to the crime boss, so he said nothing.

      “But now? Now things are different. Apparently I was wrong about what he’s actually doing. Now that you’ve brought it to my attention, I am not happy. Messing with children is something I cannot allow.”

      Porter looked down at the man. “And why tell me?”

      “Come on, kid, don’t play dumb. You got the look. I know what you’re about. Even if I’d never seen you hang your balls out there and kick in Nico’s door and blow up his cars, I’d still see the look. You’re a killer, plain and simple. The thing is, there’s nothing wrong with that. This world needs killers a lot more than it wants to admit. And right now, so do I.”
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      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but don’t you have people for that? Why me?”

      “I have plenty of guys. Some of them have been out finding out things for me all day. The problem is Nicky. Like I said, he’s family. Some of my guys might get a little agita about whacking him.”

      Porter smiled. Agita. It was the second time in his life he’d heard the word. The first time was from a pretty brunette who owned a diner in North Carolina. They’d had an argument about whether it was a real word or not. Porter lost the debate. Maybe he should have stayed in North Carolina, with the brunette and her diner. No mob bosses or pedophiles. Maybe no more dreams about Trisha. He dragged his thoughts back to the present, and his smile faded. “You care what your guys think?”

      “Of course. That’s the mark of a real leader. I can force them to do anything, but it’s usually better to make them think that my idea is their idea, or that they like what I’m telling them. This would cause a little too much chaos right now. Things are running smoothly, and Nicky has a few goofballs loyal to him that I’d have to take out as well. Better if I’m not involved.”

      Porter crossed his arms and looked up into the sky. He opened his mouth and shut it.

      “What’s that?”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “No? I thought you asked me a question.”

      Porter shook his head.

      Tommy Blue Eyes shook his head. “Yeah, you did. You said you were from out of town, and you were looking for some fun tonight. Big, virile guy like you, I’m sure you could get into some trouble.”

      Porter squinted at the man, embarrassed to be so slow on the uptake. “I have been known to cause a ruckus from time to time.”

      Tommy held up a piece of paper and pressed it into Porter’s chest. “Well, if you were so inclined, you might find a good time here. And if you do go, before you check out, you should tell ’em Tommy Blue Eyes sent you.”

      Porter gently took the paper from the elderly man’s hand, and turned it over in his own. “You know, I gotta ask…” He let the words linger in the air.

      Tommy Blue Eyes nodded. “Then ask. You’d be a fool not to. I know you mean no disrespect.”

      “This isn’t some kind of trap, is it? You serve me up to Nico?” Porter slowly exhaled.

      Tommy’s laugh rasped out and the man’s shoulders shook up and down, his laugh punctuated by a cough. “Kid, if I wanted to kill you, you’d be ended already. We used to say ‘sleeps with the fishies.’ Kind of a dead expression now, but you get the point.”

      “Carlo said the same thing,” Porter muttered.

      “Of course he did. Because it’s true. Look, you’d be a dummy if you didn’t ask, but sometimes, you gotta go with your gut. What’s your gut say?”

      “It says you’re using me for cheap muscle.” The comment slipped out before Porter could catch himself.

      Tommy laughed again. “That so? How much would make you feel like you were being properly compensated?”

      “Never mind what I said.”

      Tommy put his liver-spotted hand on Porter’s forearm. “Well, speak up. You mentioned it.”

      “There’s no way for me to give you a number. I’m not a hit man.”

      “No?”

      “No. I’ve never taken money to kill someone. That’s not what I’m about.”

      “Is that so?”

      Porter nodded.

      “But you have taken money for other things, correct? Bagging groceries when you were a kid? Flipping burgers in college or something?”

      “Sure, bu—”

      “And this isn’t your first rodeo. You’ve put men in the ground before. I can tell. I can always tell.”

      Porter slowly exhaled. “This isn’t my first rodeo.”

      “Then what’s the problem? You’re already going to whack Nicky, you might as well get a little something for yourself. Buy a nice watch or car or whatever you kids like these days.”

      “I could use a Cadillac,” Porter muttered.

      Tommy Blue Eyes laughed. “Yeah, well, get in line. I’m waiting for one too. So, how about it? What number would make you feel comfortable? They always say, if you’re good at something, you shouldn’t do it for free.”

      “They do say that.”

      “So what’s the number?”

      Porter gritted his teeth. “A hundred.”

      “Grand?” Tommy coughed. “Damn, kid, you’re expensive. I could have a guy from Florida come up and do Nicky for a fraction of that.”

      Porter didn’t say anything, not sure what the etiquette on negotiating with a mob boss called for next.

      Tommy Blue Eyes cocked his head and looked at Porter. “Can I be honest with you?”

      “I hope so.”

      “I liked you the moment you sat down in Nicky’s car lot. You remind me of a friend I had in Korea. Kind of big like you. Hard-nosed, righteous. Same skin as you. That ain’t a bad thing, by the way. Carlo told me what Nicky called you in his office. I don’t approve of that, I’m not into that race crap. If you had pulled that wheel gun of yours and wasted Nicky right then and there, I would have allowed it.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “That’s part of the problem these days. People talk too much, and they don’t think they can be held accountable for it. It’s like that quote from the guy that wrote them old Conan books.”

      “Robert Howard?” Porter said. “‘Civilized men are more discourteous than savages, because they know they can be impolite without having their skulls split.’”

      Tommy looked up at him. “You know Howard, too? I’m impressed, kid. I wish more of my guys read as much as they drank and whored and bet on the ponies.”

      Porter fiddled with the paper in his hands, looking at the address on it.

      “See, I never had any problem knowing I was a savage. It’s who I am; it’s just in my blood, always has been. But at least I have a code. A savage code, sure, but still a code. I get the feeling you’re the same. Nicky doesn’t have that. And that’s a problem.”

      “Mr. Fanucci—”

      “I’ve already asked you once. If you call me Mister again, I’ll be insulted.”

      “Tommy. If you just—”

      “Look, kid, I’ll give you fifty. A hundred is too much; my accountant will think I’m soft in the head. From time to time, I give a real expert fifty. I see no reason not to treat you like a pro.”

      Porter nodded. “That seems more than generous.”

      “Good. I’d hate to think you were taking me for a ride.”

      The two men sat as the sun dipped lower in the sky. It would soon be lost behind one of the many buildings surrounding the park in Brooklyn. Tommy Blue Eyes pulled his jacket a little tighter around his neck.

      “And when I’m done?”

      “That’s it. You get a pass for anything that happens. No one will come looking for you, you have my word. Hell, I’ll even make sure the cops don’t go anywhere near Nicky’s building tonight.”

      Porter stood up. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” Tommy reached up and shook Porter’s hand, his grip again surprising Porter.

      “I’ll see you around, Tommy,” Porter said, his mind now set.

      “You can count on it, kid.”

      Porter left the old man behind, walking toward Harsh and Carlo, who were leaning against the wrought iron fence. “You guys done goofing off?”

      “What’d the old man say to you?” Carlo said.

      “Ask him yourself,” Porter said, smacking Harsh on the shoulder and pointing to the break in the fence.

      He waited until they were in the car to relay the events of the meeting to Harsh, as well as show him the address on the paper.

      “Jersey.”

      “Yeah, I gathered that much. So, what do you think?”

      Harsh nodded his head. “Vámonos.” Let’s go.
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      Porter sat on the chair in the pizza shop. The window was big and open to the road. It was as easy to see in as it was to see out. If Nico Spirelli’s meatheads decided they were hungry for a slice, there would be a big problem.

      Still, he had the best view of the place he could hope for.

      It seemed like a standard block of apartments. Three stories, with a single staircase that fed into the lobby. There was brick everywhere and, unlike the brownstones he’d seen earlier, this building didn’t seem to be in good shape.

      Porter had been slowly eating his half of the large pie over the course of a couple of hours. During that time, he’d watched nearly a dozen people go into the building. If there was one thing he’d noticed, it was that there were no families.

      This time of the evening, in a normal apartment building, there should be fathers getting off work, families playing outside, a single mom bringing dinner home for her kids. Perhaps a grandfather going for an evening walk with the dog.

      He’d seen nothing like that. All he saw were pretty girls, dressed inappropriately for the chill in the air, and men in suits who came and went at regular intervals. Almost like a restaurant turning over tables for the next customer.

      “That whole building is his,” Porter muttered.

      “Te podría haber dicho eso. ¿Por eso hemos estado sentados aquí tanto tiempo?” I could have told you that. That why we been sitting here this long?

      

      Porter looked over at his newfound ally. “Blow me. Need me to translate that?”

      

      Harsh frowned and went back to his own pizza.

      

      “The last time I went into a building with a bunch of people I didn’t know, things got messy.”

      “Esto será desordenado, también.” This is gonna be messy, too.

      “We should wait until it’s darker.”

      “Hazlo más oscuro.” Make it darker.

      Porter furrowed his eyebrows. “You aren’t as dumb as you look.”

      Harsh chewed his pizza.

      “Okay, here’s what we—”

      Porter’s phone vibrated, cutting off his train of thought. He turned it over and felt a bit of relief pass over him when he saw the caller ID. “Where’ve you been?”

      “You know exactly where I am,” Rivera said. “Laid up and useless.”

      “You’re just taking a break. How you feeling?”

      “Fine, I guess. Just tired of these people poking and prodding me. I feel like a test subject or something.”

      “Well, I know how much you love hospitals, so you should take advantage of the vacation.”

      “Yeah right. Big Harsh must have scrambled your feeble mind.”

      Porter nodded, as if she could see him through the phone.

      “Listen, I told you I’d call when I got some info. I got some. Turns out Spirelli owns a whole damn apartment building in—”

      “Jersey?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “How did you know?”

      Porter briefly relayed the conversation with Tommy Blue Eyes.

      “It’s a setup, right? There’s no way this is legit.”

      “I think the old man is a straight shooter,” Porter said. “I’ve been watching the apartment and—”

      “Wait, you’re there? Right now? Porter, no, you can’t do that.”

      “Sure I can. Who’s gonna stop me?”

      Rivera was quiet on the phone. “This is not a good idea.”

      “Maybe not. But you should be used to me making bad decisions all the time. I’ll talk to you later, Christina,” Porter said.

      “But if you just wai—”

      Porter hung up the phone. He knew that the longer they talked, the harder Rivera would try to talk him out of it. He wasn’t sure if she could, but he saw no reason to let her try.

      At this point, he wasn’t interested in waiting. His last few days had been a nonstop ride of trouble and pain, emotions and violence. He wasn’t sure if he even cared about Royce Michaelson anymore. He wasn’t sure if he cared about the potential of there being other underage girls on the inside. He didn’t care about Rivera’s case or the money Tommy Blue Eyes had promised him.

      He was going into the apartment building because he wanted to. Because he was beat up and hurt. He was going in out of spite for the Ositos and Nico Spirellis and other abusers of the world.

      He was going in because he couldn’t get Trish to answer the damn phone in his dream.

      Porter stood. “Come on, we need to go.”

      “Estoy listo.” I’m ready.

      Porter and Harsh went out to the car, which was parked down the street from the apartment. The streetlights were on and the moon wasn’t bright, leaving the men in near darkness as they walked. Porter popped the trunk and pulled open the lid.

      Porter grabbed a handful of the string cuffs and stuffed them in his back pocket. He offered a few to Harsh, who shook his head.

      Instead, Harsh dug through his own bag, getting his own gear ready. Inside was most of his boxing gear, including several rolls of tape, Vaseline, gloves, and ammonia packets. Harsh pulled out two rolls of athletic tape, and looked around before handing one to Porter.

      “I don’t need this.”

      “Por favor. Mira tu mano.” Please. Look at your hand.

      For the first time in a while, Porter was forced to looked at his mangled paw. To be sure, he’d felt it, every time he’d hit someone with it. Or bumped into something. Or walked too quickly. Or breathed too hard. In the glow of the trunk light, he examined it.

      The black and blue had already spread from his fingertips to his mid-forearm. The part of his hand furthest away from his thumb was puffy and swollen. He knew he had a boxer’s fracture, and it wasn’t going to get any better until he stopped using it.

      Which wasn’t going to happen any time soon.

      Instead, Porter used the entire roll of tape, stopping several times to take direction from Harsh on how to weave the soft tape to make it as hard as possible, to reinforce his wrist while adding extra force to his blows.

      Porter patted the Python in his waistband, reassuring himself it was still there, and fished Camelot Jones’s brass knuckles out of his pocket. He held one up to Harsh. “Quieres?”

      Harsh shook his head.

      “Yeah, me either. Damn things will barely fit on my hand right now anyway.” Porter dropped them back into the car.

      Porter slid his gloves over the tape job. Between the swelling in his hand and the tape he’d used, the gloves were tight, but they fit. He paused for a moment and took a deep breath, the night air cool in his lungs.

      Harsh handed him one of the ammonia capsules.

      “This shit has to rot your brain.”

      Harsh nodded, indicating he was aware, yet unconcerned with the possibility.

      “I was thinking we should split up. I’ll take the top and you take the bottom. Sound good?”

      Harsh squinted at the building, then shook his head. “Trabajamos juntos.” We work together.

      Porter looked at the man, then back at the building. They could cover much more ground separately. Then again, with a building full of unknown dangers, it was probably best to stick together. “Your call.”

      Porter looked in the trunk again, hopeful that a rocket launcher or SWAT team would magically appear. When they didn’t, he shut the door and stepped into the street, Harsh following him.

      “Think we should start at the top and work our way down, or vice versa?”

      Harsh looked hard at the building and shrugged.

      “You’re no help. Let’s start at the top. Get the climb out of the way first. God knows we might be too tired later to walk upstairs.”

      The men walked across the street, past the lone streetlight trying to hold back the darkness, and disappeared into the alley next to Nico Spirelli’s building.
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      The alley was a dead end, with the brick exteriors of the two buildings as a funnel. There were no windows facing the alley, at least not on the ground level. Porter thought he saw some higher up, but it was tough to tell in the dark.

      There was the smell of urine—and something worse—as Porter and Harsh went through the alley. Porter was careful not to step in anything he couldn’t recognize in the low light of the alley.

      It was hard to get stains out of Chuck Taylors.

      Harsh didn’t seem to mind, and he stomped along next to Porter, occasionally turning and looking behind them.

      The men walked near the building’s exterior brick wall, moving quickly until they came to their way in: the fire-escape ladder.

      It was the kind that could be retracted when not in use, big springs pulling it up, higher than ground level. Porter looked around, and waited for a moment. He was aware that they looked out of place—two big guys poking around an alley in the early night—but he didn’t care. He needed to be sure everything was clear and no one was watching them.

      Seeing no one, Porter took a step and jumped, easily reaching the bottom of the ladder, and held tight with his good hand. The ladder came pulling downward, thankfully well-maintained and without the screech of rusty metal Porter had expected.

      He pulled the ladder the rest of the way down and stepped gingerly on it. The metal was covered in the dew of the evening and a thick coating of grime from disuse. Once he was sure his footing was stable, Porter climbed until he was at the first landing.

      There was a small bank of windows, but there were thick curtains that Porter couldn’t see through. He climbed again, no longer on a ladder but on a set of metal stairs, which led to the next landing.

      Below him, Harsh made the first landing, and pulled the ladder up after him.

      The stairs took him to the third floor. Porter stopped at the window. There was a small sliver of light knifing out of the bedroom. He strained to see what was inside.

      A thin woman was taking her panties off, leaving her stark naked. A man with a loosened tie sat on the edge of the bed with no pants on, his manhood ready for action.

      Not much action, apparently.

      Porter shuddered and put his eyes on the woman again. As she turned, he caught a glimpse of her face, and all initial thoughts of her being an adult erased from his mind.

      The girl looked barely old enough to drive, and the swelling around her eye told Porter that someone had gotten tired of talking to her.

      He motioned to Harsh, who climbed up next to him. “See that? How old you think that kid is?”

      “Quince?” Fifteen?

      “If she’s even that old. Makes me sick, man,” Porter whispered. He tore his eyes off the scene, resisting the urge to break through the window and put an end to the man’s fun inside. He knew drawing attention this early in the night would be a bad thing.

      There would be plenty of time for that later.

      He kept climbing, finally stepping from the last metal landing and onto the roof. It was a flat space with tables and chairs, and a string of naked light bulbs hanging from two poles.

      Porter looked at Harsh. “We need to find an electrical box or something. Cut the lights off and see how these guys work in the dark.”

      The men split up and scoured the roof, but didn’t find any type of utility box or electrical breaker. Porter was unfamiliar with the New Jersey building codes, and had been hopeful that he’d find something on the roof. Something he could unplug or break to cast the building below into darkness.

      He didn’t.

      Instead, Harsh found a small door with a worn handle and motioned Porter over to it.

      “Looks like our way in,” Porter said. He leaned against the door for a moment. “I don’t hear anything.”

      Harsh didn’t answer, instead letting his hand hover above the handle. As if mesmerized by his trembling hand, he left it for several moments.

      “What’s the matter, you nervous? I figure a tough guy like you would have balls of steel.”

      “Bolas de latón.” Brass balls. Harsh pulled the handle and yanked the door open. There was a dimly lit hallway, then a flight of stairs.

      Porter went first, smoothly walking down the stairs, until he reached a landing below. There was nothing in the room except, against the far wall, another door. Porter tried the handle and found that one unlocked as well. He walked over to it, and pointed to the ceiling above the door. There were two big water pipes that entered the room from somewhere outside the door, and disappeared into a back corner of the room. “Water has to come from somewhere.”

      Harsh nodded, and Porter opened the door, and stepped out into a hallway. “Dingy” was an appropriate word, and the carpet had a well-worn path in the middle from years of shoes. The men were at the end of the hall, with several rooms and doors ahead of them.

      The water pipes disappeared into the wall opposite the door they’d entered through. Porter reached over and found the handle locked. He stepped back and eyed the door. Then he took a step and kicked the door open, the battered thing slamming against the wall behind him.

      Porter stepped in and looked around. There were pipes and wires, pumps and things whose purpose he had no clue to. In the corner of the room, two lengths of chain-link fence teamed up with a right-angled wall to form a cage.

      In the cage was something anyone would be able to recognize: the panel for the fuse box.

      The gate in the longer length of fence was padlocked shut with a chain. Porter juggled the chain, and then let it slip through his fingers. He pulled out the Python, and aimed it at the padlock.

      “Espera.” Wait.

      Harsh walked up with a small fire extinguisher in his hands.

      Porter stepped out of the way. “Be my guest.”

      Harsh brought the extinguisher down on the padlock and chain three times, and the battered device simply gave up. It broke open, and Porter unhooked it, dropped the smashed lock on the concrete floor, and pulled the gate toward him.

      He opened the fuse box and looked at the labels, drawn in long-faded ink. “Let me see…” He flipped all the fuses to off. Then he reached for the main power switch to the right of the box, a big up-and-down lever, and pulled it down with a clunk.

      The lights in the electrical room flipped off. Porter looked in the darkness for a moment, until the backup generator kicked on. The lights weren’t nearly as bright as before, and the room had a dim yellow tint to it.

      “Maybe now they won’t see us coming.”

      Porter walked over to the door and paused before he stepped into the hallway. He pulled out the ammonia capsules Harsh had given him, handed one to Harsh, and cracked his own, breathing deeply. The chemical burned at his nose, throat, and lungs as he inhaled again before dropping the packet and stepping into the hallway.

      Harsh was right behind him, fire extinguisher in his hands.
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      Nico Spirelli’s wine spilled on the white tablecloth as he punctuated his words with a fist. “He’s a dead man.”

      The crowd at the restaurant, with its fancy wall sconces and smartly dressed maître d’, glanced around at the commotion. They whispered at each other—both the patrons and the employees—but no one made a move to say anything.

      Nico was oblivious. “I mean, can you believe that? Two cars, just like that. That stupid eggplant doesn’t even know what he did. He’s got no clue.”

      The woman across the table from Nico frowned. Her blonde hair wasn’t from an ordinary bottle, but had been purchased at one of the more expensive salons in New Jersey. She had impossibly large, aftermarket breasts, and a dress that must have been slid on with the help of copious amounts of Vaseline and a team of strong men. “Keep your voice down.”

      Nico looked at her. He slammed his fist again. “Don’t tell me what to do, woman. Who do you think you are, huh?”

      There was a small murmur in the crowd, but no one said anything directly.

      “Fine, but if we get kicked out of here, you don’t get your money back. I have a no-refund policy.”

      “Like I can’t replace you. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You stupid whores think just because you take credit cards you’re something better than you are. At the end of the day, you do what every other hooker does, you just do it in Louboutins.” He spat the last few words as loudly as he could, and stared at the woman.

      “Don’t blame me because you got embarrassed today. Maybe if you were better at your job, you would—”

      Nico grabbed his steak knife and stabbed it into the table top. It stuck, and Nico stared across the table. “Darcy, if you don’t shut your big fat mouth, I’m gonna stuff something in it. You hear me?”

      “Promises, promises.”

      A thin man in a tuxedo came over to the table, and softly cleared his throat. Nico didn’t pay attention, instead staring in rage at the large-breasted blonde across the table.

      The maître d’ cleared his throat again. “Excuse me. Sir?”

      Nico slowly looked toward the man. “Can’t you see I’m busy? You got some nerve, coming over here interrupting me.”

      “I know, sir,” the thin man said, face red, prickles of sweat beading on his forehead. “However, some of the other guests have complained and—”

      “They what?”

      “They… they mentioned that things were a bit noisy and wondered—”

      “Who said that, huh?” Nico stood up from the table and hiked his pants up, slinging back his suit coat. “Which one of you miserable mooks said something? Come on. You gonna badmouth me, at least say it to my face.”

      No one in the crowd spoke up, all faces focused on their meals.

      “See? I don’t think we have a problem at all. I think you might have misunderstood things, that’s all. Now say you're sorry.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You interrupted my meal. You made me look foolish in front of my date. Ain’t that right, Darcy?”

      “Nico, please. The guy didn’t do anything wrong. Let’s just finish our food.”

      “Not until he apologizes. Now, say you're sorry. Right now.”

      The maître d’ shuffled his feet back and forth, and looked at Nico. “Mr. Spirelli, I’m sorr—”

      From his suit coat, Nico’s phone rang. “Shut up. Can’t you see I got a call? Why don’t you go in the back and see about some complimentary wine for the table. On account of your rude behavior.”

      The maître d’ slunk off while Nico pulled out his phone and answered it. “What? Can’t I get a night off from you goombahs?”

      Nico put his elbows on the chair back and leaned on it as he listened. “So go turn the power back on.”

      Another reply from the phone.

      “Then call the power company. What do you want me to do about it?”

      Nico squinted as he listened. Darcy was quiet, picking at her salmon croquette.

      “Do I gotta do everything for you morons? I mean, give me a break. Actually, hold on a minute.” Nico put the phone against his shoulder. “Hey.”

      Darcy looked up from her meal.

      “You planning on being any better than you were last time, or am I paying all this money for a dead fish?”

      Darcy’s mouth dropped open. “You piece of—”

      Nico spoke back into the receiver. “You know what? Forget it. I’m coming down. You better have things fixed when I get there.” He hung up the phone.

      Nico pulled out a wad of money from his pocket and dropped several bills on the table. “Handle this.”

      He stalked away from the table, turning back after several feet. “And I know how much is there. You owe me a freebie.”
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        * * *

      

      Porter moved down the hallway, feet quiet in his Chuck Taylors. The only lighting was from the emergency floodlights, a dual bulb arrangement near the ceiling. There were several doors between him and the staircase at the end of the hall. He stopped for a moment, deciding his next move.

      Harsh stopped as well, seemingly content to hold his fire extinguisher and wait for Porter to figure out where they were going.

      It didn’t take long before the choice was made for them.

      Ahead on the left, the man Porter had seen through the window came wandering out of a room. Mercifully, he was wearing a towel around his waist. He looked around, as if confused, walking toward Porter when he saw him. “Hey, you know what’s going on?”

      “Just a little power problem, we’re working on it.”

      “Power problem?”

      “Yeah, Nico doesn’t pay the bill. Sorry, man.”

      The man turned back toward the open door. “Cecelia, I’m not paying for this. I want to be able to see what I’m doing. This isn’t what I pay for.”

      When the angry john turned his back, Porter wrapped his forearm around the man’s throat and squeezed. The man struggled a bit, but soon went slack in Porter’s arms. Porter grabbed the unconscious man’s loose tie and dragged him back into the room.

      Harsh followed and shut the door.

      The thin girl—Cecelia—was at the sink scrubbing her hands. The light from several candles flickered around the room, off the walls and ceiling. She noticed Porter in the vanity mirror and jumped. “What? Who are—”

      “Shh,” Porter said as he held his finger to his lips. “I’m a friend.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t have any friends.”

      “You do now. Wanna get out of here?”

      “What… what do you—”

      “Cuantos años?” How old?

      “My friend wants to know how old you are.”

      “Seventeen.”

      “Mierda.” Shit.

      “Where you from?” Porter said.

      “Queens.”

      “Where you really from?”

      There was a pause. Finally, she said, “Riga.”

      “Latvia?”

      She nodded in the flickering light.

      “Well, you don’t have to stay anymore. You wanna leave, now’s a good time.”

      “But… if I run away, he’ll find me. Bring me back and hurt me.”

      “Don’t worry about that. You can walk right out of here, take the roof and disappear. Or you can hang around until he wakes up.” Porter pointed to the man on the floor. For some reason, being choked unconscious had caused his erection to return, and the towel had fallen when Porter had dragged him up the hallway.

      Porter handed Harsh a pair of the string cuffs, and Harsh rolled the man over on his stomach and zip-tied his hands behind him, and then stuffed a sock from the floor in his mouth. All in all, the unlucky john looked like a Thanksgiving turkey.

      Without another word, Cecelia put her pants and shoes on, then grabbed a small bag from the chair. She walked past Porter, and Harsh opened the door for her to leave.

      “Remember, take the roof.”

      She nodded and stepped through the door.

      “Wait,” Porter said.

      Cecelia turned back.

      “You don’t know where a teenage boy is, do you? You seen one around?”

      Cecelia nodded. “Check the second floor. I think he’s somewhere down there.”

      “You serious?”

      “Of course. He’s always in there. I’m not sure what he’s doing, but he’s there.”

      With that, the young girl stepped into the hallway. Porter followed her and watched as she half-walked, half-jogged to the roof access door and disappeared through it.

      “Muy joven.” Too young.

      “Tell me about it,” Porter said. “Come on.”

      “Dónde?”

      “Next floor down. With any luck, she’s right and Royce is down there. If he is, this might be a lot easier than I thought it would be.”

      Harsh shook his head. “Eres estúpido.”

      “Why am I stupid?”

      “Nunca digas que es fácil. Ahora estamos hechizados.”

      Never say it’s easy. Now we’re jinxed.

      “Don’t be superstitious. We’ll make our own luck,” Porter said. But deep in the back of his mind, he wondered if Harsh was right.
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      Nico took the keys from the valet and dropped into his Porsche. The top was down, and the breeze blew across his face as he got out onto the street and picked up speed.

      His mind lurched back and forth, between anger at the loss of the two premium cars earlier in the day, the fact that his lights were out at the building, and the fact that Darcy had worn that stupid lipstick he hated. He’d told her to stop wearing it, and he expected to get what he paid for.

      Instead, she was just like everyone else who didn’t listen to him. The men at the apartment couldn’t get the lights working. What good were they if they couldn’t even do that?

      The light at the intersection turned red. Nico considered running it, but he was stuck behind a box truck. While he sat, he focused on his main problem: respect. He wanted the people who worked for him to fear him, just like they did his uncle Tommy. No one talked back to Tommy. No one disobeyed what he said. And the old man never even raised his voice.

      If Nico was going to be Don one day, he was going to have to figure out how Uncle Tommy did it. Maybe he’d start hanging out with the old man a little more, and try to learn a few things.

      “Good old Tommy Blue Eyes,” Nico muttered under his breath. His uncle was getting up there in age, and there was no way he could be in charge forever. Someone had to be ready to step up and take the reins.

      Nico wanted it to be him. No one else was really family to the Don. No one else had seen the man almost every day for forty years. It was Nico’s job to lose.

      Still, it made him mad that his uncle would disrespect him the way he had earlier in the day–sending his errand boy Carlo to come and talk business rather than coming into his office himself. Nico wasn’t sure how much disrespect he was supposed to stomach, but he was nearly at his limit.

      He pushed the button to the display, and his phone dialed a number, the sound handled by the Porsche’s high-end Burmester speakers. As soon as the other phone picked up, Nico said, “You better have that power on.”

      “Not yet, sir. We’re working on it right now.”

      “Jimmy, I don’t have time to play games. Why isn’t the power back on?”

      “Mikey went to go check on it right now.”

      “What about the rest of you idiots? Huh? If there are four of you sitting on your asses, why send the dumbest guy to go check?”

      “Like I said, Mikey went to the electrical room. I sent Terry to go check on the kid, and me and Big Mike are downstairs.”

      “Listen, I don’t care who you send where. When I get there, you better have all this shit fixed, or I’m gonna be pissed.”

      Nico hung up the phone.

      Asking Uncle Tommy for advice was looking like a better plan by the hour. Maybe he’d put aside the disrespectful way he’d been treated, and call the old man in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      Porter looked left and right when he came out of the room. He walked past several other doors in the hallway. Some were open, the rooms obviously empty. Others were closed, and he decided not to waste his time. Whatever was happening in the rooms would no doubt bother him. Get under his skin even, and he didn’t have time to right all of Nico Spirelli’s wrongs.

      Porter pointed to the stairs and waved Harsh on. “Will you put that extinguisher down already?”

      Harsh shook his head.

      “You look ridiculous.”

      As they got to the top stair, there was a noise—stomping feet, moving up the stairwell toward them. Porter motioned Harsh on, and the man moved past the mouth of the stairwell, flattened out against the wall. Porter leaned on his wall, waiting to see who was coming up.

      A wiry man with a leather jacket came into view a few seconds later. It was too dark to make out much more than that. The floodlight from the emergency generator was further up the hall, and its spill of light wasn’t strong.

      “What’s up with the lights?” Porter said.

      “How the hell should I know? Am I a mechanic?”

      “I don’t know,” Porter said truthfully. “Are you?”

      “Just go back to your room. Let your girl take care of you.”

      “Is Nico here? I’d rather ask about a refund.”

      “Refund?” Leather Jacket laughed. “We don’t do refunds.”

      “I’d rather ask him. Any clue where he is?”

      “Look, he’s on the way. I can already tell you what he’s gonna say about a refund, so don’t even bother.”

      “Maybe I’ll just—”

      There was a wet thud, and the man in front of Porter dropped to his knees. He slowly leaned to the side, until gravity took him the rest of the way to the floor.

      Harsh was standing there, fire extinguisher held like a baseball bat. “Demasiada plática.” Too much talking.

      “I’d love to argue, but when you’re right, you’re right.”

      Porter patted the man down and found a wad of cash in his front pocket, as well as a small pistol in his waistband. “I don’t need this. You want it?”

      “No.”

      Porter emptied the pistol and put the magazine in his own pocket, then dropped the gun on the floor beside the man. “You heard him, right?”

      “Nico no está aquí.” Nico’s not here.

      “Exactly. We should hustle before he gets here. Maybe this won’t be so bad.”

      Porter headed down the stairs toward the second floor. If Cecelia the sex worker was correct, that might be the floor where they would find Royce. That would mean an end to the entire ordeal, and Porter couldn’t lie: he was ready to get the hell out of New Jersey.
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      Nico Spirelli cradled the phone between his neck and shoulder as he pointed to a bottle on the wall behind the clerk. “Gimme two of those.”

      The man nodded and grabbed a large brown paper bag and retrieved the bottles, a medium-aged whiskey brand.

      “What do you mean you still don’t got the lights on? I don’t expect that after twenty minutes you clowns can’t get this done.” He reached into the humidor on the counter and pulled out a cigar, tearing the plastic wrapping off with his teeth and jamming the stogie in his mouth.

      “Mikey isn’t back yet. I’m sure he’s still trying to figure the whole thing out,” Jimmy said through the phone.

      Nico shifted the cigar in his mouth. “Look, I don’t want to be the bad guy. I even stopped and got you guys something to drink. When I get there, we can hang out. I think the Knicks game is on. But the problem is, if you can’t get the power back on…” Nico pulled the phone off his ear and turned it toward his mouth. “…then we can’t even watch the game! Do you get what I’m telling you?”

      The clerk raised his eyebrows at Nico.

      “Mind your own business, raghead.”

      “I’m from Queens,” the clerk said.

      “Whatever.”

      “You know I have to charge you for the cigar, right?”

      Nico stared a hole in the man. “Jimmy, I need to take care of something. When I get there, I expect things to be handled. You got it?”

      “Yes sir, we’re on it.”

      Nico hung up the phone. “What did you say to me?”

      The clerk looked at Nico. “What? I have to charge you for the cigar?”

      “Yeah. That. Do you know who I am?”

      The clerk nodded. “Yeah. You’re the guy who needs to pay for his cigar. I’m not running a charity here.”

      Nico smiled and turned his back on the man. He lit the cigar with matches from his pocket, and took a big puff.

      “Hey buddy, you can’t smoke in here—”

      Nico turned back around, pointed a snub-nosed .38 at the clerk, and pulled the trigger. The spent gunpowder instantly mixed with the cigar smoke as Nico smiled at the clerk.

      The clerk’s eyes opened wide with surprise, and he wordlessly clutched at his chest and stumbled backward into the counter. Moments later, he was on the floor, motionless.

      Nico took several more drags from his cigar, and then stepped behind the counter. He yanked the tape from the single security camera aimed at the register. Then he grabbed the brown bag of booze and walked back to the public side of the counter again. He took two more puffs of the cigar, then dropped it on the floor and ground it beneath his heel.

      “You can have it back. Tastes like shit, anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      Porter stepped over the fallen body beneath his feet and led the way down the stairs. He stepped lightly in the near darkness, careful where he put his feet. He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to die in New Jersey, but the thought of it happening because his big feet missed a step and he fell and broke his neck was unacceptable. He worked his way down until he was standing on the next floor.

      Level two.

      It was a mirror of the previous floor, with a handful of doors on each side of the hallway. The floodlight lit up the end of the hallway when he stepped off the stairs, making Porter felt naked and exposed, but there wasn’t anyone else there.

      Harsh stepped out of the stairwell and stood next to him. “Cuál?” Which one?

      “Beats me. The girl said he was somewhere down here. I guess we need to start knocking on doors.”

      Porter walked up to the first door on the left, knocked twice, and put his ear to the door. After several moments of waiting, there was no answer; neither were there any sounds of passion emanating from the inside.

      Harsh set his extinguisher down and turned the handle. The door swung freely and openly, revealing an empty room.

      “Next.”

      The two men did the same tactic with three more rooms, finding nothing but empty beds.

      The fourth room was different. Before he even knocked, Porter could hear a gruff voice from inside.

      “Say you’re stupid. Say you’re a moron.”

      A muffled voice answered.

      “Say I’m big, you hear me? Say I’m the biggest you ever had.”

      More muffled tones.

      Then, the sharp note of a smack. Flesh on flesh, with power behind it.

      Porter nodded to Harsh and knocked on the door.

      Moments later, a heavyset man with no shirt answered the door. “What?”

      Porter looked past the man, and in the near gloom he could see a woman restrained to the bed. “Hi, sir. I was wondering if you had a moment to talk about the Lord?”

      “What? Who the—”

      Harsh stepped past Porter and filled the doorway. Porter looked left and right in the hallway, looking for any witnesses. There were none. When he turned back, the big john was on the floor, snoring, and Harsh was already in the room. Porter stepped in and closed the door behind him.

      He walked over to the woman on the bed, who was wearing nothing but a thong, and reached up and pulled the ball gag out of her mouth. “You okay?”

      “Okay? Of course I’m okay. What the hell did you beat up Frank for?”

      “Actually, that was my friend over there. Feel free to blame him. But really, you should probably thank him for saving your ass.”

      “Saving me? Frank’s my best customer, you idiot. Now he’s probably got brain damage and will forget he owes me five hundred bucks.”

      Porter shook his head. “So you’re all right?”

      “Yes, you idiot. I’m fine. Now untie me.”

      Porter looked at Harsh, merely a darkened figure in the room. “Nico isn’t holding you here against your will?”

      “Against my will? I’m a grown woman. We all gotta make a living. Who are you two, anyway? I don’t recognize you. Does Nico know you’re running around beating his customers up? I bet he’ll be pissed. Just wait until I tell him.”

      Porter exhaled.

      “Well? Untie me. Let’s go already.”

      Porter reached out and slipped the ball gag back into the woman’s mouth. She tried to move her head and avoid it, but Porter was too quick.

      “Since you don’t mind being tied up, I guess you can stay like that for a while. I’m sure someone will be by to get you later.”

      He stepped over to Harsh and patted him on the shoulder, and the two men stepped back into the hallway, shutting the door firmly behind them. The noise of the working girl’s muffled yelling was barely audible in the hallway.

      “How do you say Stockholm Syndrome en español?”

      “Eso es suficientemente bueno.” That’s good enough.

      Porter continued to the end of the hallway, bypassing the stairwell to the ground level. There was a door that looked like the one that had stood outside the electrical room. Porter looked at it for a moment, then put his ear to it. There was plenty of noise, but nothing he expected to hear at a brothel.

      Porter knocked and moved out of the doorway.

      A man answered, yelling from the inside. “You have a key, moron. Let yourself in.”

      Porter looked at Harsh and shrugged. Then he knocked again.

      The voice was louder this time. “I swear, you guys are about the dumbest people I ever met. Working with you is actually painful. It hurts my head.”

      From the inside came the sounds of locks and deadbolts turning and opening. Then the door swung open and a thickly built man looked up at Porter.

      “Hey. Yo, who the hell are you? Why are you knocking on this door? You get lost on the way to the idiot convention or something?”

      Porter smiled and grabbed the man by his shirt. His broken hand stabbed with pain, but Porter ignored it. He pulled the man out of the doorway, close to him. Then he hip-tossed him into the hallway behind.

      Harsh was standing there waiting. When the man hit the ground, Harsh brought the fire extinguisher down on his head, twice. The man went limp.

      “You really like that extinguisher, huh? Maybe we’ll get you a chain and you can wear it around your neck. You remember Flavor Flav?”

      “Eres estúpido.”

      It was too dark for Porter to see whether the downed man’s skull was still intact or not. Instead, Porter looked back toward the open door. Drawn by the soft glow of a television, he stepped inside.
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      Nico circled the block several times, the evening city parking situation the latest in a long line of things that were working against him. Nearly two blocks from his building, he found a place. Nico took a minute and put up the top on his convertible.

      His property wasn’t in the best neighborhood, which is why he’d been able to afford the entire building. If it had been prime real estate, he’d have been priced out. Still, he thought most people would know better than to mess with anything of his—but he wasn’t above taking precautions.

      He sat for a moment, running through the interaction with the shop clerk. It wasn’t that he felt bad about shooting the man—far from it. He couldn’t believe the man had been so disrespectful.

      Nico was more angry at himself. He’d left the cigar there. With the modern cop techniques, he was sure they’d be able to tie it back to him. DNA was everywhere, and Nico’s was in a federal database. He’d been arrested on federal extortion charges almost ten years ago. He’d gotten off, thanks in part to a high-powered attorney. The problem was, he’d still been forced to submit his DNA for the database. Some new federal law; every arrestee had to give it up.

      He thought for a few moments, then pulled out his phone and punched a number he hadn’t used lately.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, who’s this? Carlo?”

      “What do you want, Nicky?”

      Nico ground his teeth. “You watch your mouth with me, guy. It’s Nico. My uncle can call me that, but you ain’t my uncle, no matter what you think.”

      “What is it?”

      “I wanna talk to the man. I have a situation, and I wanna be sure he can handle it for me.”

      “I don’t think the Don wants to talk right now.”

      “Bullshit. Get him on the phone.”

      “Nicky, I don’t know what you want me to tell you. He isn’t taking calls right now.”

      “You listen to me, you prick. Don’t you ever call me that again. You hear me? Huh? One day that old man will be gone, and when he is, there won’t be nobody to protect you. You get what I’m saying?”

      The phone clicked off.

      Incensed, Nico went to work on his dashboard. Fists and spittle flew, and he slammed his hand into it over and over again. After nearly a minute, he slowed down and took several deep breaths.

      He unlocked the phone and pushed redial.

      The phone rang and rang and eventually clicked off, with no voicemail message.

      Nico muttered to himself and pressed redial.

      After several rings, the phone clicked on. “Nicky.”

      “Uncle Tommy? That you?”

      “Well, it ain’t the tooth fairy. What do you need?”

      “Need? Uhh, nothing. I just wanted to see how you were. You know, we haven’t talked as much as we should, and I wanted to fix that, you know?”

      “Nicky, please. Everyone tries to lie to me all the time, I gotta hear the same thing from you, too? What are you calling for?”

      Nico exhaled and looked around at the street around him, as if someone might be outside his car listening. “Well, there is this other thing. I had a run-in with a guy tonight. No big deal, these things happen, you know?”

      Tommy Blue Eyes was silent on the other end of the phone.

      “Anyway, I was wondering if we still had that sergeant on the books? You know, the one that works with the evidence. I can’t remember his name right now, but you know who I’m talking about, right?”

      “Why, Nicky? What did you do?”

      “I mean, maybe I should tell you about that in person, you know? I just think we shouldn’t talk over an open line.”

      “Nicky, you’re my nephew and I love you. Remember that.”

      “Sure, Uncle Tommy, I know that.”

      “If this issue is still an issue in the morning, we will get together and figure it out.”

      “Sure, but I’m pretty sure it’s gonna still be an issue.”

      “Well, you never know,” Tommy Blue Eyes said. “Sometimes things have a way of changing.”

      “Okay. Yeah, I can see that.”

      “Good. If I see you tomorrow, I’ll know we still have a problem.”

      Nico nodded, as if his uncle could see him through the phone. “That sounds good.”

      “Goodbye, Nicky.”

      “Bye, Uncle Tommy.”

      Nico watched the screen as the phone hung up, and stared at it until the light blinked off.
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        * * *

      

      Porter stepped into the room with its nearly wall-sized television. There were no other doors in the place, just the one big open area. Ahead of him was a person sitting on a couch with his back to Porter. The person wasn’t very tall, and the couch back obscured everything but the back of his head.

      Harsh shut the door as he stepped in, and leaned against it.

      Porter walked around the front of the couch and looked down at the boy. “Royce?”

      “Yeah?” The boy looked up at him. His face was like a younger, less severe version of Candy Man’s, features long but not nearly as predatory as his older brother’s.

      “We’re here to help you.”

      “Really? Because you look like you need help.”

      “Oh, that a joke about my face?”

      Royce nodded. “If you look like that, I’d hate to see the other guy.”

      Porter pointed toward the back of the room at Big Harsh. “That’s the other guy.”

      “Yeah, he looks pretty bad, too.” The boy flashed an impish smile.

      “Look, we’re friends of your brother’s and he sent us to find you and get you out of here.”

      “My brother doesn’t have friends. He’s an asshole.”

      Porter nodded. “So you’ve met your brother. ‘Friends’ would be a strong word, but it doesn’t matter. We’re here. You want to bail?”

      “Sure, but I can’t just walk out of here.”

      “The hell you can’t. If you’re waiting on an invitation, this is it. Let’s go.”

      “No—I mean, I can’t walk out of here.” Royce moved the blanket on his lap, and Porter saw that there was only one leg where two should be. The right leg of his shorts was empty.

      “Your brother could have told me about that,” Porter said.

      “He doesn’t like to talk about it. Embarrassed of me, I guess. Just like our parents.”

      “That why they sent you away?”

      “Like it’s my fault I got cancer.”

      “Yeah, well, it happens.”

      “What? Getting your leg chopped off?” Royce said.

      “And crappy parents. Terrible brother. That’s life. We can complain about it, or we can get you out of here. Which would you rather?”

      “I still can’t walk. I didn’t magically develop the ability to fly.”

      “Do you have a prosthetic or something?”

      “Sure, but those guys took it. Figured I can’t run away if I can’t run.”

      Porter looked around for something he could use, then realized it was a futile thought. A strong hand tapped him on the shoulder and he turned to see Harsh’s big face right behind him. “What?”

      “Él es liviano.” He’s light.

      “You gonna carry him?”

      “Sí.”

      “All right. Sounds like a plan.” Porter turned back toward Royce. “Okay, I can’t get you wings, but I can get you your own personal ride out of here. You in?”

      Royce smiled. “All right, but make sure he keeps his hands to himself. He’s not a scout leader, is he?”

      Harsh shook his head, and in one smooth motion, bent over and scooped the boy up. “Todos listos?” Everybody ready?

      “I’m waiting on you,” Porter said. He was already at the door and had opened it a crack. He picked up Harsh’s fire extinguisher, stepped out into the hallway, and turned left toward the stairwell toward the ground floor.
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      Nico sat in silence. The car windows were fogged up and he hadn’t moved an inch. The conversation with his uncle replayed in his head over and over. In the brief moments when it didn’t, Nico tried to remember the last time his uncle had told him that he loved him.

      Tommy Blue Eyes was a man who kept that kind of language to himself, and Nico should have been happy to hear it. He should have been happy to get a bit of affirmation from the only man who helped raise him. The father figure he never had.

      Instead, it had made the hair on the back of his neck stand up.

      The phone rang and Nico answered without looking. “What?”

      “It’s Jimmy.”

      “Did you get the lights on yet?”

      “Not yet. Me and Big Mike are about to go see what’s happening. Mikey never came back. I think maybe he hit one of the girls up for a freebie.”

      Nico cleared his throat. “No freebie. Everybody pays,” he said, half-heartedly.

      “You okay, boss? You sound weird.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Listen, I’m close, so you’ll see me in a few minutes. You better have something better to give me than excuses.”

      Nico hung up the phone, not at all convinced he was ready to leave the car yet.
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        * * *

      

      Porter stepped off the last step and onto the ground level. With Royce safely in tow, his strategy had shifted. There was no longer a reason to knock on any doors—Porter didn’t want to find trouble. He figured the best thing to do was get Royce safely out, and worry about Nico, wherever he was, some other time. Tommy Blue Eyes would have to understand the way the situation played out.

      He looked back at Harsh, safely off the stairwell and still holding Royce aloft. Porter turned back to the front. Just ahead, illuminated by the ground floor floodlight, was the front door. There was a vestibule, a box of glass that was a waystation between the inside and the outside world.

      Porter wanted to be out of the building as soon as possible. “Let’s go.” He waved Harsh on.

      When the group was in the middle of the hallway, a door to Porter’s left opened with a squeak. He turned, hoping to see a scantily-clad woman or a john buttoning up his shirt as he left, satisfied with the transaction that had just transpired.

      Instead, as if in slow motion, Porter turned his head, taking in the two new bodies coming out of the doorway. Neither of them were Nico Spirelli, but neither one was friendly, and even in the dark, Porter recognized the two slabs of meat that had been at Nico’s dealership earlier in the day.

      Porter looked toward Harsh and Royce and yelled, “Go!”

      Then he launched himself at the two new figures.

      Swinging the fire extinguisher, Porter just missed one man’s head, instead slamming into the wall behind him. The men pushed him against the wall on the other side of the hallway.

      Porter was pinned against the wall, the bulk of the two men holding him in place. Unable to get his arms up, he instead launched knees into the midsection of the closest man, who had a neatly trimmed handlebar mustache.

      The knees did little good as Mustache head-butted Porter in the face, smashing right into an already-tender nose. A jolt of white light flashed in Porter’s eyes, and pain washed over him.

      Porter pressed again the wall of muscle in front of him, desperately trying to make space. In close-quarters combat, there was a truth that was easily illustrated by the “Goldilocks and the Three Bears” fairy tale. Too far away, and none of your blows were effective. Too close, like his current situation, and you couldn’t get any range to generate power for strikes. A fighter needed at least a little space to be effective.

      Space Porter didn’t have. Space Porter desperately needed.

      There was a flash of movement to his right, and the load pressing on him was instantly lessened.

      The flurry continued to his left, as Big Harsh tackled the guy in the back of the tandem and the pair went tumbling out of the way.

      Mustache, the lone man in front of him, now seemed like a minor obstacle. Porter grabbed the man by his ribs, reaching deep, squeezing whatever meat he could find, and bench-pressed his assailant off him.

      Mustache took a couple steps back, clutching at his ribs, which gave Porter the opening he was looking for. Without giving him a chance to regroup, Porter launched into a vicious attack, his fists a whirling dervish of action. Aware of his injured right hand, he threw that much less often than his left, which peppered Mustache over and over, driving him backward.

      He threw a big left, which made Mustache stumble, then glanced at Harsh as he loaded up his next shot. The tackle had left the big boxer off balance, and his assailant, a man with a bald head, was straddled on top of him, raining blows down.

      Instead of the punch he’d loaded up, Porter kicked at Mustache, driving his heel into the man’s stomach, pushing him deep into the room he’d come from. Then he turned toward Baldie and rushed him.

      “Get off, you son of a bitch,” Porter growled, grabbing the man by his thick button-up shirt and driving him away from Harsh.

      Baldie rolled and came to his knees, then quickly to his feet. “You want some, too? Come on.”

      Porter stepped past Harsh, placing himself between the threat and his downed partner. Baldie stepped in, with more technique than Mustache—feinting as he came closer, bobbing left and right.

      “Does everyone in New York know how to box?” Porter spat, and then Baldie was on top of him.

      As Porter raised his hands, there was a violent hissing noise, and the hallway exploded in a thick cloud of white powder. Porter coughed and dropped to a knee. To his right, he saw Royce holding the recently deployed fire extinguisher, nozzle still aimed at the melee.

      Porter lost sight of Baldie for a moment, and when he found the man again, Porter simply ducked his head, slammed his shoulder into Baldie’s stomach, and drove him into the nearest wall, leaving a man-sized imprint in the drywall.

      Baldie groaned, and Porter stepped back as he slid down the wall. Unlike Harsh, who seemed like a fish out of water, Porter was very effective on the ground, where years of wrestling and jujitsu had left him extremely comfortable—and deadly.

      He straddled Baldie and put the man in a front headlock, lifting his head up, while the rest of his body held the man down. Baldie struggled for several moments, until Porter strained and arched his back. He was rewarded with a pop, and then Baldie stopped fighting. Porter stepped off Baldie while the man shook and convulsed underneath him.

      He leaned against the wall, trying to catch his breath, coughing through the cloud of fire retardant. A change in dance partners had done both Porter and Big Harsh well, and Porter caught a dusty glimpse of the boxer handily polishing off Mustache, a big uppercut nearly knocking Nico’s man off his feet and depositing him back down to the floor.

      Harsh turned back toward Porter. “Bueno que te salvé el culo.” Good thing I saved your ass.

      “Please. That guy was gonna beat your brains in. You should be thanking me.”

      “I’d thank anybody who could get me off this floor. You leave me down here long enough and a roach might carry me away,” Royce said, rolling the spent fire extinguisher away from him.

      Porter moved to let Harsh pick the boy up again. While he waited for them, he adjusted the Python in his waistband. The fight with Nico’s men had left him disheveled.

      Harsh turned toward him, Royce in his arms, while Porter looked around at the hallway, where the powder was finally settling. “It looks like a box of instant potatoes blew a load in here.”

      Royce snorted, and Harsh shook his head. “Vámonos.” Let’s go.

      “Hell, I’m waiting on you,” Porter said as he stepped past the man. They were almost at the vestibule, and the front door just beyond. He slapped at the powder on his shirt and beard as he grabbed the handle to pull the first door open.

      There was a dull crack of a pistol, and then the shattering of glass. Instinctively, Porter turned toward the sound.

      The glass panes on both doors leading outside were broken. Porter looked down, but didn’t see or feel a bullet hole. Then he looked behind him, and saw Harsh staggering against the wall, still holding Royce in his arms. A red spot spread over the big man’s shoulder, showing through his gray sweatshirt.

      Porter looked out front at the barrel of Nico Spirelli’s revolver. The Mafioso was standing on the sidewalk, shooting through the glass at the men. The gun barked three more times, and the glass on either side of the door cracked and broke.

      Porter looked back at Harsh again. He had knelt and was covering Royce with his own body. There were no new spots of blood.

      Heat rising up his neck, Porter stared through the broken glass at Nico, who was still pulling the trigger on his empty gun. The men’s eyes met.

      Nico lowered the gun and sprinted down the sidewalk.

      “Ve, ve, ve!” was the last thing Porter heard before he tore out of the door, broken glass crunching underneath his Chuck Taylors.

      Go, go, go!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Porter barely caught sight of Nico disappearing down the alley between his building and the next—the same alley Porter and Harsh had gone down earlier in the evening. Porter turned the corner at full speed, equally mad that he’d been shot at, that Harsh had been hit, and that he was being forced to run.

      He’d seen Nico pulling the trigger on an empty revolver. It was always possible the man had a reload, or had another gun with him. But Porter didn’t care about any of that. He desperately wanted to get his hands on the fleeing man, and was pushing himself to do it.

      Ahead, in the semi-dark alley, Nico was trying to get to the fire escape.

      When Cecelia had escaped at Porter’s urging earlier, she hadn’t taken the time to push it up again. The stairs were still down and accessible.

      Porter slowed to a walk. “Hey.”

      Nico saw Porter and turned to run again. But Porter was tired of chasing him. He pulled out the Python and leveled it at the man, lowering it several inches and pulling the trigger.

      The big revolver bucked as the explosion sent a .357 round screaming from the barrel, and the projectile hit Nico somewhere in the leg. The man buckled and fell, screaming in pain.

      Porter looked around and saw no one. He hoped Tommy Blue Eyes’s promise to keep the police away from the area that night was good, because things were about to get even louder.

      Nico was desperately trying to crawl away, up the fire escape stairs. The alley was a dead end and there was nowhere else for the man to flee.

      “Doesn’t feel so great to have one leg, does it? You ever think about how that kid felt?”

      “Fuck you.” Nico pulled himself to his knees and dragged himself along.

      “Nah, you aren’t my type. I prefer women, not men who act like little bitches. My friend Rivera has more balls than you do.”

      “Stay away from me.”

      Porter walked up the stairs after Nico, in no rush to catch the man.

      Nico still had the revolver hooked around his finger, and in a move of sheer desperation, pointed it at Porter and pulled the trigger.

      Porter laughed. “It’s still empty, stupid. But mine’s not. You want to go to the roof? Go ahead.”

      Nico cursed under his breath and half-climbed, half-hobbled his way up the fire staircase. Porter was right behind him the entire way, pushing him along when he needed motivation.

      “You can’t do this to me. You’re a nobody. I’m a big deal, don’t you know who I am? Huh?”

      “I do now. Although to be honest, they told me you were a monster. A real beast. You just seem like a shook little pussy to me. But what do I know, I’m just a… what was that you called me again?”

      Nico didn’t answer. He finally reached the top of the stairs and hobbled out onto the roof.

      “How much to make this go away, huh? Everybody’s got a price—name yours.”

      “But I don’t like you, Nico. I hate doing business with people I don’t like.”

      “You don’t have to like me to take my money. It’s all green. It all spends.”

      “Funny thing, I’m already getting paid by someone, and I like them way more than I like you.”

      “Who the hell would pay you to hit me? Huh? I’m a made man. People can’t put a hit on me.”

      “I think you know who it was, don’t you? Even you aren’t that dumb.”

      Nico looked up at Porter and clutched at his leg. Then he stopped writhing and a wave of understanding washed over his face. “Uncle Tommy.”

      “Bingo. You should have treated the old man better.”

      Nico spit at Porter. “What do you know about it? You’re just a stupid eggpl—”

      Porter pulled the trigger on the Python and blew the back of Nico’s head off. He looked down as the man convulsed for several moments, then stopped moving, nearly unrecognizable.

      Porter took a deep breath, then looked around at the empty rooftop. He wiped the Python off, careful to remove any of the prints he’d left when he wasn’t wearing gloves, then dropped it on Nico’s chest.

      He pulled his phone out and dialed a familiar number. The call was answered on the first ring. “Where the hell are you?”

      “Nico’s place.”

      “I told you not to go in there alone,” Rivera said.

      “I didn’t.”

      “A guy named Big Harsh doesn’t count.”

      “He does to me.”

      “Why are you calling me? What happened? Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m good. Harsh got shot, but it looked like it was only in the shoulder. He’ll be fine.”

      There was silence on the phone for a few moments. “Did you find Royce?”

      “No,” Porter said.

      “Are you serious? You went through all that and he wasn’t there? I can’t believe it. What are we gonna try next—”

      “I’m just kidding. We found the kid.”

      “Why would you scare me like that?”

      “I like to get you gassed up,” Porter said. “Look, Royce is good, so we need to make this work for us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You need to take credit for this. Tell the FBI that some info you discovered led to the recovery of Royce. This is the big case you’ve been looking for. There are a few dead guys in here, and I left Nico on the roof. He’s got a couple guns that are probably not registered to anybody. There’s at least one tied-up hooker. It’s a mess. But if you spin it right, you can wrap it all up in one big bag, put a bow on it, and take credit.”

      “Take credit for that war zone? Are you crazy?”

      “Sometimes I wonder the same thing. Look, all you have to do is find some of the other girls who worked here, and get them to testify that they were trafficked into the country. The press will eat that up. Then, you tie Nico and Osito together and it looks like you stopped a sex slavery ring. You’re the big hero.”

      Things were quiet on the phone for a few moments. “You know, I could make that work. Except what do I say about all the dead bodies?”

      “Turf war. When your guys showed up to check everything out, it was already like this. As long as you point hard enough to Royce, people won’t ask too many questions. Why would they? A kid got found and bad guys are dead. What do you think they’re gonna put on the news?”

      “Sometimes I don’t even know how you come up with this stuff.”

      “Are you saying you’re impressed?” Porter said. “Be careful, if you keep saying nice things to me, I’ll think you’re flirting with me again.”

      “Again? I never flirted with you to begin with.”

      “You stuck your tongue in my mouth. At least have the guts to admit it.”

      “I just got three feet of small intestine removed, remember? I’m a little short on guts right now.”

      “Call your Fed buddies. Send them to Nico’s building. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Not too soon. I have to make some calls.”

      Porter thumbed off the phone, and put it in his pocket. He clambered down the fire escape and walked back around to the shattered front door of the apartment building.

      Inside, Harsh and Royce were both sitting on the floor next to each other. Harsh was poking at his arm, and other than the bloody wound, appeared very little worse for wear.

      “What, you guys just taking a break? Must be nice to sit on your ass.”

      “I’ve been telling him to get up,” Royce said, “but apparently getting shot hurts.”

      “Suck it up, buttercup,” Porter said as he reached a hand out and helped Harsh to his feet.

      Harsh held his arm in front of him gingerly. He looked left and right. “Dónde está Nico?”

      Porter winked at the man, then turned back to Royce on the floor. “Bad news, big man. I think—”

      “You have to leave me for the cops, right?”

      “Actually, yeah. How’d you know?”

      “I figured as much. Where could you take me? Back to my brother’s apartment? Yeah, right. I can’t just turn up at school after I’ve been missing for a while. People will ask questions.”

      “You’re pretty smart.”

      “I guess I’ll just hang around and wait.”

      “Give me a minute.” Porter walked into the room Mustache and Baldie had come out of. It was like a break room, and Porter found a leather office chair in it. He wheeled the chair out and down the hallway, then helped Royce off the ground and into the chair. “That’s better. Wouldn’t want a roach to carry you away.”

      “Thanks. And thanks for helping me. I don’t think they were gonna let me hang out and watch TV for much longer. They were gonna kill me soon.”

      “See? I knew you were smart.”

      “I’m smart enough to know my brother isn’t a good guy, but if he got you to come help me, he did okay.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s still a scumbag. But even a scumbag has family.” Porter stuck his hand out. “You be safe. Some guys with badges will be here to help you out soon. I’m allergic to cops, so I gotta go.”

      Royce shook it, his firm grip belying his youth and slight stature.

      Porter looked at Harsh. The man’s shirt was coated in blood, but he was steady on his feet. “You ready?”

      Harsh nodded. He reached out and fist-bumped Royce.

      With that, Porter pushed Harsh toward the door. “Let’s go, you big pussy. Quit bleeding everywhere.”

      “Me dispararon.” I got shot.

      “Cry me a river.”

      The two men crunched their way through the broken glass on the floor, out the door, and into the cool night air.
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      The room phone ringing near his face woke Porter. He picked it up and dragged himself out of bed. “Yeah?”

      “Come to the restaurant downstairs.”

      “Carlo?”

      “Hey, wake the hell up. Did you hear me? Downstairs.”

      Porter hung up the phone and lay back down. So much of his body hurt that he had stopped keeping track of it all. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep, but whatever it was, it wasn’t enough. He closed his eyes.

      Almost instantly, it rang again.

      This time, Porter didn’t bother sitting up when he answered. “What?”

      “It’s been ten minutes. I don’t see you down here.”

      “You aren’t gonna go away, are you?”

      “Just get downstairs.”

      Porter sighed and hung up the phone. He dragged himself out of bed and pulled a clean shirt on, then padded into the other part of the room.

      Big Harsh was stretched out on the couch, tattoos fully exposed. There was a bandage where Porter had done a passable job of triaging the pass-through bullet wound Harsh had received courtesy of Nico.

      “Come on, man, put some pants on,” Porter said.

      Harsh opened his eyes and sat up. “Tengo sueño.” I’m sleepy.

      “Yeah, join the club. But Carlo wants me to come downstairs. And as much as I’ve come to enjoy my time with the mob these last few days, I’m no idiot. So, you’re coming with me.”

      Harsh nodded, then rose and pulled his pants and long-sleeved shirt on, using only his good arm. Tattoos covered, he stood and splashed water on his face at the wet bar sink.

      “You done, princess?” Porter said as he opened the hotel room door.

      The pair caught the elevator, and in a few moments they were in the lobby. The sun was bright as it streamed through the big windows, and people moved around, all dressed in their business finest and ready for the day.

      Carlo in the pageboy cap was standing in the middle of the lobby. He looked at his watch as Porter walked up to him. “Took you long enough.”

      “I could have been longer. I don’t much care if you’re waiting down here or not.”

      “It’s not me you have to worry about. Come on.” Carlo waved the men to follow him.

      They walked through the lobby to the restaurant, which was serving a breakfast buffet. At a table, alone, was Tommy Blue Eyes.

      Porter turned to Carlo. “Why didn’t you tell me he was here? Huh?”

      “Like you would listen. Go over there. Me and Marie will be at our own table.”

      Harsh frowned and Porter looked over his shoulder while he walked toward the Don’s table. “Don’t be mad. I’m definitely Donny.”

      A few steps later and he was standing behind an empty chair looking at the Don. “Sorry I kept you waiting, Mr. Fan—”

      “The wait was bad enough, but you’re gonna start in with that Mister stuff?”

      “Tommy. Sorry.”

      “Sit down, kid. I’m not sure what kind of stuff you eat, but these eggs are terrible. Potatoes aren’t bad, though.”

      Porter pulled out the chair and sat. “Do I even wanna ask how you knew I was staying here?”

      “I already told you, this is my city. I know everything. I figured I’d come and see you in person.”

      “Appreciate that.”

      Tommy looked around and then lowered his voice. “One of my guys on the force in Jersey called me… told me everything. Looks like you made a mess.”

      “I can be messy sometimes,” Porter said. “It’s part of my charm.”

      “Well, you have to break a few eggs, all that jazz. Still, you got the job done. And for that, you have my respect.” Tommy Blue Eyes leaned forward and patted a brown messenger bag, sitting in its own chair at the table. “All your money is in here. We used to use suitcases and duffle bags, but so many people use these silly bags now, it’s a good way to blend in. We can go up to your room and count it.”

      “No need,” Porter said.

      “Bad business to get stiffed.”

      Porter smiled. “I don’t know you very well, Mr. Fanu—”

      The old man cleared his throat.

      “Tommy. I don’t know you very well, but it seems like you wouldn’t have gotten very far in life stiffing people. That’s a good way to make a bunch of enemies, and I’m sure you don’t need any more than you already have.”

      “That’s a good way to look at it.”

      Porter glance around the restaurant. “Not to mention, I would have killed Nico for free, just on principle. So any amount you put in here is just icing on the cake.”

      Tommy broke out into a laugh. “You earned it, kid. Thanks for handling my little problem.”

      “Anytime.”

      “You mean that? It looks like I got a vacancy on my staff.”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “I figure, Carlo needs a promotion. He’s been handling everything I throw at him for a while. I’ll put him in charge of whatever’s left of Nico’s operation. So, I’ll need a driver. Maybe one who knows how to lighten up a little, but still get the job done. Know anybody?”

      Porter’s mouth opened and closed.

      “I’m just messing with you, kid. I know this city ain’t your scene. But if you want to come back sometime, feel free to look me up. I always need good guys.”

      Porter gestured over his shoulder. “Look, he isn’t much of a driver, but that big guy over there could use some work.”

      Tommy Blue Eyes adjusted his glasses and looked toward the table where Harsh and Carlo sat. “He’s good people?”

      “I trust him. He helped a lot last night.”

      Tommy nodded. “I’ll consider him for future vacancies.”

      “I’d appreciate it.”

      The old man pushed to his feet, hand firmly gripping his cane. Porter started to stand, but Tommy stopped him. “I already paid for this; you and your buddy might as well enjoy it. Whatever you can find that’s good, anyway.”

      He hobbled past Porter and patted him on the shoulder. Then he motioned to Carlo, and the two men were gone.

      Moments later, Harsh came over to Porter’s table, a plate full of food in one hand and his bad arm hanging limply by his side. He sat in Tommy’s former seat and looked at the messenger bag in the chair. “Dinero?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Lo dividimos, verdad?” We split it, right?

      “I’m a man of my word. I was thinking seventy-thirty.”

      Harsh scoffed.

      Porter looked down at the plate of potatoes Tommy had gotten him. “No good? I could do eighty-twenty.”

      “Menos?” Less?

      “Fine, ninety-ten, but that’s the best I can do.”

      Harsh picked up his fork and started spearing eggs. “Esa paliza que te di rompió tu cerebro.” That beating I gave you broke your brain.

      “Beating? I won that fight.”

      “Vamos otra vez?” Wanna go again?

      “You have one arm, stupid.”

      The men continued squabbling as they ate their meal, lost in the friendly insults, food, and camaraderie. Gone were thoughts of Camelot Jones and Osito, Nico and all his men. Gone were the hookers and pimps and johns. Gone were the murdered loved ones, nearly dead friends, and ex-wives who wouldn’t speak to them.

      For the length of a breakfast, everything else was gone.
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      Porter sat on the wooden visitor’s chair. The girl in the bed in front of him smiled. The swelling in her jaw had reduced, and the black around her nose and eyes was fading to a sickly green.

      “I’m not sure you’ll like it.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I don’t know… it’s just, I’m kind of self-conscious about my art, that’s all.” Daisy held the piece of paper face-down on her lap and looked down, away from Porter.

      “That’s not really how this works. At some point, you have to show your patron the art they commission, or you don’t get paid. That’s not my rules, that’s just how it goes.”

      Daisy nodded slightly. She still didn’t turn over the piece of paper.

      Porter smiled and reached into the back pocket of his jeans. He pulled out an envelope.

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m a good judge of talent, so this is an investment.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “As your patron, I believe you are going to make some great art. So I want to subsidize that for a year. I have two grand in this envelope. That’s enough money to get you back to Youngstown.”

      “How did you—”

      “You told us at the diner, remember?”

      “You remembered that?”

      “Sure. I listen to people. Take this money. Go back to Youngstown.”

      “You know, I don’t think I can take—”

      “That’s not all. When you prove to me you went home, I’ll give you the rest.”

      “Rest what?”

      “I’ll pay for you to go to the local JUCO. Take art. Get your associate degree. Draw stuff.”

      Daisy looked down, her lip quivering. “I don’t know… I mean, why would you do this?”

      “Simple: it’s an investment. One day, when you make a bunch of money as a famous artist, you can pay me back. Until then, don’t worry about it.”

      “I don’t know… I mean, what do I say…”

      “Don’t say anything,” Porter said. He stood from the chair and set his card in her lap, along with the envelope of money. “Just in case you don’t have my number anymore. I’m good for the money. Call me when you get home.”

      He turned to leave the room.

      “Wait. You forgot your picture.”

      Porter turned back and reached his hand out, taking the picture from the girl.

      “Look at it outside. I can’t watch people look at my stuff.”

      Porter nodded and left the room, not looking back at Daisy. He walked a few feet down the hallway, then looked left and right, making sure no one was around, and turned the piece of paper over.

      It was a picture of him, a portrait of his face. His beard was detailed down to the last strand of hair; his cheeks and nose were perfect. The most amazing part was his eyes. They were dangerous and friendly all at once, and Porter stared at himself for several minutes.

      He looked away from the portrait long enough to push the button on the elevator and get into the cab. Porter was looking at the picture again as the door closed.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s not my damn fault. I got shot in the guts, remember?”

      “I’m only saying, the number of times that you have to pee is crazy. We stopped six times on the way here,” Porter said.

      “Come on… it wasn’t that bad, was it?”

      Porter looked down at Rivera seated on the heavy chair next to him and smiled. “Nah. You’re good. I figure if anybody’s earned the right to an extra bathroom break, it’s you.”

      She stood up, gingerly pushing back the rubber chair. “Good. Don’t forget, you owe me. I paid for the hotel room, and the amount you and Big Harsh charged for room service was enough to bankrupt a normal person.” Rivera walked away from the table, across the rock-hard floor and toward the rear wall where the bathrooms were.

      “Don’t blame me; put that on Harsh. The guy can eat like a machine.”

      “He’s your friend,” she said over her shoulder. “You’re responsible.”

      “What else is new?” Porter muttered to himself. He watched her as she disappeared into the room. For all his harassment, he could understand. That she was able to function, and nearly at full capacity, so soon was amazing to him.

      A few extra pee breaks were worth it to still have her around.

      Porter looked around, trying not to get hives from the prison. He hadn’t been there long, but it was already long enough. He wanted out.

      Before he could grow any more frustrated with the thick doors and bulletproof glass all around him, a door at the far end of the room hissed and slid open.

      No guard accompanied Clive Michelson. He walked over, looking as thin and dangerous as ever. He pulled a chair back from the round table, and helped himself to it.

      “Mr. Smith. It is very nice to see you.”

      “I’m not gonna pretend I feel the same way.”

      “Fair enough. Where is the lovely detective? I was told she was here as well.”

      “First off, you’d better never let her hear you call her lovely. Second, she had to see a man about a horse.”

      “I’m sorry?” Michaelson said, an upturned lilt in his voice.

      “See a man about a horse? You never heard that before?”

      “I’m afraid not. That must be a uniquely American turn of phrase.”

      “I’m not explaining, look it up later.”

      Michelson nodded to Porter’s hand, wrapped in an extra thick cast. “Have you had an accident?”

      “Smashed my fourth and fifth metacarpals. Got a couple of plates in there now, holding everything together. Doc says it’ll heal, but I have to stop using it for a while.”

      Michelson nodded. “I suppose I should say thank you. My brother is safe and the threat has dissipated. Although I had rather expected things to return to normal, rather than ending with Royce in a foster home. He is stuck there until he is eighteen.”

      “Just the cost of business. At least Nico Spirelli didn’t cut his balls off and mail them to you.”

      “I think the same as well. While it is not the best-case scenario, you did keep your end of the bargain. I’m ready to talk about so, so many people. Who they are. Where they operate. The volume at which they traffic. I know everything, Mr. Smith. I hope you have a pen.”

      “Detective Rivera has a recorder. Don’t worry, we won’t miss a thing. Let’s wait until she gets back.”

      Michelson nodded.

      “Until then,” Porter said as he leaned across the table, “you can open that smarmy trap of yours and tell me what I want to know.”

      “Reno?”

      “Yep. I’m sure all the info you have for Rivera will be a gold mine—hell, it better be. But I want to know about Reno—his people, his organization, all of it. You feel me?”

      “He was my biggest competitor. I have nothing but contempt for him and all his people. There is no reason for me to hold anything back. Still, he isn’t alive anymore.”

      Porter gritted his teeth. “Oh yeah? How do you know that?”

      “I have many people I can call and ask things, Mr. Smith. It was a very small matter to find out that Reno and some of his best men were killed several weeks ago. I assume you had nothing to do with that, correct?”

      “Not a thing. Just like I don’t have anything to do with taking this here cast and bashing your head off this stainless steel table if you don’t start talking. Sometimes things just happen.”

      “No need for threats, Mr. Smith. I will tell you everything about the men you are after. I gave you my word, and I intend to keep it.”

      Porter looked back toward the door. It was shut and there was nobody else around. “Good. Tell me everything you know. Don’t leave anything out.”
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      A missing girl. A small town. Is Porter tough enough to crack the ice?

      

      Porter always finds his target, no matter the cost. Fresh off a job, he thinks he’s ready to chill, but an encounter with a ghost from his past leaves him shaken. Now, he must decide if he’s ready to head for warmer weather, or get back to work, and help a new friend find her missing daughter…

      

      In the heartland, there is no love. As the weather closes in around him, Porter follows leads while dodging bizarre cultists, lazy cops, and a bloodthirsty ex-con with a particular set of skills. The harder they try to keep him from the truth, the harder he pushes. But will he go too far, risking his life, and the life of a girl he’s determined to save…

      

      Cold Comfort is the gritty fifth book in the series of standalone crime thrillers. If you like unstoppable heroes, no-win decisions, and insurmountable odds, you’ll love R.A. McGee’s action-packed tale.

      

      Buy Cold Comfort to get more of the chilling, non-stop thrill ride today!
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      Tracking down a missing person takes a brilliant mind and bloody knuckles…

      

      
        
        Porter has no match when it comes to tracking down a target. The former federal agent has built a business gathering leads from missing persons posters… if the reward is enough to line his pockets…

      

      

      

      When Porter finds a potentially profitable case in the disappearance of a free-spirited co-ed, he never expects the father to offer a double reward if the girl is found in 24 hours. In a race against time, the former agent follows a twisted trail of frat boys, ex-lovers, and a vengeful crime boss. Porter vows to get to the truth before the day is through, no matter how much pain he needs to cause to get the job done…

      

      Subtle Deceit is a gripping crime thriller novella that packs a psychological punch. If you like brutal action, a diverse cast of characters, and edge-of-your-seat suspense, then you’ll love RA McGee’s compelling tale.
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      I live with my patient wife, who happily reads the first draft of everything I come up with, and waits supportively when I bang my head against the wall hoping ideas fall out. Together, we corral our small tribe of children, who threaten to overrun us at any point and start a Lord of The Flies type society.

      

      I love to talk with readers. Feel free to reach out if you’d like to chat about my books, someone else’s books, comic books, Denzel Washington’s movie The Book of Eli, Booker T. Washington, a book you wanted to write in fourth grade but never got around to, booking a flight, problems with your bookie, or any other book related topic. Except book reports. Screw book reports.
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