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			For my mom, who instilled a love of books, and for my dad, a source of encouragement

			For my husband, Mike, for your love and support—none of this would have happened without you by my side

		

	
		
			PART 1

			In a wilderness of mirrors. What will the spider do . . .

			—T. S. ELIOT

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			SHE WOULD be waiting at the airport with a “go bag,” Dmitri was certain—a false passport, a few thousand in U.S. currency, a change of clothes and dummy luggage. She had always come through for him in the past—never missed a meeting, never blown a drop. Responsible, prudent, cautious. If there was such a thing as an ideal handler, then she was it. For years now, the two had worked in perfect tandem, conveying his information back to the U.S. and the shadowy bureaucrats in the ranks above her. He was as valuable a double agent as the U.S. had ever enjoyed, at least so far as Dmitri, a man not given to undue humility, was concerned.

			So of course she would be at the airport. The taxi made good time down Kashira Highway. Dmitri’s watch read three fifteen. His flask of vodka was almost full.

			What made a man spy on his country? Dmitri wondered idly. In his case it had been money: that was the sole reason; Dmitri was comfortable in admitting it. They had been right about that much, at least, the old gray-clad comrades with their five-year plans and their steely eyes, right that money corrupts, that capitalism reduces all relationships to mere greed, as his own behavior was evidence. They had simply underestimated the strength of it, the sheer rolling force, so much vastly more powerful than Marxism that, looking back, it was hard to believe the contest had ever seemed even, like a man going twelve rounds with a child. But it had lost, utterly lost, as you could tell walking down Tverskaya Street, old women selling cheap geegaws, pretty girls from the interior winking from open windows, offering their own wares with an equal lack of decorum. The ruble was the Lenin of modern Russia, as the dollar was the Washington of America. Dmitri was confident that he would fit comfortably into his soon-to-be homeland.

			Three twenty-three. His flask of vodka was less full than it had been. He put it back in his pocket, visions of vomiting at check-in swirling through his mind. He was the only one who could ruin it now; as long as he held it together he’d be home free. Hadn’t he been careful, as careful as he always had been, and wasn’t that careful enough to have spent the better part of twelve years selling the innermost secrets of the SVR, the KGB’s successor, to their most hated enemies? Could an idiot spend twelve years selling Mother Russia’s secrets to Uncle Sam? No, an idiot could not, and thus, by the process of induction, Dmitri was not an idiot. And therefore, as the final step in the equation, she would be waiting at the airport. There was simply no other way around the matter.

			Especially with what he had. Six months prior, they had met in a crowded mall in downtown Moscow, walking and talking quietly, the same as usual except of course that it wasn’t at all. A spy is to falsehood as a shark is to water, and a conversation between two of them is as dark as a spoon of beluga caviar. But the gist of it was clear enough. Dmitri’s bosses had someone in the CIA, someone important, someone who had been rolling up the CIA’s own network. She needed a name. She needed a name, and now he had one, and she knew it, and so she would be waiting at the airport.

			Of course, if she was not there—if she was not there—then he was dead and worse than dead. If there was one thing to be said about Mother Russia, beyond that she had the best writers, liquor and women, it was that she was not a nation that had ever been shy about killing its own citizens. And in his case, at least, such retribution would be far from unjustified. Even in less bloodthirsty countries, treason is a crime taken very seriously, very seriously indeed.

			Dmitri’s watch read three thirty, and his flask of vodka was not full, not full at all. He had not been certain until a few days earlier, when a stray folder came across his desk. It was pure good fortune—it was information he shouldn’t have access to, a random mix-up, the sort of thing that might happen in any very large bureaucratic system, even a covert one. He had looked at it, put it back in its folder, eaten a long lunch at a nearby restaurant: cold borscht and a chewy pork cutlet, and enough alcohol to keep the thing from sprinting off once it was safely settled in his stomach. On the way back to the office he had stopped off at a pay phone and called a wrong number, the first step in the elaborate process that would let her know that he needed to see her immediately, as in right now, because the file he had looked at had lit a fuse underneath him, and he knew it didn’t have long to run. At a parking garage in the Arbat district that evening he had told her simply, “I have the name you’ve been looking for,” and “It will not come cheaply.”

			She had looked him over and told him that she’d need to talk to her people. He had known she would say that; written in bold lettering on the heart of every intelligence officer from MI6 to the Chinese MSS was “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” but still it infuriated him to see how cautious they were, here in the moment when celerity was called for.

			But all he could do was go back home and then to work the next morning, to avoid anything that would arouse suspicion, to putter about his job with his usual middling competence, to sit with his back against the wall and keep one eye over his shoulder. Three days he had been doing this, each evening getting more desperate—feeling, with that easy paranoia of a professional spy, the web getting closer, ineffably and inescapably. When word came through that morning—a potted plant placed almost conspicuously in the front window of an apartment a few blocks from his house—the fear became almost overwhelming. It took everything he had to sit quietly at his desk for a few hours, to continue giving his impression of normalcy. But he was free now, or good as. She would be at the airport, and soon he would be out of the reach of the SVR, and all of this would seem nothing more than an unpleasant dream, albeit one that had gone on for the better part of his adult life.

			The taxi pulled into Domodedovo International Airport. Dmitri reached into his pocket, took out a thousand rubles, thought it over a moment and took out a thousand more. Why not, right? He could afford it. She would be waiting for him inside, and she would have everything he needed to start a new life in New York. Swimming pools and palm trees and movie stars—wait, that was L.A., wasn’t it? Dmitri laughed to himself. He’d have time to figure it out, plenty of time, because she would be there.

			Except then the door opened, and a group of hard-looking men in bad suits stood on the sidewalk, none of them smiling, and behind them were several men in uniform carrying assault rifles, and they were not smiling, either, not even a tiny bit.

			“Dmitri Ulyanov,” one said evenly. “You will come with us, please.”

			Three thirty-eight. The flask of vodka was empty. Dmitri stepped out of the vehicle and into the waiting arms of his executioners.

		

	
		
			1

			KAY MALLOY sat hunched down in the driver’s seat of her old Buick, back aching, eyes strained. Outside, the winter sun was shining and birds were chirping and little black boys in single digits waited sharp-eyed to erupt in Baltimore city’s common call of warning—“Po-lice, Po-lice”—the word stretched out to fill a sentence. Kay had turned the engine off after rolling slowly into the back alley across from the subject’s house, and February leaked in through the windows. She shivered but she didn’t button up her coat, nor the suit jacket beneath it, and uncomfortable as it was to sit motionless with a .40-caliber Glock on her hip, she didn’t move that, either.

			“Your car can become your coffin,” they had told her at the Academy. Better cold than dead.

			On the seat next to her she had set the subject’s picture, although she didn’t need to look at it anymore. Months on the case had imprinted his face into her memory like an old lover—light-skinned and dead-eyed, a furrowed brow and lips that didn’t smile. James Rashid Williams, age twenty-two. Where Kay had grown up, twenty-two was the cusp of adulthood, a college diploma beneath your belt and the world open and bright ahead of you. Here on the east side of Baltimore, twenty-two years was enough to make you a drug dealer, a corrupter of children, a parasite and a killer. Twenty-two years was enough to earn you an FBI file a half inch thick, enough to get a squad of federal Agents to hunt you down and stick you in a cell.

			Kay had spent the last two weeks doing just that, following Williams across the city, trying to figure out his daily routine, who he met with and where he slept. Two weeks of lukewarm coffee and stale bagels; two weeks trailing one of Baltimore’s most dangerous criminals across the length and breadth of the fading urban metropolis. They’d be moving on him soon, the end result of a case the Bureau had spent the better part of a year building.

			Outside, the sun dimmed and the temperature dropped. Inside, Kay stayed motionless or nearly so, binoculars trained on the front door. It hadn’t been easy to find a spot that offered her a decent view of the subject’s house without marking her out to everyone else on the block. A white woman sitting alone in her car for hours on end, in this neighborhood? You didn’t need to have graduated Quantico to figure out that she didn’t belong there. Although it was only her training that helped her stay focused for long hours on surveillance, bleary-eyed and bored beyond reason. And still, when the door finally opened, she felt herself somehow unprepared; had an absurd moment of . . . well, not quite fright, exactly—Kay was an FBI Agent, trained not to feel those sorts of things—but perhaps some distant cousin to it.

			There was something about Williams in person that didn’t quite carry through in the picture, a sense of menace like a foul smell. Even in her few short years with the FBI, she had met hundreds of boys and young men overlaid with a facade of toughness, a lifetime of pop culture criminality to live up to. Most of them folded quickly enough once you got them alone in an interview room and set them to staring at a few dozen years in prison. But Williams was the real deal; she could have told that even if she hadn’t had a thick dossier detailing the usual list of crimes: drug dealing and money laundering and the not-at-all-infrequent murder so as to continue on with the first two; could have told that from the way he sauntered out into the late-­afternoon light like he owned the block and the neighborhood and the city out beyond that.

			His gang of lurking children greeted him respectfully, even reverently, but he didn’t answer, didn’t seem even to acknowledge them, just trained his eyes slowly back and forth across the streetscape, searching for anything out of place. You didn’t make it to where Williams was by being careless, not with half the city looking to put him in the ground, take his place as neighborhood kingpin. A man like Williams had spent years of his life dodging rival dealers and law enforcement; caution was second nature.

			Kay found herself reaching instinctively down towards her service weapon, had to fight to bring her hand back up to the steering wheel. The rest of the Agents assigned to the case were all veterans, and going after Williams was just another day at the office. But Kay had only been in the Bureau two years, and as much as she tried to feign the casual hardness of her colleagues, the truth was that something about Williams had gotten to her. Watching the gang of children vie for his attention, eyes bright with hero worship, left a bitter taste in her mouth and her Glock weighing heavy on her hip. For weeks now she had been putting in extra time on the case, hoping her diligence would earn a spot on the entry team. The thought of coming through the door with a dozen other Agents, wiping that grim line off Williams’s face, frog-marching him to a lifetime behind bars—it was something that Kay had seized on, the reward for a job that promised long hours and hard work and not a great deal in the way of pay.

			But that would never happen if she slipped up at this last moment, gave Williams a hint they were on to him. Kay sank lower into her seat. There was no way he could see her from where he was, but all the same Kay found herself turning the engine on and removing the safety brake. Williams continued his slow, silent gaze, staring out over his domain. After a long moment he leaped down off his stoop and cantered down the block, ready to begin the night’s ugly business.

			She gave it a little while, then shifted into drive and nosed slowly back out onto the street. “You to yours,” Kay found herself thinking grimly, “and me to mine.”

		

	
		
			2

			THEY DID not have public tours of the FBI’s Baltimore Field Office in Woodlawn, which was just as well, not only for basic notions of operational security but also because it was quite tremendously ugly, and all things considered it would likely kill off some of the Bureau’s mystique if the citizens whom Kay had sworn to protect ever got a look at it. Functional, you might have called it. Utilitarian, if you were being very kind. Kay had been ready for the long hours, the work that alternated between deathly dull and eye-achingly sad, the strange looks she got when she told people what she did for a living. Ready for all of it. But at the very least she had imagined the most powerful law enforcement agency in the world would be capable of providing her with a decent computer.

			Kay dropped her coat over the chair and herself down into it.

			“Our boy in attendance?” Torres asked her from across the desk.

			“He’s still there,” Kay confirmed.

			Torres had been her partner for eighteen months now, and it had taken much of that period for them to get to liking each other. If he had seen, at first glance, a callow, overeducated greenhorn, she had taken one look at his never-polished shoes and his ill-fitting suit and written him off as past his expiration date. But first impressions aren’t everything, and it spoke praise for both of them that they’d been able to get past theirs. Torres had been chasing criminals for nearly as long as Kay had been alive, and he was clever enough to have learned a few things along the way, which not everyone else could claim. He was utterly unflappable: the building next to him could explode while he was shaving and he’d come out of the bathroom without a nick. He knew everything there was to know about Baltimore—which Kay had taken several months to learn was pronounced Bawl-moor, swallowing the t and mangling the middle portion. He knew where to get the best crab cakes, and which bars you could still smoke at, and who Little Melvin’s top lieutenant had been back when he had sold ninety percent of the heroin in the city.

			Also, Torres was about as big as a Mack truck, and when you were a five-foot-seven woman with less than thirty years to your credit, it was an asset being able to walk up to a suspect with him standing behind you, a mountain of Pig Town gristle that hadn’t taken shit from anyone in so long, he had trouble remembering the smell. “Not for very much longer,” Torres said happily. “Cold enough for you out there, Ivy?”

			In a bit of foolishness that she had spent a year and a half kicking herself over, Kay had come in the first day with a Prince­ton coffee mug and immediately caught a raft of mockery for it. In fact, it had been Kay’s only coffee mug, and she had actually been using it to drink coffee, and she hadn’t even liked Princeton particularly—certainly did not take any excessive pride in having matriculated from there; but of course none of these truths had been enough to stop the office from heaving “Ivy” on as her tag. This long into it she didn’t even mind. Everyone got made fun of for something. Maybe the women got it a little worse, and certainly the newer Agents did; but to Kay’s thinking, anyone who let that sort of thing bother her was no better than a child. At least Torres meant it endearingly, which was more than could be said for some of her other colleagues.

			“I’m an FBI Agent,” Kay said, leaning back and stretching out her legs. You wouldn’t think sitting in a car and staring at a stoop would be so damn exhausting, but then again you’d be wrong. “I’m trained not to feel cold.”

			“I must have missed that day in Quantico,” Torres said, standing and gesturing for Kay to do the same. “We’re getting the rundown in the conference room in about two minutes.”

			Kay sighed, stood, followed Torres into the conference room. Most of the rest of the team was already inside: fifteen or so Agents, all more experienced than Kay, some even more competent. The Williams bust would be one of the year’s largest, a joint effort between the FBI, the DEA and local police, and in honor of which they were graced with the presence not only of the Assistant Special Agent in Charge but of the Special Agent in Charge as well, neither of whom generally had much involvement in the day-to-day running of the case. This was primarily handled by Supervisory Special Agent James Dickson, who, on any given morning, would be handing out assignments and coordinating tasks.

			Dickson wasted little time in getting the meeting started, projecting a PowerPoint presentation onto the back wall. “This is James Rashid Williams,” he said, nodding towards the picture that had long become ingrained in Kay’s memory. “Born Baltimore City. Had a couple of busts as a juvenile, but nothing since. Which means?”

			“That he’s an altar boy?” Torres joked.

			“That he’s smart,” Kay muttered.

			“Indeed he is,” Dickson continued, shooting Torres a nasty look. SSA Dickson did not find Torres amusing. It was Kay’s sense that Dickson, generally speaking, found very little amusing. He would have been a very bad audience member at a comedy club, but he was thoroughly competent to oversee a criminal investigation. “Two years ago he came up on our radar as an East Baltimore up-and-comer. Since then he’s well and truly arrived. So far as we can tell, he’s the man at the top of the pyramid for all the corners running from Patterson Park to Broadway. A man doesn’t get that much real estate without dropping a few corpses,” Dickson said, then clicked ahead to display a number of these: corpses on front stoops, corpses in bullet-ridden cars, corpses on the floors of crack houses, and finally the corpses of two adolescents lying prone on good old-fashioned Baltimore asphalt.

			“Those last two were Deyron and Ai’don Thomas, two brothers with the audacity to try and visit the corner store when some of Mr. Williams’s underlings were firing handguns at some men who used to be Mr. Williams’s underlings.”

			The room got a little less friendly. It was hard to get worked up about murderers murdering each other; it wasn’t the sort of thing you could just overlook. They were the FBI, after all, but neither did Kay find herself weeping into her pillow late at night at the thought of there being one less gun hand scuttling through the city’s byways. Civilians were a different matter, and not just civilians but children, two little plots of land out in Mount Auburn Cemetery, grandmothers weeping over coffins. Kay realized that she was gritting her teeth, then stopped before she gave herself a headache.

			“Yes, it’s been a bloody run for Mr. Williams, one which we’ll bring to an abrupt end tomorrow at five a.m. We’ll be serving indictments against Williams and seven other individuals, lieutenants and top-ranking enforcers. We’ll have the assigned Assistant United States Attorney standing by in case we need to write paper for additional warrants. If my little photo presentation did not convince you, then let me remind everyone outright that these are very dangerous men, and it would not at all be out of character for them to decide they’d prefer to see a pine box than a jail cell, and would be even happier if they had a few members of law enforcement as company. It’s mandatory for everyone to wear body armor and raid jackets, and make sure your radio is coded before you head out today. We go in fast, we go in hard and we make sure everyone comes out safe.” Dickson then began to go through each specific target, which Agents would be assigned to which location. Kay held her breath as he went through each suspect, lieutenants and minor members of Williams’s crew, waiting to hear her name called. It was foolish to get emotionally invested in a case, Kay knew, and this personal antagonism she had been cultivating against Williams had no place in an investigation.

			All the same, it stung to discover she wouldn’t get to slap the cuffs on him. “Malloy,” Dickson said, “you’ll be assisting Torres, Marcus and Chapman when they make the bust on Williams.”

			Kay worked carefully to keep the frown off her face, listened as Dickson finished reading the assignments, then dismissed the room. She already had a reputation amongst some of the criminal squads as something of a prima donna, owing more to the fact that she was good at her job and came from a privileged background than to anything else, she thought privately. But still there was no good to come from displaying disappointment; the mission came first, after all. The mission always comes first.

			Torres, of course, wasn’t fooled. “Don’t look so cross, Ivy,” he said as they walked out of the meeting. “You think James Rashid Williams is going to be the last person ever who tries to get rich in Baltimore selling crack cocaine? Or just the last one the FBI is ever going to arrest? Believe me, the final shot in the War on Drugs will not be fired tomorrow morning. You’ll get to take out James Rashid Williams 2.0 in another six months, or in six months after that. One upside to the whole thing: there’s always more bad guys.”

			Torres made it sound simpler than it was. Williams was clever and Williams was careful, and it had taken the better part of a year for the FBI, with all the technology and resources at their disposal, to finally land themselves this shot at him. But Torres wasn’t altogether wrong, either. In the street they talked a lot about “the game,” epitaphs stolen from hip-hop songs, the usual distorted warrior-creed horseshit. They never seemed to realize that the game was stacked, that the best any corner kingpin could hope for was to slide under their radar awhile and avoid drawing down the wrath of law enforcement, which was belated, erratic and inevitable. Or one of their own people would put them in the ground, or—and this happened with astonishing frequency—they would find some way to ruin it themselves by getting drunk and wrapping their car around a telephone pole or finding themselves stabbed in a bar fight with a random stranger. There were upsides to being a drug dealer, Kay supposed: the money, the neighborhood fame or infamy, perhaps the excitement. But longevity was not generally one of its virtues.

			A fact that they would be reminding James Rashid Williams of early the next morning.
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			KAY SLEPT three hours that night, woke with the moon still heavy against her curtains, jumped out of bed sharp as a stropped razor. She dressed in less time than it took her coffee machine to brew up a pot, dumped that in a thermos and moved swiftly to her car. As she drove out to meet the rest of the squad, she ran through in her mind the morning to come, savoring the anticipation. She would not get to go in through the door—fine, fine, that was disappointing but ultimately irrelevant. Tonight, this morning, they would take James Rashid Williams off the streets, put him in a cage where he would spend the rest of his life, or the vast majority of it. There was such a thing as right and wrong—there was such a thing as justice—and Williams would learn that soon. Learn that there were consequences to evil, that the righteous did not sit idly by and allow themselves to be poisoned, abused and dominated.

			“You all right there, Ivy?” Torres asked, sipping from a mug of coffee the size of half her torso. “You know we’re just here to arrest the man; you don’t get to eat him.”

			“I just wish I got to haul him in,” Kay said.

			Torres put a hand on her shoulder. It was a rare moment of affection, and Kay did not miss it. “Forget about who gets to kick in the door,” he said. “This is as much your collar as anybody’s, and more than most. Dickson knows that, and so do I.”

			Kay tried not to blush. The only other time Torres had offered a compliment, it was regarding Kay’s ability to down cans of Natty Boh without stumbling, and whatever his feelings on the matter, she felt that was not altogether a thing of which to be proud.

			Torres winked and guzzled the rest of his coffee, then set the cup aside and forced himself into his armored vest. A standard precaution, although in this instance almost certainly unnecessary. This was a priority location, and so Torres and the rest of the squad would be following SWAT—special weapons and ­tactics—into the building. Being an FBI Agent very little resembled the popular perception of the job, but SWAT was part of that very little. There were many people in the world who thought of themselves as hard, who liked to walk with a swagger and brag about their gun collections. Some of them even were tough, so far as it goes, even frightening or dangerous. And all of them, every one, were rank amateurs when compared to SWAT. These were professionals in the field of human violence, and watching them take down a door was like watching an NFL team play pickup football against a group of schoolchildren.

			No, this was it for James Rashid Williams. The wheels of justice grind slowly, but they grind . . .

			“Ivy—look alive, for Christ’s sake,” Torres said. “Dickson is here.”

			Kay snapped to it. Kay didn’t particularly like Dickson, but she had to admit he was an asset in this sort of situation. He seemed cool and collected as ever, unruffled by the moment ahead of them. A last-minute check to make sure everything was in place, and then Kay slid quietly through the side alleyway, stopping finally at the eastern exit to the alley that ran behind Williams’s stash house. “Malloy in position,” she said quietly into her walkie-talkie.

			She stood next to a broken-down fence: Was it really a fence if it was broken down? Wasn’t the point of a fence that it marked a boundary between two spaces? What was a thing that did not deliver on its essential purpose? Idle questions to be asked as the morning began to creep out over the night as the first rays of sunlight broke slowly onto the city.

			A flash of movement brought her back to her senses, reminding her of how foolish it was to be distracted, even for a moment. She might not be on the entry team, but nor was she browsing through a bookstore. “FBI,” Kay said, firmly but not too loudly. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”

			The man coming down the back stoop from one of the houses a few blocks down from Williams’s turned his coat up over his throat, looking tired and cold, like anyone would look very early on a freezing morning in February. There were a few naked inches of skin between the heavy ski cap he wore and his upturned collar. “I gotta get to work,” he said dully, unimpressed with her announcement or with the FBI raid jacket she was wearing over her body armor. Kay supposed this was the kind of neighborhood where the occasional intervention of law enforcement was not a subject to get particularly thrilled over—one of the many scarred battlegrounds over which the cops and the crooks fought their nightly battles, like half the city.

			“This is police business, sir,” Kay said. “I’m going to have to ask you to return to your home.”

			The man sucked his teeth, pulled his cap farther down over his head, looked back warily at the way he’d come. “Boss gonna fire me if I don’t get in on time,” he said unhappily, like he already knew what Kay’s answer would be. “Boss ain’t gonna be interested in any police business.”

			“As I said, sir, we’re in the middle of an operation. For your own safety, I’m going to have to ask you again to return to your home.”

			“You gonna sign me a note?” he joked bitterly. “I don’t go to work, I can’t pay my bills; I can’t pay my bills, they gonna take the house. Come on, lady, I been late twice this month ’cause the bus never comes in on time. Third strike and—”

			There was a sharp sudden noise from the stash house, Torres and the rest going in fast and hard, as they’d been trained, overwhelming anyone inside with speed, with numbers, with the sheer intimidating force of authority. Another twinge of regret that she wasn’t amongst them.

			“All right,” Kay said, shrugging, “but hurry up and keep your head down.”

			He thanked her and brushed past, heavy eyes still on the day’s labor. Kay’s own were keenly trained on the back door of the stash house, the sound of the action from inside bringing her senses back in hyperawareness. If Williams or one of his peons tried to make a sprint for it, she promised herself, they’d better be going west down the alleyway. Kay felt like a set trap, a grinning wolf, a cat ready to pounce.

			But when the back door finally opened, it was only Torres, looking puzzled and annoyed and waving for her to enter. Inside was a beat-to-heck couch facing a gigantic flat-screen television that had not been properly affixed to the wall, a rough hundred thousand dollars in heroin on the scarred wooden coffee table, three young black males cuffed and kneeling next to it, looking furious and a little bit scared. None of them, it did not take Kay long to note, was James Rashid Williams.

			“Where is he?” Torres asked one of them.

			Staring up at Torres and twenty years in prison, he shrugged and smiled nastily. “Who you talking about?”

			“Dickson,” an Agent shouted from the kitchen, “you need to come take a look at this!”

			Which he did then, and rapidly, with Torres and Kay following in his train. The kitchen had not been used to cook anything but crack in years and years. Stacks of empty pizza boxes rivaled empty beer cans in height and depth. The door to the adjoining storage room was open. Inside was a hole and a ladder leading down below the building. Two Agents had already gone to take a look at where it led, and one of them had come back and poked his head up to spread the info. “It heads down to another house half a block away,” he said.

			“Motherfucker,” Torres said.

			Dickson looked hard at Kay. “Anyone slip past you, maybe from one of the adjoining buildings?”

			“Motherfucker,” Kay agreed.

		

	
		
			4

			KAY HAD not seen Christopher in nearly a year and had only spoken to him a handful of times in the interim, the phone buzzing while she was fast asleep, looking over at the alarm clock groggily and seeing the little red LED lights blinking 3:37 or 2:18 or 4:25, sighing miserably and picking up anyway. The voice at the other end of the line slurred or talking much too quickly, despondent or upbeat depending upon the moment’s drug of choice, begging apology for past failures or full of enthusiasm over some new plan that would never come to fruition. He had not visited since she’d moved to Baltimore. Kay had no idea how he got her address.

			And yet, when she saw Christopher sitting on the stoop of her house in Fells Point, a small, quaint, lively neighborhood a few blocks from the water, Kay felt no hint of surprise. Because that was the way it always was with Christopher. He had a strange way of showing up when you least expected him. He was wearing a beat-up pair of jeans and a gray hoodie. He stretched himself up from his seat, smiled and waved her forward with his fingertips. “Hey there, little sister.”

			And just like that, every other time was forgotten, because there is such a thing as family, thank God, and Kay didn’t have enough left anymore to pick and choose. Embracing him, she was saddened but not quite shocked at how thin he had gotten—she could feel his shoulder blades through his T-shirt. “Brother.”

			“This is a nice place you got here,” he said. “Got an extra bedroom?”

			“There are three things to love about Baltimore,” Kay told him. “Seafood, the Ravens, and for the cost of a one-bedroom in the East Village you can pay off the mortgage on a mansion.”

			“I hate the Ravens,” Christopher said.

			“There’s probably a bridge somewhere you can sleep beneath,” Kay said, but then she unlocked the door and waved him inside.

			“You eat yet?” Christopher asked.

			Kay had not given any thought to dinner. It had not been that kind of day. She had given a lot of thought to drinking, however; had planned on walking down to her neighborhood bar and seeing if the day’s sorrows couldn’t be drowned in a few cans of Natty Boh. But as a rule she did not drink with Christopher, not since they’d been kids cribbing beer from the local bodega with fake IDs, not since it had become clear that her brother was not a casual drinker any more than he was a social imbiber of cocaine. “Not yet,” she said.

			“Perfect: me neither. I’ll whip something up.”

			“I don’t have much,” she was saying, but he had already dropped his faded duffel bag in the living room and found his way into the kitchen.

			Kay couldn’t really cook. Kay couldn’t really draw, Kay couldn’t really sing. Kay wasn’t much good at making small talk or at winning over new friends, at flirting with her preferred sex, at living enthusiastically in the moment. Fate had given these qualities to Christopher in abundance, however, by that curious process by which two siblings, formed from the same strands of genetic material, arrive in the world separate and distinct and somehow seemingly entirely alien creatures. He buzzed about in her cabinets for a while, came out with a frozen chicken and a selection of condiments accumulating dust in her refrigerator and was well on his way towards whipping up a feast by the time Kay had finished changing her clothes.

			She took the opportunity to inspect him silently for a moment and did not like what she saw. He’d been beautiful back in the day, dark and sharp and always smiling, the first person you looked at when you walked into the room. How many girlfriends of hers back in high school had blushed and giggled and asked if he ever asked about them, Kay doing her best to explain that her brother was a person best stayed away from as one stays away from a bonfire or a sharp knife or a pool of furious piranha. Fifteen years of hard living had worn half a lifetime into his face. He was thin all over, the skin hung loose off his face and his eyes weren’t bright like they had been.

			But, watching him cook, she could almost see the years slough off him. Kay remembered her eleventh birthday, the first without their parents, a fourteen-year-old Christopher trying his hand at a strawberry shortcake, nearly burning their house down in the process but still, so lively and jubilant that she had all but forgotten her troubles. He had always done his best to look out for her, Kay thought. At some point he had just stopped being very good at it.

			They made a point of not talking about anything serious. Nothing about her work, nor whatever he was doing in lieu of it. Nothing about their family or their past. Just superficial nonsense: if she was seeing anyone (no), if he was seeing anyone (lots of people), if they’d seen any good movies lately, the usual pop culture nonsense. He put the finishing touches on the chicken, spread it on two plates and gave Kay one of them. Then he tore a corner off Kay’s roll of paper towels, tore that corner into two halves, gave one to Kay. “The very lap of luxury,” he said.

			“Lots of white cloth napkins in your flat?”

			“I’m between flats at the moment,” Christopher explained, “though when last I had them Jeeves made sure the napkins were exclusively silk.”

			Kay laughed.

			“I’m sorry I forgot your birthday,” he said after a couple of bites.

			Kay shrugged. It was something that she had long gotten used to. Christopher did not show up to things: dinners and graduations, court dates and appointments with parole officers. At a certain point you make a decision to keep loving a person in spite of themselves, regardless of what they do to you, or you remove them from your life completely. And Kay wasn’t a cut-and-run type, not when it came to family. Not when it came to anything, really. “Don’t worry about it.”

			“Can I hold your gun?” he asked, joking. Maybe joking: you could never tell entirely with Christopher.

			“You’re lucky I let you use my kitchen knife.”

			“You think I don’t know how to fire a pistol, little sister?”

			Kay did not like to think about everything that her brother knew how to do. Much of it was unsavory and most of it was unwise. “You can’t hold my gun,” Kay affirmed. “You been to see Uncle Luis lately?”

			“It’s been a while since I ran into the Don,” he admitted, making a face and using their childhood name for Luis. They’d always had a difficult relationship, Christopher and Uncle Luis, at least since Luis and his wife had taken them both in as children. Mostly Kay chalked this up to the fact that Christopher had a difficult relationship with everyone he knew who wasn’t a stone-cold junkie; that his erratic and often outright foul behavior was enough to isolate anyone who wasn’t a blood relative. Mostly. “I bumped into Aunt Justyna last month. She seemed well.” Then, switching topics abruptly: “How was your day?”

			“I let the biggest drug dealer in East Baltimore escape a trap we’d built for him,” Kay said bluntly. “Real scumbag. Killed two kids in a drive-by a few months back. He had a back exit rigged up in his stash house and I let him walk right past me. Even called me ‘ma’am,’ ” she recalled. “In some dive bar near the office, at this very moment, a half dozen of my colleagues are talking trash about the Ivy League princess that’s been foisted on them.”

			“So, run-of-the-mill, then?”

			Kay chuckled. There was a lot to say against Christopher, but the fact that he could always make her laugh made up for a lot of it.

			“Don’t worry yourself too terribly, little sister,” Christopher said. “Remember, I’ve got three whole years on you, and with those years has come wisdom. These little problems—work, men, money, credit scores, having allowed a modern-day Al Capone to escape the clutches of justice—in time, what do they all really amount to?”

			“Your devil-may-care attitude was more amusing back when we were children.”

			“But I still act like a child in most ways, so I think it counts.”

			Kay laughed again.

			“They’d be proud of you,” Christopher said, turning serious all of a sudden and resting his hand on top of hers.

			“They” were Paul and Anne Malloy, beloved father and mother of two, resting silently amidst a patch of grass in Green-Wood Cemetery, four hours north in Brooklyn.

			“Thanks,” Kay said.

			“I’m proud of you too,” Christopher said.

			Kay smiled but didn’t say anything, enjoying the moment, knowing it wouldn’t last much longer.

			“Kay,” he said, tightening his grip, “I need to borrow some money.”

			She sighed but did not withdraw her hand. “How much?”
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			THE NEXT week was not one that Kay would remember with much fondness, with evil eyes rolled at her in the break room, hushed voices talking her down. All except Torres’s. Torres did his talking to her face, which was a nice change and one of the things she liked about him.

			“See, we’re supposed to catch the bad guys,” he’d explained to her the next morning. “Not let them get away.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Didn’t they get around to teaching you that at Princeton?”

			“I majored in psychology.”

			“I’d think they’d have at least mentioned it at Quantico.”

			“I may have skipped that day.”

			“Well,” he said, laughing, “now you know.”

			If Kay had not been the hardest-working Agent in the Baltimore Field Office before the situation with Williams—and she probably had been—she sure as hell was now. That evening with Christopher was the last time she allowed herself to wallow. Williams had slipped the bait; that meant they needed to set another trap. Kay redoubled her efforts, spent early mornings drinking bad coffee alone in the office, early mornings and long afternoons and late evenings, going back through the records, trying to find a way to trace where Williams had holed himself up.

			She came home after one of these long days and found the house dark and Christopher gone; spent a few minutes looking around for a note that she knew she wouldn’t find. Then she ordered a pizza from down the block and sat in front of the stack of papers she had brought home with her. Things were how they were. It was cold in February, hot in August, her brother could not be relied upon. Made as much sense getting upset about the third as it did the first two.

			One of the countless falsehoods imbibed by any consumer of modern media is that investigative work is exciting, that it consists of very handsome people in dim rooms yelling at one another, or even handsomer people in front of futuristic-­looking computers saying “Enhance, enhance, enhance,” and then magically they find the secret clue that blows a case wide open. Even after two years in the FBI, Kay still sometimes found herself thinking this way, especially midway through a long afternoon staring at old leads. Of course it was all nonsense: investigating was like building a brick wall—first a row of stone, then a slab of mortar, repeat, repeat, repeat. You pulled the pictures together, you identified the subjects. Then you went after them, and this was, somehow, even less pleasant than finding them. Endless hours in her car, drinking coffee that had been nasty when it was warm and outright vile after an hour sitting in the cup; coughing on Torres’s endless chain of cigarettes, inhaling enough secondhand smoke to choke a camel.

			Better than being on the other side of it, especially those last few weeks in February, which would go down as some of the bloodiest in Baltimore history. No small feat in a city that averaged well over three hundred homicides per year, ten times the murder rate of New York for a city a twentieth the size, comparable to Mosul in Iraq, though a few graves safer than South Africa’s Johannesburg. Williams had gone to ground, disappeared amongst the endless blocks of boarded-up row houses, the all-purpose convenience stores selling rat-eaten cereal and loose cigarettes, the basketball courts with their busted rims, the project housing pointing towards a kinder or more naïve age. Disappeared so far as the FBI was concerned, although any number of corpses could attest to his continued existence: former lieutenants found rotting in Dumpsters or just left cold in the passenger seats of their Escalades. It had become a race against time for all of them: Would Williams manage to kill enough of his former organization to make any case against him untenable? Or could they find someone who would roll on him first?

			On a bleak and unfriendly winter morning, with little else to do, Kay was once again searching through old files about Williams, everything that had ever been collected on the budding criminal mastermind since he was still a youth. There wasn’t much to go on. Other than a few cases as a juvenile—all sealed—there was almost nothing about Williams in the years before he had come onto the FBI’s radar.

			Almost nothing, but not quite. “The last time Williams got picked up he had just turned eighteen, fighting outside a club, some kind of minor beef. Judge let him go in the custody of his grandmother. Might be worth checking on her.”

			“Might be, if we had any idea who she was,” Torres remarked. “Come on, Ivy, you’ve been doing this long enough to know that ‘grandma’ doesn’t mean grandma, it means any woman older than forty who’s looking after kids rather than hanging out in clubs. Could have been an aunt, or a second cousin, or who the hell knows what. Both of Williams’s biological grandmothers are dead, and whoever that woman was, we have no idea who she is, much less where she used to live.”

			Kay grumbled quietly and went back to her files: on Williams and on his organization and on all the other players within it, his top people and the many bottom-feeders subsisting beneath them. The silence dragged on. Outside, it had begun to rain.

			“What about this guy: Ricky Thomas, two tiers down from Williams, not quite a lieutenant but he went to the same high school? And there’s an outstanding warrant for failure to appear at his arraignment on local charges.”

			“Thomas?” Special Agent Chapman looked up from his desk and shrugged. It was obvious to Kay that he had no idea who Ricky Thomas was, equally so that he didn’t want to admit it. “What about him?”

			“Why hasn’t anyone gone and knocked on his door since Williams slipped into the wind?” Kay asked.

			“Since he slipped?” Chapman said, drawing attention to Kay’s moment of incompetence in hopes of covering up his own. “I guess we’ve been pretty busy since Williams slipped into the wind, Ivy. I guess we haven’t had time to take a shot at every Baltimore corner boy with two vials of crack in his pocket.”

			It was not the first insult Kay had ignored, and she very much doubted it would be the last. “I’ve got a few minutes,” she said simply, taking her service weapon out of her desk and slipping it into its holster. “Torres? You coming?”

			“What the hell,” he said, standing and pulling on his coat. “But you’re springing for a Reuben at Attman’s on the way back.”
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			IT TOOK them forty minutes to find Ricky Thomas’s last known location, an apartment in the projects set uncomfortably close to the Inner Harbor, owned by Shawnee Terice, girlfriend or baby momma or some such. Torres did the honors, pounding on the thin wood with his ham-hock fists. “Federal Bureau of Investigation,” he boomed. “Please come to the door.”
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