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“A pigeon?” Joe asked. Gio shrugged. The two men were sitting in the back booth at Club Rendezvous, a strip club located conveniently close to JFK, which Gio controlled (though the owner of record was one Yettie Greenblatt, eighty-two) and where Joe worked as the bouncer. Joe was drinking black coffee. Gio was sipping an expensive single-malt Scotch. Sprawled facedown between them was a paperback copy of Swann’s Way, which Joe had been reading when Gio came in and said he had important business to discuss. “Important pigeon business? What’s that, a new statue in the park?”


“What can I say?” Gio said. “Alonzo keeps pigeons. I don’t get it myself. To me they’re flying rats. But he likes them. It’s a hobby. And somebody stole his best one. So he asked me to ask you to find it. As a favor.”


In addition to escorting out drunks and customers who don’t know how to keep their hands to themselves, Joe occasionally did favors for Gio and his associates. Childhood pals from equally unusual backgrounds, Gio had gone into the family business and was now a Mafia boss, while Joe, from a clan of thieves and grifters, had wandered, first to Harvard, where he was kicked out, and then to the Army and Special Forces, where he was also eventually kicked out, returning home, literally, to his grandmother’s apartment in Jackson Heights, Queens, with PTSD and a substance-abuse problem along with a whole new set of lethal skills. Gio gave him this easy, low-key job at the club at first out of sympathy. Then, when he began to suspect that terrorists had infiltrated the criminal underground of New York, he thought of another job for his deadly friend: the bosses made Joe their sheriff, a fixer they called on when they needed help with something they couldn’t handle themselves, be it a domestic terrorist with a dirty bomb, a heroin smuggler funding jihadists overseas, or a serial killer preying on sex workers. When regular folks called the law, the outlaws called Joe. They even branded him with a star as a sign to the world, their world anyway, that Joe was working for them. But a pigeon? This was not on his resume. He frowned at Gio. “I don’t do lost pets.”


“It’s not a pet,” Gio explained. He leaned forward, smoothing his tie. Gio was, as always, sharply and tastefully dressed, in a gray flannel suit, white shirt, and a dark blue tie. Joe wore what he always wore: black Converse high-tops, jeans, and a gray sweatshirt over his black T-shirt. It was early spring and the late afternoon air carried a chill. “Alonzo raises them for racing. This one is his champ. It’s some kind of fancy breed. A Maltese. And it’s been stolen.”


“The Maltese pigeon,” Joe commented. “Sounds like a joke. Who am I, Sam Spade?”


Gio shrugged. “It’s worth over a million. That’s no joke.”


“No shit?” Joe said, a little more curious.


“Anyway, that’s what Alonzo says. And he’s offering a five percent finder’s fee. And . . .” Gio held a hand out as if offering a treat, “he says he knows who took it. Some rich pigeon fanatic in town from Hong Kong. You go, grab the bird, cash in, and, not for nothing, keep our friends happy. Sound good?”


“Not really,” Joe said.


Gio laughed. “That was a rhetorical question.” He finished his drink, letting the liquor drip down his throat. “What’s the big deal anyway? It’s a nice easy payday. Usually we come to you with something impossible. But this? This is a piece of cake.”
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Alonzo kept his coop in Bed-Stuy.


A neighborhood native, he’d come up in the Bedford-Stuyvesant area of Brooklyn when it was at its most perilous, when the name Bed-Stuy was almost a brand name representing the worst of inner-city life. Now it represented a millennial, Gen-Z hipster hot spot and a good place to buy a house, if you could afford it. Alonzo had fought his way to the top of the heap, a heap that contained quite a few dead enemies and nearly as many dead friends, and today ruled an extensive network that controlled much of the illegal activity in central Brooklyn as well as far-flung legitimate enterprises, including restaurants, clubs, a boxing/MMA gym, and a record label and entertainment management firm. He also owned real estate, including the old tenement building where he kept his birds on the roof. He himself lived with his family in New Jersey, in a wealthy suburban town, next door to a dentist.


“I started flying birds with my father,” Alonzo said. He said it out of nowhere, as if in midthought. He’d been conferring with Teddy, the building’s super, who lived on the ground floor and took care of the birds, when Gio led Joe up onto the roof. They’d driven over with Gio’s guy, Nero, behind the wheel, and Little Eddie—the six-two, 240-pound son of Big Eddie—riding shotgun. Nero and Little Eddie were left to mind the car, double-parked behind Alonzo’s driver in his Caddy SUV. Another of Alonzo’s guys, big as Little Eddie but with a head shaved smooth, was waiting on the stoop. They both wore expensive tracksuits and nodded at each other in acknowledgment. Then he pushed back the door and told Gio, “Upstairs.” Gio and Joe trooped up six flights and opened the door to another world.


The coop was big, covering much of the roof. It was constructed of wood and chicken wire, and freshly painted white, with a human-sized door and a side hatch that could be propped open. The inside was lined with shelving whose horizontals and verticals formed hundreds of cubes. A smaller shed beside it held supplies for feeding and cleaning as well as a sink and faucet and a power source for the hoses and lights that ran all over.


But none of that was what Joe noticed first, stepping onto the roof. The immediate and overwhelming impression was of light, space, and motion, of flickering wings and the constant burble of pigeons cooing and clucking like a stream running past. The sky was sharp blue and piled here and there with curdled white clouds. The city, dense and turbulent as ever at street level, both chaotic and humdrum, now resolved itself into a landscape in motion, a vast pattern that somehow all fit together. Men in orange vests and hard hats labored on a roof in the distance, like tiny dolls operating a toy crane. Kids played in a schoolyard, their happy shrieks carried by the wind. A fluid line of traffic moved through an intersection, then stopped for a light and, like an opened valve, the other side began to flow.


The roof itself was alive with birds. Teddy was checking them over, whistling uncannily as the creatures fluttered and throbbed around him. Others filled the coop, nestling in the cubbyholes or flying back and forth, while more strolled along the edges of the roof, or hopped into the air, cruising from ledge to ledge. Feathers drifted around like snowflakes, settling everywhere, then spiraling up again on the breeze, as if in a shaken snow globe. Joe felt a little uneasy, and a little dazzled, but he tried to focus on Alonzo, who was dressed down in a leather bomber jacket, chinos, and loafers, and on what he was saying. “My dad kept a coop on the roof and started taking me up when I was six. He kept roosters too, in the backyard. He fought them. And raised dogs. Cats he respected, but didn’t have as much, because of the birds. He loved all animals. When he passed, I was twelve, I inherited his birds.” He chuckled sardonically. “What the hell else was I going to inherit? He didn’t have shit besides that and this broken watch I used to wear till I finally admitted that the fucking thing couldn’t tell time.”


Terry nodded. “He was a true pigeon man, your father.” He addressed Joe and Gio, explaining. “He loved and cared for birds his whole life, and they loved him too. Whatever shit was kicking off down in the street, it was always peaceful up here. Like heaven and hell.” He reached into the writhing mass of pigeons, grabbed one, and began to stroke it. Gio stepped back, careful to avoid getting any pigeon shit on his freshly polished shoes, and nodded politely, though it was not hard to read the distaste on his face as Terry massaged the cooing creature in his hands. Gio was not a true a pigeon man.


“Some of these birds are the descendants of your father’s,” Terry told Alonzo, who nodded along. He let the bird go. “We released birds at his funeral. My kids know, when I’m buried, they’re going to fly birds.”


Alonzo shrugged. “My kids ain’t interested. They think it’s dirty, smelly.”


“You still know how to put them to sleep?” Terry asked.


Smiling now, Alonzo lifted a passing pigeon and seemed to fold it up in his hands, then wave it gently back and forth, as though he were rocking a baby or performing a ritual. Carefully he set in on a crate. It didn’t move. It seemed round now, a soft feathered ball. “Don’t worry,” he assured Joe, who was just staring, not sure what to think. “I didn’t hurt it.” He woke the pigeon, who sprang back to life, hopping from the crate and strutting about. Terry was grinning.


“See? He’s still got the touch. Come on, let’s fly them.” He opened the hatches, whistling, and the birds came pouring out. The sound of wings rushed and rustled, answering the call of Terry’s trills, and the birds took to the air, like synchronized divers in an old musical, leaping into space, one after another, seeming to free fall and then, with a few beats of their wings, rising, one small miracle after another. Joe was not a true pigeon man either, but he had to admit: it was a beautiful sight.


For the most part these birds were more dovish in appearance than the usual street pigeon, white with streaks of gray and brown, many with longer necks and pointier heads. They were banded in purple and gold, Alonzo’s colors.


“So there’s no way the pigeon you’re looking for just flew away?” Joe asked.


“Ramses?” Alonzo scoffed. “Never. Anyway there’s a microchip in the band. It went dead same time he went missing.” He shook his head. “Somebody cut it off.”


Or a cat ate it, Joe thought, but he kept it to himself.


Terry explained that, while pigeon fanciers, as they were quaintly called, did “steal” each other’s birds on occasion, it was done in a prescribed way, in a spirit of fun. “Like on a summer night, pigeon wars be raging for sure,” Terry said. “All the coops will be rolling out, all over Brooklyn.” Guys—it was always guys—would release pigeons, and the flocks would cruise the skies, crossing and merging. Sometimes somebody else’s birds joined your flock and came home to your coop, sometimes your birds were seduced away. But the whole point was to count them up and brag and laugh about it the next day at the shops that sold bird supplies or the joints where pigeon men hung out. Almost all had inherited the love of birds from a relative, and most were from working-class backgrounds, but otherwise they cut across categories. There were pigeon lovers of every race and nationality, with many professions represented, including cops.


“Anybody sees that band, they know whose bird it is,” Terry pointed out. “All over. In Queens. The Bronx. Nobody gonna take that bird by accident.”


“Even if they cut the band,” Alonzo said, “nobody in New York is dumb enough to keep Ramses and think I won’t find out. Even Mike Tyson knows who Ramses is.”


Technically, he was Ramses II, a Maltese bird that Terry had bred, the son of the legendary Ramses and one of his best hens, Queenie. “It takes years to breed and train a flock like this. I give them vitamins, minerals. Garlic powder to purify the blood. Vaccine for paratyphoid. I give them the same iron solution they give to horses at the track. These birds are champions.” Terry gazed up at the flock that turned above them now, a cloud rushing over the rooftops. “They royalty.”


In fact, pigeons did have a noble lineage, Alonzo told them, stretching back to the real Ramses III, who used them to carry news about the conditions of the Nile in ancient Egypt. At the original Greek Olympics, each team had a pigeon that would be released to announce victory. They were called the Kings of Angels in the medieval Arab world. In parts of Italy and Turkey, vast contests were held, much like the Brooklyn Pigeon War, but involving up to five hundred flocks. Immigrants brought the customs, skills, and maybe even the birds with them, and the tradition continued in the skies of New York.


“Tell me about the betting,” Joe asked.


Races were held almost every weekend, weather allowing, organized by clubs in each borough. The pigeons were driven to starting points, sometimes hundreds of miles away, then released, with heavy betting on favorites like Ramses and a purse for the winner, clocked with the chip in its band. Ramses had an impressive record of wins and had earned Alonzo a small fortune, even setting some club records. But his value as a breeder was too great to risk injury or loss. After his last victory, Alonzo announced his retirement. Offers to buy him poured in from wealthy collectors all over.


“It’s like anything,” Alonzo said, “horses, dogs, koi fish. There’s always a few guys who are obsessed and have the money to make it happen.” One Chinese billionaire, named Wing Chow, was particularly insistent. “He kept raising his offer,” Alonzo said. “And I kept saying no. Finally it got up to a million euros, over a million bucks.” He shrugged. “I didn’t care. Not for sale. Next day the door to the roof here was broken, and Ramses was gone.”


“So what makes you think the bird isn’t in China by now?”


“Because Wing Chow is here. He’s got a place on the Upper West Side. If I know bird men, he’s got him close, where he can see him, feed him, stroke him. Then he’ll take him home himself on the private jet. Which is why you need to act now. I’ll pay a five percent reward.” Alonzo, who’d been facing Joe and Gio, shifted his gaze to the skies. “What that dude doesn’t get is this isn’t just about money. That’s my legacy. That lineage. The flock. It’s all I’ve got from my dad. And I’m going to pass it to my son. Whether he likes it or not.” He turned to Joe. “Bring my bird home, Joe,” he said, quietly.


“Yes, sir.”


There was a moment of silence as they all stared at the birds, now mere dots on the horizon.


“It’s a magnet in the earth that guides them,” Terry commented. No one replied. Joe felt like he’d read something about this, but not exactly that. Terry went on: “Even in the bible, the pigeon is a bird of peace. Noah sends it out just like we do, and it comes back with some kind of plant in its mouth, a symbol of hope.”


Alonzo looked at his watch. “Okay, Terry,” he said. “Feeding time. Let’s bring them home.”


Terry grabbed a bamboo pole, about twelve feet long, with a couple rags, white and red, tied to the end. Facing the edge of the roof, he began to wave the pole, weaving it back and forth, signaling the birds. Like a vortex, they slowly began to gather, circling the building, formation tightening as they closed in, knowing that they were going to be fed. Silhouetted against the skyline, wind in his hair, Terry swirled the stick, as if flying a kite, or leading a dance, while hundreds upon hundreds of white wings turned in the air around him.
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Joe took the subway uptown.


According to Alonzo, Wing Chow owned an apartment in the Eleonora, a legendary old building that sat like a castle on Central Park West in the Eighties. Mirroring the neighborhood’s own cycles of boom and bust, the Eleonora was built as a luxury dwelling at the turn of the last century, housing wealthy families and their servants, and then in the postwar years, some high-profile fashion, music, and publishing types. It fell into disrepute in the ’70s and ’80s. The roof leaked and the facade blackened with city grime. More of the renters were bohemians—artists, dancers from Broadway or the ballet, soap opera actors. Then, in the ’90s, prices began to rise, as a new wave of wealthy professionals—bankers, brokers, media princelings—moved in with their kids and nannies. And in the last decades, even those rich folk had to go to Brooklyn. Being a mere millionaire was no longer enough, as apartments routinely went for ten million or more. Much more.


Not that Joe cared. He was just there to steal back a pigeon. He emerged from the subway and approached the elaborate rococo facade, which looked like a very old wedding cake, its towers and layers and balconies covered in flowers and swirls of gray icing, with gargoyles squatting or glaring from under the windows. He pretended to be a messenger, with an empty envelope for Mr. Chow, and found that the target was out for the evening. Asking the concierge to sign a receipt, he learned that the apartment was 10E.


Joe took note of the generic uniforms the janitorial staff wore and the side entrance they used, then headed downtown to a uniform shop he knew and bought an identical outfit. They even, without request, added a name patch that said, in cursive, Joe. Then he went back uptown, bought a Coke and a pretzel from a vendor, and sat on a park bench, waiting for darkness to fall.


He smiled to himself in the gathering dusk, amused both at the job he was on, one of the oddest in a career of very odd jobs, and at his own indignation, his sense of being above mere pigeon retrieval. There was a time, still not that long ago, when he had been a young delinquent, happy to shoplift batteries, or crawl in a back window to swipe cases of disposable ladies’ razor blades, aided and abetted, of course, by his best friend, Gio. He also had to admit that, when Gio had called the night before and said he needed him, he had been relieved, glad to have a mission, any mission, to distract him from himself. He’d been in a bad place. And Gio, Joe suspected, had sensed it, though he would never, could never, guess why.
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Joe was right. Gio had in fact been worried about his old friend. Joe was the person Gio trusted most, the person, after his wife, whose opinions and insights he most respected, the person who, even more than his wife, knew his secrets. Since they met on the streets as kids, when Joe stuck up for Gio in a fight, they’d been like brothers. When Gio, haunted by a hunger he couldn’t shake, had finally surrendered to his secret desire, to dress as a girl and be whipped by a handsome young man, blond and blue-eyed, Joe was the one person who knew. And when that handsome young man, Paul, had betrayed Gio to the law, and Gio’s own wife, Carol, had killed him, Joe was the person Gio called to help cover it up. To Gio, those experiences forged a bond closer than blood. He loved Joe. He also felt guilty toward him.


While Gio had risen through the crime world on his own talent and guts, along with plenty of good luck, Joe had taken another path. His time in the military had left him scarred, inside and out. And while Gio had been the one to help Joe find his way back from that darkness, he’d also used Joe to his own advantage, recruiting his old friend first to take out the terrorists and then to serve as “sheriff” for all his fellow bosses, which only added to Gio’s own power and prestige. So while he couldn’t slay his friend’s demons any more than he could his own, Gio appointed himself as Joe’s guardian angel, watching over him. After several months in which he seemed better, happier, calmer, healthier, and less inclined to seek out trouble of all sorts, Gio had noticed Joe brooding, lurking in the back booth of the club. When Alonzo had reached out for help with his bird problem, Gio thought, “Perfect. A nice, easy job with a nice, juicy paycheck to keep Joe busy, to take his mind off whatever shit he’s gotten himself into.” And he was right. He knew his friend well. But what he’d never guess was the nature of the trouble, which was, in their world, so scandalous, so forbidden, so unthinkably taboo and dangerous that it made Gio’s secret erotic life and hidden bodies seem like no big deal.


Joe was in love with an FBI agent, and she’d just asked him for some space.
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“I just think maybe we should take some space.”


Special Agent Donna Zamora was lying in her bed with Joe beside her in stunned silence. Her young daughter was out at a movie with Donna’s mom, Yolanda, who lived across the hall. Just an hour before, they’d been making passionate love, and now, apparently, she was dumping him. Sort of. The fact that they were naked under the covers, proof of their intimacy, their trust, now suddenly felt weird and awkward, a sign of vulnerability: he had been caught with his guard down, unaware and unarmed.


“But why?” Joe asked. “I thought we loved each other. I know I love you. I thought you loved me.”


“We do,” Donna said, a catch in her throat, as if about to cry. “I do. But I don’t know if that’s enough.”


“Of course it is. What else is there?” He rolled onto his side to face her.


She shook her head, waved a hand at the ceiling. “The whole world outside this room. The future.” She smiled sadly. “I mean look at us, hiding from our families, our friends. If my work finds out about us, my career is over. And you . . .” She shook a hand at him, as if trying to wake him up. “Your so-called colleagues would literally murder you if they knew you were here tonight.”


“Okay fine,” Joe allowed. “We’ve got issues. Who doesn’t?”


“The point is . . . this right here, right now, it’s beautiful, but it’s all it can ever be. A secret hour or two, now and then.” She looked into his eyes, deeply, sadly, mixing hopelessness with entreaty. “Don’t you want more?”
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He did. But he didn’t know what to do about it, so he respected her wishes and gave her some space. They weren’t broken up, exactly. They had tentative plans to have dinner together soon, Indian food out in his neighborhood, Jackson Heights, the next time his grandmother Gladys took her regular jaunt to Atlantic City, which further complicated things, since she was often joined by Yolanda, who was now one of her best friends. Neither woman knew about Donna and Joe. In the meantime, Joe brooded, and tried to avoid brooding too much by pestering his friend Frank, an older painter who kept a studio in Harlem, and his new friend and part-time business partner Alexis, who owned a used bookshop in the West Village. On an impulse, Joe had used the proceeds of a job to buy into the enterprise, and now he killed time by stopping by to “help,” which really meant browsing the shelves, petting the cat, and distracting Alexis.


“I must say,” drawled Alexis, lighting a long thin cigarette with his long thin fingers and blowing out a thin stream of smoke, “I was somewhat trepidatious about taking you on as junior partner, but my misgivings about being in business with . . .” he hesitated, searching for the right term.


“A criminal.”


“Exactly, thank you, my misgivings about being in business with a criminal had to do with, oh I don’t know, finding a severed head in the safe, not that you’d be moping about here wanting to discuss love of all things. I mean really.”


“Sorry.” Joe scowled. “You’d rather have the severed head.”


“In a way. There’d be a certain frisson. But this is so blah, so . . . if you’ll forgive my saying so . . . straight. Do I look like Dear Abby? I recommend books, not love strategies to heartbroken heterosingles.”


Joe shrugged. The cat yawned at him, seemingly also bored with his love life. “So then recommend a book.”


“Well . . .” Alexis tapped ash. “How serious is this? I mean, are we talking Stendhal, Tolstoy? I mean, is this Austen trouble, that can still work out in the end, or are we in Brontë country?”


Joe waved a hand at the packed shelves around him. “I’m in uncharted territory. I need a guide.”


Alexis nodded. “Then I suppose there is only one choice, my boy.” He stood and went to a shelf. The cat rolled onto her back, stretching luxuriously, and stared upside down at Joe, as if teasing him or perhaps trying to cheer him up. He stroked her belly. How did it get so soft? Alexis came back with a fat book bound in black fabric.


“Here you go, Proust. In Search of Lost Time, Volume One. Swann’s Way.” He handed it to Joe, and then went around to sit back at his desk. “And if that doesn’t help, there’s six more volumes to go.”


Joe would wonder, on different afternoons, as he sat reading and petting the cat, if that had been Alexis’s plan all along. Even if Proust provided Joe no relief, suggesting a three-thousand-page novel would at least provide Alexis some peace and quiet.
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Frank was more direct.


“How in the hell would I know what you should do? I’ve been divorced four times.” He was in his studio, sprawled in his leather armchair, which was patched and cracked and leaking stuffing. Joe sat, as always, in the straight-back chair. The large, raw space around them was caked in paint, as if it had been raining slowly down from the atmosphere for ages, gathering on every surface: tables, easels, walls, floors. There were art supplies, books, papers, and rags stacked around, on shelves and tables and tottering towers. And there were canvases in various states, large nudes, and views down onto 125th Street, which he’d been painting almost daily for decades.


“I mean, the first one didn’t count really,” he added thoughtfully. He wore an old cashmere sweater with paint on it, pajama pants, slippers. His gray hair was cropped close and mostly gone on top. His dark handsome face was deeply lined, and reading glasses hung on a string around his neck. He held a brush and seemed to be jotting something on the air as he spoke. “I was only twenty after all, and so fucked up from Vietnam that I didn’t even tell the poor girl I’d been in the service. She just thought I was a hippie like her. Nice Jewish girl from Barnard. And the second one I was drunk and high the whole time, and so was she, this white actress I met in San Francisco, so that was like, no harm no foul. But the last two.” He shrugged, sighing deeply. “Those I really fucked up.”


“You seem to have a good thing going now, with Kiran.” Dr. Kiran Acharya was an ob-gyn and an environmental activist whom Joe had gotten to know a little. He liked her very much.


“Sure. I learned my lesson. It’s like I’m back in the Marine Corp. I agree with whatever she says, make sure she comes first, and keep my opinions to myself.”


“First in, last out.”


“Exactly. It’s simple.” He shrugged, oblivious to the splotch of paint that flicked onto the floor. “But then again, she ain’t no cop.”
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“But we’ll just be working security for some rich spoiled brat.”


“We always are, kid.” Donna was sitting across the desk from her boss, Senior Agent in Charge Tom Foster. He was in Mentor Mode, trying to share some wisdom. He gestured at the newspaper spread open in front of him, as if the evidence spoke for itself. “You haven’t noticed who runs things?”


He stood up, glancing out his window at Foley Square. This expansive view was one of the sweetest perks of his position—Donna worked from a windowless basement cell—yet it rarely seemed to bring him joy. He scowled at the passing throngs below as if every one of them were a potential offender or victim, and as such, a pain in his ass. “Kozco is a foreign VIP, visiting our jurisdiction, against whom credible threats have been made.”


Now Donna scowled. She wasn’t allowed to stand and pace like Tom, so she just sat up even straighter. “He’s a rich official who’s been run out of his own country, so now he’s coming to us.”


“If by us you mean America, and you’re not happy about it, go vote.” He waved a finger between them. “But if by us you mean you and me, then the person we work for is the Director of the FBI, who has not asked for our opinion.” He sat back down, sighing. “Look Zamora, you need to think more than one move ahead here. For years you bellyached about wanting to be in the field. Okay, you achieved that.”


“By stopping a terror attack.”


He nodded. “I remember. A commendable action for which you received a commendation. It was also reckless, dangerous, and undertaken with no authorization or backup of any kind. Zero leadership skills.”


“But then I led the team that busted that human trafficking ring,” she pointed out.


“Right. And almost triggered a huge scandal by deciding, all on your own, to arrest all the high-profile clients, including judges, which might have sunk the case.”


Donna said nothing. He was right, so she just glared as he went on: “Unless I accidently came to the wrong office this morning, that door has my name on it, and says AIC. That means I’m the asshole in charge. And I think it would be a good idea to assign you to a nice, safe, quiet protection detail, because I think you’re an ambitious young agent with potential who is badly in need of some seasoning.”


“But . . .” Donna opened her mouth but stopped when Tom held up his hand.


“Before you speak, there are only two acceptable responses. One is, yes, sir, I’m on it. Thank you for the opportunity to be of service to my country and the bureau. The other is, fuck you, I quit. Sir.” He sat back, hands folded. “Now, it’s your turn to talk.”


Donna gritted her teeth, took a breath, and then finally chuckled softly, as a series of warring emotions rushed through her in about a second. She stood up, back straight, and looked Tom in the eye. “Yes, sir, I’m on it.”


“And?” he asked.


She sighed. “And I thank you for the opportunity to be of service to my country and the bureau.”


“Well done.” He opened a folder and spoke without looking up. “Now go babysit that spoiled brat. And bring wipes.”
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Evon Kozco was indeed very rich. From one of the ruling families in a tiny nation that sprang up when the USSR collapsed, he’d been educated abroad—Swiss French boarding school, then Cambridge—then served in the military, fighting religious fundamentalists on one side and Russian-backed insurgents on the other, reaching the rank of Colonel, all the while continuing to heap up the riches, while the US continued its support. But now the ruling party had collapsed and Kozco was here, with a lot of goodwill among local elites if little at home. He was, rumor had it, thinking about settling down in New York, though he was a little concerned about the big city’s criminal element.


So was Donna. Specifically, Joe. When Tom had made his comments about how, as FBI agents, they kissed the pampered butts of spoiled brats, he was being cynical, making a point. But Donna had immediately thought, Joe doesn’t. That was the true irony—the one person she knew who was in no way beholden to anyone, who did not defer to the will of the social order or betray his personal convictions, was himself a criminal. Did he vote? Who for? Was he even registered? Did he pay taxes? She wondered suddenly if he even had a driver’s license and decided not to ask. But of course there was a lot she couldn’t ask—that was one of their problems—and driving without a license was the least of it. How about, “Whatever happened to the body of that terrorist I killed?” Or, “How did that serial killer end up hanging from a pipe, in a suicide that suited everybody, including the law?” Was the problem really that Joe was dishonest or was it that she didn’t want to know the truth? And speaking of honest, did she honestly want him to be more like her, or did she wish, deep down, that she could be more like him? Did she really want to invite Joe to bureau barbecues or take him along to meet the boring parents of her kid’s schoolmates? Or did she wish that, like Joe, she could opt out, and simply turn her back on everything she found distasteful?


But of course there was more to it than that. After all, it was the Constitution she had sworn to protect, not the FBI, and it was her fellow citizens, and the cause of justice, that she served. When you turned your back on that, stepping outside society’s bounds, you were in the wilderness, you were alone, and it was precisely that loneliness that she knew Joe hoped to cure with her. So there they were, as close as only lovers could be, yet on two different sides of the line, law and outlaw, with neither one ready to cross.


Still, she missed him. She had to admit it. And what was wrong with that, really?


Reaching for her phone, she texted:


Just wanted to say I’m thinking of you.


What are you doing now?


The answer came back swiftly:


Believe it or not, I’m helping a friend find a lost pet.


Talk later?


She smiled, not sure she did believe it, yet knowing anything was possible with Joe, even coaxing cats from trees. Feeling a warmth she could not deny, she typed back:





Sure.


“Hello? Anybody home?”


Donna, lost in thought, looked up from her desk to see Special Agent Andrew Newton standing in her door. They met during training and had been pals ever since. As a young, black, openly gay agent, he’d had to fight just as hard as Donna to forge a career, and they’d had each other’s backs the whole way. He was also fun, which could not be said of everyone at the FBI.


“So how’d it go with the old man upstairs?” he asked, sitting on the corner of her desk. “And I don’t mean Jehovah.”


She tossed him the Kozco file. “We have been awarded the noble task of shepherding this rich tourist around while he visits the Statue of Liberty and shops at Saks.”


“Great,” he said, flipping open the file. “My cousin works at Saks, and they really need the business.”


“Now you just sound cynical,” Donna said. “You’re too young for that. You should still be in your idealist phase. No wonder Ari wants you to quit and go to law school.” She laughed. “Because we all know that’s the cure for cynicism.”


“Maybe so,” Andy allowed, eyes still on the file. “But you sound burned-out and bitter.” He looked up, lips pursed. “And we all know the cure for that.”


“My sex life is fine, thank you.”


“I’m not prying. Just wondering if you even read this file.”


“I glanced at the first page.”


“Because according to pages two through five, this Kozco fellow is a bona fide hero. Foiled a terrorist attack in his hometown, then tracked down the entire cell. Also stopped the sale of an old Russian nuke and led the campaign to seal the border against jihadists. Even took a bullet for it.”


“Oh yeah?” Donna asked. “I guess I am getting too cynical. Maybe he is one of the good guys.”


Andy leaned back, stretching his legs. “I for one am looking forward to this assignment. Riding in a limo with a suave foreign gentleman and watching while he selects ties sure beats squatting in a filthy van spying on hookers while you-know-who smokes and burps.”


“Fusco,” Donna laughed. “You better hope that’s all he does.”


Andy wagged a finger. “Now there’s an example of what happens if you get too cynical.”


“Yup. Burned-out. Bitter. Sour.”


“Bitter and sour.” Andy laughed. “No wonder his digestion is catastrophic.”


“Right.” Donna was grinning now too. “It’s not the crap food he eats, it’s his soul repeating on him.”


They both had a good laugh.


“I kind of miss him,” Andy admitted.


“The guy does grow on you somehow,” Donna added. “Like a fungus.” She looked at her watch and stood. It was time to get going. “I wonder where that rotten bastard is right now.”
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As it happened, at that precise moment, Detective Lieutenant Francis “Fartso” Fusco, of the NYPD’s Major Case Squad, was actually feeling warm and sunny for once. He’d won big on college basketball last night. True, these were mere pebbles in the canyon-sized hole of debt he had dug himself into with Gio Caprisi, but it gave him the sense his luck was turning around. Also, despite the smoking, the drinking, and the fat-, grease-, and sugar-based diet and ongoing gastric issues that gave him his nickname, he’d just had his departmental checkup and had been cleared for continued service. Granted, this only meant that allowing him to drive a departmental car and carry a firearm was not an actual liability at the moment—it had no bearing on his likelihood of surviving to retirement. Still, Fusco felt vindicated, and he celebrated by having two jelly donuts for breakfast, the evidence of which was now on his tie as he sat across from his own boss, Captain Maureen O’Toole, listening to her actually praise him for once.


“This comes straight from the Commissioner’s office, and they want you on it specifically. Apparently, these VIPs called him personally and asked for you by name.”


“I’m not surprised,” Fusco said.


“I was. But I had the call checked and it wasn’t a gag. Seems it’s some foreigners who requested you, so that might explain it. If their English is shaky, maybe they’re more likely to believe what they read in the paper.”


She was referring to the coverage of the terror attack, which Fusco had helped stop and for which he had also been commended. He’d also stood up and accepted a medal on behalf of his young partner Gerald Parks. Parks died during that operation, shot down by a lethal and sadistic professional assassin, who had escaped in the ensuing turmoil and disappeared. But Fusco had never stopped looking. Parks’s photo was on his desk, with a black ribbon pinned to the frame.


“What can I say,” Fusco said now, leaning back and smoothing his tie, then, realizing he’d gotten jelly on it, licking it off his finger. “Some job notices read, ‘heroes only.’”


“Exactly,” O’Toole said, frowning as she handed him a carton of wipes. “That’s why you’re going to clean your tie, grab your cape, and fly uptown pronto to report.”


“What’s the problem?” Fusco asked, trying to wipe out the stain. “Another terror plot? Kidnapping?”


“Broken windows,” she said, holding up a folder.


“What?” Confused, he reached for it, but she pulled away.


“Wipe your fingers first.” He did, as she continued. “It’s those goddamn Upper East Side parking wars. They’re escalating and it’s gone international.”


As everyone knows, or can easily imagine, the competition for parking spaces in Manhattan is fierce and known to occasionally degenerate from verbal abuse to fist fights. But in certain neighborhoods the situation takes on more peculiar dimensions. The Upper East Side is one such zone: the large number of embassies and consulates means numerous cars with diplomatic plates. Diplomatic cars, like their owners, have diplomatic immunity, and can park with impunity, ignoring the laws and enraging the citizenry. Now some vigilante, pushed beyond the breaking point, had taken the law into his own hands.


“Talk about a hero,” the captain mused. “This guy’s been going around, smashing windows and slashing tires on cars with diplomatic plates. And he’s going after the loading zone colonizers too.”


Multiple luxury buildings had begun placing cones, signs, and even nightclub style velvet ropes over the curbs fronting their entrances, in an attempt, essentially, to save convenient spots for their wealthy residents. It was a scam of course, they had no legal right to the space, but most drivers didn’t know it, and those brave or stubborn enough to try pulling in would often be blocked by officious doormen and thuggish building security. Sometimes they even painted their own yellow line along the curb, knowing that, in the unlikely event it was reported, all they risked was a fine. That occasional expense was well worth it, in a neighborhood where renting a spot cost more than a mortgage elsewhere. But now the Parking Avenger, as some had dubbed him, was targeting high-end vehicles left in those coveted spots as well.


“Anyway, the UN called the mayor’s office,” the captain concluded. “It’s a major shitstorm, and they need a major case hero to go clean it up. So keep the wipes. You’ll be shaking a lot of manicured hands.”


“Fine,” Fusco muttered, no longer feeling quite so lucky. He stood, clutching the file but ignoring the wipes.


“And take Chang with you.”


“What?” He turned back. “Why?”


“You need a new partner and she’s new.”


Mood rapidly deflating, Fusco now felt the day’s first wave of heartburn rising in his chest. “Are these foreigners Asian or something? You think I need her help to handle them? Rich, spoiled whining sounds the same all over. I don’t need a rookie to interpret.”


“There you go,” the captain pointed at him. “That must be the velvet touch the mayor was hoping for. As you well know, asshole, Chang is from Queens, she has the same accent I do, and she is no rookie. Her clearance rate last year was better than yours. Hand-to-hand combat, IQ . . . the only test you scored higher on was cholesterol. I’m sending her along to protect you, in case shit gets hairy.” She stared him down as he angrily chewed a Tums. “Then again, who am I kidding? Everyone who has to share the office restroom knows that with you, shit always gets hairy.”
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Joe crossed the street.


It was dark now, the dinner hour, and no one answering to Chow’s description had entered the Eleonora, nor had the lights in 10E gone on. And while there would be a night doorman on duty, a quiet residential building like this would be running a skeleton staff, with most cleaning, repairs, and deliveries during the day.


Plus, he now had an incentive to finish this up early. The text from Donna had brightened his day considerably, and he took it as a good omen. Despite his total incomprehension at how so-called normal people conducted supposedly healthy relationships, he did have some experience with the deeper drives that powered the human heart, and while much of what he’d learned had made him the sort of guy who liked smoking opium, it also, in a strange way, made him a romantic: if he and Donna loved each other, and that was their fate, then nothing could stop it, not their family and friends and work lives, and certainly not common sense or rational thought. What chance did logic stand against desire? Why else would a man steal a million-dollar pigeon?


He went to the side door used by staff and quickly loided the lock, which he’d examined before, tripping the latch with a thin piece of metal. That was what he expected. With so many people coming and going, it didn’t make sense to throw the dead bolt all the time. He wandered the empty corridors, painted a dull institutional green, and passed an employee changing room, a boiler room, and a storage room filled with cleaning supplies before he found the elevator, which he took up to ten. This corridor was much nicer—marble-floored, painted an immaculate white with handsome moldings, tasteful wall sconces, and big potted plants—but the lock on 10E was nothing special. This, too, was as expected. In a building like this, in a neighborhood like this, the residents relied on their doormen and concierges, their maids and drivers, their friendly, respectable neighbors, clean, well-lit streets, and frequent police drive-bys to make them feel safe. Street crime was almost nonexistent, and Joe guessed there hadn’t been a random burglary in this building in years. He knew plenty of people in old doorman buildings who didn’t bother to lock their apartment doors. Some didn’t even carry a key. That, Joe reflected, was true luxury, true privilege: freedom from mundane worry and minor hassle. Freedom from fear.


The door at 10E wasn’t unlocked, that was too much to hope for, but Joe got in without much trouble. His skills were nowhere near those of his friend, comrade, and exlover Yelena—she was a master safe-cracker among other dangerous things—but he’d broken into enough apartments in his life to handle this. When the lock gave, he paused, then opened the door slowly, holding his breath, and stepped in, shutting it fast and silent behind him. Then he waited in the dark, listening carefully, letting his eyes adjust and making sure he was alone. He had a black cloth bag over his shoulder, a loose weave that would let air in for the bird. For now, it held a few tools, including a flashlight, which he turned on, having covered most of the lamp with tape already, so only a thin beam emerged.


He began to make his way, methodically, from room to room, letting the light play over the ornate antique furniture, the oil paintings, and the glass-front cabinets full of Asian ceramics, delicate and sublime. Joe was no fence, but every single item he saw seemed to be worth a fortune. He crossed an elaborate dining room and a huge living room, if that was the right word for a hall with a concert piano and a chandelier, nosed through a couple sumptuous bedrooms, ignoring closets and bathrooms for now, and finally found his way into a study with a balcony overlooking the park. Moonlight poured through the glass doors. There was a large leather-topped desk with a fancy penholder and letter opener, big wing-backed leather chairs, a fireplace, and bookshelves holding row upon row of leather spines. There were several paintings, one of which Joe couldn’t help pausing at as the light picked over the room—Cubist chunks building a still life, guitar, bottle, glass. He fought the urge to stop and stare.


There was also a birdcage. It was not, as he’d imagined, an ornate old fashioned one, with gold bars and a domed roof—just a plain metal square of thin bars, but larger than he’d expected, too big to carry away. And it did indeed contain a bird who matched the description he’d been given, a white bird with a long neck and pointed beak. Ramses. The champ. The bird wasn’t sleeping, Joe didn’t think, but it was still, and when he passed the light over it, the little black bead of an eye gave nothing away. Then, as he moved toward it, it hopped and opened its wings, separating each feather as if stretching himself into a fan, and then folding back up, a small wonder of engineering and design. He was not impressive in the way that say, an eagle or a peacock would be, but he called attention to how fantastic all birds were. This creature could fly.


And then the thought came to Joe, unbidden, as it sometimes did: You know, life isn’t really so bad. He’d seen a remarkable sight that day, all those birds circling the roof in a gorgeous clear sky, and he had good friends like Gio, and maybe things could still work out with Donna after all, and he was, don’t forget, about to make the easiest fifty grand (rather, fifty thousand euros) of his life. Maybe he was wrong to scoff at this job. It was, as Gio had said, a piece of cake. A big fat slice all covered in frosting.


Joe smiled to himself as he opened the bag and went to the cage, and he was just reaching for the latch, maybe laying one light finger on it, when all hell broke loose.
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The lights came on. All at once, the room was illuminated, even the bird was shocked, fluttering and hopping in its cage, and Joe turned, reflexively aiming the now redundant flashlight, and saw two men—big men in black suits with white shirts and ties and wires running from their left ears, so professional muscle—coming through the only door.


Joe took in all that in an instant, and as the men came at him, he threw the flashlight—it was a Maglite with some weight to it—and hit one guy right on the forehead.


“Oof,” he moaned, grabbing his head as the flashlight bounced off. “That hurt.”


Then, as Joe saw the other guy reaching under his jacket for what Joe did not think was a flashlight, he bounded forward, crossing the carpet in a leap, and brought his foot up fast, like he was kicking a field goal, landing a good one right below the kneecap. That guy moaned even louder than the first, losing balance as his joint folded. Joe grabbed up an antique chair and threw it through the glass door, shattering the pane, then followed, leaping out onto the balcony. A shot popped through the other door panel beside him, leaving a small hole and a long diagonal crack in the glass. A second shot shattered it.
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