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JOE WAS IN HELL. Or close enough. The suburbs of hell. And he was stuck there with a kid who was bugging the shit out of him.


“I’m hungry,” Hamid said, sprawled face down in the dust, in the middle of nowhere, staring at nothing. 


“Have one of those protein bars,” Joe told him. Joe was lying beside him, holding the gun.


“Those shits taste like sawdust. Or actually, they taste like dirt. The same dirt that we’re lying in, and that I already got in my mouth and nose and eyes and ass crack. I don’t need any more. I want a chicken parm sub from Defonte’s. And a hot shower. And a bed with clean sheets.” 


“Sounds good,” Joe said. “You can buy me one too, with your share of the money. Meanwhile protein bars and bottled water are free. Pretend like you’re working at Google.”


Hamid snorted derisively but started chewing a protein bar, which shut him up for a minute at least. Joe wasn’t used to chatter on this kind of mission. But he couldn’t really blame Hamid either. He wasn’t exactly thrilled himself. This was the last place he’d ever choose to be, though he found that he visited often enough, in his nightmares. It was a place whose memory he tried to erase, first with alcohol and later with opium and heroin. It was a place that had nearly killed him, and left him wounded, physically and mentally, wounds that had finally begun to heal. And now he was back. By choice. In hell.


Joe was prone, on a low ridge, in camouflage clothing, holding a rifle, and staring through a sniper’s scope at a patch of desert road. All around him, poppy fields spread, their brilliant red and pink and purple petals open like eager mouths, smiling at the orange sun, which blazed and bled into the hills as it sank and dusk gathered between them. This was the province of Helmand in Afghanistan. He was waiting for a heroin deal to go down, and for a bandit to come out of hiding and steal it. No one Joe knew had ever met or even seen this bandit unmasked, but his name was Zahir al Zilli, Zahir the Shadow, and Joe was here to kill him. That was what brought him back to this place he never wanted to see again. That and a half million dollars.
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There was a time when Joe did this sort of thing for a living, full-time—as a Special Forces operative dispatched on top secret missions around the world. Then he retired, or the government retired him, erasing his records and sending him home with a bad case of PTSD and some substance abuse issues. Now assassinating drug lords with terrorist ties was more like a hobby, something he did part-time when he wasn’t busy with his regular gig, as a bouncer at a strip club in Queens, not too far from the airport. However, this strip club (which was technically owned by an eighty-something widow) belonged to Gio Caprisi, a Mafia boss and Joe’s childhood friend, and when the heads of New York’s underworld—Russian, Dominican, Black, and Chinese gang leaders among others—decided they had to organize and fight any terrorist cells in the city, to protect their domains and keep the government off their backs, Gio had tapped Joe, and the bosses made him their sheriff, empowered to pursue his quarry throughout their territories. He was 911 for people who don’t call the cops. 


His last job for them had involved blocking a heroin shipment that was being used to fund terror overseas. Joe had stopped it and, with the help of his crew, had also stopped the smugglers, permanently. But the mastermind behind it, a mysterious figure named Zahir, was still at work, hijacking heroin shipments bound for established US and European dealers and funneling the money to terror cells. Zahir’s New York pipeline was still operational but no one knew how the heroin got in. And everyone back in this corner of the world, the source of the highly-sought-after “Persian” dope, was terrified of Zahir, though no one knew his last name, or what he looked like. Or those who did know were dead.


So Little Maria, a major player in the New York dope trade despite being less than five feet tall, had put a bounty on Zahir’s head and implored Joe to find that head and cut it off. Generally speaking, not even a half million dollars would tempt Joe to pop over to Kandahar for a weekend of sunbathing and souvenir shopping but, despite grave misgivings, he felt a certain nagging obligation to close out this business once and for all. Not to mention, friends like Gio Caprisi and Little Maria are hard people to deny when they come asking a favor. And enemies like Zahir and his New York connections, whoever they were, are dangerous enemies to leave alive. 


Joe’s last caper had left some loose ends. For one thing, Maria had really wanted to get her hands on that Persian heroin, which had ended up literally in the wind, four million dollars’ worth tossed out of the car window by Joe’s colleague Yelena, who didn’t approve of dope. And speaking of Yelena: an ace thief and deadly fighter, she and Joe were a good team at home and on the field, but her own past had caught up to her. A child of the Russian prison system and a natural-born criminal, the Russian secret service, the SVR, had set her free on the condition that she spy on the Russian mob in New York. Now, thanks largely to helping Joe, her life was in danger from both Moscow and Brighton Beach and she had vanished, most likely, Joe figured, never to be seen again. Then there was Donna Zamora. Donna was an FBI agent with whom Joe had repeatedly crossed paths, and while their relationship had been strictly professional—she was law, he was crime—she had ended up shooting a terrorist, Heather Kaan, to save Joe, under circumstances the FBI might not understand. Joe had returned the favor by getting rid of the body. And so on . . .


Let’s just say Joe’s life, the simple life of a strip club bouncer who lived with his grandmother in Jackson Heights and liked to read and watch Jeopardy, had suddenly gotten very complicated, and the idea of settling it all with one quick trip to Afghanistan, and one well-placed bullet in the brain, had seemed to make sense. The money didn’t hurt either. A half million dollars in cash could finance his very simple life for a very long time. 
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“Look,” Hamid said, interrupting Joe’s thoughts. “Here they come.”


At the end of the last job, Joe had taken a cell phone off the corpse of a dope smuggler, Felix Habibi, and though it hadn’t contained much data, Juno had managed to trace a few calls and emails to a nondescript office building in Kandahar. However, all Joe discovered was a bland import/export office owned by Wildwater Corporation, US military contractors. That didn’t mean much. Maybe someone who worked there was involved. Maybe just someone who used their Wi-Fi. Maybe nothing at all.


Then Maria got a tip from her local sources. There was a big exchange going down; a large shipment of heroin processed from these opium fields would be sold to traffickers, who would smuggle it to Albania, then on to Italy and the rest of Europe. It was just the sort of target Zahir chose, so Joe and Hamid had driven out in their Range Rover Defender and set up here, Hamid with a pair of high-powered binoculars and Joe with the rifle. Joe was white and lean, in his thirties, in worn desert camo pants and jacket, an old black T-shirt and brand-new sunglasses, his last pair having gotten smashed in a fight at the club. His hair was a bit ragged and he had a few day’s scruff on his chin. Hamid, short and boxy, with a heavily muscled upper body, was in jeans, Nikes, and a black hoodie, his hair and goatee freshly trimmed.


Hamid was his translator. He was a fluent speaker of Farsi, known locally as Dari, but he wasn’t local. He was from Brooklyn, and a tough, somewhat troubled kid, though not by Kandahar standards. He’d dropped out of school, gotten into some minor scrapes with the law, mostly just fighting and dealing weed or molly, but enough to make him the black sheep of his high-achieving family. This was his chance to make them proud, as proud as they were of his older sister the doctor or his brother the social worker. Joe was well-liked in the Muslim community, where he was known, or at least rumored, to have stopped a large-scale terror attack, sparing New York thousands of deaths, and sparing New York’s Muslims the inevitable reprisals they’d suffer, despite the fact that many of them, like Hamid’s own Persian parents, had come to New York fleeing religious extremism and violence. When Joe took on this new mission, his young friend Juno, a tech genius and delinquent from Bed-Stuy who often worked with Joe, had recruited Hamid, whom he knew from the clubs. Juno told him he’d make enough to open his own club, and get to roll with a kick-ass secret-agent type. Instead he was bored to death, lying in the dirt or staring at buildings all day and night, or watching Joe read from the paperback that was poking from his back pocket now: Selected Poems, the cover said; selected, Hamid guessed, by some guy named Rilke. What kind of person reads poems for fun?


But now, sure enough, a small caravan of two SUVs, one open and one closed, was making its way over the tracks that led through the hills. The open one held armed men in khet—the long, tunic-like top—and partug—the loose-fitting pleated trousers, folded at the waist. Some wore vests or military jackets and all had kufi or turbans on their heads. The second vehicle would have the dope, plastic-wrapped kilos packed into boxes or sewn into sacks. 


Adjusting his scope, Joe scanned the landscape, and spotted a rising dust trail coming the other way, from the nearest small village. There was a closed Jeep and behind that a surplus military truck. The buyer. This would be the dope trader Maria knew about, an established supplier who would repack the goods and, through bribes or deceit, send them on to their next stop, the price doubling each time they changed hands. Depending on the quality, the bricks in those trucks might be selling for three to six thousand dollars each, less for a large purchase of course. By the time they hit New York, they’d be worth fifty to eighty thousand a piece. Opium production dwarfed all other sectors of the Afghani economy and war had been good for business. Lack of government control had led to a surging crop, which would lead to a flooded market, which meant lower prices, higher quality, and eventually, dead junkies. 


But Joe wasn’t here about any of that. The way you survived in this world was to mind your own business and watch your own ass. His job was to kill Zahir, if he showed. What difference did it make if one or two more trucks full of dope got through or not?


The dust trails converged and, as dusk crept over the raw landscape, the earth shifted between shades of brown and tan, rust and red. Below him was the road, then another lower ridge, and beyond that, the poppy fields, a sea of flowers, the fat petals like soft, sleepy heads, drooping atop their stalks, like an army of angels descended to earth. He’d seen men die in these fields. He’d seen US soldiers patrolling between the flowers, and children tending the crops. He’d seen civilians blown up accidentally by American ordnance and his fellow soldiers tortured by insurgents. He knew that 42% of the world’s opium came from this one province, more than all of Burma, the number two supplier after Afghanistan. He knew that opium fed the worldwide drug epidemic and financed the Taliban who made life hell for so many of those who lived here. But it was still a beautiful sight. That was the thing about hell; it could look a lot like heaven.


Then, as the two parties met and halted, Joe caught a glimpse of something else, a small dark shape moving on the horizon. It was just a flicker, with the sun behind it, and then it was gone, but Joe knew; someone else was there.


“Don’t move,” he told Hamid, who was fidgeting. “This is it.” 


The exchange happened fast. Two men stepped from the lead vehicles, and Joe watched through the scope as the money changed hands, a leather grip that the seller unzipped, checked and then re-shut. He yelled a command and his men began quickly unloading, handing off the packages to the buyer’s men, who quickly loaded it onto the truck. Other men stood guard, standing in a loose perimeter, weapons drawn. In a few minutes it was done. They climbed back into the trucks and, in a cloud of dust, turned around and raced off the way they’d come.


“Shit . . .” Hamid muttered. “That’s it, I guess.”


“Shhh . . .” Joe silenced him. “Just wait.”


He remained still, moving only enough to refocus the scope, because the black speck he’d seen before, or almost seen, was on the move. Really that was all he saw, movement, a gray shape moving in the gray air, now that the sun had disappeared behind the horizon. But something was moving fast now, and he heard a faint buzz as well, like a mosquito. The mosquito darted along the far ridge, then down a winding path to the road in the direction the seller had gone. Joe focused: it was a figure on a motorbike, dark clothes and scarf billowing, rifle strapped to its back.


“Let’s go,” Joe said and rolled back, then got to his feet. Hamid followed, shouting questions, but Joe didn’t answer as he scrambled down the steep hill to where the Defender was parked out of sight. They got in and Joe pulled out, wrestling the wheel as they plunged down the rutted path, then hitting the gas as they reached the road. He sped until he heard the whine of the motorcycle and then eased back. Now they were following the biker, who was in turn, it seemed, following the money.


“Is that Zahir?” Hamid asked, catching his breath between guzzles of water.


“Maybe,” Joe said. He opened a water and drank. The MO was all wrong. Zahir stole the dope not the dough. There might be a hundred or hundred and fifty thousand dollars of whatever currency in that bag. Not a bad score, but nothing compared to what that product was worth on the streets of New York. And what was the point of having a network like Zahir’s if you weren’t going to use it? Plus, Zahir wrote his name in blood and terror. Take the dope and the money, leave a pile of corpses and burning trucks. That was the way to get people’s attention in this neighborhood. One armed man on a bike wasn’t especially impressive. Though, Joe supposed, it depended on the man.


Night fell as they reached the village, just a few buildings around a market square, with homes and small shops staggered along the dirt streets from there. There was no one in sight. He moved slowly, cruising around the square at walking speed. Just then a man came running, sprinting right past the truck without a glance. Joe nosed the truck into the lane he’d come from. Two more young men ran by. 


“Zahir!” one yelled. “Zahir darad meeyayad!”


Now Joe saw a café, lit from within. The bike was parked out front, beside the dust-covered Jeep the seller had been driving. Men rushed through the door and scattered.


“Zahir!” one screamed as if warning the town about a fire.


“Al Zilli! Al Zilli!” another yelled as he bolted past. The shadow. Joe parked.


“Wait here,” he told Hamid.


“Don’t you need me to translate?”


“Zahir!” an old man yelled as he quickly hobbled by on a cane. A younger, wider man raced past him, tripped and fell flat, then jumped up and fled.


“I think I get the gist,” Joe told him. “The keys are in it. If I’m not back in ten minutes, drive back to the hotel. If I’m not back there by tomorrow, go home.”


“What if you don’t come back at all?” Hamid asked, suddenly quieter. 


Joe smiled and patted his arm, reassuringly. “Then at least you got those free protein bars.” Leaving the sniper’s rifle, he took his Beretta M9 pistol and jumped from the truck. “See you soon, kid.”


Then he crossed the road to the café. He removed the safety on his gun and positioned it in front of him, proceeding carefully, though the men who ran by him, all heading the other way, barely gave him a glance. He approached the door, just a curtain hung in the archway, and went in low, thrusting the curtain aside. The café was deserted. Glasses of tea and hookahs sat abandoned. Stools were overturned. A cat wandered by, unconcerned. A sudden whistle made him swing left, pistol aimed. It was just a kettle boiling. More tea. Joe quickly checked behind the bar, turned the heat off under the kettle, and then made his way to the back door. He suspected there was another room where opium was smoked, a scene with which he was all too familiar. He eased the door open slowly with his free hand, then stepped into the dimness. Immediately he smelled it, that odd but distinctive scent, somewhere between gooey brownies and rotting fish. The perfume that the poppy only releases in smoke. The scent of dreams and slow, happy death. A few men lay on their backs, sprawled on thin mats, their heads propped on pillows, eyes closed or seeing nothing in the gloom. They hadn’t run when Zahir came through. They were beyond care. That was what you paid for here: to not give a shit for an hour or a night. Joe crossed the room, leaving the lotus-eaters undisturbed, and crept through the exit, which led to an alley in the rear.


There was Zahir. A figure all in black, black tunic, loose black trousers, a black turban, and over his face, a cotton ski mask. He wore gloves and held a rifle pointed at the seller, a bearded man in his forties, who kneeled now, hands clasped together, as if earnestly praying and offering up the gift of the zippered bag, which was on the ground before him. Just as Joe entered, Zahir reacted, leaping like a cat, and somersaulting out of his line of fire. But Joe didn’t fire. There were windows behind Zahir, and he was afraid of his bullets entering the neighboring building. Instead he moved too, ducking right, trying to take cover against the wall while training his pistol on Zahir, whose gun pointed back at him. The kneeling man trembled between them, with both guns leveled right at his skull. They were in a standoff. If either moved, even to take a shot, they’d be exposed to the other. Joe stayed perfectly still.


That’s when Zahir, while keeping his gun on Joe, began to slowly lift his left hand, palm out, as though holding traffic. “Don’t shoot me, Joe,” the figure said in a familiar voice, peeling away the mask and turban. Blond hair tumbled out.


Smiling, Joe lowered his gun.


“Hi Yelena.”
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DONNA WAS IN HELL. But at least she had her pal Andy there with her. He was the one who, as they walked into the training center that morning, had quoted Dorothy Parker, and whispered in her ear, “What fresh hell is this?”


Hell, at least for today, was FBI Terror Response Training. Important of course, and extremely serious business, but they’d been getting sent to new sessions every time the alert level bumped up to orange, which was rather often lately. And while it was supposed to be mandatory for all agents, those on active field assignments could postpone it indefinitely, which only reconfirmed how inactive her own career was, if she was back down here again, stuck in school while her teammates were out playing, catching, and scoring in the field. 


Special Agent Donna Zamora worked the tip line in the basement of the FBI’s New York office, sorting through the avalanche of information that poured in every day and sifting for gold. Special Agent Andrew Newton was her best friend in the office, and as a gay Black agent and a Latina they felt the need to support each other in what often felt like the Fraternity of Boy Investigators. Even worse, Donna’s ex-husband, a devious CIA agent, had deliberately undermined her, planting doubts about her integrity, suspicions that she might be in league with mobster Gio Caprisi and sleeping with Gio’s known associate, Joe Brody. None of which was true. But what even Andy didn’t know was that Gio had, in his cockeyed scheme to protect New York from terror and keep it safe for crime, handed her key information in two investigations, and that she was, against her better judgment, entangled with Joe—emotionally, if not physically or legally. Even her mom had become pals with Joe’s grandmother. Their last interaction had led to several dead terrorists and a destroyed heroin shipment, all evidence of which Joe had conveniently made disappear. So she was clean—in her record and conscience. But still, confirming that you are not working for the Mafia is hardly the ticket to promotion. Which is how she ended up back at Terror Response Training. Again. Today’s topic? Neutralizing Explosive Devices.


Wearing safety goggles and gloves, with a small tool kit beside her, Donna was seated at a long table with her fellow trainees, each preparing to defuse a make-believe bomb. Hers was a cluster of wires, pipes, and electronics packed into a Hello Kitty rolling suitcase. Donna peered suspiciously at the clean-cut men around the table, earnestly bent over their suitcases, wondering if they’d deliberately given her the pink one. 


“One minute . . .” the instructor clicked his stopwatch. “Go!”


As it happened, even if they did stick her with the girly-bomb, they’d done her a favor: she recognized this device as almost identical to one she’d worked on in her last course. She quickly unscrewed the cover from the timing mechanism, a cheap digital clock set for thirty seconds, and rewired it to keep it from knowing how much time had really elapsed, then located the main wire set to trigger the ignition. Her stomach grumbled. She’d been too busy feeding her daughter Larissa that morning to eat herself.


“Was that a bomb I heard?” Andy asked in a whisper.


“Shhh . . .” Donna answered.


“Ten seconds . . .” the instructor said. “Counting down to . . .”


“Lunch,” Andy whispered beside her, and this time she couldn’t help giggling.


“Something funny, Zamora?” the instructor barked.


“No, sir!” 


“Okay then, two seconds . . .”


Suddenly flustered, Donna snipped the wire. Her bomb buzzed loudly.


“Trip wire, Zamora,” the instructor said. “You killed us all. At least you died laughing.”


“Sorry, sir.” 


“And Newton . . .”


“Yes, sir?”


“At least you were right about one thing today. It is time for lunch.”
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“I’m sorry, Donna, lunch is on me,” Andy told her as they walked to the choose-your-own-salad place. 


“I’m getting salmon. Serves you right. Now I’ve got to retake that class next month.”


“I know, I know. Ari hates it too, always asking how come I have to be such a wiseass.”


“Exactly, listen to your husband. The secret to a happy marriage is less wisdom. More ass.” 


Andy chuckled as they entered the powerfully air-conditioned deli. It was still hot enough outside to raise a little sweat walking here, at least in his suit, despite the hint of autumn in the early September air. 


“Speaking of which,” he said as they got on line. “Ari has someone he wants to set you up with. A journalist.”


“Are you crazy? I’d be better off working for the mob than sleeping with a reporter.”


“Not a real reporter. He’s like a culture critic. You know, analyzes TV shows or whatever. Anyway, he showed me a picture. Handsome. And . . .” Andy touched her shoulder as if making his key point, “. . . he told Ari he likes strong women.”


“So? What am I, a wrestler now?”


“He means strong in character, dummy.” They were at the counter now and the cook was waiting. “Go ahead, order your salmon.”
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Back in the office after lunch, sipping a plain black double espresso—Donna usually had Sameer, the coffee cart guy, make her a latte with two sugars, but all that talk about asses and possible dates got to her—Donna settled into work, scanning the logs she kept of calls and emails received and turning over something she’d been thinking about for the past few weeks. Finally, she stood, downed the last of her coffee, and marched into her boss’s office.


“Excuse me, sir, can I ask you something?”


“Shoot,” Agent-in-Charge Tom Foster answered without lifting his eyes from the report on his desk.


“What do we know about White Angel?”


He looked up, frowned, and removed his reading glasses. “That a trick question? I get enough riddles from my kids. What’s next, knock-knock jokes? They love those.”


“I’d call it more of a rhetorical question,” Donna said, sitting across from him. “The answer is nothing. But we should. It’s a brand of dope. Apparently very powerful, very pure, and whoever’s behind it is taking over a lot of territory, muscling in on the usual crews.”


“So?”


“I’d say we have a major new player in town. And the rumor on the street is that junkies are calling this dope Persian.”


“What do junkies know?”


“About junk? A lot. And that case we just closed? The heroin smuggling? Also Persian.”


“As I recall, all we recovered was a couple grams of stuff, right?”


“Yes, sir.”


“And the ring are all dead or missing?”


“Right.”


“That sounds like a closed case to me. Congratulations.”


“I’m just saying, it feels like there could be a connection. Maybe I should arrange an undercover buy, get a sample, and compare it.”


Tom stood up, sighing dramatically. “Donna. What is today’s date?”


“Sir?”


“The date. Today’s date.”


“September second?”


“Good.” He swept his hand over the window that looked out onto the crowded, bustling square. “And what major event is about to turn this whole area into a giant pain in my ass in exactly nine days?”


“September eleventh, sir.”


“Right again. And just like every year, every federal, state and local agency from the NSA, CIA, and Homeland Security down to the MTA, sanitation, and parks department are squeezing my balls about one thing—terror threats. Is this a terror threat?”


“Not yet,” Donna admitted.


“Not at all,” he corrected. “It’s a drug case. And not even a federal one, as far as I can see.” He looked out the window, peering bitterly at the people walking, talking, eating snacks, sitting on benches, and taking photos of each other, as if he were angry at them for providing such nice soft targets. “If they start selling that Blue Angel or whatever to tourists in Ground Zero, let me know. Otherwise, refer it to local PD.” He glanced back. “Anything else?”


Donna shrugged. “Knock, knock.”


He frowned. “What?”


“Knock, knock.”


He sat down with another sigh. “Who the hell is there?”


“To.”


“To who?”


Donna pointed a stern finger at him. “To whom!”


He blinked a couple times then grinned widely. “Hey that’s pretty good.”


Donna saluted and left.
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DETECTIVE GERALD PARKS WAS in hell. Or close enough. He was stuck in a filthy unmarked car, baking in the sun, with a partner who not only had BO but insisted on smoking, which was clearly against regs, explaining that being on stakeout constituted exigent circumstances, since he couldn’t take a cigarette break. Not only that, but after ordering a double beef burrito for lunch, which stank the car up even more (Parks was vegan and competed for the department in long-distance races), he had clearly farted, despite ardent denials. Then he claimed that the smoke from his cigarette would help cover the smell.


“Isn’t that what they say?” Detective Fusco, his senior partner, asked. “To light up after you rip one?”


“That’s a match. And you just denied farting anyway. If this was an interrogation you’d be caught contradicting yourself.”


“Match, cigarette, it’s the same idea—you actually need smoke. And if this was an interrogation, my lawyer would argue the first law of evidence: he who smelt it dealt it.”


“Whatever,” Parks said, rolling his eyes. He was trapped in hell with a gross fat infant. “You want to talk about dealing it. Tell me why we’re here.” He nodded at the scene unfolding down the street, which Fusco and he had been discretely observing from afar. It was a corner in Sunset Park. A couple of teenagers in drooping, pegged jeans and hoodies were standing on the corner. Most folks walked right by. But a steady string of more scraggly characters approached the youths, who directed them into a nearby alley. A minute later the same person would emerge and quickly rush away.


“Because,” Fusco said, unbuckling his belt. “My gut tells me something isn’t right here.”


“Yeah it tells me that too. I’d say it’s the burrito and coffee for starters.”


“Out there, genius.” Fusco nodded at the usual hustle playing out. Parks shrugged.


“Looks like a pretty standard cop spot and some friendly neighborhood dope fiends to me.”


“Yeah but who are the guys working it?”


“I don’t know. Nobodies. Kids.”


“Chinese kids.”


“So?” Parks braced himself for some racial shit. Not that he was Chinese. He was African-American, from Fort Greene. His father was a retired high school principal, his mother a nurse and community activist. A lot of his friends wondered how he could be a cop, considering all the conflicts it raised for a politically-conscious Black man, but Gerald had always wanted to be a detective. It sounded simple, but seeing his sharply dressed father head out to work each morning, tie and pocket square and polished shoes, and come home drained and exhausted gave him a simple goal: he wanted to wear nice suits to work, but he didn’t want to sit in an office. He liked being out in the fresh air, in the street. Though not in a car inhaling some fat-ass’s farts. He also had a gift for solving puzzles, for analytical thinking. And he was brave. So he excelled on the force, rose quickly, and landed this assignment, as junior partner with Fusco in Major Case as a prize. Because despite everything—the bad jokes, the bad breath, the farts and cigarettes, and even the suspicious phone calls from what sounded like angry bookies—Fusco was a top investigator and a legendary detective. He was the real deal and Parks was determined to learn from him, if there was anything left in him but gas.


“Chinese neighborhood, Chinese drug dealers. Standard,” he told Fusco.


“And the last spot I took you too? In East New York? Who was selling there?”


Parks gritted his teeth. “Black kids.”


“Right,” Fusco said. “Black neighborhood, Black kids. Also standard. Selling what though?”


“Dope, man. Heroin. What is this?”


“What brand?”


“The touts were yelling White Angel. It’s the bomb, apparently.”


“Right.” Fusco checked his gun and took the keys from the car. “Come on, let’s take a walk. Get some fresh air. That cologne you wear is driving me nuts.”


Chuckling, Fusco lumbered from the car and started walking down the street, while Parks followed, trying to control his temper and, yes, taking some deep, cleansing breaths. Maybe this was Fusco’s brand of ball-busting. And okay, he was new on the squad. But he was no rookie, and he didn’t plan to sit still for any hazing. He’d knock him right on his ass.


But Parks’s attention shifted quickly, and he jumped into high alert when he realized where his new partner was leading him—right into the bustling little operation they’d been observing.


“Five-O, Five-O.”


“Cops yo!”


“Police coming!”


The lookouts and touts—immediately recognizing that a heavy white guy in a rumpled, blue suit, food-stained white shirt, and creased red tie walking with a well-built, six-two Black man in a glen plaid with a subtle dark green woven in the gray, with a crimson tie and matching pocket square, could be nothing but cops—vanished, as did the customers, scurrying off like roaches in the light.


“What the fuck?” Parks asked as Fusco walked into the alley. It was empty. “You really think they were going to hang around, answer your questions?”


“Don’t need them to,” Fusco said. Eyes on the ground, he walked to the end of the alley and downstairs into a stairwell. He drew a utility combo knife from his pocket then bent over, grunting a little, and came up smiling. “Here,” he said, holding a small, torn glassine envelope by the corner with the knife’s tiny tweezers. “Got a small evidence bag?”


Parks took one out and held it open. Fusco dropped in the envelope, then held it up. It was stamped with a small, poorly reproduced image: an angel, wings spread.


Fusco grinned. “A Chinese crew in Sunset Park and a Black crew in East New York, both selling the same brand of dope? That, my tofu-eating, nonsmoking, perfume-wearing young friend, is not standard. Is it?”


“No,” Parks said, examining it more closely. “It definitely is not.”


“Interested now?” Fusco asked, lighting a cigarette as they headed back to the car, a chorus of whistles alerting the block to their progress.


“Very interested,” he said, and grinned.
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Unfortunately, their boss, Captain Maureen O’Toole, didn’t share their interest.


“Who cares?” she asked, looking at the small collection of used baggies they’d laid on her desk.


“Captain,” Fusco said, “this White Angel crew is all over. Not just Brooklyn. They’re in Harlem. On the West Side. Maybe the Bronx too. They’re organized. And the product is strong. Junkies are dropping right and left.”


“He’s right,” Parks added. “I checked around, and everyone on the street is saying White Angel is the bomb.” It was a bleak truth of the dope business—killing off some of your customers was the best advertising there was. Junkies heard about ODs and knew that meant the brand was legit.


“I repeat, who cares?” O’Toole repeated. “I’m asking. Literally. I know I don’t. Junkies OD’d? In other news, drunks threw up and pigeons shit on a statue.”


“But you have to admit,” Parks added, “for a gang to be crossing ethnic lines like this, taking on different groups in different neighborhoods. It’s highly unusual.”


“But this isn’t the highly unusual case squad, is it? This is the Major Case squad. And what they meant by Major Case is a case where anyone with a rank of major or up is going to catch shit from the press or the politicians.”


Fusco glared. “So you’re saying come back when some rich white kid or celebrity dies.”


The captain pointed at him. “Now that is inappropriate and discriminatory, right detective?” She winked at Parks. “Teach your new partner some manners.” She pushed the baggies toward them. “And file this crap under NHI.”


As they walked back to their adjacent desks in sullen silence, Parks muttered to Fusco. “What’s NHI again? I don’t remember it in the manual.”


Fusco snorted. “It’s not in the fucking manual. Dealers killing junkies? NHI means No Humans Involved.”
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GIO WAS IN HELL. As boss of a Mafia crime family, one of the youngest in memory, he was used to having people fear him. And since he was the one who had organized the city’s other organized crime bosses in a joint effort to stop terrorists, much of the credit for thwarting a recent attack and for blocking a dope shipment that would fund a terror network had gone to him, at least in his world. Not to mention that in the process, two rats who’d been talking behind his back were eliminated, one a powerful Irish boss named Pat White who’d now been replaced by the Madigan Brothers, his allies. Gio’s power and glory had never burned so bright.


So why had he woken up with a groan, full of dread at opening his eyes today? Why was his stomach in knots? The truth was he was heartbroken. And he was scared.


He was heartbroken because the other rat, the second government snitch talking about his business behind his back, had been his accountant and his secret lover, Paul. Since his early teens, Gio had nursed and smothered a hidden desire, a need to take a break from being a man and, as a woman, to be dominated, abused really, by a handsome young man, ideally blond and blue-eyed, like Paul. With him, he’d fulfilled that desire and more, he’d found intimacy and love. Until his love betrayed him and had to die. But Gio hadn’t killed him. His wife had.


Carol, Gio’s college sweetheart, his partner and the mother of his children, was his other true love and the other half of his broken heart. Discovering the truth of their affair as well as the fact that Paul had been pressured into feeding the government information on Gio’s crimes and hidden fortune, his wife, a harmless civilian afraid of guns, a child therapist for Christ’s sake, had shot Paul, and Gio had disposed of the body. Since then things had been a little weird around the house. Finally, after a few failed attempts to talk it all over, Carol had come up with this plan—the worst idea Gio had ever heard—but Carol reminded him he’d said he’d do anything, which is why he was sitting here now, scared shitless. Gio Caprisi, feared mob boss and deadly criminal, was heading into couple’s counseling.


The waiting room was nice enough—patterned carpet, fabric couch, lots of pillows, flowers in a vase and more flowers in the paintings on the walls and the embroidery on the back of the wooden armchair—like the granny’s cottage in a kid’s cartoon. But the cozy, soft vibe vanished when the door to the inner office opened and another couple came out, a big guy in a tracksuit and a thin woman in white slacks and loose silk top. The guy looked crushed. The woman looked furious.


Gio squirmed. Carol squeezed his hand and whispered in his ear. “Just be honest and it will be fine.”


Gio nodded, squeezing her hand back as a tiny woman in her seventies stood in the door. She wore denim overalls over a T-shirt, sandals, big glasses, and had a thick head of gray curls. Earrings and necklaces dangled. She smiled warmly and held out a bangled hand.


“Mr. and Mrs. Caprisi?”


Nodding, Gio stood formally and buttoned his jacket over his tie, as if in court. Carol popped up and shook hands.


“I’m Carol and this is Gio.”


The old lady beamed, taking Carol’s hand in both of hers. “So nice to meet you. I’m Dr. Meg Stein. Please come in.”


She ushered them in, Carol leading the way, and shut the door behind them. Five minutes later they were rushing back out, Carol in the lead again, and Gio mumbling apologies. Neither spoke till they were in the car, her car, the Volvo wagon. She put the key in but didn’t crank it. Instead they sat, both with their belts on, and stared. Finally, Gio spoke in a low tone.


“Not so easy being honest is it?”


Carol stiffened, and gave him some sharp side-eye, but said nothing.


In fact, Gio had been honest, more or less: When Stein, or Dr. Meg, as she preferred, had asked what the main problem that had brought them to therapy was, Carol had said, “infidelity,” and when Dr. Meg asked whose, he’d raised his hand. Avoiding specifics, like gender and flogging, he nevertheless explained that he’d been seeing someone, that it was a purely sexual arrangement (which wasn’t entirely true), and that, for him, it was completely separate from his marriage, a need he simply had to fulfill. And when the shrink asked why he assumed his wife couldn’t fulfill it, he cleared his throat and said, “Well, it’s a kink thing I guess.”


“Oh . . .” she said, still smiling blandly. “And Carol, that’s not in your wheelhouse? Sometimes we can incorporate these desires into the marital sex life, find ways to fulfill each other’s fantasies.”


Carol squirmed and Gio spoke: “More specifically . . . a kink thing with a man.”


“Oh . . .” the shrink shrunk a little. “I see. And where is this man now?”


Silence. Gio shrugged. “It’s over. He’s gone. For good.”


“And Carol,” Dr. Stein asked, turning to her, “how does that make you feel, hearing Gio say he’s gone for good? Does that make you feel better? Do you believe it? Do you believe he’s really gone forever?”


That’s when Carol stood up. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t talk about this.” And she ran.


And now, in the car, she finally spoke, turning to Gio and saying, “I guess I’m like you now, full of secrets and lies and crimes I can never speak of. But I’m new at this, so sorry if I have a hard time swallowing my guilt. Not that you ever feel any.”


“How do you know that?” Gio asked, anger flaring for a moment, then looked at her. “Is that honestly what you feel? You feel guilt? You wish you hadn’t killed Paul?”


Carol shook her head. “No . . . actually. I don’t.”


“I didn’t think so,” Gio said. “And neither did I. Until now. I feel guilty about putting you in that position.” He touched her shoulder. She stiffened, staring straight ahead, but didn’t pull away. “But I don’t blame you either.”


“The honest truth? I’d do it again. And that’s why I feel guilt.”


He squeezed her tighter. “You just did what you had to do.”


Now she glanced at him. “So did you.”


Gio’s phone beeped. He shifted but didn’t reach for it. Carol nodded. “Go ahead. Check it.”


“It’s work,” Gio said and checked it. A text: Diner When? F. “It can wait,” he said.


Carol shook her head. “You might as well go. I have to get back to the office anyway.”


“Okay,” Gio told her. “Drop me outside the Parkview Diner on your way. I can call Nero or someone for a ride later.”


As she started the engine and pulled out, Carol smiled ruefully. “Do you know how jealous I would have been before, worried about who you were meeting?”


“You wouldn’t be if you knew, believe me,” Gio said, picturing the sweaty face breathing stale smoker’s breath on him. “But then again, you don’t really want to know.”
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Carol dropped Gio in front of the diner and he went in, stopping by the men’s room to splash water in his face, then got a take-out coffee at the counter before leaving again by the back door. Fusco was in the rear of the parking lot, by the dumpsters, smoking, with his city-issued black Chevy Impala nearby. Knowing how Gio felt about smoking, he stomped on the butt as he approached. He’d lost heavily on last week’s games and needed Gio’s goodwill, his protection when the bookies started to call.


“So?” Gio asked, stepping out of view, into the space between the dumpsters. He sipped his coffee. “You look into this dope thing for me? This White Angel?”


Fusco shrugged. “I tried, Gio. I staked out the spots. I even got baggies. But my captain doesn’t give a shit. She won’t approve an investigation.”


“She doesn’t give a shit about a new heroin operation taking over New York? That’s a sad commentary on the state of law enforcement today.” In fact, Gio wouldn’t normally give a shit either. His own involvement in the drug world was minimal—some weed and coke along the routes his family’s Italian Ice and Soft Serve trucks worked on the Long Island beaches in season, and a general oversight over the trade in speed, molly, and so forth in his territories. A dispute among heroin dealers uptown and in Brooklyn was not his problem. But a big new operator with a superior product and organized enough to take over territory could upset the whole ecosystem. That worried him.


“I’m sorry, Gio,” Fusco was saying. “What about that other friend of yours? You know, the guy they call sheriff. Put him on it.”


“He’s not a real sheriff, Fusco. He can’t arrest people. That’s what I have you for.”


“I didn’t mean . . .”


“Anyway he’s out of town on business. What would get this captain of yours interested?”


Fusco shrugged. “She’s interested in whatever the bosses tell her to be. Like if the mayor’s office starts bitching. Or the feds.”


Gio snapped his fingers. “Good idea. Make that call.”


Fusco wasn’t aware he’d had an idea. “The mayor won’t take my call, Gio. He doesn’t even know who I am, thank God.”


“Not to the fucking mayor, you big mook. The FBI.”


“I need more evidence that it’s a federal case. Can you tell me more?”


“I can tell you that there’s no opium fields in Brooklyn. Or Queens. Or even Staten Island last time I checked. So that means the shit comes in from somewhere out of state. Probably someplace far away where they wear turbans. And that’s federal, right?”


“Sure, Gio . . .”


“So, you’re a detective, get out your magnifying glass and go find some clues and shit, Sherlock.” Gio finished his coffee and tossed the cup into the dumpster. “Or else pay what you owe.”


“Right,” Fusco said. “I understand. I’m on it.”


“Good. I have every confidence in your abilities.” As he turned to go, walking back to the diner, pulling out his phone to dial Nero, he shouted back: “You have a week.”
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AGENT MIKE POWELL WAS in heaven. Or maybe that was a stretch, he admitted: no one, even those born there, could quite describe the Helmand region of Afghanistan as heaven these days. A rugged environment, it had its own harsh beauty and a graceful, ancient culture, but had been riven by constant warfare since 2001, under Taliban control for years, and torn by conflicts over the opium crop for who knows how long back into history. It was considered to be the most dangerous province in Afghanistan—which is saying something. But for Powell it was a chance at redemption and maybe a shot at much more.


He’d been a rising young CIA agent, a smart analyst and a tough, effective operative, but his marriage, to an FBI agent, Donna Zamora, derailed him—or maybe even deranged him. He was intensely jealous and controlling, an impulse that was itself, ironically, beyond his control. He couldn’t help it. He found himself spying on her and eventually even using agency resources to try and snoop, all of which bit him right in the ass when they divorced. He lost custody of his daughter, Larissa, and came close to losing his job. But the agency decided it was less embarrassing—to itself—to just bury him, so he was parked in a secure New York office, running interference with the locals and feeding information to his luckier colleagues overseas. Then Joe Brody entered the picture. Convinced that something was up between him and Donna, both romantically and criminally, and forgetting at times that even if she was seeing Joe (which he had no evidence of) that wasn’t exactly “cheating” now that they were divorced, Powell tried to implicate them both in a recent case involving a diamond heist and heroin being brought into New York by terrorists. Instead, when the case broke, he was the one who ended up on the losing end: two of his informants vanished or dead, the FBI and NYPD recovering the stones, and, he suspected, Joe Brody eliminating the terrorists. Powell was screwed and expecting to really be fired this time when his phone rang, and his life changed.


The voice on the phone had identified itself as Zahir, a somewhat mythic figure in intelligence circles, known as the Shadow. Zahir offered to help Powell, to act as an asset more or less, in exchange for unspecified favors. Why did Powell believe him? He didn’t. After ten years in the CIA he didn’t believe anything. Not only did everyone, and he meant everyone, lie, even when someone told the truth, it was for a reason, and that reason was often secret, a lie of the heart hiding behind the facts. But Zahir made him curious. For one thing, he’d called on Powell’s secure office line, which wasn’t supposed to be possible. Then, as soon as he’d told him he was at least interested in talking, Powell found himself transferred. Not, as he’d feared, to sit and stare at the Bering Straits in some ice tower for the next year, watching Russians scratch their frozen balls, but to Athens, an active station overseas. Did his superiors wonder why the fuck-up of the month was suddenly operational instead of getting punished? Probably, but they didn’t question it. After all, they too believed nothing except that everyone lies—it’s an occupational hazard. So who knows? Maybe the higher-ups had a use for Powell. Maybe this was a punishment in some inscrutable way. Or maybe the whole catastrophe had been part of some bigger, better lie and so not really a failure at all.


In any case, when he arrived in Athens, Powell was handed a fake passport and a plane ticket to Kabul and told to rendezvous in Kandahar with one Rick Toomey, formerly a black ops commando for the army, presently a military contractor. Powell’s new assignment? To offer assistance and expertise to the people Toomey worked for, the Wildwater Corporation, a company that did business with the US military and intelligence forces in the Middle East. In other words, after a season on the bench, he was back in the game.


But the real joy didn’t kick in until later. He had gotten to the hotel, taken a shower, and changed when there was a knock on his door. Toomey. He was, Powell had to admit right off, a good-looking man: blue eyes, close-cut blond hair, easy smile. He was also, he quickly learned, excellent company. Asking if Powell had eaten, he immediately dismissed the idea of dining in the hotel and took him to a small, comfortable, homey place where they sat in a lovely courtyard and, as soon as he stepped in and smelled the roasting lamb, he knew the food would be excellent. It was. And over dinner, coffee, and the drinks he surreptitiously supplied from a bottle of scotch he poured under the table, Toomey kept up an easy, funny patter, regaling Powell with stories about the time he came under fire while in the latrine and had to take cover in the waste tank, the time he had to crawl in silence under the legs of some tied-up camels and remain still while one pissed on his head, and the time he broke into the wrong villa in a South Asian city, thank God he was only there for recon, and had to flee after accidentally catching a US diplomat in bed with a Chinese diplomat.


“What a relief to be talking to someone with top security clearance,” he said, as Powell laughed. “Normally I have to redact my best material.” He poured them both more scotch under the table and handed Powell his. “But what I’m going to tell you now is outside the parameters completely. It has no level of classification because it doesn’t even exist.”


“You’re going to tell me who Zahir is,” Powell said. He sipped his drink; really he just touched it with his lips. He was on high alert and wanted to stay that way.


“If you still want to know. Only a half dozen people in the world do, and if you become one of them, there’s no going back. Now’s your chance to walk away.”


Powell shook his head. “I came too far to leave without answers.”


“Good,” Toomey said, and smiled that craggy, movie-star smile. “I’m glad to hear you say that. But first, a couple of questions. Then some answers.” He pulled a folder from his satchel. “Since you’ve been tapped to join us, a few new faces have shown up around here. I wonder if you can identify any of them.”


He slid the folder across and Powell looked: surveillance shots of varying quality, taken from odd angles with a long distance lens. The first few were of someone he didn’t recognize, a young guy, Middle-Eastern looking but in a Supreme hoodie and jeans so probably American or Western European. “Him I don’t know.” The next were of a blond woman in her mid to late twenties. He couldn’t name her, but it was easy to picture her with a gun on a dark Brooklyn street. “Her I’ve seen. But I don’t know much.”


“That’s okay,” Toomey said. “We do. Another associate of ours has known her since she was a little Russian brat stealing candy.” He tapped the third set of photos. “What about contestant number three?”


Now Powell smiled, as he flipped through the photos of the lean, hard-looking man in the sunglasses and the black T-shirt. “Oh, him I know very well. That’s Joe Brody, aka the bouncer, aka the sheriff, aka a big pain in everybody’s ass back home.”


“A pal of yours?”


“Hardly.”


“Good,” Toomey said, closing the file. “Because he’s just expanded into ass pain over here as well. And they cure that with a bullet in Afghanistan.”


“Suits me,” Powell said, and that was the moment when he realized this new job was going to be more like a vacation.


Toomey finished his drink and stood, holding out his hand. “Then let me be the first to say welcome aboard, Mike.”


Mike stood and shook. “Thanks, Rick.”


Toomey shouldered his satchel and threw some cash down on the table. “Now let’s go upstairs and meet Zahir.”
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YELENA FOLLOWED JOE AND Hamid on the highway back to Kandahar, Joe mostly deflecting Hamid’s eager questions about Yelena—yes, he knew her and they had worked together before, yes, she was the badass Russian chick Juno had told him about—though Joe didn’t answer when Hamid asked if Juno had really dusted her butt for handprints (he had, but he should have shut up about it)—and wondering about questions of his own, like how the hell did she get from Queens, where he last saw her, fleeing a room strewn with corpses, to a dope deal in deep Afghanistan?


Back at the hotel where Joe and Hamid were staying, all three went to the restaurant, found a quiet corner, ordered, and, while Hamid gorged, Yelena talked and Joe listened.


“I knew when I left New York that I couldn’t go anyplace where I am known for a while. First I tried France, the Riviera. The beach was nice. But I got bored. And I needed money.”


“Bored?” Joe asked. “It was only a few weeks. Why didn’t you just rob the fancy hotel safes? Take it easy for a while?”


Hamid snorted as he scooped humus into a pita. “Wow you think robbing hotel safes is easy?”


Joe smiled at Yelena. “For her it is.”


She shrugged. “Stealing old lady’s jewelry is more something for when I retire maybe.”


Hamid laughed. “That’s awesome. You’re like the pink panther.”


Yelena frowned. “Pink? Because I am a girl?”


Joe waved it off. “It’s a movie. Believe me she’s more of a black cat. So then what?”


“I got recognized. Some Russian oligarch’s mistress knew me so I had to go before word got to my enemies in Moscow. I heard about the bounty on Zahir. I decided, why not come here and kill him?”
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