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			SATURDAY, JUNE 5

			McCoy is first through the door. She hears the man running through the house, his bare feet slapping across the hardwood floor. “Back bedroom,” she is told via her earpiece by a member of the team at the rear of the house, looking through the kitchen window, blocking an escape route.

			They flood in behind her, a team of eight agents, but she is first down the hallway. Her back against the wall, both hands on the Glock at her side, she shuffles up to the bedroom door and listens. Over the sound of her team’s shoes on the hardwood, she can hear sobbing. She reaches across the width of the door and tries the knob. The door opens slightly, then McCoy pushes it open wider with her foot and pivots, her Glock trained inside the room, and she sees what she expects.

			He is standing at the opposite end of the bedroom, near what appears to be a walk-in closet and then a bathroom. A large bed separates the man and McCoy.

			
			McCoy holds a hand up behind her, freezing the other agents in place, before returning her hand to the Glock trained on the suspect.

			“Put the gun down, Doctor,” she says.

			Doctor Lomas, she knows, is a broken man, nothing like the proud figure she has seen in the company brochures. She stifles the instinct to think of him as a victim, though a victim, in many ways, is precisely what he is. It is hard to look at this man, barefoot in boxer shorts and a rumpled white T-shirt with stained armpits, with flyaway hair and an emaciated frame, and see the promising scientist he once was.

			The doctor is crying uncontrollably, his chest heaving and tears flowing. Part of her job is seeing the worst in people, watching them feel, firsthand, the collapse of their lives. But she doesn’t often confront a man holding a revolver to his temple.

			Behind her, McCoy hears one of the agents on his radio, calling for paramedics. Others are searching the remainder of the house, kicking open doors to rooms and closets.

			“I didn’t know,” Lomas manages through halting breaths, but of course that statement itself means that he did know, or at least suspected. “I didn’t. I didn’t know, I didn’t—”

			“I believe you, Doctor,” she says calmly. “Put the gun on the bed and let’s just talk.”

			“They’ll kill me,” he says.

			He’s not talking about the federal agents swarming outside the bedroom. She knows it. Doctor Lomas seems to assume she knows it.

			“There’s no ‘they’ anymore, Doctor. ‘They’ are all in custody. You’re the last one.”

			He doesn’t seem to be listening. Fear of death does not seem to be foremost in his mind. No, what’s causing the heaving of his chest, the trembling of the arm that tries to keep the gun pressed against his skull, is not what will happen now but what has already taken place.

			The television, resting in a dark oak armoire, is on a cable news station. The headline blaring across the bottom of the screen is “Muhsin al-Bakhari Captured.” Reporters are live from northern Sudan, the cameras on the assault that took place last night on a convoy of terrorists resulting in the capture of the Liberation Front’s number-two man.

			“You know why you’re the last one we picked up?” McCoy says to Doctor Lomas, as evenly as she can. “Because we know you’re not a threat. We know you’re not a bad person. Because we know you were tricked.” McCoy motions to the television set. “You see that, Doctor? You see we caught Mushi?”

			Doctor Lomas blinks, as if surprised by the change of topic. Suicides, in these instances, often go down a single track on their way to pulling the trigger or slitting their wrists. The key is to pull them away from their tunnel vision, to make them think about anything at all that might sober them up.

			“So what?” His voice breaks, trembles. His trigger finger twitches.

			She is ten feet from the doctor, but the bed prevents any interception she might attempt. If this guy wants to die, she won’t be able to stop him.

			“So,” McCoy says, “you helped make that happen. This,” she says, nodding to him, then gesturing toward the TV set, “was about that.”

			“That—” Lomas’s face contorts, a hideous, trembling snarl of a mouth struggling with the words. “That’s where it went? To—to them? To terrorists?”

			“We intercepted it,” McCoy says quickly. “We have the formula in our possession. It’s over, Doctor. No one was hurt.”

			“Allison Pagone,” he whimpers. “She’s dead because of me. I knew she didn’t kill herself,” he adds, more to himself. “I knew they killed her.” He starts to quiver again, his whole body like a shot of electricity has hit him.

			“Listen to me, Doctor, Allison Pagone—”

			“No closer.” Lomas takes another step back and brushes the wall. With the jerk in his movement, his right elbow drops, and the gun slides off his temple, pointing upward.

			McCoy fires once, into the brachial nerve near the collarbone on the doctor’s gun side. The doctor’s hand immediately releases the gun, which falls to the floor and bounces into the closet. Two reasons for severing the brachial nerve—he can’t hold the weapon and he can recover, for the most part, from a shoulder injury; had she gone for his hand, he’d never be able to use it again.

			She is on him immediately, as he slides to the floor. Lomas makes no effort to reach the gun. He doesn’t even seem to notice the wound, a red, widening stain on his T-shirt, dark at the center.

			McCoy finds the nearest piece of laundry, a pair of underwear, balls it up and applies pressure to the wound. Doctor Lomas stares wide-eyed, a deep, consistent moan coming from his throat.

			McCoy talks to him. She tells him to hang on, everything is going to be okay. She looks up and sees the bullet mark in the wall, which means it went through cleanly, no ricochet down to a major organ. He was lucky. Luckier than some.

			The paramedics arrive and take over. In the bathroom McCoy splashes some water on her face and lets out a groan. Her partner, Owen Harrick, is behind her, smiling at her in the mirror.

			“It’s over, Janey,” he says. “This is the end.”

			“Yeah.” She shakes the water off her hands.

			“What you have to do,” Harrick advises, “is forget about the beginning.”

			
		

	
		
			ONE DAY EARLIER
FRIDAY, JUNE 4

			He knows immediately that no one will escape, and that few will survive. He knows it the moment he is blasted out of his drowsiness in the back of the dark truck by a deafening boom, the explosion of what he assumes to be the lead truck in the convoy. He knows it as the truck in which he is traveling screeches to a halt over the uneven terrain, as the men seated on benches on each side of the darkened cargo area fall into each other, and as the truck behind them slams into their rear, sending the men sprawling to the floor.

			He knows it as he and the others in the second truck scramble for their weapons. He knows it when he hears, over the sounds of his brothers’ cries, the thwip, thwip, thwip of rockets cutting through the air—undoubtedly in the direction of the rear truck in the convoy—followed quickly by the explosion upon impact with the gasoline engines.

			He knows that the Americans have found them.

			
			And they know who is traveling in this convoy. That is why the obvious security flanks have been eliminated from the outset. In no more than ten seconds, the front and rear trucks have been obliterated, trapping the two middle trucks on a narrow, winding road.

			Ram Haroon looks toward the rear of the truck, where the sheath covering the back is flapping open. He sees small flashes from the red-orange gasoline fire two trucks behind.

			Haroon races for the exit as the gunfire erupts—the pop pop, pop pop from the M4s, the rat-a-tat-tat from the stationary machine guns—lead splitting the canvas exterior of the cargo cabin and hitting skulls, torsos, bone. Haroon extends himself horizontally as he dives through the sheath, trying to minimize himself as a target, trying to freeze out the sudden smells of blood, of bowels releasing, of death.

			He lands on the hood of the third truck, slamming his head onto the cold surface, and everything goes dark.

			First he dreams in smells: the odor of burning gasoline, the copperlike scent of burning flesh. Then he dreams of dust filling his mouth, of wounded cries and urgent prayers before death. He dreams of his mother and sister. He dreams of his leg on fire.

			He dreams of a man talking to him in broken Arabic, and Haroon’s eyes open. Two sets of boots, two sets of legs, two M4 rifles within inches of his cheek.

			“Irka,” one of them shouts. “On your knees, fuck-face.”

			U.S. Army Rangers, working in pairs, searching for survivors and confirming the dead. One of them steps back, training the rifle on him, while the other pats Haroon down for explosives. Then he grabs Haroon’s shirt and pulls until Haroon is on his knees. His shirt is violently ripped from his body, his hands zip-tied behind his back.

			He knows why they attacked and who they wanted. Their high-value target. Muhsin al-Bakhari.

			
			Haroon struggles to gain his bearings, his body limp from the assault and his mind in chaos. He is in northern Sudan. It is early June. It is close to midnight. “Kiff! Kiff!” the Ranger says to Haroon, yanking him to his feet. A blindfold is wrapped over his eyes, and he moves forward tentatively, his legs unreliable, assisted by a Ranger’s hand cupped under his armpit.

			Don’t let them take you alive, he has been told. They will torture you. Corrupt you. Take you to Guantánamo Bay and make you turn on your brothers.

			Die with dignity, they have told him.

			But resistance is obviously futile. This whole thing was timed perfectly. The Americans did not plan for a gunfight. They planned for a massacre.

			Ram Haroon recalls other instructions as well, outside the presence of the leaders. Show them your hands and they won’t kill you.

			He hears the thwop, thwop of the rotors of a Chinook helicopter as he is marched forward, forced into a jog. He feels a wash of air as he approaches the Chinook, and a hand on his head pushes it down, even though Haroon knows the rotors are well overhead.

			He is turned around. A hand on his shoulder forces him to sit on a cold aluminum floor. He shivers. The rotors spin faster and louder, the copter shakes—even sitting, he lurches to one side and bumps into the barrel of a rifle pointed at him. The copter shakes again and rises.

			He feels a boot pushing against his arm. “Hal Tatakalm Alingli’zia?” an American shouts at him in passable Arabic. “Ma Ismok?”

			“Zulfikar,” he answers wearily. “Sorirart Biro’aitak.”

			A moment passes. The Americans are speaking to each other in excited voices. This is a moment of celebration for the Rangers. Nausea overtakes Ram Haroon, the jerky movements of the helicopter and the smell of burning flesh, still lingering in his nostrils, combining to launch the bile to his throat. They are enjoying themselves, these Americans. A moment for which all Americans have waited for years—the capture of Muhsin al-Bakhari. A story they will share with their grandchildren someday.

			Where he will go now, he does not know. They have quickly whisked away the few survivors, including the one whom the Americans prize the most. Left behind is a massacre; over thirty Islamic soldiers dead.

			And then it comes to Ram Haroon. He remembers the woman at the airport in America four days ago. McCoy, that was her name. Yes. The woman at the airport knew this was going to happen.

			Haroon shakes his head, silent. He will probably be sent to Guantánamo Bay, along with the others. He will never see his homeland again. His life will never be the same.

			He wonders what has become of his partners in the States. He assumes that they will soon be in U.S. custody as well. And if they have gotten so far as to coordinate this attack, they have probably learned what really happened to Allison Pagone, the American novelist, as well.

			
		

	
		
			THREE DAYS EARLIER
TUESDAY, JUNE 1

			McCoy knows almost everything about him. She knows his names—his real one and the one he is using. She knows one parent is listed as Pakistani, the other as Egyptian, and that the paperwork all the way back to Islamabad will show that. She knows that the CIA files will show that he is an operative with the Liberation Front, an organization responsible for the death of more than nine hundred civilians in the past five years. She knows he will deny that if asked. She knows that he is studying for a graduate degree in international economics at the state university. She knows when he flew into the United States. She already knew, before receiving the call, that he had booked a flight to Paris. She knew about ten minutes after he bought the ticket.

			Jane McCoy stands with her partner, Owen Harrick, and the BICE agent in charge at the airport, a guy named Pete Storino, in a small room with monitors along a high shelf.

			
			McCoy has spent the last ten minutes babysitting Storino, explaining why she couldn’t tell him squat, giving him numbers to call to clear all this. Storino doesn’t like it and he doesn’t like her. The BICE guys aren’t the happiest these days. With the reorg under Homeland Security, Storino’s agency is now the Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement. They don’t like it because people call them “BICE” agents. FBI agents don’t like it because they think of their agency as “the Bureau” and don’t want another one. The agencies left out of the BICE acronym, like the Coast Guard and Border Patrol, were pissed off because, well, they were left out. Word is, they’re going to change it to the Bureau of Investigations and Criminal Enforcement, keeping the acronym but giving it a more general connotation, but McCoy will believe it when she sees it.

			“I’m going to make those calls,” Storino says to McCoy, sounding like a wounded child who’s going to call his mom.

			“Great,” she says. “I’m going in soon. If that’s all right.” She winks at her partner with that last comment.

			“Do what you’re gonna do.” Storino closes the door behind him.

			McCoy leans forward and watches the monitor covering the small room where the subject is seated. He is cool, his legs crossed, his hands resting on the rectangular table, occasionally checking his watch and shaking his head. He is no dummy, this one. He knows he’s being watched. He wants to be a Pakistani student offended by the racial profiling, not a bad guy who’s nervous about what the G is going to ask him.

			McCoy and Harrick leave the room and walk down a narrow corridor to the door in question. McCoy takes a breath, nods at her partner, and opens the door.

			“Mr. Haroon,” she says, walking in and taking a seat. “I’m Special Agent Jane McCoy. This is Special Agent Owen Harrick. FBI.”

			Ram Haroon is thin but muscular. He has ink-black, kinky hair and a long, coffee-colored face. He looks the age that is on his passport: twenty-six. He studies each of them with coal-black eyes but says nothing.

			“Headed to Paris,” she says.

			He stares at her like the answer is obvious. He has a business-class ticket for a flight that is scheduled to depart in forty-five minutes.

			“What’s in Paris?” she asks. “And don’t say the Eiffel Tower.”

			He looks away from her, as if amused. Trying to show his resolve. She gets that sometimes, but not very often. Most people hear “FBI” and their knees tremble.

			“Is that your final destination, Mr. Haroon?”

			The man finally sighs, adjusts himself in his chair, and focuses on her. “I have a round-trip ticket,” he says. Of course he does. He’s schooled enough to know not to buy a one-way ticket these days. It’s like holding up a sign.

			Ram Haroon’s return trip is in late July. She knows it, and he knows she knows it. He also knows that she wasn’t referring to his return leg.

			“Is Paris your final destination?” she asks again.

			“What does that matter?” He has a heavy Middle Eastern accent but seems quite comfortable with English.

			“Do you want to make your flight?”

			“I do.”

			“Then please answer my question.”

			He stares at Jane’s partner for a long moment. “Sightseeing,” he says.

			“Sure.” She nods and looks at her partner, shrugs, as if this makes perfect sense. “How were classes at the state university this spring? Did you have a good semester?”

			He smiles for the first time. He leans forward on the small table in front of him, drops his elbows. “Trimester,” he corrects.

			She smiles back at him.

			“And it went well, thank you.”

			“Finals were good?”

			He shakes his head.

			“What was your favorite class?” she asks.

			He thinks for a moment. “Socialism in the twentieth century.”

			“What was that—a test? A paper?”

			He closes his eyes a moment. “A take-home final.”

			“Who taught it?”

			“Rosenthal.”

			“When was the final?”

			“Oh—five days ago.”

			“Where? What classroom?”

			“I just told you it was a take-home final.”

			Jane McCoy sits back in her chair. She is not at all surprised that he knows the answers. “You were flagged, Mr. Haroon. Did you know that?”

			He shrugs.

			“Do you know why you were flagged?”

			“Because I’m Middle Eastern,” he answers. “We’re all terrorists. Haven’t you heard?”

			“I like that.” She smiles at her partner, then nods at Haroon. “What was your next-favorite class? After the one about socialism?”

			“I liked them all.”

			“You liked them all equally?”

			“I did. But since you have such a—a fascination with my studies, let’s say international protection of human rights.”

			“You liked that one.”

			“I did.”

			“Protecting human rights. What’d they teach you—it’s a good thing?”

			
			“A good thing,” he says. “Maybe you should have taken the course.”

			This guy is playing this about right. Indignant but not controversially so. Nothing over the top. No hint of a temper, but not icy-cool, either. Right down the middle.

			“Name another class,” McCoy says.

			“Another—? Law of the European Union,” he answers.

			“Who taught it?”

			“Professor Vogler.”

			“Where was the class held?”

			Haroon sighs. His fingers touch his eyes. “In the Smithe Auditorium.”

			“Are you meeting any friends in Paris?”

			“No.”

			“Flying solo, huh?”

			“I will be alone, if that’s what you mean. I’m not so familiar with your expressions.”

			“Oh, you speak better English than I do, Mr. Haroon.” McCoy leans back in her chair, as if she is getting comfortable for a long talk. “Let’s try some words you might know better. How about the Liberation Front?”

			Ram Haroon swallows hard. His face goes cold. You always look at the eyes. A person can keep his mouth straight, his hands still. The eyes always jump.

			He should act angry, McCoy thinks to herself. A Pakistani citizen detained at an American airport who is not a Libbie should be terribly offended at the suggestion.

			“I am not a member of the Liberation Front,” he says evenly.

			“Your dad is, though, right?”

			“My father was a carpet merchant. He is deceased. And he was not a member of the Liberation Front.”

			“You Libbies aren’t real fond of us Americans, are you?” she asks. “The industrialized nations? You attend our schools and use our computers and cell phones, but you hate us.”

			
			He looks at her hard for a moment, but he declines the bait.

			“I am not a member of the Liberation Front,” he repeats.

			Jane McCoy looks at her partner, whose eyebrows arch. “Wait here, please,” McCoy says, as if Ram Haroon had any choice.

			The federal agents leave the room without saying anything more to the detainee. Agent Harrick whispers to McCoy before they make it back to the monitor room.

			“Convincing?” he asks.

			“Convincing enough. His grades are top of the class.” She looks back at the closed door behind which Ram Haroon is probably wondering what to make of the conversation. “There’s absolutely no basis to hold him. There is no proof that he’s done anything. And he’s leaving, not coming.”

			“Right,” Harrick agrees. “Right.”

			Pete Storino steps out of the monitor room as they approach. He was watching, no doubt.

			“So he’s walking,” he says to McCoy.

			She shrugs. “No basis to hold him.”

			“Doesn’t mean we can’t.”

			No, that’s probably true, and she senses that Storino enjoys that fact. There is something intoxicating about power. Serving a warrant, scooping a suspect, holding a Middle Eastern man without cause—all different versions of the same thing, the flexing of muscle, belonging to something important enough that it lets you do things others can’t.

			“He’s not on the no-fly,” Agent Harrick says.

			McCoy shoots her partner a look. He’s debating. Not the time, not the place.

			“Well, screw the Bureau, I guess,” Storino says, apparently referring to his, not McCoy’s. “This guy’s walking.”

			“Sorry about the hush-hush.” McCoy shrugs.

			
			“And screw interagency cooperation, too, I guess.”

			“Not my call, Pete.”

			“I expect this crap from NSA, even CIA. Not you guys.”

			“We gotta run, Pete. I appreciate it.”

			Storino nods once, deliberately, squinting his eyes. “I saw you on the tube. Couple weeks back. It was you, wasn’t it?”

			“My ten minutes,” McCoy admits.

			“Allison Pagone. The writer. Killed that guy.”

			“She wasn’t convicted, but—”

			“She ate a bullet before it could happen,” Storino interrupts. “I made you for Public Corruption. That whole thing was about bribes, right? State lawmakers on the take.”

			“Something like that.”

			“Something like that,” Storino mimics. “So today I’m making you for CT.”

			The counterterrorism squad, he means.

			“What’s the murder of a political guy got to do with this Haroon guy?”

			“Hey, I go where they tell me. My day to catch flags.”

			Storino isn’t convinced. “Look, Agent McCoy—”

			“Call me Jane.”

			“—you want to give me the Heisman, give me the Heisman. Do me a favor, though, don’t blow smoke up my ass.”

			McCoy sighs. “Again, Pete, thank you, and I’m sorry about this. I’m just a working gal here.”

			“You think this guy killed Allison Pagone,” he says. “You think she didn’t take her own life.”

			“Pete—”

			“I’ve got a Pakistani national with a flag walking through my airport, I’ve got someone from Homeland in D.C. telling me to do whatever you say, and I don’t know shit about it.”

			“I owe you one,” McCoy says. “Okay? No joke. Any time.” She looks at her watch. “He’s going to miss his flight.”

			“Yeah, I’d hate to see that happen.”

			McCoy pivots and stands in front of Storino. She jams a finger into his chest. “You definitely would hate to see that happen, Agent Storino. Are we clear?”

			Storino looks hard at McCoy, then at her partner. Slowly, a smile creeps along his face. “Always nice to see you all from the Bureau,” he says.

			“Pleasure’s been all mine.” McCoy turns and walks down the hallway. “Prick,” she mumbles out of earshot. “I don’t have enough shit to deal with?”

			“Janey, the mouth.” Harrick chuckles.

			The agents leave the airport and begin their trip back to the federal building downtown, where the Special Agent in Charge is eagerly awaiting a report. Jane closes her eyes a moment as the escort drives them back to their car. She has seen death and tried hard to deny responsibility. It does no good to grieve excessively. You mourn the dead but keep fighting to prevent more death. That is what she has been doing, what has propelled her forward. And her job—this op—is not yet done, but it is close. Very close. She’ll sleep well tonight for the first time in months. She’ll make up for all those nights in May when she paced her small bedroom, thinking everything through, worrying about the number of hurdles that could have clipped her foot.

			Does Mr. Ramadaran Ali Haroon have any idea what is about to happen?

			Today is the first day of June, the unofficial beginning of summer. It was a hectic February, a chaotic March, an incredibly tense April. And May, the month that just ended, was possibly the hardest thirty-one days of her life.

			But it’s almost over. They will make their arrests soon, and her part in this operation will be completed. She can’t worry about things she can’t control. She can only do her part.

			Sam Dillon’s death started it. Allison Pagone’s death ended it.

			She shakes her head in resignation, still unable to believe how this began.

			

	
		
			MAY

			

	
		
			SIXTEEN DAYS EARLIER
SUNDAY, MAY 16

			The crowd is small, which is surprising in a way. The family wanted a small service; it is a tribute to their planning that only two reporters managed to figure out the time and place. The family’s success in eluding the media is probably due to their decision to forgo a church service. The media probably had its eye on the church Allison Pagone had attended her entire life. They would have no way of knowing which cemetery had been chosen for her burial.

			It’s a nice place. Three acres of beautiful land, manicured lawn, well-kept plots. A new two-story granite mausoleum is secluded in a shady area to the northwest. A nicer place than Jane McCoy expects to end up in when her ticket is punched, on her government salary.

			From her position in the driver’s seat of the limousine, McCoy looks through the one-way tinted windows at her surroundings. First, for the exits. Technically, there is only one. A road that leads from the main gate, snakes through the cemetery, and leads back out.

			It’s a beautiful day for a service, if there is such a thing, owing primarily to the sun. One of those days when it’s hard to keep your eyes open. You won’t hear complaints anywhere across the city, though, after the permanent gray sky that prevailed from January through April. With the blinding rays and the temperature close to sixty, people are dressed optimistically, praying that today is a harbinger and not a tease.

			It reminds McCoy of the first time she approached her mother’s grave after her memorial service. She was thirteen then, hardly able to comprehend the loss, offended at the strong sunlight cast over the headstone, as if someone, somewhere, were trying to make the world beautiful on a day that was anything but.

			The limousine is parked on the narrow road only about ten yards from the service. Jane McCoy cracks her window and listens to the pastor.

			“Allison Pagone.” The minister stops on the words. Jane assumes that the reverend has known Allison over the years.

			“Allison Pagone was a woman of substance. A woman of faith.” The reverend, an older, pudgy man with a thin beard, looks up at the sky a moment, then collects himself. “Do we judge a woman based on the last year of her life, or on the first thirty-seven? Do we remember only the mistakes she made in a difficult moment, or do we recall all the giving and sacrifice and love she provided for her family and friends? Can we forgive?”

			That’s a good question. Forgiveness is not something in which an agent of the FBI specializes. Her job is apprehension, sometimes prevention; she is never asked for, and never offers, absolution. She finds the concept overwhelming. She never liked her classes in philosophy—the study of questions that can’t be answered—or religion—the study of answers that can’t be questioned. She preferred her undergrad classes on criminal justice. This is right. This is wrong. And she never understood how one moment of repentance can absolve years of sin. One expression of regret erasing countless misdeeds? It’s just not how she’s wired.

			“I hate these places.” A voice through her earpiece; it’s Owen Harrick, who is driving the hearse parked in front of the limousine.

			Jane McCoy looks over at the service. Allison Pagone’s ex-husband, Mateo Pagone, and their twenty-year-old daughter, Jessica Pagone, are the only ones seated. Allison’s parents are deceased and she was an only child, so the family is small. The rest of the tiny crowd is mostly neighbors, some friends from the church, someone from the publishing house in New York. That woman from the publishing house is probably mourning the most. Allison Pagone was a best-selling novelist.

			McCoy looks at the ex-husband, Mat Pagone, again. He is in a well-tailored black suit with a silver tie. He is staring straight ahead in concentration. His right hand is locked in the hands of his daughter, Jessica, who is also staring forward with red, numb eyes.

			McCoy speaks into the mike on her collar. “See the hubby?”

			Owen Harrick answers back. “Yeah.”

			“He doesn’t do a very good job of looking broken up about the whole thing. His wife just kicked it?”

			“Ex-wife,” Owen clarifies.

			“That’s cold, Harrick,” she says, but she chuckles.

			“He looks more bored than sad,” her partner agrees. “So what do we do?”

			The service is breaking up. The whole thing didn’t last more than fifteen minutes. A closed-casket affair, the coffin already in the ground when the attendees arrived. Mat Pagone rises with his daughter, holding her hand. Together, they scoop a piece of dirt and drop it onto the coffin.

			“We do what we do best,” Jane McCoy says into her collar. “We wait.”

			
		

	
		
			FOUR DAYS EARLIER
WEDNESDAY, MAY 12

			McCoy is out of the vehicle before her partner has even stopped the sedan in Allison Pagone’s driveway. McCoy jogs up the steps to the home, glancing at windows as she passes. She rings the doorbell and knocks urgently on the door.

			“Mrs. Pagone,” she says. “It’s Special Agent McCoy.”

			She looks at Harrick. He has stepped around to the passenger side of their Mercury, around to the side of Allison’s garage.

			McCoy knocks again. “Allison,” she calls out. She looks at her watch. It is close to seven o’clock in the morning. People are walking their dogs and going for their pre-work jogs. McCoy likes to run in the morning, too, but today she did not have that luxury.

			“Her car’s here,” says Harrick.

			They look at each other for a long moment. For this kind of decision, there is no strict protocol.

			“Back door,” says McCoy.

			
			The back door is an easy decision. There are neighbors outside now—people who have undoubtedly grown curious at the sight of the two serious-looking people in blue coats with the FBI insignia in yellow on their backs who have run up to the front doorstep of the Pagone residence. Better to decelerate the attention by going in the back way. Plus, McCoy knows the back door will be easier to get through.

			McCoy pops the trunk of her Mercury Sable and removes her Mag-Lite, a wide, black flashlight. She could call a federal magistrate and get a warrant. That would make some sense. But technically, McCoy has only speculation to support her fears that something bad has happened inside the house. And you have to be careful what you tell a judge in an application for a warrant. To say nothing of the fact that the news could leak and the media could jump on it. It’s a small miracle, frankly, that there are no reporters parked along the street right now.

			No. No time for legal niceties. This is what is known as an “exigent circumstance,” meaning action must be taken immediately to prevent something irreversible from happening, be it destruction of evidence, grave bodily harm, or death. The courts, in their roles as guardians of the constitution and as law-enforcement tutors, have pronounced that warrants are not required in such instances. The exigent circumstance is an FBI agent’s best friend, right up there with plain view.

			Anyone listening to the voice mail Allison Pagone left on McCoy’s cell phone last night would find these circumstances to be plenty exigent.

			Standing on the back patio, Jane McCoy flicks her Mag-Lite against the glass window of the back door. The glass shatters and falls into the small curtain covering it. McCoy scrapes the edges of the window clean of glass and carefully reaches through to unlock the back door.

			
			She opens it and waits. No alarm. She had noticed an intruder alarm last time she was here. Allison Pagone would be foolish not to have one. McCoy finds the alarm pad on the wall. Nothing. No silent, or audible, alarm. It is disarmed. She walks through the kitchen into the den. She sees the burgundy couch where Allison Pagone was sitting the last time they spoke.

			“Allison Pagone!” she calls out. “Federal agents in the house!”

			McCoy listens but hears nothing.

			“Special Agents McCoy and Harrick, FBI,” she calls.

			“Maybe she’s not home,” Harrick offers.

			McCoy shakes her head. “No. Her car’s here. She’s here. You didn’t hear that phone message. You didn’t—I didn’t mean to—to—”

			“Nothing’s even happened yet, Jane. There’s nothing to worry about until there’s something to worry about.” Harrick looks around, calls out Allison Pagone’s name.

			“I’ve got a bad feeling.” McCoy walks through the downstairs, then meets Harrick back in the den. “I’m going upstairs.”

			McCoy calls out the name Allison Pagone several times as she takes the stairs. Jane McCoy, FBI. Federal agents in the house. No response. The lights are on, all the lights you would expect to be on if someone were home.

			She walks into the master bedroom. The bed is made. The overhead light is off. The bedside lamp is off. But there is illumination from the master bathroom.

			“Allison Pagone.” Jane McCoy braces herself. “Special Agent McCoy, FBI,” she says with increased urgency. “Are you in there?”

			She takes a few steps toward the bathroom and pauses. She looks around. Then she sticks her head into the bathroom. Allison Pagone is lying motionless in the bathtub, her head tucked into her chest, wearing her pajamas. A handgun dangles from Allison’s left hand, resting on her chest precariously. Behind Pagone’s head the tile on the wall is covered with a splatter of crimson.

			“Oh, no.” McCoy stumbles several steps back and sits on the bed. “What did I do?”

			Her partner, Owen Harrick, makes his way in and makes eye contact with McCoy.

			“She’s in there.” McCoy’s voice is lifeless. She nods in the direction of the master bath. She watches Harrick walk up to the bathroom, then in. She hears his reaction, similar to hers. He stays in there a while, presumably checking the body.

			McCoy looks around the room, at the bedside table holding an oversized, antique brass telephone, an alarm clock, and a lamp. The room has a ceiling like a cathedral’s, about twenty feet high. The walk-in closet is about the size of McCoy’s bedroom. She thinks of the voice mail Allison Pagone left on her cell phone last night—about nine hours ago.

			Harrick walks back out and looks at McCoy. For a moment he is silent. “She’s been dead for hours,” he says.

			“Yeah.”

			“Revolver in her hand.” Harrick looks back at the bathroom. “No footprints on the tile. Towels are neatly hung. There’s a bandage on her right hand but it looks a few days old. Far as I can see, there’s no sign of struggle or force—”

			“Oh, for God’s sake, Owen, she shot herself.” McCoy shakes her head. “There’s no mystery here.” She throws up a hand helplessly. “I screwed up, Owen. I fucked this up.”

			Harrick blows out a breath, takes a seat on the bed next to McCoy. “She killed a guy,” he says. “And she was covering up, too. We know that. She did this to herself.”

			“Literally, maybe.”

			“Not just literally. In every way. She put herself in the soup. You were doing your job, Jane. She killed a man. You and I both know it.”

			
			McCoy goes to the window opposite the bed, opens it, and takes in some fresh air.

			“They were going to convict her and give her the needle,” Harrick adds. “Don’t make this your fault.”

			“You didn’t hear her message,” McCoy says. She looks out through the window at the backyard. For living in the city, Allison has a relatively big lot. This is a neighborhood on the northwest side, which is more residential, more kids running in the streets, lawnmowers and barbecues. More like a suburb. You could probably hit a baseball from her backyard to the nearest suburb. This is where people come who need to stay in the city—teachers, cops, firemen, civil servants with residency requirements. No one would confuse the color of the Pagones’ collars for blue, but the ex-husband, Mat, is on a couple of municipal boards that require him to stay within city limits. McCoy has heard that it was Allison who wanted this neighborhood, who simply thought the people were nicer than in some of the trendier parts of the city or than the old money by the lake. The Pagones had purchased two adjacent lots and built a large house, but what they really wanted was the backyard. There’s a huge garden, a fancy play area with slides and jungle gyms for their daughter, who probably hasn’t touched it for ten years.

			You look at someone’s possessions, her family, her background, you look at her as a person. Some of McCoy’s colleagues don’t dig so deep, just focus on the misdeeds and don’t judge, don’t want to see the human side because it gets in the way. Jane McCoy has never understood that. You focus only on the black, ignore the white, you miss the gray.

			“She was going to die one way or the other,” she hears Harrick call to her. “She spared herself eight to ten on death row, then a public execution. She did it on her terms.”

			McCoy moans, turns back from the window. “You find anything else upstairs, Owen?”

			
			“I found the trophy.”

			“The tro—”

			“The murder weapon, Jane. That statuette. It’s sitting in her office.”

			“That statuette—from that association? Dillon’s award?”

			Harrick nods. “Looks like it had been buried. She went and brought it back. She wanted us to find it. You get it? You see what happened? She wanted it settled. She confessed her sins before she killed herself. She’s telling us she killed Sam Dillon.”

			McCoy sighs. “Call this in, Owen?”

			“Sure.”

			Her team shows up quietly, parking their dark sedans the next street over and coming through the backyard. This kind of crime scene isn’t their typical protocol; the feds don’t often investigate homicides. But this one doesn’t require much detail, anyway. They photograph the scene, dust for prints, gather hairs and fibers, test for residue on Allison’s gun hand, finally carry the body out in a covered stretcher. McCoy holds off on calling the locals for an hour, because with the local cops comes the local media. She knows they’ll make it here eventually but she wants to give it some time.

			She stands outside two hours later, at nine in the morning. The air is cool and crisp; she prefers spring mornings to any other, even under these circumstances. By now the reporters have arrived and are lining the crime-scene tape, shouting questions to anyone who appears to resemble law enforcement. Was this a suicide? Where was she found? Did she leave a note?

			McCoy peers at them, silent, through her sunglasses. Something like that, she does not say to them.

			Four sedans are lined up along the curb now. Neighbors have gathered around the home as well. This is not the first news of something amiss at the Pagone residence, but there’s been nothing this public, at least not since the search warrant was executed months ago.

			Jane McCoy appreciates her anonymity. Like many agents, she is relatively unknown to reporters. She is unaccustomed to scenes like this. Most of what the agents do is under the radar, and here she is, being photographed and taped standing outside the home. It is a matter of courtesy more than anything. She is waiting for someone.

			She sees a steel-blue Mercedes pull up quickly to the curb. Roger Ogren, an assistant county attorney, pops out. From what she knows of him, which isn’t much, she wouldn’t expect the flashy ride. Not his personality and quite the fat price tag for his government salary. But every boy needs a toy.

			Ogren uses the remote on his keychain to lock up the car and walks up toward the house. He walks under the tape, stops on the front lawn, looks around, finally focuses on Jane.

			“Agent McCoy,” he says.

			“It’s Jane, Roger.”

			He puts his hands on his hips, wets his lips. “Suicide?”

			She nods. “Bullet in the mouth.”

			He sighs deeply, seems to deflate. Hurry up and stop—he was in the full heat of trial mode, and now the defendant is dead.

			“No sign of forced entry,” McCoy elaborates. “No sign of foul play at all. GSR on her hand and wrist.”

			Ogren does not take the news well. The woman he was prosecuting, driven to suicide.

			“You were going for the death penalty, anyway,” McCoy says.

			He runs his hands through his hair. “She was a killer. I was about two trial days away from proving that.”

			“I know. I was following it. You were doing very well.”

			“Suicide.” Roger Ogren stands helplessly a moment. He is in a suit, but his shirt is open at the neck. He got ready in a hurry. He sighs and seems to deflate.

			
			“It’s not your fault,” McCoy offers, in case he needs to hear it. “If anything, it’s mine. This lady was up to some bad stuff. Not just this murder.”

			“Not just this murder,” Ogren repeats. “But you won’t tell me what.”

			“You know I can’t.”

			She tries to read his expression. Really, how upset can he be? Like she said, he was seeking the death penalty, after all. If the defendant killed herself because she couldn’t face prison, and ultimately a lethal injection, she just saved everyone the trouble.

			He wanted the conviction, she assumes. He’s not feeling guilt. He wanted the “w,” the pats on the back, the victory lap at the prosecutor’s office, the press coverage.

			“Everyone knew she was going down,” McCoy adds. “Everyone knew you had her.”

			Ogren stretches, arches his back, extends his arms. Full trial mode, probably hasn’t had much sleep. And now this. Like the whole prosecution was just a false start.

			“She’s not up there anymore,” McCoy says. “You want to go see the body?”

			Ogren looks over the house wistfully. He is suddenly a man without a place. This is not his crime scene.

			“As long as you’re sure she’s dead,” he deadpans, an attempt at dark humor that falls flat.

			She smiles at him. “You want to see the statuette?”

			Ogren does a double-take, suddenly perks up. “The—what are you talking about?”

			“The statuette,” she says. “The little trophy. The award from the manufacturers’ association. You always thought she used it to kill Sam Dil—”

			Ogren steps toward her. “You have it? It was here in her house?”

			Jane McCoy gestures behind her. “She had it in her office upstairs.”

			
			“That’s not possible.” The prosecutor squints. “She moved it there, maybe.”

			“Exactly,” Jane agrees. “She had buried it somewhere initially. You can tell because there’s some dirt on it. But there’s some blood on it, too, and we’re getting prints off it. I assume it’s the murder weapon. We’ve inventoried it. We’ll make it available to you guys.”

			Roger Ogren is speechless. It is confirmation that he never had. A murder weapon that had never been found. McCoy wonders if there was any residual doubt in the prosecutor’s mind, any lingering question of whether he was accusing the right person. If so, the murder weapon, in the home of the accused, should erase that doubt.

			“This was her way of pleading guilty,” McCoy tells him. “Before she went, she wanted the record clear, I guess.”

			Ogren nods aimlessly, his eyes unfocused. “And what about the gun?”

			“A revolver. Serial numbers scratched. She must have bought it on the street.”

			Ogren stares at her. Weird, he must be thinking. “Okay. I’ll give you a call,” he says. “I think we would like that statuette, actually.”

			“Sure. Call me.”

			He turns to leave but stops, looks back at the federal agent. “Why did you say it’s your fault? Her killing herself?”

			She makes a face. “I was squeezing her. Maybe too hard.”

			Ogren gives her a look of compromise. Squeezing is something any prosecutor can understand. No one ever knows how much pressure is just right.

			“You got what you wanted, Roger. Justice was served.”

			He laughs. A bitter chuckle. “This wouldn’t have happened if she weren’t out on bail,” he says. “She couldn’t have gotten a gun and she couldn’t have killed herself.”

			McCoy lifts her shoulders. “Hey, you wanted her dead, she’s dead.”

			
			The prosecutor glares at McCoy, then turns and walks to his car. He can’t deny that he was seeking the death penalty, of course, which means he cannot deny that he wanted death for Allison Pagone. But he doesn’t appreciate the bluntness of McCoy’s comment. As if Roger Ogren were a killer, too.

			“I’ll bet he’s pissed,” Harrick says, walking up, watching Ogren leave.

			“Something like that.”

			They walk to their car and drive away. Once in the vehicle, Harrick, driving, casts a look at McCoy. “Something bothering you? Talk to me, Janey.”

			“It looked too clean,” she says. “There’s such a thing as looking too much like a suicide.”

			“Oh, come on.” Owen Harrick shrugs. He was a city cop for eight years. He’s witnessed a lot more suicide scenes than Jane McCoy.

			“A bathtub?” McCoy asks.

			“It’s private,” Harrick answers. “She wanted intimacy. It’s also easier to clean up.”

			“Oh, she didn’t want to mess up the house?” McCoy looks at her partner. “She’s worried about resale value?”

			“It’s the house she raised her daughter in. She cares about how it looks. You’re thinking way too hard on this. It’s a suicide, Jane. She thought about it first, is all. People do plan suicides.”

			McCoy is silent.

			“She killed Sam Dillon,” Harrick continues, turning a corner and leaving the sight line of Allison Pagone’s home. “She killed him and she felt remorse. That works for me.”

			“I hope so.” McCoy’s head falls back against the head cushion. It will be another sleepless night for her.

			
		

	
		
			ONE DAY EARLIER
TUESDAY, MAY 11

			The small turn of his head, as if his attention were diverted. The set of his jaw, the clenching of his teeth. The line of his mouth turned, ever so slightly, from a smile to something more primitive, almost a snarl but not so prominent. A stolen moment, an entirely private moment in public, a stolen glance among a roomful of people, intended for private consumption.

			Thursday, February fifth of this year. A cocktail party thrown by Dillon & Becker, Sam’s lobbying firm, an annual party for clients in the city’s offices. Hors d’oeuvres passed by servants in tuxedos, soft classical music playing from speakers in the corners.

			The Look, Allison calls it, though she has never spoken of such things aloud, except to Sam. A look of pure, unadulterated lust, a passion that drives men to do things they should not do, the most primitive of emotions. She watches everything about Sam—how he holds his breath, moves his eyes up and down her body—trying to imagine exactly what it is that Sam is imagining, because Allison has no experience with such things, has never seen this look from her husband in the twenty years they were married.

			She freezes that image in her mind. She is not sure why. Maybe because it was one of the last pictures that she has of Sam—he was dead two days later—or maybe because it is so staggering to think how far things have fallen.

			Allison Pagone sits on the wine-colored couch in the den. The memories always flood back, no matter how fleetingly, when she sits here. Memories of her childhood. She remembers when she was fifteen, when she had a party while her parents were out, a bottle of red wine spilled on the couch, her enormous relief when the wine blended in with the color. Another memory: She was six, sleeping on the couch because she had wet her bed, worrying about her parents’ reaction, then her mother’s soothing hand running through her hair as she woke up the next morning.

			She thinks of her daughter, Jessica, and the torment she must be feeling right now, her mother standing trial for murder. And she will not be acquitted. Jessica has read the stories, watched the television coverage, despite the judge’s instructions to the contrary. Regardless of whether she is a witness, nobody is going to tell a young woman she cannot read the cold accounts of her mother’s crime in the paper.

			Allison has watched her daughter age over the last three months. Twenty years old, she is in many ways still a girl, but these events have changed that. Allison is to blame, and she can do nothing about it.

			She picks up the phone on the coffee table. She dials Mat Pagone’s office. She checks her watch. It is past nine o’clock in the evening.

			She gets his voice mail. She holds her breath and waits for the beep. She looks at the piece of paper in front of her. They spelled his name wrong. It should be Mat with one t, short for Mateo.

			
			“Mat, I know you’re not going to get this until tomorrow morning. I’m sorry. For everything. I also want you to listen carefully. Jessica is going to need you now more than ever. You are going to have to love her for both of us. You have to be strong for her. You have to do whatever you can to be there for her. You—you have to—promise—”

			She takes a deep breath. “Mat, don’t say a word to the FBI. They don’t have anything on you. You hear me? They don’t have anything. Just keep your mouth shut. You can’t help me now so don’t make this worse and talk to them. And take—take good care of our—”

			Her voice cuts off. She lets out a low wail. She hangs up the phone quietly and puts her face in her hands, ignoring the man seated across from her.

			“That was very good, Allison. Now just one more.”

			Allison looks up at the man, then inhales deeply, composes herself. This is the end now, she knows it. She picks up the phone and dials the numbers, reading them off the business card.

			You have reached Special Agent Jane McCoy . . .

			She waits for the beep and reads from the paper. “Jane McCoy, this is Allison Pagone. I want you to know that I will not be used. I will not let you rip the last shreds of dignity from my family. You have me. It’s over for me. If you have a hint of decency in you, you will not deny my daughter both of her parents. I want you to know that you can’t toy with people’s lives like this. I won’t let you turn me against my family. Your little plan didn’t work. So live with that.”

			She hangs up the phone and looks up at the man sitting on the ottoman opposite her, training a revolver on her. He is dark in every way—Middle Eastern with jet-black hair, dark eyes, a menacing smile, the way he can look pleasant during all of this.

			“Excellent,” the man says. “Your flair for drama has paid off.”

			
			“You said you’d leave,” says Allison. “I did what you wanted.”

			The man stands but keeps the firearm directed at Allison. “Please stand up,” he says.

			

			•   •   •

			An hour later. Ram Haroon checks his watch. It is after 11:45 at night. He looks at Allison Pagone, lying in the bathtub, motionless. He looks over the scene. He is reluctant to go back into the bathroom, to step on the tile, so he leans in from his spot in the bedroom. The scene looks entirely clean. Nothing has been disturbed. There is no reason to suspect that this was anything other than a
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