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      The phone awoke Evan Casher, and he knew something was wrong. No one who knew him ever called this early. He opened his eyes.
         He reached across the bed for Carrie but she was gone, and her side of the bed was cool. A note, folded, on the pillow. He
         reached for it but the phone continued its insistent shrill, so he answered.
      

      
      ‘Hello.’

      
      His mother said, ‘Evan. I need you to come home. Right now.’ She spoke in a low whisper.

      
      He fumbled for the bedside lamp. ‘What’s the matter?’

      
      ‘Not over the phone. I’ll explain when you get here.’

      
      ‘Mom, get real, it’s a two-and-a-half-hour drive. Just tell me what’s wrong.’

      
      ‘Evan. Please. Just come home.’

      
      ‘Is Dad all right?’ His father, a computer consultant, had left Austin three days ago for a job in Australia. He made databases
         dance and sing for big companies and governments. Australia. Long flights. Evan had a sudden vision of a plane, scattered
         across the outback or Sydney Harbor, ripped metal, smoke rising. ‘What’s happened?’
      

      
      ‘I just need you here, okay?’ Calm but insistent.

      
      ‘Mom, please. Not until you tell me what’s going on.’

      
      ‘I said not on the phone.’ She fell silent, he said nothing, and the uncomfortable tension of an unexpected standoff rose for ten long seconds until she broke it. ‘Did you have a lot of work to do today, sweetheart?’
      

      
      ‘Just edits on Bluff.’
      

      
      ‘Then bring your computer with you, you can work here. But I need you here. Now.’

      
      ‘What’s the big deal about not telling me?’

      
      ‘Evan.’ He heard his mother take a steadying breath. ‘Please.’

      
      The naked, almost frightening neediness – a tone he had never heard in his mother’s voice – made her sound like a stranger
         to him. ‘Um, okay, Mom, I can leave in an hour or so.’
      

      
      ‘Sooner. As soon as possible.’

      
      ‘All right then, in like fifteen minutes or so.’

      
      ‘Hurry, Evan. Just pack and come as fast as you can.’

      
      ‘Okay.’ He fought down a rising panic.

      
      ‘Thank you for not asking questions right now,’ she said. ‘I love you and I’ll see you soon, and I’ll explain everything.’

      
      ‘I love you, too.’

      
      He put the phone back in the cradle, a little disoriented with the shock of how the day had started. Now wasn’t the time to
         tell his mother that he was in love. Seriously, crazily in Romeo-and-Juliet love.
      

      
      He opened the note. It simply said, Thanks for a great evening. I’ll call you later. Had early morning errands. C.

      
      He got in the shower and wondered if he’d blown it last night. I love you, he’d told Carrie, when they lay spent in the sheets. The words rose to his mouth without thought or effort, because if he’d
         weighed the consequences, he would have kept his mouth shut. He never said the L-word first. Before, he had told only one
         woman he loved her, and that had been his last girlfriend, hungry for his reassurance, and he’d said it because he thought
         it might be true. But last night was different. No might or maybe; he knew with certainty. Carrie lying next to him, her breath tickling his throat, her fingernail tracing a line along his
         eyebrow and she looked so beautiful, and he said the big three words and they felt as true in his heart as anything he had
         ever known.
      

      
      Pain flared in her eyes when he spoke and he thought, I should have waited. She doesn’t believe it because we’re in bed. But she kissed him and said, ‘Don’t love me.’
      

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘I’m trouble. Nothing but trouble.’ But she held him tight, as though she were afraid he would be the one to vanish.

      
      ‘I love trouble.’ He kissed her again.

      
      ‘Why? Why would you love me?’

      
      ‘What’s not to love?’ He kissed her forehead. ‘You have a great brain.’ He kissed between her eyes. ‘You see the beauty in
         everything.’ He kissed her mouth and grinned. ‘You always know the right thing to say … unlike me.’
      

      
      She kissed him back and they made love again, and when they were done, she said, ‘Three months. You can’t really know me.’

      
      ‘I’ll never know you. We never know another person as much as we like to pretend.’

      
      She smiled, snuggled up close to him, pressed her face to his chest, put her mouth close to his beating heart. ‘I love you,
         too.’
      

      
      ‘Look at me and say it.’

      
      ‘I’ll say it here to your heart.’ A tear trickled from her cheek to his chest.

      
      ‘What’s wrong?’

      
      ‘Nothing. Nothing. I’m happy.’ Carrie kissed him. ‘Go to sleep, baby.’

      
      And he did, and now, in the hard light of day, she was gone, the whispers and the promises gone with her. And this distant note. But maybe this was for the best. She was nervous.
         And the last complication he needed was explaining a mysterious family disaster.
      

      
      He tried Carrie’s cell phone. Left her a voice mail: ‘Babe, I’ve got a family emergency, I’ve got to go to Austin. Call me
         when you get this.’ He thought, I shouldn’t say it again, it scared her off, but he said, ‘I love you and I’ll talk to you soon.’
      

      
      Evan tried his father’s cell phone. No answer. Not even voice mail picking up. But his dad’s phone might not connect in Australia.
         He put the plane-crash scenario out of his mind. He followed his clockwork morning regimen: fired up his computer, checked
         his to-do list, checked his news feed: no disasters reported in Australia. Perhaps this was a disaster on a smaller scale.
         Cancer. Divorce. The thought dried his throat.
      

      
      He clicked on his e-mail, shot off a message to his dad saying, Call me ASAP, then downloaded his e-mails. His in-box held an invitation to speak at a film conference in Atlanta; e-mails from two other
         documentary filmmakers who were friends of his; a pile of music files and a couple of his mother’s latest digital photos,
         all sent by her late last night. He synced the music to his digital player; he’d listen to the songs in the car. Mom thrived
         on obscure bands and tunes, and she’d found three great songs for his earlier movies. He checked to be sure he had all the
         footage he needed to edit for his nearly completed documentary on the professional poker circuit. Made sure that he had the
         raw notes for a talk he was supposed to give at the University of Houston next week. He slid his laptop, his digital music
         player, and his digital camcorder into his backpack. Evan packed a bag with a weekend’s worth of clothes his mother hated
         for him to wear: old bowling shirts, worn khakis, tennis shoes a year past their prime.
      

      
      His watch said seven fifteen. It was not quite a three-hour drive from Houston to Austin.

      
      Evan locked the door behind him and headed to his car. This wasn’t the day he had planned. He fought his way through the morning
         snarl of Houston traffic, listening to the music his mother had sent last night. He wanted Spanish-flavored electronic funk
         for the opening scenes of his poker-player documentary, and no songs he’d heard yet sounded right, but this music was perfect,
         full of drama and energy.
      

      
      He tapped his fingers to the beat as he drove and kept waiting for his cell to ring, his father or Carrie calling, his mom
         calling to say all was suddenly fine, but his phone stayed silent all the way to Austin.
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      His mother’s front door was locked. Mom kept her photography studio out in a garage apartment, and he decided she must have
         retreated to the comfort of film, primer, and solitude.
      

      
      He unlocked the door with his key and stepped inside. ‘Mom?’ he called out. No answer.

      
      He walked toward the back of the house, toward the kitchen. He had bought his mom her favorite treats, peach pastries from
         a bakery she adored on the way from Houston, and he wanted to put up the food before he headed to her studio.
      

      
      Evan turned the corner and saw his mother lying dead on the kitchen floor.

      
      He froze. He opened his mouth but did not scream. The world around him went thick with the sound of his own blood pounding
         in his throat, in his temples. The sack of peach pastries tumbled to the floor, followed by his duffel bag.
      

      
      He took two stumbling steps toward her. Her throat was puffed and savaged, her tongue distended, and the kitchen air held
         the unmistakable stink of death. He saw a silver gleam of wire wrapped around her throat.
      

      
      An empty kitchen-table chair stood next to her, as though she might have been sitting in it before she died.

      
      Evan made a low moan in his throat, knelt by his mother, brushed a tangle of her graying hair from her face. Her eyes were
         wide and swollen, unseeing.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Jesus, Mom.’ He put his fingers over her lips: stillness. Her skin was still warm.

      
      ‘Mom, Mom!’ His voice rose in grief and horror. Evan stood. A wave of dizziness buckled his legs. The police. He had to call
         the police. He staggered around her body to the kitchen counter, where her breakfast still sat: a coffee cup with a lipsticked
         edge, a plate dotted with plum-jelly drips and a scattering of English-muffin crumbs. Evan reached for the phone with a shaking
         hand.
      

      
      Metal hammered the back of his head. He dropped to his knees, his teeth biting into his tongue, the tang of blood in his mouth.
         The world started to crumple into dark.
      

      
      A gun pressed against the back of his head; the perfect circle of the barrel was cool in his hair. A nylon rope looped over
         his head and tightened around his throat with a yank. He tried to jerk away but the gun cracked hard against his temple.
      

      
      ‘Be still,’ a voice said. ‘Or you’re dead.’ It was a young man’s voice. Amused, saying dead in a cruel singsong. Day-ed.

      
      Hands grabbed his duffel bag from the edge of the kitchen, pulled it out of his line of vision. A robbery.

      
      ‘Just take it,’ Evan whispered. ‘Just take it and go.’ He heard the rustle of rummaging: his computer, his camera, being removed
         from the bag. His laptop’s powering-up chime sounded, louder than his own ragged breathing. Then long seconds of silence,
         fingers tapping on a keyboard.
      

      
      ‘What do you want?’ he heard himself ask.

      
      No answer.

      
      ‘My mom, you killed my mom—’
      

      
      ‘Hush now.’ The gun kept Evan’s face tilted forward, almost touching his mother’s dead jaw. Evan wanted to twist around, see
         the man’s face, but he couldn’t. The noose tightened, pulling savagely into Evan’s throat.
      

      
      ‘Got it,’ another voice said. Male, older than the first. Arrogant, cool baritone. Then the whisper of fingers on keyboard.
         ‘All gone.’
      

      
      Evan heard a pop of chewing gum close to his ear. ‘Can I now?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ the other said. ‘It’s just a shame.’

      
      Steel cracked against Evan’s head. Black circles exploded before his eyes, edging out his mother’s blank, dead stare.

      
      Evan awoke. Dying.

      
      He couldn’t breathe because the rope scorched his throat and his feet danced in empty space. A plastic trash bag covered his
         head, making the world milky gray and indistinct. He grabbed at the rope, choked out a cry as the noose strangled him.
      

      
      ‘You took breathing for granted, didn’t you now, sunshine?’ The younger man’s voice, cold and mocking.

      
      Evan kicked his feet. The countertop, the chair, had to be there to take his weight, to save him. He scissored his legs with
         what strength he had left because there was nothing else he could do.
      

      
      ‘Kick twice if it hurts bad,’ the younger voice said. ‘I’m curious.’

      
      And a blast filled his world. Shattering glass. Gunfire. A second of silence. Then the younger man yelling, ‘Goddamn!’

      
      The rope swung. Evan attempted to inch his fingers under the choking, killing cord. Then another rattle of gunfire boomed huge in his ears and he fell, hit the floor, plaster and splintered wood dusting him. The loose length of the
         gunshot-torn rope landed across his face.
      

      
      He tried to breathe. Nothing. Nothing. Breathing was a forgotten skill, a trick that Evan no longer knew. Then his chest hitched
         with sweet air. Drinking in oxygen, drinking in life. His throat hurt as if it had been skinned from the inside.
      

      
      Evan heard another eruption of shots, the sound of weight crashing into shrubbery outside the windows.

      
      Then an awful silence.

      
      Evan tore the plastic bag free from his face. He blinked, spat blood and bile from his mouth. A hand touched his shoulder,
         fingers prodded at him.
      

      
      ‘Evan?’

      
      He looked up. A man stared down at him. Pale, bald, tall. Around his father’s age, early fifties.

      
      ‘They’re gone, Evan,’ Bald said. ‘Let’s go.’

      
      ‘Ca-call …’ Every syllable was fire in his mouth. ‘Call … police. My … mother. He …’

      
      ‘You got to come with me,’ Bald said. ‘You can’t stay here. They’ll be hunting you now.’

      
      Evan shook his head.

      
      Bald reached down, worked the broken rope off Evan’s neck, hauled him to his feet, herded him away from his mother’s body.

      
      ‘I’m a friend of your mom’s,’ Bald said. He held a wicked-looking shotgun. ‘Gonna get you out of here.’

      
      Evan had never seen him before. ‘My mother. The police. Call the police. There was a man … or two …’

      
      ‘They’re gone. We’ll call the police,’ Bald said. ‘Just not here.’ He propelled Evan fast toward the back door with a shove
         to his back.
      

      
      ‘Who the hell are you?’ Evan said, fighting the panic rising in his chest. A man he didn’t know, with a big-ass gun, who didn’t want him to call the police. Hell no.
      

      
      ‘We’ll talk later. Can’t stay. I need your—’ But he didn’t finish as Evan left-hooked Bald’s jaw, without analysis or grace,
         his muscles still primed with fear and grief. Bald stumbled back and Evan ran out the front door he’d left unlocked.
      

      
      ‘Evan, goddamn it! Come here!’ Bald yelled.

      
      Evan bolted into the damp spring air. The pounding of his sneakered feet against the asphalt was the only sound in the quiet
         of the oak-shaded neighborhood. He glanced behind him. Bald sprinted from the house. Shotgun in one hand, Evan’s yellow duffel
         in the other, jumping into a weathered blue Ford sedan parked on the street.
      

      
      Evan tore across the graceful yards, expecting a bullet to shatter his spine or his head. He saw an open garage door and veered
         into the yard. Please, God, be home. He jumped onto the front porch, leaned against the bell, pounded the door, shouting to call 911.
      

      
      The blue Ford sped past him.

      
      An elderly man with a military burr opened the door, cordless phone already in hand.

      
      Evan ran back into the yard, yelling at the neighbor to call the police, trying to catch the Ford’s plates.

      
      But the car was gone.
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      ‘Walk me through this morning one more time,’ the homicide detective said. His name was Durless. He had a kind, thin face, with
         the gaunt healthiness of a long-distance runner. ‘If you can, son.’
      

      
      The investigators had kept Evan away from the kitchen, but had brought him back into the house so he could identify anything
         that was out of place or missing. He stood now in his parents’ bedroom. It was a wreck. Four suitcases lay thrown against
         the wall, all opened, their contents spilled across the floor. They didn’t belong here. But his mother’s favorite photos,
         which did belong on the walls, lay ruined and trampled on the carpet. He stared at the pictures behind the spiderwebs of smashed
         glass: the Gulf of Mexico orange with sunrise, the solitude of a gnarled oak on an empty expanse of prairie, London’s Trafalgar
         Square, lights shaded by falling snow. Her work. Broken. Her life. Gone. It could not be yet it was; the absence of her seemed
         to settle into the house, into the air, into his bones.
      

      
      You cannot afford shock right now. You have to help the police catch these guys. So have shock later. Snap out of it.

      
      ‘Evan? Did you hear me?’ Durless said.

      
      ‘Yes. I can do whatever you need me to do.’ Evan steadied himself. Sitting out on the driveway, crumpled with grief, he’d given the responding officer a description of Bald
         and his car. More officers had arrived and secured the house with practiced efficiency, strung crime-scene tape along the
         front door and the driveway, across the shattered kitchen window where Bald had fired his shotgun. Evan had sat on the cool
         of the cement and dialed his father, again and again. No answer. No voice mail. His father worked alone, as an independent
         consultant, no employees. Evan didn’t know anyone he could call to help him locate his dad in Sydney.
      

      
      He’d left a message for Carrie on her cell, tried her at her apartment. No answer.

      
      Durless had arrived, first interviewing the patrol officer and the ambulance crew who had responded to the initial call. He’d
         introduced himself to Evan and taken his initial statement, then asked him to come back into the house, escorting him to his
         mother’s bedroom.
      

      
      ‘Anything missing?’ Durless asked.

      
      ‘No.’ And through the haze of shock Evan knelt by one opened suitcase: it lay choked with men’s pressed khakis, button-downs,
         new leather loafers and tennis shoes.
      

      
      All in his sizes.

      
      ‘Don’t touch anything,’ Durless reminded him, and Evan yanked his hand back.

      
      ‘I’ve never seen these suitcases or clothes before,’ he said. ‘But this bag looks like she packed it for me.’

      
      ‘Where was she going?’

      
      ‘Nowhere. She was waiting for me here.’

      
      ‘But she had four packed bags. With clothes for you. And a gun packed in her bag.’ He pointed at a gun, tossed atop one of
         the clothes piles spilling from a suitcase.
      

      
      ‘I can’t explain it. Well, the gun looks like my dad’s Glock. He uses it in target shootings. It’s his hobby.’ Evan wiped his face. ‘I used to shoot with him, but I’m not very good.’
         He realized he was rambling and he shut up. ‘Mom … must have not had a chance to get to the gun when the men came.’
      

      
      ‘She must have been afraid if she was packing your dad’s gun.’

      
      ‘I just don’t know.’

      
      ‘So. Let’s go through it again. She called you this morning. Around seven.’

      
      ‘Yes.’ Evan again walked Durless through his mother’s frantic phone call insisting he come home, his coming straight from
         Houston, the men attacking him. Trying to dredge up any detail that he’d forgotten in giving his initial account.
      

      
      ‘These men that grabbed you in the kitchen, you’re sure there were two?’

      
      ‘I heard two voices. I’m sure.’

      
      ‘But you never saw their faces?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘And then another man came, shot at them, blasted the ceiling, cut you down from the rope. You saw his face.’

      
      ‘Yes.’ Evan rubbed a hand across his forehead. In his initial statement, still trembling with shock, he had said it was a
         bald man, but now he could do better. ‘In his fifties. Thin mouth, very straight teeth. Mole on his’ – Evan closed his eyes
         for a minute, picturing – ‘left cheek. Brown eyes, strong build. Ex-military, possibly. About six feet. He looked like he
         might be Latino. No accent in his voice. He wore black pants, a dark green T-shirt. No wedding ring. A steel watch. I can’t
         tell you anything more about his car except it was a blue Ford sedan.’
      

      
      Durless wrote down the additional details, handed them to another officer. ‘Get the revised description on the wire,’ he said. The officer left. Durless raised an eyebrow. ‘You have an exceptional eye for detail under stress.’
      

      
      ‘I’m better with pictures than words.’ Evan heard the low voices of the APD crime-scene team as they analyzed the carnage
         in the kitchen. He wondered if his mother’s body was still in the house. It felt strange to stand in her room, see her clothes,
         her pictures, know she was dead now.
      

      
      ‘Evan, let’s talk about who would have wanted to hurt your mom,’ Durless said.

      
      ‘No one. She was the nicest person you could imagine. Gentle. Funny.’

      
      ‘Had she mentioned being afraid, or threatened by anyone? Think. Take your time.’

      
      ‘No. Never.’

      
      ‘Anyone with a grudge against your family?’

      
      The idea seemed ridiculous, but Evan took a deep breath, thought about his parents’ friends and associates, about his own.
         ‘No. They argued with a neighbor last year about the guy’s dog barking all night, but they settled it and the guy moved away.’
         He gave Durless the name of the former neighbor. ‘I can’t think of anyone who wishes us ill. This has to be random.’
      

      
      ‘But the bald man saved you,’ Durless said. ‘He, according to you, chased the killers off, called you by name, claimed he
         was a friend of your mom’s, and tried to get you to leave with him. That’s not random.’
      

      
      Evan shook his head.

      
      ‘I didn’t get your dad’s name,’ Durless said.

      
      ‘Mitchell Eugene Casher. My mother is Donna Jane Casher. Did I tell you that already? Her name?’

      
      ‘You did, Evan, you did. Tell me about the relationship between your parents.’

      
      ‘They’ve always had a strong marriage.’

      
      Durless stayed quiet. Evan couldn’t bear the silence. The accusing silence.
      

      
      ‘My dad had nothing to do with this. Nothing.’

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      ‘My dad would never hurt his family, no way.’

      
      ‘Okay,’ Durless said again. ‘But you see I have to ask.’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘How you get along with your folks?’

      
      ‘Fine. Great. We’re all close.’

      
      ‘You said you were having trouble reaching your dad?’

      
      ‘He’s not answering his cell phone.’

      
      ‘You got his itinerary in Australia?’

      
      Now he remembered. ‘Mom usually keeps it on the refrigerator.’

      
      ‘That’s great, Evan, that’s a help.’

      
      ‘I just want to help you get whoever did this. You have to get them. You have to.’ His voice started to shake and he steadied
         himself. He rubbed at the raw rope burn on his neck.
      

      
      Durless said, ‘When you talked to your mom, did she sound afraid? Like these guys were already here in the house?’

      
      ‘No. She didn’t sound panicked. Just emotional. Like she had bad news to tell me, but didn’t want to tell me over the phone.’

      
      ‘You talk to her yesterday, or the day before? Tell me about her mental state then.’

      
      ‘Perfectly normal. She mentioned taking an assignment in China. She’s a freelance travel photographer.’ He pointed at the
         cracked frames, the photos distorted under the broken glass. ‘That’s some of her work. Her favorites.’
      

      
      Durless cast his gaze along London, the coast, the prairie. ‘Places. Not people,’ he said.

      
      ‘She likes places better than faces.’ It had been his mother’s joke about her work. Tears crept to the corners of Evan’s eyes, and he blinked. Willed them to vanish. He did not
         want to cry in front of this man. He dug fingernails into his palms. He listened to the snap of cameras in the kitchen, the
         soft murmurs of the crime-scene team working the room, breaking down the worst nightmare for his family into jotted statistics
         and chemical tests.
      

      
      ‘You have brothers or sisters?’

      
      ‘No. No other family at all.’

      
      ‘What time did you get here? Tell me again.’

      
      He looked at his watch. The face was broken, hands frozen at 10:34. It must have happened when he fell as the rope broke.
         He showed the stopped watch to Durless. ‘I didn’t really notice the time, I was worried about my mom.’ He wanted the comfort
         of Carrie’s arms, the reassurance of his father’s voice. His world set to right.
      

      
      Durless spoke in a whisper to a police officer who stood in the doorway, who left. Then he gestured at the luggage. ‘Let’s
         talk about these bags she had packed, for both of you.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know. Maybe she was going to Australia. To see my dad.’

      
      ‘So she begs you to come home, but she’s getting ready to leave. With a suitcase for you, and with a gun.’

      
      ‘I … I can’t explain it.’ Evan wiped his arm across his nose.

      
      ‘Maybe this crisis was all a ruse to get you home for a surprise trip.’

      
      ‘She wouldn’t scare me for no good reason.’

      
      Durless tapped his pen against his chin. ‘And you were in Houston last night.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Evan said. Wondering if now he was being asked for an alibi. ‘My girlfriend stayed with me. Carrie Lindstrom.’

      
      Durless wrote down her name and Evan gave him her contact information, the name of the River Oaks dress shop where she worked,
         and her cell phone number.
      

      
      ‘Evan. Help me get a clear picture. Two men grab you, hold you at gunpoint, but then don’t shoot you, they try and hang you,
         and another man saves you but then tries to kidnap you and takes off when you run.’ Durless spoke with the air of a teacher
         walking a student through a thorny problem. He leaned forward. ‘Help me find a line of thought to follow.’
      

      
      ‘I’m telling you the truth.’

      
      ‘I don’t doubt you. But why not just shoot you? Why not shoot your mother, if they had guns?’

      
      ‘I don’t know.’

      
      ‘You and your mother were targeted and I really need your help to understand why.’

      
      A memory crowded back into his head. ‘When they had me on the floor … one of them started up my laptop. Typed on it.’

      
      Durless called in another officer. ‘Would you go find Mr. Casher’s laptop, please?’

      
      ‘Why would they want anything on my computer?’ Evan heard the hysteria rising in his voice and fought it back down.

      
      ‘You tell me. What’s on it?’

      
      ‘Film footage, mostly. Video-editing programs.’

      
      ‘Footage?’

      
      ‘I’m a film-maker. Documentaries.’

      
      ‘You’re young to be making movies.’

      
      Evan shrugged. ‘I worked hard. I finished college a year early. I wanted to get into film school faster.’

      
      ‘More money-making blockbusters.’

      
      ‘I like telling stories about people. Not action heroes.’

      
      ‘Would I know any of your movies?’

      
      ‘Well, my first movie was about a military family who lost a son in Vietnam, then a grandson in Iraq. But people probably
         know me for Ounce of Trouble, about a cop in Houston who framed an innocent man for a crime.’
      

      
      Durless frowned. ‘Yeah. I saw it on PBS. The cop killed himself.’

      
      ‘Yeah, once the police investigation into his activities started. It’s sad.’

      
      ‘The guy he supposedly framed was a drug dealer. Not too innocent.’

      
      ‘Ex-drug dealer who had served his time. He was out of the business when the cop came after him. And there was no supposedly
         about it.’
      

      
      Durless stuck his pen back in his pocket. ‘You don’t think all cops are bad, do you?’

      
      ‘Absolutely not,’ Evan said. ‘Look, I’m not a cop basher. Not at all.’

      
      ‘I didn’t say you were.’

      
      A different kind of tension filled the room.

      
      ‘I’m very sorry about your mom, Mr. Casher,’ Durless said. ‘I need you to come downtown with us to make a more detailed statement.
         And to talk to a sketch artist about this bald man.’
      

      
      The officer dispatched to retrieve the laptop stuck his head back in the door. ‘There’s no laptop out here.’

      
      Evan blinked. ‘Those men might have taken it. Or the bald guy.’ His voice started to rise. ‘I don’t understand any of this!’

      
      ‘Neither do I,’ said Durless. ‘Let’s go downtown and talk. Get you to work with an artist. I want to get a sketch of the bald
         man out on the news fast.’
      

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      ‘We’ll go in a minute, all right. I want to make a couple of quick calls.’

      
      ‘All right.’
      

      
      Durless escorted Evan back outside. The local TV stations had arrived. More police. Neighbors, mostly stay-at-home moms,
         watching the activity, their children wide-eyed, the mothers keeping the kids all close.
      

      
      He turned his back on the chaos. Tried his father again on his cell phone, no answer. He dialed Carrie’s apartment. No answer.
         He dialed the dress shop where she worked.
      

      
      ‘Maison Rouge, this is Jessica, how may I help you?’ Chirpy and cheery.

      
      ‘Is Carrie Lindstrom in? I know she’s not working until two, but—’

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ the woman said. ‘Carrie called in and resigned this morning.’
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      Evan had never felt so alone. A shiver took hold of him and he willed himself to calm down. He had to find Carrie and his father.
         He’d left messages for Carrie; surely she’d call back soon. Her quitting her job stunned him, and a sick twist roiled his
         gut. She left you a note, she quit her job, maybe she doesn’t want anything more to do with you. He didn’t want to consider the possibility. So he focused on finding his father. An itinerary, penned in his father’s tight,
         precise handwriting, wasn’t on the refrigerator in its usual spot, but he found it folded underneath the phone. The itinerary
         listed a number for the Blaisdell Hotel in Sydney.
      

      
      ‘Mitchell Casher’s room, please,’ Evan said to the clerk.

      
      The night clerk – it was almost four in the morning Sydney time – was pleasant but firm. ‘I’m sorry, sir, but we don’t have
         a guest by that name.’
      

      
      ‘Please check again. C-A-S-H-E-R. Maybe they registered him wrong, put Mitchell as the last name.’

      
      A pause. ‘I’m very sorry, sir, we don’t have a guest here named Mitchell Casher.’

      
      ‘Thanks.’ Evan hung up. He looked at Durless. ‘He’s not where he’s supposed to be. I don’t understand this at all.’

      
      Durless took the itinerary. ‘Let us find your dad, Evan. Let’s get a statement and a description while your mind’s fresh.’
      

      
      Fresh. It’s not likely I could ever forget, he thought. Evan leaned back, staring up at the smoke-colored clouds through the back windshield of the police cruiser as
         it drove away from his house. His mind whirled in a strange, panicked dance of logic and emotion. He wondered where he would
         spend the night. A hotel. He would have to call his family’s friends; but both his parents, though successful, tended to keep
         their circle of acquaintances small. He would have to make funeral arrangements. He wondered how long it would take for the
         police to do an autopsy. He wondered at which church he should have his mother’s funeral. He wondered how it had been for
         his mother. If she had known. If she had suffered. If she had been afraid. That was the worst. Maybe the killers had come
         up behind her, the way that they had on Evan. He hoped she never knew, never suffered a pitch-black terror overpowering her
         heart.
      

      
      He closed his eyes. Tried to reason past the shock and grief. Otherwise he thought he might just break down. He needed a plan
         of attack. First, find his dad. Contact his dad’s local clients, see if they knew whom he worked for in Australia. Second,
         find Carrie. Third … he closed his eyes. Make sense of the horror as to who wanted his mother dead.
      

      
      But they looked on your computer. What if this isn’t about her? What if it’s about you? The thought chilled him, infuriated him, broke his heart in one swoop.
      

      
      The police car, driven by a patrol officer who had been a responder to the initial 911 call, with Durless sitting in the front
         seat, turned out of the Cashers’ quiet, bungalow-remodeled neighborhood onto Shoal Creek Boulevard, a long thoroughfare that
         snaked through central and north Austin.
      

      
      ‘They staged the scene,’ Evan said, half to himself.
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’ Durless asked.

      
      ‘Staged. I mean, the killers murdered my mother, then were hanging me to fake a suicide. So you, initially, would think that
         I killed her and then killed myself.’
      

      
      Durless said, ‘We would always look deeper than the surface.’

      
      ‘But it would be the first and most obvious theory.’

      
      Evan’s cell phone rang in his pocket. He answered it.

      
      ‘Evan?’ It was Carrie.

      
      ‘Carrie, oh, God, I’ve been trying to find you—’

      
      ‘Listen. You’re in danger. Serious danger. You need to get your mother and come back to Houston. Immediately.’

      
      ‘My mother’s dead, Carrie. She’s dead.’

      
      ‘Evan. Oh, no. Where are you?’

      
      ‘With the police.’

      
      ‘Good. That’s good. Stay with them. Babe, I am so sorry. So sorry.’

      
      ‘What danger?’ Her first words rang in his head. ‘What the hell do you know about this?’

      
      Suddenly a car passed them, cut them off hard, forcing the patrol car into a manicured front lawn, a blue Ford sedan skidding
         to a stop, Durless yelling, ‘Holy shit!’ as the brakes threw him forward into the windshield. Evan wasn’t buckled in and the
         brake-jam slammed him into the back of the front seat. He dropped the cell phone.
      

      
      He looked through the front windshield, aware of Durless cussing, aware of the patrol cop opening the driver’s-side door.

      
      On the other side of the windshield, the bald-headed man got out of the blue Ford. Raised a shotgun. Aimed it right at Evan.
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      Evan fumbled at the door handles. But he couldn’t get out of the car; the locks were controlled from the front seat. The mesh
         and glass trapped him.
      

      
      The young officer hit the pavement, crouching down as he swung open the door. Bald jumped onto the police car’s hood, then
         roof, pivoted the shotgun in a blur, felled the policeman with two precise blows on the side of the head with the shotgun’s
         butt stock. The officer crumpled. Bald jumped down from the hood and leveled the shotgun through the driver’s door at Durless,
         who bled from a gash on his nose.
      

      
      ‘That’s him!’ Evan yelled. ‘The guy from my house!’ He heard Carrie’s voice calling his name, sounding tinny on the dropped
         phone.
      

      
      ‘Hands where I can see them,’ Bald ordered in a voice of total calm. ‘Don’t be an asshole.’

      
      Durless raised his hands.

      
      ‘Unlock Evan from the back.’

      
      ‘Durless, he’s the guy!’

      
      Durless threw himself out his door, and Bald vaulted over the cruiser, skidding across the hood. Durless landed on his back
         on the grass, freeing his service revolver in a smooth yank, firing. He missed. Bald slammed both feet onto Durless’s chest,
         a brutally efficient blow that purpled Durless’s face. Bald kicked away the service revolver onto the well-trimmed green of the yard.
      

      
      Bald leaned down, nailed Durless with two sharp blows in the jaw.

      
      It had taken all of ten seconds.

      
      Evan pivoted onto his back, kicked at the window. It was reinforced; the glass held. ‘No need for that,’ Bald said. Evan scrambled
         off the seat onto the floor.
      

      
      Bald leaned in the driver’s side, studied the controls, and popped the back door locks.

      
      Evan leaned forward and pushed the passenger-side door open. But Bald already had the driver’s-side door open, the shotgun
         nestled against Evan’s back. Evan froze.
      

      
      ‘You’re coming with me,’ Bald said.

      
      ‘Please, what do you want?’ Evan yelled.

      
      ‘It’s for your own safety. Come on.’

      
      Evan was suddenly full of a determination not to go with this man. Bald had dispatched a much younger cop and Durless with
         shocking ease. The police might have heard the attack over the radio. Or Carrie, she might be calling 911 in Houston and reporting
         the attack. Or a busybody on this street might be peeking out his window, dialing for help. The cops might arrive at any second.
         ‘No. I’m not going anywhere.’
      

      
      ‘Goddamn it,’ Bald said. ‘I didn’t kill these cops when I could’ve, you think I’m gonna kill you?’

      
      ‘Who are you?’ Evan spoke louder. Carrie might hear this conversation. He had to give her information to help him. ‘What do
         you want with me?’
      

      
      ‘I want goddamned cooperation. You’re dead in a day unless you come with me. I’ll tell you everything. I promise. But you’ve
         got to come with me.’
      

      
      ‘No! Tell me what this is about. How do you know my mother?’
      

      
      ‘Later.’ Bald seized Evan by the hair and hauled him from the back of the car. Then Bald closed fingers around Evan’s throat
         with a practiced hand, squeezing on the rope burn. Black circles widened in the air before Evan’s eyes.
      

      
      Bald jammed the shotgun’s barrel up under Evan’s jaw. ‘I don’t have time to coddle you.’

      
      The barrel was cold against his throat and Evan nodded.

      
      Bald lowered the shotgun, shoved Evan toward his Ford. ‘You drive. You disobey me, I shoot you in the leg. Cripple you for
         life.’
      

      
      A passing car slowed – a Lexus SUV, a mom driving, a teenage boy in the passenger seat, staring at the police car in the yard.
         Bald raised his hand – the one not holding the shotgun – in a friendly wave. The Lexus zoomed away.
      

      
      ‘She’ll call the cops. We got seconds,’ Bald said.

      
      Evan got in the driver’s seat, his hands shaking. Bald slid in next to him. He rested the shotgun so that it aimed at Evan’s
         thigh.
      

      
      Evan glimpsed the unconscious officers in the rearview. ‘They’re hurt.’

      
      ‘They’re lucky they’re breathing,’ Bald said.

      
      ‘Let me check them, be sure they’re all right. Please.’

      
      ‘No way. Go,’ Bald said, jabbing Evan with the shotgun. Evan drove the Ford off the curb, roared down Shoal Creek Boulevard.

      
      ‘Turn east onto 2222,’ Bald said.

      
      Evan obeyed. ‘What do you want with me?’

      
      ‘Listen carefully to me. I’m a good friend of your mom’s and she asked me for help.’

      
      ‘I’ve never seen you before.’

      
      ‘You don’t know me, but you also don’t know shit about your parents.’
      

      
      ‘You know so much, tell me who killed my mother.’

      
      ‘A man named Jargo. Done on his orders.’

      
      ‘Why?’ Evan shouted.

      
      ‘I can explain everything, once we’re settled. We’re going to a safe house. Turn right here.’

      
      Evan veered south onto another major thoroughfare, Burnet Road. Safe house. A place where the hit men couldn’t find you. Evan thought he’d stepped into a mobster movie. His guts clenched, his chest
         ached as if it were being wrung from muscle into string. ‘Did you see their faces, can you identify them?’
      

      
      ‘I saw them. Both of them. I don’t know if one is Jargo or if they just work for him.’ Bald glanced through the back of the
         window.
      

      
      ‘Why would this Jargo kill my mother? Who is he?’

      
      ‘The worst man you can imagine. At least the worst I can imagine, and my imagination is pretty twisted-sick.’

      
      ‘Who are you?’

      
      ‘My name is Gabriel.’ Bald softened his tone. ‘If I wanted you dead, I would have shot you back at your house. I’m on your
         side, I’m the good guy. But you must do what I say. Exactly. Trust me.’
      

      
      Evan nodded but thought, I don’t know you and I don’t trust you.

      
      ‘Do you know where your father is?’ Gabriel asked.

      
      ‘Sydney.’

      
      ‘No, where he really is.’

      
      Evan shook his head. ‘He’s not in Sydney?’

      
      ‘Jargo may already have grabbed your father. Where are the files?’

      
      ‘Files? What the hell are you talking about?’ Evan’s voice broke in fury and frustration. He pounded the steering wheel. ‘I don’t have any goddamned stupid files! What do you mean, grabbed my dad? You mean he’s been kidnapped?’
      

      
      ‘Think, Evan. Calm down. Your mother had a set of electronic files that are very important. I need them.’ Gabriel’s voice
         softened. ‘We need them, you and I. To stop Jargo. To get your dad back safe and sound.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know anything.’ Tears burned in his eyes. ‘I don’t understand.’

      
      ‘Here’s where you start trusting me. We need new wheels. That soccer mom’s calling the cops, no doubt. Turn here.’

      
      Evan drove into a shopping plaza that had been caught in the last economic downturn, half the storefronts empty, the others
         held by an Episcopal thrift shop, a used-book store, a taqueria, and a mom-and-pop office supplies store. A center on its
         last legs until the inevitable midtown gentrification.
      

      
      But full of people, Evan thought. He could get away. Yell for help. The parking lot wasn’t too crowded, but if Gabriel let him park close to
         a store, he could run into the shops.
      

      
      ‘Show me you’re smart.’ Gabriel gave Evan a cool stare. ‘No running, no yelling for help. Because if you force my hand, someone
         gets hurt. I don’t want it to be you.’
      

      
      ‘You said you’re the good guy.’

      
      ‘Good is a relative concept in my line of work. Be still, shut up, and you’ll be fine.’

      
      Evan surveyed the parking lane. Two women, laughing, getting into a station wagon, carrying grease-spotted bags from the taqueria.
         An elderly woman with a cane hobbled toward the office supplies shop. Two black-togged twenty-year-olds window-shopped at
         the resale store.
      

      
      ‘Don’t test me, Evan,’ Gabriel said. ‘None of these good folks need trouble today, do they?’
      

      
      Evan shook his head.

      
      ‘Park next to this beauty.’

      
      Evan stopped the Ford next to an old gray Chevrolet Malibu. A sticker on the back window announced that a child was an honor
         student at a local high school.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t plan on your mother getting killed and rescuing your ass from the police in a car that could be identified. Pop
         the hood, like we’re jumping the battery.’ Gabriel stepped out of the Ford, fiddled at the Malibu’s lock with a slim finger
         of metal, opened it, dove under the steering column for a fast hot-wiring.
      

      
      Open the door. Get out and run. He’s bluffing.

      
      Evan opened the door and Gabriel was back in the car, gun at Evan’s ribs. ‘What part of don’t do you not get? I told you not to force my hand. Shut the door.’
      

      
      Evan closed the door.

      
      Gabriel ducked back into the Malibu and put his head back under the wheel.

      
      Leave a sign, Evan thought. He stared down at the wheel. His fingers. He pressed his fingertips against the steering wheel. Then forefinger
         and middle finger against the ashtray and the face of the radio. He didn’t know what else to do; it was the only trace of
         himself he could think to leave.
      

      
      Gabriel gestured him over with the gun. Evan got into the car, behind the steering wheel. The car smelled of a sun-spoiled
         milk shake and the backseat held a stack of yellowing Southern Living magazines.
      

      
      Gabriel returned to the Ford and quickly wiped it down. Evan’s heart sank. He watched Gabriel smear a cloth along the steering
         wheel, the doorknobs, the windows. He was fast and efficient.
      

      
      But not the radio.
      

      
      Gabriel left the Ford’s keys in the ignition.

      
      Gabriel slid into the Malibu’s passenger seat next to Evan, tossed out the leftover milk shake. Evan headed out of the lot,
         slow and casual, and merged into a steady stream of Burnet Road traffic.
      

      
      Gabriel fished a baseball cap from where it rested on the backseat. He shoved it down hard on Evan’s head. He stuck a pair
         of woman’s sunglasses that had rested on the middle seat onto Evan’s nose. ‘Your face will be all over the news tonight.’
         Gabriel’s lips were a thin, pale line; Evan saw, for the first time, he’d left a rising bruise on Gabriel’s jaw when he’d
         punched Gabriel at the house. ‘I’d prefer no one be able to recognize you.’
      

      
      ‘Please listen to me. Really listen to me. My mom doesn’t have your files, whatever it is you or this Jargo guy wants. This
         is a huge mistake.’
      

      
      ‘Evan, in your life, nothing is as it seems,’ Gabriel said softly.

      
      The statement made no sense, but then it did. His mother, packing up bags for an extended secret trip. Her demand he return
         home immediately without explanation. His father not where he was supposed to be. Carrie, gone this morning, quitting her
         job, calling him and warning him back to Houston. You’re in danger. Serious danger. Carrie. How would she know his life had crumbled into dust since last night?
      

      
      ‘Get onto the highway here. Head south to 71 West.’

      
      Evan eased onto MoPac, the major north–south highway on Austin’s west side, pushed the speed up to sixty. After fifteen minutes
         MoPac ended, merging onto Highway 71, which fed into the rolling Hill Country west of Austin. ‘You said you’d explain the
         situation to me.’
      

      
      Gabriel watched the traffic.

      
      ‘You promised me.’ Evan pushed the accelerator up to seventy. He was sick of being pushed around; a sudden awful rage burned
         into his skin.
      

      
      ‘When we get settled.’

      
      ‘No. Now. Or I crash this car.’ He knew he would do it. At least take the car off the road, let Gabriel’s side be torn up
         by the wire fencing marking property lines, render the Malibu undrivable.
      

      
      Gabriel frowned, as though deciding whether to play along. ‘Well, you might.’

      
      ‘I will.’

      
      ‘Your mother has certain files that would be devastating to certain people. Powerful people. Your mom wanted my help in getting
         out of the country in exchange for those files.’
      

      
      ‘Who? What people?’

      
      ‘It’s best you not know specifics.’

      
      ‘I don’t have these files.’ Evan rocketed past a pickup truck. Every day they handed out tickets in Austin, here he was speeding
         like a maniac, and he couldn’t get a police officer’s attention. Traffic was light and the few cars he raced behind politely
         moved over to the right lane.
      

      
      ‘I think you do,’ Gabriel said, ‘but you don’t know it. Slow it down and drive steady if you want to know more.’ Gabriel nudged
         the shotgun into Evan’s kidney.
      

      
      ‘Tell me everything you know about my mom. Now.’ Evan floored the accelerator. ‘Tell me, asshole, or we’re both dead.’

      
      The last thing Evan saw was the speedometer inching past ninety as Gabriel slammed his fist into Evan’s head, sending it smashing
         into the driver’s window, and the world went black.
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      Steven Jargo was killing mad. He hated failure. It was a rare occurrence, but it haunted him longer than most men, and he despised
         the sensation of panic that was a misstep’s inevitable partner in his world. Work went well or badly; a middle ground was
         only a theory. Panic was weakness, a lack of preparation and resolve, a poison for his heart. The last time he had been afraid
         was when he’d committed his first murder, but that terror soon dissipated, like smoke caught in a breeze.
      

      
      But now he was scared and running, his hands scraped raw from sliding along the rooftop of the Casher house when all hell
         had broken loose in the kitchen while he was erasing the upstairs computer. He had dropped down to the cool of the yard, crashing
         into Donna Casher’s rosebushes, thorns ripping at his hands, and seen Dezz running out the back door, heard the shriek of
         the bullets, and they had both retreated to their car parked one street away. The noise meant police, and the police always
         drove fastest in wealthier areas.
      

      
      Jargo had rented an empty apartment in Austin yesterday, under a different name and for cash, and perhaps it wasn’t safe but
         they had no other place to go.
      

      
      ‘At least one of them.’ Dezz breathed hard as Jargo drove twenty miles over the limit to a quiet, faded neighborhood on the east side of town. ‘Shaved head. Old like you. Mexican-looking. That’s all I saw.’ Dezz dabbed at his
         head, reassuring himself that a bullet hadn’t tweaked his skull. He jabbed a caramel in his mouth, chewed fast. ‘Didn’t recognize
         him. I saw a blue Ford on the street. License plate XXC, didn’t see the rest. Texas plates.’
      

      
      ‘Did Evan take a bullet?’

      
      ‘Unknown. The attacker fired in his direction. He was almost dead from the rope. You erased the files on her system?’

      
      ‘She’d overwritten her system already. She wasn’t leaving anything for us to find in case we showed up.’

      
      Dezz leaned against the car window. ‘That fucker scared the piss out of me. I see him again, he’s dead.’ Then Dezz – small
         but wiry, with a look in his eyes as if he always had a fever – said, ‘What the hell do we do now, Dad?’
      

      
      ‘We fight back.’ Jargo parked at the condo, still watching the rearview to be sure they hadn’t been followed.

      
      ‘Evan didn’t see us.’

      
      ‘But he had the files on his computer,’ Jargo said. ‘He knows.’

      
      They hurried upstairs and Jargo made two phone calls. In the first he gave no greeting, just brief directions on how to drive
         to the apartment, heard a confirmation, then hung up. Then he called a woman who used the code name Galadriel. He employed
         a group of computer experts on his payroll and he called them his elves, for the magic they could work against servers and
         databases and codes. Galadriel – the name came from Tolkien’s queen of the elves – was an ex-CIA computer expert. Jargo paid
         her ten times what the government had.
      

      
      He fed Galadriel Dezz’s description of the attacker and the blue Ford’s plates, asked her to find a match in their databases. She said she’d call him back.
      

      
      Jargo put antibacterial lotion on his scored hands and stood at the window, watching two young mothers walk in the sun, carrying
         their babies, indulging in idle gossip. Austin embraced this beautiful spring day, a day for watching pretty moms lift their
         faces to the sun, not a day for death and pain and everything in his world unraveling. He studied the street. No cars parked
         with occupants. Foot traffic heading to a local small grocery. He watched to see if anyone watched him.
      

      
      He would have to call London in a moment. He had been lied to, and he wasn’t happy. Then he would make the most difficult
         decision of his life.
      

      
      ‘The files are gone,’ Dezz said. ‘If Evan’s alive, he can’t hurt us.’

      
      ‘If Evan had them on his computer, I assume he saw them,’ Jargo said. ‘He can name names. It’s not a risk I’m willing to take.’

      
      Dezz sat on the couch in the condo, turning over his closed Game Boy in his hands. Not playing it. Three more caramels wadded
         in his cheek. Jargo saw Dezz was angry and nervous, the kill interrupted before it was done. Dezz would vent all that pent-up
         fury on the next weak person he encountered.
      

      
      He sat next to Dezz. ‘Calm down. We were right to run. It was an ambush.’

      
      ‘I’m wondering who let Mr. Shotgun know we were there.’ Dezz slid the blob of caramel from one side of his mouth to the other.

      
      Jargo went to the kitchen, poured himself a glass of water. Evan resembled his mother, and that had made trying to kill him
         harder. Jargo thought about Donna Casher’s once-lovely face, how he shouldn’t have left her alone with Dezz for two minutes
         while he searched her computer, how he had said, I’m sorry, to her after she was dead. Dezz needed more self-control.
      

      
      ‘The suitcases make me believe his mother told him they had to run. The files being on his computer are the why they had to
         run. She had to light a fire under his ass, get him home fast. You should have taken his laptop.’
      

      
      Dezz opened up the Game Boy, twiddled the controls. Jargo let him, although he found the ping-ping noise of the game annoying.
         The electronic opiate, the cheek full of candy, calmed the young man. ‘Sorry. It meant getting shot. It doesn’t matter, the
         files are gone.’
      

      
      ‘Evan talks to the police,’ Jargo said, ‘and we’re mortally wounded.’

      
      ‘He doesn’t have proof. He didn’t see our faces. They’ll think it’s a robbery interrupted.’

      
      The radio, tuned to local news, began a story about two police officers attacked and a witness in a morning homicide abducted
         from their custody. Dezz folded the Game Boy shut. The reporter said two officers were beaten and injured and gave a description
         of Evan Casher and a bald-headed assailant.
      

      
      Jargo drummed a finger against his glass. ‘Evan’s alive and our friend let him speak to the police before snatching him back.
         I wonder why.’
      

      
      Dezz unwrapped another caramel.

      
      Jargo slapped the candy from his hand. ‘My theory is Donna knew she was in danger, and she hired protection. That’s who attacked
         us.’ He gave Dezz a hard stare. ‘You’re sure she didn’t spot you trailing her?’
      

      
      ‘No way. I was extremely careful.’

      
      ‘I told you not to underestimate her.’

      
      ‘I didn’t. But if this guy’s just hired muscle, why does he grab Evan back? The job’s dead. No need for him to risk his neck.’

      
      Jargo frowned. ‘That’s a very good and a rather unsettling question, Dezz. Clearly he thinks Evan has something he wants.’
      

      
      Dezz blinked. ‘So what do we tell Mitchell about his wife? Or do you just kill him and not bother with explanations?’

      
      ‘We tell him that we were too late to save her. That a hired gun killed her, kidnapped his boy. Mitchell will be devastated
         – easy to manipulate.’
      

      
      Dezz shrugged. ‘Fine. Next step?’

      
      ‘Consider who Donna might ask for help. That’s the kidnapper. Find him, we find Evan, tell him we can take him straight to
         his father. That’s the shortest distance between two points.’
      

      
      A knock on the door. Three fast raps, then two slow. Dezz went to the door, his gun at the ready.

      
      The pattern repeated itself, then a voice said, ‘Girl Scout cookies.’

      
      Dezz opened the door. Broke into a smile. ‘Hey, Girl Scout.’

      
      Carrie Lindstrom walked in, her face tired, her dark hair gathered into a ponytail, wearing jeans and an untucked T-shirt.
         She looked around the room. ‘Where’s Evan?’
      

      
      Jargo sat her down, told her what had happened, described Bald based on the news report and Dezz’s fleeting glance. ‘You recognize
         the rescuer?’
      

      
      ‘No. Evan doesn’t know anyone who fits that description, at least in Houston.’

      
      Jargo gave her a hard stare. ‘Carrie. You were supposed to find those files if Evan had them. They were on his computer. I
         saw them myself. You didn’t do your job.’
      

      
      ‘I swear … they weren’t there.’

      
      He liked the shock and fear in her eyes. ‘When did you last look for them?’

      
      ‘Last night. I went to his place, we watched a movie, drank wine. I asked him if I could check my e-mail. He said yes. I looked,
         there were no new files on his system. I swear.’
      

      
      ‘You spent the night with him?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Did you fuck him good?’ Dezz asked. Amusement in his voice.

      
      ‘Shut up, Dezz,’ she said.

      
      Jargo said, ‘So how did he get away from you in Houston?’

      
      ‘I went to go get us breakfast. I stopped by my place and I got caught in bad traffic coming back. When I got back to his
         house, he was gone. He left a message with my voice mail that he’d had an emergency, he’d gone home.’
      

      
      ‘I accessed your voice mail this morning. Heard his message to you.’

      
      Carrie’s jaw trembled. ‘You accessed my messages. You don’t trust me to report to you.’

      
      ‘Carrie. I heard nothing from you this morning. For almost two hours. If I hadn’t tapped your voice mail, I wouldn’t have
         known Evan was heading to Austin and Donna might be running. Thank God I did, because otherwise we wouldn’t have known. Her
         street’s hard for surveillance and she apparently hired muscle to help her run. You cost me an hour of time today that I needed
         by not reporting his movements to me.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t check my messages. I’m sorry. I—’

      
      ‘The files I found were placed on Evan’s system this morning,’ Jargo said. ‘So I believe you. Lucky for you.’

      
      ‘You said you would get Evan and his mom to safety,’ Carrie said.

      
      ‘You’re losing your perspective,’ Dezz said. ‘Sleeping with him wasn’t a good idea.’

      
      ‘Don’t be a dick.’ She turned to Jargo. ‘Where is he?’
      

      
      ‘Kidnapped.’

      
      ‘Did you kill his mother?’ Her voice was thin.

      
      ‘No. She was dead when we arrived. Evan came in and we subdued him and searched his laptop. Found the files and erased them.
         But then we were attacked, and I assume it was Donna’s killer, returning to the scene for some reason.’ Jargo watched her
         face, seeing if she bought the lie.
      

      
      She crossed her arms. ‘Who would have taken him?’

      
      ‘Anyone who knew his mother had the files. She must have tried to cut a deal for them with the wrong people.’

      
      ‘Evan doesn’t know anything,’ she said.

      
      ‘I think he fooled you. His mother sent him those files this morning, he saw them, he knows you’re not really his sweet lover
         girl.’ Jargo fought down the urge to hit her, to ruin that porcelain-perfect face, to shove her right through that glass window.
         ‘He ditched you and ran, and you let him, because you’re dumb as shit, Carrie.’
      

      
      She opened her mouth, as if to speak, then closed it.

      
      ‘Carrie. One chance. Are you telling me everything you know?’ Jargo asked.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Did you call him this morning?’ Asking as if he already knew.

      
      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Do we go hunting for him or not?’

      
      Jargo watched her. Decided what to say. ‘Yes. Because the other possibility is that it’s the CIA who grabbed Evan. They have
         the most to lose. They had every reason to kill his mom.’ He let the words sink in. ‘Just like they killed your parents, Carrie.’
      

      
      Carrie’s poker face didn’t change. ‘We have to get Evan back.’

      
      ‘Tall order,’ Dezz said. ‘If the CIA has him, we’ll never find him.’

      
      ‘The more worrisome angle is the Agency killed Donna,’ Jargo said. ‘And then the gentleman who grabbed Evan had another agenda
         entirely. Then we’re fighting on two fronts.’
      

      
      Carrie opened her mouth, then shut it.

      
      ‘You’re worried about him,’ Dezz said.

      
      ‘In the way you worry about a dog that’s gotten lost,’ Carrie said. ‘A neighbor’s dog, not yours.’

      
      ‘We’ll see if Galadriel can get a trace on the bald man or Evan. See if they surface anywhere.’

      
      ‘If the CIA has the files, then we need to run,’ she said.

      
      Dezz grabbed her by the throat, gave a cruel squeeze with his fingers that worked the flesh around the carotid and the jugular
         like dough. ‘If you’d done your job and kept him in Houston, this wouldn’t have happened.’
      

      
      ‘Let her go, Dezz,’ Jargo said.

      
      Dezz released her and licked his lips. ‘Don’t worry, Carrie. All is forgiven.’

      
      Jargo’s cell phone rang. He went into the other room to answer it, shut the door behind him.

      
      Carrie sat huddled on the couch.

      
      Dezz leaned down and massaged the feeling back into Carrie’s neck. ‘I’m watching you, sunshine. You messed up.’

      
      She slapped his hand away. ‘That’s not necessary.’

      
      ‘He got under your skin, didn’t he?’ Dezz said. ‘I don’t get it. He’s not better-looking than I am. I’m gainfully employed.
         I share my candy. Granted, I was never an Oscar nominee, but, fuck, that’s just a piece of paper.’
      

      
      ‘He was an assignment.’ Carrie stood and walked to the kitchen bar and poured herself a glass of water.

      
      ‘You enjoyed playing house,’ Dezz said. ‘But playtime’s over. If he’s seen those files, then he’s a dead man, and you and
         I both know it.’
      

      
      ‘Not if he’s made to understand. If I can talk to him.’
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