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      For Travis Wilhite
because there is always hope

      



       
      
      
      ‘I wouldn’t mind being a Pawn, if only I might join.’

      
      – Alice, in Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass

      



      
      1

      
      
      The old man had spent his entire life surrounded by unimaginable power and wealth – except for today. He was dressed as if
         for regional theater, playing the part of a retiree who’d failed to save for the long stretch of old age, wearing decrepit
         khakis and a threadbare jacket, mud sliming the heels of his boots, sitting on a park bench in the gray London afternoon,
         tossing crumbs to the pigeons. The crumbs were tiny, the size of diamonds.
      

      
      The man in the gray suit, standing near him, pretending to talk on a cell phone, didn’t look at the old man; instead he watched
         the people strolling in the park, his eye keen for an enemy. A young couple walking hand-in-hand; two teenage boys ambling,
         trying to look cool and tough and failing; a well-dressed mother pushing a stroller, laughing on a cell phone, tucking a blanket
         around a baby; a pair of old ladies, clutching purses close to their coats, one talking in monologue, the other listening
         and nodding. No danger here.
      

      
      The man in the gray suit fought the urge to smile at the disguise the old man had chosen but to laugh would be fatal. One
         had to indulge people with money. And one did not laugh at a billionaire, no matter how eccentric.
      

      
      ‘I hardly recognized you, Your Majesty,’ the man in the gray suit said. He cast his gaze around the park again, the silent
         phone close to his ear.
      

      
      ‘Look at them go to war,’ the old man said in soft Arabic as the pigeons battled over the bread, pecking at each other and
         the bare ground. ‘They dance for me. As if I have strings on their wings.’ He threw another scattering of food to the flock’s left,
         laughed as they scurried for the crumbs.
      

      
      The birds aren’t the only ones, the man in the gray suit thought. But he waited for the old man to speak again. The old man
         loved the sound of his own words, like most bullies.
      

      
      ‘All is prepared?’ the old man asked.

      
      ‘Yes,’ he said. Nearly so would have been a more exact answer but the old man had never cared for details. Everything would
         be ready soon enough. Then he could start to change the world.
      

      
      ‘Your people are ready for the money?’

      
      ‘Yes. Your banker has been a great help. He’s set up accounts, he’s covered our trails so as to not raise suspicion.’ It was
         an effort to control his temper, to not say, yes you old fool now just give me what I want and get out of the way. The man
         in the gray suit asked the question he’d come there to ask. ‘I need only to know the amount you’re willing to invest.’
      

      
      ‘Fifty million dollars now.’ The prince dressed as a pauper tossed his last handful of stale bread to the ground, watched
         the pigeons dart and peck for the leftovers. A smile played across his face as the birds battled. ‘If your proposed attacks
         succeed over the next five years, then another fifty million for further work.’
      

      
      The man in the gray suit felt a heaviness seize his chest, felt the thud of blood in his ears. A hundred million dollars,
         to flow through his hands. But he showed no emotion. He kept the cell phone up to his ear. ‘9/11 didn’t even cost a million
         dollars to carry out.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but it was not a long-term investment. I offer you much more. I give you many times the resources of 9/11.’ The old
         man glanced up at the man in the suit and for a moment he smiled, an awful flexing of skin and teeth. ‘Give me many times
         the results, for years to come. Make them bleed for a lifetime.’
      

      
      
      ‘I will.’

      
      The old man paused, and for a moment there was only the whisper of the nearby traffic, of the wind creaking through the branches
         of the trees. ‘It is an investment. In the future of a better world.’ The pigeons pooled around the man’s feet, hungry for
         more. He kicked them away from his foot with a disgusted snarl.
      

      
      ‘You are generous.’

      
      The old man looked up. ‘If you fail me, you and anyone you care about will die.’

      
      The man in the gray suit said, ‘Threats and kicks work on a dog, sir. Not on me. You needn’t worry.’ He didn’t like being
         threatened. But he didn’t let his feelings show.
      

      
      ‘You have selected the right … people? I don’t wish to trust fools or amateurs.’

      
      ‘Yes. We have a willing cadre and we are recruiting more. There will be a first wave of attacks. To distract, to confuse,
         to panic. Then those fighters who successfully carry out those initial operations will get the honor to participate in the
         second phase, which is actually a massive attack. We call it Hellfire. Heavy loss of life, devastating economic damage. I
         promise you will get your money’s worth, sir.’
      

      
      The old man smiled again at the man in the gray suit. ‘Spend my money well.’ He rose from the bench, dusted the bread from
         his lap, and walked away through the rising cloud of the birds.
      

      
      Fifty million, the man in the gray suit thought. It was everything he had hoped for. Enough to make the world pay. Enough
         to make him respected. He turned and left the park, folding the unused cell phone, dropping it into his pocket.
      

      
      Fifty feet behind him, the mother with the stroller giggled into her phone. She leaned down and eased the blanket around the
         sleeping infant she pushed in the baby carriage. She’d offered to take her friend’s baby for a stroll – give the friend a
         much-needed break. The young mother had barely slept in the past few days and the offer nearly made her cry with gratitude. ‘I know you’re not in town
         long, Jane. Don’t you have things to do?’
      

      
      ‘Nothing important. Darling, please, take a break from nappies and crying. I’ll take her for a long walk.’ And Jane had, giving
         the baby a dropper of allergy medication as soon as they were out of sight of the house so the darling would sleep the whole
         time.
      

      
      The baby, nestled in its stroller, made for perfect camouflage for Jane’s afternoon.

      
      Jane checked the settings on the parabolic microphone and digital recorder that lay next to the dozing baby. Holding a modified
         cell phone, she heard the old billionaire’s and the man in the gray suit’s words with a clarity as if they stood a foot in
         front of her. They both spoke Arabic, but that was not a concern to her. She understood every word.
      

      
      The money would be on the move. It was time for her to put her plan into action. A tingle of anticipation and fear tickled
         her spine.
      

      
      She turned on her real cell phone and dialed. She steered the stroller away at an angle from two approaching older women,
         walking arm in arm. Old ladies liked to look at babies. She didn’t want them to notice her eavesdropping gear.
      

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘It’s Jane,’ the woman said in English.

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘The money is headed to America. Fifty million. We start tonight. Rock and roll.’

      
      ‘Rock and roll.’

      
      Jane hung up. There was nothing more to be said.

      
      Jane pushed the stroller out of the park, humming a jaunty tune to the sleeping baby. The sky was going gray but Jane thought
         it the loveliest day she’d ever seen.
      

      
      
      Fifty million dollars, for years of 9/11s to come. Her throat went dry behind her smile.

      
      She dropped off the microphone and its gear at her hotel room. She had a flight to catch tonight, a report to write for her
         bosses. It would not mention the fifty million, or the impending attacks, and she would have to edit the recording she’d made.
         The baby began to wake and cried. Jane sang to her softly, all the way home.
      

   

   
      
      2

      
      
      Luke Dantry was now the most dangerous man in the world. He had no idea of his status, of course; right now he wanted only
         a mind-clearing jog.
      

      
      Luke ran. No one watching him could have guessed the danger he represented; they would only see a lanky twenty-four-year-old,
         curly dark brown hair a bit long over his ears, his strong build clad in shorts and a T-shirt that read Psychologists do it on the couch. He didn’t much like the shirt, a gag gift from an old girlfriend, but it was the only clean one he had for today’s run along
         Lady Bird Lake, in the heart of Austin’s downtown. His blue eyes focused on his path through the crowd. He did not pause to
         linger on the faces of pretty girls, or the shine of the light on the water he ran alongside, or the shifting shadows cast
         by the oak branches, jostled by the wind. He dodged slower runners, faster bicyclists, leaping dogs tethered to leashes. He
         had to hurry, get back to work. The work possessed his thoughts, day and night.
      

      
      The Austin air was cool, not too humid: it was mid-March, and the long steamy summer bake hadn’t yet gripped the city. The
         breeze felt delicious on him, clearing his head of his worries, if for just a few moments.
      

      
      Luke crossed the bridge into downtown, slowed his pace. He bent over, breathing hard. His medal slipped free from under the
         tacky T-shirt, the silver of the angel’s sword cutting the sunlight. He was careful to tuck the medal back under his shirt;
         it lay cool against the sweat of his chest. He stood and walked the last three blocks to the high-rise condo his stepfather had bought him when he’d moved
         back to Austin for college. He waved at the doorman, who gave Luke a slightly disapproving look as he waited.
      

      
      ‘How many miles?’ the doorman asked.

      
      ‘Only two.’

      
      ‘Only two? Get your lazy butt in gear.’ The doorman was a more devoted runner than Luke.

      
      ‘I was up late.’

      
      ‘Why you bother to live downtown if you never go to the clubs, go out and party?’

      
      ‘How do you know I don’t?’ Luke gave the guard a half-smile.

      
      ‘On night shift, I see who parties, who’s been down in the Warehouse District, who’s been on Sixth Street. You never stagger
         in late.’
      

      
      ‘I’m on the internet most of the time right now.’

      
      ‘Well, get the hell off.’ The guard gave him a grin. ‘Life’s too short.’

      
      The elevator arrived and Luke said, ‘I’ll try to fix that partying deficit.’

      
      ‘Not tonight. Your stepfather is waiting for you. Got here a few minutes ago.’

      
      ‘Thanks.’ The doors closed and Luke punched the tenth floor button. Henry was back again, all the way from Washington, and
         Luke hadn’t finished the project. He took a deep breath.
      

      
      The elevator door slid open and he walked down a short hallway to his condo. The door was slightly ajar; Henry had forgotten
         to shut it. Typical. He opened the door and called out, ‘Hey, it’s me.’ Luke closed the door behind him and he could hear
         the scratch of pen on paper, the sound he always associated with Henry.
      

      
      Henry sat at the dining room table, his luggage at his feet, writing on a yellow legal pad, a thick book open in front of
         him. Luke knew better than to interrupt Henry when he was thinking, and Henry’s thoughts could be long, tortured affairs. Henry raised one
         hand slightly from the table as he wrote, begging for patience, and so Luke went and got a bottle of water from the refrigerator,
         drank deeply, listened to the scratch of Henry’s pen, looked at the stunning view that faced the lake and the green stretch
         of Zilker Park beyond.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Luke,’ he said with an embarrassed smile. ‘I’m working on a dozen position papers at once, and all my ideas are sprouting
         like weeds.’
      

      
      ‘That’s too many.’

      
      ‘I think a lot of change is in the wind. Did you have a good run?’ Henry looked up from the paper. Fiftyish, lean, but with
         slightly mussed gray hair – standing in stray stalks from his fingers constantly running through it as he spoke – and an equally
         rumpled suit. Henry never traveled well.
      

      
      ‘I only sweat in front of the computer these days.’ He went over and Henry stood and gave him an awkward embrace.

      
      ‘Well, go get showered and I’ll take you out for a decent dinner. You’ve got nothing edible in that fridge.’ He leaned back,
         studied his stepson. ‘You’re pale, thin and you need a shave. I’ve been working you too hard.’
      

      
      ‘I wanted the research project to go well. But I worry I’m not delivering what you need.’

      
      Henry sat down, put his glasses back on his face. His nose was slightly crooked – he’d always kidded Luke that it had been
         broken in a bar fight, but Luke knew Henry had never set foot in a bar. ‘The data you’ve sent me has been extremely … compelling.’
      

      
      ‘I’m afraid it’s nothing more than the crazy internet ravings of vicious losers.’

      
      ‘But you never know when the crazy raving is the seed of something bigger. Something dangerous.’

      
      
      ‘Collecting crazy ravings isn’t necessarily going to help identify and stop extremists before they turn violent.’

      
      ‘That’s for me to decide.’

      
      Luke finished his water. ‘I would like to know who your client is. I want to know who wants to find potential extremists on
         the internet.’
      

      
      Henry folded the paper he’d been writing on, tucked it in his pocket and shut the book. The title of the book was The Psychology of Extremists. Henry’s own masterpiece; he’d written it some years before in the aftermath of the McVeigh bombing, to little acclaim, until
         9/11 changed everything and his theories about the mental makeup of terrorists bore fruit. After holding a series of professorships
         around the world – sort of a traveling scholar, much like Luke’s own father had been – last year he had set up a small but
         successful think tank in Washington called The Shawcross Group. They studied and wrote about psychology and the role it played
         in governance, in terrorism and extremism, in international crime and in a host of other topics. His clients were the movers
         and shakers in Washington, London, Paris and around the world: key government decision-makers and multinational companies
         who wanted to protect their operations from terrorist and extremist threats.
      

      
      ‘I can’t tell you. Not now. I’m sorry.’

      
      ‘I just think … we should give this information to the police. Or your client should.’

      
      ‘Have you found evidence of actual criminal activity?’ Henry took off his wire-rim glasses.

      
      ‘Um, no.’

      
      ‘But you’ve found the potential for criminal activity?’

      
      ‘Come see the latest from the Night Road for yourself.’

      
      Luke sat down at his computer.

      
      He had a list of more than a hundred websites, discussion groups and online forums to survey, where he would try to draw in
         and talk with people who had extreme and even violent responses to the world’s problems. A window opened to report on the responses
         to his many varied comments from before he’d gone on his run. He kept his user names and passwords in a text file on his Mac
         because he could not remember them all. He logged onto the first online discussion group, where topics ranged from immigration
         reform to privatization of Social Security. This one tended to be far right wing and multiple retorts to his mild comments
         had sprouted up since yesterday. Luke scanned them; mostly, the contributors agreed with each other, but they fueled each
         other’s anger. He signed on as MrEagle, his pen name, and posted a far more moderate view of the immigration issue. It would
         not take long for venomous arguments against his position to flow in for him to collect and measure. He would also post under
         other names, agreeing with those who attacked his initial postings, seeing if they were interested in violence as a solution.
      

      
      Sometimes they ignored his prods; other times, they agreed that violence was the answer.

      
      Luke jumped to another forum, found another pot to stir on a farleft discussion group. His middle-of-the-road comments, left
         last night on the issue of military contractors, had produced everything from abrasive disagreement to incoherent fury that
         practically blazed fire through the computer screen.
      

      
      ‘The Night Road?’ Henry asked. ‘Oh, yes. Your nickname for these people.’

      
      Luke had been using the nickname for weeks, but typical of absentminded Henry to forget. Henry had been traveling a lot in
         the past few days and apparently the jet lag weighed hard. ‘I used to call them the Angry Bitters but that sounded like a
         punk band. I dreamed one night that an angry mob of extremists of every stripe were chasing me down a long road into an endless
         night. So I call them the Night Road.’
      

      
      
      ‘The Night Road. Right. Rather dark of you.’ Henry had an odd look on his face, as though a light had suddenly shut off behind
         his eyes. Then he smiled.
      

      
      ‘So far this evening my masculinity, my patriotism and my intelligence have all been called into serious question.’ Luke shrugged,
         let a smile play across his face. ‘Then the ones I pretend to agree with, I have to get them talking to see if they really
         are interested in violence.’
      

      
      ‘The troublemaker, as always.’ Henry flicked a smile. ‘So you’re continuing to get a lot of responses.’

      
      ‘Fifty per cent more than when I started back in November. I think it’s the anonymity of the net; people express themselves
         a lot more strongly. And these people, they’re looking for others to reinforce their views. So the anger, the perceived injustice,
         ratchets up, higher and higher.’
      

      
      ‘How much data do you have so far?’

      
      Luke glanced at a screen. The most interesting and extremist ravings on the websites and forums were scanned, copied and uploaded
         into a database. ‘Close to ten thousand comments now, from roughly six thousand individuals, over the past four months.’
      

      
      ‘Wow.’

      
      ‘It’s weird. I feel like a cop who pretends to be a thirteen-year-old girl luring the old perverts. But instead I’m trying
         to draw out the next Timothy McVeigh, or the next Madrid bomber, the next al-Qaeda wannabe here in America.’
      

      
      ‘You really think some of them are that dangerous?’

      
      ‘Look at today’s batch.’ He pulled up a comment from the day’s database. ‘Not surprising a lot of them are anti-government.’

      
      
         Let’s start fresh. End their lifetime appointments; kill all the judges.

      

      
      
      ‘Now, maybe this guy’s just venting, maybe he’s harmless. It’s the first time he posted, I have to wait and see if he amps
         it up. If he does, then he’s a possibility to follow.’
      

      
      Henry rubbed at his lip. ‘Prod him harder. See what else he says.’

      
      ‘Here’s one from one of my more consistent correspondents,’ Luke said. ‘ChicagoChris. He’s on a number of discussion boards
         for anarchists …’
      

      
      ‘Organized anarchists. I love the concept,’ Henry said.

      
      ‘… and he loves to talk about eco-terrorism.’ Luke hit a button and a long series of comments made by ChicagoChris over the
         past few days rolled up the screen:
      

      
      
         Burn every McMansion to the ground, that’s the start. A serious attack on a gated community would send a message. Don’t kill
               people, warn them first, but level the houses. Sabotage the construction equipment. Get busy to save the Earth.

         People who destroy the earth deserve whatever bad stuff happens to them.

         Killing our environment is akin to the greatest murder ever committed. I blame the oil and construction companies. I know
               those guys, what they’re like when the attention isn’t on them, and they’re scum. Kill them, kill all of them, and there would
               be change. A change is in the wind, I know it. It’s coming, fast. I want to be a part of the storm of change.

      

      
      ‘He’s a charmer,’ Henry said.

      
      ‘And he believes every word he says. He emails me a lot, through the boards. I’m his new best online friend. And he’s not
         just crazy, Henry, he’s focused. That’s what’s scary.’
      

      
      ‘You said in last month’s report you think he’s one of the most likely to go violent.’

      
      
      ‘Yeah, he’s promising.’ Luke made a face. ‘But crazy.’

      
      ‘I’m not interested in the crazy ones. I’m interested in the committed ones. There’s a big difference.’

      
      ‘I can’t really diagnose these people, I can only catalog their comments. I hope this is enough data for your research.’ Looking
         at all the hate made him tired. ‘For your client.’
      

      
      Henry heard the stubborn question in Luke’s voice. ‘I told you, I have to keep my client confidential.’

      
      ‘Let me guess. It’s the government. They want to watch these people, make sure they’re only hot air and not actually acquiring
         weapons or putting bombs on buses or targeting politicians.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t say. But I know my client will be extremely pleased with your work.’

      
      Luke said, ‘I’m surprised you don’t trust me. You always have.’

      
      ‘And I always will. But the client set very specific parameters for me. If you worked for me full-time, were officially on
         the payroll, then maybe …’ Henry gave a shrug, a half-smile.
      

      
      ‘I’m not a think-tank kind of guy.’

      
      ‘Please. We’re academics, just in nicer suits,’ Henry said. ‘Let me guess. You would like to get a paper out of this data
         yourself. Maybe the foundation of a doctoral dissertation.’
      

      
      Luke nodded. ‘Yes. I would. But I respect that you hired me to do the research. It’s your data, not mine.’

      
      ‘Luke. I understand why you’re driven to dissect the minds of those who think violence is a solution to every problem.’ The
         silence between them felt suddenly awkward. ‘But understanding why violence happens, that’s the puzzle that can never be solved.
         And it won’t bring your father back.’ Henry cleared his throat, looked at the picture of Luke and his father. His lips narrowed
         and he bowed his head slightly, as if under a weight.
      

      
      Henry was a giver of speeches, and his phrases worked at podiums, not at dinner tables. He’d spent so much time with his books and found his family so late in life that Luke had gotten used
         to his step-father’s well-meant but flat-footed phrases. ‘I know. But I would hope this research would find the next asshole
         who wants to kill innocent people for a cause.’ Luke didn’t look at Henry. He didn’t look at the photo of his father, the
         one decoration on the fireplace mantel. A photo of Warren Dantry and Luke, age seven, holding a freshly caught bass, dripping
         from a Virginia lake. He could remember the smell of the clean fish, the scent of the pines, the warm sun against his skin,
         his father’s quiet laughter. A happy memory of a rare time with his dad, long before evil in the form of a cold-blooded airplane
         mechanic named Ace Beere stole his father away from him. Evil that Luke felt compelled to understand.
      

      
      Reading Ace Beere’s rambling, incoherent suicide note – left at the airport hangar after he had killed Luke’s father and several
         others – had fueled Luke’s desire to understand the psychology of the violent mind. I did it because God said I must, the only way to get my pride back, to strike back at my employer and I had to pick a flight
            to kill and since they were professors, they were useless to society, no one will miss them. Rambling garbage, but inside the long letter there must have been the seed of an answer, a cogent reason why. Luke had never
         found it.
      

      
      ‘Tell me this,’ Luke said. ‘Your client. Whoever it is, they want to find nascent terrorists before they move from ideology
         to violence. This isn’t just a fancy profiling project.’
      

      
      ‘Luke. Identifying terrorists is far bigger than simply drawing out the disaffected on internet forums.’

      
      ‘But we already know that plenty of extremists connect through the internet. If we could narrow in on them, discourage them
         before they take those final steps, make the choice of violence unappealing or impossible …’ Luke got up from the computer,
         went to the window. ‘Any of these people might be harmless or be a time bomb. Ten thousand comments, hundreds of people, but I can’t prove any of them will turn terrorist. Really, the next stage of the project should be to follow them, to see if there are ways
         to convince them that violence isn’t an option.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve done a fantastic job, and my client will sift through all the data. You never know, maybe you did find the next McVeigh
         or the next person who’d mail anthrax to Congress or decide to take up the mantle of al-Qaeda. But you’ve spent so much time
         on it; I’m starting to think this is an unhealthy obsession.’
      

      
      ‘No. I want to finish the project. But.’

      
      ‘But what?’

      
      ‘The mail accounts I had to set up – the emails make clear that these people all think that I’m ready to join their battle
         … I’m worried they might find me. Even though I post from different addresses, use a bunch of fake names. I could be traced
         if someone tried hard enough.’
      

      
      ‘But they’re on the other side of the glass, in Wonderland.’ Henry tapped the computer monitor. ‘You don’t exactly live in
         a dangerous world, Luke.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose not.’ Not any more. He never spoke with Henry about the time after his father died, when he ran away and lived
         on the streets for two months. There was no point; that was a darkness in his life where he’d long ago shut the door.
      

      
      ‘I wonder if you might take me to the airport tomorrow. My flight’s in the afternoon. I have meetings at the university all
         morning.’ As though his stepfather hadn’t heard his concerns. Henry, he thought, had just moved on to his next idea.
      

      
      ‘Sure.’ A response to one of Luke’s fake comments popped up on the screen: Your right, A race war is in-evitible in this country. What’s got to be done is get all the un-desirables to leave this country.
            Killin em will encurage em to go faster. Maybe you and me can get together and talk about it. I could see if your serius or
            not.

      
      
      Henry read the message. ‘You bait your hooks well, Luke. Very well. I want you to listen to me.’ And Luke thought, with affection,
         Here comes Henry trying to be a dad. Here comes the hand on the shoulder … yep. And now here comes the fumbling advice. ‘Luke. You know I loathe sentiment. But …’
      

      
      ‘I’m the only family you’ve got.’ Luke paused. ‘And this greeting card moment is brought to you by The Shawcross Group.’

      
      ‘Now, Luke.’ But Henry offered a rare smile. ‘I promised your mom when I married her that I’d take care of you if anything
         happened to her. To me that was a solemn vow.’
      

      
      His mother. He put up the photos of her when he knew Henry was coming for a visit; it was too raw, too painful for Henry.
         The car crash had been only a year ago.
      

      
      ‘Henry, don’t treat me like a child. You don’t have to watch out for me.’

      
      ‘Habits are hard to break.’ He cleared his throat, as though preparing to deliver another speech or presentation. He seemed
         to have trouble looking at Luke. ‘Aside from you, the think-tank is my life. Come work for me. I would love to pass the think-tank
         on to you one day.’ The final words came in a rush.
      

      
      ‘Henry, wow. I don’t know what to say.’ He felt touched. Honored. Henry was a bit of an oddball – all into his researches,
         his pondering about the political trends of the world, his books and papers, but he was the only family Luke had. A world
         without family was a lonely place, and Luke thought it had been an unbearably lonely place for Henry before Henry married
         Luke’s mom. It had not always been an easy road for him and his stepfather but Luke never doubted that Henry, in his own way,
         loved him.
      

      
      On the screen a comment appeared: you’re right, what we need in America is a nice dirty bomb set off in the beltway, clean up the whole act, make the Potomac
            a toilet for all the human waste in DC, start fresh. Another loon chirping to be heard. A nice dirty bomb, as opposed to an awful dirty bomb. These people made his blood run cold.
      

      
      ‘My God,’ Henry said, blinking at the comment. ‘This is the other reason I want you working with me. You get results. Say
         yes. Please, Luke. Please.’
      

      
      Begging was most un-Henry-like and Luke felt a swelling of gratitude. ‘I will sleep on it. After I wander a bit down the Night
         Road this evening.’
      

      
      ‘Fair enough. I need to make a couple of a phone calls and then we’ll go out to dinner. Go get cleaned up.’ His stepfather
         patted his shoulder and went off to the condo’s guest room.
      

      
      Luke turned back to the computer, eight more bits of poison on his screen, and had to smile at the viciousness of the responses.
         He didn’t want to admit it, but this taunting of people with such strong opinions was addictive. He wondered, despite all
         his worries about those he angered, if he could give this work up so easily. Behind the mask of the internet he was a badass,
         a troublemaker, a take-no-prisoners tough guy. Nothing like the mild academic who typed on the keyboard and thought hard about
         what precise words would evoke what terrifying responses.
      

      
      Luke went to his bathroom and showered. Rubbing the shampoo into his hair, he wondered about the thousands of people he touched
         – angry, bitter, so convinced in their hate that they were blind to nuance or circumstance or even to a basic morality. The
         web connected them all, electronic threads spanning the country, and he had the uneasy feeling that the people he called the
         Night Road could reach out and touch him, know him for the fraud that he was, in an instant.
      

      
      Luke hated airports. He had last seen his father alive at Dulles ten years earlier. Every time he stepped into the wide, cool
         expanse of a terminal he thought of his father; a dark-suited arm raised in farewell, Luke’s clothes still wrinkled from the force of
         his father’s parting hug.
      

      
      ‘Have a good trip, Dad,’ he’d said.

      
      His father had stood close to him. He was a handsome man, with a trim beard, a full head of hair going gray early and bold
         blue eyes. ‘I’ll be back soon. Mind your mother.’
      

      
      ‘I will.’

      
      ‘You want me to bring you back some fish? In my pocket?’ An old joke between them, from when Luke had caught a perch when
         he was five and promptly stuck it in his pocket and left it there for a few hours. They’d burned his shorts.
      

      
      ‘No. Mom will get mad.’

      
      ‘Mom will be buying you new clothes,’ Mom had said, with a smile, touching his father’s arm.

      
      Then his father had rumpled Luke’s hair, gently. ‘I’ll miss you every moment.’

      
      ‘That’s way too much missing,’ Luke said. He was fourteen and easily mortified in public by parental affection. He wanted
         to get back to the car, crack open his computer game, finish the level he was on. He let his impatience show with a sigh,
         an eye roll.
      

      
      ‘When you have a kid, you’ll understand what it is to miss someone each moment.’

      
      ‘You’ll be relieved to know I just got a girl pregnant.’

      
      ‘Ha, ha.’ His father said, then looked at him with mock surprise.

      
      ‘Kidding,’ Luke said. ‘Two girls.’

      
      ‘Funny man.’ His father kissed the top of his head. ‘Be a good boy. I got to go catch up with the others.’ Then a quick, firm
         kiss for his mother, and his father had gone. Walking away, with his fellow professors, for a fishing trip in North Carolina.
         Gone forever. Luke did not even get to see him in the coffin. The Atlantic had hoarded his father’s body in its gray clutches. He had walked on the beach closest to where the plane had gone down, wondering if he could
         hear his father’s gentle baritone in the crash of the surf. It had been a crazy thought, but after the long darkness of his
         grief and the long weeks wandering the roads as a runaway, being close to where his father died had been a strange comfort.
      

      
      His father had become a regrettable haze, defined by only a few sharp memories – swimming at home in suburban Virginia, walking
         on the Georgetown campus to his father’s office, enjoying a Redskins game when Luke was five, hoisting Luke on his shoulders,
         a finger moving across the night tapestry, naming every star in the constellations. That light, Dad said in his quiet voice,
         it’s taken lifetimes to reach us. Starlight is long-term. Big picture. Always remember long-term and big picture, Luke.
      

      
      He needed his father’s advice now. He knew he was facing a crossroads in his life.

      
      Luke parked the BMW Henry had bought him as a graduation gift in the short-term parking lot. On the passenger side, Henry
         huffed out of the car. His appointments had run long and they were running late. Luke pulled Henry’s small bag from the trunk
         of his car.
      

      
      ‘I put a copy of my latest report in your bag, and a copy of the current database,’ Luke said. ‘You can scare your fellow
         passengers by reading the report aloud. Fun for everyone.’
      

      
      ‘What did you call it?’ Henry gave him a smile as they boarded the parking garage elevator.

      
      ‘A Drive Down the Night Road.’

      
      ‘It sounds like a bad heavy rock album.’

      
      ‘Yes, but the subtitle’s pure jazz: A Continuing Analysis of Extremists on the Internet.’

      
      Henry laughed. ‘Thanks for all your work on this, Luke. Seeing you was the best part of my trip; trying to convince my fellow academics about the threats we face was much less fun.’
      

      
      ‘Your peers won’t listen to you?’

      
      ‘I believe huge attacks are coming. But they’re treating me like I’m saying the sky is falling.’ Henry couldn’t keep the anger
         out of his voice. They walked toward the main terminal of the Austin airport; the spring breeze was cool but the sunshine
         was bright and hard against their eyes. ‘So. What about the job offer?’
      

      
      ‘If I take it, then my job is now to officially … think. Mom would be amused.’

      
      ‘Your mother would have been incredibly proud of you.’ Silence then, for always about ten seconds, when they both spoke of
         Luke’s mother. ‘Proud of us working together.’ They waited for a security officer to wave them across the walkway, stopping
         traffic with a gesture. Henry gave the officer a polite nod.
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure this is going to put my psychology degree to real use. But playing tag with the crazies is slightly addictive.’

      
      ‘Danger is addictive,’ Henry said. Luke thought Henry’s sense of danger was probably double-parking or placing a five-dollar
         bet at a casino. ‘But what your research is, Luke, is important.’ Henry stopped in front of the terminal. His sharp-planed
         face made a frown. ‘The hinges of history are at a critical turn right now, Luke. The world has grown far smaller than we
         ever dreamed it could be. It’s easier than ever for people with certain … violent intentions to find each other. You could
         help us find ways to understand them, and fight them.’
      

      
      ‘Us. I wish you’d tell me who your client is.’

      
      ‘Take the job and you’ll know.’ They’d stopped at the American Airlines check-in touch screens. Henry tapped in his info and
         the kiosk spat out his boarding pass. Luke followed him to the line of people waiting to thread through the security checkpoint.
      

      
      
      ‘I don’t want …’ Luke stopped.

      
      ‘What, son?’ Henry didn’t often call him son. Only when he was worried about Luke.

      
      ‘I don’t want a pity job offer, Henry. Just because you made a promise to Mom.’

      
      ‘Good, because pity doesn’t play with me. You’ve done brilliant work for me, Luke, on researching the, um, Night Road, as
         you charmingly call it. But I would never offer you a career out of pity for you. I respect you and my company far too much.’
      

      
      Nice, Luke thought, how does that shoe taste? Your one family member offers you a job and you manage to insult him. ‘I didn’t
         mean that. I know you’re serious.’ Luke cleared his throat and his stomach gave a nervous lurch. ‘Yes. I’ll take the job.’
      

      
      A surprising relief lit Henry’s eyes. ‘You’ve made me happy. And proud. Us working together, it’ll be, you know, cool.’

      
      Luke couldn’t resist a smile. Henry’s definition of cool was singular. Monographs on political economics, treatises of the
         history of terrorism, all qualified as Henry cool. And maybe it would make their relationship easier … more adult. He wouldn’t
         be seen as just a kid any more. ‘You’re right. It’ll be cool.’
      

      
      Henry did a poor job of keeping the happiness from spreading across his face. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow, and we’ll get the paperwork
         started.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Henry.’

      
      ‘Go home and get some sleep. Stay clear of the Night Road for a while. Hang out in the sunshine.’

      
      ‘I’ll miss shaking the tree and seeing the rotten fruit fall.’

      
      ‘You and me, we’re going to change the world.’

      
      ‘Tall order.’

      
      ‘We can change the world. Trust me.’ And then Henry shook his hand, gave him an awkward hug. Luke hugged him back. Then Henry
         turned and joined the security line.
      

      
      
      Luke walked back out into the glare of the afternoon and headed toward the parking garage.

      
      We’re going to change the world, Henry said. At least he didn’t lack for ambition.

      
      Luke stopped at the edge of the parking garage, trying to remember where he’d left his BMW.

      
      ‘Luke, hey, how’s it going?’ A heavy arm went around his shoulder. A man’s face – thirtyish, brown-haired, a crooked, nervous
         smile – was close to his. Too close. Luke started to pull back.
      

      
      A metal object darted into the small of his back.

      
      ‘Don’t yell, Luke. Don’t run. You have a very large gun against your spine. Can you stay calm for me?’ The man had pulled
         Luke close, so he could whisper in his ear. He was dressed in an expensive pinstripe suit, a conservative navy tie. His face
         was a little fleshy and soft; he did not look like a man who routinely carried a gun. Luke could smell his mint-drenched breath,
         his nervous sweat.
      

      
      ‘Don’t—’

      
      The man pressed the gun harder into Luke’s back. Luke hushed. He could not remember how to breathe. Not with a gun in his
         back, against his spine, up under his jacket. This couldn’t be possible. It wasn’t happening.
      

      
      ‘You parked in row H. Let’s go. Easy. Stay calm.’

      
      ‘Take the keys. Just take them.’ Luke found his voice. He held up the BMW keys with a tremble. Panic swept through him. That
         was what you were supposed to do; just let them have the car. The car could be replaced.
      

      
      ‘No, you keep the keys, Luke. You’re driving.’

      
      ‘What do you—’

      
      ‘We’ve got places to go, people to see.’ He steered Luke toward row H. ‘It’ll all be fine.’

      
      A family, young mom and dad, two daughters maybe six and four, approached them from a minivan. The younger girl was singing loudly off-key, dancing in the rows.
      

      
      ‘I’ll make you a deal,’ the man hissed. ‘You yell, you run, and I’ll shoot all four of them in the head. Be good and they
         live.’
      

      
      This cannot be happening to me. Luke made his mouth a tight thin line. His skin prickled away from the gun’s barrel. He tried not to look at the parents’
         faces while the girl mangled her tune with off-key gusto. He just kept walking.
      

      
      Five feet away from the family now, and the man with the gun said, in a calm, business-like voice: ‘So, what I need for you
         to do when we get back to the office is to review all the accounts …’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Luke managed to say. ‘I understand.’ Every fiber in him wanted to run, to get away. But the family. Jesus. He couldn’t
         risk their lives.
      

      
      The oldest girl, moving away from her sister’s annoying singing as it echoed in the concrete garage, met Luke’s eyes.

      
      She smiled, and they moved past, the mother chiding the youngest, ‘Emma, okay, enough with the singing. Mommy’s getting a
         three-pill headache.’
      

      
      ‘Well done,’ the man hissed into Luke’s ear. ‘We’re going to get into your car. Fight or yell and I’ll shoot that nice dad
         dead.’ Luke heard a click in the man’s throat as he swallowed.
      

      
      ‘The car’s yours, just take it, please …’
      

      
      ‘Do as you’re told.’ He forced Luke to enter the BMW from the passenger side, awkwardly scooting across the gearshift, the
         gun firmly planted in his back. Luke settled into the seat and the man closed the passenger door.
      

      
      ‘What the hell do you want? Please just let me go …’

      
      ‘Drive. Don’t draw attention to us, or I’ll kill you and then I’ll kill whoever notices us.’ He pulled out a steel knife from
         a holster under his coat. The edge looked brutally sharp. Luke’s throat turned to sand. ‘You see? It’s worse than a gun. I can hurt you and keep you alive to hurt some more. Start the engine.’
      

      
      Luke, hands shaking, breath coming in hollow gulps, obeyed. He told himself to stay calm. He thought of those long weeks he’d
         spent on his own, fourteen years old, running away from his grief, hiding from the police, walking along the back roads, hitching
         rides, desperate to get from Washington, D.C. to Cape Hatteras. To the beginning of the long stretch of ocean where his father
         had been lost. He’d seen knives and guns then, once, and he’d gotten away. He could get away again. The key was to wait for
         the right moment.
      

      
      ‘Head out. Say nothing to the attendant.’

      
      Luke backed out of the parking space, drove out of the garage, blinking at the sunlight. Two of the tollbooths were open;
         it was mid-afternoon, the rush of late-day flights not descending yet.
      

      
      ‘Here’s money for your parking,’ the man said. ‘My treat.’ He stuck a five-dollar bill under Luke’s nose and the money trembled
         slightly.
      

      
      He’s scared, too, Luke realized and the thought did not comfort. A panicked man with a gun and a knife was more frightening
         than an icy calm kidnapper.
      

      
      Luke closed his fist around the money, powered down the window.

      
      ‘Your ticket, sir?’ the attendant asked. He was a big kid, college age, dark hair cut in a burr, a wide friendly smile.

      
      Luke dug into the pocket of his coat and felt the knife nestle into his ribs, where the attendant couldn’t see it. He yanked
         the ticket from his pocket, handed it to the attendant with the crushed fiver.
      

      
      The attendant returned his change in ones. ‘You all right, sir?’

      
      Most people would never notice. Luke heard himself say, ‘Airsick. Rough flight.’ He sounded unsteady.

      
      ‘Feel better.’ The wooden gate rose and he drove forward.

      
      The bite of the knife went through his shirt and he nearly drove off the road. ‘Do you think I’m stupid, Luke? Do you? Were you trying to make him remember you?’
      

      
      Luke winced at the sharp pain. The knife withdrew from denting his flesh and he now felt the barest trickle of blood ease
         along his ribs. ‘No, I didn’t mean anything, I did what you asked …’
      

      
      ‘You just paid for short-term parking but you complain of a rough flight. Flyers don’t park in short-term. You tried to stick
         in his memory. For when he talks to the police.’
      

      
      Luke flinched, then put his eyes back to the road. ‘I didn’t know what to say. You cut me … are you crazy?’

      
      ‘I’ll make you a deal.’ This was apparently the guy’s favorite phrase. ‘You cause trouble and I’ll cut your stomach open and
         you can see what your guts look like. Do you understand?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. I understand.’

      
      ‘Exit the airport. Head east on Highway 71.’

      
      ‘Look, seriously, I didn’t know what to say …’

      
      ‘Don’t pretend to be stupid. It will just piss me off.’

      
      Luke turned onto Highway 71, which threaded through the outskirts of Austin and eastward toward Houston. He eased into the
         traffic. The knife left his side but the gun returned to his ribs.
      

      
      ‘Drive to Houston.’

      
      Three hours away, three hours sitting next to this lunatic. The suggestion unnerved him. What did this guy want? He knew your name. He knew where you parked. ‘Houston … why?’
      

      
      ‘You’ll find out when we get there. You pull over or try and wreck us, or get brave and fight me, you’re dead. You obey me,
         you get out alive. Now shut the hell up and drive.’
      

      
      ‘You’re crazy, man. Please, just let me go!’ Crazy. The word thudded past all his fear. A guy who looked ordinary, but had
         a single-minded mission of violence. Luke glanced at him again.
      

      
      ‘I’m not crazy,’ the man said, and Luke saw that he wasn’t. Not a glint of madness in his eyes. He was utterly and completely intent on what he was doing.
      

      
      Are you one of them, Luke thought? One of the people I drew out of the darkness?

      
      The Night Road, Luke realized, had found him.
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      Highway 71 curled past the towering lost pines of Bastrop County, crossed over the Colorado River as the waterway snaked south
         and east toward the Gulf of Mexico. The land was rolling as it slowly flattened into the coastal plain. Traffic was light.
      

      
      I am being kidnapped. The realization cut through the shock in Luke’s brain. No one would be missing him until tomorrow. Henry said he’d call
         tomorrow – an eternity, now. No one else would be expecting him or looking for him. Maybe the doorman at his condo, but if
         he didn’t see Luke, he wouldn’t think much of it. He wasn’t on duty every day. Maybe, Luke thought hysterically, the doorman’ll
         think I’ve finally gone out to party.
      

      
      He drove in silence.

      
      Luke ran the options through his mind, trying to calm his nerves. Stopping the car and simply running would get him a bullet
         in the back. He rejected the idea of crashing the car; if other drivers stopped to help, he’d be putting them in danger. Brawn
         couldn’t beat a gun. He needed to figure out how he might reason with the guy. But everything he knew about the psychology
         of violence seemed to evaporate from his brain. He kept thinking about the knife and the gun.
      

      
      ‘Don’t quit your day job to play poker,’ the man said. He had not spoken since ordering Luke toward Houston. Forty minutes
         of gallows silence.
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘You’re thinking it through. How soon you’ll be missed. How long it will take for someone to realize you’re not where you should be. Plan A is obeying me. You’re trying to hatch Plan B.’
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t.’

      
      ‘You live alone in a tower condo in downtown. You’re sort of friendly with your neighbors, but not so much that they’ll notice
         you’re not around today or tomorrow or even the day after. It’s spring break; you don’t have classes.’
      

      
      ‘You know a lot about me.’ Maybe, Luke thought, because he’s one of the people you went looking for. He played out the times
         when the Night Road responded to his postings via private messages to his online accounts, engaged him in long conversations
         about their obsessions and agendas. He’d been most careful not to reveal any real information about himself. But this man
         had still found him.
      

      
      ‘What do you want from me?’ Luke’s voice was steadier.

      
      ‘I just want you to come with me. Play nice and you don’t get hurt.’

      
      Draw him out, Luke thought. Draw him out the same way you would if he was on the other side of the computer monitor. ‘If I
         understood what you were trying to accomplish …’
      

      
      ‘You don’t.’

      
      ‘Have we talked before? Maybe online?’

      
      The man gave a soft laugh. ‘I’m not one of your research projects.’

      
      He definitely knew about the Night Road, then, at the least he knew what Luke was doing for Henry. ‘My stepfather will call
         me as soon as he lands in New York.’
      

      
      ‘Give me your cell phone.’ The gun’s barrel dug into his ribs.

      
      Luke winced and fished his smartphone out of his jacket pocket. The man took it and tossed it to the car’s floor. He crushed
         it under the heel of his heavy shoe. ‘Instant peace of mind.’
      

      
      Luke glanced at the radio. Above it was a button to a locator/monitoring service – one that would call him if the car was
         in an accident or that he could call if he needed directions or assistance. But he remembered, with a jolt, that he hadn’t bothered to renew the service contract last summer. The monitoring service was useless.
      

      
      ‘If you let me go,’ Luke said, ‘I won’t tell the police. We’ll pretend this didn’t happen. I never saw you.’

      
      ‘It can’t work that way.’ The man’s voice went quiet and low, but not calm. ‘I’m sorry for you. But this is going to happen.’

      
      Going to happen. He thought of all the empty side roads that lay between Austin and Houston. The woods. Places a body could
         be dumped. He made himself stay calm.
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t have to,’ Luke said. ‘We’ll say … You let me out here, by the time I walk to a town you’re already halfway to Houston.
         I’ve already forgotten what you look like …’
      

      
      ‘No negotiation.’ The man wiped his lip with his finger.

      
      ‘Trust me, I don’t need to remember you, I won’t. I am very practical that way.’

      
      ‘We’re already past the point of no return.’

      
      ‘Wrong. You can always turn back.’ He didn’t want this guy feeling more desperate than he already was. ‘You have a choice.’

      
      ‘You haven’t gotten out much in life, have you?’ The man choked on a nervous laugh.

      
      Luke couldn’t tell how to read this guy; one second he seemed like a hardened criminal, confident in his capacity for violence,
         the next he seemed nervous, fretful, as though he’d taken on the wrong job and he knew it. ‘Look. Mistakes were made. Things
         were said. It’s all in the past. I’m the world’s most forgiving dude. Also the most generous. Just let me go.’
      

      
      ‘We need us some bright and cheery tunes, and for you to shut the hell up.’ The man fiddled with the radio and spun past stations
         but found nothing he liked and switched it to silence. ‘I hate not having driving tunes. Or even the news. Except all the
         news is bad these days, it’s the way we’ve made the world, nothing but bad bad news.’
      

      
      
      Luke drove on in eerie silence. The man just stared out the window, lost in thought. But the gun stayed steady in Luke’s side
         and he kept imagining the blood and torn intestines that would gush into his lap.
      

      
      Luke saw a sign for Mirabeau, a good-sized town halfway between Houston and Austin. He remembered there was often a speed
         trap on the eastern edge of the town. He pressed gently but steadily on the accelerator. Rev the speed up past the limit,
         slow enough where the man wouldn’t notice. For the first time in his life, Luke hoped he’d fall into a speed trap.
      

      
      Talk to him; don’t let him notice what you’re doing.

      
      But before he could say anything, the man’s cell phone rang. He pulled it free of a pocket and read the display.

      
      ‘You stay quiet,’ he said. He flicked the knife up along Luke’s ribs and Luke winced and nodded.

      
      ‘Yeah?’ the man said into the phone.

      
      Luke heard a woman’s voice crackle through the cell, saying, ‘Eric, this is Jane. How goes the project? Gathered the nerve
         to grab our boy yet?’ Her accent was British. Luke pushed the car to four miles an hour over the limit.
      

      
      ‘It’s – it’s under control. But I really cannot talk right now.’

      
      ‘Hard for you, I’m sure, to do two things at once,’ the woman – Jane – said. She gave a sick, cruel laugh. ‘But hurry – time’s
         running out.’
      

      
      The man thumbed the volume control on the phone, making Jane’s words into a murmur.

      
      Eric. His name is Eric. Luke kept his eyes on the road. Under control. This Jane woman must know what Eric was planning and why. A barely felt tap,
         and he was six miles an hour faster than the limit.
      

      
      Eric, huddled, listening on his cell, wasn’t watching the speedometer or Luke, and Luke jolted the speed up higher. Eight
         over the limit. And then ten. He debated in his mind as to whether to push it higher, to risk it. No. He couldn’t risk Eric noticing. He squeezed the steering wheel hard.
      

      
      Eric listened to the phone and finally he said, ‘I’ll call you when the rest is complete and you better keep your side of
         the bargain.’
      

      
      The rest is complete. Keep your side. What did Eric mean? And why would a British woman be involved in his kidnapping when his focus was on finding American extremists?
         He didn’t look over as Eric switched off the phone without a goodbye to his caller.
      

      
      Mirabeau spanned a few exits on the highway – the BMW shot past a McDonald’s, a bakery/gas station selling kolache pastries,
         an exit for the downtown business district. No sign of a patrol car. Please, please be up ahead, Luke thought.
      

      
      Eric seemed lost in thought and didn’t notice. Let’s keep it that way, Luke thought. Let’s make him just a little mad. Enough
         to keep him distracted.
      

      
      ‘Was that your girlfriend?’

      
      ‘Shut the hell up.’

      
      ‘I bet she doesn’t know you’re carjacking innocent people at airports. She’d be so proud.’

      
      ‘This isn’t a carjacking.’

      
      ‘I thought most kidnappers did their own driving. You’re a cheapass kidnapper, making me do my own driving.’

      
      Eric stared at him. ‘Are you trying to be funny?’

      
      ‘Yes. I want to lighten the mood.’ Luke risked a bad imitation of a smile. Where the hell was the cop that was, on every other
         trip Luke made through this stretch of highway, so ready to give out a ticket? He wanted to pound his fist against the steering
         wheel in rage. But he had to keep Eric’s mind engaged, his eyes off the dashboard.
      

      
      ‘There’s nothing funny about today.’ But Luke heard a jagged curl in Eric’s words, nerves on end. ‘The hell I’m trapped in
         is not a joke!’
      

      
      ‘Exactly what hell are you trapped in? You have the gun.’ Luke screamed back in his face. They shot under a bridge and on the opposite side, a Mirabeau police cruiser sat, waiting like
         a spider in the heart of its web.
      

      
      Yes, Luke thought, thank you Jesus and the patron saint of speeders. He was saved.

      
      Eric glanced in the rearview, saw the blues and reds flash to life. ‘Slow it down!’ Eric yelled.

      
      Luke obeyed but it was too late. The cruiser launched itself off the incline onto the highway.

      
      ‘Oh you rotten prick!’ Eric screamed.

      
      ‘I’m sorry. You made me nervous. I didn’t watch … should I pull over?’

      
      ‘If I have to kill this poor stupid cop it’s your fault!’ Eric hissed. ‘Don’t kill anyone. You don’t really seem to want to
         do this!’
      

      
      ‘I can’t, I can’t! You don’t understand! You don’t know what you’re doing!’ Eric steadied his voice. ‘Pull over and say nothing.
         Not a word.’
      

      
      ‘And he won’t notice the gun in your hand.’

      
      ‘I’m going to put the gun out of sight.’

      
      Luke thought: Good because then I’m going to yell my head off.
      

      
      ‘Because if you say a word I don’t like, if you do anything other than take the ticket and thank the officer, I’m going to
         shoot you both. You just put this cop’s life in needless danger, because, yes, I will kill him, and if I have to kill him,
         you die, too. I always have a Plan B and this is it. Right now that cop is walking into a trap you set for him, you stupid
         heartless moron.’ An icy certainty colored Eric’s tone now, unmistakable resolve.
      

      
      ‘Heartless? You’re the goddamned kidnapper!’ Luke stopped the BMW, the police car halting behind it.

      
      Bile clouded into Luke’s throat. In the rearview he saw the officer get out of the car and start to approach.

      
      ‘Get out your insurance and registration. Now. I have the gun where I can reach it instantly. You warn him, you both die.’

      
      
      Luke gathered the papers. The rising courage he thought he’d feel if he could attract police attention felt crushed. He powered
         down the window as the officer reached the door.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ Luke said.

      
      The officer was middle-aged, tall, heavy-built. He wore the professional look that said he’d already heard every excuse a
         hundred times before. His nametag read Moncrief. ‘You didn’t pull over very fast, sir.’
      

      
      ‘No sir, I didn’t.’ Luke handed the officer his license and registration.

      
      ‘That’s my fault, officer,’ Eric said with a crooked, wan smile. He sounded like a disappointed big brother. ‘I was yelling
         at him about his speeding and he’s already upset. We just got word of a death in the family, our grandma, and we were heading
         fast, too fast I guess, to Houston.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ the officer said, real sympathy in his voice. But still, he began to write the ticket.

      
      Luke watched the pen move across the paper; the cop’s hands busy and not near his gun. The chance had passed. Luke squeezed
         the steering wheel with frustration. If he called for help now Eric would shoot Officer Moncrief before he could react. He
         glanced at Eric and the barest smile of triumph flickered on Eric’s face.
      

      
      Officer Moncrief handed Luke his ticket and Luke signed. He wanted to write HELP ME on the signature line but he could feel
         Eric watching him. He paused halfway through his scrawl and he could hear Eric’s very quiet intake of breath, readying the
         gun.
      

      
      He wrote his last name, handed the pad back to the officer.

      
      ‘Slow it down, gentlemen. If you’re dealing with one tragedy, you don’t want another.’

      
      ‘Words to live by, officer, thank you,’ Eric said.

      
      ‘Yes,’ Luke said. It was true. As soon as the officer turned away and started back to his cruiser, the gun moved to Luke’s
         hip.
      

      
      
      ‘Back on the road. Now. Speed limit.’

      
      Luke obeyed, his hands shaking on the wheel, raging at himself for his lost nerve.

      
      ‘I’ll make you a deal,’ Eric said, breaking the silence as they left Mirabeau behind them.

      
      ‘You and your deals. Your deals only benefit you.’

      
      ‘Another stunt and I shoot off your big toe. I don’t have to deliver you in perfect condition. We don’t have much time.’

      
      Deliver, Luke thought. He was now a delivery. Who wanted him?
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      Houston.

      
      The city spread out across the vast coastal plain, a seemingly endless quilt of shopping centers, office buildings, housing
         developments, all connected by a stitching of highways. Haze moped above the horizon. It was a city of drivers, a constant
         thrumming jolt of energy and movement. As the afternoon rush hours approached, I-10 traffic headed east into the city slowed
         in fits and starts.
      

      
      The creeping pace of traffic gave Luke a fresh hope. He kept cussing himself, inside his brain, for his fear in not trying
         to escape when the Mirabeau police officer was there to help him. But he believed it would have gotten them both dead. The
         desperation in Eric’s eyes was a fierce, awful fire.
      

      
      They’d hit their first real traffic now. If the car came to a full stop maybe he could bolt. Eric might not be eager to shoot
         him in front of dozens of other people. Or he could mouth a plea for help, if anyone would look at him. The drivers kept their
         eyes on the road. Strangers did not exchange glances in cars in Houston.
      

      
      ‘The knife likes you to have your eyes forward,’ Eric said.

      
      ‘The knife likes to not stab me when I’m driving because we’ll crash. But God knows we want to keep the knife happy.’

      
      ‘Stay calm. Tonight you’ll be safe.’ Eric sounded hollow. He had shushed Luke the few times in the past hour when Luke had
         tried to speak again. ‘Stay in the middle lane until we get to the downtown exits.’
      

      
      
      Traffic slowed again. And, for the first time, Eric clutched Luke’s shirt, grabbing the seat belt in his fist as well.

      
      ‘You’re considering making a run. I’m telling you I will kill you.’

      
      ‘You don’t need the threats. I’m done fighting you.’ He was gripped by a panic that someone would see Eric threatening him
         and try to help him, making it worse. Luke glanced at the car on his left. He saw a woman driving a minivan, a bored teenage
         girl in the passenger seat, texting on a phone. To his right, an older man in a pickup truck drummed a beat on the steering
         wheel. None of them looked over at Luke’s car, lost in the world of what was directly ahead of their wind-shields.
      

      
      ‘Strange to be so alone, each of us, when surrounded by thousands of others. We don’t even know who we can reach out to, who
         will understand us.’ Eric gave a ragged laugh. ‘That’s why the world’s going to hell.’
      

      
      ‘Then let’s not take one further step into hell. Please. You’re not a bad guy.’

      
      ‘You need to be afraid of me, Luke.’

      
      ‘I am. But … you don’t want to hurt me. I can tell. You’re not a criminal, you don’t want to do this. Let me help you get
         out of whatever mess you’re in.’ He had to convince Eric it wasn’t too late to stop, to let him go.
      

      
      ‘You are helping me. You just don’t know it yet.’ Eric’s jaw clenched.

      
      ‘But …’

      
      ‘It changes you, breaking the law,’ Eric said quietly. ‘I can’t go back. I made my choice. And I want you to shut up now.’

      
      They had to work past a traffic jam caused by a chain reaction of fender benders, and by the time they reached the heart of
         the city evening had begun its slide over the sky. Eric got more agitated, checking his watch every half-minute. Sweat was
         bright on his face. Downtown Houston rose in light-bejeweled towers. Downtown had undergone a renaissance in recent years; old abandoned hotels and buildings reborn into new establishments, lodgings and office
         space. Luke steered the BMW through the weaving pedestrians – office workers heading to the light rail and bus stops and parking
         garages, or to trendy new bars and restaurants. Luke had always thought Houston a place of unbounded energy and bustle, but
         right now he just wished someone would slow down long enough to notice he was in trouble.
      

      
      ‘This is about to get dangerous,’ Eric said. He leaned forward, as though scanning the pedestrians for a face, for a threat.

      
      ‘Like it wasn’t already.’

      
      ‘Turn here.’

      
      They drove past Minute Maid Park where the Astros played, then deep into a neighborhood that had not yet benefited from the
         economic renaissance of downtown. The buildings were older, the businesses humbler. Unrepaired potholes, the by-product of
         Houston humidity, pocked the pavement.
      

      
      Luke reached a small parking lot and Eric said, ‘Pull in here.’

      
      Luke did, parking in a slot closest to the street at Eric’s order. They had a view down the street. The sidewalks were less
         crowded; fewer pedestrians strolled to their evening’s entertainment. Luke saw an old couple ambling slowly, carrying grocery
         bags; a young woman hurrying past, chattering on a cell phone and gesturing wildly; an older woman dressed too young, venturing
         into the twilight with her painted, pained smile. Down the street Luke could see a small bar, a homeless shelter operated
         by an Episcopal charity, a liquor store, a clothing resale shop, a neon-signed Tex-Mex eatery. The storefronts were weathered
         and worn.
      

      
      ‘Now what?’ Luke asked.

      
      ‘We wait.’

      
      ‘For what?’ Was someone coming here to meet them? To collect Luke? This might be his one remaining chance to escape. But no
         way he could get clear of the car without Eric shooting or knifing him. ‘What are you going to do?’
      

      
      Eric glanced again at his watch, tugged nervously at his lip. ‘Everything will be okay. Trust me.’

      
      Twenty minutes passed; sundown completed its glory. The night threw its stars across the dark-purpled sky. Eric’s gun rested
         back in its second home, Luke’s ribs. Luke’s legs ached from sitting so long. Hunger rumbled his stomach, but he kept fighting
         off a fear-induced nausea. He’d already decided that if he puked he was aiming at Eric’s rotten face. Puke and run for his
         life. A mark of real heroics. He thought he was starting to lose his grip.
      

      
      He closed his eyes. He wondered if this sinking acceptance in his chest that the end was close was what his father felt like
         in the moments before he died, if Dad had realized the plane he was on was doomed.
      

      
      Luke’s hand found the medal under his shirt and clutched at it. He thought of the conversation he’d had with his father, his
         mom asleep in the sleeping bag, he and his dad sitting by the soft flicker of the campfire.
      

      
      ‘I want you to have this, son, keep it close to you always,’ his father had said. ‘Always. It will shield you from danger.’

      
      ‘Dad. Seriously? You’re not religious.’ His father had been raised Episcopalian but he wasn’t a churchgoer, except maybe at
         Easter and Christmas, when Luke’s mom insisted.
      

      
      ‘No atheists in foxholes, Luke,’ Warren Dantry had said.

      
      ‘We’re camping, this isn’t a foxhole,’ Luke said. He raised the medal to the firelight’s glow: a faceless angel, muscular
         wings, holding a sword and shield.
      

      
      ‘Saint Michael the archangel is an emblem of strength and determination, of order and reason overcoming chaos and violence.
         He’s special in that he figures in Christian, Jewish and Islamic traditions. He’s a hero for the world, good overcoming enormous
         evil.’
      

      
      ‘Evil. Like Darth Vader?’ He didn’t remember the story of what Saint Michael had done, what evil he had defeated.

      
      ‘Worse than Darth Vader,’ his father had said. ‘Saint Michael will keep you safe, Luke. If not now, then someday.’

      
      ‘Safe from what?’

      
      ‘From whatever darkness comes into your life. You might be called to fight one day, Luke. Think of Michael. Think of strength
         and know you can win.’
      

      
      ‘Brains are better than strength, Dad.’

      
      His dad smiled at him. ‘Yes. But together, they’re unbeatable.’

      
      ‘Thanks, Dad.’ Luke didn’t like jewelry of any sort, he thought this a goofy gift and most unlike his dad and he put the medal
         in his pocket. His father had said nothing more, poking at the fire with a stick.
      

      
      And a month later his father was dead, and Luke had worn the medal every day.

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ Eric’s voice rose.

      
      Luke opened his eyes. ‘Nothing.’

      
      Eric jabbed the gun hard into Luke’s side, pried his fingers from the medal, pulled it from Luke’s shirt. A flat circular
         medal, with an angel armed with a fiery sword. The angel’s wings were wide, strong, like an eagle’s.
      

      
      ‘What’s this?’ An edge came to Eric’s voice.

      
      ‘Saint Michael. The archangel. My dad gave it to me.’

      
      ‘You … you don’t need to be praying. Everything’s cool if you do what I say.’ Eric let go of the medal as though it burned
         him; Luke tucked the silver back into his shirt.
      

      
      Eric put his gaze back to the street. ‘Saint Michael. He’s the one who casts Satan out of Heaven, right, sends him plummeting
         to Hell?’
      

      
      
      ‘Yeah,’ Luke said. ‘Who sent you to this hell, Eric?’ This might be his only chance to reason with him. They were waiting,
         for God knew what, and Eric was scared. He swallowed past the broken-glass ache in his throat. ‘The woman on the phone? Who
         is she?’
      

      
      ‘Shut up.’

      
      ‘She’s giving you orders.’

      
      ‘Shut up.’

      
      ‘She ordered you to kidnap me. Why?’

      
      Eric kept his eyes locked on the street. ‘Hello,’ Eric said. Luke followed Eric’s stare and saw a flicker of light as the
         homeless shelter’s door closed. A tall older man approached their car, his weathered face lit by the juxtaposition of passing
         headlights and the pool of a street-lamp. He was dressed in the uniform of the homeless, a shabby coat, a bandanna secured
         over greasy hair.
      

      
      They waited in silence as the man approached.

      
      ‘Start the car,’ Eric’s voice crackled energy, as though the exhaustion of the past several hours was forgotten. ‘Pull out
         into the street.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Just do it.’

      
      Luke started the engine and pulled out onto the street. The homeless man was forty feet ahead of them, walking on the left.

      
      ‘I have to be sure,’ Eric said to himself. ‘Stay close. But not too close.’

      
      Luke stopped the BMW at a light. The homeless man kept walking, stare fixed ahead on the buckling sidewalk.

      
      The light flashed green.

      
      ‘Go,’ Eric ordered.

      
      Luke drove the car, closed the gap on the homeless man. They drove past him and the man glanced up.

      
      ‘Drive another block then go back,’ Eric ordered.

      
      Luke U-turned at the next light and now the passenger side window was closer to the homeless man. Eric studied his quarry.

      
      
      ‘It’s him,’ Eric said. ‘Okay. Be cool, be cool.’

      
      Luke wasn’t sure if Eric was talking to him, or to himself.

      
      The homeless man raised his head as he walked on in his broken shuffle. He wiped at his nose with the back of his hand. Another
         man waited at the street corner, leaning against the traffic light, turning to watch as both the first man and the BMW approached.
         The second man – dressed in a leather jacket with a colorful bald eagle stitched on the back, jeans and heavy dark sunglasses
         unnecessary at night – seemed to sense trouble rising; he turned and ran into the shadows of an alley at top speed, glancing
         once over his shoulder. Luke saw naked fear on his broad, scarred face.
      

      
      ‘That guy in the eagle jacket was going to talk to the homeless man,’ Luke said. He was not sure why he said this thought
         aloud, but he had seen a smile of expectation rise and then fade in the second man’s face. Luke had the sense they were interrupting
         something – a rendezvous or an appointment. The homeless man stopped as the leather-jacketed man rushed away from the scene.
      

      
      They drew level with the homeless man and he paused as the BMW crawled to a stop, Eric lowering the window.

      
      The homeless man took an awkward step forward into the pool of light.

      
      Then he turned and began to hurry away. Walking with purpose, digging into his pocket.

      
      ‘Follow him,’ Eric ordered with a hard jab of the gun into Luke’s tender ribs.

      
      The homeless man broke into a run. He cut across the street toward the parking lot of a bank. The building looked new, the
         foothold into the neighborhood for the revitalized edge of downtown.
      

      
      ‘Catch up with him. I have to talk to him,’ Eric said.

      
      The homeless man ran toward the narrow, empty drive-through lanes, toward the soft glow of the ATM machine.

      
      
      ‘Cut him off, don’t let him get away,’ Eric said.

      
      Luke cut the BMW between the homeless man and the building. He glided into the ATM lane and slammed to a stop; the driver’s
         side was close to the ATM, the passenger side fronting the running man. The homeless guy rocked on his heels, and then lurched
         to retreat the other way.
      

      
      The gun left Luke’s ribs.

      
      ‘No!’ he yelled but Eric leaned out the window and fired. Three loud pops. The homeless man jerked, fell, collapsed in a huddle.
         The back of his head welled bone and blood.
      

      
      Luke lunged at Eric’s arm, at the gun; he stepped off the brake and the BMW lurched past the ATM. Eric socked his elbow back
         hard and Luke’s head snapped into the driver’s window. Pain lashed his nose, his face. The gun, warm from duty, pressed against
         the side of his throat.
      

      
      Eric turned, held up his phone with the other hand, and snapped a photo of the dead man. He closed the phone and jabbed the
         gun harder against Luke’s throat.
      

      
      ‘Oh, God, you shot him,’ Luke whispered.

      
      ‘Drive fast. Now.’

      
      Luke drove, his hands shivering, his whole body numb with shock. He steered back onto the road. The gun was warm against his
         skin. Holy Jesus. He had just witnessed a murder. Fear pounded an ache in his chest. He wasn’t sure what he felt except that
         he did not want to die.
      

      
      ‘Get us onto the highway.’ Eric’s voice broke. ‘Go, go.’

      
      ‘Which … which one?’ As if it mattered, Luke thought. Eric had just killed a man and Luke knew he was next.

      
      ‘Just get us on a highway, get us out of here.’ Eric flipped open his phone. Worked the keypad with his thumb. Then he punched
         in another number, shaking. He emitted a hard, nervous laugh – an awful mockery of a laugh – and put the cell phone up to
         his ear.
      

      
      
      ‘It’s done. He’s dead. I just emailed you the proof. So you tell me where she is.’

      
      Luke felt Eric’s stare come onto his skin. He drove like a robot; he tried to focus on the driving. Where she is.
      

      
      Eric closed the phone. ‘Get us to Highway 59 and head northeast.’

      
      ‘What, so I can drive you to kill someone else?’

      
      ‘No. Now we go save a life.’ And, like an old friend, the gun went back against Luke’s ribs.

   

OEBPS/images/9780748129706.jpg
TRUST ME

Jeff Abbott





