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Part One


ECHOES










1


The snow had been falling for three days above six thousand feet, but it had been gentle and the lines stayed up. At this point in the season, after a long Montana winter that showed no signs of breaking, Sabrina Baldwin considered that a gift. 


 Then, on the fourth day, the wind rose. 


And the lights blinked. 


 They were both awake, listening to that howling, shrieking wind. When the omnipresent hum of electrical appliances in the house van­ished and the glow of the alarm clock went with it only to return a few seconds later, they both said, “One,” in unison, and laughed. 


 It was a lesson she’d learned in their first home in Billings, watch­ing the lights take two hard blinks during a storm, Jay explaining that the system would respond to trouble by opening and closing cir­cuits, automatically testing the significance of the fault before shutting things down altogether. You’d get maybe one blink, maybe two, but never three. Not on that system, at least. 


 In their new home in Red Lodge, the glow and hum of an electri­fied existence went off once more, then came back on. 


 “Two,” they said. 


 Everything was as it should be—the alarm clock blinked, waiting to be reset, but the power stayed on and the furnace came back to life. Sabrina slid her hands over Jay’s chest and arms. For five fleeting sec­onds, it seemed the system had healed itself, that all would be well, and no one would need to travel out into the storm. 


 Then the electricity went out again, and they both groaned. The problems of the world outside had just moved inside, announcing themselves through the staggered blinks like knocks on the door. 


 “The phone will ring now,” Jay said. “Damn it.” 


 Sabrina shifted her chest onto his and kissed his throat. “Then let’s not waste time.” 


 They didn’t. The phone rang before they were finished, but they ignored it. She would remember that moment with odd clarity for the rest of her life—the unique silence of the house in the power outage, the cold howling wind working outside, the warmth of her husband’s neck as she pressed her face against it, each of them so lost in the other that even the shrill sound of the phone caused no interruption. 


 The phone rang again when they were done, and he swore under his breath, kissed her, and then slipped out from under the covers, leaving her alone and still breathless in their bed. 


 A new bed, new sheets, new everything. She was grateful for the simplicity of Jay’s scent, the only thing that was not new, not different. They’d moved to Red Lodge only two months ago, and while every­one told her she’d appreciate its beauty, she still found the mountains menacing rather than enticing. 


 When winter finally yielded to spring, her view of the place would improve. She had to believe that. Right now, all she knew was that they’d managed to move somewhere that made Billings seem like a big city, and that wasn’t an easy feat. 


 She could hear his side of the conversation, providing a strange blend of breaking news and the customary—storms, lines down, sub­stations, circuits. Even the bad pun was familiar: We sure don’t want the hospital to lose patience. 


 A joke that he’d told, and his father had told, and his grandfather. It gave her a sense of the situation, though. The outages were bad enough that the hospital was running on backup generators. This meant he’d be gone for a while. In weather like this, the repairs were rarely quick fixes. Not in Montana. 


 She followed him downstairs and brewed coffee while he ex­plained what was going on, his eyes far away. She knew he was thinking of the map and the grid, trying to orient the issues before he rolled out. One of his greatest concerns lately was that he wasn’t fa­miliar enough with the regional grid. In Billings, he’d known every substation, every step-down transformer, probably every insulator. 


 “It’ll be a long day,” he said. He pulled on his insulated boots while sitting in the kitchen that still felt foreign enough to Sabrina that she often reached for the wrong drawer or opened the wrong cupboard. It was a lovely home, though, with a gorgeous view of the moun­tains. Or at least, it would be gorgeous in the summer. The windows that Jay loved so much because they looked out at the breathtaking Beartooth Mountains were facing the wrong direction as far as Sa­brina was concerned. The worst of the storms blew down out of those mountains, and here they could see them coming. She wished the kitchen windows faced east, catching the sunrise instead of the on­coming storms. 


 She was so sick of the storms. 


 Jay, meanwhile, was looking out the windows right now, and damned if he wasn’t smiling. The peaks were invisible, cloaked with low-lying clouds, and the wind rattled a snow-and-ice mixture off the glass. 


 “Enjoy that snow while you’ve got it,” she said. “This may be the last one of the season.” 


 “Brett told me that last year they closed the pass in mid-June for fourteen inches.” 


 “Tremendous.” 


 She struggled to keep her tone light, to use the good-natured kind of sarcasm, not the biting kind. They’d moved here for her, after all. Had left Billings because Jay was willing to give up the job he loved for her peace of mind. Out there, he’d been a member of a barehand­ing crew, an elite high-voltage repair team that worked on live lines up in the flash zone, perching like birds on wires pulsing with deadly current. In November, they’d learned just how deadly. 


 Sabrina had met Jay through her brother, Tim. They’d been co­workers, although that term wasn’t strong enough. They were more like Special Ops team members than colleagues. Every call-out was a mission where death waited. The bonds were different in that kind of work, ran deeper, and her always-protective older brother voiced nothing but approval of Jay. She’d met Jay at a barbecue, had their first date a week later, and were married a year after that. Some­one put tiny high-voltage poles next to the bride and groom on their wedding cake, and they assumed that was the extent of the prank. It wasn’t. The miniature lines actually carried a low-voltage current that Tim energized just as Jay went to cut the cake. Jay had jumped nearly a foot in the air, and the rest of the crew fell to the floor laughing. 


 For several years, that was how it went. Tim and Jay were closer than most brothers. Then came November. A routine call-out. Tim on the line making a simple repair, confident that it wasn’t energized. What he didn’t know was that less than a mile away, someone was fir­ing up a massive gas generator, unwilling to wait on the repairs. The generator, improperly installed, a home-wired job, created a back feed. For an instant, as Tim held the wire in his hands, the harmless line went live again. 


 He’d died at the top of the pole. Jay had climbed up to bring his body down. 


 Three weeks after the funeral, Jay told Sabrina he was done with the barehanding work. There was a foreman’s job open in Red Lodge, and taking it meant he’d stay on the ground, always, and she would never have to think of him climbing a pole again, never have to worry about the job claiming her husband as well as her brother. 


 “Love you,” he said, rising from the table. 


 She kissed him one last time. “Love you too.” 


 He went into the garage and she heard his truck start and then she pulled open the front door and stood in the howling wind so she could wave good-bye. He tapped the horn twice, the Road Runner good-bye—beep-beep—and was gone. She shut the door feeling both annoyed and guilty, as she always did when he went out in weather like this, torn between the fear of what waited out there for him and the knowledge that she should be proud of the work he did. 


 She was proud too. She really was. This winter had been worse than most, that was all. The pain of losing Tim compounded by the tumult of moving—those things were to blame for her discontent, not Red Lodge. The snow would melt and summer would come. The coffee shop she’d owned in Billings wouldn’t have lasted any­how. The landlord had been ready to sell, Sabrina hadn’t found a good replacement location, and so summer in Billings had loomed ominously. Now summer was promising; she’d already found good real estate for a new location, and she had the peace of knowing that, whatever happened out there today, her husband would stay on the ground. 


 Red Lodge was a fresh start. 


He called the first time at noon. She was outside shoveling the walk, 


out of breath when she answered. 


 “We lost a sixty-nine kV line just off the highway,” he reported. 


 That translated to 69 kilovolts, which meant 69,000 volts. A stan­dard home ran on 110 or 220 volts. 


 “The work is going fast so far, though, and the forecasts are good,” Jay said. 


 She’d seen that. An Alberta clipper was blowing down out of Canada, drying out the air. The snow had tapered off and the roads were passable. At least up to Red Lodge, they were passable. Beyond, as the highway snaked toward eleven thousand feet, the pass had been closed for six months and would be for another two. 


 “Maybe there’s a chance of a normal dinner,” she said. 


 “Maybe.” His voice held optimism. 


 A few hours later, it didn’t. 


The call at five was shorter than the first, and he was distressed. 


 “Definitely going to be a late one.” 


 “Really?” She was surprised, because the storm had died off around one, and their power was back on. 


 “Never seen anything like it. Somebody’s cutting trees so they fall into the lines. We’re getting faults farther and farther up into the mountains, and they’re cut trees, every time. Chain saws and some asshole on a snowmobile having himself a hell of a time, dropping trees onto the lines, keeping just out in front of us like some kid play­ing tag. We put one up, he cuts one down.” 


 “Are the police there?” 


 “Haven’t seen them yet. I’d tell you I’m almost done, but right now, I don’t have any idea. They’re fresh cuts; I could still see the sawdust in the snow on the last one. It’s the damnedest thing . . . they’ve got a pattern, pulling us farther out of town. Whoever’s doing it is probably watching me send my crew up on the poles and having a laugh.” 


 Fatigue was often a factor in deaths on the lines, and the idea of Jay’s team, men like her brother, climbing pole after pole in a snow­storm, gradually wearing down, all because of someone’s vandalism was infuriating. 


 “I’ve got to go,” he said. “Hopefully this asshole’s chain saw is about out of gas. Actually, I hope his snowmobile is. I’d like to meet this guy.” 


 She wished him luck, hung up, and, sweaty and tired, went up­stairs to take a shower. At the top of the steps, she turned and looked back at the mountains, wondering where in them he was. They were already dark. 


 What’s the point? she thought. Mindless behavior, drunk boys with powerful toys. But dangerous. 


 She wanted it to be mindless, at least. But as the water heated up and the room filled with steam and she stepped into the shower, she found that Jay’s words were unsettling her more than the actual facts. It was how he’d described the fallen trees as pulling us farther out of town. 


 When she came out of the bathroom wearing nothing but a nightgown, a cloud of steam traveling through the door with her, she understood in an immediate, primal way exactly why it had dis­turbed her. 


 There was a man sitting on her bed wearing snowmobile clothes, goggles hanging around his neck and a pistol in his hand. 


 Sabrina didn’t scream, just reacted without thinking, recognition at warp speed—Threat is in the bedroom, phone is in the bedroom, escape is through the bedroom, so retreat is the only option—and she stumbled backward and slid the door shut. It was a pocket door, most of the interior doors in their new home were, and when they’d viewed the house she’d told the real estate agent how much she liked them. Now she hated them, because the pocket door had no real lock, just a flimsy latch that her frantic hands couldn’t maneuver, and she could hear the sound of the man leaving the bed and approaching. She barely got her hands out of the way before he kicked the door, and the lock turned into a twisted shard of metal as the door blew off its track and the frame splintered. A large, gloved hand reached in and grasped the edge of the door and shoved it backward and now Sabrina was out of options. Everything that could save her was beyond him, and she wouldn’t get beyond him. He was so large that he filled the door frame, and even though his clothing was unusually bulky, she could tell that he was massive beneath it. He had dark, emotionless eyes and his hair was shaved down to stubble against his thick skull. 


  “Who are you?” she said. It was the only question that mattered to her in that moment. His identity, not his intention, because the gun announced his intention. 


  “My name is Garland Webb.” His voice was deep, and the words came slow and echoed in the tiled room. “I am very tired. I had to make a long journey in a short time for you.” 


  “What do you want?” 


  “We harnessed air for this,” he said, as if that answered her ques­tion. “That’s all we need. People think they need so much more. People are wrong.” 


  Then he lifted the pistol and shot her. 


  There was a soft pop and hiss and then a stab of pain in her stom­ach. She screamed, finally, screamed high and loud and long and he let her do it, never moving from the doorway. He just lowered the pistol and watched with a half smile as she fell back against the wall, and her hands moved to her stomach, searching for the wound, the source of the pain. Her fingers brushed something strange, soft and almost friendly to the touch, and she looked down and saw the arrow sticking out of her belly just below her ribs. No, not an arrow. Too small. It had a metal shaft and a plastic tube that faded to small, an­gled pieces of soft, plastic-like feathers. A dart. 


 She felt warmth unfolding through her body and thought, Some­thing was in that and now it’s in me, oh my God, what was in there? and she tried to pull it free from her stomach. It didn’t come loose, just stretched her skin and increased the pain and drew the first visible blood. The thin blue fabric of her nightgown kept her from seeing the point of the dart clearly, but she could feel what it was—there was a barb on the end, just like a fishhook, something to anchor it in her flesh. 


 “Air,” the big man with the dead eyes said again, sounding im­mensely pleased, and the unfolding warmth within Sabrina reached her brain, and her vision swam and there was a buzzing crescendo in her ears like the inside of a hornet’s nest. She looked up from the dart, trying to find the man, trying to ask why. 


 She slid down the wall and fell against the toilet, unconscious, with the question still on her lips. 
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The man who’d been accused of murdering Markus Novak’s wife was in prison for the sexual assault of another woman when a talented young public defender won his freedom by pointing out a se­ries of legal errors that had robbed Garland Webb of his right to a fair trial. 


 Mark wasn’t present for the judge’s ruling. He was on a fishing charter out of Key West with his mentor and former employer, Jeff London. The fishing trip was London’s idea. Whatever happened in the appeal, he said, did not affect the case Mark was trying to build. Whether Garland Webb was in prison or out of prison, he still hadn’t been convicted of Lauren’s murder. That was the next step. 


 It all made good sense, but Mark knew the real reason that he’d been invited out on a boat in the Gulf of Mexico while Garland Webb learned his fate: He’d had a few too many conversations with Jeff on the topic and made a few too many promises. The promises involved bullets in Garland’s head, and Jeff believed them. 


Upon winning appeal and earning his release, Garland Webb met one last time with his attorney, a young gun named John Graham who considered the case his most significant victory to date. The prosecutor had made a series of egregious errors en route to conviction, so Graham had always felt good about his legal argument, but you never could be sure of a win when the original conviction involved a heinous crime. At that point you needed more than the law on your side, you needed to be able to sell it, and John Graham had put all of his considerable powers of persuasion into the case. He also felt good about the appellate victory for the simple reason that it was right. His client had not been granted a fair trial, and John Graham believed 


deeply in the purity of the process. 


 All the same . . . 


 He was troubled by Garland Webb. 


 In their final meeting, John offered his best attempt at a warm smile and extended his hand to his client. “Sometimes, the system works,” he said. “How does it feel to be a free man, Garland?” 


 Webb regarded him with eyes so expressionless they seemed opaque. He was six four and weighed 230 pounds, and when he ac­cepted the handshake, John felt a sick chill at the power in his grip. 


 “I guess you’re not the celebrating sort,” he said, because Garland still hadn’t uttered a word. “Do you have everything you need? There’s a release-assistance program that will—” 


 “I have everything I need.” 


 “All right. I’m sure it will be a relief to walk out of here.” 


 “Just back to business,” Garland Webb said. 


 “What’s that?” 


 “It’s time for me to get back to business. No more diversions.” 


 “Right,” John said, though he had no idea what Webb meant, and he was uncomfortable with what he might mean. 


 Webb fixed the flat-eyed stare on him and said, “I have a purpose, understand? This detour was unfortunate, but it did not remove my purpose.” 


 “Right,” John repeated. “I’m just supposed to let you know that if you need assistance finding a job or locating a—” 


 “I’m going back to the same job,” Webb said. 


 John fell silent. He’d spent several months on this case and he knew damn well that Garland Webb had been unemployed at the time of his arrest. 


 “Where will you be working?” he asked, and Garland Webb smiled. It was little more than a twitch of the lip, but it was more emotion than he’d displayed when the judge had announced the ver­dict in his favor. 


 “I’ve got opportunities,” he said. “Don’t you worry about that.” 


 “Great,” John said, and suddenly he was eager to get out of the room and away from this man. “Stay out of trouble, Garland.” 


 “You too, John.” 


 John Graham left before Garland did, although he’d initially in­tended to stay with him through the process all the way up to the point of escorting him out of the prison. That no longer felt right. In fact, winning the freedom of Garland Webb suddenly didn’t feel like much of a victory at all. 


On the day Webb collected his belongings and walked to a bus station, before he left, he bribed a guard to send a message to another inmate at Coleman. The message got through, and the inmate requested a phone call. Seven miles off the southernmost shore of the United States, Markus Novak’s cell rang. 


They’d been having a good day of it, but in the afternoon the fishing had slowed; the Gulf of Mexico began churning with high swells, and Jeff London turned a shade of green that matched the water. 


 “Bad sandwich,” he said, and Mark smiled and nodded. 


 “Bad sandwich, eh?” 


 “I don’t get seasick.” 


 “Of course not.” 


 When Jeff put his head in his hands, Mark laughed and set his rod down and moved to the bow, where he stood and stared at the hori­zon line, the endless expanse of water broken only by whitecapped waves. All of his memories of the sea were good, because all of them involved Lauren. Sometimes, though, when the light and the wind were right, the sea reminded him of other endless places. Expansive plains of the West; windblown wheat instead of water; storm-blasted buttes. 


 Not so many of those memories were good. 


 He’d been watching the water for a while when he heard the ring, a soft chime, and the charter captain, who was lounging with his feet up and a cigar in his mouth, said, “That’s yours, bud.” 


 Mark found the phone in his jacket pocket, and he remained re­laxed, warm and comfortable and with his mind on this boat and this day, until he saw the caller ID: coleman correctional. 


 For an instant he just stared, but then he realized he was about to lose the call to voice mail, so he hit Accept and put the phone to his ear. 


 He knew the voice on the other end. It was a man he’d spoken to many times, a snitch who’d contacted Mark for legal help, which Mark provided in exchange for a tip on who killed his wife. The po­lice didn’t believe the story; the snitch held to it. 


 “He sent me a note, Novak. For you. For both of us. Here’s what it says: ‘Please tell Mr. Novak that his efforts were a disappointment, and every threat was only so much wasted breath. I’d hoped for more. Let him know that I’ll think of him outside this prison just as I thought of him inside it, and, more important, that I’ll think of her. The way she felt at the end. I’ll treasure that moment. It’s a shame he wasn’t there for it. She was so beautiful at the end.’” 


 The man on the phone had once beaten someone to death with an aluminum baseball bat, but his voice wavered as he read the last words. When he was done, he waited, and Mark didn’t speak. The silence built as the boat rose and fell on the waves, and finally the other man said, “I thought you’d want to know.” 


 “Yes,” Mark said. “I want to know. It is important that I know.” His voice was hollow, and Jeff London lifted his head with a con­cerned expression. “Is that all he had to say?” 


 “That’s all. He’s made some threats to me, you know that, but ain’t shit happened, so maybe he’s all talk. Maybe about . . . about this too, you know? Just one of them that likes to claim shit to make themselves feel hard. I’ve known them before.” 


 “You told me you didn’t think he was that kind,” Mark said. “You said you knew better. You said he was telling the truth.” 


 A pause; then: “I remember what I said.” 


 “Anything changed your opinion?” 


 “No.” 


 “All right. Thanks for the call. I’ll send money to your commissary account.” 


 “Don’t need to, not for this. I just thought . . . well, you needed to hear it.” 


 “I’ll send money,” Mark repeated, and then he hung up. Jeff was staring at him, and the charter captain was making a show of work­ing with his tackle, his back to them. 


 “That was about Webb?” Jeff said. 


 Mark nodded. He found the horizon line again but couldn’t focus on it. 


 “He’s taunting me. He killed her, he knows that I know it, and he’s a free man. He wanted to let me know that he’ll be thinking of me, and her. From outside of a cell now.” 


 “It’s a dumb play. He’ll go back to prison.” 


 “Yeah?” Mark turned to him. “Where is he?” 


 “Don’t let this take you back to the dark side, brother. You’ve got to build a case, and you’ve got to—” 


 “Someone has to settle the score for her.” 


 Jeff’s face darkened. “There are lots of tombstones standing over men who made proclamations like that.” 


 “I don’t want a tombstone. When I’m gone, you take the ashes wherever you’d like. Just make sure there’s a strong wind blowing. I want to have a chance to travel.” 


 “That’s a bad joke.” 


 “It’s not a joke at all,” Mark said. “I hope you remember the request should the need ever arise.” He looked at the charter captain. “You mind bringing us in a couple hours early?” 


 The captain looked from Mark to Jeff and shook his head when no objection was raised. “It’s your nickel, bud.” 


 “Thanks,” Mark said. “We had a good run this morning. Sorry to cut it short. That’s just how it goes sometimes.” 


 Jeff’s voice was soft and sad when he said, “He won’t be in Cas­sadaga, Markus. You know that. He won’t go back there.” 


 “He could.” 


 Jeff shook his head. “You’re just feeding the darkness if you do that. Think about Lauren. What she believed, what she worked for! What she would want.” 


 “You’re asking me to consider what she would have wanted in her life. She’s dead, Jeff. Who’s to say what she wants now? In those last seconds of her life, maybe she formed some different opinions.” 
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The sun had barely been up when Jay left on the first call-out, but it had set and risen again by the time he made it home and found a stranger at his kitchen table. 


 Jay was so exhausted, so bone-tired, and the man was so relaxed, sitting with one leg crossed over the other and a polite smile, that Jay felt no threat. Just surprise, and only a modicum of that. He was confused by the stranger’s presence but unbothered by it because of the way he sat so calmly, with a cup of coffee, still steaming, close at hand. It was one of Jay’s mugs, and his perception was that his wife must have brewed the coffee. Everything that Jay didn’t understand about his visitor, Sabrina must know. 


 “How’s it going?” Jay said to the stranger as he shed his jacket and set to work unlacing his boots. 


 “Long day?” the stranger asked, genial and compassionate. He was a lean man with a narrow, pale face and long hair tied back in a tight topknot against his skull. 


 “A day so long it started yesterday,” Jay said, liking the stranger well enough. He walked past him, out of the kitchen and into the liv­ing room, and called for his wife. 


 “Sabrina isn’t home,” the stranger said. He took a drink of the cof­fee. He didn’t bother turning to face Jay. 


 “Pardon?” Jay’s next thought was that the man must be a neighbor unknown to him, because Sabrina hadn’t gone far—her car was in the garage. Sabrina was the more outgoing of the two of them, and she tended to the neighbors with an interest Jay had never been able to muster. His initial concern in Red Lodge had been getting to know the power grid, not the neighbors. 


 “She’s not in the house, is what I mean,” the stranger said. 


 Jay was standing in the living room, looking back at the man in the kitchen. The stranger set the coffee down, lifted a cell phone that was resting on the table, and beckoned to Jay. 


 “Come here. I’ll show you.” 


 Jay walked up beside him obediently. He wasn’t sure if the man had a message on the phone or if he intended to call Sabrina, wasn’t sure of anything but that the situation, however odd, was absent of menace. 


 Then he saw the phone’s display. 


 At first he thought the image on the screen was a still photo. For a few frozen, shocked seconds, he was convinced of it. Then his wife moved, and shackles rattled across her body, and he understood that it was a video. 


 “She’s unhurt, as you see,” the stranger said in an unfazed voice. “A bit groggy now, but physically unharmed. She’ll remain in that con­dition as long as you desire. Everything in Sabrina’s future belongs to your choices, Mr. Baldwin.” 


 On the screen, Sabrina shifted again. She was wearing a pale blue nightgown that Jay had given her two Christmases ago and there was a handcuff on her wrist that was fastened to long links of a chain that trailed offscreen. Jay was numbly aware of the floor beneath her— unvarnished boards, clean and showing no blood. He was looking for blood already. As Jay stood in his kitchen and watched, Sabrina glanced down at her wrist and cocked her head from side to side, as if she didn’t understand the meaning of the handcuff and was trying to make sense of it. 


 Jay started to shout something then. A question, a threat. Maybe just a scream. He didn’t know, exactly, because when he turned from the phone’s display and gave the stranger in his house his full attention for the first time, he saw that the man now had a short-barreled revolver in his right hand that was pointing at Jay’s belly. The genial expression was gone, and his eyes were empty. 


 “Her future belongs to your choices,” he repeated. 


 Jay tried to focus on the man in front of him, on the tangible threat, but his mind was still on that image of Sabrina. He stood and trem­bled in silence, like a frightened dog. 


 “Let’s not waste time,” the stranger said. “You have many ques­tions, I know. You’ll have answers soon. But I can’t give them here. We’ll need to relocate. You’ll drive. It’s not so far. We can talk on the way.” 


 “Why?” Jay said. Just one word, but one that carried the weight of all his terror. 


 “You’ve been selected, Mr. Baldwin. Consider it an honor. You’re about to be part of something historic.” 


 The stranger held the gun close to Jay’s skull as Jay put his boots back on. While his head was bowed, Jay let his eyes drift to the stranger’s feet, and he saw something there that bothered him. 


 He was wearing what looked like everyday construction boots, built for hard work, but they had unusually thick rubber soles, and none of the eyes or grommets were metal. Everything was leather or rubber. It was the kind of boot you wore when you worked around high-voltage equipment and knew that any trace of metal could kill you. 
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On the day he visited Cassadaga to see the place where his wife had died, Mark began by taking the same run she had made on the last morning of her life. 


 Lauren’s route through St. Petersburg’s bay front took him down Fifth Avenue and past Straub Park, facing Tampa Bay. There he angled left and ran alongside the seawall as it curved toward the bridge between Old Northeast and Snell Isle. At the bridge he stopped running and then walked back, letting his breathing settle. Once, during an early run here, he’d seen a shadow in the water and loudly announced the presence of a shark. It was actually a dolphin. Lauren, born and bred on the Gulf Coast, a scuba diver from the age most kids learn to ride bikes, laughed so hard that she couldn’t breathe. Mark thought of that moment often—Lauren in running shorts and tank top, soaked with sweat, looking fit and impossibly young, doubled over and gasping with laughter she didn’t have the air for, her ponytail bobbing as if to count off the wheezes of her silent laughs. 


 “I know you’re from the mountains,” she’d said when she could finally speak, “but I have never heard anyone yell ‘Shark!’ like that in my life. Outside of the movie Jaws, that is. It tells me things about you, babe—you see Flipper and you scream ‘Shark!’ That tells me things.” 


 He told her that he hadn’t screamed anything, he’d just announced what he thought he’d seen. Announced it a little loudly, maybe, for clarity’s sake. That only made her laugh harder. She’d ended up on her butt on the sidewalk, arms wrapped around her knees and tears in her eyes, fighting for air. 


 Following today’s run he stopped for a cup of coffee at Kahwa, the little coffee shop on his building’s ground floor, then went up­stairs, entered his condo, and walked out onto the deck. There he sipped the coffee, shook a single cigarette loose from a pack of American Spirits, and lit it. This was the last part of the routine, and the one he liked least. He had hated his wife’s cigarette habit. It was the only consistent fight they ever had—he told her it was selfish to those who loved her because it could take her from them young. 


 Funny, the things you could be so strident about. So convicted of. 


 When she died and left a pack behind, he couldn’t bring himself to throw them out. He smoked them instead, like a Catholic lighting candles for the dead. Then he bought another pack, continuing the one-a-day ritual. There in the morning on the deck, in the smell of sweat and cigarettes, he could close his eyes and, for an instant, feel as if she were at his side. 


 Today he stubbed out the cigarette early and headed for the shower. He had a drive to make, and he’d been waiting too long on it already. 


Lauren’s car had been returned to Mark nine weeks after she was buried. The title was in both of their names, so he was the rightful owner and the police couldn’t claim it was a crime scene any longer. No evidence was in the car. 


 Their condo building in St. Petersburg had been designed to feel spacious despite the constraints of reality, and the garage featured an admirable attempt to fit two cars into a single parking space. Hydraulic lifts hoisted one vehicle in the air so another could be parked below it. A seamless system—provided that you and your spouse worked in strict military shifts or were indifferent to which car you drove. Lauren was not indifferent. She loved the Infiniti, its look, speed, and handling. It was her car. Mark’s old Jeep—filled with empty coffee cups and notepads and the gym clothes he inevitably forgot to bring up and put in the laundry—was not an acceptable substitute. When she wanted to go somewhere, she was going to go in 


her own car. 


 He parked on the street. Problem solved. 


 Neither of them ever used the lift, but when the police returned the car to Mark, he put it up there. Lauren’s pearl-white Infiniti coupe had been sitting on the top of the lift, untouched, for nearly two years when he turned the key that operated the hydraulics. The system hummed and groaned and then lowered the car slowly, like pall­bearers easing a casket into the ground. The tires were low, and the battery was dead. He used a portable generator to air up the tires, pulled his Jeep in the garage long enough to jump the battery, and then got behind the wheel, closed the door, and waited for the pro­found wash of memories. 


 He wanted to be able to smell her, feel her, taste her. He had a mil­lion memories of the car, and Lauren was in all of them, and he felt as if the vehicle should have held on to some of her. Instead, all he smelled was warm dust and all he felt was heat blasting from the air vents. It had been a warm day when she’d died but a cold one when he’d driven the car back onto the lift. 


 After he had listened to the engine purr for a few seconds, he backed out of the garage and drove toward Cassadaga. 


 Mark had never known anyone who was more emphatically op­posed to capital punishment than his wife. For many years, as they lived and worked together, Mark had shared her beliefs. He preached them, and he practiced them. When Lauren was killed, he continued to do so—publicly. 


 He wasn’t sure exactly when he parted with them in his soul. 


 Maybe her funeral. Maybe when he saw the crime scene photo­graphs. Maybe the very moment the sheriff’s deputy arrived to tell him the news. 


 It was hard to be sure of a thing like that. 


 The thing he was sure of now? The game was over. It had ended with Garland Webb’s parting words. And it was time to be honest— he’d never really believed in it like Lauren did. He’d wanted to, and maybe even convinced himself that he did, because it was the ideology of the woman he loved. He often assured her of his understanding of the world: No man should kill another, no matter the circumstances, no matter the sins. He’d meant it then, and he thought that was im­portant—he’d meant the words when he’d said them. 


 Back then, he had a wife he was deeply in love with, a job that ful­filled him, and no reason to wish death on anyone. 


 Things change. 


 In the three months that had passed since Mark resigned from Innocence Incorporated, the death penalty–defense firm where he’d worked as an investigator and where Lauren had worked as an attor­ney, he’d been focused on only two things: regaining his health after injuries he’d suffered during a brutal case in Indiana, and replacing the rumors about Garland Webb with hard evidence. 


 He’d come along a lot better with the first task than the second. He felt as good physically as he had in a long time. As for Webb’s guilt, Mark had succeeded only in producing evidence that he could have been in Cassadaga, Florida, on the day that Lauren was killed there. 


 Evidence of any kind in Lauren’s murder had been hard to come by. She’d been working a case that—on the surface—didn’t appear to threaten anyone who lived within five hundred miles of Cassadaga, and her final notes supported that. There was no fresh information, no new names, nothing unexplained save for a three-word phrase she’d scrawled in the notebook that she’d left in the passenger seat of her car. Those words, rise the dark, had intrigued detectives initially, but nobody, Mark included, had ever been able to make any sense of them. As for Garland Webb, who’d allegedly claimed her killing, all Mark had was possibility. He didn’t yet have any proof that Webb had been there when Lauren pulled her car to the side of a lonely country road, stepped out, and began to walk along a trail lined with tall oaks and thick stands of bamboo. She was shot twice in the head sometime after that. The person who found her could say only that the car’s hood was still warm. The coroner said that Lauren was too. Dead, but still warm. 


 Whatever happened, happened fast. 


 Nobody knew why she’d stepped out of the car. A threat, maybe. Trust, perhaps. That’s how close the police were to ascertaining the truth of her murder: somewhere between trust and threat. 


 The last indisputable fact of Lauren’s life was where it had ended. Mark had stayed away from that place for a long time. Too long. 
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While never allowing himself to see the actual spot, limiting his exposure to her death scene to the study of photographs and maps because he believed to see it would be too powerful, too devas­tating, Mark felt like he knew it well. Felt like he could give guided tours, in fact, of the strange little town that he’d never seen. 


 Turn your heads to the right, ladies and gentlemen, and you’ll see the Colby Memorial Temple. In New York in 1888, a Spiritualist named George Colby claimed he had been given a directive from a spirit guide named Seneca: Colby was to move south and start his own Spiritualist colony. So it had been decreed. Colby moved. 


 He settled in Volusia County, Florida. And the colony lasted. More than a hundred years later, the residents of the Cassadaga camp maintain the Spiritualist faith, and most are registered mediums . . . 


 There he would begin to struggle, because there he would be con­fronted with all that he hated about the place. His mother had been a con artist in the West, and pretending to have access to the dead was one of her go-to moves for extra dollars. The idea of an entire group endorsing such behavior, of a town filled with “registered” mediums, seers of the past and future, repulsed him. 


 He parked in front of the Cassadaga Hotel, a Spanish-looking stone structure where people could make appointments with many of the area’s mediums, including the woman who was the last known person to see his wife alive and who had once rented a room to a man named Garland Webb. 


 The hotel operated as sort of a central dispatch for the mediums. Some worked in the hotel, covering hours in shifts, while others met clients in their homes. The psychic Lauren had come to see was named Dixie Witte, and Lauren had gone to the hotel first, so that was how Mark approached it. 


 He had a gun on under a light soft-shell jacket. He usually carried a nine-millimeter, but today he had a .38-caliber revolver. That was the caliber of gun that had killed Lauren, and Mark wanted to return the favor accurately. He also had a small digital recorder in one pocket and a tactical flashlight in the other. 


 Once he was inside the hotel, though, the idea of needing any of these things seemed laughable. It was an open, charming place with a wine bar and a coffee shop. A sign indicated that appointments with mediums could be made inside the gift shop, which was tended by a woman in her fifties dressed in a swirl of loose fabric, everything flowing and brightly patterned and billowing around her. She told him cheerfully that of course she could set up an appointment with Dixie. Bracelets with heavy stones adorned her left wrist; he saw she wore rings on every finger when she dialed the phone. The little gift shop sold the kind of cheap trinkets that did not seem likely to pro­mote anyone’s belief in the legitimacy of the camp, making it feel more like a tourist trap than a place of heightened communication. He listened to the woman’s side of the conversation, and then she put the phone to her chest and said, “Are there any special issues you’d like to discuss? She’ll spend some time channeling the proper energy if she knows what to be open for.” 


 Mark nodded as if that made perfect sense, thought about it for a moment, and then said, “Tenants.” 


 The cheerful woman frowned. “Tenants?” 


 “Yes. I have some questions about tenants.” 


 “Can you specify an emotional connection you have to this question about tenants?” 


 “Rage.” 


 Her eyes narrowed and she seemed about to ask him something, but she held off, lifted the phone again, and said, “Mr. Novak has questions about . . . um, tenants, and he has issues with anger.” She lis­tened for a few seconds, then said, “Good,” and hung up. 


 “Dixie will see you this evening at seven.” 


 “That’s great.” 


 She took out a map and drew a circle and a square on it. “The square is us, and you’re headed to the circle. It’s easy to find, but there are two houses on the property. You’ll want forty-nine A, not forty-nine B.” 


 Garland Webb had rented 49B once. Fortunately for Garland, Dixie Witte didn’t like record-keeping, and she dealt in cash. She’d never been able to recall whether he was present on the day in ques­tion. She also hadn’t volunteered his existence as a tenant until after the prison snitch turned up with his report. 


 “I’m sure I’ll find the right place,” Mark said. “I assume the neigh­bors all have an uncanny sense of direction.” 


 It was his first slip, the sarcasm bubbling forth already when he’d promised himself to contain it, promised himself that he would take them seriously, as Lauren had. Five minutes in town, and he was losing his footing. 


 “This is a place of healing, Mr. Novak,” the woman said. “It’s not the place you think it is, which I can see in your eyes. You have much scorn for us. That’s fine, but it won’t help you. If you wish to open yourself to possibility here, you’ll be rewarded.” 


 “I’ve seen some of this town’s rewards,” Mark said. 


 “If that were true, you wouldn’t be a skeptic. But the reading will help, whether you’re open or closed to it. A skeptic walks out of a reading with doubt intact, but also with echoes.” 


 “I’ll keep that in mind,” Mark said, and then he left the gift shop and walked through the hotel lobby and back into the humid day, glad to be out of the place. The breezes were gone and the sky was a flat gray and when a truck passed by, the dust it lifted fell swiftly back to earth. 


 The woman in the hotel had felt too familiar to him, had stirred old angers. She was the sort who peddled bullshit statements that people could easily mold to fit their own situations. The crime of it, Mark thought, was that those people believed they’d been granted insight, not a fortune cookie. Mark’s mother had been good enough at that. Her favorite role was Snow Creek Maiden of the Nez Perce, a white woman passing herself off as an American Indian because so many white people believed that Indians were more spiritually in tune, never sensing the inherent racism there. She would dye her hair and skin and don traditional garb. The tourists would look into her eyes—they were blue but shielded with dark contacts—and nod with amazement because whatever generality she tossed at them connected with something in their pasts. They made the connections themselves, but they credited her for it. And paid for the joke. 


 It was this experience that had left Mark with scorn for the people who practiced their games in a place like this, and it was that scorn that led his wife to take an assignment that had been headed for his desk and claim it as her own. The interview with Dixie Witte had been Mark’s job. Lauren didn’t think he’d be able to approach it with sincerity, thought that he was biased against anyone who claimed psychic gifts, and so she’d interceded and come to Cassadaga herself. 


 Never left. 


 Thunder, long and loud, chased Mark as he walked away from the hotel and through the camp. The air was thick with humidity and scented with jasmine and honeysuckle. There was only one paved street, the road that ran through the center of the camp, and the rest of the homes were built off narrow lanes of crushed stone and hard-packed earth. The lanes were framed by tall oaks that were cobwebbed with Spanish moss. 


 It was a strange little place. Some of the homes were neat and well kept, recently restored in a few cases, and others looked like they’d been built by someone using the wrong end of the hammer. Mark walked by a man who was doing clean and jerks with a barbell and a pair of forty-five-pound plates in the middle of his front yard. He was shirtless and had a thick mat of black hair across his chest and stom­ach, shining with sweat, and he called out the reps in a grunting voice as he powered the weights up. Who needs a gym when you’ve got a front yard? Or a shirt when you could grow your own? Ten feet to his side, chickens clucked and scratched their way around a coop that had been made out of an old truck’s camper shell. The local power-lifter seemed to be of the waste-not, want-not mind-set. 


 Each street sign included a bold white 911 inside a green circle. Mark had never seen anything like it. The idea probably had some­thing to do with giving emergency services a firm address on roads that had previously been unmarked or unnamed, but the effect was disconcerting, seeming to cry out that a disaster waited down each winding lane. 


 Mr. Novak? I’m afraid I have some difficult news to share. It’s about your wife. 


 The deputy who’d come for him that night, who’d found Mark waiting at the Siesta Key beach house where he and Lauren were supposed to have a romantic weekend escape, had never heard of Cassadaga. That night, Mark had heard of it only from his wife. 


 Since then, he’d spent much of his time in the place, in mind if not in body. 


 Mr. Novak? I’m afraid I have some difficult news to share. It’s about your wife. 


 The day after their engagement, Lauren’s father had invited Mark over for a beer, just the two of them. Mark was expecting the typical “Now, you take good care of my baby girl” speech, and while he re­ceived a version of it, he wasn’t prepared for the depth of pain in the other man’s eyes. It was the first time he’d understood the fear that lived like a heartbeat within a parent. A good parent, at least. 


 “Having a child,” Lauren’s father had said, “is to spend your life swimming with sharks. You think I’m joking, but it’s only because you don’t know yet. You haven’t seen one grow up and walk off into the world, and when you do, you’ll think about all the things that could be waiting out there; you’ll think of car accidents and cancer and kidnappings and all the other horrors in a way you didn’t be­fore you had a child. You always knew they were out there, but you didn’t care in the same way. Then you have a daughter, and . . . well, then you see the sharks. They’ll start circling in your mind, and they’ll never leave. You’ll just pray they keep circling forever. You under­stand what I’m saying?” 


 “I’m not a shark,” Mark had said, and then he’d smiled, because he had no children and so he didn’t understand what the water here was like. Lauren’s father hadn’t returned the smile. He’d searched Mark’s eyes for a long time before he nodded. They drank their beers and talked football, boats, and movies, everything lighthearted and casual, but Mark was uneasy the rest of the night, because what he’d seen in the other man’s eyes was something he’d never known himself. It had been many years since he’d last wondered who his own father was, but that night he did. He wondered whether that man had ever thought of the sharks. Even once. 


 More thunder. A stillness to the western edge of town, as if the trees were lying low, trying not to attract the attention of the oncoming bullying clouds. 


 Though Mark hadn’t been in the town before, he knew exactly how to find Dixie Witte’s home. He’d spent plenty of time looking at it on maps. The second story of the house leaned away from the foundation like a drunk trying to balance on one leg; the front-porch windows were cracked or had plastic where glass belonged; the ferns in the yard had grown so high they were nearly to the roof of a rusted-out Ford Taurus. The undergrowth was thick, so Mark couldn’t tell for sure, but he would have laid a high-dollar bet that the car no longer had wheels. Might not even have an engine. A shed beside the house had a caved-in roof, and the blue plastic tarp that had been pulled across the hole was bowed with trapped rainwater. It was the sort of place that made you think you might catch a viral disease if you stood downwind of it. 


  Mark had lived in a lot of shitholes in his childhood, and in a truck for a time, but even his mother wouldn’t have considered moving into this house. 


  This was where Garland Webb had lived for a two-month period before he moved on to Daytona Beach and was finally arrested for sexual assault. 


  There was a truck in the drive. A red Dodge lifted high on an after­market suspension with knobby terrain tires that were probably worth as much as the house. The truck was freshly washed and the red paint shone even in the gloom. Mark had met a few people who cared more about their trucks than their homes. It usually didn’t suggest good things. He walked around the main house, and a guesthouse at the rear of the property came into view. A small but well-kept little home painted blue with clean white trim. It was an incongruous pairing— the large home gone to hell, the small one lovingly maintained. The flowering bushes that bordered it were neatly clipped, and a stepladder stood beside an orange tree just in front of the house. A barefoot blond boy in overalls, no shirt underneath, was picking oranges. He couldn’t have been much more than seven years old, and he wobbled precari­ously as he reached for one. 


 “Careful,” Mark said, stepping to brace the ladder. 


 The boy plucked the orange free, set it in a basket that was bal­anced on the top step of the ladder, and turned to Mark. He was incredibly pale for Florida, with bright blue eyes. 


 “Hiya.” 


 “Hiya. Don’t lose your balance up there.” 


 “Don’t lose your balance down there.” 


 Mark grinned. “Fair enough. Is Dixie around?” 


 The boy shrugged. “She hasn’t paid me yet. When I’m done she’ll pay me. Fifty cents if I do the whole tree.” 


 “You need to adjust for inflation, kid. You’re getting taken.” 


 Another shrug. 


 Mark said, “You know most people in this town?” 


 “I know everybody.” 


 “You had the look of a connected man. Ever hear of a guy named Garland?” 


 “Nope.” 


 “What about a Mr. Webb? That mean anything to you?” 


 The boy shook his head. “They come and they go, though.” 


 “Who does?” 


 “People in the big house.” The boy pointed at the decrepit structure behind Mark. “They don’t stay long, and they don’t talk much.” 


 “What kind of people are they, would you say?” 


 “People like you.” 


 “Like me? What’s that mean?” 


 “Angry people,” the boy said, and Mark’s grin wavered. The clouds were shifting fast, and Mark was in shadow now, but the boy was in sunlight, his white skin bright beneath the grimy overalls. Only his bare feet, covered in dust, were dulled. 


 “I’m not angry,” Mark said. 


 Another shrug. “Don’t matter to me.” 


 “Okay. But I’m not angry, and you don’t need to worry about me.” 


 “I’m not worried about you at all. If you were bad, Walter would tell me.” 


 Mark raised an eyebrow. “Walter?” 


 “He’s the man who used to own this house.” 


 Now Mark’s interest was genuine, because all he’d been told was that the home had belonged to Dixie Witte’s family for generations, and if anyone had dealt with Garland Webb, it would have been her. 


“Someone else owned this place? This man, Walter, he sold it to Dixie?” 


 The boy shook his head. “Nah. He’s been dead almost since forever. He built the house way back during the Depression. But then he was murdered. The story I heard, someone cut off his hands. Put them in a cigar box. You ever seen something like that?” 


 Mark felt sick. Who in the hell was raising this kid, telling him that? What was the matter with the people in this town? 


 “Don’t listen to those stories,” he said. “Kids shouldn’t hear things like that.” 


 “It’s just what happened,” the boy said, indifferent. “But Walter likes you. He’s been walking with you ever since the gate. And Walter don’t leave the porch much.” 


 Mark had heard enough. He said, “Okay, kid. Thanks for the help. Don’t believe all the stories you’re told. And don’t fall off that ladder.” 


 “I never do.” 


 Holy shit, what a freak show this place is, Mark thought, and he was ashamed of the graveyard prickle he felt along his spine, as if there were really something to fear, when he walked back through the overgrown yard and out to the street. It was just because the weirdness had come from a child, that was all. If it had been only the woman in the hotel and others like her, the ones who made money shilling for clairvoyants and selling spook stories, fine. But to hear it from a child was disturbing. 


 The story I heard, someone cut off his hands. Put them in a cigar box. You ever seen something like that? 


 Freak show. Lauren had been right—there was no chance that Mark could have come to this place and conducted an interview with­out telegraphing his scorn. Not then, and not now. He didn’t need to hear the spirit talk; he needed to hear the facts. When did Gar­land Webb move in, when did he leave, what did he do in between, whom did he speak to, who came to visit? That was where the focus would remain with Dixie Witte. No visions necessary, thanks, just the truth—if she even knew how to tell that. 


 He’d reached the end of the dirt lane. He turned right on Kick-lighter Road and headed south, toward the place where his wife had died. 
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Jay Baldwin drove east out of Red Lodge with a gun pressed to the back of his head. The stranger instructed Jay to take I-90 away from the mountains and back toward Billings. The man had his wrist balanced on the seat just beside the headrest, and Jay thought that eventually his hand would begin to ache and he’d lower the gun. 


 He didn’t. 


 For a few miles, Jay attempted to talk to him. He asked what the man wanted, told him that they had more money than the house sug­gested—he and Sabrina were savers, always had been. 


 The stranger didn’t speak. 


 Jay changed approaches then and went from offers to pleas. To out­right begging. He said that his wife was the only thing that mattered to him in the world, talked about the kind of woman she was, strong and smart and, above all, forgiving. If she had any weakness, it was an excess of empathy, a desire to believe the best of everyone at all times, a tendency to forgive what should have been unforgivable. If she was released, she would forgive this man for these sins. So would Jay. 


 The stranger never answered. 


 They were thirty miles out of Red Lodge, the last traces of the mountain snow falling behind them, when Jay finally asked a ques­tion that broke the silence. 


 “What is your name?” 


 “Eli Pate.” This came conversationally enough, said with the same cordial manner he’d demonstrated in the house. Jay thought that it was a pointless question, because of course the man would lie. Still, he wanted something to call him. 


 “Eli . . . whatever you want from me, it’s—” 


 “Stay eastbound. Continue the conversation if you wish, but I have nothing to say. When I have something to say, you’ll hear it.” 


 For the remainder of the drive, there were no words exchanged be­yond Eli’s curt instructions. They crossed the plains and cut through the Northern Cheyenne Indian Reservation. It was wide-open country, the famous Montana sky hanging above them unbroken and endless. In a one-stoplight town called Lame Deer, Eli ordered Jay to turn north. They passed the reservation school, an institution named Chief Dull Knife College, and drove alongside a creek. From the time they’d set out, Jay had hoped he was being taken to the same place as his wife. The farther they’d gotten from his home and the deeper into the desolate land, the more he’d believed this would be the case. While he still didn’t understand the purpose behind it all, he took some solace in the idea that they would be reunited, no matter how awful the circumstances. 


 It wasn’t until he saw the plumes of bone-white smoke that he be­gan to fear he was wrong about the reunion and to suspect for the first time why he’d been selected for the day’s horrors. As they pulled into the small town of Chill River, Jay was praying that Eli would send him farther north, toward someplace unknown. The unknown sud­denly sounded better than turning east. 


 “Right on Willow Avenue and head east,” Eli Pate commanded him. 


 Jay understood now. 


 They followed Willow Avenue outside of town and soon the source of the smoke appeared on their right—four mammoth stacks pro­truding into the sky like spires, clouds foaming out of them. A sign in front cheerfully welcomed them to Chill River. tomorrow’s town . . . today! 


 “Pull over for a moment.” 


 Jay put the truck on the shoulder of the road. 


 “You have an idea what you’re looking at, I assume?” Eli Pate said. 


 “Yes.” 


 “Tell me.” 


 “You already know.” 


 Eli Pate shifted in the seat and used his right hand to produce his cell phone. He kept the gun to Jay’s head with the left, then extended the phone so that they both could see the display. No video feed this time, just a still image. Sabrina, bleary-eyed and confused, looking at the shackle on her wrist as if she couldn’t make sense of it. Jay had to remind himself how to breathe. 


 “Tell me,” Eli Pate said again. His voice was very low. 


 “A generating station.” The words croaked from Jay’s constricted throat. He couldn’t look away from the image of Sabrina. When Eli Pate pocketed the phone, Jay was torn between relief and sorrow. He didn’t want to see his wife like that, but he also couldn’t bear not to see her at all. 


 “What generating station?” Eli Pate said. “Give me some detail. I’m nothing but a rube, Jay. You’re an expert.” 


 Jay stared at the place where the smoke met the sky. 


 “The Chill River generation station,” he said. “We’re looking at a coal-fired power plant.” 


 “Sounds impressive. Do you happen to know how much power it generates?” 


 “Peak output is more than two thousand megawatts.” 


 “Is that a lot?” 


 “Second-largest coal-fired station west of the Mississippi.” The gun was still against Jay’s skull, but he’d stopped noticing the sensation. All of his physical attention was now on those stacks and the snaking high-voltage lines that led away from the power plant. All of his men­tal attention was on the way his wife looked in that picture. 


 “Quantify that for me, Jay. How many people are fed by this operation?” 


 “Nearly a million.” 


 “That seems hard to believe, considering how far out in the sticks we are.” 


 “The power goes two hundred and fifty miles west of here. There it’s distributed into different grids, different transmission systems. All the way to the West Coast.” His words came in a monotone, his mind on Sabrina. Where did this man have her? The frame of the cam­era was too tight to indicate anything about her location. Only her condition. 


 “Fascinating stuff,” Eli Pate said. “One more question: How does it move to those different grids?” 


 “Through the five-hundred-kV transmission lines.” 


 “And how many of those lines are required to move all that elec­tricity from here?” 


 Jay didn’t want to tell the truth, but the man already knew it, so there was no point in lying. “Two,” he said. 


 Eli Pate whistled between his teeth. “Goodness. How oddly vul­nerable, don’t you think? Imagine if the public knew! Why, the fear it would conjure . . . that would be something to behold. I’ve been told something about you, and please correct me if I’m wrong—did you once work on those lines? Before the move to Red Lodge?” 


 “Yes.” 


 “Dangerous work. There’s a technique, I understand, called bare-handing. It requires very brave men, very specialized training, very sophisticated equipment. Helicopters, even, and sometimes high rope work. That’s you, correct?” 


 Jay didn’t speak. Eli tapped the gun lightly on his skull. “Do you know why you’re here now, my friend?” 


 “No.” 


 “Sure you do. But I’ll humor you, because you’ve humored me. You’re here, Jay, to shut this show down. You’re here to turn off the lights.” 
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In the last minutes of her life, Lauren had driven out of Cassadaga on Kicklighter Road, headed away from the interstate. That in­trigued and confused the homicide detectives. No one was aware of any destination she might have had other than Siesta Key, where Mark waited for her with steaks on the grill as the sun settled be­hind the Gulf of Mexico. That route called for her to take I-4 West, crossing central Florida the same way she’d come, and I-4 was north of Cassadaga. She’d headed south instead, but she hadn’t made it far before she pulled off the road. The investigators theorized that she’d stopped to get her bearings, realizing she’d made a mistake and not wanting to continue in the wrong direction down the wrong road. 
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