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“Hell, there are no rules here. We’re trying to accomplish something.”

—THOMAS ALVA EDISON, ON CREATING THE FIRST ELECTRIC GRID


Thirty-seven hours until Earth Day

I

THE TROUBLEMAN
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“From his neck down a man is worth a couple of dollars a day, from his neck up he is worth anything that his brain can produce.”

—THOMAS ALVA EDISON


Chapter 1

SITTING IN THE control center of Algonquin Consolidated Power and Light’s sprawling complex on the East River in Queens, New York, the morning supervisor frowned at the pulsing red words on his computer screen.

Critical failure.

Below them was frozen the exact time: 11:20:20:003 a.m.

He lowered his cardboard coffee cup, blue and white with stiff depictions of Greek athletes on it, and sat up in his creaky swivel chair.

The power company control center employees sat in front of individual workstations, like air traffic controllers. The large room was brightly lit and dominated by a massive flat-screen monitor, reporting on the flow of electricity throughout the power grid known as the Northeastern Interconnection, which provided electrical service in New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey and Connecticut. The architecture and decor of the control center were quite modern—if the year were 1960.

The supervisor squinted up at the board, which showed the juice arriving from generating plants around the country: steam turbines, reactors and the hydroelectric dam at Niagara Falls. In one tiny portion of the spaghetti depicting these electrical lines, something was wrong. A red circle was flashing.

Critical failure . . .

“What’s up?” the supervisor asked. A gray-haired man with a taut belly under his short-sleeved white shirt and thirty years’ experience in the electricity business, he was mostly curious. While critical-incident indicator lights came on from time to time, actual critical incidents were very rare.

A young technician replied, “Says we have total breaker separation. MH-Twelve.”

Dark, unmanned and grimy, Algonquin Consolidated Substation 12, located in Harlem—the “MH” for Manhattan—was a major area substation. It received 138,000 volts and fed the juice through transformers, which stepped it down to 10 percent of that level, divided it up and sent it on its way.

Another message appeared.

MH-12 offline. RR to affected service area from MH-17, MH-10, MH-13, NJ-18.

“We’ve got load rerouting,” somebody called unnecessarily.

When substation MH-12 went down, the computer automatically began filling customer demand by rerouting the juice from other locations.

“No dropouts, no brownouts,” another tech called.

Electricity in the grid is like water coming into a house from a single main pipe and flowing out through many open faucets. When one is closed, the pressure in the others increases. Electricity’s the same, though it moves a lot more quickly than water—nearly 700 million miles an hour. And because New York City demanded a lot of power, the voltages—the electrical equivalent of water pressure—in the substations doing the extra work were running high.

But the system was built to handle this and the voltage indicators were still in the green.

What was troubling the supervisor, though, was why the circuit breakers in MH-12 had separated in the first place.

“Get a troubleman over to MH-Twelve. Could be a bum cable. Or a short in the—”

Just then a second red light began to flash.

Critical failure.
NJ-18 offline.

Another area substation, located near Paramus, New Jersey, had gone down. It was one of those taking up the slack in Manhattan-12’s absence.

The supervisor made a sound, half laugh, half cough. A perplexed frown screwed into his face. “What the hell’s going on? The load’s within tolerances.”

“Sensors and indicators all functioning,” one technician called.

The supervisor stared at the screen, waited for the next logical step: letting them know which new substation—or stations—would kick in to fill the gap created by the loss of NJ-18.

But no such message appeared.

The three Manhattan substations, 17, 10 and 13, continued alone in providing juice to two service areas of the city that would otherwise be dark. The computer program wasn’t doing what it should have: bringing in power from other stations to help. Now the amount of electricity flowing into and out of each of those three stations was growing dramatically.

The supervisor rubbed his beard and, after waiting, futilely, for another substation to come online, ordered his senior assistant, “Manually move supply into the eastern service area of MH-Twelve.”

“Yessir.”

After a moment the supervisor snapped, “No, now.”

“Hm. I’m trying.”

“Trying. What do you mean, trying?” The task involved simple keyboard strokes.

“The switchgear’s not responding.”

“Impossible!” The supervisor walked down several short steps to the technician’s computer. He typed commands he knew in his sleep.

Nothing.

The voltage indicators were at the end of the green. Yellow loomed.

“This isn’t good,” somebody muttered. “This’s a problem.”

The supervisor ran back to his desk and dropped into his chair. His granola bar and Greek athlete cup fell to the floor.

And then another domino fell. A third red dot, like a bull’s-eye on a target, began to throb, and in its aloof manner the SCADA computer reported:

Critical failure.
MH-17 offline.

“No, not another one!” somebody whispered.

And, as before, no other substation stepped up to help satisfy the voracious demands of New Yorkers for energy. Two substations were doing the work of five. The temperature of the electric wires into and out of those stations was growing, and the voltage level bars on the big screen were well into the yellow.

MH-12 offline. NJ-18 offline.
MH-17 offline. RR to affected
service areas from MH-10, MH-13.

The supervisor snapped, “Get more supply into those areas. I don’t care how you do it. Anywhere.”

A woman at a nearby control booth sat up fast. “I’ve got forty K I’m running through feeder lines down from the Bronx.”

Somebody else was able to bring some juice down from Connecticut.

The voltage indicator bars continued to rise but more slowly now.

Maybe they had this under control. “More!”

But then the woman stealing power from the Bronx said in a choking voice, “Wait, the transmission’s reduced itself to twenty thousand. I don’t know why.”

This was happening throughout the region. As soon as a tech was able to bring in a bit more current to relieve the pressure, the supply from another location dried up.

And all of this drama was unfolding at breathtaking speeds.

700 million miles an hour . . .

And then yet another red circle, another bullet wound.

Critical failure.
MH-13 offline.

This was the equivalent of a huge reservoir of water trying to shoot through a single tiny spigot, like the kind that squirts cold water out of a refrigerator door. The voltage surging into MH-10, located in an old building on West Fifty-seventh Street in the Clinton neighborhood of Manhattan, was four or five times normal load and growing. The circuit breakers would pop at any moment, averting an explosion and a fire, but returning a good portion of Midtown to colonial times.

And then: “Oh, Jesus, Lord!” somebody cried.

The supervisor didn’t know who it was; everybody was staring at their screens, heads down, transfixed. “What?” he raged. “I don’t want to keep hearing that kind of thing. Tell me!”

“The breaker settings in Manhattan-Ten! Look! The breakers!”

Oh, no. No. . . .

The circuit breakers in MH-10 had been reset. They would now allow through their portal ten times the safe load.

If the Algonquin control center couldn’t reduce the pressure of the voltage assaulting the substation soon, the lines and switchgear inside the place would allow through a lethally high flood of electricity. The substation would explode. But before that happened the juice would race through the distribution feeder lines into belowground transformer boxes throughout the blocks south of Lincoln Center and into the spot networks in office buildings and big high-rises. Some breakers would cut the circuit but some older transformers and service panels would just melt into a lump of conductive metal and let the current continue on its way, setting fires and exploding in arc flashes that could burn to death anybody near an appliance or wall outlet.

For the first time the supervisor thought: Terrorists. It’s a terror attack. He shouted, “Call Homeland Security and the NYPD. And reset them, goddamn it. Reset the breakers.”

“They’re not responding. I’m locked out of MH-Ten.”

“How can you be fucking locked out?”

“I don’t—”

“Is anybody inside? Jesus, if they are, get them out now!” Substations were unmanned, but workers occasionally went inside for routine maintenance and repairs.

“Sure, okay.”

The indicator bars were now into the red.

“Sir, should we shed load?”

Grinding his teeth, the supervisor was considering this. Also known as a rolling blackout, shedding load was an extreme measure in the power business. “Load” was the amount of juice that customers were using. Shedding was a manual, controlled shutdown of certain parts of the grid to prevent a larger crash of the system.

It was a power company’s last resort in the battle to keep the grid up and would have disastrous consequences in the densely populated portion of Manhattan that was at risk. The damage to computers alone would be in the tens of millions, and it was possible that people would be injured or even lose their lives. Nine-one-one calls wouldn’t get through. Ambulances and police cars would be stuck in traffic, with stoplights out. Elevators would be frozen. There’d be panic. Muggings and looting and rapes invariably rose during a blackout, even in daylight.

Electricity keeps people honest.

“Sir?” the technician asked desperately.

The supervisor stared at the moving voltage indicator bars. He grabbed his own phone and called his superior, a senior vice president at Algonquin. “Herb, we have a situation.” He briefed the man.

“How’d this happen?”

“We don’t know. I’m thinking terrorists.”

“God. You called Homeland Security?”

“Yeah, just now. Mostly we’re trying to get more power into the affected areas. We’re not having much luck.”

His boss thought for a moment. “There’s a second transmission line running through Manhattan-Ten, right?”

The supervisor looked up at the board. A high-voltage cable went through the substation and headed west to deliver juice to parts of New Jersey. “Yes, but it’s not online. It’s just running through a duct there.”

“But could you splice into it and use that for supply to the diverted lines?”

“Manually? . . . I suppose, but . . . but that would mean getting people inside MH-Ten. And if we can’t hold the juice back until they’re finished, it’ll flash. That’ll kill ’em all. Or give ’em third-degrees over their entire bodies.”

A pause. “Hold on. I’m calling Jessen.”

Algonquin Consolidated’s CEO. Also known, privately, as “The All-Powerful.”

As he waited, the supervisor stared at the techs surrounding him. He kept staring at the board too. The glowing red dots.

Critical failure . . .

Finally the supervisor’s boss came back on. His voice cracked. He cleared his throat and after a moment said, “You’re supposed to send some people in. Manually splice into the line.”

“That’s what Jessen said?”

Another pause. “Yes.”

The supervisor whispered, “I can’t order anybody in there. It’s suicide.”

“Then find some volunteers. Jessen said you are not, understand me, not to shed load under any circumstances.”


Chapter 2

THE DRIVER EASED the M70 bus through traffic toward the stop on Fifty-seventh Street near where Tenth Avenue blended into Amsterdam. He was in a pretty good mood. The new bus was a kneeling model, which lowered to the sidewalk to make stepping aboard easier, and featured a handicapped ramp, great steering and, most important, a rump-friendly driver’s seat.

Lord knew he needed that, spending eight hours a day in it.

No interest in subways, the Long Island Railroad or Metro North. No, he loved buses, despite the crazy traffic, the hostility, attitudes and anger. He liked how democratic it was to travel by bus; you saw everybody from lawyers to struggling musicians to delivery boys. Cabs were expensive and stank; subways didn’t always go where you wanted to. And walking? Well, this was Manhattan. Great if you had the time but who did? Besides, he liked people and he liked the fact that he could nod or smile or say hello to every single person who got on his vehicle. New Yorkers weren’t, like some people said, unfriendly at all. Just sometimes shy, insecure, cautious, preoccupied.

But often all it took was a grin, a nod, a single word . . . and they were your new friend.

And he was happy to be one.

If only for six or seven blocks.

The personal greeting also gave him a chance to spot the wackos, the drunks, the cluck-heads and tweakers and decide if he needed to hit the distress button.

This was, after all, Manhattan.

Today was beautiful, clear and cool. April. One of his favorite months. It was about 11:30 a.m. and the bus was crowded as people were heading east for lunch dates or errands on their hour off. Traffic was moving slowly as he nosed the huge vehicle closer to the stop, where four or five people stood beside a bus stop sign pole.

He was approaching the stop and happened to look past the people waiting to get on board, his eyes taking in the old brown building behind the stop. An early twentieth-century structure, it had several gridded windows but was always dark inside; he’d never seen anybody going in or out. A spooky place, like a prison. On the front was a flaking sign in white paint on a blue background.

ALGONQUIN CONSOLIDATED POWER
AND LIGHT COMPANY
SUBSTATION MH-10
PRIVATE PROPERTY
DANGER. HIGH VOLTAGE.
TRESPASS PROHIBITED.

He rarely paid attention to the place but today something had caught his eye, something, he believed, out of the ordinary. Dangling from the window, about ten feet off the ground, was a wire, about a half inch in diameter. It was covered with dark insulation up to the end. There, the plastic or rubber was stripped away, revealing silvery metal strands bolted to a fitting of some kind, a flat piece of brass. Damn big hunk of wire, he thought.

And just hanging out the window. Was that safe?

He braked the bus to a complete stop and hit the door release. The kneeling mechanism engaged and the big vehicle dipped toward the sidewalk, the bottom metal stair inches from the ground.

The driver turned his broad, ruddy face toward the door, which eased open with a satisfying hydraulic hiss. The folks began to climb on board. “Morning,” the driver said cheerfully.

A woman in her eighties, clutching an old shabby Henri Bendel shopping bag, nodded back and, using a cane, staggered to the rear, ignoring the empty seats in the front reserved for the elderly and disabled.

How could you not just love New Yorkers?

Then sudden motion in the rearview mirror. Flashing yellow lights. A truck was speeding up behind him. Algonquin Consolidated. Three workers stepped out and stood in a close group, talking among themselves. They held boxes of tools and thick gloves and jackets. They didn’t seem happy as they walked slowly toward the building, staring at it, heads close together as they debated something. One of those heads was shaking ominously.

Then the driver turned to the last passenger about to board, a young Latino clutching his MetroCard and pausing outside the bus. He was gazing at the substation. Frowning. The driver noticed his head was raised, as if he was sniffing the air.

An acrid scent. Something was burning. The smell reminded him of the time that an electric motor in the wife’s washing machine had shorted out and the insulation burned. Nauseating. A wisp of smoke was coming from the doorway of the substation.

So that’s what the Algonquin people were doing here.

That’d be a mess. The driver wondered if it would mean a power outage and the stoplights would go out. That’d be it for him. The crosstown trip, normally twenty minutes, would be hours. Well, in any event, he’d better clear the area for the fire department. He gestured the passenger on board. “Hey, mister, I gotta go. Come on. Get on—”

As the passenger, still frowning at the smell, turned around and stepped onto the bus, the driver heard what sounded like pops coming from inside the substation. Sharp, almost like gunshots. Then a flash of light like a dozen suns filled the entire sidewalk between the bus and the cable dangling from the window.

The passenger simply disappeared into a cloud of white fire.

The driver’s vision collapsed to gray afterimages. The sound was like a ripping crackle and shotgun blast at the same time, stunning his ears. Though belted into his seat, his upper body was slammed backward against the side window.

Through numb ears, he heard the echoes of his passengers’ screams.

Through half-blinded eyes, he saw flames.

As he began to pass out, the driver wondered if he himself might very well be the source of the fire.


Chapter 3

“I HAVE TO tell you. He got out of the airport. He was spotted an hour ago in downtown Mexico City.”

“No,” Lincoln Rhyme said with a sigh, closing his eyes briefly. “No . . .”

Amelia Sachs, sitting beside Rhyme’s candy apple red Storm Arrow wheelchair, leaned forward and spoke into the black box of the speakerphone. “What happened?” She tugged at her long red hair and twined the strands into a severe ponytail.

“By the time we got the flight information from London, the plane had landed.” The woman’s voice blossomed crisply from the speakerphone. “Seems he hid on a supply truck, snuck out through a service entrance. I’ll show you the security tape we got from the Mexican police. I’ve got a link. Hold on a minute.” Her voice faded as she spoke to her associate, giving him instructions about the video.

The time was just past noon and Rhyme and Sachs were in the ground-floor parlor turned forensic laboratory of his town house on Central Park West, what had been a gothic Victorian structure in which had possibly resided—Rhyme liked to think—some very unquaint Victorians. Tough businessmen, dodgy politicians, high-class crooks. Maybe an incorruptible police commissioner who liked to bang heads. Rhyme had written a classic book on old-time crime in New York and had used his sources to try to track the genealogy of his building. But he could find no pedigree.

The woman they were speaking with was in a more modern structure, Rhyme had to assume, three thousand miles away: the Monterey office of the California Bureau of Investigation. CBI Agent Kathryn Dance had worked with Rhyme and Sachs several years ago, on a case involving the very man they were now closing in on. Richard Logan was, they believed, his real name. Though Lincoln Rhyme thought of him mostly by his nickname: the Watchmaker.

He was a professional criminal, one who planned his crimes with the precision he devoted to his hobby and passion—constructing timepieces. Rhyme and the killer had clashed several times; Rhyme had foiled one of his plans but failed to stop another. Still, Lincoln Rhyme considered the overall score a loss for himself since the Watchmaker wasn’t in custody.

Rhyme leaned his head back in his wheelchair, picturing Logan. He’d seen the man in person, up close. Body lean, hair a dark boyish mop, eyes gently amused at being questioned by the police, never revealing a clue to the mass murder he was planning. His serenity seemed to be innate, and it was what Rhyme found to be perhaps the most disturbing quality of the man. Emotion breeds mistake and carelessness, and no one could ever accuse Richard Logan of being emotional.

He could be hired for larceny or illegal arms or any other scheme that needed elaborate planning and ruthless execution, but was generally hired for murder—killing witnesses or whistle-blowers or political or corporate figures. Recent intelligence revealed he’d taken a murder assignment in Mexico somewhere. Rhyme had called Dance, who had many contacts south of the border—and who had herself nearly been killed by the Watchmaker’s associate a few years earlier. Given that connection, Dance was representing the Americans in the operation to arrest and extradite him, working with a senior investigator of the Ministerial Federal Police, a young, hardworking officer named Arturo Diaz.

Early that morning they’d learned the Watchmaker would be landing in Mexico City. Dance had called Diaz, who scrambled to put extra officers in place to intercept Logan. But, from Dance’s latest communication, they hadn’t been in time.

“You ready for the video?” Dance asked.

“Go ahead.” Rhyme shifted one of his few working fingers—the index finger of his right hand—and moved the electric wheelchair closer to the screen. He was a C4 quadriplegic, largely paralyzed from the shoulders down.

On one of the several flat-screen monitors in the lab came a grainy night-vision image of an airport. Trash and discarded cartons, cans and drums littered the ground on both sides of the fence in the foreground. A private cargo jet taxied into view and just as it stopped a rear hatch opened and a man dropped out.

“That’s him,” Dance said softly.

“I can’t see clearly,” Rhyme said.

“It’s definitely Logan,” Dance reassured. “They got a partial print—you’ll see in a minute.”

The man stretched and then oriented himself. He slung a bag over his shoulder and, crouching, ran toward and hid behind a shed. A few minutes later a worker came by, carrying a package the size of two shoe boxes. Logan greeted him, swapped the box for a letter-size envelope. The worker looked around and walked away quickly. A maintenance truck pulled up. Logan climbed into the back and hid under some tarps. The truck disappeared from view.

“The plane?” he asked.

“Continued on to South America on a corporate charter. The pilot and copilot claim they don’t know anything about a stowaway. Of course they’re lying. But we don’t have jurisdiction to question them.”

“And the worker?” Sachs asked.

“Federal police picked him up. He was just a minimum-wage airport employee. He claims somebody he didn’t know told him he’d be paid a couple of hundred U.S. to deliver the box. The money was in the envelope. That’s what they lifted the print from.”

“What was in the package?” Rhyme asked.

“He says he doesn’t know but he’s lying too—I saw the interview video. Our DEA people’re interrogating him. I wanted to try to tease some information out of him myself but it’ll take too long for me to get the okay.”

Rhyme and Sachs shared a look. The “teasing” reference was a bit of modesty on Dance’s part. She was a kinesics expert—body language—and one of the top interrogators in the country. But the testy relationship between the sovereign states in question was such that a California cop would have plenty of paperwork to negotiate before she could slip into Mexico for a formal interrogation, whereas the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency already had a sanctioned presence there.

Rhyme asked, “Where was Logan spotted in the capital?”

“A business district. He was trailed to a hotel, but he wasn’t staying there. It was for a meeting, Diaz’s men think. By the time they’d set up surveillance he was gone. But all the law enforcement agencies and hotels have his picture now.” Dance added that Diaz’s boss, a very senior police official, would be taking over the investigation. “It’s encouraging that they’re serious about the case.”

Yes, encouraging, Rhyme thought. But he felt frustrated too. To be on the verge of finding the prey and yet to have so little control over the case . . . He found himself breathing more quickly. He was considering the last time he and the Watchmaker had been up against each other; Logan had out-thought everybody. And easily killed the man he’d been hired to murder. Rhyme had had all the facts at hand to figure out what Logan was up to. Yet he’d misread the strategy completely.

“By the way,” he heard Sachs ask Kathryn Dance, “how was that romantic weekend away?” This had to do, it seemed, with Dance’s love interest. The single mother of two had been a widow for several years.

“We had a great time,” the agent reported.

“Where did you go?”

Rhyme wondered why on earth Sachs was asking about Dance’s social life. She ignored his impatient glance.

“Santa Barbara. Stopped at the Hearst Castle . . . Listen, I’m still waiting for you two to come out here. The children really want to meet you. Wes wrote a paper about forensics for school and mentioned you, Lincoln. His teacher used to live in New York and had read all about you.”

“Yes, that’d be nice,” Rhyme said, thinking exclusively about Mexico City.

Sachs smiled at the impatience in his voice and told Dance they had to go.

After disconnecting, she wiped some sweat from Rhyme’s forehead—he hadn’t been aware of the moisture—and they sat silent for a moment, looking out the window at the blur of a peregrine falcon sweeping into view. It veered up to its nest on Rhyme’s second floor. Though not uncommon in major cities—plenty of fat, tasty pigeons for meals—these birds of prey usually nested higher. But for some reason several generations of the birds had called Rhyme’s town house home. He liked their presence. They were smart, fascinating to watch and the perfect visitors, not demanding anything from him.

A male voice intruded, “Well, did you get him?”

“Who?” Rhyme snapped. “And how artful a verb is ‘get’?”

Thom Reston, Lincoln Rhyme’s caregiver, said, “The Watchmaker.”

“No,” grumbled Rhyme.

“But you’re close, aren’t you?” asked the trim man, wearing dark slacks, a businessman’s starched yellow shirt and a floral tie.

“Oh, close,” Rhyme muttered. “Close. That’s very helpful. Next time you’re being attacked by a mountain lion, Thom, how would you feel if the park ranger shot really close to it? As opposed to, oh, say, actually hitting it?”

“Aren’t mountain lions endangered?” Thom asked, not even bothering with an ironic inflection. He was impervious to Rhyme’s edge. He’d worked for the forensic detective for years, longer than many married couples had been together. And the aide was as seasoned as the toughest spouse.

“Ha. Very funny. Endangered.”

Sachs walked around behind Rhyme’s wheelchair, gripped his shoulders and began an impromptu massage. Sachs was tall and in better shape than most NYPD detectives her age and, though arthritis often plagued her knees and lower extremities, her arms and hands were strong and largely pain-free.

They wore their working clothes: Rhyme was in sweatpants, black, and a knit shirt of dark green. She had shed her navy blue jacket but was wearing matching slacks and a white cotton blouse, one button open at the collar, pearls present. Her Glock was high on her hip in a fast-draw polymer holster, and two magazines sat side by side in holsters of their own, along with a Taser.

Rhyme could feel the pulsing of her fingers; he had perfect sensation above where he’d sustained a nearly fatal spinal cord fracture some years ago, the fourth cervical vertebra. Although at one point he’d considered risky surgery to improve his condition, he’d opted for a different rehabilitative approach. Through an exhausting regimen of exercise and therapy he’d managed to regain some use of his fingers and hand. He could also use his left ring finger, which had for some reason remained intact after the subway beam broke his neck.

He enjoyed the fingers digging into his flesh. It was as if the small percentage of remaining sensation in his body was enhanced. He glanced down at his useless legs. He closed his eyes.

Thom now looked him over carefully. “You all right, Lincoln?”

“All right? Aside from the fact that the perp I’ve been searching for for years slipped out of our grasp and is now hiding out in the second-largest metropolitan area in this hemisphere, I’m just peachy.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about. You’re not looking too good.”

“You’re right. Actually I need some medicine.”

“Medicine?”

“Whisky. I’d feel better with some whisky.”

“No, you wouldn’t.”

“Well, why don’t we try an experiment. Science. Cartesian. Rational. Who can argue with that? I know how I feel now. Then I’ll have some whisky and I’ll report back to you.”

“No. It’s too early,” Thom said matter-of-factly.

“It’s afternoon.”

“By a few minutes.”

“Goddamn it.” Rhyme sounded gruff, as often, but in fact he was losing himself in Sachs’s massage. A few strings of red hair had escaped from her ponytail and hung tickling against his cheek. He didn’t move away. Since he’d apparently lost the single-malt battle, he was ignoring Thom, but the aide brought his attention around quickly by saying, “When you were on the phone, Lon called.”

“He did? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“You said you didn’t want to be disturbed while you were talking with Kathryn.”

“Well, tell me now.”

“He’ll call back. Something about a case. A problem.”

“Really?” The Watchmaker case receded somewhat at this news. Rhyme understood that there was another source of his bad mood: boredom. He’d just finished analyzing the evidence for a complicated organized crime case and was facing several weeks with little to do. So he was buoyed by the thought of another job. Like Sachs’s craving for speed, Rhyme needed problems, challenges, input. One of the difficulties with a severe disability that few people focus on is the absence of anything new. The same settings, the same people, the same activities . . . and the same platitudes, the same empty reassurances, the same reports from unemotional doctors.

What had saved his life after his injury—literally, since he’d been considering assisted suicide—were his tentative steps back into his prior passion: using science to solve crimes.

You could never be bored when you confronted mystery.

Thom persisted, “Are you sure you’re up for it? You’re looking a little pale.”

“Haven’t been to the beach lately, you know.”

“All right. Just checking. Oh, and Arlen Kopeski is coming by later. When do you want to see him?”

The name sounded familiar but it left a vaguely troubling flavor in his mouth. “Who?”

“He’s with that disability rights group. It’s about that award you’re being given.”

“Today?” Rhyme had a fuzzy recollection of some phone calls. If it wasn’t about a case, he rarely paid much attention to the noise around him.

“You said today. You said you’d meet with him.”

“Oh, I really need an award. What am I going to do with it? Paperweight? Does anybody you know ever use paperweights? Have you ever used a paperweight?”

“Lincoln, it’s being given to you for inspiring young people with disabilities.”

“Nobody inspired me when I was young. And I turned out all right.” Which wasn’t completely true—the inspiration part—but Rhyme grew petty whenever distractions loomed, especially distractions involving visitors.

“A half hour.”

“Is a half hour I don’t have.”

“Too late. He’s already in town.”

Sometimes it was impossible to win against the aide.

“We’ll see.”

“Kopeski’s not going to come here and cool his heels like some courtier waiting for an audience with the king.”

Rhyme liked that metaphor.

But then all thoughts of awards, and royalty, vanished as Rhyme’s phone blared and Detective Lieutenant Lon Sellitto’s number showed up on caller ID.

Rhyme used a working finger on his right hand to answer. “Lon.”

“Linc, listen, here’s the thing.” He was harried and, to judge from the surround-sound acoustics piping through the speaker, apparently driving somewhere quickly. “We may have a terrorist situation going on.”

“Situation? That’s not very specific.”

“Okay, how’s this? Somebody fucked with the power company, shot a five-thousand-degree spark at a Metro bus and shut down the electric grid for six square blocks south of Lincoln Center. That specific enough for you?”


Chapter 4

THE ENTOURAGE ARRIVED from downtown.

Homeland Security’s representative was a typically young but senior officer, probably born and bred among the country clubs of Connecticut or Long Island, though that was, for Rhyme, merely a demographic observation and not, necessarily, a fault. The man’s shine and sharp eyes belied the fact that he probably wouldn’t quite know where he fit in the hierarchy of law enforcement, but that was true of nearly everybody who worked for HS. His name was Gary Noble.

The Bureau was here too, of course, in the incarnation of a special agent whom Rhyme and Sellitto worked with frequently: Fred Dellray. FBI founder J. Edgar Hoover would have been dismayed at the African-American agent, only partly because his roots were clearly not in New England; rather, the consternation would come from the agent’s lack of “Ninth Street Style,” a reference to FBI headquarters in Washington, D.C. Dellray donned a white shirt and tie only when his undercover assignments called for such an outfit, and he treated the garb like any other costume in his player’s wardrobe. Today, he was wearing authentic Dellray: a dark green plaid suit, the pink shirt of a devil-may-care Wall Street CEO and an orange tie that Rhyme couldn’t have thrown out fast enough.

Dellray was accompanied by his newly named boss—assistant special agent in charge of the New York office of the FBI, Tucker McDaniel, who’d begun his career in Washington, then taken assignments in the Middle East and South Asia. The ASAC was compactly built with thick dark hair and a swarthy complexion, though with bright blue eyes that focused on you as if you were lying when you said, “Hi.”

It was a helpful expression for a law enforcement agent and one that Rhyme affected himself as the occasion merited.

The NYPD’s chief presence was stout Lon Sellitto, in a gray suit and, unusual for him, powder blue shirt. The tie—splotchy by design, not spillage—was the only unwrinkled article of clothing swathing the man. Probably a birthday present from live-in girlfriend Rachel or his son. The Major Cases detective was backed up by Sachs and Ron Pulaski, a blond, eternally youthful officer from Patrol, who was officially attached to Sellitto, but who unofficially worked mostly with Rhyme and Sachs on the crime scene side of investigations. Pulaski was in a standard dark blue NYPD uniform, T-shirt visible in the V at his throat.

Both of the feds, McDaniel and Noble, had heard about Rhyme, of course, but neither had met him and they exuded various degrees of surprise, sympathy and discomfort seeing the paralyzed forensic consultant, who tooled around the lab deftly in his wheelchair. The novelty and uneasiness soon wore off, though, as they usually did with all but the most ingratiating guests, and soon they were struck by the more bizarre presence here: a wainscoted, crown-molded parlor chockablock with equipment that a crime scene unit in a medium-size town might envy.

After introductions, Noble took the point position, Homeland Security carting the bigger umbrella.

“Mr. Rhyme—”

“Lincoln,” he corrected. Rhyme grew irritated when anyone deferred to him, and he considered the use of his surname a subtle way of patting him on the head and saying, Poor thing; sorry you’re confined to a wheelchair for the rest of your life. So we’ll be extra-special polite.

Sachs caught the weight behind his correction and rolled her eyes in a gentle arc. Rhyme tried not to smile.

“Sure, Lincoln, then.” Noble cleared his throat. “Here’s the scenario. What do you know about the grid—the electricity grid?”

“Not much,” Rhyme admitted. He’d studied science in college but never paid much attention to electricity, other than electromagnetics’ appearance in physics as one of the four fundamental forces in nature, along with gravity and the weak and the strong nuclear forces. But that was academic. On a practical level Rhyme’s main interest in electricity involved making sure enough of it got pumped into the town house to power the equipment in his lab here. It was extremely thirsty and he’d twice had to have the place rewired to bring in additional amperage to support the load.

Rhyme was very aware too that he was alive and functioning now solely because of electricity: the ventilator that had kept oxygen pumping through his lungs right after the accident and now the batteries in his wheelchair and the current controlled by the touch pad and voice-activated ECU, his environmental control unit. The computer too, of course.

He wouldn’t have had much of a life without wires. Probably no life at all.

Noble continued, “The basic scenario is our UNSUB got into one of the power company’s substations and ran a wire outside the building.”

“ ‘Unknown subject’ singular?” Rhyme asked.

“We don’t know yet.”

“Wire outside. Okay.”

“And then got into the computer that controls the grid. He manipulated it to send more voltage through the substation than it was meant to handle.” Noble fiddled with cuff links in the shape of animals.

“And the electricity jumped,” the FBI’s McDaniel put in. “It was basically trying to get into the ground. It’s called an arc flash. An explosion. Like a lightning bolt.”

A 5,000 degree spark . . .

The ASAC added, “It’s so powerful it creates plasma. That’s a state of matter—”

“—that isn’t gas, liquid or solid,” Rhyme said impatiently.

“Exactly. A fairly small arc flash has the explosive power of a pound of TNT and this one wasn’t small.”

“And the bus was his target?” Rhyme asked.

“Seems so.”

Sellitto said, “But they have rubber tires. Vehicles are the safest place to be in a lightning storm. I saw that someplace, some show.”

“True,” McDaniel said. “But the UNSUB had it all figured out. It was a kneeling bus. Either he was counting that the lowered step would touch the sidewalk or hoping somebody’d have one foot on the ground and one on the bus. That’d be enough for the arc to hit it.”

Noble again twisted a tiny silver mammal on his cuff. “But the timing was off. Or his aim or something. The spark hit the sign pole next to the bus. Killed one passenger, deafened some people nearby, and dinged a few with glass, started a fire. If it’d hit the bus directly, the casualties would’ve been a lot worse. Half of them dead, I’d guess. Or with third-degree burns.”

“Lon mentioned a blackout,” Rhyme said.

McDaniel eased back into the conversation. “The UNSUB used the computer to shut down four other substations in the area, so all the juice was flowing through the one on Fifty-seventh Street. As soon as the arc happened, that substation went offline, but Algonquin got the others up and running again. Right now about six blocks in Clinton are out. Didn’t you see it on the news?”

“I don’t watch much news,” Rhyme said.

Sachs asked McDaniel, “The driver or anybody see anything?”

“Nothing helpful. There were some workers there. They’d gotten orders from the CEO of Algonquin to go inside and try to reroute the lines or something. Thank God they didn’t go in before the arc happened.”

“There was nobody inside?” Fred Dellray asked. The agent seemed a bit out of the loop and Rhyme guessed there hadn’t been time for McDaniel to fully brief his team.

“No. Substations’re mostly just equipment, nobody inside except for routine maintenance or repairs.”

“How was the computer hacked?” Lon Sellitto asked, sitting noisily in a wicker chair.

Gary Noble said, “We aren’t sure. We’re running the scenarios now. Our white hat hackers’ve tried to run a mock terrorist scenario, and they can’t get inside. But you know how it works; the bad guys’re always one step ahead of us—techwise.”

Ron Pulaski asked, “Anybody take credit?”

“Not yet,” Noble replied.

Rhyme asked, “Then why terrorism? I’m thinking it’s a good way to shut down alarms and security systems. Any murders or burglaries reported?”

“Not so far,” Sellitto pointed out.

“A couple of reasons we think it’s terrorists,” McDaniel said. “Our obscure-pattern-and-relationship-profile software suggests so, for one thing. And right after it happened I had our people go through signals from Maryland.” He paused, as if warning that nobody here should repeat what he was about to say. Rhyme deduced the FBI man was referring to the netherworld of intelligence—government snooping agencies that might not technically have jurisdiction in the country but who can maneuver through loopholes to keep on top of possible malfeasance within the borders. The National Security Agency—the world’s best eavesdroppers—happened to be in Maryland. “A new SIGINT system came up with some interesting hits.”

SIGINT. Signal intelligence. Monitoring cell phones, satellite phones, email . . . Seemed an appropriate approach when confronted with somebody using electricity to stage an attack.

“Picked up references to what we think is a new terror group operating in the area. Never cataloged before.”

“Who?” Sellitto asked.

“The name starts with ‘Justice’ and has the word ‘for’ in it,” McDaniel explained.

Justice For . . .

Sachs asked, “Nothing else?”

“No. Maybe ‘Justice For Allah.’ ‘Justice For the Oppressed.’ Anything. We don’t have a clue.”

“The words in English, though?” Rhyme asked. “Not Arabic. Or Somali or Indonesian.”

“Right,” McDaniel said. “But I’m running multi-language and -dialect monitoring programs on all communications we can pick up.”

“Legally,” Noble added quickly. “That we can pick up legally.”

“But most of their communications take place in the cloud zone,” McDaniel said. He didn’t explain this.

“Uhm, what’s that, sir?” Ron Pulaski asked, a variation of what Rhyme was about to, though in a much less deferential manner.

“Cloud zone?” the ASAC responded. “The phrase comes from the latest approach to computing—where your data and programs are stored on servers elsewhere, not on your own computer. I wrote an analysis paper on it. I’m using the term to mean new communications protocols. There’s very little standard cell phone and email use among the negative players. People of interest are exploiting new techniques, like blogs and Twitter and Facebook, to send messages. Also embedding codes in music and video uploads and downloads. And personally I think they’ve got some new systems altogether, different types of modified phones, radios with alternative frequencies.”

The cloud zone . . . Negative players.

“Why do you think ‘Justice For’ is behind the attack?” Sachs asked.

“We don’t necessarily,” Noble said.

McDaniel filled in, “Just, there were some SIGINT hits about monetary dispersals over the past few days and about some movement of personnel and the sentence ‘It’s going to be big.’ So when the attack happened today, we thought, maybe.”

“And Earth Day’s coming up,” Noble pointed out.

Rhyme wasn’t exactly sure what Earth Day was—and didn’t have an opinion about it one way or the other, except recognizing with some petulance that it was like other holidays and events: crowds and protesters clogging the streets and depleting the resources of the NYPD, which he might otherwise need to run cases.

Noble said, “Might be more than a coincidence. Attack on the grid the day before Earth Day? The President’s taking an interest.”

“The President?” Sellitto asked.

“Right. He’s at some renewable energy summit outside of D.C.”

Sellitto mused, “Somebody making a point. Ecoterror.”

You didn’t see much of that in New York City; logging and strip-mining weren’t big industries here.

“ ‘Justice For the Environment’ maybe,” Sachs suggested.

“But,” McDaniel said, “there’s another wrinkle. One of the SIGINT hits correlated ‘Justice For’ with the name Rahman. No family name. We’ve got eight unaccounted-for Rahmans on our Islamist terror watch list. Could be one of them, we’re thinking, but we don’t know which one.”

Noble had abandoned the bears or manatees on his cuffs and was now playing with a nice pen. “We were thinking, at Homeland, that Rahman could be part of a sleeper cell that’s been here for years, maybe from around the time of Nine-eleven. Staying clear of an Islamist lifestyle. Sticking with moderate mosques, avoiding Arabic.”

McDaniel added, “I’ve got one of my T and C teams up from Quantico.”

“T and C?” Rhyme asked, peeved.

“Tech and Communications. To run the surveillance. And warrant specialists to get taps if we need them. Two DOJ lawyers. And we’re getting two hundred extra agents.”

Rhyme and Sellitto glanced each other’s way. This was a surprisingly substantial task force for a single incident that wasn’t part of an ongoing investigation. And mobilized with incredible speed. The attack had happened less than two hours ago.

The Bureau man noticed their reaction. “We’re convinced there’s a new profile to terrorism. So we’ve got a new approach to fighting it. Like the drones in the Middle East and Afghanistan? You know the pilots are next to a strip mall in Colorado Springs or Omaha.”

The cloud zone . . .

“Now, T and C’s in place, so we’ll be able to hook more signals soon. But we’ll still need traditional approaches.” A look around the lab. Meaning forensics, Rhyme supposed. And then the ASAC looked toward Dellray. “And street-level work. Though Fred tells me he hasn’t had much luck.”

Dellray’s talent as an undercover op was exceeded only by his skills as a handler of confidential informants. Since 9/11 he’d curried favor with a large group of CIs in the Islamic community and taught himself Arabic, Indonesian and Farsi. He worked regularly with the NYPD’s impressive anti-terror unit. But the agent confirmed his boss’s comment. Grim-faced, he said, “Haven’t heard anything about Justice For or Rahman. Ran it past my boys in Brooklyn, Jersey, Queens, Manhattan.”

“Just happened,” Sellitto reminded.

“Right,” McDaniel said slowly. “Of course something like this would’ve been planned for, what would you guess? A month?”

Noble said, “I’d imagine. At least.”

“See, that’s this damn cloud zone.”

Rhyme could also hear McDaniel’s criticism of Fred Dellray: The point of informants was to learn about things before they happened.

“Well, keep at it, Fred,” McDaniel said. “You’re doing a good job.”

“Sure, Tucker.”

Noble had given up fidgeting with the pen. He was consulting his watch. “So Homeland’ll coordinate with Washington and the State Department, embassies too, if we need to. But the police and the Bureau’ll run the case like any other. Now, Lincoln, everybody knows your expertise with crime scene work, so we’re hoping you’ll work point on analysis of the trace. We’re assembling a CS team now. They should be on location at the substation in twenty minutes. Thirty, tops.”

“Sure, we’ll help,” Rhyme said. “But we run the entire scene. Entrance to exit. And all secondary scenes. Not just trace. The whole ball of string.” He glanced at Sellitto, who nodded firmly, meaning, I’m backing you up.

In the ensuing awkward moment of silence, everybody was aware of the subtext: who would ultimately be in charge of the investigation. The nature of police work nowadays was such that whoever controlled the forensics basically ran the case. This was a practical consequence of the advancements in crime scene investigative techniques in the past ten years. Simply by searching the scenes and analyzing what was found, forensic investigators had the best insights into the nature of the crime and possible suspects and were the first to develop leads.

The triumvirate—Noble and McDaniel on the federal side and Sellitto for the NYPD—would be making strategic decisions. But, if they accepted Rhyme as key in the crime scene operation, he would be in effect the lead investigator. This made sense. He’d solved crimes in the city longer than any of them had, and since there were no suspects or other significant leads at this point, other than evidence, a forensic specialist was the way to go.

Most important, Rhyme wanted the case bad. The boredom factor . . .

Okay, some ego too.

So he offered the best argument he could: He said nothing. Just settled his eyes on the face of the Homeland Security man, Gary Noble.

McDaniel fidgeted a bit—it was his crime scene people who would be demoted—and Noble lobbed a glance toward him, asking, “What do you think, Tucker?”

“I know Mr. Rhyme’s . . . I know Lincoln’s work. I don’t have a problem with him running the scene. Provided there’s one hundred percent coordination with us.”

“Of course.”

“And we’ve got somebody present. And we get the findings as soon as possible.” He looked into Rhyme’s eyes, not at his body. “The most important thing is fast response time.”

Meaning, Rhyme suspected, can somebody in your condition deliver? Sellitto stirred, but this wasn’t a crip put-down. It was a legitimate question. One that Rhyme himself would have asked.

He answered, “Understood.”

“Good. I’ll tell my Evidence Response people to help however you want,” the ASAC assured him.

Noble said, “Now, for the press, we’re trying to downplay the terror angle at this point. We’ll be making it sound like an accident. But the news leaked that it may be more than that. People are freaked out.”

“I’ll say they are.” McDaniel nodded. “I’ve got monitors in my office checking Internet traffic. Huge increases in hits in search engines for ‘electrocution,’ ‘arc flash’ and ‘blackouts.’ YouTube viewings of arc flash videos are through the roof. I went online myself. They’re scary as hell. One minute there’re two guys working on an electric panel, then all of a sudden there’s a flash that fills the whole screen and a guy’s on his back, with half his body on fire.”

“And,” Noble said, “people’re real nervous that arc flashes might happen someplace other than a substation. Like their houses and offices.”

Sachs asked, “Can they?”

McDaniel apparently had not learned all there was to know about arc flashes. He admitted, “I think so, but I’m not sure how big the current has to be.” His eyes strayed to a 220v outlet nearby.

“Well, I think we better get moving,” Rhyme said, with a glance at Sachs.

She headed for the door. “Ron, come with me.” Pulaski joined her. A moment later the door closed, and soon he heard the big engine of her car fire up.

“Now, one thing to keep in mind, one scenario we ran on the computers,” McDaniel added, “was that the UNSUB was just testing the waters, checking out the grid as a possible terror target. It was pretty clumsy and only one person died. We fed that into the system and the algorithms are suggesting that they might try something different next. There’s even a potential that this was a singularity.”

“A . . . ?” Rhyme asked, exasperated at the language.

“Singularity—a onetime occurrence. Our threat analysis software assigned a fifty-five percent nonrepeatability factor to the incident. That’s not the worst in the world.”

Rhyme said, “But isn’t that just another way of saying there’s a forty-five percent chance that somebody else somewhere in New York City’s going to get electrocuted? . . . And it could be happening right now.”


Chapter 5

ALGONQUIN CONSOLIDATED POWER substation MH-10 was a miniature medieval castle in a quiet area south of Lincoln Center. It was made of unevenly cut limestone, dingy and pitted from decades of New York City pollution and grime. The cornerstone was worn but you could easily read, 1928.

It was just before 2 p.m. when Amelia Sachs skidded her maroon Ford Torino Cobra up to the curb in front of the place, behind the ruined bus. The car and its bubbling exhaust drew glances of curiosity or admiration from bystanders, cops and firemen. She climbed out of the driver’s seat, tossed an NYPD placard on the dash and stood with hands on hips, surveying the scene. Ron Pulaski exited from the passenger door and slammed it with a solid clunk.

Sachs regarded the incongruity of the setting. Modern buildings, at least twenty or so stories high, bracketed the substation, which for some reason had been designed with turrets. The stone was streaked with white, thanks to the resident pigeons, a number of which had returned after the excitement. The windows were of jaundiced glass and covered with bars painted black.

The thick metal door was open and the room inside was dark.

With a bleat of an electronic siren a rapid response vehicle from the NYPD Crime Scene Unit eased into the area. The RRV parked, and three technicians from the main operation in Queens climbed out. Sachs had worked with them on a number of occasions and she nodded to the Latino man and the Asian woman under the direction of a senior officer, Detective Gretchen Sahloff. Sachs nodded to the detective, who waved a greeting and with a somber look at the front of the substation walked to the rear of the large van, where the newly arrived officers began to unload equipment.

Sachs’s attention then moved to the sidewalk and street, cordoned off with yellow tape, beyond which a crowd of fifty or so watched the action. The bus that had been the object of the attack sat in front of the substation, empty, lopsided; the right tires were deflated. Near the front the paint was scorched. Half the windows were gray and opaque.

An EMS medic approached, a stocky African-American woman, and nodded. Sachs said, “Hi.”

The woman gave a tentative nod of greeting. Med techs had witnessed just about all the carnage you could see but she was shaken. “Detective, you better take a look.”

Sachs followed her to the ambulance, where a body lay on a gurney, waiting transport to the morgue. It was covered with a dark green waxy tarp.

“Was the last passenger, looks like. We thought we could save him. But . . . we only got him this far.”

“Electrocuted?”

“You better see,” she whispered. And lifted the covering.

Sachs froze as the smell of burned skin and hair rose and she gazed at the victim, a Latino in a business suit—or what was left of one. His back and much of the right side of his body was a mix of skin and cloth from the burn. She guessed second and third degree. But that wasn’t what unsettled her so much; she’d seen bad burns, accidental and intentional, in her line of work. The most horrifying sight was in his flesh, exposed when the EMS team had cut away the cloth of his suit. She was looking at dozens of smooth puncture wounds, which covered his body. It was as if he’d been hit by a blast from a huge shotgun.

“Most of them,” the medic said, “entrance and exit.”

They went all the way through?

“What’d cause that?”

“Don’t know. Never seen anything like it, all my years.”

And Sachs realized something else. The wounds were all distinct and clearly visible. “There’s no blood.”

“Whatever it was cauterized the wounds. That’s why . . .” Her voice went soft. “That’s why he stayed conscious for as long as he did.”

Sachs couldn’t imagine the pain. “How?” she asked, half to herself.

And then she got the answer.

“Amelia,” Ron Pulaski called.

She glanced toward him.

“The bus sign pole. Take a look. Brother . . .”

“Jesus,” she muttered. And walked closer to the edge of the crime scene tape. About six feet from the ground a hole had been blasted clean through the metal pole, five inches wide. The metal had melted like plastic under a blowtorch. She then focused on the windows of the bus and a delivery truck parked nearby. She’d thought the glass was frosted from the fire. But, no, small bits of shrapnel—the same that had killed the passenger—had hit the vehicles. The sheet-metal skins were also punctured.

“Look,” she whispered, pointing at the sidewalk and the facade of the substation. A hundred tiny craters had been dug into the stone.

“Was it a bomb?” Pulaski asked. “Maybe the respondings missed it.”

Sachs opened a plastic bag and removed blue latex gloves. Pulling them on, she bent down and collected a small disk of metal shaped like a teardrop at the base of the post. It was so hot it softened the glove.

When she realized what it was, she shivered.

“What’s that?” Pulaski asked.

“The arc flash melted the pole.” She looked around and saw a hundred or more drops on the ground or sticking to the side of the bus, buildings and nearby cars.

That’s what had killed the young passenger. A shower of molten metal drops flying through the air at a thousand feet a second.

The young officer exhaled slowly. “Getting hit by something like that . . . burning right through you.”

Sachs shivered again—at the thought of the pain. And at the thought of how devastating the results of the attack might have been. This portion of street was relatively empty. Had the substation been closer to the center of Manhattan, easily ten or fifteen passersby would have died.

Sachs looked up and found herself staring at the UNSUB’s weapon: From one of the windows overlooking Fifty-seventh Street about two feet of thick wire dangled. It was covered in black insulation but the end was stripped away and the bare cable was bolted to a scorched brass plate. It looked industrial and mundane and not at all the sort of thing that could have produced such a terrible explosion.

Sachs and Pulaski joined the cluster of two dozen Homeland Security, FBI and NYPD agents and officers at the FBI’s command post van. Some were in tactical gear, some in crime scene coveralls. Others, just suits or regulation uniforms. They were dividing up the labor. They’d be canvassing for witnesses and checking for post-incident bombs or other booby traps, a popular terrorist technique.

A solemn, lean-faced man in his fifties stood with his arms crossed, staring at the substation. He wore an Algonquin Consolidated badge on a chain around his neck. He was the senior company representative here: a field supervisor in charge of this portion of the grid. Sachs asked him to describe what Algonquin had learned about the event in detail, and he gave her an account, which she jotted into her notebook.

“Security cameras?”

The skinny man replied, “Sorry, no. We don’t bother. The doors are multiple locked. And there’s nothing inside to steal, really. Anyways, all that juice, it’s sort of like a guard dog. A big one.”

Sachs asked, “How do you think he got in?”

“The door was locked when we got here. They’re on number-pad locks.”

“Who has the codes?”

“All the employees. But he didn’t get in that way. The locks have a chip that keeps records of when they’re opened. These haven’t been accessed for two days. And that”—he pointed to the wire dangling from the window—“wasn’t there then. He had to break in some other way.”

She turned to Pulaski. “When you’re finished out here, check around back, the windows and roof.” She asked the Algonquin worker, “Underground access?”

The field supervisor said, “Not that I know of. The electric lines into and out of this station come through ducts nobody could fit in. But there could be other tunnels I don’t know about.”

“Check it out anyway, Ron.” Sachs then interviewed the driver of the bus, who’d been treated for glass cuts and a concussion. His vision and hearing had been temporarily damaged but he’d insisted on staying to help the police however he could. Which wasn’t very much. The round man described being curious about the wire protruding from the window; he’d never seen it before. Smelling smoke, hearing pops from inside. Then the terrifying spark.

“So fast,” he whispered. “Never seen anything that fast in my life.”

He’d been slammed against the window and woke up ten minutes later. He fell silent, gazing at his destroyed bus, his expression reflecting betrayal and mourning.

Sachs then turned to the agents and officers present and said she and Pulaski were going to run the scene. She wondered if word really had come down from the FBI’s Tucker McDaniel that this was kosher. It wasn’t unheard of for senior people in law enforcement to smilingly agree with you and then intentionally forget the conversation had ever taken place. But the federal agents had indeed been told. Some seemed irritated that the NYPD was taking this pivotal role, but others—the FBI’s Evidence Response Team mostly—didn’t seem to mind and indeed regarded Sachs with admiring curiosity; she was, after all, part of the team headed up by the legendary Lincoln Rhyme.

Turning toward Pulaski she said, “Let’s get to work.” Sachs walked toward the RRV, binding her crimson hair into a bun, to suit up.

Pulaski hesitated and glanced at the hundred dots of cooling metal disks on the sidewalk and lodged against the front of the building, then at the stiff wire hanging from the window. “They did shut the power off in there, didn’t they?”

Sachs just motioned him to follow her.


Chapter 6

WEARING DRAB, DARK blue Algonquin Consolidated Power worker overalls, a baseball-style cap without logo and safety glasses, the man busied himself at the service panel in the back of the health club in the Chelsea district of Manhattan.

As he did his work—mounting equipment and stripping, connecting and snipping wires, he thought about the attack that morning. The news was all over the incident.

One man was killed and several injured this morning when an overload in a power company substation in Manhattan produced a huge spark that jumped from the station to a bus sign pole, narrowly missing an MTA bus.

“It was like, you know, a lightning bolt,” one witness, a passenger on the bus, reported. “Just filled the whole sidewalk. It blinded me. And that sound. I can’t describe it. It was like this loud growl, then it exploded. I’m afraid to go near anything that’s got electricity in it. I’m really freaked out. I mean, anybody who saw that thing is freaked out.”

You’re not alone, the man thought. People had been conscious of—and awed and frightened by—electricity for more than five thousand years. The word itself came from the Greek for “amber,” a reference to the solidified tree resin that the ancients would rub to create static charges. The numbing effects of electricity created by eels and fish in the rivers and off the coasts of Egypt, Greece and Rome were described at length in scientific writings well before the Christian era.

His thoughts turned to water creatures at the moment since, as he worked, he furtively watched five people swimming slow laps in the club’s pool. Three women and two men, all of retirement age.

One particular fish he’d come to be fascinated with was the torpedo ray, which gave its name to the weapons fired by submarines. The Latin word torpore—to stiffen or paralyze—was the source of the name. The ray had, in effect, two batteries in its body made up of hundreds of thousands of gelatinous plates. These generated electricity, which a complicated array of nerves transported through its body like wires. The current was used for defense but also offensively, for hunting. Rays would lie in wait and then use a charge to numb their next meal or sometimes kill it outright—larger rays could generate up to two hundred volts and deliver more amps than an electric drill.

Pretty fascinating . . .

He finished rigging the panel and regarded his job. Like linemen and master electricians all over the world, he felt a certain pride at the neatness. He’d come to feel that working with electricity was more than a trade; it was a science and an art. Closing the door, he walked to the far side of the club—near the men’s locker room. And, out of sight, he waited.

Like a torpedo ray.

This neighborhood—the far West Side—was residential; no workers were getting their jogs or swims or squash games in now, early afternoon, though the place would fill up after working hours with hundreds of locals, eager to sweat away the tensions of the day.

But he didn’t need a large crowd. Not at the moment. That would come later.

So people would think he was simply another worker and ignore him, he turned his attention to a fire control panel and took the cover off, examining the guts without much interest. Thinking again about electric rays. Those that lived in salt water were wired in parallel circuits and produced lower voltage because seawater was a better conductor than fresh and the jolt didn’t need to be so powerful to kill their prey. Electric rays that inhabited rivers and lakes, on the other hand, were wired in series and produced higher voltage to compensate for the lower conductivity of freshwater.

This, to him, was not only fascinating but was relevant at the moment—for this test about the conductivity of water. He wondered if he’d made the calculations right.

He had to wait for only ten minutes before he heard footsteps and saw one of the lap swimmers, a balding man in his sixties, padding by on slippers. He entered the showers.

The man in the overalls snuck a peek at the swimmer, turning the faucet on and stepping under the stream of steaming water, unaware that he was being studied.

Three minutes, five. Lathering, washing . . .

Growing impatient, because of the risk of detection, gripping the remote control—similar to a large car-key fob—the man in the overalls felt his shoulder muscles stiffening.
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