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CHAPTER ONE
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The Canyon

He became aware of the cold before he became aware of anything else.

The stone beneath his cheek held the last of the night. That single sensation existed by itself for a while — separate from thought, untouched by memory. He lay with his eyes closed, feeling the rough surface against his skin, hearing the faint sound of water moving somewhere below him. The sound came and went, sometimes clear enough to be recognized as a stream and sometimes so thin it might have belonged to whatever he had been dreaming before the cold brought him back.

He did not know whether he had been dreaming.

When he finally opened his eyes, the sky above the canyon was so intensely blue it seemed almost artificial. He stared at it for a long time without moving. A person wakes and knows the room. A person wakes and knows the day. He waited for that ordinary inventory to begin and found, after several long seconds, that nothing came with it.

A hawk drifted above the canyon walls, riding an invisible current with the absolute certainty of something that knew exactly where it was. He watched it make one slow turn, then another, and felt an envy so direct and unreasonable that it brought him more fully awake.

He did not know where he was.

The thought was manageable at first. He might have fallen. He might have wandered. There were explanations that would have made sense if any memory had presented itself to support them. He waited. When none appeared, the shape of the problem widened in a way that was difficult to name.

He did not know how he had arrived.

He did not know how long he had been lying on the stone.

More troubling than either of those: he was not entirely certain who he was.

The realization forced him upright too quickly. The canyon tilted. A wave of dizziness moved through him and he pressed one hand against the ground until it passed. His breathing sounded too loud in the stillness. Dust had collected in the lines of his palm. A small scrape crossed the base of his thumb, dry and shallow, the kind of mark a man might acquire without noticing.

He stared at it as though it might identify him.

The landscape offered nothing in return. The canyon floor lay in blue morning shadow, enclosed by steep walls of rock broken by scrub oak and sagebrush and scattered pines growing from improbable cracks. Sunlight had reached the upper ridges but not the place where he sat. A narrow stream wound between rocks thirty or forty yards below, bright where it caught the early light. Beyond it, a trail bent out of sight.

He checked his pockets. No wallet. No phone. No keys. No folded receipt, business card, or scrap of paper. Whoever he was, he had entered the canyon without the small proofs by which people carry themselves through the world.

The discovery did not produce panic, which frightened him in a different way. He understood that panic would have been appropriate. Instead he felt a suspended calm, as though whatever had happened had moved his emotions several feet away from his body. He could observe them from there, waiting, but he could not quite reach them.

He looked at his hands.

Strong hands, lightly scarred, the hands of someone who did not spend his entire life behind a desk. The nails were clean. His left wrist carried the pale indentation of a watch that was no longer there. The skin remembered it. That absence disturbed him more than the empty pockets had.

Someone had taken the watch.

The thought arrived with no supporting memory — only the conviction that the absence was deliberate.

He got to his feet slowly enough that the dizziness stayed manageable. Jeans, hiking boots, a gray long-sleeved shirt dusty across one shoulder. The clothing fit him. Nothing was torn. He touched his face, then the back of his head, searching for swelling or dried blood and finding neither.

The stream became his first destination because it was the only thing in the canyon that appeared to be going somewhere. He walked toward it with the cautious attention of a man testing each part of himself. His knees held. His balance held. A soreness in his shoulder and an ache behind his eyes, but nothing that suggested serious injury. The body appeared intact. Only the life inside it had been taken apart.

He knelt at the water and splashed his face.

The cold hit hard enough to make him gasp. The world sharpened. The canyon walls became more than shape and shadow — he could see the fine reddish bands in the rock, the pale grass along the banks, his own reflection trembling in the current. He leaned closer. The man in the water was in his early thirties, perhaps, with dark hair and a strong face and eyes that looked more alert than he felt. He appeared capable. He looked like someone who would be expected to handle things.

He did not know why that phrase came to him. Expected to handle things. It seemed to belong to a life he could not enter.

He closed his eyes.

For the first time, something answered.

Not a full memory. Not even the beginning of one. An impression — arriving with such force that he gripped the rock beside the stream to keep himself still.

A room. Artificial light, too white. A low mechanical hum beyond the walls. A smell he couldn’t name at first, something dry and chemical beneath a trace of metal. His wrists felt heavy in the memory, though when he opened his eyes and looked down at them, they were bare.

The room vanished.

He remained kneeling by the stream, breathing harder than the effort warranted. He tried to pull the impression back and found only the idea of it. Still, something had been there.

He was not empty.

That should have comforted him. Instead it confirmed that the emptiness had edges, and that something might be waiting behind them.

He drank from the stream, not because he knew it was safe but because thirst had begun to make itself known. The water tasted of stone and cold. He drank sparingly, then sat back and tried to think with the deliberate patience of a man working a problem. His mind resisted. Each attempt to organize his circumstances dissolved before it became useful.

No identification. No phone. No memory. A canyon in the mountains. The general world remained available to him — he knew the word canyon, he knew the word mountain, he knew what a hawk was and what morning meant. It was only his place inside the world that had been removed. That distinction mattered to him. He could not have explained why, but it did.

He stood and followed the stream downhill.

The trail became clearer after a few minutes, a path worn into the earth by hikers, animals, or both. Walking helped. With each step he hoped some ordinary association might return — a city, a family, a name. The absence of his name became the center of everything. He tried to approach it indirectly: introductions, signatures, voicemail greetings, the way a person hears his own name spoken by someone who knows him well. Nothing came. He imagined a driver’s license. The blank space where the name should be seemed almost visible.

Then the voice returned.

Male. Controlled. Near enough to be remembered as presence, not close enough to be seen. It had spoken to him from beyond the light.

Andrew stopped walking.

A name moved through his thoughts.

Bob.

It arrived cleanly and with peculiar force. He said it aloud before he could decide whether to.

“Bob.”

The canyon gave it back faintly.

He listened to the echo fade against the rock.

It meant nothing to him. It did not feel like his own name, though he could not prove that. It felt planted — deliberate — something placed where he would find it when everything else had been stripped away. The certainty was irrational. It was also the first certainty he had.

He continued walking.

# # #
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SUNLIGHT REACHED HIM as the canyon opened, and the relief of it was immediate, almost intimate. He stopped in the light and turned toward the ridge.

The landscape stirred something.

Not the room this time. Familiarity — not with this exact canyon, perhaps, but with land itself. Rock, grade, erosion, color, the shape of a slope and what it suggested beneath. He knew how to read some part of it. He could not explain the knowledge, but he could feel it working. The reddish stone above the stream was not merely beautiful — it meant something. The cut of the canyon, the angle of exposed strata, the way mineral stain ran along the wall where water had once traveled: all of it seemed to be speaking in a language he had known well.

He stood there longer than was strictly useful.

That familiarity nearly broke him. The canyon knew him in some way his own mind did not.

He resumed walking because remaining still had begun to feel dangerous.

# # #
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THE FIRST VOICES CAME from around a bend, and for several seconds he assumed they belonged to another fragment of memory. He stopped. These were ordinary, carried by air.

Two men appeared on the trail. Both wore green uniforms. The older one raised a hand — not in greeting exactly, but in caution.

“Sir? Are you all right?”

He tried to answer. The question was simple. The truth was not.

The men came closer without rushing. The older ranger had a square face weathered by sun and the calm manner of someone with long practice in the presence of distress. The younger one moved slightly to one side, creating space without making it obvious.

“Can you hear me?” the older one said.

“Yes.”

“Are you hurt?”

He looked down at himself with the careful attention of a man inspecting a stranger.

“I don’t know.”

The ranger’s expression changed, though only slightly.

“Okay. That’s all right. Do you know where you are?”

He looked past him at the canyon walls.

“No.”

“Do you know how long you’ve been out here?”

“No.”

The younger ranger took a notebook from his pocket. The older one kept his attention on him.

“What’s your name?”

The question entered him like a physical blow. He had known it was coming — any conversation in these circumstances would arrive there eventually. Still, hearing it spoken aloud gave the absence a public shape. He searched with sudden urgency, as though the presence of witnesses might make the answer appear.

Nothing came.

The ranger waited.

He felt the word rising. The only word that had survived whatever happened. He resisted it for a moment because it felt wrong to offer a name he did not trust. But there was no other.

“Bob,” he said.

The ranger nodded.

“Bob what?”

He closed his eyes briefly.

“I don’t know.”

The two men exchanged a glance — quick, professional. The younger one spoke into a radio. He caught only pieces: adult male, disoriented, possible head injury, no identification. The older ranger guided him to a flat rock near the trail.

“Sit down for me, Bob.”

He sat because the instruction was easier to follow than to question.

The ranger asked several more things. Had he fallen? Had he taken anything? Was he diabetic? Did he know where he lived? He answered each with what little he had. No. I don’t know. I don’t remember. The ranger showed no frustration. That measured kindness affected him more than anything else had. It suggested the world still had rules. It suggested there were procedures for finding a man who had misplaced himself.

At some point the younger ranger handed him a bottle of water. He accepted it with both hands and drank. The plastic crackled under his grip, and the sound triggered something.

A phone. His hand holding a phone. A number being spoken to him — no, not spoken. Written. He saw his own finger pressing buttons. The voice again, patient and close enough to be obeyed.

Then the memory folded in on itself and disappeared.

He lowered the bottle. The older ranger noticed immediately.

“What is it?”

He tried to hold the fragment in place. Already slipping. “I think I made a call.”

“To who?”

“I don’t know.”

“When?”

He looked at the water moving inside the bottle.

“I don’t know.”

The younger ranger wrote something down. The older one said, “Don’t force it.” The instruction was sensible and impossible to follow. He could feel his life just beyond reach. People who knew him. A house or apartment, a desk, a car, obligations waiting somewhere. Perhaps someone worried by now.

The possibility that no one was worried struck him with unexpected force.

He did not know whether he was loved.

The thought shamed him, though there was no one to blame.

# # #
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THE HELICOPTER ARRIVED less than half an hour later. Its sound reached the canyon first, a heavy thudding that filled the space between the walls. Dust rose as it settled in a clearing downstream. The rangers helped him across the uneven ground. He could have walked alone but he did not object to their hands at his elbows. Even that steadiness was something to hold onto.

During the flight, the canyon dropped away beneath him.

From above it looked less like the place where he had awakened and more like part of an immense system — ridges, folds, drainages, roads. The Wasatch Front stretched in long lines of stone and shadow. Salt Lake City appeared beyond it, laid out in a grid that seemed almost too orderly after the canyon’s ancient disorder.

The city should have meant something.

It did not.

The medic across from him asked questions. He answered what he could. He knew facts. He knew public information. He could name the president, identify the season, estimate the elevation of the land below. But he did not know his mother’s face, or whether she was living. He did not know if he had children, if someone had once trusted him enough to share a life.

He knew the president.

He knew the word Bob.

That was the inventory of himself.

# # #
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AT THE HOSPITAL, EVERYTHING became light and movement. University of Utah Hospital, someone said, and the name passed through him without recognition. A bed. Nurses with questions. A doctor who introduced himself and did not seem to expect the introduction to land. Blood drawn. A monitor attached to his finger. His boots placed in a clear plastic bag.

He kept waiting for recognition to come — a smell, a corridor, a face. Nothing attached itself to the place.

A police officer arrived, then another. They were careful with him. Everyone was careful. That care gave the situation a seriousness no one needed to state.

A doctor asked him to describe the first thing he remembered.

“The sky,” he said.

“What else?”

“Cold stone. The sound of water.”

“Anything before that?”

He hesitated. The room had come back in pieces throughout the afternoon, and something about it felt private. Possibly dangerous. But withholding it seemed like a decision, and he did not trust himself enough to make decisions yet.

“There was a room,” he said.

The doctor stopped writing.

“What kind of room?”

“Artificial light. No windows. A mechanical sound somewhere beyond the walls.”

“Were you restrained?”

He looked at his wrists.

“I think so.”

The doctor glanced toward the officer.

“Do you remember anyone with you?”

“A voice.”

“Male or female?”

“Male.”

“What did it say?”

He found only the one word.

“Bob.”

The doctor waited.

“Is that your name?”

He looked at him steadily.

“I don’t know.”

The answer changed the room. No one reacted dramatically. The change was subtler — the doctor became more formal, the officer’s attention sharpened, the nurse near the monitor looked at him now as someone who might be part of a larger event.

A larger event.

The phrase entered him with a chill he could not explain.

He closed his eyes. The phone appeared again, lasting longer this time. His right hand holding it — not his phone, he thought, something unfamiliar, heavier. A piece of paper on the table in front of him, numbers written on it. The voice instructing him to dial. His own breathing changed and the nurse said, “Mr. Bob?” which sounded absurd and was the kindest thing anyone had said to him.

He opened his eyes.

“I made a call,” he said.

The officer moved closer.

“Who did you call?”

“I don’t know.”

“What did you say?”

He swallowed. His mouth had gone dry.

“Numbers. A sequence. I read them from the paper.”

“From memory?”

“No. From paper. I think.”

The officer wrote that down.

He did not yet understand what the numbers were. He did not understand that someone had placed a phone in his hand and instructed him to recite a sequence that had taken years and a kidnapping to obtain. He did not understand that the sequence had already been used, that the purpose of it was complete, that he had been left in the canyon when his usefulness was finished.

He understood only that the word Bob no longer felt like a name.

It felt like bait.

# # #
[image: ]


LATER, AFTER THE SCANS and blood tests and the repeated neurological checks, they moved him to a quieter room. A nurse said they were working on his identification. She said the police would continue. She said these things in a practiced, gentle voice that gave frightened people the next small piece of certainty.

He thanked her.

The politeness arrived automatically. That interested him. He did not know his name, but he had manners. He did not know his address, but he knew how to thank a nurse. Whoever he was, he had been raised to control what could be controlled, to remain useful, to make other people comfortable even when he had none of his own.

He lay in the bed and watched the light move across the wall.

Later, a technician came and took his fingerprints electronically. Andrew placed his fingers on the glass because they asked him to. His body giving up what his mind could not.

The officer told him the results would come quickly.

The answer was meant to reassure him. It didn’t. Soon a name would be placed over him like a returned garment. He wanted that. He feared it. The blankness was terrifying, but it also protected him from whatever life had produced the canyon, the room, the voice, and the phone call. Those things had a history. The history was not finished.

Near sunset, the older ranger appeared in the doorway.

“How are you doing?”

He almost gave the expected answer.

“I don’t know,” he said instead.

The ranger stepped inside and stood for a moment without speaking. Then: “You remembered anything else?”

“A phone call.”

The ranger’s face sharpened.

He told him what he had told the doctor. Not much to add. The ranger listened without interrupting. When he finished, the ranger looked toward the window, where the last light had begun to thin over the city.

“That sounds like something worth remembering,” he said.

He meant it gently.

The words stayed anyway.

Worth remembering. The problem was that memory did not seem to belong to him anymore. It was being returned in fragments, and he had no control over which pieces came back first.

After the ranger left, he lay in the dim room and listened to the hospital settle into its evening rhythms. Footsteps in the hall. A cart somewhere. A patient coughing and going quiet. The ordinary life of the place continued around him, indifferent and, in its way, comforting.

He wondered whether Bob was looking for him.

He wondered whether Bob had left him there.

He wondered whether Bob was the man with the voice, or the person the man with the voice feared.

The questions arranged themselves without answers.

# # #
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SOMETIME AFTER DARK, two people entered the room with the officer who had taken his fingerprints. One was a hospital administrator. The other wore a suit and carried a folder.

He saw the change in their faces before anyone spoke.

They knew.

The officer approached the bed.

“Sir, we have an identification.”

He felt his body go very still.

The officer looked at the folder, though he probably no longer needed to.

“Your name is Andrew Cahill.”

The name entered the room and did not feel like it belonged to him.

Andrew Cahill.

He waited for recognition. Nothing came. The officer continued, choosing his words with care.

“You’re thirty-two years old. You live primarily in Nevada. Your family owns and operates the Cahill Mining Consortium.”

Mining.

That word moved through him differently than the name had. Not memory — something closer to recognition. A pressure behind the eyes. Land, machinery, desert roads, maps on a desk, men in hard hats, the specific silence of open country early in the morning. The impressions came and went too quickly to trust, but they were there.

The officer was still speaking.

“Your father, John Cahill, has been reported missing.”

He looked at the officer.

This time the room changed in a way everyone felt.

“Missing,” he said.

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“Two weeks.”

Two weeks. The number opened nothing in him. No father appeared. No face. No voice. No grief.

Only the knowledge that grief should have come.

That absence was the worst thing yet.

He turned toward the window. Salt Lake City had become a scatter of lights against the dark. The officer said something about federal authorities, about jurisdiction, about proceeding carefully. He heard the words without absorbing them.

His name was Andrew Cahill.

His father was missing.

He had been found in a canyon carrying the word Bob like an instruction.

Later — much later, after the room had grown quiet and a nurse had come and gone and the machines had settled into their rhythms — he lay with his hands resting on the blanket and looked at them. Andrew Cahill’s hands.

The name had been returned to him. It had not yet found its way inside.

He closed his eyes.

The room from before waited behind them. The light. The hum. The paper. The phone. The voice.

He tried to hear it clearly.

Most of what it had said remained buried. But one word came again, distinct and patient, as though it had been placed in him for safekeeping.

Bob.

He opened his eyes into the dark hospital room.

Not his name.

Not an answer.

A thread.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Identification

The nurse came in a little after seven with a paper cup of water and the practiced softness of a woman who had been waking people in hospital rooms for long enough to know that surprise was sometimes worse than pain. She did not turn on the overhead light. She opened the door with her hip, crossed to the window, and adjusted the blinds until morning entered in narrow pieces.

Andrew had already been awake for nearly an hour.

He had learned this from the clock on the wall, from the soft pneumatic sigh of the blood pressure cuff that had measured him at six-fifteen, and from the footsteps in the corridor, which gathered after dawn and took on purpose. During the night the hospital had seemed to run on necessity and machines. In the morning it ran on people with coffee, clipboards, and places to be.

“How are we doing?” the nurse asked.

He looked at her before answering because he had discovered, during the night, that questions which sounded simple were not always simple. The honest answer was that he did not know how they were doing. He knew how his body felt. His left shoulder ached, his head carried a pressure behind the eyes, and there were bruises along his ribs that had become more impressive since he had first seen them. He knew he was in a hospital in Salt Lake City. He knew a police officer had told him his name.

Andrew Cahill.

The name had been there for him all night, placed beside the bed like an object someone expected him to recognize. He had tried it silently. Andrew. Cahill. He had taken each word apart and listened for something inside him to answer.

Nothing had.

“I’m all right,” he said.

The nurse gave him the look adults gave other adults when they did not believe them but had no useful reason to say so. “That’s a very hospital answer.”

“It’s the best one I have.”

“At least it was polite.” She set the cup on the tray table and checked the monitor with the bored competence of someone who trusted numbers more than patient reports. “Headache?”

“Some.”

“Nausea?”

“No.”

“Do you remember anything else?”

He glanced toward the door. A uniformed officer sat outside in a plastic chair, his shoulder and part of one knee visible through the gap. The officer had changed sometime before dawn. This one was younger and wider in the chest, and he had spent most of the last hour pretending not to look into the room.

“Not really,” Andrew said.

The nurse followed his glance, then looked back at him without asking what he meant by not really. That was another thing he had begun to understand. People were being careful around him. Not kind exactly, although some were kind. Careful. They carried themselves as if the wrong question might break something.

She wrote something down. “Doctor will be in soon. Detectives too, probably.”

“Detectives?”

“That’s what I heard. I don’t know anything more than that.” She lifted the water cup and handed it to him. “Drink.”

He did. The water was cold enough to make his teeth hurt, and for some reason the sensation steadied him. He had a body. It had reactions. It disliked cold water against the teeth and the plastic smell of the cup and the adhesive pulling at the skin under the monitor leads. His mind could fail him, but his body kept producing small opinions.

“Any family come?” he asked.

The nurse’s expression changed before she had a chance to manage it. It was not much. A slight pause, one breath held half a second too long.

“I’m sure they’re working on that,” she said.

That answer told him more than she intended. Or maybe she intended exactly that much.

After she left, he sat with the cup between both hands and looked at the television mounted high in the corner. It was off. In the black screen he could see a dim version of himself in the bed: unshaven, eyes set too deep, hair flattened on one side, hospital gown loose at the neck. He tried to make the reflection into a man named Andrew Cahill. He could not.

The door opened again twenty minutes later, and the officer outside stood without being asked. A man in a brown sport coat entered first, followed by a woman with a folder tucked under one arm. The man had the red-eyed look of someone who had been called early and did not resent it because resentment wasted energy. The woman was a few years younger, dark-haired, and sharp in the way she stood still. Behind them came a doctor Andrew had seen once during the night, and behind the doctor came a different kind of silence.

The doctor said, “Mr. Cahill, these are Detectives Morrison and Lee with Salt Lake City Police. They’d like to ask you a few more questions.”

Mr. Cahill.

Andrew looked at the detectives. “More questions than the ones from last night?”

Morrison gave a small, tired smile. “Some of the same ones. Some new ones. That’s how we usually do it until people get sick of us.”

“I’m already close.”

“Then we’re ahead of schedule.”

The doctor checked Andrew’s pupils, asked about dizziness, pain, nausea, and memory. Andrew answered as well as he could. He had begun to dislike the word memory. It sounded clean, like a drawer someone could open. What he had was nothing like that. What he had were flashes that arrived with no warning and no sequence: a fluorescent hum; cold stone under his palm; the smell of dust and machine oil; a man’s voice close enough to obey; the word Bob lying in his mind with the wrong weight.

When the doctor finished and left, Morrison pulled a chair near the bed. Lee stayed standing at first, then seemed to decide that standing made the room feel too formal and took the other chair.

“You slept?” Morrison asked.

“Some.”

“Anything come back?”

Andrew rubbed his thumb against the side of the paper cup. The rim had softened where he had been holding it. “Bits.”

“Can you tell us about the bits?”

He looked toward the window. Morning had brightened the blinds, and beyond them he could make out a pale block of another building and a slice of sky with no weather in it. Salt Lake City. The words had become another fact he could repeat without owning.

“There was a room,” he said. “Not this room. Before.”

Morrison did not move, but Andrew felt the detective’s attention settle. Lee opened the folder.

“What kind of room?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Industrial, maybe. Not an office. Not a house.”

“What makes you say industrial?”

He closed his eyes because the room came more clearly that way, though not enough. “The light. It was overhead and harsh. There was a humming sound. Machinery, I think, or ventilation. Something steady. There was a chemical smell, but not like a hospital. More like solvents. Dust too.”

“Were you restrained?”

The question landed too quickly, and his hands tightened on the cup. The plastic crackled.

Morrison said, “Take your time.”

Andrew opened his eyes and looked at his wrists. There were no cuffs there, no cuts, no marks that proved anything. His skin looked ordinary except for the place where the hospital band circled his right wrist.

“I thought so,” he said.

“You thought so?”

“I have the memory of not being able to move my hands. But I don’t see marks.”

Lee wrote that down. “Could have been soft restraints.”

“Could have been.”

“You hear anyone?”

“One man.”

“Did you see him?”

“No.”

“Could you identify his voice?”

Andrew almost laughed at that, though nothing was funny. “I don’t know. I don’t have a shelf of voices in my head right now.”

Morrison accepted that with a slight nod. “Fair enough. What did he say?”

The answer was there and not there. Andrew had chased it through the night and caught only the same pieces each time. A tone more than words. Patient. Controlled. Near enough to be obeyed. Not angry. Anger would have been easier.

“He gave instructions,” Andrew said.

“What kind of instructions?”

“I don’t know.”

Lee looked up from the folder. “Mr. Cahill, did he use a name?”

There it was. The thing everyone kept circling because it was the only thing he had brought with him.

“Bob,” Andrew said.

The room accepted the word differently now that daylight was in it. Last night, when he had said it to the ranger, it had sounded almost foolish. A man found in a canyon saying Bob when asked his name. This morning, with the detectives watching him and the doctor’s questions still hanging in the air, it sounded less foolish and more deliberate.

Morrison leaned back slightly. “You think that was his name?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

Andrew had no good answer. The belief was not evidence. It was pressure under the surface. “It didn’t feel like a name.”

Lee’s pen stopped. “What did it feel like?”

“Something I was supposed to remember.”

Neither detective answered immediately. Morrison looked at Lee. Lee looked back at him, and the look was brief, professional, and not meant for Andrew. He noticed it anyway. He was beginning to notice everything people tried not to show him.

Morrison said, “We ran your fingerprints.”

Andrew had expected this, but his body reacted before he could make himself calm. The cup shifted in his hand, and a little water climbed the side.

“And?”

“Your name is Andrew Cahill. You’re thirty-two years old. Utah driver’s license, Nevada business address, current residence listed outside Elko. You’re connected to the Cahill Mining Consortium.”

Andrew waited for recognition to follow the words into the room. It did not. The name was like the canyon stone: visible, layered, clearly important, and not yet readable.

“Connected how?”

Lee’s face changed in a way he could not define. “You’re John Cahill’s son.”

That did something. Not memory exactly. Not an image. A pressure. A tightening behind the breastbone, as if some part of him knew the name before his mind could say why.

“John,” he said.

“Your father,” Morrison said.

Andrew turned the word over silently. Father. The body had another opinion now. His throat tightened, and he disliked that more than the headache.

“Where is he?”

The detectives exchanged another look, longer this time. Morrison folded his hands over the folder on his lap.

“That’s part of why we’re here,” he said. “Your father was reported missing two weeks ago.”

Andrew stared at him. The words reached him one at a time and assembled into something absurd.

“Missing.”

“Yes.”

“Two weeks.”

“Yes.”

“By who?”

“Your sister.”

“Sister?”

Lee’s voice softened, which he found worse than if she had stayed procedural. “Mary Cahill Johanson.”

Mary.

The name struck him differently from John. Less pressure. More ache. He tried to find her face and found nothing. A sister should have been easy. A father could be complicated, but a sister should have left something immediate: a laugh, a childhood insult, a kitchen, a car, a hand pushing his shoulder. There was nothing. Just the name Mary and a blankness that felt indecent.

“She reported him missing,” Andrew said.

“Yes.”

“Did she report me missing too?”

Morrison hesitated. That answer, too, told Andrew more than the man wanted.

“Not officially,” Morrison said. “Your whereabouts were less clear. You travel between operations. Nevada, Utah, sometimes New York. From what we understand, your family had difficulty establishing when you were last seen in a way that made sense.”

“That’s a hell of a sentence.”

“It is.”

“What does it mean?”

“It means your father’s disappearance had a clear start point. Yours didn’t.”

Andrew looked down at his hands. Strong hands, the nurse had not said but he had noticed. Scraped knuckles, older marks, nails cut short. Hands that looked as if they belonged to someone useful. He tried to imagine those hands signing hotel bills, opening truck doors, lifting rock samples, shaking his father’s hand. Nothing came.

“What does the Consortium do?” he asked.

Lee answered. “Mining. Uranium originally. Copper now. Gold operations in Nevada. Private company. Significant federal history.”

“Federal history.”

Morrison said, “That part is going to bring in other people.”

“What other people?”

Before Morrison could answer, the younger officer appeared in the doorway. “Detective.”

Morrison turned, annoyed for half a second until he saw the officer’s face. He stood and stepped into the hall. Lee closed the folder but did not stand. Andrew watched her watching him.

“You know more than you’re saying,” he said.

She did not deny it. He appreciated that.

“We know enough to be careful,” she said.

“With me or around me?”

“Both.”

Morrison came back into the room with his phone in his hand and the look of a man whose case had just become someone else’s case.

“Mr. Cahill,” he said, “we’re going to step out for a few minutes.”

“Why?”

“Because the FBI is on its way.”

The woman from the FBI had a name that belonged on the inside flap of a passport: Laura Bennett. She introduced herself without emphasizing the title, which made the title more present rather than less. Special Agent Laura Bennett, financial crimes. The man with her was Special Agent Daniel Marsh, counterintelligence. He had a square, patient face and the calm of someone who had learned not to hurry in rooms where everyone else wanted speed.

They arrived with different clothes, different badges, and a different atmosphere. The city detectives had wanted answers. The federal agents wanted structure. Andrew felt the change immediately. It was not comfort. It was gravity.

Bennett shook his hand carefully, as if she had read the chart and knew where he hurt. Marsh did not shake hands until Andrew offered his, and Andrew had the odd feeling that Marsh had noticed the hesitation and filed it away.

“We’re sorry to do this while you’re recovering,” Bennett said.

“I don’t have anywhere else to be.”

A corner of Marsh’s mouth moved. Bennett gave Andrew a look that suggested humor was useful but would not save him.

“Do you understand who we are?” she asked.

“FBI.”

“Yes. Do you understand why we’re here?”

“Because of my father. And uranium, apparently.”

“That’s part of it.”

“What’s the other part?”

“You.”

Andrew sat back against the pillows. The movement pulled at his ribs, and he had to wait before speaking. “I was found wandering around a canyon with no wallet and no memory. I assumed I was already part of it.”

“You are,” Bennett said. “But not in a way we understand yet.”

Marsh took the chair nearest the wall. Bennett remained standing for a moment, then sat where Lee had been. She placed a recorder on the tray table but did not turn it on.

“I’d like to talk first without recording,” she said. “Then, with your permission, we’ll record a formal statement.”

“Do I need a lawyer?”

It was the first question that sounded like it belonged to the man whose name they had given him. He heard that himself. So did Bennett.

“You’re not under arrest,” she said. “You’re not being detained by us. You’re receiving medical care, and there is a protective presence outside your room because we don’t know who put you in that canyon.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

“No,” she said. “It wasn’t. You have the right to ask for counsel before speaking to us. Given your condition, I’d understand if you wanted to wait.”

“Would waiting help you?”

“No.”

“Would it help me?”

“Maybe.”

That answer was the first thing anyone had said to him all morning that sounded completely honest.

Andrew looked at Marsh. “What do you think?”

Marsh seemed mildly surprised to be asked. “I think people who need lawyers don’t always know they need lawyers at the beginning.”

“Do I need one?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Andrew gave a short breath that almost became a laugh. “You people are incredibly reassuring.”

“We work for the government,” Marsh said. “It wears off on us.”

Bennett looked at him, not sharply, but enough. Then she turned back to Andrew. “For now, we’re trying to locate your father and identify where you were held. You can answer what you’re comfortable answering. If at any point you want to stop, we stop.”

Andrew believed her as far as that sentence went. He did not know how far that was.

“Ask,” he said.

Bennett turned on the recorder only after going through the preliminaries again and receiving his consent. The machine’s red light made the room feel smaller. She began with his name, the date, the hospital, the presence of Agent Marsh. Andrew answered when prompted. Andrew Cahill. The name was easier to say aloud now but no closer to belonging to him.

“Tell us what you remember before the canyon,” Bennett said.

He told them about the room. He told them about the artificial light, the hum, the chemical smell, the dust, the sense of being restrained without lasting marks. He told them about the voice. He told them the voice was male, calm, and close. He told them about Bob.

Bennett asked careful questions that never seemed random. Had he heard traffic? No. Aircraft? He did not think so. Train? Maybe a vibration, but he could not say whether that was memory or invention. Did the room feel underground? He did not know. Hot or cold? Cool. Dry. Was there an echo? Some. Did anyone strike him? He did not remember being struck. Did he remember being moved? No.

Marsh asked fewer questions, but when he did they came from the side.

“The voice,” he said. “Did it have an accent?”

“No.”

“No accent at all, or no foreign accent?”

Andrew thought about it. He appreciated the distinction. “No foreign accent that I remember. American. Maybe western. Maybe not. I’m not sure.”

“Educated?”

“What does that sound like?”

“Word choice. Pace. Grammar. Did he sound like a guy from a loading dock, a lawyer, military, something else?”

“He sounded like someone used to being obeyed.”

Marsh nodded once. “That’s useful.”

“Is it?”

“It narrows some things. Opens others.”

“That sounds like it means no.”

“It means maybe.”

Bennett asked, “Did he hurt you?”

The answer should have been simple, but Andrew could not find a clean yes or no. “Not the way you mean.”

“How do I mean?”

“You mean did he beat me, cut me, put a gun to my head. I don’t remember that.”

“What do you remember?”

“Being made to do something.”

Bennett was still. “What?”

There, beneath the room and the light and the humming sound, something shifted. A sheet of paper, numbers on it. His own voice, dry from thirst or fear or both. A phone nearby — on a table, or held for him, or in his own hand, he could not be certain. Maybe the numbers once, and then a correction, and then again. The memory dissolved as soon as he looked at it directly. He could not say whether he had remembered a phone call or assembled one from pieces that did not yet belong together.

Andrew swallowed. His headache sharpened.

“Mr. Cahill?” Bennett said.

“I don’t know.”

“You said you were made to do something.”

“I know.”

“What was it?”

“I don’t know.”

Marsh leaned forward slightly. “Did it involve a phone?”

Andrew looked at him.

The room changed then, though no one moved. Bennett’s attention went to Marsh for the smallest possible moment. Marsh kept his eyes on Andrew. The recorder continued making its silent record.

Andrew could have said yes. The word was there. But the memory was not steady enough to hold the word up. He did not know if he had remembered a phone or if Marsh had placed one into the shape of the memory and made it seem inevitable. He was exhausted, bruised, missing himself. The last thing he trusted was certainty.

“I don’t know,” he said again.

Marsh did not press. That made Andrew more afraid than pressure would have.

Bennett moved backward in the sequence, asking about the canyon. He told them about waking on cold stone, the stream, the slope, the hawk circling above the canyon wall. He described the rock because that was the one thing he could describe without confusion. He spoke of strata, mineral color, weathering, the angle of exposed stone, and what the erosion suggested about the formation. The words came without effort, and once they began, he could feel both agents listening differently.

“You’re a geologist?” Marsh asked.

“I don’t know.”

Bennett said, “Your father is.”

Andrew looked at her.

“John Cahill built the Consortium on uranium claims from the nineteen-fifties,” she said. “You’ve worked in the Nevada operations for years. Administrative role officially. But from what we’re seeing, you grew up around the geology.”

From what we’re seeing.

It was strange to have his own life summarized by strangers from documents. Stranger still that the documents sounded plausible. His body believed rock. His mind believed nothing.

“What does federal uranium quotas mean?” he asked.

Bennett was quiet long enough that he knew the answer mattered.

“It means your family’s company has operated under federal extraction and reporting restrictions for a very long time,” she said. “The original arrangement predates you.”

“Predates my father?”

“Yes.”

“My grandfather?”

“Yes.”

“And that brings the FBI to my hospital room?”

“It contributes.”

“That’s another sentence that’s working very hard.”

Bennett almost smiled. “Yes, it is.”

“Try one that doesn’t.”

She looked down at the folder, then back at him. “We had an existing interest in certain compliance issues involving entities connected to the Cahill Consortium and FutureNow.”

“FutureNow.”

“You don’t recognize it?”

“No.”

“It’s a New York investment fund. Co-administrator on parts of the quota structure.”

“Should I know that?”

“Yes,” she said. “Probably.”

He closed his eyes for a moment. FutureNow. The word produced nothing. Not a logo, not an office, not an email signature. Nothing.

Marsh said, “Your father went to New York shortly before he disappeared.”

Andrew opened his eyes.

“Do you remember that?” Bennett asked.

He waited. He gave the memory room to approach if it was there. New York. Father. Trip. Short calls. Guarded voice. A sense of something shifted. That was all. Not a scene, more like the imprint left by a removed object.

“Maybe,” he said. “There was something different.”

“With your father?”

“I think so.”

“How?”

Andrew rubbed at the edge of the hospital blanket. “Shorter calls. Less explanation. He was guarded.”

“How long?”

“I don’t know. Months, maybe.” He looked at Bennett. “I don’t know if I remember that or if it feels like the kind of thing I would have noticed.”

“That distinction matters,” she said.

“It matters to me too.”

The interview lasted another forty minutes. A doctor interrupted once and looked unhappy about the length of it, but Andrew said he could continue, and the doctor retreated with the resigned expression of a man temporarily outranked in his own building.

By the end, Andrew had given them everything he could stand behind except the phone call.

It sat in him afterward like a small hot thing.

Not concealed, not exactly. He told himself that twice after Bennett turned off the recorder. Concealment required a shape. It required knowing where the thing belonged and choosing not to place it there. This was different. The phone memory came and went. It had no edges. If he gave it to them wrong, it would become real in the wrong way. Maybe was not evidence. Maybe was dangerous.

Bennett closed the folder. “We’re going to have agents outside the room for now. Local police will coordinate with us. We’re also expanding the search for your father.”

“Expanding from where?”

“Salt Lake. Nevada. New York. Places connected to his last confirmed movements.”

“Do you think he’s alive?”

Bennett did not answer quickly. He respected that, though he hated needing to.

“We don’t know,” she said. “But the fact that you were found alive changes the way we look at his disappearance.”

“Because whoever took me might have taken him.”

“Possibly.”

“Or because he’s involved.”

Marsh’s face gave away nothing. Bennett’s did, but only because he was looking for it. Not surprise. Not confirmation. A professional unwillingness to rescue him from his own conclusion.

“We are not assuming anything,” she said.

“That’s not a no.”

“No,” she said. “It isn’t.”

For a while after they left, Andrew sat alone except for the agent outside the door. The room had been cleaned while he was being questioned, or maybe he was only noticing it now. Someone had taken the first paper cup and left another. Someone had straightened the extra blanket. The television was still off. Morning had become full day
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