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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of moral complicity, criminal negligence, domestic abuse (off-page, past), death and graphic injury, forced proximity under duress, institutional failure, evidence suppression, explicit intimacy, and the question of whether justice can exist outside the law. The MMC makes a choice the law would call criminal. The FMC makes a choice that compromises everything she believes. Neither is innocent. If that’s not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.
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The safest lies are the ones built from truth. That’s how they hold your weight long enough for you to fall.

— Elliot Voss, The Architecture of Ruin

For the ones who stayed on the mountain. And for the ones who climbed back up.
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The Fall

The clip breaks at eleven thousand feet.

I hear it before I see it. A sharp metallic pop that cuts through the wind, different from the creak of cold cable or the groan of a tower shifting under load. I know the sound. Every lineman knows it the way you know your own name in a crowd. It’s the sound of something designed to hold letting go.

Caleb is thirty feet above me on Tower 47, his safety harness clipped to the lattice arm. For one half-second the world goes still. The wind pauses. The sleet stops. I look up, and Caleb looks down, and his face holds an expression I will carry for the rest of my life.

Not fear. Recognition.

Like he always knew this was how it ended.

Then gravity takes him.

I watch him go. My hands grip the rungs hard enough that I’ll find bruises later, small purple crescents where the steel bit through my gloves. Seventy feet of empty air between a man and the ground, and I count every foot of it.

His body catches the lattice struts twice on the way down. The first impact sounds like a branch snapping. The second sounds like nothing. He lands twelve feet from me, and the snow absorbs most of the noise, and that’s the part I dream about. Not the fall. Not the pop of steel giving way. The quiet of the landing. The way the mountain took it without flinching.

I climb down. My hands move on the rungs without instruction, the way they’ve moved for fourteen years. Rung, rung, rung. My boots find steel through ice. The wind picks up again.

Somewhere below the ridge, an elk bugles through the trees. A sound so ordinary it feels obscene. The mountain doesn’t know a man just died on it. Mountains never do.

Caleb is on his back. His eyes are open. His left leg is bent at an angle that tells me what the chest compressions won’t. I kneel beside him anyway. I clear his airway. I place my hands on his sternum and push.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

His ribs give under my palms. Not the resistance of living tissue. Something already finished.

I keep pushing. Thirty compressions. Two breaths. I tilt his head back and breathe into him and taste cigarettes and cold and the copper thread of blood in his throat. Thirty more. Two more. The protocol doesn’t care about outcomes. The protocol is a rope you hold until someone tells you to let go.

The satellite phone is in my vest pocket. I press the call button with one hand while the other keeps rhythm. When dispatch answers, I give them what they need in order: Tower 47, worker down, fall from height, seventy feet, no pulse, CPR in progress. I recite the coordinates from memory because I’ve worked this ridge for nine years and I know every number on every tower the way I know the weather patterns, the elk trails, the places where the snow packs deep enough to swallow a truck whole.

“Copy, Summit Grid. Helo is forty minutes out.”

Forty minutes. Caleb has been dead for two of them. I keep pushing. My arms burn. The wind finds the sweat on my back and the cold cuts through. I count compressions. I breathe into a dead man’s mouth.

I think about the things you think about when your body is doing one thing and your mind refuses to stay with it. The first tower I ever climbed. Eighteen years old. Terrified. The foreman telling me to trust the steel, trust the clip, trust the fall arrest. The cabin I live in now. The stove that eats wood faster than I can split it. Renata’s face the last time I saw her, the foundation she wore thick along the line of her jaw.

I push for thirty-eight more minutes because the protocol is the rope and I am good at holding ropes.

The helicopter lands in a rotor-wash curtain of white. Two paramedics jog toward me, heads ducked against the blown snow. I don’t stop compressions until one of them puts a hand on my shoulder.

“We’ve got him.”

I sit back on my heels. My knees are wet through. My hands are numb. I watch them work. I watch them reach the same conclusion I reached thirty-eight minutes ago, and when they stop, the lead medic looks at me.

“How long since the fall?”

“Forty minutes.”

“Injuries on the way down?”

“Two impacts on the lattice. Chest and pelvis.”

He nods. He doesn’t ask whether I tried. The blood on my mouth and the soaked-through jacket answer that question.

They radio for the coroner’s bird because the medevac won’t carry the dead. A paramedic brings me a thermal blanket. I don’t take it. He drapes it over my shoulder and walks back, and I sit in the snow beside the base of Tower 47 and watch the clouds eat the valley below.

Caleb Dyer. Thirty-one years old. Married. Class A lineman, fourteen years. My partner for the last three.

I know things about him the coroner won’t find. I know he took his coffee with two sugars, no cream. I know he could splice a conductor in forty-five seconds flat, faster than anyone in the district. I know he laughed too loud at his own jokes and drove too fast on mountain switchbacks and kept a photograph of his wife in his hard hat liner, the kind of gesture that looks like tenderness to people who don’t look closely.

I looked closely. Renata Dyer is twenty-nine. She has dark eyes and thin wrists and a baby coming in three months. She stopped wearing short sleeves around February. She tells people she’s clumsy. She’s not clumsy.

The investigation will be thorough. The county examiner will rule cause of death as blunt force trauma consistent with a fall from height. The equipment inspector will note the failed safety clip, a spring-loaded locking carabiner, model KL-440, subject to a manufacturer recall issued six weeks prior. The report will note that Caleb himself signed the equipment inspection log three days before, certifying the harness and all attachment points as functional.

They will ask me what happened. I’ll tell them. Caleb was performing routine maintenance on the upper array. The weather was deteriorating. I was ascending to assist. The clip failed. He fell.

Every word of this is true.

I told the truth. I just didn’t tell all of it.

The part I left out is the weight I carry now, heavier than any cable I’ve hauled up a tower. Heavier than forty minutes of pressing life into a dead man’s chest. It’s a small weight, in one sense. The size of a harness clip. The size of a choice made in less time than it takes to draw breath.

Small things hold the most tension. Any lineman will tell you that. It’s never the tower that kills you. It’s the fitting. The connector. The piece so small you stop checking it.

I saw the clip before we climbed. I saw the wear on the gate spring, the scoring along the spine where metal fatigue had started its quiet work. I saw it while Caleb checked his radio, his back to me, already thinking about the ascent, the overtime, whatever occupied the corner of his brain that wasn’t wind or wire.

I had four seconds. Maybe five.

Enough time to say one word. Wait.

I didn’t say it.

The second helicopter takes Caleb off the mountain in a black bag. I ride the bird down to base camp. They give me coffee. They hand me the incident report. I sign it with steady hands, because my hands are always steady. That’s what I’m good at. Steady hands. A tolerance for height. And the particular discipline of holding still when everything in you is moving.

Sheriff Crane comes. Lane Crane. Caleb’s cousin by blood and by disposition. He stands too close and speaks too softly, the way people do when they’re measuring you for something that hasn’t happened yet.

He asks me to walk through it again. I do. Same words. Same order. Same truth.

He studies my hands.

“You did everything you could,” he says.

I study his. The ones that filed Renata’s reports in a drawer and never opened the drawer again.

“Yeah,” I say. “I did.”

That’s the second truth I tell that day. It means exactly what it sounds like. And it means something else entirely. And the only person who will ever know the difference is me.

Until her.

ACT I

THE CURRENT
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The Claim

I am very good at catching liars. It’s a skill you develop the way some people develop perfect pitch. You don’t learn it. You survive into it.

My name is Maive Halloway. I’m twenty-eight years old. I work for Cairn & Associates, an insurance investigation firm in Denver, and my job is to read human beings the way structural engineers read buildings: load points, stress fractures, the places where the truth bends before it breaks.

Declan Rhys drops the file on my desk at 4:47 p.m. on a Tuesday. He doesn’t sit down, which means this is an assignment, not a conversation.

“Caleb Dyer. Lineman for Summit Grid Services, fell from a transmission tower in the San Juan range two months ago. Two-million-dollar life insurance policy. The beneficiary is the wife.” He taps the file. “We need a finding of foul play.”

I open the folder. Incident report. Equipment inspection log. Coroner’s ruling. Photographs I don’t look at yet. A claims summary with a number large enough to make the ceiling creak.

“You said ‘need.’”

“I said ‘need.’” Declan doesn’t blink. He has the particular stare of a man who spent fifteen years in corporate law before deciding the money was better on this side. He’s not wrong about the money. “The partner was the only other person on the tower. Bridger Vance. Thirty-two. Still working for Summit Grid, still living up in the mountains. Nobody’s been able to get a read on him.”

“Nobody’s been able to get a read,” I repeat, “or nobody’s been able to get a confession?”

“That’s what I’m sending you to find out.”

I flip through the incident report. Clean language, clipped sentences. The kind of writing that covers facts without touching them. Caleb Dyer was performing routine maintenance on Tower 47 at approximately 11,200 feet elevation. Weather conditions: deteriorating. His safety harness clip failed. He fell seventy feet. His partner, Bridger Vance, was ascending from below. Vance initiated CPR. Air evacuation arrived forty minutes after the fall. Dyer was pronounced dead on scene.

“Equipment failure,” I say. “The clip was on a recall list.”

“Which Dyer himself signed off on three days before the incident.” Declan straightens his cuffs. “A man certifies his own equipment, climbs with a known defect, and the only witness is his partner? That’s not an accident. That’s a sequence.”

It’s a theory. I don’t say that.

“The wife filed the claim within two weeks,” he adds. “Two million dollars. She’s eight months pregnant.”

I close the file. Something about this case has Declan leaning. Not toward the truth. Toward the outcome. I know the difference because my father taught me, though that wasn’t his intention.

Thomas Halloway. Electrician. Accused of arson and insurance fraud when I was fourteen. The investigator who built the case was a man named Gerald Pratt, and Gerald Pratt didn’t investigate. He assembled. He took the pieces that fit the shape he needed and left the rest on the floor. My father went to prison for eight years on assembled evidence. He was exonerated when I was twenty-two.

He came home with white hair and a way of looking at walls instead of people. He slept on the couch because the bedroom ceiling felt too high. He flinched at doorbells. He died two years later. I was twenty-four, old enough to understand that exoneration doesn’t undo anything. The law can say you’re innocent. The years don’t come back.

I go to his grave twice a year. I don’t bring flowers. I bring case files. Closed ones. Another lie caught, another truth pulled out of the ground. I don’t know if this makes him proud or just makes him tired.

I became an investigator because I believe the truth matters. What I haven’t figured out yet is what to do when it doesn’t.

“I want to interview him on-site,” I say. “At the relay station where they sheltered before the climb.”

“Waypoint 12. It’s at ten thousand feet. There’s weather moving in.”

“There’s always weather moving in.”

Declan studies me. He has a way of calculating risk that involves other people’s bodies. Mine, in this case. He decides the exposure is acceptable, probably because the claim is large and the alternative is paying it.

“I’ll authorize the travel. Get up there, get the interview, get me something I can send to the legal team.” He pauses at my office door. “Maive. We need this one.”

The emphasis is wrong. Not on “this,” where it would signal urgency. On “need,” where it signals something else. Something I file and don’t examine yet.

After he leaves, I open the file again. The photographs this time.

The tower. Lattice steel against a sky the color of old iron. The snow around the base, packed and bloodied where they worked on him. A shot of the failed clip, the KL-440, its gate spring visibly scored along the spine. Metal fatigue. The kind of failure that happens slowly, invisibly, until the day it happens all at once.

There’s a photograph of Bridger Vance. A company ID shot taken against a cinder block wall with bad fluorescent light. Even in a photograph engineered to flatten everyone into beige anonymity, he’s difficult to look away from. Not handsome in the way that registers first. Something else. A stillness in his face that the camera caught despite itself. Dark eyes. A scar at his left temple that disappears into his hairline.

I look at his hands. The photographer caught them at his sides, slightly curled, relaxed. Large hands. Working hands. Steady.

I press my thumbnail into the scar on my left palm. The scar is from a glass I broke when I was nine, squeezing too hard during an argument I wasn’t part of. My mother took me to urgent care and told the nurse I was clumsy. I wasn’t clumsy. I was angry. The scar healed white and thin, and somewhere along the way I started pressing it when I needed to feel the edges of a problem. The pain is small. It helps me think.

Bridger Vance has been interviewed three times since the incident. Once by Sheriff Lane Crane. Once by the county’s insurance examiner. Once by a junior investigator from our firm who came back with nothing and a note that read: Subject cooperative but unreadable. The word “unreadable” was underlined twice.

I’ve never met an unreadable person. I’ve met people who are very good at choosing which truths to display. That’s not the same thing. The first is a wall. The second is a window with the curtains drawn. Curtains can be opened. You just have to find the cord.

The Dyer file is thin. Seven months of nothing, which means either the case is clean or the case is careful. Clean cases have smooth surfaces. Careful cases have smooth surfaces too, but if you run your fingers along them long enough, you feel the seam.

I book a flight to Durango for Thursday morning. I pack the way I always pack: recorder, files, two changes of clothes, hiking boots rated to twenty below. I call Nora, who answers on the first ring because Nora always answers on the first ring.

“I’m going to Colorado.”

“Skiing?”

“Investigating a dead lineman.”

“That’s less fun.” I hear her typing. Nora works as a paralegal downtown, but her real talent is worrying about me with surgical precision. “Where in Colorado?”

“San Juan range. A town called Halloran.”

“I’ve never heard of it.”

“Nobody has. That’s the appeal.”

“Be careful.”

“I’m always careful.”

“You’re never careful. You’re thorough. It’s not the same thing.”

She’s right. But thoroughness is what closes cases. I’ve built my career on the belief that if you look hard enough, the evidence speaks. It doesn’t lie. It doesn’t perform. It just sits there, waiting for someone stubborn enough to find it.

My father would have argued with that. He saw what happens when evidence gets curated instead of collected. He saw how easily the truth can be rearranged into a conviction.

But I’m not Gerald Pratt. I’m the reason Gerald Pratt’s career ended. I’m the correction. That’s what I tell myself, anyway. On good days, I believe it.

I zip my bag and look at the file one more time. Bridger Vance’s face stares up at me from the company ID, still as a held breath.

The mountain was waiting. So was he.
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Chapter Two
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Stillwater

The stove needs feeding by five a.m. or the cabin drops below forty degrees by six. I keep the wood stacked outside the back door, split and seasoned, and the routine of it is the closest thing I have to prayer. Open the door. Feel the cold. Carry the wood. Feed the fire.

I’ve lived alone for sixteen years. Longer if you count the years I lived with my father and wished I was alone. The cabin sits a quarter-mile off the county road outside Halloran, backed up against a ridge of blue spruce that blocks the worst of the north wind. Two rooms, one bathroom, a porch that faces east. I built the porch myself. It’s the only part of the house that doesn’t lean.

The coffee maker is older than the truck. It takes six minutes to brew and makes a sound like a diesel engine turning over in January. I stand at the kitchen window while it works, watching the light come down over the valley. The San Juans in early March look like something a painter would lie about. Too blue. Too sharp. The kind of beauty that punishes you for staring at it directly.

My shoulders ache from yesterday’s climb. Tower 31, conductor replacement on the western span. Eight hours at a hundred and eighty feet in wind that gusted to forty-five. The cold settles into the joints first, then the muscles, then the bones. By morning, every movement is a negotiation.

I’m not looking at the mountains this morning. I’m looking at the road.

A delivery truck passes at seven-fifteen. A Forest Service vehicle at seven-forty. Nobody turns up my drive. I keep watching anyway, the way you keep checking a clock when you’re waiting for something you can’t stop.

She’s coming. The investigator from Denver. The one they sent because the first one came back with nothing. I don’t know her name yet. I know what she wants. She wants me to explain a dead man, and I can do that. I can explain the wind speed and the temperature and the way the clip sounded when it gave. I can walk her through the CPR, the satellite call, the forty-minute count with my hands on a chest that was already done.

What I can’t explain is the four seconds before the climb when I saw the scoring on the gate spring and chose silence.

That’s the part that lives in the space between what happened and what I did about it. It’s a narrow space. Most people wouldn’t notice it. But investigators are paid to notice narrow spaces, and from what I hear, this one is good at her job.

I drink my coffee on the porch. The air is twelve degrees. The coffee steams like a signal fire. Three jays land on the porch railing. They come every morning because I left seed for them two winters ago, and now they expect it, which means I’ve accidentally committed to something. The irony isn’t lost on me. I spend my days alone at altitudes where the wind peels skin, and my only consistent relationships are with birds who show up for sunflower seeds.

At nine-thirty, I drive to Renata’s place.

She lives in a rental at the edge of town. White siding. Blue shutters that need paint. A driveway Caleb never shoveled, which means I shovel it now. She answers the door in a sweater too large for her, belly straining the fabric. Eight months along. The baby will be a girl. Renata told me this two weeks ago with a look on her face I couldn’t name. Something between terror and a hope so fragile it couldn’t survive being spoken aloud.

“You didn’t have to come by,” she says.

“Brought you firewood. Pile out back’s getting low.”

She steps aside. I carry the split logs through the kitchen and stack them by the woodstove in the living room. The house smells like soup and laundry detergent. On the counter, a prescription bottle of prenatal vitamins sits next to a mug with a crack down the side that she hasn’t thrown away.

Renata watches me stack. She has a way of standing very still with her hands folded over her belly, like she’s guarding something. Like stillness is a language she learned for survival. I recognize it because I speak the same one.

“There’s another investigator coming,” I say.

Her hands tighten. Just a fraction. “About Caleb?”

“About the insurance claim.”

“What do they want?”

“They want to know if I killed him.”

She looks at me. Her eyes are dark brown and steady, and in them I see the question she’ll never ask and the answer I’ll never give, because we both know what happened on that tower and we both know why, and speaking it would make it real in a way we couldn’t take back.

“Did you eat today?” I ask.

“Bridger.”

“Did you eat?”

“Yes.”

“Real food, or crackers.”

“Soup.” She almost smiles. It looks like a muscle she’s remembered how to use but doesn’t quite trust yet. “I’m fine.”

I nod. Fine is the word she uses for everything between okay and drowning. I learned to hear the gradient a long time ago. Today she’s somewhere in the middle, which for Renata is good.

I finish stacking the wood. She walks me to the door. On the porch, she touches my arm. Her fingers are cold.

“Be careful with this one. The investigator.”

“I’m always careful.”

“You’re always honest. It’s not the same thing.”

She goes inside. I stand on her porch for a moment, looking at the mountains. The clouds are building over the western peaks, white stacking on white, the kind of accumulation that means a storm within forty-eight hours
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