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CHAPTER 1

A Key on the Counter

Ryan Stewart set his coffee mug on the kitchen counter and watched his wife move through the morning with the efficiency of someone who had already been awake an hour longer than he had. The kitchen smelled of toast and the faint citrus of the cleaner Heather used on the counters before he came downstairs. She had the refrigerator door open and was checking something on the middle shelf, her back to him, one hand resting on the door handle.

“Milk’s low,” she said without turning around. “And the plumber confirmed for Thursday between nine and noon.”

Ryan nodded, though she could not see him. He picked up his mug again. The coffee was still too hot. He blew across the surface and watched the liquid shiver.

“I’ll be here Thursday,” he said. “Barring a mine collapse or a missing person.”

Heather shut the refrigerator and faced him. Her dark hair was pulled back in a clip, and she wore a gray sweater with the sleeves pushed to her elbows. Her expression was the one she used when she was deciding whether he was joking or making a point.

“You say that like it’s a regular week.”

“Most weeks are regular until they aren’t.” He took a sip. Still too hot. “That’s the business model.”

She made a small sound that was not quite a laugh and turned to the counter where her phone sat next to a notepad. The notepad had a list in her handwriting, three items crossed off already. Ryan could see the neat lines from where he stood. Heather did not write reminders. She wrote evidence that things had been handled.

“You’re staring at my list,” she said.

“I’m admiring the system.”

“It’s a grocery list.”

“It’s a paper trail.” He set the mug down and leaned against the counter. “If I ever need to prove you bought eggs, I know where to look.”

Heather picked up the notepad and held it against her chest. “You’d need a warrant.”

“I’d get one.”

“You’d try.” She slid the notepad into a drawer and closed it with a soft click. “Your toast is getting cold.”

Ryan looked at the plate she had left on the counter. Two slices, buttered, the way she made them every morning he was home. He took a bite. The butter had soaked in and the bread was still warm.

A knock at the back door made him look up. Heather was already moving toward it, her hand on the knob before Ryan could set his toast down.

“It’s Neil,” she said, and opened the door.

Neil Foster stepped inside and wiped his boots on the mat even though they looked dry. He was average height, average build, the kind of man who entered a room without seeming to take up space. His jacket was a dark blue windbreaker, unzipped, over a plain shirt. He smiled at Heather and then at Ryan.

“Morning,” Neil said. “Hope I’m not interrupting breakfast.”

“You’re interrupting toast,” Ryan said. “Lower stakes.”

Neil nodded toward the counter. “I brought back the socket wrench. Left it in the usual spot.” He held up a hand before Ryan could respond. “Didn’t touch anything else.”

“The usual spot” was a drawer near the back door where the Stewarts kept spare keys, a flashlight, and a small collection of tools that migrated between their house and Neil’s. Ryan had stopped keeping track of who borrowed what two years ago. It was easier that way.

Heather had already moved to the drawer and pulled it open. She set a key on the counter, a silver one with a worn plastic tag, and then nudged the drawer shut with her hip.

“The spare’s back too,” she said. “In case you were wondering.”

“I wasn’t.” Ryan took another bite of toast. “But now I know.”

Neil walked to the coffee maker and poured himself a mug without asking. He moved through the kitchen the way someone does who has done it a hundred times. He knew which cabinet held the mugs. He knew the coffee was fresh. He knew Heather would not mind.

Ryan watched him take a sip and lean against the counter near the refrigerator. The three of them stood in a loose triangle, the morning light coming through the window over the sink and catching the edge of the key on the counter. The plastic tag read “BACK” in Heather’s handwriting.

“You’re here early,” Ryan said.

“Early meeting got pushed.” Neil shrugged. “Thought I’d drop the wrench off before the day got away from me.”

“And check the coffee supply.”

“That too.” Neil raised his mug. “You’ve got the good beans this week.”

Heather glanced at the clock on the microwave. The display read 7:42. She had a schedule she kept in her head, and Ryan could see her recalculating the morning around Neil’s presence. She did not seem annoyed. She seemed like someone slotting a new variable into an equation.

“I need to run to the hardware store before ten,” she said. “The hinge on the bathroom door is loose again.”

“I can look at it,” Neil said.

“You fixed it last time.”

“And it held for what, six months?” Neil set his mug down. “That’s a good run for a hinge.”

Ryan finished his toast and brushed the crumbs from his fingers. He looked at Neil, then at Heather, then back at Neil. The key was still on the counter between them.

“So you’re the house’s unofficial operations manager now,” Ryan said. “Is there a title? A badge?”

Neil smiled. It was an easy smile, the kind that reached his eyes without effort. “No badge. Just a socket wrench and good intentions.”

“That’s what they all say.”

“I can stop helping if you want.” Neil’s tone was light, but he held Ryan’s gaze a beat longer than necessary. “Say the word.”

Ryan shook his head. “I’m kidding. You know that.”

“I know.” Neil picked up his mug again. “You make a lot of jokes for someone who investigates fraud for a living.”

“It balances out.”

Heather had moved to the sink and was rinsing a plate. Her back was to both of them. Ryan noticed the way her shoulders stayed level, her movements precise. She did not look up when she spoke.

“Ryan, did you use the tablet last night? The one on the nightstand.”

The question was casual, but it arrived at a strange angle. Ryan turned it over in his mind for half a second before answering.

“No. I was on my laptop in the living room until about ten.”

“Neil borrowed it yesterday afternoon,” Heather said. She shut off the water and dried her hands on a towel. “He needed to check something while his Wi-Fi was down.”

Neil nodded. “Router update went sideways. I had it back on the nightstand by four.”

“Charged?” Ryan asked.

“Eighty percent.”

Ryan looked at Heather. She met his eyes for a moment, then turned to hang the towel on its hook. The sequence was neat. The question, the answer, the confirmation. It felt like a door closing.

“Good,” Ryan said. “I’ll need it later.”

He did not ask what Neil had checked. He did not ask why Heather had brought it up. The morning was moving forward, and the rhythm of it was familiar enough that the small pause did not register as a warning. It registered as busyness. Two people keeping a household running while a neighbour helped out.

The microwave clock ticked to 7:48.

Ryan’s phone buzzed on the counter. The screen lit up with a name he recognized: the agency dispatcher. He picked it up and swiped to answer.

“Stewart.”

“Ryan, it’s dispatch. We’ve got a request from the Goderich Salt Mine. Their maintenance records are showing some inconsistencies, and they want an outside investigator to take a look before the safety audit next week.”

Ryan straightened. The shift from morning routine to work mode was automatic. He reached for the notepad Heather had put away, then stopped himself and grabbed a blank sheet from the stack by the phone instead.

“What kind of inconsistencies?”

“Suspicious entries in the digital logs. Dates that don’t match, inspection signatures that look altered. The mine manager wants someone with digital forensics experience to pull the metadata before anyone touches the files.”

“That’s what we do,” Ryan said. “What’s the timeline?”

“They want someone there this morning. The safety audit’s in six days, and they need the records verified before the inspectors arrive.”

Ryan glanced at the clock. 7:49. He could be at the mine by eight-thirty if he left soon. The drive was ten minutes, less if the traffic on Highway 21 was light from the southern end of the town.

“I’ll take it,” he said. “But I’m there to examine the records and report findings. I’m not directing mine operations or making safety calls. That’s their jurisdiction.”

“Understood. I’ll let them know you’re coming.”

The call ended. Ryan set the phone down and looked at Heather. She had stopped moving and was watching him with an expression he could not quite read. Her hands were still, one resting on the counter near the key.

“The mine?” she asked.

“Suspicious maintenance records. Someone might have altered inspection logs.” He folded the blank sheet and tucked it into his pocket. “I need to pull the metadata and see what’s been changed.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“It’s paperwork.” He walked to the hallway and grabbed his jacket from the hook. “I’ll be in the mine office, not the tunnels.”

Heather followed him to the doorway. Neil stayed in the kitchen, his mug still in his hand, his posture unchanged. He did not look concerned. He looked like a man who had stopped by for coffee and found himself in the middle of someone else’s morning.

“Call me when you know more,” Heather said.

“I will.” Ryan zipped his jacket and checked his pockets. Phone, wallet, keys. The usual inventory. He looked past Heather toward the kitchen counter. The key with the plastic tag was still there, catching the light from the window. Neil had not moved. The coffee maker beeped, signaling the pot had been sitting too long.

Ryan kissed Heather on the cheek. Her skin was cool, and she smelled like soap and coffee. She touched his arm briefly, her fingers pressing once before she let go.

“Drive safe,” she said.

“Always.”

He stepped outside and pulled the door shut behind him. The morning air was cold and carried the faint mineral scent that always hung over Goderich when the wind came from the direction of the lake. His truck was parked in the driveway, the windshield fogged with condensation. He wiped it with the sleeve of his jacket and climbed in.

The engine turned over on the first try. Ryan sat for a moment with his hands on the wheel, letting the heater push warm air through the vents. Through the kitchen window he could see Heather and Neil still standing in the same positions, talking. Heather’s hand was on the counter now, near the key. Neil was nodding at something she said.

Ryan put the truck in reverse and backed out of the driveway. The house receded in his side mirror, the kitchen window shrinking to a square of light. He turned onto the street and headed toward Highway 21, the mine records waiting, the ordinary key still visible in his mind, sitting on the counter where Heather had left it.
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​CHAPTER 2

The Record That Moved
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The mine office sat a quarter mile from the main shaft entrance, a low prefab building with corrugated siding the colour of wet gravel. Ryan parked the truck between a salt streaked pickup and a utility van with the mine’s logo on the door panel. The heater had kept the cab warm for the twenty minute drive from Goderich, but the air that hit him when he opened the door was sharp with lake wind and the dry mineral smell of crushed halite.

He zipped his jacket and crossed the lot. A sign bolted beside the office door read VISITOR CHECK IN AT DESK in white letters on red metal. The door opened onto a reception area with gray carpet tiles and a counter that had been built to take hard use. Fluorescent panels hummed overhead. A woman in a safety vest looked up from a clipboard.

“Ryan Stewart,” he said. “Spectral Investigation Agency. I’m expected.”

She checked a printed list on the counter. “They’re in the records room. Through the door, second left.”

The corridor beyond the counter ran the length of the building. Ryan passed a break room with a coffee machine and a microwave, then a door marked MINE MANAGER, then the records room. The door was propped open with a rubber wedge. Inside, a woman stood at a workstation with two monitors, her back to the door. Dark hair pulled into a short ponytail. A safety vest over a gray sweater. She turned when his boot scuffed the threshold.

Sharp eyes. That was the first thing he registered. They moved across his face, his jacket, his hands, cataloguing. She looked to be in her thirties, and she did not smile.

“You’re the digital forensics investigator.”

“Ryan Stewart.”

“Megan.” She didn’t offer a surname. “You’ve done mine systems before?”

“Industrial systems, yes. Mines, no.”

“The records are on this terminal.” She gestured at the nearer monitor. “Read only access. You can view the maintenance logs, the inspection reports, and the digital history where the system tracks edits. You can’t alter anything. You can’t download anything to an external device.”

“Understood.”

“Your agency briefed you on the audit timeline?”

“Six days.”

Megan nodded. “The safety audit is scheduled, not optional. The mine operator wants any questions about these records answered before the inspectors arrive. That’s where you come in. You document what you find. You preserve the evidence. You do not direct mine operations. You do not instruct the crew. You do not enter the underground levels without an escort and clearance.” She paused. “Are we clear?”

Ryan met her eyes. “I examine the records. I report what I see. I leave the decisions to the people whose job it is to make them.”

“Good.” She pulled a second chair from against the wall and set it beside the workstation. “The flagged entries are in the ventilation maintenance log. Dates, inspector signatures, timestamps. Someone noticed the signatures didn’t match the personnel roster for those shifts.”

“Who noticed?”

“The mine manager. She pulled the records for a routine pre audit review and caught the discrepancy. She called your agency directly.”

Ryan sat down. The monitor showed a file directory with folders labeled by year. Megan reached past him and opened the current year’s folder, then a subfolder marked VENTILATION.

“The flagged entry is number forty seven,” she said. “The one before it and the one after it are clean, as far as we can tell. It’s just the one.”

“One altered entry in a maintenance log.”

“One that we know about.”

He looked at her. She didn’t elaborate, and she didn’t look away.

Ryan opened the file. The maintenance log was a spreadsheet with columns for date, time, inspector name, work description, and digital signature. Entry forty seven was dated three weeks earlier. The inspector name field read M. Chen. The work description noted a routine check of the ventilation fans on Level Three. The digital signature was a string of alphanumeric characters that the system generated when an inspector signed off on a completed task.

“Chen was on leave that week,” Megan said. “The roster has him off site starting five days before this entry.”

Ryan scrolled to the edit history. The system kept a timestamped log of every change made to the record. The original entry had been created on the date shown. The inspector name had been entered as J. DaSilva. The work description matched. The signature matched DaSilva’s credentials.

Then, two days after the original entry, someone had opened the record and changed the inspector name from DaSilva to Chen. The signature had been replaced as well. The work description stayed the same. The date stayed the same.

“Someone edited a completed maintenance entry and swapped the inspector,” Ryan said.

“Yes.”

“DaSilva was the one who did the inspection?”

“DaSilva was on shift that day. His signature is valid. Chen’s isn’t.”

Ryan leaned back. The edit history showed a clean trail. The original entry. The modification. The timestamp on the modification was 11:42 PM, which was outside normal operating hours for the surface office. Not impossible. Someone working late. Someone with access to the system.

He opened the digital signature on the modified entry. The system that generated it was the same type he used in his own forensic work, a hash based authenticator that tied a user’s credentials to the specific record. The signature on the modified entry was valid for Chen’s credentials. But Chen hadn’t been there.

“Someone used Chen’s login,” he said.

“That’s one possibility.”

“The other is that Chen did it himself, remotely, while on leave.”

“Also possible.”

Ryan checked the access log. The system recorded which terminal had been used for each edit. The original entry came from a workstation on Level Three. The modification came from a terminal in the surface office, the same building he was sitting in. The log showed the specific machine ID.

“This terminal?”

Megan glanced at the screen. “No. The one in the mine manager’s office.”

“Who has access to that office?”

“The manager. The shift supervisors. The administrative staff.” She paused. “And anyone who knows the door code.”

Ryan looked at the edit history again. The pattern was familiar. He had seen it before in corporate fraud cases. Someone with access to the system made a change that shifted responsibility from one person to another. The change was small. One name. One signature. The kind of edit that could be overlooked in a routine review unless someone checked the personnel roster against the log.

Someone had checked.

“The system that generated these signatures,” he said. “It’s a standard industrial authenticator. I’ve worked with the same type.”

“So you know how it functions.”

“I know it ties a signature to a specific user credential at the moment of signing. If someone used Chen’s login, the signature would still validate for Chen. The system doesn’t check whether Chen was physically present. It only checks whether the credential was valid.”

Megan folded her arms. “So the signature doesn’t tell us who was sitting at the keyboard.”

“No. It tells us whose login was used.”

He opened the original entry again and compared the two signatures. They were different. The original signature was generated with DaSilva’s credentials. The modified one with Chen’s. The work description was identical. The date was identical. Only the name and the signature had changed.

“Records developing independent careers,” he said.

Megan didn’t smile. “What does that mean?”

“It means this entry has a life of its own. It started as one thing and became another, and someone made that happen.”

“Can you prove who?”

“Not from this. I can prove the record was altered. I can prove when. I can prove which terminal was used. I can’t prove who was sitting at it.”

Megan watched him for a moment. “Then document what you can prove.”

Ryan opened his phone and took photographs of the screen. The original entry. The modified entry. The edit history. The access log showing the terminal ID. He wrote the timestamp of the modification on the blank paper he had brought from the truck, along with the machine ID and the names of both inspectors.

“I need the personnel roster for that week,” he said. “And the shift assignments for Level Three. And the access log for the mine manager’s office door, if there is one.”

“The door has an electronic lock with a record of every entry. I can get you that.”

“Good.”

Megan left the room. Ryan stayed at the terminal, scrolling through the surrounding entries. Entry forty six was a routine inspection of the ventilation fans on Level Two. DaSilva’s name. Valid signature. Entry forty eight was a pressure check on Level Four. A different inspector. Valid signature. Only forty seven had been touched.

He checked the edit histories on the entries before and after. No modifications. No late night changes. Just forty seven, sitting in the middle of the log like a single wrong note in a scale.

The alteration didn’t prove sabotage. It proved someone had changed a name. The reason could be anything. A clerical correction made the wrong way. A supervisor covering for a missed inspection. Or something worse. A record changed to hide who had been responsible for work that wasn’t done, on a system that was supposed to keep the air moving underground.

Megan returned with a printed roster and a USB drive. “The door log is on the drive. Read only. You can view it on this terminal.”

Ryan plugged in the drive and opened the file. The door log showed every entry to the mine manager’s office for the week of the modification. The timestamp on the altered record was 11:42 PM. The door log showed an entry at 11:38 PM that night. The user ID was administrative. No name attached.

“Administrative could be anyone with the door code,” Megan said.

“How many people have the code?”

“Six. The manager, two shift supervisors, two administrative staff, and the head of maintenance.”

“Chen?”

“Chen is a ventilation technician. He doesn’t have the door code.”

Ryan looked at the log. Four minutes between entering the office and making the edit. Enough time to sit down, log in, and change a name. Not enough time to do much else.

“Someone used Chen’s login on a terminal in the manager’s office at nearly midnight and changed the inspector on a ventilation check,” he said. “That’s what the evidence shows. It doesn’t show why.”

“That’s not your job to determine.”

“I know.”

He photographed the door log. He copied the relevant entries onto his paper, matching the times to the edit history. The two records lined up. Someone entered the office. Someone accessed the maintenance log. Someone changed the entry. Four minutes, start to finish.

“The ground on Level Three,” he said. “Has there been any instability reported?”

Megan hesitated. “There have been minor shifts. Nothing that triggered an evacuation.”

“When did the shifts start?”

“Around the time of that entry. Give or take a few days.”

Ryan wrote that down too. It didn’t prove a connection. Unstable ground and an altered ventilation record could be coincidence. But he had been doing this work long enough to know that coincidences in industrial records were worth a second look.

“I need the original inspection report for that date,” he said. “The paper copy, if there is one. And the maintenance schedule for the ventilation system on Level Three for the month before and after.”

“That’s in the filing room. I’ll have it pulled.”

“And I need to preserve the digital evidence as it is now. A forensic image of the record and the edit history, with a timestamp that can be verified.”

“The agency can arrange that.”

“I can do it now. I have the tools in my truck.”

Megan considered this. “You don’t alter the system.”

“I won’t touch the mine’s server. I image the screen and the file metadata. It’s a record of what I saw, when I saw it.”

“Do it.”

Ryan went out to the truck and retrieved his laptop and a forensic imaging drive from the lockbox behind the seat. The wind had picked up, blowing salt dust across the lot in fine white gusts. He carried the equipment back inside and set up on the desk beside the terminal.

The imaging process took twenty minutes. He captured the screen display, the file metadata, the edit history, and the access log. Each capture was timestamped and hashed. The hash would verify that the images hadn’t been altered after the fact. Standard procedure. The kind of careful work that held up in court because no one could claim the evidence had been tampered with.

Megan watched him work without commenting. When he finished, she said, “You’re thorough.”

“It’s what I’m paid for.”

“Some investigators rush. They want answers faster than the evidence can provide them.”

Ryan closed the laptop. “Rushing doesn’t make the answers arrive sooner. It just makes them less reliable.”

Megan nodded once. Something in her expression shifted, a fractional relaxation around the eyes. Not approval. More like recognition.

A man in coveralls appeared in the doorway. “Megan, the manager wants the ventilation report for the audit package. You got it ready?”

“I’m working on it,” she said.

The man left. Megan turned back to Ryan. “The filing room will have the paper records you asked for by this afternoon. You can review them here or take copies.”

“I’ll review them here.”

“Then you’re done for now.”

Ryan looked at the monitor. The altered entry was still on the screen, the two names sitting side by side in the edit history. DaSilva. Chen. One had been erased. One had been written in. The evidence showed the change but not the hand that made it.

“The door log narrows it to six people,” he said. “That’s something.”

“It’s something,” Megan agreed. “But six people isn’t one person, and you can’t question them without the mine operator’s approval.”

“I’m aware.”

“Are you frustrated?”

Ryan stood up and slid his laptop into his bag. “I’m patient. There’s a difference.”

Megan didn’t answer. She walked him to the reception area and watched while he signed out at the desk. The woman in the safety vest stamped his visitor pass and filed it in a metal tray.

“The paper records will be ready by two,” Megan said. “Come back then.”

“I will.”

Ryan stepped outside. The wind had died down. The salt piles near the main shaft caught the midday light and threw it back in a hard
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