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# ACT ONE - THE ICE BREAKS
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## Chapter 1 - Open Water Signs

The ice had been wrong for three days before Jack Calder could say exactly how.

It wasn't one thing. It was never one thing with a lake. It was the way the surface held its color in the early morning - not the clean pewter-white it should have been in the third week of March, but something darker, more absorbent, as if the ice were drinking the light rather than throwing it back. It was the sound underfoot when he stepped off the snowmobile and walked to the pressure ridge near the eastern point: a soft, almost wooden creak where there should have been nothing, where good March ice stayed silent and solid and indifferent to a man's weight. It was the shoreline itself, where the ice had pulled away from the granite bank in two places and left narrow gaps of black water that steamed faintly in the cold air.

Jack crouched at the edge of one of those gaps and looked down into it. Maybe three inches wide. Long enough to run a hand through. The water below was very still and very dark and very certain of itself, the way open water always looked in winter - patient, like something that had been waiting for an opening and found one.

He stood and looked out across the lake.

Red Lake ran roughly seven miles from the eastern narrows to the wide western basin, and from where Jack stood he could see most of it. In the flat grey light of a March dawn the surface looked ordinary - white and wind-scoured, pocked with the dark dots of fishing huts scattered across the middle distance, criss-crossed by the packed-snow tracks of snowmobiles and the groomed lines of the ice roads that connected the north shore communities to the town of Dunmore on the south. It looked like it always looked this time of year. But Jack had been reading this lake for the better part of forty years, and he knew the difference between a lake that was fine and a lake that was telling you something.

This one was telling him something.

He walked back to the snowmobile and took the cordless drill from the equipment bag bungeed to the rear rack. He'd been a conservation officer for eighteen years and before that a guide and before that a kid who'd grown up two miles from this shore, and he had learned early that the ice never lied if you asked it the right questions. He augered a test hole at the edge of the pressure ridge, driving the bit down through layers of white ice and then darker, grainier ice, feeling the resistance change as he went. When the drill broke through and water came up into the hole, he pulled a tape measure from his vest pocket and dropped it down.

Sixteen and a half inches.

He pulled the tape up and looked at it. Sixteen and a half inches of ice, in the third week of March, in a year when February had been cold and steady. There should have been twenty-four. There should have been twenty-six.

He drilled another hole twenty feet farther out. Fifteen inches. He drilled a third, moving away from the pressure ridge toward the middle of the lake, and got seventeen. He stood up and wiped the ice chips from his gloves and thought about this for a moment.

The warm front was the obvious answer. It had come through four days ago, three days of temperatures that climbed into the mid-thirties when they should have stayed in the teens, and while that wasn't unusual for March in this part of the north, it wasn't nothing either. But the air temperature alone didn't account for what he was seeing. Ice didn't thin this evenly from an air thaw. It thinned from the edges, from the surface down. What he was measuring suggested something working from below as well - warmer water moving up through the lake column, pressing against the underside of the ice from underneath.

He stood on the pressure ridge and looked at the eastern shoreline. The gap he'd crouched at was maybe six feet long. The second gap, forty meters to the north, was longer - he could see it clearly from here, a dark seam where the ice had separated from the rock. Those gaps were new. He was certain of it. He'd patrolled this shore two weeks ago and there had been nothing.

He got back on the snowmobile, took out his radio, and keyed the district channel.

"Calder to Nineteen Base. You there, Gordie?"

A pause, then the flat crackle of the radio: "Go ahead, Jack."

"I'm on the east shore of Red Lake, grid reference four-seven-alpha. Running some test holes. Getting measurements I don't like."

"What kind of measurements?"

"Fifteen to seventeen inches at the pressure ridge. I've got shoreline separation on the eastern point, two locations. Think we might have an upwelling situation."

Another pause. He could hear Gordie processing this. "Upwelling in March?"

"Wouldn't be the first time after a warm front stalls. I want to run the whole eastern margin this morning and check the ice road crossing near the south basin. If I'm seeing this here I want to know what the road looks like."

"Roger that. You want me to flag anything with the county?"

Jack looked out at the fishing huts. He counted seven of them visible from where he was. In a week, maybe less, those huts would need to come off the ice regardless of what he found - the season was nearly over and cleanup was required. But a week was a long time if the ice was doing what he thought it was doing.

"Not yet," he said. "Let me finish the survey first. I'll call you by noon."

"Copy. Be careful out there."

He pocketed the radio and started the snowmobile. The engine was a steady, competent sound in the stillness of the morning. Around him the lake lay white and enormous and quiet, the forest on the far shore a dark line against a pale sky. A raven crossed overhead, moving east with the unhurried purpose ravens always seemed to have in winter, as if they alone understood where they were going.

Jack drove slowly along the eastern margin, stopping every quarter mile to drill and measure. The numbers held in the same range - fifteen to eighteen inches, with one alarming pocket near the old boat launch that gave him thirteen. At the launch, the shoreline separation was most pronounced: a gap nearly a foot wide running for thirty meters along the base of the granite shelf, water sitting in it black and still, a clean geometric division between the ice and the rock it had rested against all winter.

He photographed everything with the department camera. He logged the measurements in his field book, writing in the small neat columns he'd been using for eighteen years, the cold making his handwriting slightly stiffer than usual. He noted the time and temperature - minus four Celsius, which felt like a reprieve after last week but was still warmer than it should be for solid ice maintenance. He noted the cloud cover, the wind direction, the color of the ice at each drill site.

He was almost back to the eastern point when he noticed the truck.

It was parked at the access ramp half a mile south - a dark blue pickup, cab-over style, the kind of working truck that every second person on Red Lake drove. He recognized the truck before he was close enough to read the plate. Tom Alvarez had driven that truck for eight years, and Tom Alvarez fished Red Lake from November to March with the committed regularity of a man for whom ice fishing was less a hobby than a metabolic need.

Tom's equipment sled was gone from the truck bed. He was already out on the ice.

Jack looked out at the lake. He could see the fishing huts in the middle distance, but Tom's was a portable pop-up shelter and it wouldn't necessarily be visible at this range. He scanned the ice surface and thought he could make out a dark shape near the center of the lake, farther out than the other huts, in a location he didn't recognize as one of Tom's usual spots.

He checked his watch. 7:14 a.m.

He pulled out his radio again and keyed Tom's personal channel - all the regular lake fishermen monitored the channel during the season.

"Jack Calder calling Tom Alvarez. Tom, you on the ice?"

Static. Then: "Morning, Jack. Yeah, I'm out here."

"What's your location?"

A brief pause. "Center basin. North of the usual. Found a new spot last week."

Jack thought about the measurements he'd been taking all morning. The center basin wasn't where his worst numbers were, but it wasn't where his best numbers were either.

"Ice roads are still open for now," he said carefully, "but I've been running test holes this morning and I don't love what I'm seeing. Just wanted to check in."

"Ice feels fine out here," Tom said. "Solid."

"I'm sure it does. Just - keep your gear mobile, okay? Don't commit to anything you can't walk away from fast."

"Always do," Tom said.

Jack signed off and sat for a moment with the engine idling. Tom Alvarez was one of the most experienced ice fishermen on the lake. He'd been doing this for forty years. He knew ice. He was probably right that it felt fine where he was.

But Jack looked at the gap in the shoreline - the foot-wide seam of black water running along thirty meters of granite shelf - and thought about the thirteen inches he'd measured at the old boat launch, and thought about the dark color the surface had been holding since Monday, and thought: the lake is telling you something and you should listen.

He made a note in his field book: *Alvarez, T. - center basin, north sector. Monitor.*

Then he started the snowmobile and turned south to check the ice road crossing.

The ice road was a groomed track that cut straight across the southern end of Red Lake, connecting Dunmore on the south shore to the cluster of small communities on the north - Harmon, Birch Creek, and the string of private properties that clung to the north shore like the lake's own history. In winter the road saved forty minutes of driving on the forest highway that looped around the lake's western end. People used it every day: pickups and SUVs and the occasional school transport van, driving casually across six miles of frozen water as if it were an ordinary road, which in winter it was.

In winter. In a winter when the ice held.

Jack drove the length of the crossing and stopped three times to drill. He got twenty inches at the center, which was acceptable, but only eighteen near the south shore approach - and more importantly, he found two hairline cracks running parallel to the road in the middle section that hadn't been in last week's survey. They were narrow enough that they wouldn't be visible to someone driving across. They were exactly the kind of cracks that could widen in forty-eight hours if the temperature climbed again.

He stood in the middle of the ice road, trucks visible in both directions on the packed snow surface, a minivan passing him heading north at forty kilometers an hour, and thought: if another warm front comes through, this road is going to be a problem.

He got back on the snowmobile and called the district office again.

"Gordie. I need you to pull the forecast for the next seventy-two hours."

He heard keyboard sounds. "Already did when you called earlier. There's a system coming up from the south. Environment Canada is saying a warm pulse, possible temperatures above zero through tomorrow night."

"Above zero."

"Back down to minus eight by Thursday."

Jack looked at the crack in the ice beneath his feet. Above zero for twenty-four hours, on ice that was already thinking about giving up.

"Get me the county road department," he said. "I think we need to talk about the crossing."

—-
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## Chapter 2 - Tom on the Ice

Jack found Tom Alvarez half a mile from the nearest other fishing hut, seated on an overturned five-gallon bucket beside a freshly augered hole, with his portable shelter collapsed and stowed on the sled behind him despite a wind chill that put the feel-temperature somewhere around minus fifteen. Tom was a lean, weathered man in his late sixties with a face the color and texture of old cedar, and he was staring down through the ice hole with the intensity of someone who had seen something and was still deciding whether it was real.

He didn't look up when Jack stopped the snowmobile. He didn't look up when Jack walked to him across the ice, footsteps crunching in the shallow crust of overnight snow. He was looking down, and his stillness was the kind that had nothing to do with the cold.

"Tom."

Nothing.

"Tom." Jack put a hand on his shoulder.

Tom startled like a man waking up somewhere he hadn't expected to be. He looked at Jack with an unfocused expression that cleared in a moment, replaced by something more guarded. "Jack. Didn't hear you come up."

"How long have you been out here?"

Tom looked at the sky as if reading the time from it, which Jack had seen him do accurately in all weather conditions for years. "Since five-thirty. Maybe six."

"You didn't put the shelter up."

"Didn't need to." Tom looked back down at the hole. It was a standard eight-inch augered hole, the edges clean and slightly wet, and through it the dark water below was partially visible - a small circle of black in the ice.

"What are you looking at?" Jack said.

Tom was quiet for a moment. He said: "I moved out here because my first spot wasn't fishing right. The fish were wrong this morning. Skittish. When they go like that it usually means-" He paused. "I don't know what it means. I came out here to try a new location and I augered the hole and I was setting up the tip-up and I looked down through the ice."

He stopped.

"And?" Jack said.

Tom moved slightly to one side, making room. "Look," he said.

Jack crouched beside the hole. He angled his head to look down through the eight-inch opening, through the ice and into the dark water below. At first he saw nothing - just the darkness of the lake, the faint aureole of light that filtered down from the hole. The bottom was too deep to be visible; they were in perhaps forty feet of water here, maybe more.

Then he saw it.

It was faint. It was at the very limit of what the light permitted. But it was there: a shape in the darkness below, deeper than the ice but above the bottom, a blocky rectangular outline that the eye wanted to complete into something familiar even as the rational mind pushed back. Straight lines. Right angles. Dark against darker. Something large.

Jack stayed crouched over the hole for a long moment, adjusting his angle, trying to get more of the ambient light to work for him. The shape held. It didn't move. It was just there, below the ice, in water that should have contained only fish and weeds and the accumulated sediment of centuries.

He straightened up.

"How long has it been visible?" he said.

"I don't know. Maybe it's always been visible through clear ice. But the ice here-" Tom gestured at the surface around the hole. "Look at it."

Jack looked. The ice in this section was unusual. The pressure patterns of the past week - the warm front, the temperature cycling - had done something to the crystal structure. Instead of the opaque white of normal lake ice, which was full of air bubbles and impurities that scattered light and made it unreadable, the ice here had been partially melted and refrozen in a way that drove out the air and compressed the layers. It had gone clear. Not glass-clear - there was still color to it, a deep greenish-blue - but clear enough that a large object on the lake bottom might be visible through it if the depth wasn't too great and the light angle was right.

"This section must be over a basin," Jack said. "Shallower than the surrounding area."

"That's what I thought," Tom said. "I've never fished this exact spot before. But the bottom topography-" He looked at the hole. "Jack, that shape isn't a rock."

Jack got back down and looked again, this time knowing what he was seeing and trying to measure it. The shape - whatever it was - sat upright on the lake bottom. He was almost certain of that. It wasn't on its side or at an angle; it rose from the floor at ninety degrees to the horizontal, and it had corners that a natural rock formation would not have. It was maybe fifteen, twenty feet long. Wide enough that the eight-inch hole didn't let him see the full extent of it.

He stood up again. He looked at Tom.

Tom said: "I've been sitting here for two hours looking at it and I keep thinking I'm imagining it. But I'm not imagining it, am I."

"No," Jack said. "You're not."

They looked at each other. The wind pushed a loose skiff of snow across the ice surface between them. Out on the lake, a snow bunting landed briefly on top of the nearest fishing hut and then lifted off again and was gone.

"What is it?" Tom said.

"I don't know yet," Jack said, which was technically true. He didn't know for certain. But the dimensions were wrong for a boat, and the posture of it - upright, settled, oriented in a way that suggested it had come to rest with some intention - was not the posture of something that had fallen or drifted to the bottom. It was the posture of something that had been driven there.

"Can you see it from standing?" he asked.

Tom shook his head. "Too much light scatter from the surface. You have to get your eye right against the hole."

Jack thought about this. He pulled out his phone and tried to get the camera against the hole, angling it to capture whatever the opening would give him. He took six photographs. When he pulled them up on the screen they were mostly dark and indistinct, but in two of them the shape was faintly visible - blocky, rectangular, a shadow in deeper shadow.

"Okay," he said. He stood up and looked at Tom with the direct, calm expression he used when he needed someone to do something without argument. "I need you to pack up and come with me to shore."

"Jack-"

"The ice in this section is marginal," he said. "I've been drilling all morning. You're sitting on ice that's been partially compromised by pressure recrystallization - it looks solid but the structural integrity isn't there. If there's a warm pulse tonight like the forecast says, this section could open up."

Tom looked at his equipment - the tip-up rigs he hadn't deployed, the bucket, the collapsed shelter. He looked at the hole. He looked at the shape below it, as if making sure it was still there, as if it might have been a trick of the light that would evaporate if he stopped watching.

"I'll come back when the ice stabilizes," he said.

"You won't," Jack said. "The season's going to be over before the ice stabilizes again." He saw Tom's expression and added: "I'm going to flag this location and report it. I'm going to get a dive assessment done when conditions allow. Whatever is down there isn't going anywhere."

Tom bent and lifted the bucket. He tucked it under his arm. He looked at the hole one more time. "It's been there a long time," he said. "Whatever it is."

"What makes you say that?"

"The way it's settled. Things that have been down there a long time have a particular look to them. They sink into the bottom. They become part of the landscape." He paused. "That thing isn't trying to come up. It's just there."

Jack watched him load his equipment onto the sled. He was thinking about what Tom had said: *it's been there a long time.* He was thinking about the shape's dimensions and the uprightness of it and the way his mind kept completing the outline into something specific, something he didn't want to name yet because naming it would start a process he couldn't control.

He made himself walk the perimeter of the location instead - a slow circle, studying the ice. In the clear sections he could make out the shape at certain angles, a dark smear in the depths, featureless but definite. He marked the location on his GPS. He took compass bearings to three landmarks - the water tower in Dunmore, the grain elevator roof at Birch Creek, the distinctive dead pine on the point that everyone on the lake used as a navigation reference. He wrote everything in his field book.

He was professional about it. He was methodical. He did not allow himself to think about what it was until he was back on his snowmobile with Tom following behind him on his sled, the two of them moving toward shore in the pale morning light, the lake vast and quiet and white in every direction.

Then he let himself think about it.

A rectangular shape, upright, settled into the bottom of Red Lake. Approximately fifteen to twenty feet long. In water deep enough that whatever had been above it all winter - ice, snow, the frozen surface of the lake - had kept it perfectly concealed.

He thought about the dimensions. He thought about the uprightness.

He thought: *a vehicle.*

He drove the rest of the way to shore without speaking.

—-
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## Chapter 3 - The Warm Front

The warm front announced itself with sound before temperature - a low, continuous rushing from the southwest that pressed against the tree line overnight and arrived in Dunmore by dawn as a wind that felt wrong for March, too soft and too searching, the kind of air that knew where it was going. Jack had slept badly and was up at five, sitting at his kitchen table with a mug of coffee and his laptop open to the Environment Canada radar, watching the yellow-and-orange mass crawling north across the map.

Minus three at six a.m. By eight it was plus one.

He drove into Dunmore at seven-thirty, stopping first at the district equipment yard to check the rescue sleds and throwing rope, then at the county road department offices on Pine Street where he found Ray Charbonneau, the road supervisor, already at his desk and already aware that they had a problem.

"Saw your email from last night," Ray said. He was a bulky, practical man in his fifties who had been managing the county's winter road infrastructure for twenty years and had the unflappable manner of someone who had seen every kind of winter emergency and survived them all through patience and preparation. "What are you thinking for the crossing?"

"I'm thinking we close it today," Jack said. "I've got cracks developing in the mid-section and I'm measuring eighteen inches near the south approach. The forecast says we'll be above zero through tomorrow night. That crossing sees maybe three hundred vehicle crossings a day this time of year."

Ray pulled up something on his computer. "I've got a load restriction in place from last week. We could go to light vehicles only."

"I want to close it entirely."

Ray studied his screen. "That's going to get loud. People up north count on that crossing."

"They'll count on it more if it doesn't swallow a truck," Jack said.

Ray looked at him for a moment, then nodded. "Okay. I'll get the barriers out by ten."

Jack drove from Ray's office to the diner on Lake Street, which was called the Lake Street Diner with the directness of a community that didn't spend a lot of time on naming things. The diner had eight tables and a counter and was run by a woman named Patty Vachon who had worked there since before Jack could remember and who functioned as a kind of civic institution - she knew everything that happened in Dunmore within twelve hours of it happening, and she maintained this knowledge with the quiet efficiency of someone who had never found any use for it but kept it carefully organized anyway.

He ordered coffee and toast and was on his second cup when the door opened and Luke Mercer came in.

Sheriff Mercer was a large man, six-two and broad through the shoulders, with the kind of physical presence that made rooms feel slightly smaller when he entered them. He was in his mid-fifties and had been county sheriff for eleven years, winning re-election twice by comfortable margins in a county where people voted for familiar names. He was not a man Jack disliked, exactly. He was a man Jack had developed a careful working relationship with over many years - one built on mutual competence and mutual restraint, where each of them stayed in his lane and expected the other to do the same.

Mercer sat down across from him without being invited. That was Mercer's way - he moved through the world as if he'd already been asked.

"Heard you're closing the crossing," he said.

"Planning to," Jack said. "This morning."

"That's going to create-"

"I know what it's going to create," Jack said. "The forecast calls for above-zero temperatures through tomorrow night and I've got structural cracks developing in the road section. I'm not keeping that crossing open."

Mercer looked at Patty, who appeared at the table with coffee as if she'd been cued, which she probably had been - she watched the door and timed arrivals with the accuracy of someone who had been doing it for thirty years. He took the cup and turned it between his large hands.

"People are going to call my office," he said.

"Tell them to call mine."

Mercer looked at him with an expression that was not quite irritation and not quite respect and was probably some specific combination of the two that only existed between the two of them. "I heard there was something on the ice this morning. Out near the center basin."

Jack had filed his report from the field last night, routed to the district office, which routed to the county file. He hadn't expected it to reach Mercer by seven-thirty in the morning.

"I found an anomaly in the lake bottom topography that I want to have assessed," Jack said.

"Tom Alvarez called his neighbor," Mercer said. "His neighbor's wife called the Legion. You know how it goes." He paused. "Tom said there was something under the ice. Something big."

Jack looked at his coffee cup. "The ice is optically clear in that section due to pressure recrystallization. It's possible to see the bottom in certain depth ranges. I observed a shape that may be a natural rock formation or possibly submerged debris. I've flagged the location for a dive assessment when conditions allow."

Mercer watched him with the patient, slightly amused expression of a man who had heard carefully managed language many times.

"Rock formation," Mercer said.

"Or debris," Jack said.

"Mm."

Outside, the temperature was climbing. Jack could feel it even through the diner's windows - the quality of the light changing, the snow on the street beginning to soften at its surface, the eaves of the building across the road showing the first dark drips of the day. The lake was audible from here if you knew to listen for it: a low, irregular sound, almost below hearing, like pressure being slowly relieved.

"I need to get the barriers to the crossing," Jack said. He put money on the table and stood up.

"Jack," Mercer said. He didn't turn around, just spoke to the window. "If it turns out to be more than a rock formation. Let me know first."

Jack looked at the back of Mercer's head. He thought about the careful way Mercer had said that: *let me know first.* Not *let me know.* First.

"I'll file everything through the normal channels," Jack said.

He left.

By nine-thirty the crossing barriers were in place, and by ten o'clock he had calls from four separate residents and two businesses on the north shore wanting to know why the road was closed and when it would open. He handled them patiently and honestly: the ice was compromised, the closure was precautionary, the exact duration depended on the forecast. By noon the temperature was plus four and he could hear the lake from the parking lot of the district office.

That sound - the deep, irregular booming that a lake made when its ice began to release - was one Jack had heard many times in his career. It was not a frightening sound, exactly. It was an honest sound. The lake making no secret of what it was doing.

He stood in the parking lot and listened to it for a moment.

Then he went inside and started working on the dive assessment request.

—-
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## Chapter 4 - Cracking

The fracture lines appeared overnight.

Jack was back at the eastern shore access before seven, and from the moment he stepped off the snowmobile he could see them: dark lines radiating outward across the ice surface from a point roughly in the center of the visible lake, irregular and branching like the tributaries of a river seen from a great height. Some were narrow, barely a centimeter across. Others were wide enough to catch the morning light and show the black water beneath. The longest ran for perhaps a hundred meters before it curved and lost itself in the wind-scoured snow.

The booming had continued through the night. He'd heard it from his house, three miles from the shore - an intermittent, resonant sound that came up through the floor as much as through the air, the sound of a lake-sized mass of ice shifting its weight. His wife Karen had been gone for four years now, and there were times like this, waking at two in the morning to the sound of the lake, when he was glad that she wasn't there to ask him what the noise was and whether it was going to stop.

He marked the fracture boundaries with orange survey flags, driving the stakes into the ice with the heel of his boot, working systematically from the shore outward along the access road approach. The ice here, at the road's edge, was still solid - he trusted it to his weight, though he moved carefully and kept his feet spread wider than usual, a habit so ingrained he no longer thought about it. Beyond the flags, beyond the boundaries he was marking, the surface had an unsteady look to it, a slight translucency that was both beautiful and alarming.

He drilled as he went. The numbers were worse than yesterday: fourteen inches in the mid-section, thirteen and a half near one of the wider cracks. At one location, where the crack was widest and the ice had a slightly raised lip on one side - evidence that the sections were pressing against each other as they moved - he got twelve. He stared at the twelve for a moment and then wrote it down.

He pulled out the radio. "Calder to Nineteen Base."

"Go ahead, Jack."

"I'm at the eastern access, lake road one. I need barriers extended across the access road itself, not just the crossing. The fracture field is now within a hundred meters of the road approach. I want the entire eastern access closed - snowmobiles, ATVs, foot traffic."

"Understood. You want signage?"

"Everything we've got. And get me a call into regional about an emergency dive assessment. I want to move that up."

"What's the urgency level?"

Jack looked at the fracture lines spreading across the ice in the thin morning light. He thought about the shape he'd seen yesterday, sitting on the bottom of the lake in forty feet of water, upright and settled and patient. He thought about how the ice above it was thinning and cracking and would not hold much longer.

"Urgency level is: sooner is better than later," he said. "The site I flagged yesterday is within the fracture field. If the ice collapses in that section, any physical evidence at that site could be disturbed."

A pause. "I'll make the call."

He signed off and continued staking. He had twenty-seven flags in the ice by the time he reached the limits of what he judged stable, and the line he'd drawn was not as far out as he would have liked. The fracture field extended well into the middle of the lake. Three of the remaining fishing huts - abandoned now, the fishermen having gotten the message or seen the cracks for themselves - sat within the flagged perimeter.

He was working his way back toward the access road when he noticed Tom Alvarez's truck was still at the ramp.

He stood still for a moment and looked at it. The truck had been there when he arrived - he'd registered it without thought
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