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CHAPTER 1

Fishing for bodies was not Deputy Sheriff Claire Watkins’ idea of a good time, especially during the hottest spell Wisconsin had endured this summer. In the mid-afternoon sun, Lake Pepin shimmered with the oily sheen of late August, the water a thick brew more apt to stew than refresh.

Claire sat at the bow of the Pepin County rescue launch as Deputy Bill Peterson steered the craft out of the Pepin harbor and northward, past Fort St. Antoine.

The sun came blasting down the corridor of bluffs. It felt like one hundred degrees, though she knew it couldn’t be much over ninety. Even the wind blowing in her face was hot. She could hardly stand wearing her standard navy-blue polyester uniform. The dark fabric absorbed all the heat and let nothing evaporate. Sweat gathered on her chest and forehead, then ran downward.

“Hang on, going to get bumpy,” Bill yelled as he cut across another boat’s wake.

Claire grabbed tight to the gunnel. “I didn’t know this old crate could move this fast.”

Bill nodded. “Full throttle.”

Up ahead she saw Point No Point, an optical illusion that had always fascinated her, a place in the river where the far bank appeared to be a wooded point jutting into the water at a sharp bend, but as you came closer the illusion faded away. There was no point, just a curve in the river. Point No Point was not a point but only a slight bulge on the shores of Lake Pepin, part of this twenty-mile section of the Mississippi River. It was a point that wasn’t a point in a lake that wasn’t a lake but a river. Claire loved the incongruity.

As they passed Maiden Rock, a limestone outcropping in the bluffline, she saw two boats in the water ahead waiting for them: the brand-new, fully equipped 36-foot-long water patrol boat from Lake City, which towered above the smaller 12-foot launch from Pierce County sheriff’s department.

Bill slowed their boat and nosed in gently next to the other vessels. Claire immediately saw what they had been summoned to examine: the humped back of a large naked body bobbing in the water like a listing buoy. So pale and vulnerable did the fleshy broad back seem in the dark-green soup of the river that Claire felt like reaching out a hand and patting it for reassurance.

“I make it not quite two miles from the far shore,” a tall, dark-haired man leaned over the railing of the Lake City patrol boat and shouted down at the other two boat crews.

“What far shore?” Ron Hansen, an officer from Pierce County, asked.

“Ours, of course. Western. Minnesota.”

“Only about a quarter mile from this side,” Hansen yelled back. Then he turned to Claire and Bill and said with a smirk,

“But the body is quite a ways south of the Point No Point buoy, past the 779 mile marker, which, by my estimation, puts it under the Pepin County jurisdiction.”

Claire looked at the shore. She could see the mouth of a creek, its small delta jutting out into the river. “But isn’t that Pine Creek over there? That’s still in Pierce County.”

“The county line is angled west here and cuts through the lake to up past Old Frontenac. Do you want to have a look at the Army Corps of Engineers map and see for yourself?”

Claire couldn’t believe they were arguing over who got the body, none of them wanting it. They didn’t even know what kind of death had occurred. The floating body could be a simple case of heart attack, or a drowning. Yes, there was a chance that it was an instance of foul play, but wasn’t that their job? Yet here they were all trying to shove it off on someone else.

“I guess you’ll just have to reel him in. I’d say you caught yourself a whale there,” Hansen said to Claire.

It looked like Pepin County was going to get stuck with the body. Claire had to admit her heart sunk. The smallest county in Wisconsin, they were perhaps the least able to deal with the investigation this body might require. But she, too, was getting ahead of herself.

“We’ll drop a buoy to mark the spot,” the Pierce County deputy said.

Claire turned back to Bill.

He shrugged and said, “At least we won’t have to talk about the big one that got away.”

The Water Patrol Officer yelled down at them, “It’s your baby. What do you want to do with it?”

Claire didn’t have to think about this question. The next action might tell her what she was getting into. “Turn him over.”


* * *


“You shouldn’t be in here.” Rich tried to sound stern as Meg sauntered into the kitchen, but she saw through him with no trouble. He was working at the counter, stirring something in a big yellow bowl.

“What? Is it a secret that it’s my birthday? Is it a secret that you always make me a German Chocolate cake?” Meg walked up to the frosting bowl and stuck her finger into the coconutty goop. He swatted at her, but she just danced away and laughed. “Where’s my mom?”

“She hasn’t called, but I expect her any moment. She promised she’d be here by six. What about Curt?”

“He’s coming. He said he had to milk the cows first so he might be a little later than that.”

“I can’t believe you’re sixteen years old.”

Meg could easily believe she was sixteen. She had been waiting to be that age forever. Now she could finally get her driver’s license. Living out in the sticks, that meant freedom. “You know what, Rich?”

“What?”

“You’ve known me half my life.” What she didn’t add was—longer than my real dad knew me. Meg’s father had died when she was six. She met Rich two years later when he started dating her mother. She guessed he was still courting Claire since, although they all lived together, Rich and Claire had not married. Which was cool with her. But sometimes she did wish Rich was her father.

“And you’ve known me almost a fifth of my life.”

“Hey, what did you get me for my birthday?” Meg teased. “Maybe a car? That’s what most kids get.”

“Yup. You know the old pickup truck next to the barn?”

Meg knew the truck well. She had learned to drive the fields in that vehicle.

“That’s yours, if you want it.”

“Nice try. I know you’ve been trying to get someone to tow it away. That thing doesn’t go above twenty miles an hour.”

“Perfect. That’s why I’m giving it to you. No reason to go faster than that,” Rich said.

Meg gave him a gentle pummeling on his arm to show him she knew he was kidding. “Do you think Mom’s getting me a car, a real car?”

Rich started to pour the coconut frosting on the dark cake, then stopped mid-stream to answer her question. “I think the chances of that are slimmer than the lake freezing over this afternoon.”

“Right, Rich. Why don’t I ever get what I really want?”

“We all wonder that.” Rich chuckled.

A pounding sounded from the front door and both Meg and Rich turned to see who would walk in. Curt Hedberg nudged the door open with his foot, a huge bouquet of nodding sunflowers filling his arms. His dark hair fell over his face until he swung it back, then his smile bloomed and his eyes locked onto hers. Whenever she saw him, something opened in her heart. It just did. And then there he was—with more flowers than she knew what to do with.

“Happy sweet sixteen,” Curt said, presenting her with the bouquet. “I picked them myself.”

“Thank you, Curt. They’re fantastic,” Meg said, trying not

to get pricked by the raspy stems. She wished her mom was here to help her arrange the flowers. She put them carefully in the sink and filled it up with water to keep them wet while she found a vase.

Meg wanted her party to start right now, presents and all. “Where’s Mom? It’s way after six. Why isn’t she here?”

“Don’t worry. She’ll be here any minute.” Rich put the finishing touches on the frosting.

Meg was amazed at how Rich always thought the best of her mom, even if she was late a million times. “What if something comes up at work? As usual. Or what if she totally forgot?”

“Nothing would keep her from your sixteenth birthday party.” Just then Rich looked out the picture window toward the lake and saw the new water patrol boat from Lake City steaming downriver and wondered who they were rescuing.


* * *


“I hate water,” Bill Peterson said, sitting in a protective Gumby suit, scowling down at the murky surface.

Claire didn’t dare laugh at the sight he made in the flame-red rubber suit, which did not complement his pale-pink skin and startling blue-green eyes. He looked like a six-foot-tall lobster.

Nor was she going to remind him that he didn’t really need to wear the Gumby suit, which was more typically used in cold water. But it was the only way Bill would get in the water, especially with a dead man floating in it.

“So I’ve heard. I’ll tie you to the boat,” Claire said. “You won’t drown. It’ll be fine.”

None of the farm boys in the deputy sheriff’s office liked water. Knowing how much he disliked swimming, she had considered doing the job herself, but Bill was nearly twice as big as she was and certainly more than twice as strong. He would have to do most of the heavy lifting from the water.

Before Bill slid into the lake, Claire took a few photos, making herself look directly at the naked, severely bloated body.

The man had red hair. Other than that, he was so swollen with decomposition gasses that she had no sense of what he might have looked like, or even what size he might have been before his watery immersion. He resembled a bleached and obese fish. His face was spongy and distended, the folds of the eyelids so puffy that the eyes disappeared completely. His nose looked as if it had been chewed on. His lips were maroon and enormous, like two leeches attached to his face.

She didn’t think he was anyone she knew. She sincerely hoped not. But in his present condition it was hard to tell.

A ragged hole had torn open his lower belly; the wound was now puckered around the edges. Claire saw a faded tattoo on his upper arm. That would be a huge help in identification. Especially since she could see no way the naked man could have any other form of identification on him. They’d take his fingerprints, but no guarantee they’d be on file.

Claire pointed out the wound. “Gunshot, wouldn’t you say?”

Bill shrugged, then stated, “Could have been a snapping turtle. There’s some really big ones, size of a garbage can lid.”

“Snapping turtles. That’s a good one. I guess the questions are what’s he doing in the water and why is his belly ripped open, however it happened?”

“Got me. He might have floated a long ways—maybe even from the Cities. Some dangerous things go on up there.”

“I wonder.” Claire chewed on her lip. “Seems too far. I’m guessing he was dumped in the lake not too much upstream from here. The current just isn’t that strong in this part of the lake. How many days dead do you think he is?”

“I skipped that class in forensics, but I’d guess a week at the most. He still looks human.”

“An inflated human,” Claire said. “Okay, Bill, enough stalling. Do you want me to give you a hand?”

With her gentle threat, Bill slowly lowered himself over the side of the boat. He clung to the edge, not wanting to let go, she guessed. She desperately wished that they had more help, but as Bill had said earlier, they’d just have to punt. There was no crime scene to protect so they might as well bring the body in themselves.

After the Pierce County deputies had realized it wasn’t their body, they made a quick getaway. Then an inopportune call had taken the Lake City water patrol boat away to rescue some fishermen who had capsized. That left just Claire and Bill to manage lifting the body into their boat.

Bill wrapped a rope around the body, then tied a couple knots in it. When a gentle wave came along, he got a splash of water in his face. Claire could tell by the tightness in his face how much he hated being in the lake.

She gently pulled on the rope attached to the floater and snugged him up next to the back of the boat. What they were about to attempt to do seemed impossible—the body was literally

dead weight and she wasn’t sure how they were going to leverage it into the boat without tipping the whole thing over.

The boat did waver once or twice, but the whole maneuver went much more smoothly than she could have hoped: She pulled, Bill pushed and the body slid over the gunwhale and flopped into the bottom of the launch between the motor and the next seat. The sight of the engorged body up close was bad but the smell was much worse, enveloping her in a rank odor that made her gag.

Bill got to the ladder and clambered up it. “Holy Jesus! Let’s get moving so we leave that stench behind.”

Claire was staring at the end of the red-haired man’s legs. “Look at that, Bill. What the hell happened to his ankle? It looks like it’s been shredded or chewed on by something.”

After pulling off the red hood of his Gumby suit, Bill looked where she was pointing. He stared at the marking around the ankle of the floating man’s leg. “Really hungry snapping turtle?” he suggested.

Claire wasn’t sure if it was the second mention of the snapping turtle—one of the world’s ugliest creatures—the chewed-on leg, the intensely hot day, or the putrid smell, but all of sudden everything inside her was pushing out. She managed to get her head over the side of the boat before she threw up.

Bill watched her, then said just one word. “Chum.”


CHAPTER 2

Claire was late, really late, and she was still a few minutes from home. She glanced at her watch again as if she could force time to slow down. But no, it was almost eight o’clock. She should have called. But there was nothing she could have told them that they didn’t know—I’m running late, so sorry.

She could have said, I’m stuck in the middle of the lake with a dead body, but somehow she didn’t want to tell them that over the phone. Bill had ungraciously agreed to wait for an ambulance to haul the body to the morgue or she wouldn’t have gotten away even this soon.

Meg was going to be chillingly furious. Meg’s birthday party. Claire’s baby’s birthday. No way could Meg be sixteen years old. Rich would be calm, not say much, but he would be disappointed. Meg, on the other hand, would let it out. In that respect, Meg followed in her mother’s footsteps. But maybe with Curt there she would restrain herself somewhat.

Claire swung into the long driveway and stopped the squad car right in front of the house. Curt’s car was parked behind Rich’s. Good, he was still there. She grabbed the present she had wrapped for Meg that morning and ran into the house.

“Hey, birthday girl.”

Three faces turned to look at her. Claire felt sweat pouring down her back. What was this sweating business about? She had never been so hot before in her life.

“Finally,” Meg said and turned back to her plate.

“We tried to wait,” Rich started to say.

“Hi, Mrs. Watkins.” Curt gave her a big smile. He was a long green-bean of a kid, and cute as they come.

A huge bouquet of sunflowers sat in the middle of the table shoved down into an old canning jar. She would fix the bouquet later. No need to make Meg feel inadequate on her special day.

Claire walked up behind her daughter, dropped the present in her lap and said, “I’m sorry. The usual. Work.”

“What this time?” Meg asked, without picking up the present. Claire couldn’t tell how she should play this. She didn’t talk a lot about her work at home, but she also didn’t keep it a secret. The body floating in the lake would be written up in the paper, she was sure. They would probably need help identifying the man so the more public awareness, the better. Might as well use it and see if she could distract Meg from her poutiness. “A dead man was found floating in the lake. Right around the Point No Point buoy, but it turned out he was ours—I mean Pepin County’s. No one we know. At least I don’t think so. It’s hard to tell because he was pretty bloated. No matter where he was killed, he was found in our jurisdiction.”

“So he was killed?” Rich asked.

“Shot in the belly.”

“Gross, Mom. Can’t you wait until we’re done eating?” Meg

said the words like they were pieces of bone she was biting down hard on.

Claire was so hungry she wanted to fall into her waiting chair and stuff the bacon, lettuce and tomato sandwich into her mouth, but even more she wanted to change clothes. The dead man’s smell was still clinging to her uniform.

“I’ll just be a minute.”

“Want a beer?” Rich asked.

“Desperately.”

“Me, too. And Curt.” Meg added.

As Claire walked up the stairs, she heard Rich say, “You can split a beer. Since it’s your birthday. Then cake.”

Good, she hadn’t missed everything.

Claire pulled off her clothes and let them fall in a puddle to the floor. Later, she promised herself. She grabbed a clean white blouse and a pair of cut-off jeans and slipped her feet into flipflops. Much better. She went into the bathroom and washed her face and hands, then washed them again, feeling like she would never get the man’s decay off her skin.

Leaning into the mirror, she undid her ponytail. She was sick of her long hair. The dark hank lay on the back of her neck like an old ratty fur. Maybe it was time for a change. She was getting close to fifty, and her daughter was almost grown up.

“Mom,” Meg yelled up the stairs. “We’re waiting to open presents.”

“Hold your horses.”

“Did you get me a horse, finally?” Meg asked, with a slightly lighter tone in her voice.

Claire descended the stairs and sank into her chair—one hand grabbing the cold beer while the other clamped onto half a sandwich. The beer made it to her mouth first.

“I can open my presents now, can’t I? I don’t have to wait until you’re done eating.”

“Please, open away.”

First came Rich’s present. Meg ripped the wrapping off the rectangular shape with one yank and held up a mushroom identification book, the latest edition. After showing it around, Meg paged through it enthusiastically—it was a hobby the two of them shared, much to Claire’s pleasure. The bounty they brought back from the woods was delicious: morels in the spring, chanterelles, boletes, and hen of the woods in the fall.

“Cool,” Curt said as she handed him the book. “I’d like to learn more about mushrooms, too.”

The next present was from Curt. Claire was nearly as anxious to see this as Meg. The present might give her some inside information on how serious their relationship was. As much as she liked Curt, she hated to see Meg so wrapped up in one boy. At her age she should be playing the field. However, down in Pepin County, there wasn’t much of a field to play.

Curt’s present was in a small box, wrapped in newsprint with red wings stamped all over it. Claire wondered if his mother was one of those women who were into stamping.

Meg tore the paper off, then waited a moment before taking the lid off. Claire hoped it wasn’t too similar to what she had gotten her daughter. Then Meg opened the box and lifted out a small silver pin. Claire couldn’t quite make it out. It looked like a bird.

Meg’s face was filled with joy. “Curt, it’s perfect,” she said. “Where did you find this?”

“Online. Thought you might like it.”

“What is it?” asked Rich.

Meg held it out for him to see. “It’s a peregrine falcon. Our bird. You know the ones that fly off of Maiden Rock. They’re special to us.”

Claire held out her hand and Meg passed the pin to her. Silver bird with wings outflung. Lovely.

Meg moved on to Claire’s present, also a small box. Its wrapping was also discarded quickly. Claire hoped what was inside wasn’t too sentimental for her growing daughter. Meg lifted out an oval locket on a thin gold chain. “Mom, is this grandma’s locket?”

“Yes, I thought it was time for you to have it.”

Then Meg opened it up and looked at the two pictures that Claire had cut into the right shape to fit inside the frames. One was a photo of Steven, her father, holding Meg when she was just born. The other was Rich and Claire, hugging. Her parents. All three of them.

As Claire watched tears fill Meg’s eyes, she guessed she had done okay.

“Mom, this is just what I wanted, even though I didn’t know it. Thank you.” She came to her mother and gave her a big hug. Even kissed her on the head. What more could a mother ask for?

“What I thought I wanted was a new Prius,” Meg said as she went to sit back down. “Silly me.”

Rich pushed back from the table and said, “How ‘bout some cake? Claire, are you sticking around or do you have a date with a dead man?”

“Nope, I asked Amy to sit in with the medical examiner. I’m done for the night.”

All three pair of eyes turned to look at her. “Mom, for real? You’re letting someone else do something?” Meg asked, incredulous.

Rich gave Claire a good-for-you look.


* * *


Medical examiner Janet Davis’ green rubber gloved finger tapped the rib cage of the opened torso as she explained, “Water gets into the lungs one of two speeds: slow or fast.”

This was Deputy Sheriff Amy Schroeder’s first time attending an autopsy on her own. She had watched a couple with Claire Watkins and had always found them a challenge. For one thing, the morgue was a long narrow room with no windows in the basement of the hospital, which kept in the dank and a disturbing vinegary smell that she never wanted to pull too deeply into her lungs. The shallow breathing she was forced to do didn’t help her feel very comfortable.

Amy didn’t know whether she should laugh or not at Janet’s comment. But she decided what the heck. After all, the guy was dead. She let out a small chuckle. “Wow. These technical terms. What do you mean—slow or fast?”

“Well, if you must have technical terms,” Janet said, snapping the green rubber glove, “How about the difference between gooshing or seeping?”

“What we want to know for starters is, was he dead when he hit the water?” Amy knew this was the first thing that Claire would ask her.

Janet peered into the gaping chest cavity. A small woman,

she needed to stand on her tiptoes for some of the work she did. “I would have to say, yes, from what I can gather, he was already dead. Although there is water in his lungs, I think that it seeped in during his long immersion in the lake. The technical term we use to describe this process is infiltration.”

“It’s going to be tough to identify this guy. Any birthmarks?” Amy asked.

“He’s got an odd mole here on his rib cage. But I’m not sure that anyone would notice it. Even his mother or wife. But then there’s the tattoo,” Janet pointed at the dark mark on his shoulder.

“Great. A tattoo is perfect. What is it?”

“Well, I think I know, but come here and look yourself. Tell me what you think it is.”

Amy walked around the steel table and bent over to get a better look at the tattoo. Janet turned the light on it. The tattoo was dark. It seemed to be done in only one color, but hard to tell what color it was, blue or brown or black. Then she decided it was green. But the shape looked like an hour glass: large, then small, then large again. Suddenly the image came into focus and she saw what it was: branches, trunk, roots. “I think it’s a tree.”

“Yeah, that’s what I was guessing too. Unusual for a big burly guy to have a tree tattooed on his shoulder. I’ve never seen one before, but this new crop of guys getting tattooed aren’t going for the usual mermaids and eagles. I’m seeing more dragons and, believe it or not, swallows. So a tree might be perfectly usual.”

“While the tree won’t help us find him, like a navy insignia would, it certainly will help us make a positive identification

when it comes to that.” Amy’s eyes strayed down his body. “Any chance you can tell me what happened to his ankle? I told you what Bill said about it.”

Again Janet looked at the mentioned body part even though all that was left of it was bone. “Not a snapping turtle, as your compatriot suggested. I’d say something was tied around it, probably attached to some kind of weight. Look here.” Her green rubberized finger pointed at the edge of skin over the ankle bone.

Amy leaned in, trying not to breathe. She could see the skin looked stretched at the edges, worn through to the bone in places.

The medical examiner continued. “I’m guessing somebody didn’t want this body to be found.”


* * *


Rich smelled Claire’s wet, sweet hair as she lay drowsing next to him. She must have been beat, because she asked him to keep a watch out for Meg and then fell right to sleep. It was nearly midnight—Meg’s birthday curfew. The book he was reading wasn’t bad, but he kept losing his place and staring off into space. He felt restless and not particularly sleepy.

The phone rang. The real phone, not Claire’s work cellphone. Rich grabbed it before it could ring again and wake up Claire. He assumed it was Meg with some explanation as to why she couldn’t make it home in the next five minutes. Even though it was her birthday, he was going to have to be strict with her. Claire thought that he was way too lenient with Meg. He just found it hard to say no to her, and she didn’t ask for much.

“Hello,” he said quietly as he slid out of bed and headed toward the bedroom door so he wouldn’t wake up Claire.

At first there was no sound, then heavy breathing rasped on the other end of the phone line.

“I think you’ve got the wrong number,” Rich said once he stepped out into the hallway and closed the bedroom door. He was ready to read whoever was on the other end the riot act. How stupid do you have to be to call a deputy sheriff’s number and make an obscene phone call?

“Rich,” a deep male voice gasped.

He recognized the voice immediately. His old friend, Chet Baldwin. Hadn’t heard from him in a while. What was he doing calling so late? “Chet?”

“Rich, I need some help.” Chet’s voice sounded awful, like someone had shot it full of holes. He was wheezing and breathing hard.

“What’s going on, Chet? Are you okay?”

“No, I just don’t know.” Then he started to cry, a sound like wood being torn into shreds. Awful.

Rich had never heard Chet cry before, in all their many years of being friends, really since grade school. They had played softball together. Chet had been a hell of a pitcher. Even the time that Chet got slammed in the face by a solid hit by Sammy Schultz and it broke his cheek bone, even then he hadn’t cried.

“Chet, what’s the matter? Tell me what’s going on.”

Chet managed to say, “I don’t know what to do. It’s just a big mess over here. Could you come over?”

“Isn’t Anne there?” Rich asked.

Chet had married about ten years ago to a younger

woman—about fifteen years younger than Chet’s fifty-five years. Chet had met Anne at a square dance in Red Wing, Minnesota. She had danced him off his feet and vice versa.

Chet started to cry. “She’s part of the problem.”

“Anne?” Rich asked. But who else could the “she” be? They had no children. At least none that Rich knew of. Chet’s mother had died years ago. As far as Rich knew there was no other woman in Chet’s life but Anne.

“Yes. I don’t know how it happened.”

Rich hadn’t heard anything about Anne being sick. In fact, he had seen her a few weeks ago when the woodcarvers had met over at Chet’s house. She had looked lovely and seemed in good spirits. “Is she okay?”

“I don’t know. I was gone. Went for a walk.”

“Chet, has there been an accident?”

“I can’t say it.” Chet’s voice was growing fainter as if he were holding the phone farther away from his mouth.

“What happened, Chet?”

Muffled sounds. Rich couldn’t tell if Chet was crying or if he was trying to say something.

“Talk to me,” Rich gripped the receiver hard.

“This is too hard. I don’t know what I’m going to do.” Chet finally replied. “I need you, buddy.”


CHAPTER 3

I have to go,” Meg said, gently extricating herself from Curt’s arms, legs, and mouth.

“You don’t want a little more of your birthday present?” he asked her, touching the side of her face.

She felt her innards start to quiver, but didn’t give in.

Meg kissed him and let that be her answer, however he would take it, but she didn’t fall back into his arms. “Hey, they’re just starting to trust us again. I don’t want to ruin that.”

Curt nodded his head. Meg knew he understood. For the first few months of their relationship, Meg had been under house arrest after a friend of theirs had died under dubious circumstances. It had taken Claire and Rich many trial at-home dates to feel okay about the two of them going any place together. Meg wasn’t about to go backwards.

“It’s almost time,” she said, while adjusting her clothes. They weren’t far from her house. She’d be home pretty close to her curfew.

Curt leaned in close to her, held her eyes, and announced in a clear voice, “I love you.”

Meg dropped her eyes and stammered, “You do?”

“Sure. It’s easy.”

Meg knew she couldn’t leave his declaration unanswered. “Curt, I think I love you too.”

Curt laughed and rubbed her head. “That’s your problem. You think too much, my Meglet.”

“Well, I wasn’t prepared.”

“What’s there to be prepared about?” he asked, sounding put out, his voice deeper than usual.
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