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Twelve years ago, a man named Bodine checked into a Las Vegas motel under the name Thomas Hudson with a young girl who was of no relation to him. She was a pretty little thing, perhaps eight or nine years of age, dressed plainly in a simple cotton dress embroidered with tiny red strawberries around the waist. To glance casually upon the pair, one would assume they were father and daughter. But on closer inspection, anyone with a knack for detail would see that the man was no one’s father. Tall, gaunt, haunted—looking at him was like staring infinity in the face. With his black, hopeless eyes recessed into deep pockets and an air of chronic fatigue surrounding him like a cloud of Midwestern dust, this man was no one’s father.

“What’s wrong?” the girl said. “Why did we stop?”

Bodine’s grip tightened on the Bronco’s steering wheel. The sodium lights from the motel fell against the Bronco’s windshield. A light rain had begun to fall.

“We’re getting a room here,” he said, his voice low. “We’re staying here for the night.”

The girl leaned toward the dashboard to peer out the windshield. She wasn’t wearing her seat belt. “Looks dirty,” she said, sizing up the motel.

It was one of a million nameless joints he’d passed on the drive from the mountains of Colorado and across the equally anonymous desert highways. There was nothing distinguishable about it. After a while, on the road, everything started to look the same.

“We call this comfortable digs,” he said.

“What’s that mean?”

“Means we stay here tonight.” He shut the car down and popped open the door. Paused. “You wait here,” he said, an afterthought.

“Can I play the radio?”

He didn’t think there was any harm leaving the keys in the ignition. Unless she’d been lying, judging by her simple questions about what the pedals on the floor were for and why he had to turn a key in order to start the “growling”, as she called it, he didn’t think she knew how to start the vehicle let alone drive away in it. Bodine turned the switch over until the door chimes sounded. The girl, whose name Bodine did not know, smiled and switched on the radio. One tiny white hand ran through the dials until she located an oldies station while Bodine watched.

“How come you need to turn the key to play the radio?” she asked now.

“Because it runs off the car’s battery. I need to turn it on to use the battery.”

“Cars have batteries?” She sounded almost incredulous.

“Yes.”

“Is that how they drive?”

“They drive on gasoline.”

“Like from the last time we stopped,” she said. “How you put it into the gas tank, like you said.”

“Yes.” He suddenly felt like an imbecile. What the hell was he doing talking to her like this, anyway?

“Are you going to shoot somebody?” the girl asked before he could step out of the Bronco. The statement caused him to freeze, caused the fingers of his left hand to tighten on the doorhandle.

“Why would you say something like that?”

“Because you have a gun in your pants.”

His throat was lined with sandpaper. “How do you know that?”

The girl didn’t answer.

“How do you know that?” he repeated, one foot out on the blacktop, his fingers still strangling the doorhandle.

The girl just smiled and stared straight ahead out the windshield. She swung her legs to the rhythm of the music, her face radiating a sickly glow beneath the wash of sodium lights. “I like this song,” she said after a bit.

The motel lobby was rundown, filthy, and haunted by cigarette smoke. A flickering black-and-white television was mounted to the wall on brackets behind the night counter.

“One room,” Bodine said at the counter. “One night.”

“Just you?” said the grizzled cowboy behind the counter. No stranger to midnight characters of peculiar design, the cowboy did not give Bodine a second glance. And that was just fine by Bodine.

“Just me,” Bodine said.

“Name?”

“Thomas Hudson,” said Bodine.

“Credit card?”

“Cash,” he told the cowboy, who did not raise an eyebrow.

The room was tomblike. Peeling alabaster walls and an oatmeal-colored carpet, the single bed, wide as a coffin, was dressed in a fleur-de-lis spread, heavily starched. The bathroom reeked of mildew, and the shower curtain was curled at one end of the shower into a filthy plastic sleeve. In the tub, a bristling brown spider did pushups by the drain.

“It smells bad in here,” said the girl, wrinkling her nose. “Gross.” She stood clutching the empty cardboard cylinder that had moments ago contained a milkshake.

“Go turn down the bed,” he told her, carrying his nylon duffel bag into the bathroom. He set it beside the sink and unzipped it. Inside: fresh sneakers and a change of clothes. Brand spanking new. The sneakers were too bright and the clothes still had the tags hanging from them.

The girl did not move. She watched him through the open bathroom doorway. When he turned and saw her staring at him, he nearly jumped out of his skin.

“Thought I told you to go turn down the bed,” he said, his voice quiet and level. Nearly monotone.

The girl shrugged and stepped away. A moment later, he heard the mattress springs creak.

A skeleton stared back at him from the mirror. Jesus Christ, is that me? Is that really me? He grimaced, inspecting the way his purplish gums had begun to recede from his teeth, the teeth themselves discolored and patchy with calcium deposits.

Bodine peered out into the room. The girl had turned down one corner of the bed and was now sitting on the edge, staring directly at him. She’d set her empty cup down on the nightstand.

“Did you want another milkshake?” he asked. His voice shook. Stop it, he thought. Stop it, stop it, stop it.

“Why did you tell the man at the counter your name was Thomas Hudson?”

Sweat stung his eyes. “There’s a soda machine down the hall. Do you want a Coke?”

“Your name’s not Thomas Hudson,” she said, swinging her legs.

“I don’t like playing these games.”

“What games?”

“These games where you ask all these questions and expect me to answer.”

The girl shrugged her small shoulders. “Your name’s Frank Bodine,” she said.

Bodine swallowed a hard lump of spit. Seconds ticked by. His own heartbeat was like a drum in his ears. “How do you know my name?” he said finally. He’d never told her.

Again, the girl shrugged.

“Yes,” he said after a moment, blinking the sweat from his eyes. “Yes, my name’s Bodine. Frank Bodine.” Sour, shaky exhalation. “You think you’re ready to tell me your name yet?”

The girl shook her head. Grinned.

“Why not?”

“I told you,” she said simply. “I don’t have a name.”

“Yes you do. Everyone’s got a name.”

“Nope. Not me.”

“Sure you do. You just don’t want to tell it.”

“You’re silly,” said the girl.

“What about your parents? Didn’t they give you a name?”

“I don’t have any parents.”

“You don’t have a mom or a dad?”

“No.”

“Everyone does.”

“No, silly.” She giggled.

Withdrawing back into the bathroom, Bodine toed the bathroom door shut. He lifted his pullover up, which stank of perspiration. The butt of the 9mm protruded from his waistband.

Can you do this? a voice spoke up toward the back of his head. It was the same voice that had followed him all the way from Durango. Are you really sure you can do this?

He plucked the 9mm from his waistband, set it down beside the duffel bag, and turned the water on in the sink. Just the hot water. He waited as the entire bathroom steamed up before shutting the water off. With one hand he carved an arc through the condensation on the mirror before him. Dead eyes stared back.

Can you do this?

Bodine removed his pullover and tossed it on the floor. Took a deep breath. A chill accosted him, pimpling his flesh with goose bumps. Grabbing the handgun, he eased open the bathroom door and stepped out into the room.

The girl hadn’t moved. She grinned at him as he took a single step toward the bed. His nostrils flared with each inhalation of breath. He stood unmoving, no more than ten feet from her, peripherally aware that the digital clock on the nightstand counted through several minutes while he simply stood there.

“You’re skinny,” she said after a while. “Your chest has red marks on it.” She said, “I can see your ribs.” As if this was funny, she giggled. “Your bellybutton looks funny.” Legs still swinging.

“Tell me who you are,” he breathed. Leveled the gun at her. His hand shook. His whole fucking arm shook. “Tell me.”

“Your hair,” she said, wrinkling up her nose as if she suddenly smelled something awful—the room itself, perhaps. “It’s too long. Like a girl’s.”

He lowered his arm. The 9mm suddenly weighed fifty pounds. Without a word, he turned and retreated back into the bathroom. He felt cold, clammy, made of vulcanized rubber. The soles of his work boots creaked with each step.

In the bathroom, he set the gun down in the sink basin, which was still streaked with water. Staring up at his reflection, he thought the girl was right—that somewhere along the way, his hair had gotten too long. Like a girl’s.

Wearily, Bodine grinned at himself. Skeleton-faced, too-big teeth protruding from retreating purple gums…

Can you—

Grinned.

Next morning, a Puerto Rican housekeeper would discover Bodine’s body in the bathtub, a dried spray of blood on the tiled shower stall behind his head. Bodine’s hand, still limply holding the 9mm, was nestled into the thatch of black pubic hair between his legs.

The woman’s screams would bring the grizzled cowboy who would in turn alert the local sheriff. Suicide, the sheriff would say, and the grizzled cowboy would nod while he chewed on an unlit cigar stub no longer than a grown man’s thumb and greenish in color, and would recall nothing special about the man from the night before. There were all breeds of stranger who passed through his place, after all—all species of outlaw and lummox and daft buffoon—and who could remember one from the other?

“Name’s Hudson,” the cowboy would tell the sheriff, handing over the log from last night where the man had signed in. The sheriff, a grizzled old cowboy in his own right, took the log without so much as a grunt while fishing out a pack of menthols from his nylon coat with the faux fur at the collar.

There was no sign of the little girl. But, of course, no one had seen her come in with the man and therefore never knew to look for her.

Anyway, that was twelve years ago, and in a whole other part of the country.


2

After seven days of futility—

“So fucking cold my goddamn lighter’s giving up the ghost,” Charlie Mears said, chasing the tip of his cigarette with a tarnished Zippo. His cold, gray eyes leveled out over the vast nothingness of charcoal waters and icy strata from over the bow of the trawler. The air was cold and sharp, only vaguely scented by the trawler’s diesel exhaust. Each inhalation burned his nostrils.

Beside him, hugging himself in his bright orange slicker with the hood up, “Dynamo” Joe Darling offered nothing but a grunt.

“What’s your vibe on el capitán?” Charlie said, exhaling smoke out over the bow. The trawler was at a crawl now yet the wind still stung his chapped face.

“Think he’s got a good eye for snailfish, is what I think,” muttered Joe. Charlie could tell he was shivering in his orange slicker without looking at his face.

“The rest of the guys are getting restless too,” Charlie said, though it didn’t need to be said. He was a big, broad-shouldered guy, square-jawed with a salt-and-pepper beard tinged with copper strands. Creases splayed from the corners of his black eyes: years spent wincing through the glare of the sun off the water. “Look at that,” he added, nodding toward the bleed-over pastels beyond the horizon as the sun dipped into the Bering Sea. “Something, eh?”

“I got bills to pay,” Joe went on, unimpressed. “I got two mortgages, Charlie.”

The crew hadn’t seen a single blue since disembarking from Saint Paul Island one week ago. The captain was Mike Fenty, fairly new to the red circuit, though he’d carved out a name for himself going after walleye and sablefish. Crabs, however, were a different story. While he wouldn’t say so to anyone on board, it was Charlie’s distinct impression that el capitán was in over his head.

“You think you’d get used to seeing the sun go down out here,” Charlie said. “But I never do. It’s fine in the daytime, but at night, it’s like God and the rest of the world forgets about you. Left behind, like some kid in a grocery store.”

“Got three kids at home, Charlie, countin’ on me.” There was no shaking Dynamo Joe. Anyway, he was right.

“Christ,” Charlie grunted, flipping his half-smoked cigarette over the bow. “We’ll give him two more days before suggesting we reassign coordinates.”

“There’s nothing out here,” Joe said. “There’s us and God and nothing else.”

“Not God, either. He’s somewhere else at the moment. Too damn cold for him.”

“The blues are laughin’ at us.”

“Two more days,” Charlie repeated, hugging himself now as night fell over frozen Arctic wastes.


3

But it wouldn’t take two days: early the next morning, while the sky was still black and the stars as bright as fireworks, the crew of the Borealis struck gold. What they called space-spiders. Moon-bugs.

During the night, Captain Fenty had wound the trawler through a section of black water alongside the Kula Plate, the wind so harsh and unforgiving the sea spray kicked up by the trawler would freeze in under a second. The giant steel pots were lowered by the great hydraulic arm, which seemingly grunted in protest, and a breakfast of warm oatmeal and watery coffee was served belowdecks. Each of them still half-asleep, they ate their oatmeal and sipped their coffee like zombies, undedicated to their roles, their broad and heavy bodies swaddled in long johns and flannel underwear. Pulling on their gear after breakfast, the sun still brightening some other part of the world, they climbed topside and sent the arm to work again, this time hoisting the pots, which were giant steel cages that weighed 800 pounds each. The first pot ascended from the black waters alive with bristling, clattering crabs, scores of them, nearly to the top of the cage. There sounded a united cheer from the deck. The pot was hoisted over the side and onto the deck where Billy McEwan and a young greenhorn named Sammy Walper each grabbed one side to stabilize it.

“Jesus Lord!” Joe shouted, clapping his rubberized gloves together. “Jesus in a propeller hat!”

Charlie shot a glance at the pilothouse windows, which were beaded with ice and grimy with diesel sludge. He raised one hand to Fenty, and Fenty raised one in return.

“They’re reds! All of ’em!” shouted McEwan. “A pretty fucking penny better’n blues!”

Charlie and another deckhand, Bryan Falmouth, bent and grabbed the handles of the tank lid that was impressed into the trawler’s deck. Each of them grasping a wrought-iron ring, Charlie said, “Ready?”

Falmouth nodded. “Do it.”

“One…two…three!”

The lid was hoisted on angry, squealing joints.

“Ha, ha!” Joe was still stomping and clapping on the deck.

The pot was opened and the crabs were dumped across the deck. Immediately, the sound of the bone-thick, segmented legs chattering along the planking was like a wave of applause, their enormous, grotesque bodies clambering over one another, abbreviated pincers raised and snapping, biting at the freezing air and, more often, at one another.

They set to work sizing the crabs and examining their sexes, mostly by sight—a quick glance of appraisal, no more than a second and a half long—though occasionally one would have to be lifted and examined and judged before tossing it either into the under-deck holding tank or over the trawler’s side back into the sea.

“This ugly bastard’s a new pair o’ bowling shoes,” Joe shouted, holding one of the giant reds with two hands. He was grinning from ear to ear—Joe, not the crab. Bending down and planting a kiss on the top of the creature’s carapace, Joe flung it down into the tank and quickly scooped up another. “And this ’ere one’s a flat-screen TV!” To the crab, which was raising and lowering its legs with a mechanical, hydraulic quality, Joe muttered, “How you gonna like that, you ugly son of a bitch?”

Sammy Walper, the greenhorn, laughed and kicked one of the crabs down into the hatch soccer-style.

Most were keepers; they threw back very few. And once they’d finished, Captain Fenty brought the trawler around to another buoy and they repeated the process over again. This went on until lunchtime.

Nearing dusk, they reran the circuit and dumped the traps overboard, scattering a trail of neon buoys in the ship’s wake. Having worked up monstrous appetites, the rest of the crew descended belowdecks to the galley quarter where Walper the greenhorn would be coerced into whipping up fried eggs and ham while everyone got drunk on Dynamo Joe’s vodka. Blood-caked lips, splitting and chapped, with eyes like black pools…everyone stinking of codfish guts and dense with perspiration…

Charlie did not join them right away. He remained topside, his joints and muscles aching pleasantly, digging out a pack of menthols from within his overcoat.

“Whatcha smokin’?” Mike Fenty said, coming up behind him. He was a distinguished-looking guy, particularly for out here in this ungodly void—of good height and symmetrically featured, his close-cropped hair silvered at the temples. His eyes were lucid and a shade of blue that recalled Caribbean waters. Had that George Clooney appeal with the ladies back in Anchorage.

“Hey, Mike.”

“Here,” Mike said, extending him a cigar as black as demitasse. “Try this. Helps you settle down.”

“Thanks.”

Mike produced a second cigar for himself and together they bit off the tips and spat them into the water. The trawler was idling down a chasm of banded gray sea, bookended on either side by thin crusts of ice. Off to the north, the silhouette of an iceberg loomed like the spinal column of some giant prehistoric skeleton. Even in the oncoming darkness, Charlie could make out the black specks of seal pups nesting along the rookeries.

Mike lit Charlie’s cigar for him and Charlie pulled on it a number of times, working up good passage. It was strong like coffee and tasted good. Charlie exhaled a jet of cigar smoke into the air. “Nice,” he said.

Mike leaned over the ship’s rail. His lucid eyes watched the sun sink down beyond the backbone ridge of the iceberg. “Listen, Charlie,” he said. “I want to thank you.”

“For what?”

“I’m not an idiot and I’m not deaf. I know there’s been talk all week. Was starting to prep myself for mutiny.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Nothing ridiculous about it.” Mike squeezed one of Charlie’s shoulders. “You’re a good friend, man. I appreciate you keeping the wolves at bay, giving me a chance.” Mike turned and stared at the glow of the lamps coming through the pilothouse windows. His face partially masked in shadows and outlined in the glow of the sunset, he said, “They’re all good guys, all of ’em. I’m glad today was a good day. We needed a good day.” Mike plucked the cigar from his mouth and examined the glowing ember at its tip. “Anyway, I wanted to thank you for sticking up for me with the guys.”

“Forget about it,” Charlie said, looking back over the darkened waters. “We been friends for a while, ain’t we? Was nothing.”

A comfortable silence settled between them. After a while, Mike said, “You hear anything from Gabe? From Johanna?”

Charlie closed his eyes. “Been a long time.”

“You ever call that lawyer? The guy from Fairbanks?”

“Three times.”

“And?”

“And there’s nothing I can do. No court’s gonna make her bring him back to Alaska and I sure as shit ain’t gonna get full custody.”

“Where are they now? Do you even know?”

He didn’t know, not for sure. The last conversation he’d had with Johanna, she and Gabriel were somewhere outside Omaha, holed up in some flea-infested roadside motel, Johanna angry and yelling at him until she finally started crying. In the background, he had heard Gabriel crying too, and calling for him. Daddy-Daddy-Daddy— He could still hear it, echoing out over the ether. In his hand, he could still feel the telephone receiver, pushing hard against his ear as Johanna’s yelling came through all too clear. All of this: flashes of memory going off like mind grenades, the images so vivid they singed the filaments of his brain.

But he couldn’t say all of that to Mike Fenty. Instead, he kept his eyes focused on the mottled neon hues of the setting sun spilling over the ice floe and trickling down into the black sea. To Mike he said, “She’s got no family to stay with, Mike. Nobody I could contact. She and Gabe could be anywhere.” The Borealis canted to one side as sheets of ice broke apart beneath its bow, the sound like glass being crushed beneath heavy boots. In the distance, covered now in deepening darkness, the seal pups barked at the moon. “This is my last trip out, Mike. Just wanted you to know that.”

“Jesus, Charlie, what are you talking about?”

“I can’t keep doin’ this.”

“You’re just talkin’ foolish.”

“Been thinkin’ about tryin’ to find ’em. Go out lookin’ for ’em.”

“But you said it yourself, Charlie—they could be anywhere in the country. How you gonna find them? Ain’t got a chance in hell.”

“Better chance than bein’ out here.”

“And even if you did find them, it won’t change nothing. She still won’t let you see him.”

“She might. If I took a job nearby, something that kept me grounded without disappearing on the water for weeks or months at a time…”

“Bah,” Mike groaned, turning away and looking out over the port side. “That’s just happy talk. You know it.”

“Still gotta try.”

“And what the hell will you do for a job, anyway? Teach goddamn physics at Harvard? This shit out here—” Mike Fenty opened his arms as if to embrace the world. “This shit is all you know, Charlie. She was wrong to want you to change and you’d be wrong changing.”

He sucked hard at the cigar and said through a mouthful of smoke, “Nothing wrong about goin’ after my son, Mike. Nothing wrong with that at all.”

Finally, Mike Fenty sighed. He relit his cigar and, after a few moments of silence between the two of them, said, “Yeah, I guess there ain’t a damn thing in this world wrong with that.”

They remained topside for several minutes more, burning the life from their cigars at equal speed, until Mike Fenty clapped Charlie and on the back and told him he was freezing his ass off and wanted to get some supper before Walper the greenhorn hit the sack.

“Don’t stay out here too late, Charlie.”

But Charlie hardly heard him. Blindly, without taking his eyes off the passing island of ice, he groped for Mike’s coat, catching the captain around the forearm and tugging him back toward the rail.

“Charlie—”

“Jesus Christ,” Charlie whispered. The cigar fell from his lips and silently dropped into the sea. “Holy mother of God…”

“Charlie, what—”

He jabbed a gloved finger at the ice floe. The trawler had sidled up alongside it in the encroaching night, so close Charlie could see the individual fissures in the ice, the moonlight casting a palette of shadows along the bluish ridge. They’d passed the seal rookeries some time ago, leaving their ghostly barking far off in the distance now. Still, there was movement out on the ice, movement—

“What the hell are you—” Mike began, peering through the darkness. The sun had fully set and there was nothing more to go on than the moonlight refracting off the snow.

“You see it?” Charlie said, his voice not rising above a whisper. “Holy fuck, man, you see it?”

“Can’t be…”

“Holy—”

“Can’t—”

A figure, most definitely human, darted along the nearest ridge of the iceberg. Legs pumping, arms like pistons, the black shape ran along the cusp of the snowy ridge until it climbed to the top, briefly silhouetting itself against the three-quarter moon. A second later the figure descended down the opposite side, vanishing from view. The trawler was close enough and the moonlight bright enough for Charlie to identify with little doubt actual footprints in the snow.

“Jesus Christ, Charlie, did you see that?” Mike’s voice was no louder than a croak. He was leaning over the ship’s rail, gaping up at the ridge where the mysterious figure, only seconds ago, had been standing.

“It was a woman,” Charlie said. “Did you see?”

“Charlie—”

Snapping from his daze, Charlie grabbed two fistfuls of Mike Fenty’s coat and pried him away from the rail. “Get up behind the wheel and spin this boat around. She went down around the other side of the ridge.”

Mike’s eyes were as wide as hubcaps. “Christ, Charlie…” A crooked half-grin broke across his face. “How do you suppose…?”

“Go!” he barked, shoving Mike across the deck. Mike staggered for a couple of feet until he regained authority of his legs and began running for the pilothouse.

Charlie rushed to the port side of the trawler and nearly became entangled in a coil of line left haphazardly unspoiled on the decking. He kicked the line off his boot and peered over the side of the ship, his heart beating heavy in his chest now. In the pilothouse, Mike Fenty had taken the wheel and was already bringing the Borealis around the side of the iceberg. As the ship navigated around a tongue of ice and dipped back close to the iceberg, Charlie was immediately overwhelmed by the enormity of the floe. From this side, beneath the bleeding moonlight, he could see the entire length of the iceberg. It nearly glowed with phosphoresce, the sloping ridges frozen into icefalls that bled directly into the sea. The ocean opened up—a blanket of tar whose surface glittered with jewels—and the Borealis chugged around the perimeter of the floe.

Charlie looked down. The port side of the trawler was cutting through a crust of ice. Any closer to the ice floe would put the boat at risk. He glanced up at the pilothouse, a triptych of paneled glass illuminated from within by smeary, tallow light. Mike’s slender silhouette was clearly visible through the glass. Charlie held up one hand and Mike prodded the air horn—maaaawh—in acknowledgement.

The rest of the crew began filing out onto the deck. Joe hurried over to Charlie, still clinging to a half-eaten ham sandwich. “What in the name of holy hell are you two doin’ out here?”

The trawler passed beneath the lee of a great conical of ice. The moon was wiped out, dousing the ship into darkness greater than a thousand midnights.

“There’s someone out here,” Charlie said. For whatever reason, he was still whispering. “There’s someone out on the ice.”

“What?” Joe cawed, incredulous. He perched himself along the rail and peered through the darkness at the looming iceberg. “Are you insane? And we’re too close to this thing.” Joe turned around and started waving his arms at the pilothouse. “Asshole’s gonna pull a Titanic!”

“We’re fine, we’re fine,” Charlie said, his breath coming in excited gasps now. He was staring through the dark, his eyes cutting through the undulating depths of the mountain of ice. The shadows appeared to be alive. If he looked at any particular place for too long, the landscape appeared to shift. He blinked and pressed the heels of his rubber gloves into his eye sockets.

Billy McEwan materialized beside Charlie. One of McEwan’s large white hands closed around Charlie’s left wrist. “The hell’s going on, Charlie?”

“I saw someone on the ice. A woman.”

“We can’t be cutting this close to the ice, man. You know that.” McEwan still had his wrist.

“Mike knows what he’s doing.” He yanked his wrist free and locked McEwan in a heavy stare. Billy McEwan stared back, his too-white face framed in a black, rubberized hood, the loose threads of his knitted cap spiraling down over his forehead. McEwan had spent a good chunk of his career as a pilot with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service out of Alaska until he got caught doing overflights for poachers in his private Cessna. As a deckhand, McEwan was a strong and silent worker…but Charlie always got the feeling that the man resented his current lot in life and thought of the rest of the crew as no better than a mob of uneducated roughnecks.

McEwan’s eyes pulled away, cutting out across the flank of ice. Charlie let his gaze linger just a bit longer, nothing more than a childish exercise in superiority of course, until he watched McEwan’s eyes widen and his lips purse. A waft of cloudy vapor rose from between McEwan’s lips and vaporized in the freezing air. Charlie swung back around and stared over the ice just as McEwan mumbled something unintelligible under his breath.

The figure reappeared down the opposite side of the ridge—just a black blur among a density of deep shadows.

“There’s someone out there,” Billy McEwan breathed.

“There!” Charlie yelled, waving again at Mike inside the pilothouse. He began pointing vigorously at the ridge. “There! There!”

The rest of the crew, including Dynamo Joe Darling, turned and stared at him as if he’d lost his mind.

Just then the trawler cleared the shadow of the icy spire and the three-quarter moon reappeared in the sky. Moonlight washed down the frozen slopes of the iceberg and spilled down to the frozen shores. The figure was illuminated coming down the ridge—white, glistening skin, athletic build, undeniably female. Smallish breasts capped in dark areolas were quite visible, as was the narrow thatch of dark pubic hair nestled between the V of her thighs.

“She’s fucking naked,” McEwan uttered. The incredulity of his statement would have been a cause for good laughter had the situation not been so absurd.

The young woman—for Charlie already decided she was somewhere in her early twenties—whipped her head around at the sight of the boat just as Mike turned on the floodlights. The entire wall of ice lit up like a dance floor, the mysterious young woman suddenly at center stage. She had long, dark hair, wet and plastered down against her shoulders, her skin glowing in a freezing sheen of icy water. Eyes large and black, she stared directly at the trawler’s floodlights without wincing, frozen as if in spectacle without movement, her narrow little breasts quivering, her mouth opened in a partial snarl through which the vague gleam of teeth glowed.

Joe, Bryan Falmouth and Sammy Walper dashed to the portside in unison, causing the 200-foot trawler to list to one side. All of them speechless, the only sound that could be heard above the chugging of the trawler’s diesel engine was a commingling of raspy, exhausted breathing.

The young woman turned away from the floodlights, her hair whipping in a single frozen fantail from one shoulder to the other, and stared down the length of the ice floe. Then she turned back and stared at the men. By inches, the trawler crept closer to the edge of the ice floe. A second later, Mike cut the engine, and the ship, following a heavy growl, went silent.

The girl collapsed into the snow, seemingly unconscious.

“Jesus,” Joe gasped.

Charlie spun around and grabbed the coil of line that he’d nearly tripped over moments ago. He found the end and slipped it around his waist, tying a halfway decent lasso. Kicking out the length of line to relieve the tension, he was about to make sure the other end was firmly fastened to the hydraulic arm when Joe grabbed his shoulder and spun him around.

“The hell you doing, Charlie?”

“Going out there.”

Joe blinked twice, shaking his head. “You’ve lost your mind or something?”

“Not unless I’m the only guy who sees a naked girl lying facedown on the ice.”

“How—”

“Listen up,” he said, stepping away from Joe and addressing the rest of the crew. Mike was already hurrying down the pilothouse steps, pulling his coat tighter around his waist. “I’m gonna go down there and grab her. Bryan and Sammy, you guys lower me out over the ice with the hydro arm then pull me back up when I give you the okay.”

Bryan and Sammy just stared at him, equally dumbstruck.

“Whoa, whoa,” McEwan said, raising both hands. “Calm down, hero. We ain’t sending a man overboard tied to a goddamn piece of cable—”

“Is there a better idea?” Charlie returned.

“We’ve got grappling hooks down below,” McEwan said. “Ain’t nobody’s life on the line. We yank her up and over with the hooks the way they used to yank people off stage in the old vaudeville days.”

“Sure,” Joe countered, “and we stab her full of holes in the process. Nice thinking.”

“Neither one of you assholes is the captain,” McEwan said, suddenly leveling his gaze on Mike Fenty. “What say you, Cap?”

Mike glanced over the side and down at the broken white form crumpled in the snow. Her skin had started to crystallize and turn blue. “Much as I don’t like it,” he said, “we’ll send Charlie down. Dynamo’s right—those grapping hooks’ll turn her into a spaghetti strainer.”

Charlie tightened the knot at his waist. “All right, then. Clock’s ticking.”
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In hardly no time at all, the hydraulic arm began to whir. Joe and Mike, positioned on either side of Charlie, steadied him as he stepped one foot up onto the narrow railing. As the hydraulic arm positioned itself at the proper angle, it began to raise Charlie up off the railing. Mike’s fingers trailed down the length of Charlie’s left leg while Joe took a step back, feeding the cable out over the side of the boat.

“Keep steady,” Mike called up to him. “Try not to swing.”

Thankfully, there was very little wind. Still, Charlie could feel the cold air seeping into every open pocket; he tried to hug himself against the chill, his teeth already beginning to rattle in his skull, as the hydro arm rotated out over the water. He looked down and saw his mirrored self in the glassy surface of the night waters. The hydro arm began to hiss as it extended itself out over the water and toward the floating island of ice. He could smell the gears burning. It seemed to go impossibly slow.

On deck, Mike raced back up to the control booth and manually swiveled the spotlight toward Charlie, catching him suspended in midair like a yoyo having run out of string. Slowly Charlie rotated in the beam of light, shielding his eyes with one gloved hand as he wheeled around to face the spotlight.

The arm jerked to a stop, causing Charlie to swing gently from side to side: a hypnotist’s watch on a chain. “What happened?” he yelled. His eyes, which had been trained on the slight, pale form of the young woman sprawled on the ice, turned now to Sammy and Bryan back on deck. “The hell’s going on?”

“It’s fully extended!” Bryan called back, his hands cupped around his mouth.

Charlie looked down. The ice below was thin and gray, sloping gradually up toward the snowcapped mounds of ice that made up the first ridge of the massive floe. The boat, he knew, would be unable to get any closer.

He called back to Bryan, “Lower the arm!”

Bryan was clearly shaking his head. “No way! Ice is too thin! You’ll go right through!”

“It’ll hold!” he shouted back. Glancing down a second time, however, he had serious doubts…

“Bullshit!” Bryan returned. “We’ll try to get closer!”

“Impossible,” he called back. Mike was outside on the deck now, shaking his head as well. “Just lower me down.” Charlie added, “Slowly.”

Bryan and Sammy exchanged a look. A second later, the gears above Charlie’s head once again started to whir. He felt himself slowly descending, keeping his eyes locked on his all-weather boots. Water dripped from his boots and struck the ice below as frozen pellets. In his head, he was already doing the math: he was a two hundred twenty-nine– pound man with approximately forty pounds of gear on; below, the tongue of ice was maybe four inches thick…if he was lucky. He could have taken one of the grappling hooks, prodded the ice to test its strength, but he didn’t want to make his fear a reality as the ice broke apart under the weight of the hook. He would just go ahead and do it the same way he’d done everything else in his thirty-nine years, including his relationship with Johanna all those years ago: he’d simply close his eyes and take a single step toward the abyss.

In fact, he realized his eyes were closed as he felt the world come up to meet the soles of his boots. He opened his eyes just as the hydraulic arm wheezed to a stop. He was standing perilously on the narrow peninsula of ice, conscious of the distribution of his weight equally between both feet. Above his head, the cable slid from the runner and spooled down around his feet. Back on the boat, Joe continued feeding slack.

Holding his breath, he took one step up the incline. Solid. He took another step—and a distant breaking sound echoed back to his ears, hardly perceptible yet as loud as the rumbling of a cement truck at the same time, causing him to freeze. He sucked cold air through his teeth. There was a hairline fissure in the ice running directly beneath his boot.

He looked away, focusing straight ahead. Backlit by the trawler’s floodlights, Charlie’s shadow, projected onto the iceberg, loomed enormous. Arms outstretched for balance, he crossed the finger of ice quickly then mounted the incline, dropping down on all fours to scurry up the slope. Behind him, he heard the cracking ice peel away from the floe. He turned to see chunks of gray ice float away on the inky waters.

“Perfect,” he grunted.

Still on all fours, he spied the young woman’s frail figure fallen slumped, face first, in the snow. Maybe ten, twelve feet away. Mesmerized momentarily, he stared at one narrow buttock, the flesh so white it was almost translucent, before Joe’s urgent cries sent him scrambling toward her.

Sitting up on his knees, he touched one of her shoulders and rolled her on her back. Her head lolled, as if filled with ball bearings. Charlie gasped. Her eyes were still open, milky and cataract blind. Her thin lips had purpled and split in the cold; blood from open sores had frozen in spidery calligraphy down her chin. She wasn’t breathing.

“Come on, hon.” He managed to hoist the girl up in his arms while standing simultaneously. She was as light as an empty husk, her arms and legs already beginning to stiffen. He shouted out to the Borealis, and Bryan Falmouth gave him a thumbs-up. A second later, the mechanical hoist reeled the extra cable up into the hydraulic arm, pulled the rope taut. Charlie hugged the girl against him, squeezing his own eyes shut. The rope around his waist tightened and pulled up. The cable was set at an angle, causing him to swing violently the moment his boots lifted off the ground. Keeping his eyes shut, holding tight to the girl’s rigid body, he felt his stomach lurch with the swinging of the rope. On deck, a couple of the guys cried out and someone told Bryan to steady the rope, steady the rope, steady the fucking rope.

The arm retracted and swiveled over the deck, dangling Charlie and the girl like two fish caught on a line. Overzealous, Sammy Walper struck the release too early and sent Charlie and the girl crashing to a sopping wet heap on the floor of the deck.

The girl’s stiff body sprang from Charlie’s arms and rolled like a mannequin away from him. Scrambling backward on his hands and feet, Charlie slammed his back against Joe’s legs. Joe reached down and tweaked his ear, clapped him on one cheek.

“She’s not breathing,” Charlie said, struggling for breath himself. “I don’t know CPR.”

McEwan dropped to one knee over the girl. He reached down to roll her over on her back but jerked away the moment his fingers touched her bare flesh, as if shocked by a current of electricity.

“What? What?” Joe yelled.

“She’s freezing,” said McEwan.

“And not breathing,” Charlie said again, struggling to his feet. Joe helped him, slinging one arm around his shoulder. “Does anyone know CP-fucking-R?”

Surprisingly, Sammy Walper came bounding off the crank rig and hurried over to the girl. Without a word, the kid shouldered McEwan out of the way. He peeled off his gloves and placed one hand atop the other, braiding his fingers together, and proceeded to pump stiff-armed down on the girl’s chest.

“Go to it, kid,” McEwan muttered, standing and sliding out of Sammy’s way.

Mike scurried down the pilothouse steps, breathing just as heavy as Charlie. Briefly, their eyes locked across the bow. Mike nodded once. Charlie wordlessly returned the gesture.

McEwan pulled back his hood and grabbed his knit cap off his head. Eyes locked on Sammy Walper and the girl, he raked thick fingers through his corkscrew hair. “Jesus, Sammy, she breathing?”

Sammy didn’t answer. When he dropped his face down toward hers, pressing his lips against hers, Charlie turned away. He was thinking of how her lips had ballooned up and split at the creases…the way the blood had dried on her chin…

Bryan sloughed off the crank platform and staggered over to Charlie and Joe. He seemed unable to look away from the spectacle. In a small voice he said, “How the hell did she get out here?” When no one answered he said, “And what happened to her clothes?”

Mike bent down beside Sammy, who was back to administering chest compressions. “You’re doing real good, kid. Real fucking impressive. Come on, Sammy. Come on, Sam—”

Sammy cried out, high-pitched as a schoolgirl. Startled, Mike staggered backward a few steps, his arms splayed, his knees wobbly. With unmatched agility, Sammy Walper popped to his feet and practically moonwalked back across the deck.

The girl’s eyes were open. Stiffly she turned her head to one side, appraising the crew one by one. When those cold, black eyes fell on Charlie, he felt something tighten in the center of his gut.

She sat up. Color was already beginning to filter through her veins. Clumps of ice slid down her wet hair and splashed to the deck in muddy pools.

Mike clapped his hands. “Come on, guys! Let’s get her downstairs, warm her up!” He grabbed Sammy’s sleeve and dragged him back down toward the girl. “Help me get her on her feet, Sammy.”

Sammy jerked his sleeve free and pulled his arm up to his chest, as if injured. In a small voice he said, “I ain’t touchin’ her.”

McEwan rolled into place. He slipped two hands beneath the girl’s armpits and, after a quick one-two-three count, lifted her off the deck. Upright, her body was as pale as moon glow, slender yet muscular, fragile as glass. Mike rushed to assist McEwan, each of them grabbing one of the girl’s arms. They proceeded to lead her to the hatch. At one point the girl turned and looked over her shoulder. Charlie thought she was looking directly at him.
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Charlie gathered dry towels from the pantry while Joe boiled water on the petrol stove in the galley. There were only a few towels, which Charlie stacked under one arm. There were warm, clean clothes on his bunk—fresh socks, sweats, a hoodie—so he jogged down the narrow corridor that led to the tiny compartment he shared with Joe and Sammy.

Sammy was in the room, sitting on the edge of his own bunk. His presence startled Charlie, who paused briefly before setting the towels down on Joe’s bunk.

“Nice work out there, kiddo.”

Sammy nodded.

Charlie grabbed a laundry bag and stuffed it with two pairs of clean socks, a pair of LSU sweatpants and a sweatshirt with a drawstring hood. He balled the towels up too, and squeezed them into the bag.

Before leaving, he turned back to Sammy. “You okay?”

The kid sat on the edge of his cot, a runnel of snot leaking from one nostril, his legs bouncing up and down like pistons. He had his hands folded together between his knees. At the sound of Charlie’s voice, the greenhorn lowered his head and refused to look Charlie in the eye.

“Sammy,” he said.

“Who,” the kid began. He swallowed what appeared to be a hard lump of spit then continued. “Who do you think she is?”

“I have no idea. What’s the matter with you?”

“You picked her up.” Sammy turned to him. His eyes were haunted, frightened. “You feel anything funny?”

“Like what?”

Sammy opened his mouth as if to speak but no words came out. Instead, he merely shook his head and turned his face away. His legs, those twin engines, were going a mile a minute now.

Charlie left, hurrying back down the corridor toward the captain’s quarters. Mike’s cabin door was cracked halfway, allowed Charlie to see movement on the other side. He knocked once then eased the door open.

The girl sat on Mike’s cot, the towel around her shoulders already soaking wet and dripping water onto the floor. She looked up at him as he entered. Her face was expressionless. Curls of dark hair hung down over her face.

Mike was digging through an old footlocker, presumably for more towels or warm clothes, while McEwan leaned against one wall, his big arms folded across his chest.

“Here,” Charlie said, tossing the laundry sack at McEwan. “Clean clothes and towels.”

Mike stood with a groan and intercepted the sack from McEwan. Undoing the drawstring, Mike emptied the contents beside the girl on the cot. Taking one of the towels, he unfolded it and draped it down over the girl’s head.

“You speak English, honey?” McEwan said.

The girl was busy watching Mike; she didn’t look in McEwan’s direction.

“¿Habla ingles?” McEwan grunted. He thumbed his nose then, with a kiss-my-ass grin, looked at Charlie. “You win the prize for best catch of the day, Mears.”

He was about to say something when the cabin door swung in and slammed against his back. Joe’s head poked through the opened, wincing. “Shit, Charlie, sorry about that.” He was holding a steaming mug of tea wrapped in a dishtowel with both hands.

Mike bent down to eye level with the girl. “What’s your name, honey?”

Her dark, oil-spot eyes flitted from Mike to McEwan…then Joe, Charlie, and back to Mike.

“Can you talk?” Mike tried again. “Can you tell us your name?”

She looked away again, only this time at the fresh clothes spread out on the cot.

“She wants to get dressed,” Joe said, setting the mug of tea down on Mike’s footlocker. “Why don’t we step out for a couple seconds, give her some privacy?”

Mike sighed. He clapped both hands on his workpants then stood with his trademark grunt. “You’re right, Dynamo.” He nodded toward the door. “Everybody out.”

They gathered in the galley where Bryan was already pouring shots of vodka. He passed them out as the others filed into the room and slid around the table. Holding one extra shot, Bryan frowned and said, “Where’s the kid?”

“In his room,” Charlie said.

Bryan leaned out into the corridor and shouted, “Hey, Walper, get your CPR-pumpin’ hands in here!” Claiming his own seat in the booth around the table, Bryan knocked back both his and Sammy’s vodka and grimaced. “You see that kid out there? His first time out and he’s saving people’s lives and shit.”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Joe said.

Pouring himself another shot, Bryan said, “Conclusions about what?”

“About what constitutes being a person.”

Everyone looked at Joe. McEwan said, “The hell you talkin’ about?”

“Did you see her in there?” Joe was running one finger around the rim of his own shot glass. “It’s fucking January and we’re how many nautical miles off the coast of fucking Alaska? And she’s out runnin’ around naked as a jaybird. Fellas, she ain’t even shivering in there. Not to mention the fact that she’s simply fucking alive to begin with…”

“So what is she?” McEwan said. “Let’s hear your theory, Einstein.”

Joe cracked an awkward grin. His eyes looked aloof, delirious. “Fuck should I know? She could be a mermaid, a ghost, a fucking vampire. I don’t know. All I know is there’s no rational explanation for what she’s—”

Mike held up one finger. He turned to Bryan. “Flip on and see if you can get Saint Paul on the radio. Find out if there’s been any distress calls from ships within the past twenty-four.”

Bryan saluted and jumped out of the booth. His heavy footfalls were heard tromping the steps up to the pilothouse.

They drank their shots and Mike passed around the bottle for refills.

Charlie rubbed two thick fingers across his furrowed brow. “You think she was on a ship that went down?”

Mike shrugged. “It’s possible.”

“Fuck,” McEwan countered. “We would have heard the distress call come over the line too.”

“Hell,” Mike said, “for all we know, she could have fallen off a goddamn cruise ship. I’m just covering all the bases.”

“Do you think—” Charlie began then cut himself off. When Mike prompted him to continue he said, “Do you think there could be more people out there?”

There was silence around the table as this notion sank in.

“Nothing we can do about it now,” Mike said. He sounded dejected, worn out, beaten. “Unless we hear something specific from Saint Paul dispatch, I ain’t risking running this boat into a ’berg searching for people who ain’t there.” He rubbed his weary face with his big hands. “We’ll decide when to head back tomorrow morning when—”

“Whoa,” McEwan said, holding up one hand. “Head back? What the hell, Mike?”

“What’s wrong?”

McEwan coughed up a strangled little chortle. “You’re kidding, right?” He leaned closer toward Mike across the tabletop. Charlie could smell the dried perspiration on his skin, mingling with the odor of the codfish used for baiting the pots. “You were out there today, weren’t you? We keep this up for the rest of the week we’re liable to pull fifty thousand pounds before the next snowfall.” He shook his burly head. “No. No fucking way, Mike. We killed a whole week out here, catching nothing but runny noses at your direction and we’ve got the chance to make up for lost time. We hit the motherload today, man. Think about it.”

“But what about the girl?” Charlie offered before Mike could come to his own defense.

McEwan rolled one massive shoulder. “What about her? Keep her nice and warm, give her a few paperback Westerns to read, and we drop her off on Sheriff Lapatu’s doorstep the second we get back.”

“And what if she freaks out?” Mike said. “What if she has a goddamn seizure or a heart attack or fucking dies out here, Billy?”

“If she didn’t die up there on the fucking deck twenty minutes ago, then I think she’s out of the woods. I get your concern, Mike. This is your boat and everything on it—every person—is your responsibility. I get that. But I ain’t gonna let you cash in for no goddamn reason.”

Charlie opened his mouth to speak but Joe cut him off, quick to the punch.

“He’s got a point,” Joe said, though unable to meet Charlie’s eyes. As if he owed some explanation, he added, “Got mouths to feed, Charlie. Sorry, Mike.”

Bryan came bounding back down the pilothouse stairs and into the galley, a grim look on his face.

Mike turned to him. “Well?”

“Well, you’re not gonna believe it but the fucking radio’s down.” He tossed both hands up in mock surrender. “So’s the GPS.”

Mike sat forward. “What?”

“It’s juiced,” said Bryan. “I mean, it’s getting power. It’s just not turning on. I rebooted the whole console but it ain’t working.”

“Christ.” Mike sank back in his seat. “I’d say we check the generators but if the board’s getting power…I mean, the fucking lights come on and everything?”

“Lights, meters, gauges, you name it. No GPS screen and no radio signal. Power light comes on but I can’t locate a channel.”

Mike rubbed at his face and stared at the shot of vodka that stood before him on the table. Disgusted, he slid the shot over to McEwan. Through his fingers, Mike said, “Let’s drop console power for the night. We’ll reboot in the morning and deal with it then. It’s been a long day. Any other suggestions?”

There was a resounding grunt of approval from the others.

“All right,” Mike said, standing up. “I’ll go down and double-check the generators. Last thing I want is all the power to cut out. Lose heat. I think—”

The girl appeared in the doorway. She was swimming in an oversized sweatshirt and baggy sweatpants, her tiny feet bound in two pairs of socks. Though still damp, her long dark hair had begun to dry in silken, raven-colored waves around her face.

The men stared at her, speechless.

“Do you have any food?” she said, startling them all.

No one moved.

“I’m hungry,” she said, and this time Bryan snapped into action, climbing over the booth and pulling open cupboards.

The girl eased herself down into Bryan’s seat while everyone else slid over to make room for her in the booth. Mike put his hands on his hips and looked like he wanted to laugh.

“You can talk, huh?” Mike said. “How come you wouldn’t talk to us before?”

“I didn’t know what to say,” said the girl.

“What’s your name?” Mike asked.

“I don’t have one.”

“Did you fall off a ship?” Charlie asked from across the table. “Did a ship go down out here or something?”

“I don’t think so,” she said. She seemed unconcerned. Bryan placed a bowl of cornflakes in front of her, which she proceeded to eat with her fingers. “This is good,” she told him, holding up individual flakes to examine them up close before eating them. “These taste good.”

“Honey,” Mike went on, “how the hell did you get out here?”

“Wait.” She set both palms down on the tabletop, on either side of the cereal bowl. Across the table from her, the guys recoiled without thinking about it. “There was one more of you.”

“The kid’s in his room,” McEwan said before anyone else could answer. “Sweetheart, what the fuck you doin’ running around naked out here in the middle of the devil’s icebox? How long you been out here before we came along?”

“I don’t remember,” she said. “I don’t know how long.”

“And you don’t remember how you got out here?”

She seemed to consider this. Finally, as a coy little smile spread across her face, she said, “I don’t. I don’t remember.”

They watched her devour several bowls of cereal and even warmed her with a shot of vodka before the totality of the day’s exhaustion began to weigh heavy on them all. They slipped out of the galley one at a time, until only Charlie, Mike Fenty, and the mysterious girl remained. The trawler bobbing like a cork on the troubled, icy waters of the Imarpik, the cupboard doors creaked open and banged shut while the remaining few inches of Popov seesawed in the bottle. Between Charlie and Mike the silence was pregnant with speculation. Frequently, sitting across from each other at the Formica table, the two men would exchange similar glances, each attempting to prompt the other into speaking.

Whether he crumbled under the weight of Charlie’s unflinching glare or merely surrendered to his rank as captain, Mike sighed and finally said, “Look, darling, it’s late. You’re eating like a truck driver who just drove in from the moon but it’s late. Charlie Mears and I, we’re hitting the sack. You’re welcome to my bunk for the night. There’s an extra cot next to Falmouth. Won’t be an issue long as he cranks down the snore machine for the—”

The girl stood abruptly. “Good night,” she said, and marched out of the galley.

Mike turned and stared at Charlie. They broke into laughter together, the girlish giggling subsiding only after Mike stood, yawning. “Fuck it,” the captain growled. “Maybe Billy’s right. No sense cutting this thing short.”

Charlie shook his head. “It’s late, Mike. Go to bed.”

Later, in his own room, Charlie couldn’t find sleep. He stared at the darkened overhead while on his back, his big hands laced behind his head and one ankle crossed over the other. Joe was snoring soundly. Outside, he could hear the waves lapping against the sides of the trawler.

“You awake, Charlie?” It was Sammy Walper’s voice, disembodied in the dark.

“I guess. What is it?”

“She make you feel…” Sammy paused, possibly choosing his words with heed. “Make you feel funny, Charlie?”

“Nearly gave me a heart attack earlier when I saw her running along that ’berg. That’s about it.”

“She doesn’t exist.” His voice was small and growing smaller. “Like… I mean, she’s not supposed to exist. And maybe she doesn’t. Not like you or me, I mean.”

“Sammy, what are you yappin’ about?”

“She doesn’t know who she is,” Sammy said.

“Probably amnesia. She’ll remember in the morning,” Charlie assured him.

“No.” Sammy Walper sounded adamant. “No, that’s not it…”

It was only when Joe spoke up did Charlie realize his snoring had stopped. “Truth is,” Joe muttered, his voice still groggy with sleep, “she didn’t say she couldn’t remember her name. She said she ain’t got one.”

“Well shit,” whispered Sammy Walper. The greenhorn’s heartbeat was nearly audible in the claustrophobic little room.

“Guys,” Charlie said, rolling over. “Let me get some sleep. I need to dream about my kid for a few hours before sunup, okay? Everything,” he promised them, “will be fine in the morning.”
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In the morning, Sammy Walper was gone. It was impossible, of course—there was no place to go—but the truth of the matter could not be refuted. The kid was gone, vanished, disappeared. After thirty minutes of scrambling about the Borealis like frantic rats through a gasoline-smelling maze, the crew regrouped in the galley, confusions rising, to formulate a more ceremonial approach to the search.

“We’ll split into teams,” Mike said. “Charlie and Joe, you guys check the engine room, the generators, every single poorly lit crevice on this ship.” Mike handed Charlie a flashlight then instructed Bryan and McEwan to systematically check every room as well as all the compartments and hatches abovedeck. “We’ll tear the boat apart if we have to.”

“What’re you gonna do?” McEwan said.

“I’ll be in the pilothouse, trying to restore power to our radio and GPS,” Mike said. “We good on this?”

“We’re good,” Charlie advised.

“Good as ever,” said Bryan.

As they began filing out of the room—

“Hey.” Mike pulled Charlie to one side, leaning close to his ear. “Do me a favor and peek in on our guest before you head down, will you?”

“Sure.”

She was still in Mike’s room where she’d spent the night. Charlie knocked on the door, but when she didn’t respond, he opened the door slightly. Poked his head inside. The lights were off in the windowless room. The girl sat stock-still on the edge of the cot, her bare feet on the floor, her hands folded in her lap, illuminated by the vertical sliver of electric hallway light coming in through the half-open cabin door.

“Jesus, I’m sorry,” Charlie blurted, quickly looking away.

She was completed naked, the curls of her raven-colored hair just long enough to cover the swells of her smallish breasts.

“Oh. Hello, Charlie.” Her voice was childlike, simplistic somehow. “You’re awake early. It’s still dark.”

“We’re always awake early.”

“How are you?

“I’m…I’m okay.” He grinned in spite of his embarrassment—or, more likely, because of it—and held up two casual fingers over his eyes. Still, he could see her peripherally. “You didn’t happen to see Sammy this morning, did you?”

“The young boy who saved me last night?”

“Yeah, that’s the one.”

“No, sir.” She actually shook her head from side to side, like a stage actor being overly dramatic. “No.”

“Sit tight,” he told her and quickly departed, a flush of red having blossomed at each cheek.

Down belowdecks, they wandered through an ink-black labyrinth of industrial pipes and steam valves, of rattling compressors and twitching radium needles arcing across grime-caked dials. Charlie played the flashlight’s beam along the ductwork, breaking light into cobwebbed corners and back behind narrow crevices. Behind him, Joe’s boots shushed along the planking. The constant hum of the generators resonated in Charlie’s back teeth and, at the end of the tapered black walkway, bending down where the pipes came in too close to his head, the vibrations caused an enormous spider’s web to quiver like the plucked string of an upright bass. In these temperatures, the web’s occupant was no longer in attendance, having either vacated by virtue of arachnid intuition just prior to the trawler’s departure from Saint Paul Island or simply disintegrated in the subzero temperatures into filaments of frozen bug dust.

“Sammy ain’t down here.” Joe’s voice, punctuated by the chattering of molars, echoed off the pipes. “Ain’t nothing down here, Charlie.”

“Sammy?” Charlie called, his own voice booming in the cramped space. “Kid, you down here?”

“Why’s it so cold?”

“Dunno.”

“Charlie, man, you don’t find this strange? First it’s this chick running naked on a ’berg, next thing we know the kid’s gone missing.”

“You sayin’ there’s some connection?”

“I’m sayin’ it’s pretty fucked up, amigo. That’s what I’m saying.”

Something cold and wet fell in Charlie’s face. He directed the flashlight toward the overhead which was only about a foot from his face, and saw icicles forming along the ductwork.

Joe saw it too. Muttered, “That ain’t good.”

The flashlight flickered then winked off. Charlie groaned. He cracked it several times against the heel of one hand but the light did not come back on.

“Let’s beat it topside,” Joe said, already retreating into the darkness through the maze of pipes.

Topside, the rest of the crew was in a panic. Bryan and McEwan were unsuccessful locating any sign of Sammy Walper and Mike was still fiddling with the power grid in the control room with no success. The sun had just started to peek up over the horizon, the sea like liquid mercury, and the pots would soon need to be collected.

Charlie rapped knuckles on the control room door three times before Mike, looking haggard and frustrated, opened it.

“No dice,” Charlie informed him. “I’ve got a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach, Mike, that the kid might’ve gone overboard.”

“Don’t say that. Anyway, how in the world…?”

“Beats me. He was pretty shaken up last night. Maybe…I don’t know…maybe he went topside for a smoke and fell the fuck over the side.”

“That’s pretty goddamn queer.”

“Whole thing’s queer,” said Charlie. “What’re we gonna do about the pots?”

Mike rubbed the back of one hand across his forehead and looked instantly exhausted. “Guess we pull ’em. We’re here, ain’t we? Fuck.”

“Then what?”

“You mean do we head back to Saint Paul? I don’t see no other alternatives, do you? Kid’s gone, for Christ’s sake. We gotta report it or something. Tell the police.”

“You been in to check on our guest this morning?” Charlie asked.

“Briefly. Talk about queer, she was just sittin’ on the cot buck-ass naked.”

“You get a name from her yet?”

“No. And talkin’ to her’s kinda funny. Leaves me feeling…strange, I guess. Like talking into a tornado—words get all jumbled and lost.”

He didn’t have to ask what Mike meant. “How’s the power situation coming?”

“No soap. Still futzing with it.”

“We got ice on the pipes down by the generators.”

“Fuck me blue.”

“Just thought you should know.”

“Yeah, right.” Mike Fenty looked shaken. “Goddamn fuckarow this is turning out to be.”

Just then, Charlie happened to glimpse arms waving down on the foredeck from the corner of his eye. He turned to see Bryan Falmouth semaphoring to them from the bow, McEwan crouched on one knee before the hatch that led down into the crab tanks. The hatch was open and McEwan was peering in while dragging a hand across his scalp. Joe was bounding up the stairs of the control room, his eyes blazing like high beams in his head.

“Oh, shit,” Charlie uttered. That sinking sensation in his gut suddenly amplified ten times over. He and Mike burst through the control room door and nearly collided with Joe, who was spouting gibberish, talking too fast.

“Jesus Christ, fellas— I mean, it’s— Jesus—”

Charlie brushed past him and took the iron steps two at a time, Mike right behind him on his heels. Looking far from the Dynamo Joe who’d stepped on board the Borealis just over a week ago, Joe Darling did not follow Charlie and Mike down the steps, he merely propped himself up against the iron railing and clung to it with both hands, all the color drained from his face.

McEwan held up a single hand, palm out, as Charlie and Mike approached the open hatch. “It’s bad,” McEwarn warned, his voice hollow.

Charlie stopped at the edge of the hatch and peered down into the tank.

Yesterday’s catch of crabs populated the water—enough of them to compound the confusion of the scene, which required Charlie to do a double take. Then he realized what he was seeing, recognizing the whitish skin and the specifications of the protrusion of a human leg…finally, the undeniable fan of dark hair, undulating in the icy tank water like some undersea vegetation. The reddish, spidery crustaceans heaped on top of what remained of the body, moving with a mechanical, calculated slowness.

He felt his stomach lurch and he turned quickly to the side of the trawler to address the sea below. The vomit came up in a messy, pasty string that burned his esophagus and stank like the bait locker. Eyes squeezed closed, he waited for the nausea to pass before turning back around. Moisture from his eyes froze to his face. He saw Mike Fenty, poised precipitously at the lip of the hatch, not so much staring down as he was staring into a blind abyss. Like talking into a tornado, Charlie thought. The captain’s mind, it seemed, had temporarily shut down.

McEwan stood, albeit shakily. His small eyes appeared even smaller, almost disappearing altogether in the creases and folds of his weathered face. A sick tone to his voice, he mumbled, “How the hell could this have happened?”

“Shut it,” Mike ordered him. He took a step backward and tore his eyes from the opening in the deck. “Shut the fucking thing already.”

Together, Bryan and McEwan eased the hatch down and bolted it into the planking. They looked mutually disgusted and equally drained.

“It takes two men to open that hatch,” Mike said. He could have been addressing them all or just talking to himself.

“Doesn’t make sense.” It was Bryan, hugging himself through his bright orange slicker. Bits of frost had collected about his eyelashes. “It’s impossible…”

Charlie looked down at his hands. The tips of his fingers were blue. They were shaking something fierce.
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Bryan put on a pot of coffee while Mike retreated to the control room once again. In his mounting agitation, McEwan grabbed a pack of Camels form his footlocker and tucked himself away at the rear of the boat where the diesel sauna fought to keep the cold at bay. With the sun full in the sky and the waters stretching around the world, looking alluringly calm, they would soon have to reclaim the pots and, in the wake of a unanimous decision, head back to Saint Paul Island.

Charlie crept down the corridor and, without knocking, pushed open Mike’s cabin door.

Fully dressed in the clothes Charlie had given her the night before, the girl stood staring directly at him as if in anticipation of his arrival. A cold finger touched the base of Charlie’s spine. He cleared his throat and was about to speak when she beat him to it—

“Did you find your friend?”

“Sammy’s dead.” He cleared his throat a second time, fearful he might choke on his own words. “I want to ask you something.”

She eased herself down on the cot, folding her small hands in her lap. “Okay.” Again: that helpless, childish voice…

With a grief so powerful it nearly shook him to his knees, her voice caused him to think of Gabriel, his son. Before he knew what was happening, his eyes began welling with tears, blurring his vision.

Like a puppy plagued with unending curiosity, the girl cocked her head to one side and examined him with coal-black eyes.

The feeling passed and Charlie regained his composure, quickly swiping his thumb over both eyelids. “Have you left this room since last night?”

She shook her head. “No.”

“Not even to take a—not even to use the head?”

“The ‘head’?”

“The toilet.”

“No.”

He said, “Then how did you know it was dark out this morning?”

She only stared at him, as motionless as a stone figure.

“When I came in here this morning,” he went on, “you said that it was still dark outside. You said it was early and still dark. How did you know that if you hadn’t been outside?”

“I’m hungry,” she said.

“Answer my question first.”

“But I want to eat.”

“You won’t get any food until you answer my question.” Lowering his voice, he heard himself say, as if from the mouth of someone else speaking from a far distance, “What happened to Sammy?”

Almost imperceptibly, the girl’s eyes narrowed.

There’s knowledge there, Charlie realized. There’s knowledge behind those eyes.

“Don’t be angry with me,” she said, and he could not tell if she was feigning innocence or if it was genuine. “I don’t like it when people get angry with me.”

Steeling himself, he said, “I want to know what happened to Sammy. I want you to tell me.”

“Why do you think I know?”

“Because I do. And I’m not angry. I won’t be. But you have to tell me.”

“Maybe your friend Sammy couldn’t help himself.” A pause. “Sometimes people just can’t help themselves…”

“If—”

There came a sudden jarring, books and framed photographs flipping off the nightstand, a ceramic coffee mug, and the lights blinked but stayed on. Charlie, his fingers digging into the doorframe, glanced around. “Jesus, I think we hit something.”

He rushed down the corridor and out onto the foredeck. An elongated slip of ice, roughly the size of the trawler itself, had rushed up alongside them in some semblance of an attack. The hull of the boat was dented and streaming with heavy scrapes but it hadn’t been punctured. At least, as far as Charlie could tell from peering over the side…

A cigarette dangling from his chapped, bloodless lips, McEwan appeared beside him. “The fuck’s Mike doing?” he shouted over the sudden grinding of gears sounding up from the engine room. He waved a hand in the direction of the pilothouse but the lights behind the glass had gone dim; Mike Fenty was nothing more than a ghost among shadows.

“Something’s funny,” Charlie whispered.

“Yeah,” McEwan agreed, his voice scratchy. “A regular fucking riot.”

Bryan was cursing at the petrol stove when, five minutes later, Charlie and McEwan came down the galley steps.

“Damn thing won’t work,” Bryan growled, dropping a fist on top of the unit. “Useless.”

“Maybe needs more fuel?” Charlie suggested.

“It’s full. I just checked. And look.” He reached up and slammed one of the cupboard doors, cracking it against its frame. It rebounded, easing itself back open. “See that?” said Bryan. The early stirrings of insanity glittered behind his eyes. Laughed humorlessly. “None of them close.” He ran one finger along the inside of the door, prodding the magnetic panel screwed into the wood. “The magnets don’t work anymore. None of ’em do.”

For the first time, Charlie noticed all the cupboard doors were standing open.

Grumbling, McEwan retrieved a bottle of vodka from one of the open cupboards then dropped his considerable bulk, in tandem with a piggish grunt, into the booth. “Go complain to Fenty,” he said, unscrewing the cap off the bottle. “It’s his piece of shit rig.”

Still glaring down at the petrol stove, Bryan said, “I don’t get it. Everything worked fine until now.”

“To the kid,” McEwan toasted, bringing the bottle of vodka to his lips.

“How the hell did he get down there?” Bryan asked, sliding into the booth beside McEwan. He grabbed the bottle from McEwan’s lips and took a swing himself. “What was he thinking?”

“Mike’s right,” Charlie said, folding his arms. “Hatch is too heavy for one man to lift. And Sammy, he weren’t no Superman.”

“Sounds to me,” McEwan said, “you’re accusing one of us of bein’ there when it happened.” Without expression, he snatched the bottle back from Bryan. “Maybe even insinuatin’ we had somethin’ to do with him dying.”

“I don’t know what I’m insinuating,” said Charlie.

“Why don’t you go ahead and say what’s on your mind, then?”

“I’d just like someone to explain to me how that kid got himself killed in the holding tank, that’s all. Kid’s dead. I’d like to know how it happened.”

In the overhead, the lights blinked in their fixtures. All three of them cast wary glances. The ship was keeling to one side, items slid out of the open cupboards and onto the floor. A bag of sugar spilled like beach sand across the counter.

“We’re turning around,” Bryan observed. “Mike’s taking us back.”

“What about the pots?” McEwan said.

“Pots ain’t goin’ nowhere,” Charlie said. He turned and rolled out of the galley, both hands planted on either wall for support as he made his way down the canting corridor. The bluish light from the head shone in the darkness. Joe was staring into the commode, his legs folded up under him, a dazed expression on his face. As Charlie approached, Joe turned his head slowly to address him, a silvery tightrope of spittle bowing from his lower lip to the rim of the toilet.

“Hey, Charlie.”

“What’s wrong, Joe?”

“Sick.” And indeed he looked like death. In the bluish light of the tiny latrine, his skin had adopted a translucence that was almost corpselike. Dark rings encircled his eyes and his lips quivered, vibrating the trail of saliva that held him to the toilet. “Never been seasick b’fore. All my time on boats, ain’t never been seasick. Funny, huh?”

Charlie leaned in and pulled the flush chain. The commode growled and, with a whoosh, devoured the whole mess.

“Mike taking us home?”

“Think so, yeah.”

“I’m still seein’ him, Charlie. Every time I close my eyes, man, I see him—or what was left of him—in that holding tank. The water all pink, the space-spiders creepin’ and crawlin’ all over him. His flesh all white and hanging off in chunks like bits of uncooked chuh-chuh-chicken—” He leaned over the commode and retched.

“Go lie down, Joe.”

“Those crabs,” Joe said, wiping a sleeve across his mouth. “I mean, we can’t use ’em, right? We gotta let ’em back out into the sea. Christ, Charlie, they fucking ate him.”

Uneasy, Charlie turned away and climbed the galley steps that led out into the milky haze of an overcast day. It felt like forty below, the wind practically searing the skin from his face. He chased the tip of a cigarette around with a lighter until he caught it. Sucked vehemently. It was all he could do not to stare at the hatch. How in the world had Sammy managed to open it on his own, let alone fall in there?

He glanced up at the pilothouse. Just barely did he make out the seemingly disembodied face of Mike Fenty, floating like a white moon behind the salt-streaked windows. Lungs tugging on the smoke, Charlie ascended the steps toward the control room, his muscles almost audibly creaking in the cold, running one numbing hand along the iron rail. Around them, the sea was growing rough. Behind a veil of cumuli, the sun had repositioned itself in the sky, burning silver threads through the clouds.

The control room door was locked.

“Hey, Mike.” Charlie knocked against the pane of glass. “Door’s locked.”

Mike did not turn to look at him; he merely stood behind the wheel facing straight out the windows.

Charlie knocked again, this time with more urgency. Through the pane, he could see that the control panel was unlit: still no power.

“Mike?”

Snapped from his daze, Mike craned his neck to stare at Charlie. With the dedication of a death-row inmate, Mike leaned over and flipped the latch on the door. Charlie stepped inside, expecting the usual blast of heat from the floor vents, but it was almost as cold in the pilothouse as it was out on the foredeck.

“You takin’ us back to Saint Paul?”

“Sure,” Mike said.

“Guess we’ll come back for the pots another time.”

“Sure will.”

“Figure we might not want to touch the reds in the holding tank,” he suggested. “In case, you know, Sheriff Lapatu wants to have first look. Scene of the crime and all that, I’m guessing.”

“What crime is that?” Mike said. He continued to stare out the grime-streaked, salted windows.

“I guess not a crime, per se, but…well, you know, we prob’ly shouldn’t go messin’ in that tank, is all.” He put a hand on Mike’s shoulder. Still, the captain would not look at him. “You all right?”

“Sure am.”

“Couldn’t get the power up?”

“Don’t need it. Been navigating these waters since I was a teenager.”

“Lights are blinking and the petrol stove is cold.” Charlie tapped one of the floor vents with his boot. “Feels like the heat ain’t makin’ it up through the vents anymore, either. Like she’s givin’ up on us.”

Mike swung his head around to face him, his eyes haunted and nearly fearful. “What do you mean ‘she’?”

“The boat. She. Listen, Mike, why don’t you head down, get something in your stomach. You’re burning yourself out, man.”

He returned his gaze to the sea. “Not hungry.”

“Then take a nap.”

“Not tired.”

Defeated, Charlie bent and rummaged through the underside of the console for the first-aid kit. Once he located it he stood, his spine cracking, and cast one final glance at Mike Fenty before taking the first aid back below the deck.

Joe was curled in a fetal position on his cot when Charlie entered the cabin. His eyes were closed but he spoke Charlie’s name when he entered. Charlie sat on his own cot and opened the kit in his lap. Bandages, adhesive strips, a needle and thread, a syringe, even a flare gun and two flare cartridges. Eventually he located some Dramamine. Joe dry swallowed two tablets without opening his eyes.

Charlie slid the first-aid kit beneath his cot and stood, unsure if the creaking sound he heard was from the cot’s struts or his own tired bones. He suddenly felt a million years old. For whatever reason, he thought once again of Gabriel. The last time he’d seen the kid had been six months ago, back at the trailer in Saint Paul Village. He’d been sitting on a telephone book at the kitchen table, shoveling spoonfuls of some sugary cereal into his mouth. Through the kitchen windows, the tawny lights of an Alaskan predawn bled up into the sky behind the black serration of distant firs. The boy was up early for school, dressed in oversized corduroys and a Batman sweatshirt. Though seated at the table, he already had his matching Batman backpack strapped to his back.

Charlie tousled the boy’s hair and kissed the top of his head. He too was up early, it being the first day of a new season. Down at the shore, the trawlers would be lined like soldiers along the seal rookeries, dressed and ready for a trek across the Imarpik. He grabbed a bowl for himself and, in sleepy silence, sat opposite his son at the small table, pouring his own bowl of cereal and milk. They ate without talking, content merely with their proximity, for the boy loved his father and the father loved the boy, and in the pauses between their crunching, Charlie could hear Johanna’s light snoring emanating from the back bedroom.

When he’d finished eating, Charlie stood, raking the legs of the chair across the linoleum, and paused to grip the boy’s chin. Pinched him gently.

“You do good in school,” he told the boy.

“I know, I know.”

“I’ll see you in a couple weeks.”

“You do good too,” the boy said.

“I know, I know,” he said, mimicking his son’s tone.

Yet two weeks later, Charlie Mears returned from the great salt seas to an empty home—empty, it seemed, for so long that the smells representative of his wife and child no longer haunted the empty rooms…

“Where you goin’?” Joe practically croaked from the cot. The sound of his voice dragged Charlie back from his reverie.

“Finish talkin’ with our no-name little guest in the next room,” he said and left.
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Unable to prepare any warm food without the use of the petrol stove, he entered Mike’s cabin carrying a bowl of cereal and a glass of milk. The girl stood beside the dresser, holding one of Mike’s framed photographs in her hands. It was a glamour shot of Mike’s wife, one of those airbrushed, angelic portraits you can get at K-mart or some such place, her hair a nest of springy platinum curls, too much makeup on her face.

“She’s pretty,” the girl said, setting the picture back atop the dresser as Charlie came in.

“Brought you some food.” He set the bowl of cereal and glass of milk on the dresser. “I wanted to pick up where we left off before.”

“About your friend who died?”

“About who you are,” said Charlie. He sat on Mike’s footlocker, folding his hands between his knees, and motioned with his chin for the girl to sit on the cot. She sat without protest, her eyes never leaving his. “Who are you?” he said after a few moments of uninterrupted silence fell between them.

“I’m your catch,” she said. “I’m your find.”

“That makes no sense.”

“You found me, didn’t you?”

“What’s your name?”

“I don’t have one.” Again—that timid head cocking. “You can give me a name, if you like.”

“Forget names,” he said. “Tell me how you got out here.”

“You picked me up,” she told him. “You brought me on the boat.”

“No. Not how you got on the boat,” he clarified, growing increasingly irritated at her evasiveness. “How did you wind up out here in the sea? On the iceberg?”

She held him in his gaze for several seconds, unspeaking. A cold, marrow-freezing chill overtook him and settled deep within his soul. He had to break her stare, to look away from her.

“You’re one of the hard ones,” she commented after a while.

“What does that mean?”

“It means some people are easy to reach. Most people, actually. But not all. You’re one of the hard ones to reach. I think… I think it’s because you’re overtaken by something else.” Wrinkling her nose and creasing her brow, she was trying to read something in him, something deep below the surface. “There is something keeping you shielded.” She added, suddenly brightening, “It is a little boy.”

This statement, for whatever reason, did not jar him. “My son, yes. Gabriel. He’s been on my mind a lot lately. You can tell that?”

“You’re a hard one,” she said again, “but you’re not difficult to read.”

He sighed and leaned away from her, sitting straighter on the footlocker. “You did that to Sammy, didn’t you?”

“Sammy did what he did to himself.”

“He couldn’t have opened that hatch by himself. Someone had to have helped him.”

“There are a lot of big, strong men on this boat,” she offered.

“None of them would have done anything to him. Let’s stop playing games. Tell me how you got out here.”

At first, he did not think she was going to answer. The only sound was their intermingled breathing and the ticking of Mike’s wristwatch on the nightstand. Then, surprisingly, and with evident surrender, the girl said, “I was brought out here by a man. His name was Calvert Tackler. We came out on a boat, much like this boat, and he left me out here, presumably to die.”

“Why did he do that?”

“Because,” she said, “he was thinking the same thoughts about me that you’re thinking right now.”

This startled him. He began bouncing one leg up and down, up and down, up and down. “How long ago did he leave you here?”

“A very long time ago,” she said. “I don’t know exactly.”

“Who was he? This Calvert Tackler?”

“Just a man.”

“How did you know him?”

“We came to meet. He thought he loved me, or was in the process of falling in love with me, but that was not why he brought me out here. He brought me out here because he couldn’t bring himself to kill me. Maybe it was because he loved me or maybe it because he simply did not have it in him to kill a person—”

“But why would he want to kill you?”

“Not just him.”

“What do you mean?”

“There have been others,” she said. “My whole life, there have been people who’ve tried to kill me. I can remember their names, all these people, and what each one looked like. I can remember the first one, a man named Frank Bodine, who nearly managed to kill me in a motel room outside Las Vegas. But in the end, I eventually got to him. I eventually got to them all, even the strongest ones. Strong ones like you, Charlie Mears. Ones who put up a mental wall, put up a fight. Strong ones like you.”

Charlie stood. “I get it. You’re out of your mind. Either that or you just like to play games. Well, I don’t like games. I don’t have time for them. You’ve got three seconds to start talking sense—”

“Don’t yell, Charlie.”

“—or you’re gonna spend the rest of the trip back to Alaska locked in this room. Do you understand?”

“Don’t be angry with me.” She smiled.

“One,” he said.

“Poor, poor Charlie. Misses his boy.”

“Two.” Grinding his teeth.

“You’ll never see him again. You know it’s true.”

“Three,” he said, simultaneously swiping the bowl of cereal and glass of milk from the top of the dresser and onto the floor.

“Look at the mess you’ve made.” She cast her eyes to the cornflakes and broken shards of bowl in the puddle of milk. “Very messy, Charlie.”

“You can talk to the cops when we reach land.” He stormed out into the corridor, slamming the cabin door. In the darkness of the corridor, he nearly ran right into Joe, who was leaning against one wall, shrouded in darkness.

“She tell you anything?” Joe asked. Charlie couldn’t see his face in the dark but it sounded as if he had something in his mouth.

“She’ll tell Lapatu when we get back to Saint Paul,” he promised Joe. “You should be in bed.”

“You need to push her more, Charlie. You need to get her to stop.”

“Stop what?”

“What she’s doing to me.”

“You’re just seasick.”

“Ain’t never been seasick in my life, Charlie.”

He pressed a hand to Joe’s forehead then quickly withdrew it, disgusted by the moist clamminess of Dynamo Joe’s flesh. A skein of perspiration came away with his hand, cool like menthol.

“Fuck, Joe. You’re burning up, man.”

Joe took a lumbering step forward, his face suddenly illuminated by the red emergency lights recessed in the overhead. A living skeleton, his skin looked like latex stretched taut over a large stone. Charlie could smell him too, and it was a sick-sweet, organic smell that reminded him of the breweries down in Anchorage. Though he didn’t want to touch Joe again, he placed a hand on one of the man’s shoulders and directed him back toward their cabin. Inside the room, Joe winced and recoiled from the lamplight. Joe growled for him to turn it off. Charlie flipped the switch and assisted Joe as he climbed back onto his cot.

“Fucking fuh-freezing,” Joe stuttered.

“I know.” Charlie grabbed the blanket off his own coat and draped it over Joe’s quaking body. Even as he left the room, he could hear Joe’s teeth chattering in his skull—could hear them as he walked all the way down the corridor.

In the galley, Bryan was looking down forlornly at the petrol stove. Billy McEwan was at the table, getting drunk. Charlie paused in the doorway and McEwan’s eyelids fluttered. He waved a hand at Charlie. “C’mon, Mears. Drink with me.”

“Damn thing,” Bryan muttered, seemingly oblivious to Charlie’s arrival.

“Is Mike still topside?” Charlie asked. When no one responded, he reached out and touched Bryan’s elbow. As if shocked, Bryan jerked his arm away and practically threw himself back against the bulkhead. He stared at Charlie with wide eyes.

“Mike,” expounded McEwan, drawing Charlie’s attention to him, “is a damn fool. He got lucky yesterday with the catch, Mears, but there ain’t no luck left out here. Not for us.” Again that sloppy wave of the hand. “So come on over and let’s you and me kill this bottle, eh?”

Charlie stepped down into the galley and, with two hands, ripped one of the cupboard doors off its hinges. Bryan’s jaw dropped, still pressed against the wall as far away from Charlie as the cramped little room would permit. McEwan, even in his stupor, watched with speechless detachment.

Tucking the cupboard door under one arm, Charlie plucked the flashlight off the countertop. “I’m going down to the engine room for some tools. You two keep an eye on Mike’s cabin, make sure that girl doesn’t come out.”

“What’re you doing?” boomed McEwan, but Charlie was already gone.
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Despite the pump of the generators and the grind of the diesel engine, it was freezing in the bowels of the trawler. Wagging his flashlight around the network of pipes, it didn’t take Charlie long to locate a suitcase-sized metal toolbox, already open on the floor. Charlie crouched over it and fished around for a handful of carpenter nails and a recoilless hammer.

He heard it—the steady plick-plick-plick of dripping water. Charlie cast the beam of light onto the floor and found he was crouching in a puddle of filthy gray water. Rings expanded in the puddle as drops of water fell from above. He followed the droplets up to the overhead to discover that the drops were actually sloughing off the tips of icicles clinging to the underside of the entire system of pipes.

It was ridiculous, he knew, but he stood and touched the pipes nonetheless. Cold as bone, powdered in frost. He traced the pipes with the flashlight back to the wall of generators. The pipes, he learned, led to the heating unit.

“Goddamn it…”

He approached the unit only to discover, with increasing horror, that it was dead. The dials all ran to zero; the archipelago of bulbs stood unlit. He pressed one hand against the heating unit to find it was still slightly warm but was quickly losing heat.

Frustrated, he administered a swift kick to the side of the unit. The clang played off the metal pipes for an eternity. He didn’t want to think about what it would mean to be caught out here for an extended period without heat. Silently he prayed that Mike Fenty knew what the hell he was doing—that, in fact, he would find their way back to Saint Paul Island without the use of the GPS and the navigational system.

Back on the quarterdeck, Charlie cracked open the door to Mike’s stateroom. The lamp on the nightstand was blinking sporadically. The girl was sitting up on the cot, staring at him through the crack in the door.

“You ready to start talkin’ sense?” he said to her.

That coy little smile…

Without another word, he shut the door and proceeded to nail the section of cupboard across the stateroom door and the frame. The sound of the hammering was nearly deafening in these close quarters; still, he drove every nail home until he was left, exhausted and breathless, panting like a lion, outside the door. When the hammer slipped from his hand and dropped on his foot, he was brought back to reality. Shaken, tired, he crept down the corridor to his own room. Careful not to wake Joe, who was snoring wetly beneath a heap of blankets, Charlie peeled off his sweat-smelling clothes and, in nothing but long johns and wool socks, settled down on his own cot. The trawler rocking, the struts creaking and sighing and moaning all around him, he knew right away, despite his fatigue, he would not find sleep.

Eventually Gabriel worked his way into his head—out in the yard, overburdened by a heavy winter coat and snowpants, scooping up handfuls of graying snow and throwing them over the fence at Dale Carver’s German shepherd. Johanna was there too, a wool cap on her head and a knit scarf around her neck. She looked fresh-faced and pure in the snow, her face barren of makeup. Calling to Gabriel as a gentle snow began falling in the yard. Dale Carver’s German shepherd yelped and bounded after the fistfuls of snow tossed over the fence, confounded by the fact that the mysterious white balls disappeared the second they touched the snowy ground.

Charlie was there too, of course. In his bright red ski parka, his reddish beard neatly trimmed, he came out of the trailer and proceeded to chase Gabe around the yard. Giggling and wailing, his small legs pushing hard through the deep snow, Gabriel tore around the yard as Charlie pursued him, the German shepherd bounding after them from behind its fence. Barking.

Charlie’s eyes flipped open. Not barking. Something struck the hull of the trawler. Maybe another iceberg.

“Joe?” His voice was empty, void of substance. “You awake?”

No answer. He could no longer hear Joe’s snoring, he realized.

Sitting up on one elbow, he peered through the absolute darkness but could not see a thing. Fumbling on the floor for the flashlight, he located it and clicked it on. The dim, cataract light opened up on Joe’s empty cot. The mound of blankets were strewn on the floor.

It wasn’t until he sat up and squeezed his feet into his boots did he realize he was still mumbling Joe’s name over and over.

Yeah, he thought. Losing my mind like a regular champ.

He dressed, the room bitter cold, and he could feel every muscle in his body wanting to cramp up. In the vague gloominess of the quarterdeck, he could see his breath, billowing out like tufts of cotton, nearly freezing to the bulkhead.

 

He all but collapsed in the doorway of the galley. Breathing hard, sweat freezing to his temples, he struggled to catch his breath. McEwan, seated alone at the table, glared up at him. Both his big hands were hugging the bottle of vodka, which was now mostly empty. Dead eyes lifted to examine Charlie, partially slumped in the galley doorway.

“Joe’s very sick,” he managed, realizing as he said it that it was probably the understatement of the year. “He’s not in his room. Have you seen him?”

“This,” McEwan grumbled, his rheumy eyes moving wetly in their sockets, “is all your fault, Mears.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re always trying to be the hero,” McEwan said. “Always trying to save the world. Funny thing is, you can’t even take care of your own domestic problems.”

“Man—”

“We’re no different than the crabs,” McEwan went on. “You know it? We’re no goddamn different than the moon-bugs in the tank. Each of us, we’re all in our own tanks, all scuttlin’ and clackin’ and spittin’ bubbles. Sure.” He grunted in approval of himself. “Sure as shit.” Those sloppy eyes worked their way up to meet Charlie again. “You know what happens to the spiders if they stay in that tank too long, don’t you, Charlie?”

Charlie exhaled slowly. “What’s that?”

“One of two things happen. Neither’s very good.” A grimace. “One—they freeze in that tank. Ain’t enough to circulate the water so it gets icy, even colder’n where they come from on the sea floor. They freeze and then they start exploding, bits o’ shell and claws—pincers, clusters of spidery red legs—all of that, just poof! Like puttin’ an M-80 in a mailbox, way we all did when we was kids.

“Then there’s the other way,” McEwan continued, not missing a beat, “an’ maybe you’d think this way is worse, mostly ’cause it ain’t as quick as explodin’ into pieces of spider-shell, but also ’cause what it means—what, see, it means—”

“You’re drunk,” Charlie said flatly.

“They eat each other.” Billy McEwan’s voice was equally as flat. “Cannibalism. They get to starvin’ in that tank, get to fightin’ and gettin’ on each other’s last nerve. Close quarters, scrabbling over each other, probably learn to hate every other space-spider in there with you. You start pulling off a leg here, a claw there. Pretty soon you can’t pull no more ’cause your own claws are filled with the claws and legs of others, and anyway it’s only a matter of time b’fore they start pulling you apart and eating out your guts while you’re still alive.”

Grabbing the bottle by the neck, McEwan smashed it against the edge of the table. It broke into a crystal spray, pellets of broken glass scattering across the table and onto the floor. The liquor sprayed everywhere, darkening his chambray work-shirt.

“We have to do something about our situation here b’fore we resort to eatin’ one another, Charlie,” said McEwan. A silvery threat of saliva drooled from his mouth. “Or before we start explodin’ like mailboxes full of firecrackers.” He was breathing heavy, practically panting. “You an’ me, Charlie. We have to do something.” He brought up his free hand and pressed an index finger to his left temple. “Before we start losin’ it in here.”

“You’re drunk, man,” Charlie said.

Those soul-piercing eyes—Charlie couldn’t shake them off him. Then, to his amazement, Billy McEwan’s ruinous lips splintered into a mock smile. His teeth were narrow, gray pickets protruding from purpling gums. “Oh, yeah,” he said, still smiling. “I’m drunk, all right. To hell and back. Right, Charlie?” The lip-splitting grin widened. “Right, homeboy?”

“Joe’s—”

“Haven’t fucking seen Joe.”

“Where’s Bryan?”

Angrily, he tossed the broken bottleneck into the stainless steel sink. “Topside.”
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Out on the deck, the air tore into his face, neck and hands. His cheeks tightened and the moisture around his eyes seemed to freeze instantly. Still, with Billy McEwan’s words still fresh in his ears, he was glad to be out here in the open and away from the increasing claustrophobia of the quarterdeck.

Pulling his slicker tighter around his body, he spotted Bryan Falmouth standing at the end of the bow. Beyond, the sea was growing rough, a gray-black patchwork of ice fields miles in length drifting along the shimmering surface. Too much ice. The sun was still struggling to break free of the clouds.

Suddenly, the boat rocked. A sound like tree limbs breaking sounded out over the bow. Steadying himself against the railing in case a second blow should accost the boat, he diligently maneuvered his way to the front of the trawler.

“Hey,” he said, coming up behind Bryan. “The hell’s Mike doing? There’s too much ice out here.”

Bryan spun around, instantly shocking Charlie with the emptiness that was so evident on his face. He brought his cigarette to his lips, his hand vibrating like a tuning fork, and displayed some difficulty actually getting it into his mouth. He sucked hard, his cheeks nearly touching, and blew a shaky pillar of smoke into the wind.

“You fucking leave Mike alone,” Bryan uttered through chattering teeth.

“What?”

“Don’t think I’m not on to you, Charlie. Tryin’ to stir the fucking pot.”

“Bryan, man, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He took a step forward, one hand outstretched—

“Don’t come near me,” Bryan said.

As if stung, Charlie quickly retracted his hand. “Bryan—what’s going on, man? What the hell’s happening?”

“Don’t fucking play with me, Charlie. You just stay right where you are.”

“Bry—”

“I’m not fucking playing with you, Charlie, so don’t try to play with me!” Bryan screamed, spittle firing from his lips.

Speechless, Charlie backpedaled with his hands up in surrender. Bryan watched his retreat, the cigarette stuttering between two mercurochrome-colored fingers. As Charlie watched, something poked briefly from Bryan’s right nostril. A second later it appeared again, more prominent this time, and Charlie realized, with a sinking sense of dread, that it was a bubble of dark blood.

“Bryan, please—”

“She’s drilling holes,” Bryan said. His teeth rattled in the cold. Charlie watched as the cigarette dropped to the foredeck and smoldered on the planking. “Holes everywhere.” In a terrifying mimicry of McEwan, he brought up a set of fingers and jabbed at his temple. “In here,” he said. “In the boat too.” Looking briefly out over the roiling sea, he added, “The goddamn world, Charlie.” He managed a half-curled lopsided grin—again, just like McEwan’s. “You get it, man? The whole goddamn world.”

In a whisper, Charlie said, “What about the world, Bryan? What is it? Tell me.”

Eyes wide and rimmed red with terror, Bryan Falmouth whispered back, “Infected.”

“Infected by what?” When Bryan didn’t answer—he just stood there, his eyes afire, his entire frame quaking in his slicker—he said it again. “Infected by what, Bryan?”

There came a sound similar to metal sheeting being crushed under a great weight, followed by a rumbling from beneath the boat. The whole trawler shook. Bryan lost his footing and slipped on the wet deck, his arms pinwheeling. Charlie ditched to the side and grabbed hold of the railing. Looking down over the side, he watched as a small drift of ice was sucked underneath the boat. He heard a snapping, recoiling sound and looked up in time to see the trawler mow through a second sheet of ice closer to the bow. The sheet literally split down the middle and parted in half by the cutting trawler.

At the bow, Bryan had righted himself against the railing and was also leering over the side of the boat, although he seemed unimpressed by the fact that the Borealis was currently cutting through an ice field. As he looked, a length of salt-encrusted fiberglass siding, perhaps two feet long, snapped off the ship’s hull and flipped end over end in the air until it crashed onto—and slid along—a shelf of frazil ice.

Charlie looked toward the darkened pilothouse. Sea salt had calcified on the paneled glass, making it impossible to see inside…and, he thought, impossible to see out. Nonetheless he began waving his arms high above his head, suddenly shouting Mike’s name.

“No use, Charlie,” Bryan called to him. He was fumbling another cigarette from out of his slicker. “He’s locked on course now. You guys will be home soon.”

He almost didn’t pick up on it. “What do you mean ‘you guys’, Bryan?” he asked. “What about you? You’ll be home too, Bryan. We’ll all be home.”

Unable to light his fresh cigarette in the strong wind, Bryan flicked it over the bow. “No,” he said. “Not me. Ain’t supposed to be me.”

“Bryan, please, what—”

Bryan appeared to crouch, lowering his center of gravity. For one bone-chilling moment Charlie thought the man was preparing to rush him. And in fact Bryan did lower his head, ready to charge. Had it been his intention to execute a full-on rush into Charlie’s solar plexus, he would have accomplished just that, as Charlie Mears was too slow getting out of the way. But as it turned out, such was not Bryan’s intention. Head lowered, eyes ablaze, Bryan charged like a locomotive straight past Charlie, his all-weather boots slamming on the foredeck, his arms and legs pumping like machinery. He ran straight across the planking toward the stern where, in a bluish cloud of exhaust, Bryan Falmouth spread wide his arms and, without pause, launched himself over the side of the trawler.

Charlie shrieked his name, already running in Bryan’s direction. But by the time he reached the stern, there was no sign of Bryan—not even the ripples in the ice-black water. Still, he kept screaming his name, as if mere recital would affect the man’s return, his own hands biting into the framework of the stern. As the trawler peeled away, carving a white-capped tract through the frozen sea, Charlie saw—or imagined he saw—one of Bryan’s boots briefly bob to the surface.

Holes everywhere, Bryan’s voice echoed in his head. You get it, man? The whole goddamn world…

He spun around and ran for the pilothouse, mounting the steps in just three giant strides. He slammed his considerable weight against the pilothouse door, which, once again, was bolted from the inside. Shouting Mike’s name, his breath blossoming on the filthy pane, he rattled the doorframe with his fists.

Mike, stock-still behind the control panel, did not turn and look at him.

“Goddamn it, Mike, open the fucking door!”

“Mears!” The voice boomed over the snarling engine, just barely audible despite the urgency of tone. It was McEwan, his features muddied by the low-hanging thunderheads trembling with snow. He was wearing only an open chambray shirt and, beneath, an unwashed wife-beater—no coat. The bristling tufts of his hair, unraveling in every direction, rustled like oak leaves in the strong wind. In his hands he held an ice axe.

Charlie took a step back, his blood freezing in his veins. “Bryan’s dead,” he heard himself say, his voice flimsy and paper thin. “Jumped off the stern.”

“Come on down from there,” McEwan said. There was a calculated levelness to his voice, Charlie noticed—a noticeable restraint. Something was trembling just below the surface. “Leave Mike alone.”

Another grinding, peeling sound as jagged fingers of ice cut into the hull—

“He’s gonna sink us,” Charlie warned.

McEwan placed one heavy boot on the first iron step. His eyes settled hard on Charlie, dull like the heads of iron spikes driven into his skull. “He’s a good, strong captain,” said McEwan. “Said it yourself. He knows what he’s doing.”

Charlie shook his head. “No. She got to him.” He cleared his throat as McEwan mounted another step. “She got to you too, Mac.”

“Ain’t nobody gettin’ to me, Mears. Why don’t you come on down? We’ll talk it out.”

Mike Fenty’s face suddenly appeared at the pane of glass in the pilothouse door—just inches, despite the shield of glass, from Charlie’s own. Charlie’s heart leapt in his chest. Mike’s eyes had soured, the sclera textured like curdled milk, and a network of whitish blisters had cropped up along the right corner of his mouth. As Charlie looked upon him, Mike Fenty grinned. His gums receded, his teeth looked wolfish.

“Can’t have you messin’ with the captain,” McEwan said. He hefted the ice axe in his hands as he climbed yet another step. “We’re almost home, Charlie. Then we can go about our shit. Like you.” Just as the girl had done before him, McEwan cocked his head to one side like an inquisitive mutt. “Ain’t you got a kid out there you’re anxious to start lookin’ for, Mears? A little boy? Hell, man, once we get back to Saint Paul, you can do all the lookin’ you want. You can use my goddamn car. Got a brand new F-450, chains on the tires, the whole nine. All yours, amigo. Whatever you want.” McEwan paused, halfway up the stairs. “Just come on down with me, huh? What’d ya say?”

Behind the glass, Mike Fenty’s face appeared to blur like someone moving too quickly just as a photo was being snapped.

“Listen to me,” Charlie said, trying to watch both Mike and McEwan at the same time. “You guys ain’t thinkin’ right. Did you hear what I said about Bryan? He jumped over the side, Mac. He’s dead.”

“Parasites,” McEwan said matter-of-factly. “In the head.”

“I can’t let this boat reach Alaska. I think that’s what she wants.”

“Talkin’ crazy now, Mears.”

“Someone dumped her out here for a reason. We can’t let her get back.”

“Hey, Mears—” he said, taking another step, “—you remember what I said ’bout them crabs? How we ain’t really no different so’s we gotta be careful, keep an eye out, make sure we don’t do what they do?”

“Don’t come up any farther,” he warned.

“Well,” McEwan continued, ignoring him, “you ain’t kept such a close eye. Seems to me you started coming apart, gettin’ ready to explode on y’self.”

“Billy—”

Scraping: nails on a chalkboard. Wincing, Charlie looked to find Mike dragging the blade of a ten-inch boning knife down the length of the windowpane. His menacing grin widened, skeletal in its appearance.

With a grunt, McEwan lunged forward, swinging the ice axe in a wide arc. Overcompensating for the distance between them, the swing was undisciplined; the tapered point of the ice axe missed Charlie’s thigh by a good foot and a half—though it seemed much closer to him—and wedged itself into the pilothouse door. Before McEwan could yank it free, Charlie administered a swift kick, which connected squarely with McEwan’s chin. McEwan’s head rocketed back on his neck, his bulky torso bowing backward until the distribution of his weight sent him spilling down the iron steps. The foredeck sustained the full brunt of his weight, the planks buckling but not breaking, while the back of McEwan’s head rebounded off a slatted wooden crate.

Charlie vaulted down the steps and bounded over McEwan’s prone form. As he rounded the foredeck, he happened to catch sight of an immense pillar of ice, its summit carving a notch in the silvery sun, rushing up to greet the starboard. Too late to brace himself against the collision, the flooring was ripped from beneath his feet, launching him into a succession of somersaults from starboard to portside in the blink of an eye. A moment later he was knocked stupid by a blood-freezing pummel of water that reached over the starboard side and, like the smiting Hand of God, smacked down on the foredeck. The icy wave burned through him. It seemed an eternity for it to spill away and for the trawler, now bobbing like a Coke bottle at sea, to right itself.

Gasping for air, his entire body flash numbed, Charlie scrambled to his feet just as McEwan, dazed in his own right, was trying to prop himself up against the pilothouse stairs. As their eyes locked—

“Mears!” It was a roar, no more human than the guttural articulation of some mythical Himalayan beastie. “Get the fuck back here, goddamn you!”

The trawler shook again then tipped gradually to portside. All the crates, deck furniture, lines and hooks, loose tools and tool chests slid in that direction. Hands up in a defensive posture, Charlie felt the equipment slam into him, biting his flesh and snagging his clothes. Something solid ricocheted off his forehead, causing a fireworks display to erupt beneath his eyelids. Dizzy, he managed to climb to his feet and, staggering like a drunkard, propelled himself across the foredeck toward the narrow cutout of steps descending beneath the pilothouse station.

McEwan, having successfully retrieved the ice axe from the pilothouse door, lurched across the foredeck in pursuit. Chunks of graying ice adrift on silt-blackened water pool around McEwan’s ankles. The trawler was foundering, the rising water breaching the sides quicker than it was able to dispatch it back into the sea.

Charlie slammed down the stairs and hurried down the corridor toward his cabin. The walls were frozen, the pipes dripping icy condensation from above. He burst into his room and slammed the door behind him, engaging the meager, useless slide bolt. A swift kick and the door would splinter down the middle.

He tipped over his cot, the four metal legs jutting up like the stiffening legs of a dead gazelle, and quickly scrambled for the first-aid kit. His located the white aluminum box but his big fingers, in their panic, fumbled at the latches. Out in the corridor, McEwan’s bullish laughter erupted. Charlie froze. A second later, the cabin door buckled down the center in a perfect vertical stress line through the center of which projected the tapered iron tip of the ice axe. There was the sound of splintering wood as the ice axe was withdrawn. A second strike punched a fist-sized hole in the flimsy door.

“Mears!” McEwan shouted from the other side. “Goddamn you, Mears, you’re fucking it all up!”

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the first-aid kit popped open. Charlie fumbled the flare gun out, shaking the flare cartridges into his lap.

“Mears!”

McEwan rammed the door with his shoulder, the weightless wood disintegrating nearly to sawdust. The big man stumbled a few steps, the ice axe now poised over one shoulder like a baseball bat. When his eyes lit on Charlie, who was crouched in the farthest corner of the room, they seemed to briefly emanate a fiery luminosity. Like the eyes of a lion.

“Goddamn you, Mears, you stupid son of—”

Flare gun raised, Charlie slammed the trigger. All in a single second there issued the faint hiss, the acrid burning smell, and—finally!—the belch of dazzling pink radiance from the muzzle of the flare gun. Almost in slow motion, Charlie watched the sparkling pink ball of fire propel across the room, flagging behind it a blackish contrail of sulfur-smelling smoke.

McEwan shrieked and attempted to sidestep the assault, but his great bulk moved too slowly; the sparkling magnesium flame, pink as a neon strip-club sign, drove itself into Billy McEwan’s face where it seemed to grow brighter and larger, expanding, breathing like new lungs, and the ice axe clattered heavily to the cabin floor. McEwan’s screams reached a girlish timbre, enough to fuzz out Charlie’s eardrums, while his large, club-like hands began pawing at his face. The pink, starlight brilliance of the flare quickly diminished, and between the swiping of McEwan’s hands, Charlie could see the charred, smoking crater that had replaced the man’s left eye—

“Muh—!”

The half-word was actually punctuated by the expulsion of thick, charcoal-colored smoke from McEwan’s mouth. As Charlie watched, McEwan accomplished a single uncertain step forward before his bones surrendered, sending him face first—not to the floor but toward one of the jutting metal legs of the overturned cot. There was a wet crunch as the metal pole impaled itself through the center of Billy McEwan’s chest, followed by the softer susurration of McEwan’s heavy bulk sliding lower and lower on the implement until, eventually, and like the conclusion of some dramatic stage play, Billy McEwan came to rest against the underside of the cot, the cot leg glistening with blackish-red gore, projecting from between his shoulders. In seemingly no time at all, a dark oil slick of blood expanded from beneath McEwan, filling in the grains of the cabin floor.

Charlie sat wide-eyed, staring, hugging both his knees with one large arm. The flare gun was still in his right hand, still pointing in the direction where, less than five seconds ago, McEwan had been standing. Smoke still trailed up from the muzzle and the entire cabin was suffocating with burnt sulfur.

How much time passed while he sat there, the gun still aimed at the empty space across the cabin, Charlie could not be certain. But when he finally lowered his arm, the muscles had tightened and grown sore, and the flare gun felt like it weighed two hundred pounds.

Eventually, he pulled himself up off the floor, his entire body trembling like an electric cable. The cabin floor was now soaked in McEwan’s blood. He refused to look at McEwan’s face—at the blackened, roasted divot where his left eye had been…and where wisps of ghost smoke still spiraled from the gaping socket.

He toed the ice axe across the floor, leaving an arc of blood in its path. The ice axe was wet with blood; it took great control over his tensing stomach muscles for Charlie to reach down and pluck it from the floor. The blood around its hilt had already begun to congeal—How the hell long had he been sitting here?—and it made his arms weak to carry it through the doorway.

The corridor was pitch-black, the lights having burned out in their fixtures, with only the faintest suggestion of light issuing from beneath the closed door of the head. His heartbeat suddenly in his ears, he proceeded down the corridor toward the head, one hand trailing along the wall. The whole corridor was canting to one side, taunting his equilibrium. He passed Mike’s stateroom, his fingers running over the cupboard door still nailed across the frame…

As he approached the head, the ghostly bluish light outlining the door, the sound of gravelly respiration could be heard coming from the other side. The sound of it caused Charlie to freeze just on the other side of the door, his skin suddenly clammy with sweat. Shaky-handed, his fingers tacky with McEwan’s blood, he reached out for the door and gripped its anchor-shaped handle. Tugged on it. Heard the bolt retreat from the frame. Opened the door—opened—

“Oh, Joe—”

He lay crumpled, nude, curled like a prawn on the floor of the claustrophobic little bathroom. Lids fluttering, only the milky whites of his eyes shown while a greenish, sudsy foam bubbled out of his mouth. The muscles in his thighs were so tense, Charlie could make out, beneath the taut, bluish skin, the individual filaments of musculature like piano cables strapped over the leg bones. Vomit pooled beneath Joe’s head while a fouler, darker substance seeped from Joe’s rear.

Charlie bent and clamped one hand around Joe’s knobby, bluing shoulder. Touching his flesh was like petting damp, featherless gooseflesh and Charlie instinctively recoiled, leaving bloody fingerprints on his pale flesh. Joe rocked on the hump of his spine; membranous webbing veined with black, pubic-like filaments revealed itself as his legs parted. The membrane pulled taut then retracted like a mesh of elastic, clapping both of Joe’s knees together with a hollow pop.

Charlie shuddered and threw himself backward, spilling back out into the corridor and down hard on his ass. The head of the ice axe clanged hollowly against the wall. A pathetic cry escaped him. As he watched, an inky jet of bile squirted from Joe’s mouth and dribbled from both nostrils.

Managing to stand, righting himself against one wall, Charlie began staggering backward down the corridor. Framed in the fading blue light of the head, Joe continued to convulse on the head floor, the chalky, foul-smelling liquid maintaining steady evacuation from his body. One of Joe’s hands slid blindly through the pool of thickening black fluid. There was the sound, sssssllllit, of the sliding, the fingers—

A moan escaped from Joe’s mouth, bubbles of dark green foam snapping and popping, but was instantly amputated by a wet, muddy cough, which sprayed thick crimson clumps of fibrous tissue onto the floor.

Charlie turned and ran, slamming one shoulder against something solid and immobile in the darkness. Stars exploded before his eyes. He reached out, sightless, grasping: a pipe. Cold as ice. Above, the vents pumped frigid air into the corridor—uhhhhhhh, they moaned like the damned. In his frustration, he swung the ice axe into the pipe, piercing its shell without difficulty. A sludgy black stream of frozen water spouted from the rent.

Heating ducts filled with water…

They were floating on a frozen coffin.

Who’s “they”?

Sammy Walper—dead. Bryan Falmouth—abandoned ship. Billy McEwan—impaled on an overturned cot leg. And Joe… Jesus fucking Christ, Joe, what the hell?

There would be no reasoning with Mike. The man was already too far gone. And he was determined to navigate the Borealis back to Saint Paul Island. As keenly as he had ever understood anything in all his life, Charlie Mears knew he could not let that happen.

“You’re not getting back,” he bellowed, his voice like thunder in the lightless corridor. “You’re going to stay out here.”

He was speaking to the barricaded cabin door—Mike’s old stateroom—behind which the trawler’s mysterious guest was held prisoner. If he could—

But a fresh thought stopped him cold.

He was alone with his breathing again, his heartbeat. Reaching out, he tugged at the panel of wood—the cupboard door—he’d nailed across the cabin’s doorframe. It was still securely in place…

Kill her, a voice spoke up at the back of his head. Strangely, a woman’s voice: eerily similar to Johanna’s. You have to kill her, Charlie. If she reaches land…if she reaches Alaska…

He knew what would happen. All that had transpired aboard the Borealis was a microcosm, was the world in miniature.

With the curved head of the ice axe, Charlie pried the cupboard door off the doorframe, the nails groaning as they were extracted from the wood. He kicked the door open with one boot; it swung inward, hinges squealing, upon a murky darkness. A smell not unlike something fetid and rotting struck Charlie and he shrunk back from the doorway, the ice axe, as if in protection, held up before his face.

The room was empty.

Charlie slumped against the bulkhead. He clutched the ice axe tighter. Someone had let her out, of course. Someone—McEwan before going fucking screwball? Bryan, just prior to flinging himself into the frozen sea? Or was it possible, he wondered, that she let herself out? Anything, it seemed, was possible.

The Borealis jerked and seemed to come nearly to a stop. Charlie stumbled forward, spilling into Mike’s empty, reeking stateroom, the ice axe clattering to the floor somewhere ahead of him in the darkness. A moaning, clangorous sound shrilled up through the flooring: banshee cries. Charlie actually felt the trawler’s hull cutting through clutching mires, an unseen net of impenetrable ice, and the grinding of metal being sheared away grew to an intensity so great he had to clamp both hands over his ears. Something somewhere in the distant bowels of the ship popped—Thwanggg!—and the Borealis shuddered forward again, clear of whatever it’d run over.

The fuel lines. The thought blossomed in his head like a dazzle of Broadway lights. The fuel lines are down in the engine room.

Fumbling around in the darkness of Mike’s stateroom—

(not Mike’s stateroom)

—his hands eventually fell on the ice axe. He gripped it and slammed back out into the corridor, the red emergency lights wholly useless save for drenching everything in a foreboding vermillion, and hurried toward the rung ladder leading down into the engine room. He moved quickly by the galley, food articles and utensils tossed in tangled nests, broken coffee mugs, oily petrol seesawing across the tabletop, operative notebooks and Penthouse calendars, Scotch-Brite scouring pads, flecks of cornflakes sprayed in Big Dipper fashion along the sticky countertop, a sepia-toned map of the Aleutians, unfolded like an accordion—

Belowdecks, it was intestinally dark. The cold was instantly unbearable. The last rung of the ladder had been swallowed by dark, standing water, atop of which a film of filthy slush had already begun forming. Unfortunately, Charlie didn’t see this until he’d already driven his boot straight down to the floor—hearing the plosh; feeling, a second later, the ice water seeping through the worn creases of his boots. His foot bristled with needles then went immediately numb.

Steeling himself, he dropped his other foot down—hissed like a cat—and, poising the ice axe over his shoulder, pushing through the freezing water toward the rear of the engine room. Gears growled and chugged. His eyes slowly acclimated to the darkness. The furnace was a dead cylinder, hardly visible without its flickering yellow faceplate. Yet despite the loss of power throughout the rest of the boat, the turbines continued to hum from within an ancient steel enclosure.

He knew the fuel lines ran against the far bulkhead, though he couldn’t see them in the dark. On deadened feet, his lower jaw shaking like a maraca, he stepped around the turbine enclosure, feeling with hands pained by the sharp, cutting temperature, for the line spout. He could feel his breath freezing in front of his face—could imagine the vaporous cloud crystallizing in midair and raining in a shower of ice pellets to the sloshing water around his ankles. Touched something—the goddamn blessed motherfucking line spout, thank you, Jesus.

And the water level was rising; he could feel it creeping up the legs of his cargo pants. Mike’s carelessness in traversing an ice field…

And there was someone else down here with him—

His breath caught in his throat. Froze. Dripping water sounds among the steady snarl of the turbines…and, somewhere behind him, the sound of someone wading through the water.

“Who’s there?” It was hardly a whisper—weak, ineffectual.

No answer.

He was shaking uncontrollably now, the ice axe growing increasingly heavy. Gripping it tighter, he gathered what strength was left in him to mutter, “Who the fuck is there?” This time the sounds of the wading stopped but, again, there came no answer.

Fuck it, he thought. I’ll drag this whole fucking boat—and everyone on it—straight to hell.

Hoisting the ice axe back over his shoulder, he expelled an exhausted grunt and swung the tool straight into the hub of the line spout. It was a solid strike, ringing through the heart of the Borealis. There came a teakettle hissing followed by a burning stream of hot fuel sprayed into the dark, scorching his flesh. Burned, he foolishly dropped the ice axe where it plunked through the frozen sludge. He dropped to his knees without thinking, though he immediately regretted his actions as his testicles retreated into the cavity of his abdomen and his muscles seemed to stiffen to broom handles.

Cold fingers clutched the nape of his neck. Charlie cried out and launched himself forward, sprinting in the sightlessness for the rung ladder. He heard the thing—

(the girl)

—slam through the water in quick pursuit. Hand over fist, he scrambled up the ladder, heavy boots tolling on the iron rungs, shrieking like someone in furious pain until he broke through the hatch and crawled across the floor toward the galley. But the corridor was midnight black, cramped like a coffin; there was no place to go.

Sour breath sawing from his lips, his chest hitching, Charlie Mears pulled himself into a ball and waited. Despite his blindness, he nonetheless trained his eyes in the direction of where he knew the engine room hatch to be.

Listening…listening…listening…

But she never appeared. There were no more sounds from below, save for the occasional thumping of ice against the bottom of the Borealis. He would have thought such a feat impossible, but in his exhaustion and before he knew it was happening, Charlie Mears fell asleep.
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And awoke with a scream caught in his throat.

Couldn’t feel his fingertips; couldn’t feel his toes. Could he move them? He couldn’t tell. How long had he slept? There was no way to tell. Was he dead? He didn’t know.

But if he was dead, this was Hell.

He found matches in the galley. Igniting the corner of one of McEwan’s paperback Westerns, he carried it like a torch while traversing the inner deck of the Borealis. The corridor closed in around him, the darkness diluted to a chalky grayness. The walls were overgrown with frost, the corridor a frozen white throat, which, upon bringing the makeshift torch too close, would weep runnels of melting ice like tears onto steel-colored frozen pools on the floor.

Dynamo Joe Darling was now a mummified, dehydrated husk webbed in a gelatinous black tar on the floor of the head.

Charlie walked through the cabins, smelling the disuse and, beneath that, the stronger vein of putrefaction. Had he anything in his stomach, he would have vomited.

He noticed that the ship was no longer rocking. In fact, it seemed unusually calm.

Lastly, he poked back inside Mike Fenty’s old stateroom, still vacant. However, there was a moist, almost breath-smelling condensation to the air in the room. The flames danced off the paperback, already having consumed half the book while managing to fill the overhead with black columns of smoke, and Charlie had to creep farther into the room to make sure he was actually seeing what he thought he was.

The place on the cot where the girl had sat was darker than the rest of the fabric. It was a stellated, tentacled shape, like a cannonball-sized asterisk, that Charlie at first thought was due to water dripping down onto the cot’s fabric from somewhere up above. Dampened, darkened fabric. But when he touched the spot, his fingers came away dry as bone.

Taking a step back, he noticed two similar spots moldering on the floor—where, naturally, the girl’s feet would have been while she sat on the edge of Mike’s cot. It was a darkening of the wood, each one practically foot shaped. As if her flesh, not belonging to this world, was rotting whatever it touched, soiling it, marking it the way a wolf might mark its den.

He crept up to the foredeck and pushed open the double hatch. Shafts of hoary light stung his eyes, though he couldn’t tell what time of the day it was. Or what day it was.

Topside, he crossed over to the bow and looked out upon a vast ice field, its size indeterminable, upon which, at some point during his unconsciousness, the Borealis had run aground. The hull was destroyed, stabbed by countless knives of ice, an explosion of boat pieces sprayed across the snow.

He turned and proceeded toward the pilothouse. Walking was less about moving his legs independently of each other but merely pivoting each foot and twisting at the hips, for this seemed the best way to conserve what warmth hadn’t evacuated his body. At the control room door, he wiped away thick grime from the window and, cupping his hands at either side of his face, peered inside.

Mike was on the floor, his hand still clutching the hilt of the boning knife that he’d used to open his throat. His skin was gray as bird down, his eyes milky pustules overloaded in their sockets.

Shaking, shaking—

Breathing into his hands, he retreated down the steps and noticed something in the snow he hadn’t seen when he’d first looked over the bow.

Footsteps.

She.

And she—
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Down in the galley he scooped handfuls of cereal off the countertop, which he ate without expression, then ate two slices of wheat bread, which were covered in frost. Afterward, he urinated in the galley’s steal sink—a stream so pungent and yellow it was nearly solid. From his cabin, he retrieved the flare gun then, on second thought, packed the entire first-aid kit in his laundry bag. He pulled tight the laces on the bag and slung it over one shoulder.

There was a flashlight in Mike’s room. It didn’t work but, for some reason, Charlie was confident the farther he got from the trawler the greater the chance the flashlight might start to work. Again he thought of those blackened footprints on the floor of Mike’s stateroom, the tentacled star on the seat of the cot. The girl, he knew, had poisoned the Borealis, and everything on it. Well, almost everything.

While he prepared his gear and changed into warm clothes, he thought of Gabriel. When he was born, on the day Johanna and he had taken him home from the hospital, the infant had been silent as a dormouse. This reddened, squinty-eyed little garden gnome with a tiny, upturned nose and square little pink fists. And the hair on his head! Dark as the pelt of a black bear. They’d been living in Oregon then, in a small cabin backed by redwood trees as formidable as minarets while the front yard opened up on a pebbly gray beach where the cold Pacific waters rushed up to lap against the seawall. He’d been piloting charters back then while sustaining a hunger to get his hands back into the gullets of cod instead of just coolers of Bud. It was what he hoped for that pink, squirming little baby too—a lifetime of doing as opposed to the pursuit of doing. Anyway, he’d get back to the sea, the real sea, in due time. There was the baby. Gabe. Gabriel. The way Johanna, slight in frame and just as beautiful as she’d ever been, nursing the baby in the half-gloom of midday coming in through the cabin’s windows, framing her in some angelic penumbra while she rocked gently in the old rocking chair that had once been her—or his?—grandfather’s…

Back abovedecks, the world was colorless. Snow snowed. The boat’s prow had shriveled and turned black as rotting fruit. There came the steady glug-glug from the hull as the trawler slowly took on more and more water. With a pair of field glasses, Charlie surveyed the expansive strip of ice, miles long, practically its own continent. He could see the girl’s footprints in the snow, soon to be covered over by the fresh fall.

Shouldering his gear, he climbed down the side of the trawler via an overhang of cable. The ice nails in the soles of his boots left pockmarks in the fiberglass hull. Touching down on the ice field, he found the frozen terra firma solid as pavement. Charlie hefted his gear and, without a second thought, pushed forward through the twirling snow. He followed the girl’s footprints until the storm covered them up. Then he continued in their estimated direction, up over frozen buttes, across jagged crevasses and down the throat of winding, bluish canyons through which dense, crystalline fog called “pogonip” hung like spectral gauze. He walked until hunger cramped his stomach and the silver aurora of sun bled away behind the sea, leaving a velvety, star-encrusted firmament in its place.

In the dark and miles from the Borealis, the flashlight came on.

Trudging through the snow, his head down and his stiff-bristled beard glistening with ice crystals, he pursued the ghostly mirage. When he caught a glimpse of her in the pale cast of moonlight, white against a whiter background, he had to question what he was seeing—was it real or only in his mind, a trick of his eyes? Had she ever existed? Had any of them?

Holes everywhere, Bryan’s voice came back to him. You get it, man? The whole goddamn world…

At one point, he collapsed in the snow. Thinking, Mailboxes full of firecrackers. Thinking, Moon-bugs. He managed to roll onto his back and, with some semblance of consciousness, propped himself up against a pillar of ice. Shivering, he pulled his gear into his lap for warmth against the biting, unforgiving wind. However, the seat of his pants soon grew wet and cold, the snow soaking through both pairs of underwear, long johns, his BDUs. His buttocks went numb. Thinking of Gabriel, zigzagging around the yard in Saint Paul, lobbing fistfuls of snow over Dale Carver’s fence. Dale’s German shepherd barked wildly, poking its snout through the quadrangular rings in the fence. He chased the boy around the yard, feinting for him just as the boy pivoted in the snow and darted in the opposite direction. From the trailer’s stoop, Johanna looked on, dressed in a heavy pink bathrobe and rabbit-fur slippers, her arms folded in mock-disapproval across her chest.

Just as his fingers looped into the collar of Gabriel’s parka, he happened to look up and meet Johanna’s eyes. Laughing, shrieking, Gabriel eventually pulled free and sprinted across the yard. Dale’s dog loped wildly in the snow.

“Why you gonna leave?” he said suddenly to Johanna.

“What are you talking about, Charlie?”

“I know you’re gonna leave.”

“I don’t know what you mean, Charlie.”

“Yes you do.” Gabriel’s laughter faded into blackening ether. “You’re gonna wait for me to go out so I won’t know until I come back home. It’ll give you a good head start.”

“Charlie, please. You don’t know that. You’re dreaming this now and it’s not real. It already happened. That’s how you know. This isn’t real.”

“Don’t go,” he begged her, tears suddenly spilling down his face. He crossed the yard and, before the trailer’s steps, dropped to his knees in the snow. “Please, Jo. Don’t leave. Don’t take him away from me. If you’re unhappy—”

“It’s not about me being unhappy. The boy shouldn’t live like this, Charlie. Look around. This isn’t normal for him. And with you gone half the year—”

“Please, Jo,” he begged. “Please…”
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And opened his eyes—

He was covered in frost, the back of his coat frozen to the pillar of ice. Likewise, his gear lay frozen to his legs. He had no feeling from the waist down. The snow had let up to a lazy flutter, the large flakes twisting and spiraling in the clear, crisp night air. Overhead, he saw—or imagined he saw—the great bruise-colored northern lights, the aurora borealis, the spirit of the great north. It gleamed like heat lightning.

Over the nearest bluff, a figure appeared. Small, inconsequential. Almost nonexistent. Charlie blinked his eyes and, with much difficulty, managed to bring his gloved hands, hooked now into inflexible talons, up to his face. He scrubbed the ice from his lashes and peered out along the moonlit pass. The figure was descending the bluff, coming toward him.

Charlie’s breathing quickened. He tried to move his legs but couldn’t. Moving anything but his arms—which were weak and practically useless anyway—was impossible.

“Huh…huh…huuuuhhh…” Clouds of vapor wafted before his face before being carried off in the wind.

The figure stood before him now, peering down at his broken, immobile form.

“G-G-Gabriel,” Charlie managed.

The boy was wearing his ski parka and Ninja Turtle earmuffs. Red mittens, yellow books with the bright red buckles.

“Daddy,” said the boy.

“G-G-Guh-Guhhh—”

The boy crossed over to him. Bending down, he peeled Charlie’s pack from his legs, the frost popping and tearing, until he was able to roll the pack down a nearby embankment. Then the boy climbed up into Charlie’s lap, his weight and warmth so real, Charlie could not deny the boy’s existence.

“How d-d-d-did you guh-get— Huh-how…how…”

“Daddy,” the boy said, pressing his face to Charlie’s chest. His small arms found Charlie’s neck, looped around it. “I missed you, Daddy.”

“Oh, pal,” said Charlie, his eyes welling with tears that froze the second they spilled from his eyes. He managed to bring one arm up and encircle the boy with it. Hugged him gently. “I was g-gonna f-f-find you, p-pal,” he told the boy. The nacreous, velvety lights in the sky seemed to brighten, tremble, waver.

“I love you,” the boy told him, his breath warm on his neck. “I love you, Daddy.”

“Was g-g-gonna f-f-find y-y-yuh-y-yuh—”

The boy’s arms tightened around Charlie’s neck. Charlie forced himself to smile, the flesh cracking and splitting and bleeding down his face and chin, and returned the boy’s embrace with his one free arm. He squeezed the boy as tight as he could—

“…find you…”

—while the world around him went white, white.
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December 15, 1870

Manitou Outpost

Ontario, Canada

It was the endless snowstorms that ushered in their doom. Each day and night the white tempests whirled around the fort, harrowing the log houses with winter lashings. At the center of the compound, the three-story lodge house creaked and moaned. Father Jacques Baptiste chanted in Latin and threw holy water on the barricaded front door. Above the threshold, a crucifix hung upside down. No matter how much the Jesuit priest prayed, the devil would not release its grip on this godforsaken fort.

Something scraped against the wood outside. Father Jacques peered through the slats of a boarded window. Tree branches clawed violently at the stockade walls. The front gate stood open, exposing them to the savage wilderness. It also provided the only path of escape. If by chance they made it out the gate, which way would they go?

The priest considered their options. Beyond the fort’s perimeter, the dark waters of Makade Lake knocked plates of ice against the shore. Crossing the frozen lake would be a dead man’s walk. Last week two of the trappers fell through the ice. The only way out was through the woods.

Father Jacques shuddered at the thought of leaving the fort. The trappers had fortified the outpost to keep the evil out. They hadn’t counted on the savagery attacking them from within. He prayed for the souls of the men, women, and children lost in the past few weeks. Last autumn the French-speaking colony was twenty strong. Now, in midwinter, they were down to four survivors and not a crumb of food to split between them. How much longer before the beasts within completely took them over?

“Forgive us, oh Lord, for our fall from grace.” Father Jacques sipped the holy water. It burned his throat and stomach like whiskey. “Cast out these evils that prey upon us.”

Behind him the sound of boots approached from the darkness. The priest spun with his lantern, lighting up the gaunt face of a bearded man. Master Pierre Lamothe, the fort’s chief factor, wore a deerskin parka with a bushy fur hood. His eyes were bloodshot. He wheezed.

The priest took a step back. “Are you still with us, Pierre?”

The sick man nodded. “Just dizzy, Father. I’m so damned hungry.”

Father Jacques knew the pains of hunger. Each passing day it pulled his flesh tighter against his ribcage. “We’ll find something to eat soon, I promise. Here, take another sip.” He offered the bottle of holy water.

Pierre took a swig and winced. Seconds later he stumbled back, rubbing his eyes.

“The burning will pass.” Father Jacques grabbed his wrist. “Remember our plan?”

“Yes . . . check on the horses.”

“We must hurry. Now may be our only chance.” They removed the barricade from the door. A long staircase led down from the second floor to the snow-covered ground. “Bless me, Father.” Pierre raised his shotgun and stepped out into the blizzard. He all but disappeared in the white squall. The only parts visible were his hood and the outline of his shoulders. Father Jacques nervously watched the fort grounds. At the surrounding cabins wind howled through shattered windows and broken doors. When Pierre reappeared at the stables, the priest released his breath.

Please let the horses still be alive.

The chief factor pulled a horse out. The poor animal was so thin its hide sunk into its ribs. As Pierre threw a saddle on its back, he raised two fingers, signaling that a second horse was still inside the stable.

Father Jacques closed the door and clasped his hands. “Thank you, oh Lord.”

Someone tugged at his cassock. He looked down to see a small French-Indian girl. Pierre’s daughter Zoé had tousled black hair and large brown eyes that had kept their innocence despite the horrors they’d witnessed these past few weeks. The girl held a tattered Indian doll to her chest. “I’m afraid, Père.”

Father Jacques touched her head and gave the most comforting smile he could conjure. “Don’t worry, Zoé, the angels will protect us. Here, you need to bundle up.” He fastened her fur parka, pulled the hood over her head.

“I want Mama to go with us.”

“I’m sorry, Zoé, but she’s too sick. She would die out there. You, your papa, and I are going to ride out to the nearest fort. Then we’ll send help back for your mother.”

The girl frowned. “Noël says you’re lying!”

Father Jacques glanced down at the Indian doll. One green eye stared back. The other eye was a ragged hole. Since Zoé had stopped eating two weeks ago, she suffered from dementia. She spent most of her days whispering to her doll. Father Jacques wanted to rip its head off. He squeezed his fist. “Noël is just afraid like the rest of us. Now, pray for forgiveness for speaking to me in that manner.”

“Sorry, Père.” Zoé crossed herself and bowed.

“Now, drink.” He gave the girl the last of the holy water. She drank it and winced as if it were castor oil.

Outside, the horses whinnied. A shotgun fired.

Father Jacques dashed to the window. He searched the fort grounds. A saddled horse ran in circles. Where was Pierre?

Behind the wall of whirling snow more shots were fired. Then came a scream. Pierre stumbled out of the mist. Blood spouted from the stump of his shoulder. He was missing an arm.

Peering out the boarded window, Father Jacques screamed at the sight of blood gushing from Pierre’s shoulder. As the wounded man stumbled up the front steps to the lodge house, the white mist rolled in from behind and swallowed Pierre. His scream was cut short.

“Papa!” Zoé ran toward the barricaded door. “Let Papa in!”

“No, move away from the door.” Father Jacques grabbed her hand and backed away.

Outside, the storm wailed. Snow blew in through the cracks of the boarded windows. Footfalls charged up the staircase like thundering hooves. Something rammed against the front door. The hinges buckled.

Zoé shrieked.

“Back to the cellar!” The priest pulled the girl through the dark corridors of the lodge house. Behind them, the front door crashed open. Terror stabbed Father Jacques’ chest with icy pinpricks at the shattering of windows and splintering of wood. Growls echoed throughout the lodge.

They’re inside!
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