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CHAPTER ONE 
 

he stern of the Obilye pushed through the fog like a 
hand parting curtains, but the world remained invisible, 

cloaked in shades of black and gray.  The trawler rose and dipped 
on the swell, riding the sea as it raced westward through the night, 
toward the hunting grounds. 
 Nicolai leaned against the railing just outside the galley, 
pulling deeply from a cigarette that dangled between his lips. Its 
smoldering red tip was the only trace of color in the fog-swept 
darkness, a void that seemed to stretch clear to infinity. During 
moments like these, he felt like an actor in a silent film, the waves 
splashing against the ship’s stern and the staccato hum of the 
engine combining to resemble an old projector spinning through a 
reel. Perhaps he was Jean Leonnec in The Red Lily, endlessly 
searching for his beloved Marise.  
 He closed his eyes, useless anyway against the gloom. With 
the breeze stirred up by the ship’s movement blowing through his 
hair, the sensation was one of flying. For a few joyful moments he 
was a bird, winging silently through the heavens, coasting on 
invisible currents of air. 
 A wave crashed over the side, dousing Nicolai and ruining 
the illusion of flight.  He wiped the saltwater spray from his brow 
and flicked the unfinished cigarette overboard, its fire 
extinguished.  The sea was a greedy creature, forever asserting its 
dominance. To Nicolai, it was the very hand of God, willing to 
snatch man’s little pleasures away on a whim. Not necessarily out 
of spite, but perhaps simply to stave off boredom.  Any deity 
gazing down on so desolate a part of the earth was bound to crave 
a break in the monotony, after all.   
 He fished around in his shirt pocket, looking for another 
cigarette, but came up empty.  He’d tossed the Prima pack onto his 
cot after extracting the first one, he remembered now.  They were 
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in the ship’s bowels with the remainder of the crew.  His brain had 
been groggy, begging for the wake-me-up of that initial hit of 
nicotine.  He considered retrieving them, but doing so might 
awaken his bunkmates, and he was in no mood for a screaming 
Leonid at four in the morning.   

Coffee, on the other hand, would hit the spot. 
 “Goddamn morning shift,” he muttered as he shuffled to 
the cabin, doubly irritated now that he was cold and wet, and his 
craving for a cigarette had gone unquenched.  Sunrise was a couple 
of hours away still; he ought to be fast asleep beneath his scratchy 
– but warm – wool blanket like the lucky bastards downstairs.  
 He swung the cabin door open and stepped inside, ducking 
his head to avoid the jamb.  Sergei was slouched in the pilot’s 
chair, his head slumped forward, chin resting on his chest.  He was 
snoring softly.   
 “Wake up,” Nicolai said, and slapped the back of the 
sleeping man’s head.  “You want to run us aground?” 
 Sergei yawned and rubbed his head.  Swiveling in his chair, 
he fixed Nicolai with a scowl so deep it appeared headed to China.  
“We’re in the middle of the Bering Sea, two hundred miles off the 
coast of Alaska.  How in the hell are we supposed to run aground?” 
 “There could be another boat.” 
 “Don’t be ridiculous.  We haven’t seen anybody else in 
weeks.  Besides,” he said, gesturing at the window, his tone 
increasingly indignant, “with this fog, if there is any other vessel 
out there, we’ll hit him before we see him.  You worry too much.” 
 “We’re off course,” Nicolai countered. 
 “Barely,” Sergei snapped, checking the navigation system 
and making a slight correction.  “Did you come in here to tell me 
everything I am doing wrong, like a man scolding a pup?” 
 “I just came for coffee,” Nicolai said, brushing past the 
man to the cramped galley that served as both kitchen and dining 
room for the crew.  He grabbed the pot from a hot plate and 



 

reached for a chipped and stained mug that sat on the counter, but 
Sergei snatched it from his hands before he could pour so much as 
a drop. A colorless liquid sloshed around the bottom quarter of the 
cup.  
 “That’s mine,” Sergei barked.   

Nicolai caught a whiff of vodka on his breath.   
 “Fantastic,” he said, his voice rising in anger.  “You’re 
asleep, and you’re drunk.  Are you trying to kill us all, you stupid 
fool?” 
 “Idi k yobanoi materi,” Sergei swore.  
 “Edri tvoyu mat’,” Nicolai replied, just as angrily.  “When 
word of this reaches the captain, he’ll kick you overboard himself.” 
 A smile lit up Sergei’s face, and he chuckled.   
 “What’s so funny?”  
 “It’s the captain’s Stolichnaya.” 
 “Unbelievable,” Nicolai said, but he knew when he was 
beat.  The Obilye was a literal ship of fools, to borrow an English 
phrase. He was here for the money, not the camaraderie, he 
reminded himself for the hundredth time since they’d left port.  
Cooped up with men like Sergei and Leonid for a two-month 
stretch tried his patience to no end.  Not all the crew were so 
obnoxious; he’d found a worthy chess opponent in Viktor, with 
whom he’d sneak in a match whenever time allowed, and got along 
with most of the others just fine. The few he didn’t, he tolerated for 
the cash.  Tax free, under the table, and not insignificant.   
 He rummaged through a cabinet, found another mug, and 
filled it with coffee.  The brew, viscous and black, stung his throat 
going down.  It was vile stuff that resembled slowly congealing tar, 
the kind used to coat roadways in the summertime, with a stench 
so pervasive it crawled into your nostrils and lingered there for 
what seemed like hours, but it did the trick.  He could feel the 
caffeine pulsing through his veins immediately, chasing away the 
last of the cobwebs and jump-starting his heart in the process. 



 

 Storming past Sergei, he slammed the cabin door shut 
without a further word.  He’d have bet a week’s pay Sergei was 
giving him the finger behind his back, but Nicolai didn’t care.  The 
man was an imbecile.   
 He crossed the deck and returned to his spot along the 
railing, sipping from his mug and staring out into the bleak and 
desolate watery expanse unfurling before his eyes. Paris sprang to 
mind unbidden, a tiny café on a cobblestone street off the Champs-
Elysees, and a girl named Amelie.  In the distance a gull cried…or 
was that his heart? 

Nicolai sighed wistfully, and tried to ignore the unwelcome 
flood of memories. He felt much too small this morning to wrestle 
with the bigger demons, yet far too weak to keep them at bay.  He 
swallowed more coffee and grimaced.  Paris had never been so 
distant. 

The fog had thinned, patches of clear sky punching holes 
through the overcast.  Craning his neck skyward, Nicolai sought 
out the constellations.  There was Ursa Major, the handle 
comprising the Great Bear’s tail, the dipper its flank.  He found 
Merak and Dubhe and plotted an imaginary line out of the cup of 
the dipper, eventually landing on Polaris.  The North Star.  Before 
he was a whaler, Nicolai had been a sailor, and could still navigate 
by the stars – an art that would certainly have been lost on Sergei, 
if not the rest of the crew.   
 A fogbank drifted by, silent and massive like a ghost ship, 
obscuring the horizon and blotting out the night sky once more. A 
shiver worked its way down Nicolai’s back, icy fingers tracing the 
length of his spine.  For a brief moment the twin sensations of 
loneliness and isolation he’d been feeling were accompanied by a 
sense of foreboding so unexpected he shivered uncontrollably.  
Perhaps this was a mariner’s premonition he felt, a glimpse of 
impending doom? 



 

 Nonsense, he thought. It’s just the cold.  In order to banish 
that, he took another swig of coffee.  He was not a superstitious 
man, and refused to believe in anything his own two eyes couldn’t 
confirm as real. 
 The fog cleared again, and the stars blazed like miniature 
fires lighting a path to heaven. It was as if the very fabric of the 
sky were riddled with bullet holes, giving the illusion that 
something bright existed on the other side of the universe.  Perhaps 
it did. Nicolai hoped so, anyway. He stared at the dark sea, 
wondering if he could make out the constellations reflected on the 
surface, but the choppy swell made the stars dance in too many 
directions.   

From the corner of his eye he thought he spied a flash of 
light, but when he turned in that direction, it was gone.  It had 
probably been a shooting star, or his imagination. A few wispy 
tendrils of fog swirled by, dancing in the air, and for a split second, 
right before the clouds eroded his view, he thought he saw it again, 
a tiny yellow dot bobbing on the current.  When the fog cleared, he 
trained his eyes on the horizon, but there was nothing there.  
 “Your mind is playing tricks on you tonight,” Nicolai 
chided himself out loud.  And of course, that’s all it had been.  
There weren’t any other ships plying these waters; the entire world 
consisted of twelve souls, and five-sixths of the population was 
fast asleep below deck.  Any other sign of life was nothing more 
than wishful thinking. Melancholy had stopped by for a visit this 
morning, and the resulting sense of emptiness was causing his 
brain to create phantoms where none existed.  

I have got to get off this boat, Nicolai thought.  When they 
returned to port in a few weeks, he’d assess his financial situation.  
The City of Light had called to him tonight, and he was in the 
mood to answer.  Amelie might be long gone, but there were cafes 
aplenty, a populace that did not reek of fish and greed, and – most 
importantly of all – the wretched sea was far at bay.  



 

He consulted his watch.  In another hour, Alexei would 
relieve him. By then, the sun would be poking its head above the 
horizon, if the fog held at bay.  Nicolai could not wait for dawn to 
chase away the impenetrable darkness.  This night felt cursed in a 
way he was unused to.  

Behind him, a board creaked.  Had Sergei abandoned the 
captain’s chair to sneak up on Nicolai and taunt him further?  The 
man was overconfident on alcohol and might be itching for another 
confrontation.  With nobody to steer the ship, Japan seemed just as 
likely a destination as the offshore waters of Alaska.  

“Enough is enough,” he declared angrily, and whirled 
around to confront his tormentor.  The man who had crept up 
behind him, however, was not Sergei.  In fact, he wasn’t any 
member of the Obilye’s crew, a fact that Nicolai found more 
puzzling than frightening, given his surprise. 

The stranger blended in perfectly with the night.  Clad in a 
black pea coat and matching jeans, with a stocking cap squashed 
low on his forehead, he all but disappeared into the shadows.  He 
stared at Nicolai with eyes the color of steel, and wore a bemused 
expression residing halfway between a smirk and a scowl.  

“Zdravstvujtye,” Nicolai said, hello in his native tongue, a 
ridiculous response under the circumstances; the stranger’s 
appearance onboard, uninvited and unexpected, could only bode 
ill, but he was still quite taken aback by this man’s sudden 
emergence from out of nowhere, and reverted to old civilities out 
of habit.  

The man grinned, but his smile was void of warmth, and 
his eyes continued to bore into Nicolai.  He withered beneath the 
stranger’s gaze, and his pulse quickened as the gravity of the 
situation began to sink in.  The man might be a pirate or a drug 
runner, looking to commandeer the ship.   Whatever his business, it 
certainly wasn’t a friendly discussion of the weather.  Nicolai took 
a step backward, but the railing prevented further retreat.  



 

“I’m afraid I don’t speak Commie,” the man said in 
English, his voice gravelly.  Nicolai felt dwarfed by the man’s 
stature; even with a slight stoop, the stranger towered over him.  

 “My English is not so good,” Nicolai stammered, reverting 
to the intruder’s tongue.  In truth, he possessed more than a passing 
knowledge of the language; while not exactly fluent in it, as he was 
with French, he could at least hold a conversation.  He was rusty, 
however; there weren’t many opportunities to converse in English 
aboard a trawler whose crew were Russian, nor back home in 
Vladivostok.  In order to speak it, he had to wrap his tongue 
around the subtle nuances, a process that caused his speech to 
come out stilted.  For a while, anyway.  Once dusted off and put 
into use again, the words would come easily enough. 

“Don’t worry about it.  You aren’t being graded here.” 
The clouds had again parted, and Nicolai saw a flash of 

silver reflected in the wan moonlight. It came from an object the 
intruder (for what else could he be considered now?) clutched in 
his hand.  Long and thin, with a curved tip. His pulse galloped into 
overdrive when he realized this could only be a knife. And one 
with a rather wicked-looking blade, at that. 
 Instinct kicked in.  Nicolai had forgotten about the coffee 
mug in his hand, its contents still steaming in the cool predawn air, 
until he bumped up against the railing, sending a few scalding 
drops spilling over his knuckles.  Without a thought, he hurled the 
cup through the air, hoping to make contact with the man’s head.  
Nerves, coupled with a rolling swell, threw off his aim, and the 
mug merely grazed the stranger’s left ear before shattering 
harmlessly on the deck, not nearly loud enough to rouse any of the 
others.  

“Thanks, but no thanks,” the man growled, stepping 
gingerly over the puddle of black coffee at his feet.  “I take mine 
with cream and sugar.”  



 

He lunged for Nicolai right as a wave smacked into the side 
of the boat, causing him to stumble.  Clearly, he was not a seaman.  
Taking advantage of his foe’s unsteadiness, he leapt out of the 
way, and sprinted for the galley.  The cabin door latched from the 
inside, and though the lock was flimsy, the temporary barricade 
would buy Nicolai a minute or two.  There was a drawer full of 
knives, their blades weathered and dull, but a little defense was 
better than none.  Plus, Sergei would make it two against one, 
improving their odds. 

Another figure, dressed in identical garb as the first, 
stepped out of the shadows and stuck out his leg.  Nicolai tripped, 
and went sprawling across the deck.  A pair of hands grabbed him 
from behind, wrenching him to his feet and dragging him toward 
the bow.  

“You can run, but you can’t hide, comrade.” 
He contemplated screaming.  His shouts would awaken the 

crew, alerting them to the danger.  He opened his mouth, and felt a 
cold steel kiss on his throat.  

“Don’t even think about it, Boris,” the first man said.  
“Unless you want to start a new Cold War.”   
 “Who are you?” Nicolai asked, panting.   
 “Call us concerned citizens.  You’re whale hunting 
illegally, aren’t you?” 
 Nicolai’s mind raced, trying on responses as if they were 
articles of clothing, but nothing fit.  This was one of those truths 
that would be difficult to shade.  The tip of the knife dug into his 
flesh, drawing blood.  He felt it trickle, warm and wet, down his 
neck. 
 “What’s wrong, have you forgotten your lines?” the man 
asked.  He appeared to be running the show; his companion, a 
heavier man – though no less menacing – had yet to open his 
mouth.  “If your tongue is useless, I might as well cut it off for 
you.  Last chance: you’re hunting whales, aren’t you?” 



 

 “In international waters,” Nicolai managed, his voice a 
quiver. 
 “In clear defiance of the IWC.” 
 “Please.  It is very difficult to make a living.” 
 “Try saving the earth.  It’s all guts and no glory.  
Fortunately, the satisfaction of putting blubber-hoarding assholes 
like you in their place is better than money in the bank.” 
 “Sir, I cannot go to the prison.” 
 “Becoming Ivan’s bitch is the least of your worries.  How 
many men are on board?” 

 “Twelve.” 
“Are they all asleep?” 
“Everybody but Sergei.  He is in the cabin.  Manning the 

boat.” 
A generous statement, given their earlier falling out, but 

there was no need for the intruders to know the extent of Sergei’s 
ineptitude.   

“Sounds like we’re a little top heavy,” the man said, 
addressing his companion. “But I don’t particularly feel like taking 
a bath. How ‘bout you?” 

 “Not a chance,” attacker # 2 said, speaking for the first 
time.  

 “Which means,” continued the first, “we need to offload a 
bit of cargo.  How do you say eleven in Russian?” 

“Odinatsit,” Nicolai replied, his heart trying to claw its way 
out of his throat. 

They had backed him against the railing.  Without a word, 
they spun him around and grabbed his arms from behind, lifting 
him off the ground as though he weighed nothing.  Whaling was 
strenuous work, and the food aboard ship lousy; Nicolai always 
returned to port a good twenty pounds lighter than when he had set 
out.  



 

A rowboat was tethered to the Obiye’s bow. The source of 
the mystery light he had glimpsed earlier must belong to its parent 
vessel. At least he wasn’t going crazy, small consolation 
considering the predicament he was in now.   

Acting in effortless tandem, they hurled him through the 
air.  Now I’m flying, Nicolai thought fleetingly, and choked back a 
laugh. Maybe he was losing his sanity, after all.  

He splashed into the icy waters of the Bering Sea and 
slipped beneath the surface, his body instantly paralyzed with 
shock from the cold.   

I’ve got to find the surface, he thought, but his head 
throbbed painfully and he couldn’t seem to make his arms and legs 
work; they drifted limply beside him as he sank.  Besides, it was 
pitch black, and he couldn’t even tell which way was up, making 
his disorientation total.  He’d been underwater less than thirty 
seconds, but already his lungs were beginning to burn.   

Nicolai had been terrified of drowning for as long as he 
could remember.  In this line of work, the possibility was always 
there, a fate to be considered.  He had read once, from the dog-
eared pages of a medical journal another crew member had left 
lying about, a physician’s clinical account of the stages in a 
drowning.  Once a victim could hold his breath no longer, he 
would swallow water until it filled his lungs, eventually causing 
him to pass out.  This would be followed by brain damage due to a 
lack of oxygen, an irregular heart rhythm, and finally – mercifully 
– death.  It sounded painful, but the worst part, in his imagination, 
was the awareness that dying was imminent. 

Nobody could escape death’s clutches.  Sooner or later, 
everybody’s time was up.  Nicolai realized this, but he wasn’t quite 
ready to let go just yet.  A few extra minutes, that’s all he wanted.  
He forced himself to relax, and began kicking his legs, propelling 
himself toward what he hoped was the surface. 

I will not die without seeing the stars one final time.  



 

Just like that, he had a goal, something to aspire to.  It was 
a simple thing, really.  Maybe he was doomed, and this would 
merely delay the inevitable, but gazing once more at the 
constellations dotting the sky might give him a sense of peace that 
would ease his transition to the hereafter.  Or maybe he wanted a 
final reminder of the beauty of nature rather than its corrupt 
ugliness that he’d encountered in his last moments aboard the ship.  

Nicolai’s lungs were on the verge of exploding, and 
screamed for oxygen.  He could hold out another ten seconds, at 
most.  He began counting down to his own demise, in the manner 
of a rocket crew ticking off the seconds to liftoff, or a throng of 
partygoers on New Years Eve, eager to usher in midnight, his own 
numerical chant lacking only the cheerful optimism of the other 
groups.   

Ten…nine…eight… 
He wondered who the men were that had boarded the 

Obilye, and how they had found the tiny boat in the first place, 
nothing more than a speck in a barren and endless part of the 
globe, though he was unable to work up much passion over the 
mystery.  It mattered little now.   

Seven…six…five… 
He thought of Amelie, or more precisely, her lips, as ripe 

and luscious as strawberries in springtime.  The mischievous glint 
in her eyes whenever she had a secret to share, and her penchant 
for swearing, which never mattered because casse toi would 
always sound beautifully lyrical.  He couldn’t remember what had 
ever caused him to walk across the tarmac of Charles de Gaulle 
instead of back into her apartment.   

Four…three… 
His head broke free of the water.  Coughing and sputtering, 

ravenously hungry for oxygen, he inhaled deeply, greedily 
swallowing air until his lungs were full again.  His chest burned 
and his head ached, but he had made it to the surface.  That feat 



 

alone was worthy of celebration, though it was like putting a Band 
Aid on a gunshot wound – a ridiculously temporary solution at 
best.  

Now that he had escaped the clutches of the deep, Nicolai 
wasn’t much interested in the stars.  He wanted instead to find the 
boat.  Treading water, he scanned the horizon until he spotted a 
rectangular shaft of light twenty meters to the southeast. He began 
swimming in the direction of the Obilye, but the current was 
impossibly swift.  After several minutes of effort, he looked up, 
only to find that his target had drifted even farther away.  The boat 
was now twenty-five meters distant.  

He paused to catch his breath, and redoubled his efforts.  
With a lunge, he swam as hard as he could, kicking his legs and 
flailing his arms, willing the sea to part before him as though he 
possessed the power of Moses.  He swam until he was exhausted, 
his breath coming in ragged little gasps, fingers and toes numb 
with cold, and still refused to give up, drawing upon every last 
ounce of reserves his body could muster.   

Finally, he ran out of gas, and was forced to stop.  Paddling 
in place, he looked for the boat, and his heart sank.  Despite his 
best efforts, the Obilye had shrunk to a sliver on the horizon.  It 
was now forty meters distant, the reassuring amber glow of the 
cabin window a faint smudge no larger than a pencil eraser.  Soon, 
it would disappear from sight entirely.  

This was it, then.  There was nothing more that Nicolai 
could do.  The hand of God had not been idle tonight, after all.  
The ship was a playing piece, and it had been swept off the board.   

His fate sealed, a strange calmness descended.  Nicolai 
stopped splashing around, and floated instead on his back, no 
longer fighting the current.  He let the swell take him for a ride, 
and gazed at the stars again.  They truly were spectacular.  He 
would soon peer behind the black veil and see what, exactly, lay 
waiting on the other side.  The cold, once so sharp it felt like he’d 



 

lain upon a bed of nails, was now a soothing cocoon, one that had 
erased all feeling in his extremities.  There was no longer pain.  
Perhaps he would simply fall asleep and then slip gently beneath 
the surface, oblivious to the seawater filling his lungs.  

A blinding flash of orange light mushroomed over the 
horizon, followed by a muffled roar.  What in the hell?  Nicolai 
rolled over, treading water once more and watching as fiery streaks 
of crimson and gold blazed through the sky, hurtling toward the 
heavens before reversing course and raining down upon the sea.  
The strange light show originated from the precise spot in which 
he had last seen the ship, a realization that unlocked an awful truth. 

The Obilye had exploded.   
That meant they were all dead, and it surely was no 

accident.  The intruders had sabotaged the boat and blown it up.  
Sergei was gone, and Leonid, and the others.  Their names passed 
through his mind in silent tribute.  Viktor, his chess buddy.  Alexei.  
Pavel.  The cook was the only one whose name escaped him.  A 
new kid, his first trip out to sea, his uncommonly moist hardtack 
more than making up for his lack of experience.  “Beer,” he 
explained to Nicolai one afternoon.  “That’s the secret.” 

At least they had gone quickly, in their sleep.  With the 
exception of Sergei, but he may have been too numb from vodka to 
feel much pain.  Nicolai hoped so, anyway.  In the face of death, he 
was magnanimous.   

The flames receded into the distance as the first blush of 
pink colored the eastern horizon.  Soon the stars would disappear 
from the sky.  The fog had dissipated completely, promising a 
lovely sunrise, but Nicolai doubted he’d be around long enough to 
appreciate it.  

With a sigh, he closed his eyes, and waited for the sea to 
claim her final prize.  



 

 
 
 

CHAPTER TWO 
 

ow there’s a sight you don’t see every day!” 
 Rachel craned her neck out the window as 

the seaplane dipped low.  The pilot rolled the aircraft to the right so 
the wings were nearly vertical to the earth, a maneuver that caused 
her to dig her fingers into the armrests while squeezing her eyes 
shut.  An old song popped into her head, a Blood, Sweat & Tears 
tune, and the refrain – “what goes up, must come down” – had 
never felt truer.  The laws of gravity notwithstanding, she prayed 
they would at least come back down on their own terms. 

Rachel was not a fan of flying; it was hard enough to 
stomach the flight from Portland to Anchorage, but that plane had 
been a DC9, a veritable flying city complete with turkey 
sandwiches doled out by perky flight attendants, a Skymall 
magazine that read like a Sharper Image store on steroids, and – 
the essence of modern comfort – real working toilets.  The plane 
shrank on the flight from Anchorage to Nome, gaining propellers 
and losing seats, but was essentially still a miniature version of its 
bigger cousin.  The Cessna C-180 Skywagon she had boarded in 
Nome, in comparison, had all the ambience of a tin can, which it 
sort of resembled anyway.  It didn’t help that her bush pilot – a 
man whose name, Dirk Quigley, sounded like it had been ripped 
from the pages of a Louis L’Amour western – was a self-
proclaimed “air cowboy.” 
 “Last of a dying breed,” he had said upon shaking her hand.  
He was dressed the part, too, perfectly coordinated from head to 
toe: Stetson perched atop his head, red-and-black checkered 
western shirt, silver belt buckle polished until it gleamed, well-
worn Levi’s, and cowboy boots to complete the picture.  Noticing 
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the reservation in her eyes, he had gone on to assure her that the 
engine was “a Teledyne Continental O-470-50 six-cylinder two 
hundred and twenty five horsepower beast,” as if specifications 
alone were enough to keep the thing airborne.  Rachel had not been 
comforted.  
 “Can’t see nothin’ with your eyes closed, Miss Sullivan,” 
he remarked in that cocky half-sneer she’d grown to despise over 
the past forty-five minutes. 
 “It’s very beautiful.  I got that on the drive to the airstrip,” 
she said.  
 “I ain’t talkin’ ‘bout glaciers.  Better look quick.  There’s a 
whole pod of ‘em.” 
 Her curiosity getting the better of her, Rachel forced her 
eyes open, and let out a gasp.  The plane was flying low, no more 
than twenty feet above the cerulean waters of Norton Sound.  
Directly beneath, the sea was a churning mass of black and white.  
Rachel began counting, but lost track around fourteen. 
 “Killer whales,” she said, her voice filled with wonder.   
 “The name’s a bit of a misnomer,” Quigley said, dropping 
the aircraft even lower. They skimmed the surface, flying to the 
left of the pod, giving Rachel a perfect view from out her window.  
Their dorsal fins cut the surface of the water like little black sails.  
A couple of them breached, leaping clear of the water and 
propelling themselves through the air as if they envied the Cessna, 
their dual-hued bodies glistening with moisture in the afternoon 
sunlight.  If Rachel had possessed the ability to open her window, 
she thought she might be able to reach an arm through and touch 
one of them.  “Orcas, is what they are, scientifically.”   
 She gazed at them in awe.  They were splendid creatures, 
smooth and rounded and built for speed, the efficient result of two 
million years of evolution.  She’d heard they even attacked sharks, 
and asked Dirk if that was true. 



 

 “Yep,” he said.  “They don’t got many natural enemies, 
‘cept for man.” 
 That statement brought a peculiar tightness to Rachel’s 
throat.  She felt, for one fleeting moment, ashamed of her 
humanity.  “How many do you think there are?” she asked.  
 “Looks like a couple o’ dozen, at least.  Wanna take 
another look?” 
 They had passed the front of the pod.  Rachel nodded, so 
entranced by the sight of the whales she forgot about her fear of 
flying.  Dirk pulled back on the throttle and banked the plane to the 
left, making a wide circle and coming back for one more pass.  The 
orcas swam in a loosely-knit school, headed west, in the direction 
of the open ocean.  They receded from view, and Quigley pointed 
the nose of the Cessna skyward, climbing above the Sound.   
 “Now you know why I don’t live in Iowa,” he said.   
 Rachel had never been to Alaska before, but already felt a 
certain allure, a tug from the north that effectively erased the 
question that had been nagging her thoughts ever since she set off 
from Oregon, namely why anybody would choose to live in the 
forty-ninth state.  In the past eighteen hours, she had seen bald 
eagles soaring through the sky, silhouetted against craggy, snow-
capped mountain peaks; a pair of grizzlies wandering the roadway 
a few miles outside Nome; and now the orcas.  If one placed an 
emphasis on natural beauty, then it wasn’t hard to imagine 
scraping out an existence so close to the Arctic Circle.    
 “Won’t be long now,” Dirk said, flying due north.  “That’s 
Norton Bay below us.  The Seward Peninsula’s another seven or 
eight miles.” 
 Rachel nodded.  The sight of the whales had calmed her 
nerves, their graceful beauty acting as a natural tonic against an 
encroaching sense of claustrophobia.  The world seemed bigger 
now, less frightening.  



 

 “What brings you to Koyuk, anyway?  To say it’s off the 
beaten path is one hell of an understatement.” 
 “The oldest man in America,” Rachel said.  
 “Really,” Quigley replied with a grunt.  “I’m surprised he 
ain’t died of boredom.” 
 Rachel choked back a laugh, but it soon became apparent 
that Dirk had only been half kidding.  They touched down on 
Norton Sound, bypassing the landing strip north of town, and came 
sputtering to a stop along a sandy stretch of shoreline off Willow 
Street.  She stepped from the plane, balancing precariously on the 
skis, and leaped gracelessly to shore.  The town sat against the 
water, bordered on the north by a series of gently rolling, sparsely 
treed hills void of color.  Even the houses looked whitewashed and 
bland, as if its residents considered vibrant hues a waste of time in 
a land that barely escaped darkness for three months out of the 
year.   
 “Not much to it, is there?” Rachel said.  
 “Nope,” Dirk replied.  “Mostly houses, schools, and clinics.  
I think there might be a video store.  Where’s your fella live?” 
 Rachel dug through her purse for a scrap of paper with 
Wally Heber’s address.  “Corner of 3rd and Poplar,” she said.  
 “That’d be the east end of town.  You got six streets 
running north to south, all named after trees.  East to west, you got 
numbered avenues – 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th.  And Lake, though there ain’t 
a lake.  Whoever named it musta been blind, or else wildly 
optimistic.” 

“Guess I won’t be needing a taxi.” 
 “Just a sturdy pair of shoes.” 
 Dirk took off at a brisk pace, turning down 1st Avenue, 
which paralleled the water.   
 “Where are you going?” Rachel called after him.  
 “Pool hall.  Only decent place in town to get a drink.  
Meet’cha back here in ‘bout an hour?” 



 

 “Better give me ninety minutes.  In case I get lost.” 
 The pilot found that funny, and burst out laughing.  Rachel 
ignored him, and trudged down Willow, into town.  The road was 
unpaved gravel, and filled with potholes.  She dodged a four-wheel 
ATV, ridden by a Native American woman who gave her a stern 
look as she passed.  Rachel found the town bleak and depressing; 
most of the structures were boxy, single-story buildings that looked 
pieced together hurriedly.  She walked by the library and never 
would have guessed the building contained books had she not 
spotted the sign from the road.  Power lines crisscrossed the road, 
many of the poles sagging, in defiance of modern underground 
cable.  It felt, to Rachel, as though she had stepped back in time 
thirty years.   
 As she walked north, the road grew steeper, with knee-high 
brown prairie grass giving way to scattered pine trees.  She turned 
down 3rd Avenue.  A Saint Bernard sat lazily in the middle of the 
road, tongue lolling from its mouth, following her with droopy 
eyes.  The houses were a patchwork of styles and colors, an odd 
mix of log cabins and ranch homes, most either white or brown, 
but a few weathered reds and blues thrown in for contrast.  C,C & 
R’s clearly did not exist in this part of the world.  
 She stopped at the corner of 3rd and Poplar.  A square 
bungalow of unpainted pine stood there, its roof steeply pitched.  
An unassuming residence for a celebrity of sorts, though Wally 
Heber – at 114 years, 2 months, and 18 days, as of this morning – 
was probably thankful simply to be breathing unassisted.   
 She walked up the dirt path to the front door, and not 
finding a bell, rapped loudly.  A minute passed, and the door 
swung open.  Rachel found herself face to face with a bald man of 
sixty or so. 
 “You the reporter?” he asked. 
 “Rachel Sullivan,” she replied, extending a hand.  



 

 “Joe Heber,” he said, and they shook hands.  “I’m Wally’s 
grandson.  Come on in.”  
 Rachel stepped through the doorway, into a dimly lit living 
room whose odor reminded her of pages in old books, musty and 
worn.  Joe led her down a hallway plastered with faces in picture 
frames – she wondered how many of these people were still living 
– to the kitchen, where his grandfather sat propped in a wheelchair 
beside an oak dining table.  He was bent over a bowl of tomato 
soup.   
 “Grandpa,” Joe said, elevating his voice slightly.  “This is 
Rachel Sullivan, the news reporter from Oregon.  She’s here to 
interview you for her paper.” 
 The old man looked up from his lunch, studying her with 
suspicious eyes.  A dab of tomato soup quivered on his chin, 
threatening to spill onto his shirt.  For such a long-lived man, 
Wally Heber didn’t look all that bad.  His face was a roadmap of 
wrinkles, and liver spots dotted his forehead, but he could have 
passed for ninety.  He had, in fact, quite a bit more hair than his 
less fortunate grandson.  It was white, and swept back, rather than 
styled into one of those silly comb-overs that did nothing to 
disguise the fact that the perpetrator of such an offense was, when 
you got right down to it, essentially bald.   
 “Is there so little happening in the world that an old guy 
like me is suddenly considered newsworthy?” he asked, his voice a 
reedy croak that trembled slightly, but was otherwise lucid.   
 “Well, sir,” Rachel answered, settling into a chair that Joe 
pulled out for her before disappearing into the living room, directly 
across from her interviewee, “it’s quite an achievement to have 
lived as long as you have.”   

“You make it sound as if I’d actually done something to 
earn this distinction, when in reality all that happened was some 
other guy croaked.  Am I right?” 



 

“Technically, I suppose,” Rachel said, taken aback by the 
old man’s bluster.  Donald Moore of Waukesha, Wisconsin, had 
passed away two weeks earlier, and Wally Heber had – by default 
– inherited the title of oldest man in America.  Mr. Moore had been 
seven weeks his senior.  “Nevertheless, this is a human interest 
story that, we believe, will capture the attention of a large segment 
of our reading audience.” 
 “And you drew the short straw, eh?”  
 “I wouldn’t call this a short straw at all, Mr. Heber.  It’s an 
honor to be sitting across from you.  Alaska is quite beautiful, I 
might add.” 
 “Have you been through town yet, miss?  Beauty is clearly 
in the eye of the beholder.”   
 “I’m sure Koyuk is a perfectly charming place to live.” 
 “30% of the population is unemployed.  Drug abuse is 
rampant.  Winters are bitterly cold, and summers the sun don’t set 
until 1 AM.  If that’s your idea of charming, lady, you’ve really 
learned to settle.  I ought to ask if you’re looking for a husband.” 
 If nothing else, Wally Heber was feisty.  Rachel did her 
best to suppress a grin.  “Why Koyuk, then?” she asked, producing 
a notebook from her purse.  She laid it on the table, flipped open to 
a blank page, and her hand hovered there, pen at the ready, 
awaiting his response. 
 “I was born in Kotzebue.  Spent my entire life roaming the 
backcountry, everywhere from Whitehorse clear up to Barrow.  
Worked as a trapper, well past my eightieth birthday.  Had more 
luck near the Inglutalik River basin than anywhere else in the state.  
Guess Koyuk just happened to be the last place I hung my hat.” 
 “Have you ever been out of state?” 
 “Just once.  I was prospecting for gold down near 
Ketchikan.  This had to be back in 1914 or ’15.  Some buddies and 
I went down to Vancouver to get laid.  We took the term Canadian 
Mounties quite seriously.” 



 

Rachel’s pen froze mid-sentence.  This interview was going 
to require some creative editing, she could tell that already.   

Mr. Heber displays a healthy sense of humor, she wrote.  A 
key ingredient to a long life.   

“Tell me about your wife,” she said.  
“Which one?” he asked. 
“There was more than one?” 
“There were four.” 
“You had four wives?” Rachel said.   
“Never at the same time.” 
“Why so many?” 
“None of ‘em could stomach me for long, I guess.” 
“You seem like a nice enough man.” 
“Being married to a trapper is no picnic, or so I’m told.  

When the hunting’s good, you’re gone for weeks at a time.  When 
you do come home, you’re dirty and unshaven and reek to high 
heaven.  The aroma alone was enough to chase ‘em all down south, 
to Anchorage and Juneau.  One of ‘em, bless her heart, didn’t stop 
running ‘til she hit Los Angeles.  Ended up scrubbing Montgomery 
Clift’s toilets.  That’s a true story.” 

Was not afraid to love, Rachel wrote.  Didn’t let failed 
romances get him down for long. 

“Just out of curiosity, Joe is…” 
“No relation to the toilet scrubber.  I only had children with 

Beth, my first wife.  Two girls and a boy.  Joe’s my older 
daughter’s youngest.  I’ve managed to outlive all my kids and 
wives, and a bunch of grandchildren, to boot.” 

“That must be difficult, watching so many loved ones pass 
on.” 

Wally shrugged, and spooned the last of the tomato soup 
into his mouth.  With a sly grin, he lifted the bowl, tilted his head 
back, and let the last few drops of soup trickle down his throat.  



 

“I got no time for sorrow,” he said, and set the bowl down, 
dangerously close to the edge.  “I’d much rather laugh than cry.” 

With a subtle flick of the wrist, Wally brushed against the 
soup bowl, and it tottered a few seconds before crashing to the 
floor.  That brought Joe racing in, alarm written on his face in bold 
font. 

“Grandpa?  Are you okay?” 
“Sorry, boy,” Wally replied, after saluting Rachel with a 

broad wink.  “The clumsiness of an old man must be such a 
burden.” 

“No trouble at all,” Joe said, already busying himself with a 
broom and dustpan he had retrieved from the pantry.  Rachel stared 
at Wally in amazement as his grandson swept up the broken china 
and deposited it into the trashcan, before retreating to the living 
room. 

“You’re incorrigible,” she admonished. 
“Don’t know what it means, but I reckon since you’re a 

hotshot reporter you’re familiar with all kinds of words I never 
bothered to look up before, so I’ll trust your judgment.” 

“Is that your secret to a long life, then?  A sense of 
humor?” 

“Among other things.” 
“Would you care to enlighten me?” 
Wally Heber smiled, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes.  

“Now we’re getting down to brass tacks.  You’re looking for the 
wisdom of the elderly, hoping I’ll point you in the direction of the 
fountain of youth.” 

“My readers would be interested, Mr. Heber.” 
“They wouldn’t if they had to spend their golden years in 

this godforsaken place.  I’ll bet they’d beg for the sweet release of 
eternal sleep after slipping and falling on the permafrost in winter.  
It’s a wonder I’ve never broken a hip.” 

“I doubt many of them have ever heard of this place.” 



 

“Well then, I’ll tell you.  But you’re going to have to come 
a little bit closer.” 

“Why is that?” 
“We can’t let good secrets out of the bag.  I’d rather 

whisper it in your ear.” 
Rachel eyed the old man skeptically.  He was toying with 

her – had to be – but she couldn’t very well return to her editor 
with a story that failed to mention the secrets to a long life, straight 
out of the mouth of the oldest man in America.  It would be akin to 
writing an article on America’s involvement in World War II and 
never once bringing up Pearl Harbor, an event that occurred when 
Wally Heber was already forty-six years old, she thought in 
amazement.  Middle age to most men, but to him, more like an 
extended childhood.  She got up and walked around to his side of 
the table.  

“Go on,” she said.  
“Lower, please,” he instructed.  “Joe’s just gonna have to 

buy a copy of your paper if he wants the skinny.” 
Rachel bent over, leaning against the arm of the wheelchair 

for support, her right ear inches from his face.  He opened his 
mouth as if to speak, but instead reached out a hand and squeezed 
her rear end with a surprisingly agile grip.  She shrieked and batted 
his hand away, bumping against the kitchen table while he erupted 
with laughter, a cackle that gave way to a coughing spell. 

 “That’s what you get for pulling such a cheap stunt,” she 
scolded, as his wheezing cough sputtered out to a few sharp barks.   

“Everything okay?” Joe called from the other room. 
“Never been better,” Wally answered, delivering another 

monster-sized wink in Rachel’s direction. 
“Why’d you do that?” she asked, unsure which emotion 

was exerting a stronger pull on her at the moment, embarrassment 
or anger. 

“You asked for my secret, didn’t you?” 



 

“Feeling up women eighty years younger is your key to a 
long life?” 

“Nope.  I just never admit that I’m an old man.  Fool the 
mind, fool the body.” 

Rachel smiled.  She had just found her headline.  “You’re 
quite the character,” she said, her anger quickly evaporating.  
Wally Heber was cantankerous, with a wicked streak a mile wide, 
but otherwise a harmless – if still horny – old man. 

“Does this mean I can talk you into sitting on my lap?” 
“A tempting offer, but I’m going to pass.” 
“Last chance.  I don’t see a ring on your finger.” 
“How utterly observant.  Nevertheless, while I’m sure our 

affair would be torrid, the passion would give way to 
disillusionment the first time I slipped on the permafrost.” 

Wally laughed again.  “Thank God they sent a woman to 
write this piece.” 

“It’s been a pleasure,” she said, gathering her notebook and 
stuffing it into her purse.   

“Could’a been a lot more pleasurable, darling.” 
This time, it was Rachel who laughed.  “Take care of 

yourself, Mr. Heber.” 
“I’m gonna have to now that you turned me down.” 
“And to think that I was expecting a sweet, innocent, 

elderly gentleman,” she said, extending a hand.  To her surprise, 
Wally placed both hands on the armrests of his wheelchair and 
pushed himself onto his feet with a grunt, where he wobbled 
precariously for a few seconds before steadying himself.   

“At least give me a hug,” he said.  
“No hanky-panky this time?” 
“I promise.” 
They embraced, and true to his word, Wally Heber’s hug 

was genuine and affectionate.  Rachel kissed him lightly on the 
cheek, his white stubble scratching her lips.  A smile stretched 



 

across his face from ear to ear, and he collapsed back into his 
wheelchair. 

Halfway to the front door, he called after her.  
“Say, how old is the oldest man in the world?” 
Rachel frowned.  “I’m not exactly sure.  117, 118 years.” 
“Great.  You’ll have to come back and visit in another four 

years when I take that crown.” 
“You’ve got yourself a deal,” she said.  Walking back 

through the gravel streets of the depressed little Alaskan town, she 
found herself shaking her head in amazement over the idea of 
someday returning here.   

 
“What’s all the commotion down there?” Rachel asked, 

pointing out the window of the Cessna.  They were approaching 
the city of Nome from the north, and below them, half a dozen 
white and red boats of various sizes plied the waters off Belmont 
Point, racing west, toward the gradually sinking sun.  

“Coast Guard, by the looks of things,” Dirk Quigley 
answered, angling in low.  “Some fisherman’s probably late 
returning to dock, so they’ve called out the cavalry.”  He looked 
wistful as he said this, probably wishing he could join in the 
search.  

“What’s out there?” Rachel asked, her eyes following the 
fleet as they disappeared from sight. 

“Whole lotta Bering Sea, and not much else.  Keep going 
west, you’ll bump into St. Lawrence Island.  Beyond that, Russia.” 

They dropped lower, and Quigley touched down expertly, 
with hardly a splash, so that Rachel was quite surprised when she 
realized they had traded the sky for the sea.  The small plane 
motored over to the dock from which they had departed two and a 
half hours earlier, the words ALASKA BY AIR etched onto a 
weathered sign anchored beside a log cabin that served as the 
terminal.   



 

“Headed back to Anchorage?” Quigley asked, helping her 
from the plane. 

“Not until tomorrow afternoon.” 
 “Stuck here overnight, huh?  I can show you the town if 
you’re interested.” 

“Thanks, but I’m going to write up my story and then get 
some shut eye,” Rachel said, wondering what it was about Alaskan 
men that brought out the testosterone.  She had read somewhere 
that men outnumbered women by five to one up here.  Perhaps that 
was it, the simple laws of supply and demand.   

“If you’re in the mood for a bite to eat later, be sure to 
check out Fat Freddie’s,” he suggested.  

“Sounds charming.  I’ll keep that in mind.” 
They shook hands, and Rachel crossed the dock, turning 

left down Front Street, her hotel four blocks south.  It had been a 
long day, full of interesting sights and unusual people, and she was 
exhausted.  She willed herself forward, step by step, and by the 
time she stepped into her room at the Borealis Inn, could barely 
muster the energy to keep her eyes open.  She sank onto the bed, 
fully clothed, and fell immediately asleep, oblivious of the mid-
evening sunlight that even a double pair of room darkening drapes 
could not completely hold at bay. 

 



 

 
CHAPTER THREE 
 

rake inhaled deeply, savoring the pine-scented air 
wafting off the Flatirons west of Boulder.  The late-

summer sky was hazy and leaden, the atmosphere simmering 
oppressively with the promise of thundershowers.  Already, 
cumulonimbus clouds were mushrooming over the front range of 
the Rockies, boiling skyward, their tops flattening out into classic 
anvil patterns.   
 Still, he preferred the heat to the godforsaken cold of the 
Bering Sea.  It wasn’t quite the end of August, for Christ’s sake.  
Hard to believe a little more than twenty-four hours earlier, he’d 
been freezing his ass off aboard that damned illegal Russian 
whaling trawler.  The memory made him shiver, and he switched 
off the air conditioning, deriving pleasure instead from the warm 
bite of air that coursed through the Prius the moment he rolled 
down the driver’s window.  Prickly and heavy, it suffocated the 
phantom chill, and made him feel perversely alive. 
 Like a reptile, he thought, and there was a certain crazy 
logic in that simile.  Hadn’t he lain coiled in the darkness, after all, 
before striking swiftly and fatally?  No doubt the poor fellow in the 
captain’s chair never knew what hit him.  And the rest of the crew, 
blown to bits while slumbering below deck, asleep one moment 
and dead the next.  He wondered if there had been a split second of 
consciousness in that instant before the soul was wrenched from 
the body.   That, he decided, was a question better left to 
philosophers.   
 Only the jackass they’d tossed overboard had any inkling 
of his own fate.  Drake hadn’t meant to spare him the luxury of 
instant death, but the blubbering Russian had made him so angry 
with his wide-eyed protestations of merely trying to scrape 
together a living, as if the need to put food on the table or a roof 
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over his head excused his sins, that something inside Drake had 
snapped.   He’d wanted this man to suffer, and had therefore 
thrown him into the frigid ocean, knowing that he’d splash around 
helplessly for ten or fifteen minutes, his core temperature 
plummeting as hypothermia set in, all along conscious of his own 
inescapable fate; this wasn’t some Houdini-like parlor trick 
involving smoke and mirrors, but the real deal.  Death was waiting 
behind door number two, Johnny.  And behind doors one and 
three, as well.  Perhaps then, he’d be forced to conclude – albeit 
too late – that the life of a whale was no less valuable than the life 
of a man.  Maybe that would have been his last lucid thought as he 
succumbed to the hungry sea, and wasn’t that poetic justice too, a 
fitting end, the hunter becoming the prey?  Perhaps the whale 
would feed from the plankton that fed from the bacteria that clung 
to his bones a thousand feet deep.  
 The idea gave Drake goose bumps, and he smiled, 
marveling at the creative romanticism his brain conjured up some 
days.  He often thought he could have been a writer, had the job of 
saving the earth not fallen into his lap instead.  
 He turned left, down Broadway, past the main campus of 
the University of Colorado, its reddish-brown brick buildings – 
colors designed to mimic the Flatirons –shimmering in the heat 
like lazy mirages.  A few kids loitered around Varsity Lake, but the 
school was otherwise deserted, the start of the fall semester a week 
away yet.  Too bad, thought Drake; these rallies always attracted 
college students – bright, young idealists not yet jaded enough to 
realize it took more than a fancy piece of scrolled paper to set in 
motion the events needed to shape the world into the kind of place 
they would be proud to have their offspring one day inherit.  The 
activists were especially eager to get a little dirt beneath their 
fingernails; they’d heard stories from their parents – or 
grandparents nowadays, Drake supposed – of glorious acts of 
rebellion – the sit-ins and riots of the counter-culture – and longed 



 

for their own causes.  They wanted stories to pass down to their 
grandchildren, proof that their university experiences had involved 
more than late nights spent hunched over textbooks in Norlin 
Library, or tailgate parties at Folsom Stadium where a win by the 
Buffaloes mattered more than the most pressing issues of the day.  
Theirs was a misplaced idealism, perhaps, but every warm body 
counted.  In the war of man versus nature, a thousand-man army 
barely made a dent.  
 Drake continued past the university, turning down 
Arapahoe and then continuing to 55th Street, where he made a left.  
Quaint shops and restaurants gradually gave way to industrial 
parks, stark and dreary.  With each passing block, the city decayed 
a bit more.  Warehouses sprung up, hulking monoliths that, if 
nothing else, offered shade from the incessant sun.   
 He swung right onto Valmont, turning into an alley across 
from the post office, and angled the Prius into an unmarked spot in 
the rear of an abandoned, four story brick building that once 
housed Nelson & Grammar Fixtures, according to the faded yellow 
letters.  The building had been abandoned a decade earlier, giving 
in to the blight that crept over this part of town like a rash.   
 Exiting the car, he locked the door and made his way to the 
rear of the building, glancing over his shoulder out of habit more 
than necessity, on the off chance some eager young cop might 
wander by and start asking questions.  It wasn’t breaking and 
entering, Drake reasoned, because the back door had rusted off its 
hinges years ago.  There was nothing of value inside the old store 
anyway, other than the appeal of boarded-up windows and the 
resulting secrecy that were, in fact, essential ingredients in this 
particular stew, far more important than anything monetary.   
 Drake ducked into the building and pulled the door closed 
behind him.  He was immediately enveloped in a hazy darkness 
where noon was indistinguishable from midnight.  The air was 
thick, an undisturbed pool that was cooler than the temperature 



 

outside by at least ten degrees.  Fluttering wings broke the stillness 
– a pigeon, unseen in the rafters above.  This old building was 
home to a myriad of winged creatures and rodents, and more than a 
few cockroaches.    
 “Boo!” a voice cried out from some invisible corner of the 
room, and Drake nearly jumped out of his skin.  He was thankful 
the cloak of darkness prevented him from looking like a fool in the 
process.  
 “So help me,” he warned, “If you pull another third-grade 
stunt like that again, Seth, I’ll knock your teeth down your throat to 
silence you.” 
 “Sorry,” the man in the shadows muttered, fighting a 
chuckle, proof that he’d either grown too comfortable around 
Drake, or else didn’t take his warning seriously.  He had been 
aboard the Obilye the day before, and had watched the carnage 
with his own two eyes.  Seth of all people should know that such 
threats were not idle. 
 “Turn on the damn light already,” Drake barked.   
 Seth switched on a portable lantern, and a dull beam of 
yellow light washed over the room, sending the shadows scurrying 
into the corners.  As Drake’s eyes adjusted to the dim light, he 
surveyed the room, compiling a mental checklist.  Everything 
appeared to be in place: a folding table, piled high with literature, 
and metal chairs, lined up in four neat rows.  How optimistic, 
Drake thought.  They’d be lucky to fill half the seats.  
 “Why do we keep coming back to this dump, anyway?” 
Seth asked, his voice grating on Drake’s nerves, like fingernails on 
a chalkboard. “We could meet up in the mountains someplace.  
Wouldn’t that be the perfect showcase?  A great visual to get our 
point across.” 
 “The weather’s too unpredictable,” Drake replied.  As if on 
cue, a low peal of thunder rumbled outside, distant and forbidding.  
The coincidence made the hairs on his arms stand at attention.  



 

“And it’s not like we can just hand out fliers on the Norlin Quad.  
You know as well as I the importance of secrecy.” 
 “Well, we could at least do this in somebody’s house,” Seth 
whined stubbornly, displaying the very quality – petulance – that 
Drake found most repulsive about him.  Seth was like an 
overgrown child, pouting when things didn’t go his way; all that 
was missing was the occasional temper tantrum, and the 
resemblance would have been total.  His infantile behavior did not 
cover up the fact that Seth was a genius when it came to 
demolitions, a modern day MacGyver who could hardwire a bag of 
Doritos and a plastic straw and turn the whole contraption into a 
bomb.  This experience, invaluable as it was, trumped his negative 
qualities, and was the sole reason Drake bit his lip and quietly 
tolerated the guy.  Still, he couldn’t resist a sarcastic dig or two 
whenever the opportunity arose.   
 “What a great idea,” he said.  “Next month, we’ll make it a 
potluck at my place.  I’ll serve those little cocktail wieners 
smothered in barbecue sauce, maybe buy a nice hunk of gruyere 
and fix a batch of fondue while I’m at it.  We don’t have to be 
savages while choosing our next target.” 
 “Okay,” Seth muttered glumly.  “I get the point.” 
 “We suffer for our cause,” Drake replied, his words 
directed at himself as much as to Seth.  His patience amazed him 
sometimes, a narcissistic self-revelation maybe, but just take a look 
at what he had to deal with every day, the people he humored 
because he loved the planet.  His voice dropped an octave, and he 
repeated the phrase again, enjoying the soft whisper of the words 
in the quiet room, and the sense of martyrdom they invoked.   

“We suffer for our cause.” 
 

 Drake paced back and forth across the dimly lit room, his 
voice loud and confident, emphasizing key points with a fist in the 
air.  His performance was dramatic, bordering on theatrical, but 



 

effective; ten pairs of eyes followed his every movement, ten sets 
of ears strained to catch every utterance.  He was a natural born 
orator, and would have been quite at home lecturing in a university 
hall, or perhaps reciting lines on a stage in some community 
theater.  Boulder, initially, but after some time – who knows? – 
perhaps even Broadway.  He sometimes fancied himself the John 
Wilkes Booth of his generation, an inspired performer driven to 
distraction by more pressing matters at hand, namely the salvation 
of a once great country headed toward ruin. 
 “It’s a travesty of monumental proportions,” he said, 
punching at an invisible foe, “the way we denigrate the very land 
that sustains us.  We rape and we pillage and we plunder like 
crude, heartless, medieval warriors.  These are the new dark ages, 
ladies and gentlemen.” 
 A flash of lightning split the sky, illuminating the room 
through the few windows not boarded up.  Thunder crashed 
headlong into the empty space, and Drake could feel it in his 
bones, reverberating and echoing until it dribbled away into 
nothing.  He gazed over the small crowd, saw the fear and wonder 
in their eyes, and knew tonight’s performance bordered on 
legendary.  The weather was like a punctuation mark, driving his 
point home.   
 “We have choices,” he continued.  “Complacency or 
activism.  It’s as simple as one or the other.  You know who 
doesn’t have a choice?  This guy here.” 
 He reached for a poster board lying on the table, and held it 
up for the crowd to see.  A full-color picture of a catlike creature 
adorned the poster.  The animal was gray, with black stripes, 
pointy ears with tufts of fur at the tips, and a beardlike protrusion 
of fur beneath the chin.   
 “The lynx,” he said.  “Once abundant throughout the 
Rockies.  He prefers dense sub-alpine forests.  So, unfortunately, 
do the greedy developers whose only desire is to wring every last 



 

bit of cash out of a capitalistic society eager to strap sticks onto 
their feet and glide down mountains.  A frivolous, needless 
pastime.  Last summer, hundreds of acres of prime timberland 
were clear cut to make way for this gleaming behemoth.” 
 Drake returned the photo of the lynx to the table, and 
retrieved another poster board, this one showing a magnificent, 
wooden-beamed ski lodge soaring into an azure sky, surrounded by 
a barren field of stumps.   
 “Angel Mountain Resort,” he said, spitting out the words as 
though they were bitter.  “ A little slice of heaven here on earth, as 
the marketing brochures would have you believe.  Come winter, 
those stumps will be covered with snow, and the tourists will ooh 
and ahh over the pristine beauty of the landscape as they ride one 
of the three lifts to the top of the mountain to conquer the 
Diamondback run.  What they will not see, sadly, is the lynx.  His 
numbers are dwindling, as man asserts his dominance over nature.  
With every tree that is cut down, the animal is driven further and 
further from his native habitat.  He cannot survive without the 
protection of the forest, and if we allow such rampant 
commercialism to go unchecked, soon there will be no forest left.  
Which means, no more lynx.” 
 There was another peal of thunder, followed by a clattering 
sound, like marbles dropping onto a tile floor.  It was hailing now.  
Drake laid the poster back on the table and continued. 
 “It’s just a cat, you may be thinking.  Walk into the humane 
society and you’ll see a hundred felines languishing.  I’m here to 
remind you, folks, that the lynx is no more ‘just a cat’ than the 
dodo was ‘just a bird.’  These are unique creatures, with just as 
much right to this planet’s resources as we have.  Once they’re 
gone, they’re gone forever.  You can’t bring them back from 
extinction, despite what Hollywood and Michael Crichton would 
have you believe, and for every successful cloning experiment, 
there are a thousand failures.    



 

 “At this point, some of you may be saying to yourselves, 
what about Charles Darwin?  Survival of the fittest, and all that 
mumbo-jumbo?  It’s a dog eat dog world, to borrow a cliché, and 
man is the top mutt.  If he has to claw and scratch his way to the 
upper echelons of the food chain, too bad for anybody standing in 
his way, right?  Not so fast.  Darwin, in fact, never stated that only 
the strongest survive.  Strength was merely one of many necessary 
traits for survival; equally important were size, speed, color, armor, 
cunning, bad odor, and a prolific rate of procreation.  Immediately, 
then, you can eliminate this argument of man’s right to rule the 
planet.  Based on the aforementioned criteria, perhaps it is the 
skunk who is the earth’s true heir.  Or the cheetah, or the rabbit.” 
 Smiles touched the faces of several in the crowd.  One man 
nodded his head vigorously.  He looked vaguely familiar, though 
Drake could not place the face.  He allowed his words to seep in 
for several long seconds before finishing his speech. 
 “I can see from your expressions that I’ve touched some of 
you this evening.  Words are powerful weapons, with the ability to 
sway individual minds, but they are not enough.  Every one of you 
can go home and write letters to your congressmen and senators, 
decrying the destruction of our natural resources, and pleading for 
stricter laws.  Pen and paper alone, however, will not prevent the 
bulldozers from churning up the earth.  Angel Mountain Resort 
will spawn a dozen sequels.  Meanwhile, the pundits on Capitol 
Hill continue to sign off on Alaskan drilling programs, because the 
sad reality is, the Mercury Lynx is more important to them than the 
actual North American lynx.   
 “We’ve got no time for kings who sit upon their thrones, 
writing policy from deep inside their marble halls, with the 
lobbyists’ fat checks stuffed into their back pockets, never 
venturing forth to see the cause and effect of their pens.  One 
hastily scrawled signature can spell doom for the lynx, or the 
spotted owl, or the boreal toad.  We’re being governed by the 



 

blind.  The very definition of democracy includes the phrase ‘of 
the people, by the people, and for the people.’  When our kings fail 
us, it is the people, then, who must take action.” 
 He paused, allowing the weight of his words to sink in.  
There were no smiles among the onlookers now; those expressions 
had been replaced with set jaws and downcast eyes.  Frowns and 
grimaces painted the faces in the crowd.  He had hooked them; 
now all that was left was to reel them in.  
 “You’re probably expecting a hard sell now.  Ten reasons 
to join the cause, summarized with bullet points, pretty charts, and 
fancy graphs.  Advertising is another conceit of corporate America, 
and I refuse to stoop to their level.  I will, instead, leave you with a 
quote from a man whose own beliefs made him a threat to the 
establishment.  That man was Malcolm X, and he once said, 
‘Usually when people are sad, they don’t do anything.  They just 
cry over their condition.  But when they get angry, they bring 
about a change.’ 
 “Have I made you sad this evening, ladies and gentlemen?  
Or have I made you angry?” 
 With that, his conclusion, Seth – who had stood off to the 
side, hidden in the shadows behind Drake during the entire speech 
– tugged at a black sheet that had been covering the back wall.  
The linen floated to the ground, revealing a large banner tacked to 
the wall.  A color drawing of the planet dominated the banner, the 
continents green and the oceans blue.  A face covered North 
America, angry eyes and a snarling mouth.  The globe had arms 
and legs, and clutched in one hand was a gleaming silver sword, its 
blade spattered with crimson droplets signifying blood.  Below, in 
fiery red block script, were three words that served as a promise 
and a threat and, not incidentally, the name of Drake’s radical 
group. 
 EARTH FIGHTS BACK. 
 



 

 A couple of stragglers loitered behind, a pair of men in 
their forties, hard hat types who had probably been hoping for free 
beer.  They perused the pamphlets set out on the table, feigning 
interest, but Drake could see in their eyes nothing more than mock 
politeness.  They thanked Drake for his time before ducking out 
the back door, into the twilight, probably headed for a downtown 
bar where they would stuff their mouths with salty peanuts 
between innings of tonight’s Rockies game at Coors Field.  A few 
departing rumbles of thunder sputtered in the distance, 
accompanying their exit, but the storm had moved off to the east, 
leaving in its wake puddles of water and rapidly melting hail.   
 “Great speech,” Seth remarked, though he had heard it a 
hundred times before and could probably recite it by heart himself.  
Seth’s interpretation, Drake thought smugly, would certainly lack 
the flair and intensity of his own.    
 “All for nothing,” Drake replied, looking around the empty 
room, not at all surprised.  These rallies were like that; they tugged 
at the heartstrings and gripped the conscience, but one look at the 
banner and its implicit message, and reality came flooding in, 
dunking the collective anger in a bath of ice water, and leaving 
cooler heads to prevail.  A typical turnout was between fifteen and 
twenty people, and of those, they’d be lucky to field one or two 
serious inquiries.  Fewer still were willing to join the ranks.  
Considering that tonight’s crowd had numbered only ten, Drake 
hadn’t expected a rush of eager recruits afterwards.  Next month, 
they’d blanket the university with fliers and hope for a better 
turnout.   
 “You really ought to do a Powerpoint presentation,” Seth 
said, unwrapping a Hershey’s bar and shoveling the candy down 
his throat.  He spoke while chewing, and the chocolate that 
smeared his teeth made Drake’s stomach do a back flip.  “Jazz it 
up a little.” 



 

 “Bells and whistles,” Drake muttered, gathering up the 
pamphlets and posters, and stuffing them into a brown leather 
portfolio.   
 “But don’t you think these posters are cheesy?  I mean, 
that’s about as low-tech as you can get.  Set up your laptop, you 
don’t have to worry about electricity…”  
 “I think the banner sends a powerful enough message,” 
Drake said, glancing up at his handiwork.  He had designed it 
himself, and was as proud of his artistic rendition as a new father 
might be over his baby.   
 “The banner scares the hell out of them.” 
 “And that’s fine,” Drake said, raising his voice sharply.  
“Our pursuit is not for the faint of heart.” 
 Behind Drake, in the dark, a series of footsteps echoed 
across the concrete floor, and a man nervously cleared his throat.  
Seth’s mouth flew open comically, and Drake whirled around, his 
pulse racing.   
 “Who’s there?” he cried, praying it wasn’t the cop he’d 
worried about earlier.  
 A man stepped forward, the circle of light from the lantern 
illuminating his features.  He was a young black man, in his mid-
twenties, with a round face and shaved head.  Drake recognized 
him from the crowd.  He had been seated in the back row, apart 
from the others, and his face had been the one that seemed 
familiar.  
 “Trey Larson,” he stammered nervously.  Then, with more 
conviction, his voice a rumbling, velvety baritone not unlike that of 
Barry White’s, “You was asking earlier, so I’m gonna be honest 
and tell you that you made me very angry tonight.” 
 Drake smiled.  What would have sounded like a threat 
under different circumstances was, instead, music to his ears.   
“I’m glad to hear that, Mr. Larson,” Drake replied cordially, and 



 

extended a hand, which Trey shook after a second’s hesitation. “I 
guess you and I should sit down and have a little chat.” 
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