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"Makes no difference, whether you have eyes open or closed – what happens, happens."


Yuri




Chapter 1


"Man overboard! Man overboard!"


The words that no captain ever wants to hear, filled Jake with horror. In a matter of seconds, he sounded the alarm. Now it was critical to react quickly and, above all, to make no mistakes.


Miles away from the next harbor, it was out of the question that a rescue boat could make it here in time. It all depended alone on the crew of the FORTUNA.


Given the icy temperatures of the high seas, also the fishermen had only a short time window left for the rescue, since with every minute the chances of survival for the person in distress dwindled. Jake hurried to help his brother Tony, who was forcing himself into a rescue suit, while the rest of the crew anxiously gathered various equipment for the rescue.


Tony called out to him, "It's none of us. We are complete. Who else is out here?"


That was good news. Knowing, his crew was safely on board, meant half the world to Jake, but who was drifting out there in the ice-cold seawater?


Jake was in contact with the whole fishing fleet. None of the other boats were fishing anywhere near the FORTUNA at this moment. "None of our people."


Back at the wheel, Jake steered the boat confidently towards the castaway. The sea was unusually quiet – a great stroke of luck – as it would have proven nearly impossible to discover a man over board between the typically large swells that could usually be observed in these waters. It seemed almost a miracle that one of the fishermen had even discovered him.


When the fishing trawler approached within a few yards, all eyes focused terrified on the human body floating in the water.


"Shit! Is he naked?"


"Eh, it's – it's a woman. What the..."


No matter how disturbing the sight of the motionless female body, the crew wasted no time and began at once to recover her, even though all hope of survival for the victim had immediately evaporated.


In the highest-quality immersion suits, made of half a quarter of an inch-thick neoprene, one could resist the cold of the sea just a few hours. Going naked over board just for a couple of minutes was life-threatening. But it had already taken a couple of minutes alone to maneuver the FORTUNA to the rescue site. How long had this woman been in the water?


Without hesitation Tony jumped into the water, grabbed the unconscious woman tightly by the arm, while the rest of the squad with great effort pulled both aboard.


It was clear to everyone that they were most likely pulling a corpse into the boat, and yet they had put warm blankets ready to be able to take first aid.


It seemed impossible that warm blood could still flow through the blue, completely under-cooled body of the rescued.


With shaky hands and without any expectations, Jake felt her pulse, checked her breathing, and was startled.


"She is alive, she is alive!"


The fishermen stared in disbelief at the ghostly-looking, sparsely clothed woman. No one had really expected this possibility, since it contradicted all their years of experience on rough seas.


"Her breathing is weak, her heartbeat very slow ... Help me bring her in. We have to stabilize her."


Jake knew exactly what he was doing when he carefully wrapped the girl in blankets. Until the arrival of the immediately requested rescue helicopter, it was important to ensure a controlled, gradual increase in body temperature without shocking the cardiovascular system in any way.


Although the stranger had been successfully salvaged from the water, she still was a long way from safe shores and deep worry lines lined Jake's forehead.


In 22 years of fishing he had already pulled seven shipwrecked people out of the water. For three of them, all help had come too late. Their faces, however, were still haunting him all too vividly in his head, like constant companions. Jake would do anything, absolutely everything in his power, to prevent that a new face might join the ghosts in his head.


Suddenly Tony, who had taken the wheel in the meantime, stormed into the cabin:


"They can't send a heli, not even a boat. Verona Bay is in the middle of total weather chaos, they say. The storm is too violent. They tried, but it was hopeless. And we have just received a weather warning as well. The storm front must be much worse than expected. It has changed direction and is now rolling straight towards us. The sea state is already getting noticeably stronger. Jake, we have to come up with something, and fast."


"Damn it!"


The two brothers could not help but glance at their female guest. Even though the two would not have admitted it - a good deal of superstition resided in every fisherman and the myth, that women on board brought misfortune, might have long been refuted and outdated, but certainly not forgotten - especially in moments like these.


"What do you suggest?" Jake asked his brother as he followed him briskly to the bridge.


Together they studied nautical charts and the weather radar, looking for loopholes to escape the oncoming storm. The FORTUNA was far away from the usual fishing grounds, in a secluded place that had been meticulously documented by the family over the generations and kept secret. They called it the 'honey hole' - a relatively small but monstrously deep hole in the ocean floor, in which - time and again and without any logical explanation - gigantic schools of fish appeared in regular intervals. Although the great distance to the harbor and the difficult conditions put a ship at these ocean coordinates at a certain risk, the high chances of success for a high-yielding catch undoubtedly justified the trip here nonetheless.


However, when faced with an impending storm front, with wind forces averaging 65 miles per hour, and expected monster waves of up to 33 feet in height, the 'honey hole' could quickly turn into a potential 'death trap'.


The storm blocked the way south, back to the safe harbor. To the east, the weather was already raging just as badly. This assessment ruled out all of the reachable ports as alternative destinations for the FORTUNA. It was no use driving further north or westwards out into the sea neither, since there, they had even lesser chances of escape, once the storm caught up with them.


"We could try to navigate carefully around the storm along the northeast route, so that we can at least get back to the harbor and hand over our passenger to the sea rescue service. One problem less. And then, back here as soon as possible."


Tony's suggestion sounded fairly reasonable, but Jake hesitated. The FORTUNA had not yet brought a single fish under deck, and at home a whole pile of open invoices waited for its pay. To go back the long tour with an empty cargo deck, lose another day in the already limited fishing season, and all this, without a guarantee not to end up right in this unpredictable storm after all, did not seem worth it. Rather, Jake hoped to find a suitable spot nearby, where they could just sit the storm out, without losing too much fuel or putting themselves in unnecessary danger. It was important to weigh the pros and cons, and it was more than likely, that the brothers would not be in agreement. However, as the older of the two, Jake indisputably had the final say.


"Set course on Green Rock Island, in the lagoon we shouldn't have anything to fear, if we make it there in time."


"Are you serious? The lagoon? In heavy seas you want to enter through that hellish eye of the needle there?... Phew, that's gonna be quite a challenge. Are you really sure?"


Tony's knees started to tremble at the thought. He did not like the idea for a moment, because the sea surf around the lagoon was particularly treacherous and could quickly crash a boat into the sharp rocks of the cliffs. Nonetheless, he immediately took the northwest course to the small island in the middle of the ocean. There was no time to lose, and if there was anyone he trusted to run this gauntlet of navigation, it was his brother Jake.


Green Rock Island with its lagoon was most familiar to the brothers through their great-grandfather. Many years ago, the inconspicuous, uninhabited island had successfully protected him from a fateful storm that later entered the maritime history of the region as 'storm of the century'. It was a huge tragedy then. Many fishing boats capsized and the great-grandfather lost several of his fishermen colleagues. With his daring decision to go to Green Rock Island, he saved his own and his crew's lives.


In his diaries, the great-grandfather had described in detail his fight against the waves and his escape at the last minute with a breakneck boat maneuver through the narrow mouth into the lagoon. Since then, the fishermen of every generation of the family had gone at least once on a pilgrimage there, to relive the scene of this spectacular struggle for survival. Jake and Tony's father also had once shown this place to his sons, and Tony remembered the complicated entry to the hidden lagoon - even on a calm sea - all too well.


"Well, come on! Show us that you still have what it takes." He


encouraged the ship's engine, which had already gotten a bit long in the tooth, and from which he had to demand a lot in the next few hours, if they really wanted to escape the storm. With loud croaks and heavy droning, the FORTUNA slowly picked up speed until it settled at its maximum speed of about 17 knots - just over 19 miles per hour - and sluggishly made its way through the waves.


In the meantime, Jake hurried back to his cabin. There, the stranger still lay in bed, her condition unchanged - for the moment at least stable, but still unconscious and still freezing cold. Cautiously, Jake lay down beside her to give her body heat, constantly controlling her pulse, listening intently to each of her breaths. He immersed himself so intensively in monitoring her signs of life, that it took half an eternity before he finally ventured a closer look into her face and for the first time perceived her beauty.


Her fine, soft facial features and her silky, delicate skin did not give the impression that the harsh marine climate and the unbridled forces of nature, to which one was exposed here daily, were part of her everyday life.


Who was she - this unknown beauty?


Why was she wearing a bikini - at the low temperatures out here?


Nothing made sense.


Jake lay so close to her that he could feel every heartbeat, and at the same time, she seemed so intangibly far away from him.


"Please, let her wake up." He silently prayed to God, and with each minute that he solicitously wound himself around her cold body, he fell more and more under her spell.


Monotonously and leisurely, the FORTUNA strolled towards Green Rock Island. The fact, that this was actually a full-steam-ahead getaway from a violent storm, could be seen - if at all - only in the permanently nervous twitching of Tony's left eye. Nervously, he slid forth and back on the captain's chair as if by doing so, he could still get an extra knot of speed out of it.


Nonstop, Tony stared at the weather radar. According to what was shown on the display, they were already in the vicinity of the storm. The sea, however, still showed no indication of an approaching thunderstorm. Although the waves had gained considerable strength since the rescue operation, this rather corresponded to the usual conditions, which here almost always fell under the category 'extremely uncomfortable'.


Maybe the wind had turned again. Did the weather radar not show only a simulated weather image, created by software, based on very limited measurement data, anyway? Perhaps the weather movement would be corrected at any moment and finally display something on the screen more in line with the image that presented itself to Tony from the bridge, namely, that the storm might have chosen a new route and henceforth was no longer a threat to the FORTUNA.


But in the end, one could never entirely rely on the weather radar nor on the impression, which the sky and the sea created at that moment even in the eye of the most experienced observer, because out here - only one moment later everything could be completely different again.


The nature of the ocean.


That was exactly what Jake and Tony loved about seafaring and fishing: the exciting moments, the breathtaking scenery, the unpredictability of each working day, of course, always with the prospect of the ,great catch', and the challenge of having to prove oneself over and over again to the forces of nature and to oneself. Not that the brothers were really thinking about such things. First and foremost, it was all about finding a good fishing area, filling the cargo container as quickly as possible, and getting the best prices on delivery in the harbor.


But it was this indescribable love of the sea, that made them take on all the risks, the hardships and drudgeries of deep-sea fishing, day in, day out, unconditionally and uncompromisingly.


A love, even stronger than the bond with a woman, it seemed. The brothers were inseparable and did everything together. Their hobbies on land were mainly drinking and celebrating, and somewhere in between also picking up women. Their only motto was 'having fun'. They never stayed long enough with a girl for something more serious to come of it. The brothers always came in the first place. Jake and Tony avoided fixed relationships as a matter of principle and lived as singles, in all freedom, with no commitments.


And when, with increasing age, one or the other was occasionally afflicted with a feeling of loneliness or the longing for a solid relationship with a little more substance, the other one immediately stood by to fill the void, usually with more drinks, more parties and new women.


Whether they admitted it to themselves or not, the two brothers felt truly at home only in one place - on the FORTUNA, at sea.


The screen of the weather radar did not care about Tony's observations on-site. With each update, on the monitor, the storm moved further in the direction of the FORTUNA, finally coincided with its coordinates. According to the transmitted weather data, the fishing boat had already been in a horrendous storm of the worst kind for minutes. In reality, the FORTUNA was still chugging toward its targeted destination - unabated and beyond any interference by any heavy hurricane.


After all, now a thick band of jet-black thunderclouds could actually be seen in the sky with the naked eye in almost all directions, but that was miles away and did not seem to move noticeably faster than the FORTUNA. At any rate, at the moment it appeared there was no acute danger of the bad weather catching up.


It looked like fate meant well with them.


"Better so than the other way around." Tony commented on his own thoughts, although the unexplained large discrepancy to the usually quite accurate weather report worried him almost as much as the storm warning itself. In all those years, he had never experienced anything like that and it made him tear his hair out.


If the radar was of no use, it was all down to Tony's assessment of the situation. Slowly but surely, his head started to rotate like a revolving warning beacon, so as not to miss the slightest change in the sky. But so far, the sea remained constant - lively maybe, but apparently, comparatively calmer than Tony's nerves.


As the silhouette of Green Rock Island finally loomed on the horizon, Tony felt some relief. Now the chances were good to make it safely into the lagoon.


"It's time for you to take over. We'll be there in a few minutes.


How's our little girl?"


"Unchanged. She just does not want to wake up."


Reluctantly, Jake left his place beside the stranger, even though there was not much he could do for her while she was unconscious, except to warm her and just let her rest. He shook himself up and accompanied Tony to the bridge to get a picture of the situation.


Like his brother, Jake also reacted with great astonishment at the


strange weather situation. It seemed like the storm was raging everywhere except in the vicinity of the FORTUNA.


Did they happen to get exactly the right route through the eye of the storm? That was not completely unthinkable, in some cases, such an eye could even reach a diameter of up to more than 180 miles.


No matter how the phenomenon might be explained, this was certainly not the time for extensive meteorological analyses. The fishing vessel had reached the cliffs on the west side of the island, where the lagoon was hidden.


Jake got behind the wheel and carefully navigated toward the narrow mouth. Not without reason, it was also called 'shark's throat', and was feared and loathed among the fishermen.


Green Rock Island was of volcanic origin and owed its name to the greenish shimmering lava rocks, which covered about three quarters of the island and had produced dangerous, sharp-edged reefs - similar to the rows of teeth of a shark - around the entire island - above as well as under water.


In this way, also the lagoon was created at the time, when masses of flowing lava almost completely cut off the former bay of the island from the ocean. Only a narrow, winding passage - the 'shark's throat' - still allowed smaller fishing boats the risky entry into the shallow waters.


Uninhabitable for humans, the small island enjoyed a thriving bird population and had consequently been declared a strict nature reserve - a fact that added to the weight of Jake's daring decision to head for the lagoon. Not only were there no supply options for the rescue victim on land; once arrived in the lagoon, the FORTUNA would also be nearly inaccessible for the sea rescue via boat or helicopter.


Whether thoroughly thought-out or not, the decision had been


made, there was no going back and Jake would have to live with all the consequences, no matter what. Maybe there would have been better alternatives. This natural sanctuary may even have been the only option for them. Jake would probably never find out, but one thing was certain:


First of all, they had to master the complicated drive into the lagoon.


The strong current of the surf made it extremely difficult to control the boat and gave it a good shaking. Jake was glad, the storm had not yet gotten this far. With a cigarette between his lips and plenty of tact and skill, he moved the FORTUNA at a walking pace, yard by yard, through the opaque avenue of rocks.


Occasional contacts with the rugged rock edges on both sides could hardly be prevented, especially with the limited view from the bridge deck window. The trawler could handle a few light scratches. The greater risk lurked underwater with the fossilized lava rocks. They could effortlessly rip a hole in the side wall and sink the boat in minutes.


"Tony, I need you out at the bow, it's getting pretty damn shallow here."


Jake's call did not require further explanation. Immediately, Tony took his position, leaning daringly over the side wall at the very tip of the ship's hull, looking for protruding rocks just below the surface of the water. With hand signs he guided Jake through the danger zone, no matter how often the icy waves lashed against his face. One wrong move, a slip-up, and Tony could be squashed between boat and rocks.


Although it was more than nerve-racking for Jake, having to watch his brother doing this life-threatening job, he blocked out all the worries and fears and worked highly concentrated to keep the boat calm against the flow forces. The siblings trusted each other blindly and that was exactly what mattered in situations like this.


Of course, nothing went without a good crew, and the captains called themselves lucky to gather around them three of the best men of the business. Still, neither Jake nor Tony would have thought for a second of entrusting such a risky and responsible task to any member of the crew other than themselves. The two brothers knew that - as long as they worked together - they were unbeatable.


Once again, they proved to be right.


After an exhausting slalom and simultaneous balancing act through the arduous 'shark's throat', the FORTUNA had overcome the worst without taking any damage, and now entered into the calm and safe lagoon.


Jake's cigarette had long smoldered down right to the filter, without him even taking a single pull from it. At the final maneuver, the last bit of ash fell to the ground, almost like a symbol of the immense tension that broke away from Jake's body at the same time.


He took a deep breath. His plan had worked. Surrounded by the high cliffs of the volcanic island, the fishing boat with its crew was protected for the time being.


Satisfied, the captain signaled to drop the anchor, before lighting a new cigarette for himself and his brother.


"Now let that damned storm come and pull through already, that all this hullabaloo wasn't for nothing. The weather radar is still going nuts. Look at that!"


"Yeah, didn't I tell you? Something's wrong! But the storm is definitely on its way. I'd say, we made it just about in time. It's turning pretty black wherever you look."


Tony visibly enjoyed his well-deserved cigarette. With a sip from his hip flask, he warmed himself from the inside, his gaze sweeping over the legendary sanctuary that had been so significant to the family.


Unfortunately, the stone cove not only shielded the FORTUNA largely from the approaching storm, but also from the communication to the outside world. Jake's attempts to check on the status of the other fishing boats in the fleet failed.


"Did you have any contact with the others outside? The VICTORIA, the OCEAN ONE, Eldorado Ray, Barry, are they OK?"


On the open sea, Tony had only had sporadic radio communications with his colleagues. He answered with a shrug.


"There were some emergency calls, but as far as I know, not from any of our people. The DESTINY was late anyway and just stayed in the harbor, and the last thing I picked up from the VICTORIA was, that Bill wanted to move north. I haven't heard from the others. Let's hope, they were all spared."


"Yes, I drink to that ... A crazy thing, this! Come on! There's something fishy going on here. I can smell it. They shouldn't have let us drive out in the first place. The weather news this morning was harmless. How can the meteorologists be so wrong?"


"Who knows! Then our little girl must have fallen victim to the storm. Maybe she is well rested now, after all the rocking and swaying."


With a wink, Tony left the bridge to see if the girl was alright. Meanwhile, Jake made one last unsuccessful attempt to radio some of his befriended fishermen, then gave up and joined his colleagues to inspect the ship's sides for undetected damage and check the equipment for safety.


It became clear very soon, how narrowly the escape into the lagoon had really turned out. Within a few minutes, daylight completely disappeared behind deep, dark storm clouds and torrential rains started to pour down over the crew's heads. Shortly thereafter, a storm wind swept over Green Rock Island in murderous speed and howled in the most frightening tones. The reverberating echo from the stone walls around the FORTUNA multiplied the effect into a true horror symphony.


Like gigantic drumbeats, soon the first thunder bangs and lightning followed. The ocean waves crashed with full force against the coastal cliffs of the island and joined in with their own energetic drum rhythms into the scary concert of Thor's celestial orchestra of the elements.


The weather spectacle took its unalterable course and raged with all its might. The rock fortress around the lagoon wrapped itself around the fishing boat like two folded hands over a flickering flame, protecting it.


Like their great-grandfather once, Jake and Tony had got crew and boat to safety, and would stay here in the shelter of the island until the storm passed.




Chapter 2


In compulsory breaks such as this, the entire crew of a fishing boat could usually be found in one and the same place - in the galley, with knife and fork in hand in front of a large, full plate of delicious, hearty food. Out here, nothing was more tempting than the prospect of a warm meal and a pot of hot coffee.


But today, curiosity clearly triumphed over hunger. After the work on deck was done, all attention was solely directed towards the rescued new addition.


Jason, Fred, and Yuri, the three FORTUNA crew members, poked their heads through the hatch of the captain's cabin, curiously eyeing the still unconscious girl.


"And? Has she said anything yet?" Jason, the youngest in the round, asked the captains.


"Not yet," Tony, who was sitting on the edge of the bed next to the stranger, answered. "She's still pretty cold. If you ask me, that's not a good sign."


Immediately, Jake objected.


"Hey, hey, hey, I don't wanna hear that from you! From no one! It just takes time. OK? As long as she's fighting for her life, I don't wanna hear the hint of negativity around her. Is that clear?"


"Aye-aye, Captain!" The answer came like a pistol shot.


"Cold can be good sign." Yuri, with his strong Russian accent, pulled out an old story to raise the mood. "Friend of mine in Vladivostok survived accident, because cold slowed cardiovascular system. He had big wound, but because of cold, he did not bleed to death and managed to get to hospital, where he was operated. And now, he is again like new. Same accident in Caspian Sea - he would be dead now, cold in Vladivostok saved him."


"Good for him." Jason acknowledged Yuri's story. "She has no open wounds, but thanks anyway for your encouraging words."


"I only mentioned example. What do you have to say, huh?"


Yuri responded slightly irritated to Jason's comment, in which he - probably not entirely unfounded - seemed to detect a cynical undertone.


"Sorry, but I doubt, Jake has wrapped her in warm blankets to protect her from the heat. Do you understand what I mean? Your example does not fit the situation."


Jason had a very special talent for transforming Yuri into a raging fury in no time. His tone became noticeably louder and his face turned red.


"What do you know, huh? You wanna fight me, whippersnapper!" Jake had to keep the two at bay.


"Hey! What did I just say? No negativity in this room. Go away, throw on some dinner for yourselves, and while you're at it, put on a fresh pot of coffee. We're in control of the situation here. Alright?"


Jason and Yuri walked away in a huff like two little boys. Only Fred, the fisherman with the most seafaring experience on his belt, remained. Rubbing a small silver cross between his fingers, which he used to wear on a necklace, he appeared to be lost in thought. Finally, he kissed the cross and gently put it back under his sweatshirt.


"Jake, Tony, can I talk to you for a moment?"


With these words, Fred took a step back from the door, beckoning the captains over to him. Obviously, he respected Jake's call not to say anything negative in the presence of the unconscious woman, which disturbed the two brothers equally.


"What's up?" Jake asked impatiently as he stepped outside the cabin.


Fred struggled for words, "Yuri means well, he's got a heart of gold.


But the girl's body temperature should have long been back to halfway normal readings by now. If, after all this time, she is still so much below normal levels, we all better start praying for her ... I have experienced this all too often. Even some of the strongest fishermen lost the fight. Look at her, how delicate and fragile she is. She won't make it by herself. Not out here."


Tony was looking for solutions:


"What are you suggesting, Fred? Hot compresses, moving the heater closer to the bed?"


"No! She must feel life, you know? The 'spark of life' has to jump over to her body again. That's her only chance."


Confused, Tony and Jake glanced at each other. What was the old man talking about? It sounded like the spiritual talk of a highly religious man. They had not seen good old Fred like that before. Jake tried to find a more concrete meaning in Fred's words.


"Hey Fred, how is that supposed to work with the 'spark of life'?


Do you want us to get the defibrillator out or something? I've been lying right next to her most of the time and gave her extra warmth.


It didn't seem to me that it had any effect on her."


Fred shook his head and sighed. After a moment of hesitation, he continued:


"Do you remember the miracle of the Marino family, years ago?"


"Yes, the family of fishermen whose child was allegedly killed in an accident at sea and declared dead. Of course, we remember that. That was a feint. This cock-and-bull-story spread like wildfire and turned the Marinos into celebrities overnight. They must have made a fortune with that tall tale."


Fred interrupted him, "The story is true. I was on the boat that got him out of the water. I saw him. The boy was lifeless. All resuscitation attempts failed. We were too late...


When they handed the small body to his devastated parents, they took him and rushed with him into the bedroom like two lunatics, laid down, with him in their midst, and began to pray. They stayed like that for hours, they just did not give up. It did not matter, how much the doctor and the priest tried to persuade them to let him go, to accept fate. They listened to no one but their hearts.


The whole village cried for the family. The death of their son had driven them insane - it was said. And then, when they had long stopped counting the hours, suddenly, the miracle happened. The boy came back to life. He lived again, against all logic ...


Believe me, I wasn't a believer back then, but after this experience ... The boy was dead when we fished him out of the water. Do you understand?"


With an intense look, Fred finished his speech abruptly. It seemed, the emotions had taken him by surprise and he felt a little embarrassed.


"I haven't told this to anyone in all these years. My buddies would have called me nuts. You will probably too. What do I know? Maybe he was still alive and his life-signs were just too weak to be recognized.


Whatever happened at the Marino's house - was it their prayers, was it the intense body heat - I don't know. All I know is, that God gave them back their son.


They say, God moves in mysterious ways. What do I know? I'm just a simple fisherman who is getting too old for this business.


Jake, Tony, all I'm trying to say, is, do what you can, to save her, right? Promise me!"


"Ok, Fred. That goes without saying. You know us long enough." Jake did not quite know how to answer Fred. Tony was equally stunned by Fred's strange remarks, he wondered:


"Did you recognize the girl? Do you know, who she is?"


"I've never seen her, but she is somebody's daughter and I'll keep praying for her."


With these last words, the fishing veteran left the two brothers, who were beginning to understand, why their old friend had reacted so emotionally to the sight of the rescued girl.


Fred was the father of a daughter, who must have been about the same age as the stranger in the captain's cabin. The two had not had any contact with each other for years and Fred had never talked about the reasons.


Since Fred's wife had died a few years back, he sought to get closer to his daughter again, but she strictly rejected any contact.


The old man was suffering from his loneliness and pangs of remorse tormented him, but most of the time, the rather quiet fisherman hid his feelings behind a thick, opaque mask. For some time, however, this mask seemed to be peeling off, layer by layer. Jake and Tony were becoming increasingly aware of Fred's change, but decided to ignore it for now. After all, everyone went through tough times now and then, and everyone handled them differently.


The fishermen were considered a proud people. And though the doors were open for each other at any time, nobody intruded somebody else's privacy, as long as they did not step through this very door.


Tony shook himself as if he had just gotten into a cold shower. When he had closed the door of the cabin from inside, he blurted out with his thoughts.


"Phew, that was a new experience. Our good old Fred is getting a little weirder day by day, don't you think? What did you make of it all?"


Jake defended Fred.


"The old man has a lot on his mind, these days. He realizes that he is getting too old for the job on the fishing boat, but the job is pretty much all he has left. He misses his daughter and our girl here seems to remind him of her. I guess that's all it takes."


"Yes, but the miracle of the Marino family? That was an eternity ago. Fred told the story the same way, it was written in the newspapers. You know as well as I do, that this was all staged. Marino Senior even admitted it years later. What made him dig up this old story? And he was allegedly there? I thought, he only ever fished here, in our region. I hope, he isn't turning senile or something."


The questions piled up and, like his brother, Jake was just as overwhelmed by the search for answers, since he had his own stack of questions to deal with.


"Judging by the seriousness in his eyes, it was not easy for him to tell us about it. I have no idea, what that was all about... And the 'spark of life', that has to jump over?"


Pondering, Jake checked the girl's temperature again, with the same worrying result. Out of the blue and without saying a word, he suddenly took off his work pants and T-shirt, got into bed next to her and moved really close to her, clinching his arms around her body.


Tony was completely baffled by Jake's spontaneous action, but before he could come up with a fitting comment in response, Jake encouraged him to join him.


"Come on, brother! Freddie is praying for her, and we're gonna provide her with 'intense body heat' - just like the Marinos. Believe me, the Ice Lady can use the double portion of warmth - I feel like I'm hugging a block of ice.


Who knows, how long the storm will last? If Fred is right, and the clock is really ticking for this little lady, we should do everything we can now, to boost her circulation - give her body a jump start. Don't you think?"


Tony considered Jake's intentions to be more wishful thinking than anything else. In his opinion, there was no way, to wake up a supercooled person who had lost consciousness, just with a dose of goodwill. He was convinced that they had already done everything for the girl within their possibilities.


Nevertheless, he did as same as his brother and crawled to her under the cover on the other side of the bed, not for the sake of his brother, no - he did it, because his brother had done it, too.


This dynamic had always existed between the two siblings: Everything that Jake wanted to do, Tony also wanted to do. And whatever Jake owned, Tony wanted to own as well. This also applied to the captain's chair. Jake was the older of the two, and he was traditionally entitled to wear the captain's hat, but Tony always wanted to co-own everything in equal parts, so they also shared this position like everything else.


Jake did not mind it at all, for him it was a matter of course - yes, a win - to know his brother always by his side. Both profited from the strong bond. As long as they could build on each other, they did not need another person in the world.


Curiously, when it came to making decisions, Tony always put his own opinion behind that of his older brother. That, too, had always been that way, and maybe this was the recipe for success for the both of them.


Whether it was secret self-doubt or the idolization of his older brother since childhood - a lot of the times, Tony thought differently from Jake, and he also liked to let him know, but in the last instance, there was a resolute consensus between the two brothers. Tony always stood behind Jake a hundred percent, everything else did not matter. However, this never prevented him from speaking his mind:


"Jake, I'm telling you: you listen too much to the sailor's yarn of an old fool."


"Sharing your own body heat is the best measure in dealing with hypothermia. This has nothing to do with sailor's yarn. Maybe it did not work properly before, because the blankets were in the way. It needs direct body contact."


"Or just time - or rather - her time. You know, you almost make it sound as if this is your first experience."


Jake could not help but smile at Tony's unintentional ambiguity. Apart from the fact, that all the previous rescue victims, they had ever salvaged, belonged to the male sex, which, in some ways, made their dealings with them easier, the four survivors had also been fully conscious when Jake helped them.


Indeed, the current situation presented a hitherto unknown challenge for the brothers. Not that Jake or Tony ever had any reservations in contact with women, on the contrary, but usually they did not fish them out of the sea unconscious. Without knowing what happened to them, they suddenly found themselves in the midst of their personal fishermen's version of a 'Sleeping Beauty' fairy tale - only, an innocent kiss in this case probably did not offer the solution to the problem.


In the end, Jake had no choice but to trust his instinct, and as long as Tony could not come up with a better suggestion, Jake's unorthodox sandwich-body- warming-method was the only and therefore best option.


At the beginning, it was difficult for the brothers to lie still beside the stranger. The contact with her cold body involuntarily triggered an impulse of 'wanting to pull away', no matter how attractive she was.


Eventually Tony instinctively reached for Jake's arms and formed - as best as he could - a closed circle with his brother around the unconscious girl. This way, the full load of body heat from the two of them could warm her from all sides.


The entire experience felt extremely peculiar for the two fishermen. Two or three times, they moved around trying to find the best body position, in which they could persevere halfway comfortably over a longer period of time, but finally they relaxed and came to rest.


"How can she still be so ice-cold, under all the blankets? I'm starting to sweat already." Tony interrupted the silence.


The same question swirled through Jake's mind as well.


"She really must have been almost dead. At least, her pulse has increased a good bit since she's been with us. I'm currently counting 33 beats per minute."


"That's still damn low, it should be twice as many."


"Absolutely! Especially, when the lady is lying in our arms. She should be melting away instead of showing us her cold shoulder."


"I hear you, bro. In this position you could do a lot of other things - like back at Tommy's house party, years ago, remember?"


The two broke into laughter.


"How could I ever forget that? Man, those were wild times..."


Wallowing in old memories was a great distraction and helped bridging the time during this vague situation. There were, in fact, countless crazy and funny memories that Jake and Tony shared. For a while, the minutes, even hours, passed quickly, while the storm outside continued to rage on relentlessly.


From time to time, a member of the crew brought a snack or a drink, grasping at a chance to receive an update from the captain's cabin. The crew waited eagerly for news. Every time they heard that the temperature had climbed up another degree again or that the pulse was going a few beats faster per minute than before, the whole galley cheered as if they were going to win a football championship.


The ship's captains, however, did not deviate an inch from their 'Ice Lady' anymore. They changed sides, when their limbs threatened to fall asleep, stretched for a few seconds, but then immediately went back into position.


Motivated by the small but indisputable progress, they had set their minds even more now on waking their pale 'Sleeping Ocean Beauty' from her sleep.


If there was something, they could master perfectly, it was their capability of being patient. Patience and perseverance - without these virtues, the job of a fisherman was impossible to cope with.


And the longer Jake and Tony lay skin to skin with the beautiful stranger, the more they felt connected to her.


While the minute hand on Jake's wristwatch restlessly completed one lap after another, and the day slowly but inevitably drew to a close, the brothers swore more and more to themselves, not to leave their cabin until the problem child opened her eyes.


It had long since become quiet in the mess cabin. The crew had crept into their sleeping bags to catch some sleep. They knew that a hard, long day's work would be in front of them as soon as the weather conditions calmed.


But the storm also seemed to be a master of endurance and did not show the slightest signs of wanting to flatten or move on in predictable time.


"The storm is stubborn. This must be a huge storm front. Boy, if we had tried to go around it - my oh my - we would have looked like complete fools." Tony admitted self-critically.


"Yeah, but this is not a storm like any other. The course of the storm has been totally unusual. They are probably testing some damn weather experiment again, and we, the little people, are the last to know."


"Hey Jake, if you want to keep negativity away from our girl, we'd better change the subject quickly, otherwise, I cannot guarantee anything."


"Yeah, you're right. I'm still wondering what happened to her. With her sexy bikini she should be somewhere on a beach in the Gulf of Mexico, not the Gulf of Alaska."


"Who knows, maybe we have pulled out a real mermaid, she got wind of us two fishing here and started swimming right away to get to us. Now she's just exhausted from her long journey."


Jake grinned, shaking his head over his brother's silly comment. Tired, he rubbed his eyes and yawned extensively.


"Oh Tony, you finally lost your mind. You know what? I think we should have a nap for few minutes."


Caringly, Jake took one last look at the girl.


"Am I wrong or is she getting a little more color in her face?"


"Well, I wouldn't call this 'color', exactly. Yes, maybe from chalk white to ivory white."


Jake gently laid his head on a corner of the pillow and closed his eyes.


In his fantasy, he imagined the stranger snuggling up against him and whispering softly into his ear. But before he could continue to spin the movie in his mind, sleep caught up on him.


"Woo, did you feel that?" Jake suddenly startled.


"What?"


"I think, she has moved a bit."


"You've been dreaming."


"No, really!"


"I heard you snore!"


Uncertain, if he had only imagined it, Jake laid down again, but with sharpened senses. He wished so much that she would finally wake up. But when he had still not noticed any further movement from her, minutes later, he had to admit that it must have indeed just been a dream.


Soon after, he felt another twitch next to him, stronger than the one before. Now Jake was wide awake. Adrenaline rushed through his body and, with eyes wide open, he immediately scanned the unconscious girl from head to toe.


This time, also Tony had noticed the slight movement. At first, he thought it came from his brother, but after the third twitch, there was no doubt that something was happening to the girl.


Excitedly, the brothers observed the pulse-like movements from her whole body, which continued to increase.


"The main thing is that she doesn't suffer a collapse." Tony was afraid.


"Don't panic before the panic, Bro!" Jake urged him to stay cool.


His heartbeat was almost pounding a way through his chest.


Was this the long-awaited - and at the same time dreaded - moment that would decide over live or death of the stranger? Was this the very moment, when the 'spark of life' either jumped over or forever faded into nothingness?


Intuitively, Jake grabbed her hand and started emphatically speaking to her.


"Come on, girl, you can do it. We're here with you. Baby, open your eyes, don't let us down now..."


Tony could barely breathe with the tension. He could not utter a sound, but the expression in his face spoke a thousand words.


The entire time, they had painted the most colorful pictures of what the girl might have to tell, once she woke up. True to Jake's motto "nothing negative near the girl", they had vehemently blocked out the risk that she might not wake up at all; that her body might be too weak and she could lose the fight for survival.


Now, they had suddenly returned to the harsh reality, in the role of - in the end – completely unprepared and helpless spectators, without any influence on the events - an unbearable condition for the otherwise so tough siblings.


Jake kept talking to her, comforting her. The words were not meant for her alone. He, like his brother, needed these encouraging words also for himself.


"Everything's gonna be OK, baby. Just wake up. We're here for you. It's all good. Do you hear me?"


All at once, her eyeballs began to roll back and forth behind the closed eyelids. Her muscles cramped up throughout her whole body.


Tony shuddered at the sight. He had recently witnessed his uncle suffering a heart attack. What he just saw, was strikingly reminiscent of the terrible event.


Was her heart about to fail?


Suddenly, the girl collapsed, and it almost made the blood of the brothers freeze in their veins. Paralyzed, they stared at the body of the unconscious, searching in desperation for a sign that she was still alive.


But after the shock came relief: she was still breathing, calmly and steadily, as if nothing ever happened.


Jake and Tony took a deep breath. The incident had shaken them up quite a bit, they had already feared the worst. Unable to judge whether the episode was to be interpreted as a good or a bad sign, they dropped back into bed, shattered. A deep silence fell over the room as everyone was preoccupied with their own thoughts.


Worriedly, Jake studied the sweet face of the stranger. So many things went through his mind and no longer just hopeful thoughts.


If he could just kiss her like in the fairy tale, he longed for a perfect solution. He still held her hand and there was no way he was letting go of it.


Suddenly two blue eyes of a stranger looked straight into his face.


At the same moment an electric shock hit his entire body. Jake did not know what was happening to him, whether he was really awake or still dreaming - the girl was awake. She had finally woken up.


"Hey, welcome back among the living." He greeted her in a gentle voice.


The stranger trembled all over. Frightened, she tried to get away from Jake. Only now she noticed Tony, who looked over her shoulder in surprise, from the other side. She panicked, wanted to escape the two, but her body was too weak and did not allow it.


The brothers feared she would faint again and immediately tried to calm her down.


"It's OK. Everything's alright. You're safe. We mean you no harm, it's all good. Don't be scared!" Tony reassured her.


Frantically, she fixed her eyes on the two men, trying to understand what had happened to her. She looked totally confused and Jake did his best to, at least, take her fear of them.


"Hi, my name is Jake, this is my brother Tony. Can you understand us?"


Barely perceptible, she responded with a shy nod.


"Good, good." Jake continued. "You are on the FORTUNA - that's the name of our fishing boat. You probably got caught in the murderous storm, that is still sweeping over us, and have suffered shipwreck. We rescued you, pulled you out of the ocean, but we could not spot any other shipwrecked people next to you, or any traces of a capsized ship or boat. Sorry. There was nobody else in the water. You can call yourself lucky that we've seen you. We picked you up just about in time ...


That's all, really, we can tell you. Can you remember what happened?"


Full of worries the girl shook her head. Jake kept asking:


"The name of your ship? Was it a workboat or a passenger ship, a yacht? Anything?"


Desperately, she tried to remember - without success.


"OK, OK! No problem! You've been unconscious for a long time.


You're sure to feel dazed for a while, you know? You gotta regain some strength first. Are you in pain anywhere?"


Without a word, she slowly moved her hand to her head and touched her forehead.


"Headache, huh? I thought so. It looks like you've been through a lot. But don't worry! We'll get you back on your feet."


Tony jumped up and got her a glass of water, while Jake continued to question her.


"By the way, what's your name?"


She opened her mouth, about to tell Jake her name, but suddenly, she faltered and did not get a syllable out. One could see, how hard she was thinking and how her eyes, from one second to another, filled with an expression of sheer horror about her incomprehensible inability to pronounce her own name.


At first, Jake suspected that the accident might have disturbed her ability to speak, but then, she whispered with a dry throat and a whiny voice:


"I do not know. I do not remember."


Exhaustion prevented her from talking on. Worried, Jake looked at Tony, who answered him with a frown and immediately turned to the nameless stranger with encouraging words:


"Don't worry, kiddo! This is completely normal after such a heavy trauma. It all takes a while to come back. The main thing is, that - whatever happened - is behind you now and you are safe. OK? You have survived it. Do you hear me? Everything else will come together."


Of course, Tony had no real knowledge about traumas and their potential after-effects - more precisely, he did not have the slightest idea, but - the girl did not know that.


She glanced at Jake and Tony and, with the last of her strength, forced herself to a gesture of a smile - a silent thank you to her rescuers. Then her eyelids became too heavy to keep them open any longer and she fell asleep.


Unlike before, the two brothers were confident for the first time that she was out of danger now and on the road to recovery.


Like a good omen, the storm slowly but surely passed, the sea started to calm down, and peaceful silence settled over the lagoon. "A cigarette, a nightcap and then at least twelve hours sleep without disturbance, and without icicles, please." Tony joked around.


Tired and exhausted, the brothers stretched their legs and discussed their next steps outside on the ship's deck, in the pitch-black new moon's night.


"The sun is gonna rise in three hours or so. I wanna set off with the first daylight - provided the storm is really over. Until then, we should keep a close eye on our little mermaid. From here, the 'honey hole' is right on the route to the harbor anyway. Once we're there, we can still decide, if we want to continue fishing or go on and get Arielle to medical care first."


"Arielle?" Tony could not believe what he was hearing and rolled his eyes.


"We have to call her some name, as long as she doesn't remember!"


Jake defended his surprising name-finding.


"Oh brother!" Tony was lost for words.


"You've started it, you planted the idea in my head. It's your own fault. I think it suits her well - Arielle."


"Jake, here's some advice from your younger brother: Do not fall in love with that little sweetheart! I'm sure someone is missing her dearly, and in three or four days, when we're back in the harbor, she'll be gone forever. Besides, she already has a name. You can't just give her a new name, like a stray cat."


Jake remained silent. Of course, there was no compelling reason why the girl in the captain's cabin needed a name right in this very moment. But for Jake, she had already stopped being the 'anonymous rescued girl' a long time ago - she deserved a name. Arielle.




Chapter 3


As soon as the first sun rays of the new day ousted the darkness of the night and flooded the sky over Green Rock Island with the fresh colors of the morning, the crew of the FORTUNA prepared for departure.


"Haul in the anchors!"


Eagerly, the crew started to wind up the anchor chains. No one cared to stay here longer than was absolutely necessary, after all, the fishermen had gone out to sea to catch fish and make money. The storm had mercilessly upset their plans, and so, all effort was put into making up for the lost time.


Highly motivated, Jake and Tony went to work to maneuver the 33-yard-long deep-sea fishing vessel safely through the 'shark's throat' out to the open sea.


Despite being overtired - a steady state during the fishing season - they managed to exit from the lagoon without any incidents, and the ocean greeted their trusted followers with a cool, spirited sea breeze.


The crew could not wait to finally fill the cargo bay of the boat with fish. Thanks to a hearty breakfast, consisting mainly of plenty of nicotine, caffeine and cholesterol, the men felt reasonably well prepared for the upcoming working day, despite the lack of sleep. Heartfelt, though not completely unselfish, they hoped, above all, that the rescue survivor would soon recover well enough to be able to complete the tour without any further interruptions.


Obviously, her health and well-being were a priority to the fishermen, but the news of her brief awakening and her first conversation with Jake and Tony - if one could even call it that - had allowed them to be optimistic, that fate might be in their favor and they would not lose another day.


The optimism was by no means unfounded. The girl's pulse had since climbed to an acceptable level, and her body temperature made a much better impression. She slept more relaxed and seemed more robust by the hour.


One could literally watch her gradually coming to strength. At the same time, Jake also regained his usual coolness, which he was known for.


Back on the open sea, he immediately radioed his colleagues from the fishing fleet. He felt uneasy. As broad and aggressive as the storm had raged everywhere, it would have been no picnic for any of the boats out here.


Tony fidgeted nervously beside him, perpetually shifting from one foot to the other, waiting impatiently for an answer from the radio speaker.


"Jake? God, I'm glad to hear from you. Are you OK? Over."


"Yep! Bill, my friend, believe me, the feeling is mutual. We're all fine. Is the VICTORIA still in one piece, all alive and well? Over." "Yeah, we were lucky. Where are you roaming about? The Coast Guard has been trying to get in contact with you for hours, you've scared the hell out of us! Over."


"We were hiding on Green Rock Island, but it's one big dead spot for radio reception. We've just left now, had to wait for daylight to break. What about the others? Over."


"I knew it! The lagoon - just in line with the old Harris family tradition, huh? Good for you. But, man, you were well off the beaten track there... The storm hit pretty hard at the coast. The OCEAN ONE has reported two injured crew members - but it doesn't seem too serious, thank God.


Barry, with his SANTA MONICA, managed to make it to the harbor unblemished, but the DESTINY was rammed, right in the harbor, by another fishing boat that must have broken loose in the storm.


And our greenhorn captain crashed his RUBBER DUCK against the embankment, when he drove into the harbor. He got away with a black eye, but if you ask me, the boy has more luck than brains.


Ray probably got the worst of it: he ended up losing half of his equipment, and it looks like his engine is done for. The sea rescue had to tow him back to the harbor.


That could have gone really wrong - unable to maneuver in this mighty storm. After what I've heard, the lifeboat must have reached the ELDORADO at the last minute. Hats off to the boys. I can only say it again and again: they are true heroes. No kidding! Ray's crew is fine, but as you can imagine - Ray is totally finished. The property damage and the losses are fierce, without a doubt.


The list is long, my friends - at least, everyone in our fleet is safe now. Others weren't so lucky. Two small fishing boats are still missing at the moment, and there also seems to have been at least one fatality.


That was a terrible storm, they measured peaks of over 100 miles per hour. Over."


"God heavens!"


Such a summary was not easily digested. Jake and Tony were well acquainted with all the captains of the fleet as well as with most of their crews. A lot of them were actually close friends.


All too well, they could put themselves in Ray's position, who - having just been snatched from the jaws of death - was now facing a potential financial bankruptcy - from one moment to the next.


"That means the end of the season for Eldorado Ray. You don't recover from that fast. Poor fish. Damn it! Listen, Bill! We saved a shipwrecked woman from the water. She could be from one of the two boats you mentioned. The girl is in shock, can't remember anything yet. Is a woman missing? Do you know anything? Over." "My goodness! No, I don't have any further information on the missing boats. How did you find her? Over."


"She was drifting in the sea, without a rescue suit or life raft, Tony just happened to catch sight of her. What was the chance of that? 1:1,000,000, - if that's even enough. Yeah, she was as good as dead, too. For a while, we all thought she wouldn't make it, but now she seems to be over the worst. Imagine that: All she was wearing was a bikini. Over."


"What? You are joking! Sure, how could you possibly ... Oh, oh! Hey Jake, I'm getting a call from the Coast Guard. I'll catch you later, alright? Hey, and Jake? Good to know, you're back. See you. Over and out."


"Roger that. Over and out."


At the same moment, the Coast Guard also contacted the FORTUNA. Jake explained in detail what had happened and immediately inquired about the possible identity of the rescued girl.


The Coast Guard, however, knew nothing about a missing woman. According to their information, only male personnel were aboard the two fishing boats which had not yet returned.


As Jake had guessed right from the beginning, everything indicated that the girl had nothing to do with commercial shipping. But the passenger lists of the passenger ships still at sea showed no discrepancies either.


Going by the few information Jake had gathered, he speculated all the more, that the girl had probably participated in a private journey on a sailboat or a motor yacht.


In the private shipping sector, though, the Coast Guard lacked almost any overview. Especially, the smaller the boats, the less information about their activities usually got to the headquarters of the Maritime Authority.


If a private boat was missing, it was largely up to the families and friends to inform the authorities and initiate a search. So far, at least, the Coast Guard had not received any reports of a missing woman, which did not mean all too much in the end, since, so shortly after the storm, there still was a lot of chaos almost everywhere. It remained to be seen.


Nevertheless, the captains could breathe a sigh of relief. The certainty that their friends and colleagues had survived the storm relatively unharmed, took a big load off their minds.


Even though the news that the storm had claimed at least one casualty was a bitter pill to swallow for the fishermen, they still felt some sort of inner contentment in those minutes.


With their commitment, they had saved a human life, they had saved another victim of the storm from her certain death. After Bill's update and the latest reports of the maritime police, for the first time, this fact began to really penetrate into the consciousness of the brothers.


At regular intervals, they checked on their foundling, who was still sleeping soundly and recovering in the captain's cabin. But most of the time they spent on the bridge next to the radio - of course, always keeping a watchful eye on the fish-finder sonar - and exchanged all the details with the rest of the fleet about how each had experienced the previous day's storm, while the FORTUNA slowly approached the fishing grounds of the 'honey hole' again.


"Here we go!" Jake bumped against his brother's arm and pointed at the sonar.


"Take a look for yourself. We've got about 290 yards under the keel, the seabed looks like we've got perfect conditions - and here, we've got almost certainly the first signs of a school. What do you think? Should we get ready to cast the net?"


"Looks good. I'd say: Let's do it! Let's get to work!"


Tony instructed his ship mates to prepare themselves:


"Slip on your oilskins, guys, we're gonna drop the net! Three minutes!"


Then he put on his own protective gear and took his position on deck, getting ready to unwind the trawl net.


The trawler was actually designed for a crew of four. Since Jake and Tony shared the captain's seat, they also acted alternately as foremen on deck and thus filled out the position of the fourth crew member, especially in the critical work phases.


During the process of casting the trawl net, every step had to be well thought through, every move had to be the right one. The many heavy chains, to which the net was fastened, presented a high-level risk for accidents, which was not to be underestimated. Every fisherman had huge respect for all the iron chains on the ship, because whatever once tangled up in such a chain, the chain did not part with so easily again. With the weight of the net being lowered with the chains, a man could effortlessly be pulled along into the deep water, if he had somehow gotten caught accidently between the chains.


All the more, the crew carefully cast the nearly 66 yards long fishing net into the deep sea in order to pull it through the water just above the seabed for the following four to five hours and catch as much Alaska pollock as possible.


A fishing boat did not offer a lot of luxury, and also space was generally rather considered a luxury on the FORTUNA - particularly in the so-called living area.


Besides a restroom and a bathroom, the crew had three narrow sleeping cabins available. Two of them were equipped with bunk beds, while Tony had furnished his cabin to have a little more comfort.


Jason and Yuri shared a cabin, and for as long as the captains did not bring an apprentice aboard, old Fred had the third little room to himself.


By far the most spacious and cozy place on the ship was clearly the galley with the attached mess cabin - the dining and lounge area for the fishermen, where they could bridge the waiting times even in comfortable armchairs or on the couch in front of a TV.


It took no genius to guess where the three sailors could be found. Fred had taken over the couch, Yuri and Jason had fried up something delicious to eat for themselves and enjoyed their meal audibly at the dining table.


Presumably, the shock they were about to experience shortly would not have been so overwhelming, had the three of them not been completely hypnotized by the TV. This way, however, they did not realize that someone was approaching them slowly.


When a shadow caught Yuri's attention and he looked over his shoulder, assuming he would find Jake or Tony beside him, he promptly turned into the pillar of salt.


In the room stood - awoken from her sleep, in all her beauty and still wearing only her bikini - Arielle.


Yuri choked on his last bite and had to cough furiously. It was only then that Jason and Fred noticed the girl, who was looking at them with the same intimidated expression on her face.


The sight of her left them speechless. Her graceful body, bathed in the golden light of the sun's rays, but much more, her incredibly strong aura radiating from her, made the fishermen shiver with awe.


For a moment, time seemed to stand still, the men seemed deprived of all their senses - at least until Yuri could no longer suppress his cough and fell into a fit of coughing, which he hopelessly tried to stop by hitting himself laboriously on the back with one hand.


Fearfully, the stranger looked around, searching in vain for a familiar face. She still looked very confused. Could one blame her?


After Fred had overcome the initial shock about the sudden, ghost-like appearance of the girl - he immediately took care of her. Swiftly he took off his cardigan and put it around her shoulders.


"Good morning. Now look, who's woken up! I bet the smell of the fried fish has led you here, mh?" He gently approached the shy girl. "Come on, kid. It's way too cold here, we need to get you some warm clothes first."


Fatherly, he escorted her back to the captain's cabin. On the way there, they met Jake, who had just left the bridge to check on the girl. When she saw him, she instantly started to stagger. She seemed overjoyed to see him and suddenly fell round his neck. Jake held her tightly in his arms. He could feel how scared she was, despite Fred's sincere efforts to allay her fears.


"Everything's alright, baby, everything's alright. I'm with you now, OK?" Jake consoled her as he brought her back to the cabin.


If it had not happened already, by now Jake had completely fallen for the girl, even though, at this very minute, he was just happy to see her awake and back on her feet.


For Fred this whole situation felt slightly uncanny, he seemed rather happy that Jake had stepped in and that he could watch the show from a distance.


Had he not profoundly prayed for a repeat of the miracle of the Marino family? And now, when his wish had actually come true, he seemed almost a bit distressed, even overwhelmed, for someone who allegedly had already gone through all of this once before.


Did this experience just evoke too many emotional memories? Or was something else behind it?


Jake took no notice of Fred's surprising reserve, all his attention was on the 'Risen One', who quickly calmed down in Jake's presence and soon made a much more relaxed impression.


"How are you?"


"Still a bit shaky, but it's getting better."


She wrapped herself in Fred's greasy cardigan and gave Jake a shy smile. He understood at once, looked around him and started rummaging about in a small wardrobe.


"Yes, finding something sensible for you to put on is probably a good start."


Embarrassed, he cleared his throat while his eyes flickered desperately over all of his clothes, most of which looked at least as tattered, oversized and unpresentable as Fred's cardigan.


Fortunately, there was still the big travel bag, which was filled with normal casual clothes. Jake and Tony always had it with them, because the brothers often stayed at the FORTUNA for days, even when there was no immediate tour coming up. Despite the cramped space, they usually felt more comfortable here than in their house, which was located only 15 miles from the harbor.


Jake finally found some suitable clothes in the travel bag and spread some T-shirts, sweatshirts and jogging pants on the bed.


"I'm pretty sure none of it will fit you properly, but at least those clothes are clean and will keep you warm. You must be hungry. I'll tell Yuri to cook you something decent.


You've already walked past the bathroom, in case you wanna freshen up or something. There's a pack of new toothbrushes in the mirror cabinet. I really have to get back to the bridge. Do you think you'll be OK?"


The girl nodded with a smile.


"Thanks, I will be alright."


"We are all within reach, if there's anything..."


"Thank you."


With a last look in her eyes, Jake said goodbye and returned to the bridge. He would have loved to stay longer, but with a trawl net in the sea there was no time to mess about. Everything had to be meticulously monitored at all times.


As soon as the door of the captain's cabin closed, the smile on the girls face quickly turned into a worry-ridden expression. She still had no memory of who she was or what had happened to her. Everything was gone, as if it had been erased from her mind. The first thing she could remember was Jake's eyes. She did not even know what she looked like.


Jake had mentioned the mirror cabinet in the bathroom so casually, but for her the mirror meant a huge deal.


It could be a gateway back to her live, if the look in the mirror would bring back her memories. But what, if it only showed a stranger to her and she would be stuck in this darn nightmare?


The girl was immensely afraid of this mirror, and at the same time, all her hope was concentrated in the all-important gaze into it.


No matter how helpful and kind her rescuers were - no one could take this step for her.


'Close your eyes and hope for the best' did not work in this case either.


She sat on the bed, took a deep breath and scraped together all the courage she could muster to dare the - for her most weighty - walk to the bathroom.


After a pause, she moved staggering through the corridor toward the bathroom, opened the door in slow motion, and entered the room, with her head down, until she stood directly in front of the sink.


With both hands she grabbed the edges of the sink and began to breathe heavier and heavier - until she suddenly stopped, pressed her lips tightly together and lifted her head in a jerky movement. She looked right in the mirror, looked directly into her eyes - motionless - rigid - silent - like a statue - for minutes.


The grip of her hands became increasingly tense and eventually the first thick tear rolled down her cheek, soon followed by the next and the next - until she could no longer endure the sight of her mirror image and dropped to the floor, weakened and completely disheartened - a picture of sheer misery.


Crouched together, her face buried behind both hands, she remained as if petrified, just feeling empty, even dead. Only an emerging strong migraine taught her better.


Shattered, she dragged herself into the shower, turned the cold water up as far as it would go and let it flow over her body.


She just lay there, switched off completely. She hardly felt anything anymore - after a while not even her migraine.


Suddenly, two hands grabbed her and tore her trembling body out of the shower.


It was Tony.


He carried her quickly back to the bed, dried her off as best as he could, wrapped his arms around her and rubbed her back and arms to warm her up fast.


"Man, what are you doing, baby? Haven't we just fished you out of the icy water? It's going to be alright, believe me, everything will be fine. Damn it..."


It was only in Tony's arms that she slowly came to her senses again and she realized that she could not just give herself up - with or without her memories. She owed this not only to herself, but also to her two rescuers.


With that realization she clung tightly to Tony, leaning her head against his shoulder. He stroked her gently and held her close to his body - something she seemed to need so much more than a few encouraging words in these minutes.


This was already the second time that Tony had discovered the girl just at the right moment. Was it a coincidence or fate, that he could hear the pump for the shower water in his own room when the shower was in operation?


When the pumping noise lasted unusually long, his seventh sense told him, something was up and made him get up and check if everything was in order. Who knows, when the others would have found her otherwise.


Tony took a deep breath, wondered what had happened. When he saw Jake's T-shirts lying on the bed, he figured that Jake must have already taken care of her, that she had probably felt fit enough to take a shower, but that, once in the shower, a sudden feeling of faintness must have come over her and she had collapsed.


He confronted the girl and she quietly affirmed every single question.


In secret, she was ashamed of what had happened. Unknowingly, Tony had given her an opportunity to hide her 'slip-up' from them. In a way, she had in deed suffered a bout of weakness - a mental one. So, it was not even a lie.


She made the decision to face the mirror again, next time to focus more, to have more patience. And what really happened in the bathroom would remain a well-kept secret between her and the stranger in the mirror.


After the drama in the bathroom, Tony considered, it would be a better idea to stay up and keep an eye on the girl for the remaining time until the hauling of the net.


In the meantime, she had regained her composure, and ventured a second attempt to go to the bathroom, this time strictly avoiding the mirror.


She tried on the different outfits Jake had picked out for her, while Tony got her something to eat from the galley.


"With something proper in the stomach you'll feel a lot better, trust me." Tony encouraged her. He curiously asked her, "By the way, do you remember your name again?"


She immediately choked at his question. Sighing, she answered him:


"No, not yet."


"Has anything come back? Where you come from? What you were doing at sea? Anything?"


She shook her head with sad eyes. Tony found it difficult to hide his horror.


"That must be terrible for you. Man, I can't even start to imagine ... But I'm sure, it will all come back soon. Maybe you hit your head against something, or it's just still the shock. Most people can't remember after an accident what happened to them. Give it a few days. As Jake always says: Don't panic before the panic."


Then Tony ran out of words. The girl just nodded. For a while, silence filled the room. Tony was not necessarily among the most talkative people. This whole time, he tried to imagine what she must have gone through. But then he burst into the silence with a question:


"How should we call you as long as you can't remember?"


She chuckled.


"I have no idea."


"Mysterious Lady With No Name? Or Woman From The Sea?"


She laughed.


Before they could agree on a name, the signal sounded through the loudspeaker system to get ready to haul in the trawl net.


Tony asked the girl to wait in the room and hurried to his brother on the bridge.


Jake grinned satisfied at him.


"I got a good feeling, bro. On the sonar it looks jam-packed. Take it easy on the winches. I don't want any nasty surprises."


He did not have to tell Tony twice. His brother quickly joined the crew and got to work heaving the long net on board, bit by bit.


Jake had not promised too much, the net was bulging and intact. In abundance fish slid through a hatch to the deck below, where it would soon after be processed.


Once the net was completely emptied, the fishermen lowered it back into the water and the never-ending gamble of trawling continued.


Hauling the net was probably the most nerve-wracking part of the whole deep-sea fishing act and everyone's nerves were on edge.


There was so much that could go wrong, and in all the excitement, the risk increased to make a mistake at some point. Regardless of how much experience a crew could show for, hauling a trawl net never became routine.


Fish processing, on the contrary, was a whole different story. Now the work really started. The fish had to be gutted and then placed on ice in the lower deck.


Machines processed the smaller fish, but the larger ones had to be gutted by hand.


For the next few hours, the crew had their hands full. But as hard as the job was, a full net automatically pushed the mood barometer up, and the men went to work with fresh energy.




Chapter 4


After most of the fish was processed, Tony allowed himself a smoke break with Jake.


"The 'honey hole', baby, the 'honey hole' ain't letting us down. Wow, that's what I call a catch, right off the bat." Tony euphorically greeted his brother.


"Oh yeah, if we manage to pull out another two or three nets like this one in the next 24 hours, we could be back at the harbor unloading in three days."


"Sounds good to my ears, brother. We can use it, too. Just don't lose sight of the school."


"No, no, at the moment we're right on it."


Jake was constantly tracking the movements on the various monitors in front of him. The more data he could gather, the better the chances of a good catch.


Also great-grandfather's diary, with detailed documentations about his catches almost 100 years ago, lay always open next to him.


It was among the most valuable items owned by the Harris brothers, had served them faithfully many times, and helped Jake and Tony fill the FORTUNA cargo bay with fish right at that moment.


But when it came to the question of how to help a shipwrecked girl with total amnesia, great-grandfather's clever little book unfortunately did not have an answer either.


"She been up here yet?" Tony inquired. He could not get the girl out of his head, since the incident in the bathroom.


"No, she was sleeping again when I peered through the door earlier on."


"She still doesn't remember anything. How is this even possible?"


"Well..." That was all Jake could reply to Tony's question.


He had been investigating reports of missing or capsized ships, boats and people, hoping to find some clue that could help clear up the girl's identity. Nothing. As if she had appeared out of nowhere.


Two decks lower, everybody seemed preoccupied with thoughts about the unusual stranger just the same. The infatuating image of the sun-drenched, half-naked girl, who had suddenly stood in front of them in the midst of the ship's mess cabin, had burnt itself into the fishermen's minds and colorfully stimulated their fantasies. All three crew members felt slightly uneasy about the girl, especially Yuri was suspicious of her.


"If you ask me, woman upstairs is not normal, did you notice?" He tried to start a conversation, but his two comrades did not quite want to jump at it.


They had similar thoughts swirling around in their heads, but how much normality could one really expect from a person with no memories just after a near-fatal tragedy?


The main thing was that her rescue had been successful and she had survived. In a few days, back onshore, the involuntary guest would leave the ship anyway and normality would return to the trawler.


Until then, the men would adjust to the extraordinary situation.


But as long as they were pulling full nets on deck, the world was basically OK for them, anyway.


Once again, the signal for hauling in the trawl net sounded loud and clear through the ship's loudspeakers. The girl awoke with a start from her sleep. It took a while until she found her bearings and realized what the penetrating noise was all about.


As soon as she heard Jake's voice, who gave some final instructions to his crew, she relaxed and fell back into bed. To hear a familiar voice, to recognize it, felt incredibly good to her, as everything that surrounded her seemed so alien to her.


Immediately, she tormented herself with the same questions she had asked herself so many times since her first awakening on the FORTUNA: What's my name? Where am I from? What happened to me?...


She desperately searched for answers, but all she found was just more headaches. If she did not want to despair, she had to find some kind of distraction. So, she decided to explore the fishing boat a little closer, hoping that some object, some detail, might awaken a memory in her mind.


Her attention quickly fell to the activities on the deck outside.


With interest, she watched the fishermen at work, wondering whether she also used to be out at sea on a similar fishing vessel; pondering what her role might have been.


Suddenly, she heard a rustling noise behind her. Startled, she turned around. In the corridor stood Jason, who, on the way to the restroom, obviously had not expected to meet anyone - especially the stranger - and was pulling down his pants, while being entirely oblivious of his surroundings.


When he discovered the girl, he frantically pulled his trousers up again and then froze as if he was turned off.


"Uuhh, hi!" He tried to cover his embarrassment - with little success.


"Hi!" She replied slightly amused and curiously eyed Jason.


Jason did not want to just walk away from the temporary guest and felt an inner compulsion to add something meaningful to his one and a half syllables, before he could disappear behind the door of the restroom. He stuttered awkwardly.


"Uh, if you're looking for Jake, he's on the bridge, up here, uhm, and this here is the restroom, but it's occupied right now, I mean, it will be. Uh, but Jake's up there. OK."


After this, not with the best will in the world could he stand still any longer, and said goodbye with a swift gesture setting out to pursue his urgent human needs.


As the door latched into the lock, the girl could no longer control herself and started smirking with the hand over her mouth. She did not want Jason to hear her laugh - of course, she understood that it was her who had involuntarily invaded the privacy of the fishermen, and with her presence interrupted their habits. She could not do anything about that.


On the other hand, this little harmless incident had done her heart good, even if it was at Jason's expense. Nevertheless, she did not intend to embarrass him with her presence for a second time. She preferred to follow Jason's advice and extended her little excursion by a visit to the bridge.


Carefully, she knocked on the open door to the bridge in order not to accidentally scare someone again.


Jake's eyes lit up as soon as he saw her. Cheerfully, he beckoned her over to him.


"Come on in! We're hauling in the net right now. Have a look! You get a good view from up here. The catch was well worth it." He encouraged the girl to enter.


"Glad to hear that."


Impressed, she looked at all the technology that was installed on the bridge. Jake assured her:


"Once the net is back in the water, I'll have more time for you."


"I did not mean to disturb you."


"Not at all. On the contrary, if you're up here with me, I don't have to run down to check on you all the time."


Somehow, the words slipped out of Jake's mouth all clumsy. His focus was on the net, and he bit his lip as he realized that his comment might have sounded unintentionally harsh. Promptly, her reaction followed as he had feared:


"I'm sorry that you have all this trouble because of me."


"No, no, that's not what I meant at all. What I was trying to say, was, seeing you walk about again, alive and well, makes my heart swell. When we fished you out of the water, I honestly didn't think I would ever see it. Don't worry, you're more than welcome here." Excited, Jake screamed into the microphone of the ship's small, clearly overstrained loudspeaker system. He ranted at the fishermen, who for his taste handled the net too recklessly.
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