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        “Crevasse by Clay Vermulm is a haunting descent into the wild primal fears and the enigmatic unknown, a visceral mirror to the anxieties of our age. Vermulm’s narrative probes the terror of identity erasure and the unsettling revelation that the familiar may conceal unspeakable horrors. This story is a stark reminder of the razor-thin boundary between humanity and the abyss. With a voice that channels some elements found in Koji Suzuki's work, Vermulm delivers a tale as timeless as it is terrifying, a testament to his mastery in evoking both the fragility of human identity and the relentless, untamed forces of nature.”
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        “Crevasse is a hang-on-for-dear-life horror like none other.  Clay Vermulm serves up an uncanny off-the-trail mix of rich characters, vertiginous real-world danger, and a haunting/hunting supernatural menace that’s sure to satisfy readers.  Just don’t take this book on your next camping trip!”

        GORDON B. WHITE, SHIRLEY JACKSON AND BRAM STOKER AWARD-NOMINATED AUTHOR OF ROOKFIELD, AND IN HER SMILE THE WORLD, AND GORDON B. WHITE IS CREATING HAUNTING, WEIRD, HORRORS.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Clay Vermulm’s Crevasse is a tale of large egos, grand challenges and achievements, and the horrific things we sometimes find in the wilderness. An adventurous novella presented in sparklingly clear, crisp, and precise language. Vermulm’s extensive knowledge of climbing comes through as well. Much recommended.”

        CHRISTI NOGLE, AUTHOR OF THE BRAM STOKER AWARD® WINNING FIRST NOVEL BEULAH
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        “Climb if you will, but remember that courage and strength are nought without prudence, and that a momentary negligence may destroy the happiness of a lifetime. Do nothing in haste; look well to each step; and from the beginning think what may be the end.”

        EDWARD WHYMPER

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “You cannot conquer (the mountains), only rise to their height for a short time; and for that they demand a great deal. The struggle is not with the enemy, or a competitor, but with yourself, with your own feelings of weakness and inadequacy.”

        ANATOLI BOUKREEV
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            PROLOGUE: THE FREEZING MAN

          

          SOUTHERN PICKETT RANGE, WASHINGTON STATE. MARCH 2019

        

      

    

    
      Ellie Jensen. That is my name.

      She knows, if she were seen by someone still living, this would be true. To them and so, to her.

      Why am I still here?

      This she does not know.

      Another thing Ellie knows: she cannot look away from the dying man in the snow. Her phantom form — still dressed as she’d been in her final fleshbound moments, watches silently as the ceaseless gale howls around the scene. A distant part of her wants to shut her eyes, knows she should, knows she would have if she still had eyelids.

      I’m sorry Greg…I could not save you.  

      The young man’s mouth moves weakly, seemingly trying to speak, but his cracked blue lips appear frozen in a tight swollen mask. Death is always cold, she thinks as the ruthless blizzard swirls the sprawled boy in a white shroud.

      He is bare from the waist up, and despite the subzero temperatures of the alpine evening, struggling to remove his thick nylon pants. From some distant memory, she knows the man is suffering from hypothermia—hot even as his body freezes to death—desperate to escape the cloying heat of his protective layers, to shed them as she has been forced to shed her mortal skin.

      Looking directly at her, the boy croaks, “Please...Ellie...”

      Can he see her, or is he simply pleading to the white void of the storm?

      Is she still Ellie? Still his godmother?

      In some ways, yes, but Greg can’t know this—only his soul knows, and it is not yet awakened, that soul-to-soul connection which survives ages and millennia not yet revealed.     

      “Please...help me.”

      His eyes slowly glaze over, the color fading to match his skin’s ashen pallor. Puffs of exhalation slow, stop, and he is still. One hand clutching his pants, the other reaching out, as if to crawl towards the distant base of the Southern Pickett Mountains.

      Why do I grieve so? The passing of a vessel is a natural thing, a beautiful thing. She knows this, too, and yet, something within her recoils, corrupting the purity of the moment—a mother’s umbilical cord strangling her newborn child.

      Soon Greg’s essence will emerge from the vessel and pass on to coalesce with the cosmos where it will drift in bliss until becoming fleshbound again. Perhaps she will join it. After all, they are so close in this lifetime, tied by family, by love, by the very mountains looming around them. Soulbonds like this, she has learned, can outlast ages.

      A surprised “Huh…”—sudden, desperate, scared, whispers out from behind the freezing man, from the white shroud of the storm, drifting upon the air with sinister weight.

      All of her hopes dissipate like snow beneath the sun, and instantly, she knows from whence her dread comes. That frightened breath, that question...that voice—it belongs to another girl who, like Ellie Jensen, had been alive and fleshbound mere hours earlier. 

      Ellie remembers her own death in a vivid flash as she watches the form of Quinn emerge from the swirling white veil of snow.

      But this is not Quinn, her soul no longer inhabits her body. Now it belongs to something else.

      Quinn’s face twists in a leering smile, head cocked slightly to the side, face battered, black and blue nearly beyond recognition. On jerky, staggered steps more akin to an insect’s than a person’s, the creature creeps forward from the fringes of the blizzard. Too-sharp teeth glinting red-stained-white as it approaches its newest victim.

      She tries again to shut her eyes, cannot and so turns her view to look away. There, behind her, stretches a line of similar souls.

      Blank-faced and endless, they stretch back in a single-file line toward the Terror Glacier and down into its icy maw, all tethered by a spectral rope. The first soul in the line looks just like the skin the Harvester wears now. Quinn.

      Quinn, young pretty girl dressed in purple and gray for a day on the high peaks, stares straight ahead, phantasmic eyes vacant and glossy. She looks beyond, somewhere imperceptible. Or maybe to the scene before them, with the same dread Ellie feels.

      Souls remember. Life after life, they know one another, recall those they’ve loved and cherished and those they’ve hated. The thing inside the younger girl’s skin makes Ellie Jensen hate.

      For it is no soul. It is the Harvester.

      Though it looks human, the vessel standing over the dying man is inhabited by something not of this world, something that should not be of any world. She longs to flee—to be far from the Harvester. Instead, she is bound to it. On some instinctual level, she knows this, can feel it.

      The creature ignores her, turning its feasting countenance on the freezing man.

      His soul has not departed.

      Now, it never will, Ellie knows.

      She watches, helpless, feeling heavy, as if crushed beneath the agonizing weight of what she will witness. Standing utterly still amongst the storm, the Harvester holds no aura about it but rather a lifeless void that seems to absorb all sound, all emotion, all light and hope. The monster inside Quinn’s skin looks down at the young man, impassive and uncaring. Then it kneels and brushes a lock of dark hair from his eyes.

           The Harvester huffs another “Huh…” as if to the corpse, as if asking for something. Its voice is strange and distorted, like crackling through a distant radio. Straddling the body, the Harvester looks down into Greg’s face before opening its mouth wide—wider—far too wide, the jaw unhinges just as the man’s soul emerges from its vessel. Ellie feels it recoil, twist and struggle to escape into the ether, to join its kin amongst the cosmos, to be free from earthly constraint. Ellie feels a dreadful certainty that Greg’s soul will never know freedom, nor life, nor even death again.

      Around the gaping chasm of the Harvester’s mouth, air, snow, and light swirl like debris being swept into an avalanche, vanishing into the infinite depths of the evil creature’s being. Greg’s soul wriggles and thrashes blending into the whipping snow before it, too, is devoured.

      All Ellie can do is watch and hope she can warn those who would come next.

      There, suddenly standing before her, is the spectral image of Greg, looking as he did in life. He is dressed in neon-green pants, no shirt, and black beanie, glowing and near-translucent—face forward, head tracking every movement of the Harvester.

      Like every other soul, he is tethered to their rope.

      She looks back down the line of captured beings—men and women, young and old. All staring straight ahead to their captor. All doomed to follow and obey as more and more victims join their ranks. Ellie feels the eyes of their oppressor upon her and turns her spectral head back, mimicking the stance of the other souls.

      The Harvester looks at her for a long time, foreboding, unblinking, and cold—a thing from another time and place, like the ancient glaciers buried beneath the very snow in which Greg’s body slowly stiffens.
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            MIRANDA

          

          LEAVENWORTH, WASHINGTON. OCTOBER 3RD, 2019

        

      

    

    
      Gazing down over the cliff face, Miranda saw little but the lingering clouds crawling through the six hundred feet of open air between her and the ground. Around her, flurries of fluffy snow drifted on the breeze. Her only connection to the world below was the strand of bright green rope stretching from her harness and the line of cams she’d placed in the crack system below her. Sweat ran down her forehead, her arms quivered with fatigue, and her heart pulsed rapid streams of blood from her toes to her eardrums. Still, she forced herself upward. At this point of the climb, run out as her protection was, a fall could be deadly.

      Keep pushing, Miranda. You’re too far up to come down now.  

      Her fiancé, Travis, had drilled the push-through mentality into her head over years of climbing together, and now he was dead. Probably because he always pushed through, no matter what his instincts told him. Another thing to not think about. 

      Besides, he’s technically “missing.”

      Dead. The cynical side of her mind always had to argue.

      Methodically, she levered a hand into a small crack. Found a wider depression towards the back and locked her fingers into a fist, securing her to the wall. She inched her foot a bit higher, placing a strategic toe on a small chip of granite the size of a penny, then flagged her other foot out wide onto the featureless face for balance, using the weight of her leg for stability. Just when she felt secure, her toe slipped. The world lurched beneath her, replacing focused suspension with the indomitable weight of gravity.

      Miranda had fallen enough to be familiar with the strange sensation, but it didn’t stop the vertigo from permeating her nerves and organs. She’d also been climbing long enough that, rather than panic, her instincts tended toward self-preservation. Instead of throwing up a hand for a hold that may not be there, her mind instinctively sought an arrest, a balance. She wedged a toe in a lower section of the crack feature she’d been tracing up, preventing her from slipping into a full-on fall.

      Panting on the wall, she saw two paths. The one where she slipped and fell—it wouldn’t have killed her; she had protection placed a ways down, and her client was belaying her, but it would have been one hell of a whipper. She’d ran her line out over a relatively bare bulge of exposed slab that extended her plummet by fifteen feet or so.

      It didn’t matter anyways. She’d made it to the other path, the one where she didn’t take a physical fall but ended up with only herself to ease her thoughts and fears—a mental sort of falling into focus and the strange empty-alone feeling that now lived where her thrill for climbing used to.

      After cresting the summit ledge, she pulled a Black Diamond climbing cam from her harness, squeezed the syringe-like handle, and wedged the protection firmly into the crack before her. She released the handle, and the solid steel of the cam expanded, lodging securely into the rock face. With the fluidity of a thousand repetitions, she snatched the dangling rope from her waist, clipped it through the carabiner, and let out a long sigh all in one motion. Safe and protected, she placed two more cams and began assembling her anchor.

      For the first time since beginning this section, she felt the chilly bite of altitude and the exhaustion in her muscles as her adrenaline ebbed. Miranda waited for the exultation that always followed a summit, that feeling of profound joy and accomplishment from conquering one’s own limits and gaining a vantage point above the rest of the world.

      It didn’t come.

      In its place, she was greeted by sleeting snow and lashing wind at the peak of Midnight Rock. The summit was adorned with a rock feature shaped like a rhino horn which jutted from the scattered boulders of the rounded stone dome.

      She secured her ATC belay device to her anchor system, ran the rope through, and clicked the button on the walkie-talkie clipped to the shoulder strap.

      “Okay, you’re on belay. Climb when you’re ready,” she said down to Mark, her client for the day.

      There was a moment of silence before the voice of a middle-aged man came over the receiver. “Climbing.” 

      Slack appeared in the rope, and she pulled it tight enough that he wouldn’t take much of a fall should he slip but loose enough that he could feel the freedom of climbing on his own. She went through the motions of a top-rope belay, her mind drifting like the fog through the mountain peaks—guided by the wind and weather more than purpose or intent.

      Her eyes filled with tears, and her stomach clenched as if she’d eaten rotten seafood. Each tug and pull of the rope reminded her of the line tethering her to this man, this stranger from the city, who was most certainly not her preferred climbing partner. When he spoke over the radio, she could almost mistake his voice for Travis’s, could almost remember what he’d sounded like when he’d said those same commands and responses. She sniffed hard and wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her free hand.

      Travis was gone and she was a quarter-mile above any civilization with a complete stranger. A man, no less. One of the occupational hazards of being a woman climber — especially a guide, was the amount of time she spent in the woods with random men. It’d been a long time since she felt any fear about that, used to it as she’d gotten, but today there was a strange twinge in her gut. It was like fear, but different…less sharp, less defined, like the undiagnosed cancer that’d killed her father and left her in the care of her bitch-mother and stepdad Jake for her final two years of high school.

      But that had led her to Washington, which had led to climbing, which led to Travis — and the first happiness she’d had in her life since her dad passed.

      And now back to here — alone, in the woods, with a semi-random dude climbing my rope.   

      Am I afraid of Mark, is that what this is? Do I just miss Travis like crazy?

      She still remembered her mother’s reaction when she’d told her she was dating a climber and that their first date was a trip to an obscure crag called Static Point in the backwoods behind Goldbar, Washington. Marissa Johnson-Finkle had put her nose up high enough to sniff God’s ass when she said: “You’re going in the woods with a stranger? I don’t know whether to write a marriage speech or an obituary.”

      No. Miranda wasn’t afraid of Mark anymore than she’d been afraid of Travis back then.

      She was afraid of something much worse.

      I don’t like climbing anymore. I fucking hate it.

      It was the damn rain and the cold. The wind and the fog. The environment she’d been in when she’d gotten the news, which now had this kryptonite-hold over her muscles and nerves. She looked out over the beautiful deep greens and grays of the Cascade Mountains beneath their ever-impending precipitation with a scowl.

      I need to move to a different state. Maybe Arizona.

      Better yet, somewhere with no mountains. Florida?

      Scoffing at the absurdity, she shook all thoughts of Florida from her head.

      Jesus, I’m getting desperate. Somewhere warm though…

      She knew it wouldn’t be that easy. It would never be easy to forget what happened to Travis or to leave the place she’d come to love.

      After about forty minutes, she heard her climber approaching the top. He’d moved at a pretty good pace, considering the difficulty of the climb he’d chosen. He had said it wasn’t one he was willing to lead on his own, so he’d hired her through her employer, a climbing and backcountry guide service called Badwater Adventures. The rope whispered through her ATC, monotonous and routine, as she continued drawing her client closer to the top.

      A hand reached the edge, followed by a face she knew, and Miranda almost dropped the rope. Travis stood at the other end of her line, frostbitten features scrunched into a grin that contained none of the joy with which he’d lived his life. She took in the rips in his clothes, the wounds that no one could survive, and her strength left her. She sat against the rock, and for a moment, all she saw was white, and all she heard was ringing.

      And then her vision cleared. Mark, her client, stood before her with a wide smile on his face. Just some scrawny tech guy out of Seattle playing at mountaineering. His harness clinked with the metallic jangle of climbing gear, and his helmeted head was silhouetted by the sunset. Absolutely nothing to fear.

      What the fuck did I just see?

      Her chest was tight, and she was pretty sure tears would trickle down her face any moment, but Mark didn’t seem to notice. He turned to face the valley below, throwing his arms wide as if he were standing on the bow of the Titanic. Miranda took a deep breath to master her emotions and stood.

      I just about killed that guy and he has no idea. I need a new job.

      “Look at this place! I can’t believe you get to do this every day.” He turned back and trudged up the final few feet to the summit anchor where she was still barely holding his belay.

      She forgot to smile this time, though her affirmations were instinctual. “Yeah, it’s pretty much the dream, isn’t it?”

      “You killed it on that last pitch. That’s a long way without protection.” He slapped her shoulder as if they’d just gotten off the football field together.

      “Well, that’s what you hired me for, right?” she replied, her voice tight.

      “I could not have done that. Thank you for getting me up here.” He held out his hand to her. She shook it.

      “My pleasure, Mark. Don’t forget, the climb is never over until you get back to the bottom.”

      He looked to the sloping granite dome they both knew led to a steep but traversable hiking trail, which would take them back to the parking lot. Nodding, Mark walked over to a flat section of the summit and began untying from his harness.

      No matter how many times her presumed-dead boyfriend had summited a peak, he’d always wanted to spend time looking over the edge, hearing the shrieking hawks, feeling the bitter bite of the freezing wind and the pull of gravity. She used to sit there with him, dangling her bare feet over the edge, leaning into his shoulder, letting the wind tousle her hair and caress her face. But looking over now induced gut churning visions of falling through an icy crevasse—vivid sounds of crunching bone and Travis screaming. She felt a shiver run up her spine and stepped away from the cliff.

      Fuck climbing. It wasn’t worth it. What was anymore?

      “Do you mind if we stay up here a little while? I just want to take in the sights,” Mark asked.

      “Of course not. We can stay as long as you want,” she said without turning to look at him. She took her client off belay and wiped her eyes with a frustrated sniff.

      Maybe Hawaii? I mean that IS mountains, but it’ll feel different. 

      ***

      She gave Mark an hour on the summit before they descended. Down at the parking lot, they loaded their heavy bags of gear into the bright yellow passenger van with the large logo of Badwater Adventures, a climber-silhouette dangling precariously from a prominent rock ledge, plastered on the side.

      Mark hopped into the passenger seat, still bubbling with the adrenaline-fueled novelty unique to extreme sports. Miranda took a moment to collect her thoughts then eased herself into the driver’s seat, doing her best to plaster the customer service mask back on. It was a two-and-a-half-hour drive from Leavenworth to Everett, and with snow in the pass, it would be slow going. She’d need to make sure she didn’t earn her company another bad review. Even after successfully getting a client to the top—say the wrong thing in the car or on the hike down, and it was like the rest of the day never happened. She’d learned that the hard way five or six times since Travis’s passing.

      As she pulled out onto the blind corner of highway 2 and stepped on the gas, Mark pulled out his phone and frowned.

      “Damn…” Mark said, letting the silence between them stretch. Miranda had purposely not asked anything, but he was persistent. “I guess they’ll just have to wait,” he said with a smile. Referring, she assumed, to the wife and three children he had waiting at home. They, he’d explained, were not climbers and were always very nervous when he went on these sorts of trips. Miranda kept her eyes on the road, pulling her mouth into a thin firm line.

      “Do we need to run in to Leavenworth? It’s just five minutes back, and there’s service there. It’s good to let people know you’re okay.” And pretty horrific when someone never does.

      “No, that’s fine. They need to learn to relax. That reminds me, though, how long do you think it will take us to get home?”

      “Probably around three hours, more if we hit traffic. It can be pretty bad on the weekends.”

      “Mmm,” he said.

      “Why?” Miranda asked.

      “I was just supposed to get home in time for the high school volleyball game. My oldest.” He held out his phone showing a picture of himself standing on a basketball court between two smiling, black-haired girls, one about twelve, the other fifteen or sixteen. “It’s her first game on varsity.”

      Miranda ground her teeth a little harder, trying to keep her expression level, wondering if he could hear her bones turning to dust in her mouth. “What’s her name?”

      “Shelley,” he answered without looking up from the phone screen as he shuffled through a few pictures.

      “When’s the game?” she asked, though she was pretty sure she knew the answer. She’d played sports in high school, and unless they’d restructured the entire school sport schedule, she was sure this asshole had always known he wouldn’t be making it.

      “In about an hour.” He shrugged.

      “Are you kidding me?” Miranda said, the words out of her mouth before she could think about them.
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