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The sea has never been friendly to man. At most it has been the accomplice of human restlessness.

—JOSEPH CONRAD


PROLOGUE

The raft flipped over, and his brother had drowned, and Jess McKay’s memories were still merciless, even after all the years. Every day since, every hour since, McKay had returned in his mind to that river, trying to nudge his memory, hoping it would play out some other way, some less shameful way, but his brother always remained dead, and Jess always remained a coward.

Mount Index, in the Cascade Range in Washington State, is a noble granite peak, rugged in all its aspects except that it is slender by local standards. Even so, the mountain doesn’t deserve what gold prospector A. D. Gunn did to it a hundred years ago, which was to name it after his middle finger. Each spring Mount Index issues its prodigious snow melt to the Skykomish River, which swells and rolls with its new burden, more white than blue as it drops quickly through the wilderness toward Puget Sound.

That day, those years ago, Jess McKay crouched on a rounded boulder, speaking loudly over the rush of water. “Where’d you get the oars?”

“These’re paddles, not oars.” His brother didn’t look up from the inflatable raft, where he was working with a length of clothesline. “They’ve been in Uncle Dan’s garage for years, hanging on the wall.”

“He knows we’re up here? He gave them to you?”

“Not exactly.” Matt McKay had studied a book on knots, and used a bowline to secure his backpack to one of the raft’s D-rings, retying it three times until he was satisfied. “I drove over to Dan’s house and borrowed the paddles. He always keeps his garage door open when he’s away at work. He won’t mind.”

Small waves pushed against Jess’s boulder. Midstream’s swift current surged over rocks close to the surface, sending forth confused waves in all directions, so the water washed rather than edged the river’s banks. Jess was wearing sandals, and he tentatively dipped his foot into the water, just half his foot. The cold seemed like a blow, and his leg instantly contracted. This water had been snow a few miles up the slope. He glanced at his brother, hoping Matt hadn’t seen the water defeat him. His brother was still bent over his raft.

Jess wanted to help Matt prepare for the raft’s launch, to be of some use, rather than sitting on the boulder like a lump, but he knew from past experience that he would only earn a rebuke, something about being all thumbs or this being a job for an adult. Not that his big brother was unkind. Matt just never liked folks getting in his way, not in this raft business, not in anything. Jess had overheard his mom and dad wonder aloud and laugh about their eldest son, saying things like, “Matt is sure goal-oriented,” and calling him “directional.” Jess hadn’t bothered looking the word up in his dictionary. He knew what they meant because he knew his brother.

Jess asked, “How many times you going to run the river, you think?”

“The company told me to come back when I had experience, so I’m going to load up on experience.” Matt tossed Jess a life jacket, borrowed from his uncle’s fishing boat, also in the garage. “A dozen times, I figure.”

“How long will that take?”

“At a run a day, you figure it out.”

Matt McKay was a senior at Everett High School, and had applied for a summer job at Cascade Adventures, a company based in Everett, thirty miles north of Seattle. The company took customers on guided raft journeys on the Suiattle, Skagit, Nooksack, and Skykomish rivers, all in western Washington. Cascade Adventures usually hired college juniors and seniors as guides, but the owner was impressed with Matt: his eagerness, his three-year varsity letter in football, his acceptance at the University of Washington for next fall, a solid handshake, looking him right in the eyes. “Come back and see me when your resume has something about Whitewater rafting on it,” the owner had said.

So Matt had purchased an abundantly used two-man inflatable raft from Cleary’s Pawn on Second Avenue in Everett after arguing for thirty minutes with the pawnbroker over whether the price should be the amount on the sticker or the amount Matt had in his pocket, a difference of ten dollars. Cleary finally agreed to Matt’s offer, just so Cleary could get back to lunch. Cleary didn’t have any helmets, and Matt didn’t have more money, anyway.

“Did you tell Mom and Dad we were coming up here?” Jess asked as he tugged at the life jacket, trying to figure out how he could fit into the contraption. Matt’s car was parked up the hill at a turnout on the county road.

“What do you think?”

“Me, neither.” Curtains of mist hung over the river. Jess hugged himself against the chill, then lowered his arms, thinking it undignified. “We probably should’ve, though. Told them, you know.”

“Mom never learned to swim,” Matt replied. “She’s terrified of water. She’d never let us come up here. Something must’ve happened to her when she was a kid.”

“Maybe she fell into a well,” Jess suggested, wanting to contribute. He wrestled the life jacket around himself, then connected the clasps. “One of those boarded-over wells nobody has used for years. Maybe she was out walking in a field and fell in.”

“That’s probably it, all right.” Matt’s well-used tone inferred that his brother might be a dork.

Jess’s English class at school was featuring a block on creative writing, the point of which escaped Jess entirely. As a homework assignment, the teacher had asked the students to stare at themselves in a mirror and write four sentences about their appearance, avoiding conclusive terms such as handsome or pretty or repulsive. Jess had forgotten the assignment until homeroom the next day, and had hastily written, “I am skinny. My nose has two holes. No zits today. This makes four sentences, counting this one.” He didn’t wonder at the C-minus he received on the assignment. Creative writing was for dorks.

Had he described himself more fully, he would have mentioned his blond hair, the color of straw, which often stood out randomly like straw, too. His eyes were green or blue depending on the light, and were full of life. His smile was usually slow in coming, sliding across his face, but full and welcoming and warm once in place. He thought his nose was too large, but it was straight and masterful, and added strength to his face. His jaw was prominent and uncompromising, and hinted at Jess’s stubbornness, which was just beginning to manifest itself. He thought the small cleft in his chin was goofy, and every time he shaved—every five days—he left it bloody. He was growing quickly, an inch every two months, his dad swore. Jess felt like his body was just a sack of creaky, knobby bones. Once in a while Jess flexed his arms in front of a mirror, hoping those same forces of nature that were fooling with his voice would put some bulk on his biceps, but they still resembled spaghetti. On testing day at PE, he could not do a single pull-up, just couldn’t get his chin up to the damn bar, not once, to the hoots of all his so-called friends, one of whom suggested the chess club. God, he wished he were big and tough, so he could give his dumb friends such a look—slit-eyed and dangerous—that they’d scatter like poultry. Jess’s mom had said, “Be patient, Jess, because two years from now you won’t recognize yourself.” Two years from now was a century from now.

So now he was just a skinny kid perched on a boulder. He chucked a rock into the water. The river was framed by western hemlocks, with their drooping tops, as if each tree was taking a bow, and Douglas fir, some of them ten feet in diameter, bare of limbs on their lower trunks. Matt had once told Jess that the Indians had used pitch from Douglas firs for caulking their canoes. The trees formed a dark canopy, and the wedge of sky directly over the river was intense blue, not faded by a competing sun, which was still in the southern sky this time of year, hidden behind trees.

The scent of the forest was thick, a musty odor of decay and dampness that signaled this place was ancient. Moss grew along the river banks, and so did bunchberry and brambles and stinging nettles, crowded together. Behind Matt, just up the bank, a huckleberry bush had rooted in the decomposing trunk of a red cedar tree that had fallen decades ago. Clumps of deer fern grew at the base of the trees. Matt had said that after a deer loses its antlers, it will rub the raw stubs on deer fern, some chemical in the plant offering relief. Matt knew most everything worth knowing.

Still making adjustments to his raft—small things the point of which was lost on Jess—Matt looked up and asked, “You kissed her yet?”

Jess could feel color flash across his face. He asked lamely, “Who?”

“Don’t give me that.” Matt laughed. “The blond in the ponytail you escort from second to third period every day.”

Her name was Megan Andrews, the first girl who had ever paid attention to Jess. She sat next to him in algebra, and he had been staring at her once in a while when she wasn’t looking. One day she abruptly brought her head up from her book and stared back at him. Mortified, Jess had dropped his gaze. Two minutes later when he found the courage to try the smallest of glances in her direction, she was still looking at him, and smiling. After algebra that day, she had just up and joined him in the hallway, walking along with him to their next class as if it were something natural.

Jess raised his voice over the sound of the river. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.” He was a dreadful liar.

“Megan Andrews is who I’m talking about.” Matt cackled with the victory. “Nice girl, my informants tell me. She begun puberty yet?”

Jess ignored him, staring at his sandals, the water below him streaked with white foam and coursing around the boulder. He was a freshman in high school, same school as Matt, Everett High. His big brother owned the place, him and his football buddies, while Jess bumbled along, aimless and overwhelmed, doing something stupid hourly. Matt—who liked to tease him, but never in front of friends, and never meanly, not really—had confided that he, too, had felt like a moron and klutz his freshman year. It scarcely seemed possible.

Matt was golden. Everything he did, he did easily. Everything he started, he finished. Big and strong, charming, with a quick smile full of perfect teeth, blond hair, gray-green eyes, liked to tell jokes on himself, and at once likable. Matt was everything Jess was not, except the coloring and teeth. The younger brother was squeaky and shuffling, and baffled, and wore the same basketball shoes every day and liked Nintendo and played fetch with his stupid dog who had the stupid name Tramp. Matt had entered manhood, leaving Jess far, far behind.

“So, tell you what I’ll do, do you a big favor,” Matt called. He was using a foot pump to top off the air in the raft’s tubes. “I’ll take little Megan Andrews out on a date, teach her to kiss properly, give her some good experience, tongue and all. Then I’ll give her back to you.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“You won’t have to break her in, you see.”

“That’s sick,” Jess hollered. “You’re sick.” But then joined Matt in the laugh, he couldn’t help it.

And then Matt admitted, “She’s pretty cute, Megan is, she get rid of the metal on her teeth some day.”

“You think she . . . ?” Jess hesitated, struggling with the question, one of the tangled inquiries that occasionally half-formed in his mind, questions of vast import and consequence, usually about freshmen girls, and which Matt always answered with such profound wisdom—the truth standing powerfully revealed—that Jess was always chagrined the answer had eluded him.

But Matt called jubilantly, “She’s ready for launch.” He pushed the raft the few feet across river stones to the water. “You’re in front, Jess.”

Matt had been unable to find a second life jacket, but Uncle Dan’s garage had yielded a water skier’s life ring, big for Matt because Dan was an eater, and even though Matt cinched it tightly it hung on his hip bones.

The raft was made of urethane tubes, with rubbing strakes along the outside, and with a plywood deck. It was seven feet long—five feet on the interior—with a five-foot beam, and weighed just fifty pounds. For safety the raft had five separate air compartments in the tubes, and a self-bailing scupper. D-ring tie-downs were mounted on the deck and along the top of the tubes. The raft was Day-Glo orange, and some prior owner had painted red and yellow licks of fire on the bow, like on a hot rod. The starboard tube had been patched at the waterline with a hand-sized square of urethane, but the patch had been sealed evenly and sanded, and looked as if it had been done professionally.

Jess slid off the boulder, the edges of his life preserver bumping his chin as he landed. Brushing a thimbleberry bush, he stepped over stones to the raft. A Stellar’s jay loosed a metallic clack from deep inside the cover of a juniper.

His brother handed him a paddle. “The wide end goes in the water.”

Jess hadn’t been parrying his brother’s wisecracks all morning—not many of them, anyway—trying to build some goodwill. That’s why Jess had come on this dumb trip anyway, to ask his brother if, just once—promise, he’ll never ask again, and he’ll be Matt’s serf forever and throw in his Swiss Army knife, Jess’s only possession his brother had ever paused over—if he could go on a double date with Matt. His big brother possessed that magical key to happiness and all that was good in the world: a driver’s license. Jess had Megan Andrews on his mind, not rafting.

He climbed over a tube, and sat on a low wood seat. The inflated tubes surrounded him closely on three sides, and he could rest his elbows on them. He gripped the paddle tightly, laying it across the bow. The raft scraped against pebbles as Matt pushed it from shore out into the current. With a gleeful whoop, he leaped into the stern. His knees bumped Jess’s back as he settled in.

The acceleration was startling. Their spot on the bank seemed to flee behind them as the raft was pulled to the center of the river and then propelled downstream. And the river instantly seemed to calm as they became part of it, moving at its pace, with ripples and bubbles escorting them quietly along. Even the wind moved with them, so it was warmer on the river than on the bank, and quieter, almost serene. The brothers dug their paddles into the water several times, but there was nothing for them to do, as the river had taken over, and it guided them unerringly, keeping them to the middle of the flow, keeping the little raft away from granite crags that hung out into the river.

The banks sped by, and the brothers passed thick braces of red alder and steep inclines covered with green salal. Granite boulders the size of automobiles appeared to have been tossed willy-nilly on the shores and into the river. When the forest on the south bank opened, sunlight swept across the river, and the boulders, studded with numberless flecks of mica, glittered and opalesced. The river was a raw wilderness, primitive and fierce, without a trace of humankind’s notice or influence, as it had been since the night of time.

“Hey, Matt, what . . . ?” Jess pointed ahead, where the water appeared to end, as if it had a brim, as if Columbus had been wrong and the world were indeed flat.

“Hang on,” his brother yelled.

The raft sank, and Jess with it, over a fall no more than two feet high, but Jess yelled involuntarily as their craft plunged into the whirl of water below the drop. Lifted by all its air, the raft rebounded then lunged ahead, settled, then dipped over a smaller fall, Matt laughing crazily. The stern came around, but Matt paddled briskly, setting the raft again on its course. A moment later they entered a calm, the water oily blue and circling idly, a whirlpool tucked behind an outcropping.

“That’s as much fun as you are going to have in your entire life, baby brother,” Matt exulted, “doesn’t matter what Megan Andrews lets you do to her, poor girl.”

Jess turned halfway around, and had to speak loudly, over a peculiar hiss coming from downstream. “Matt, I was going to ask you something.” Maybe now was the time, Matt in control of everything and on top of the world, Jess at his mercy. Maybe Matt would dispense some charity. “You know some Saturday night? Maybe we could . . .”

“I brought you along as a crewman, not some freeloading passenger,” Matt hooted, not listening in the slightest. “Your paddle is almost dry. Let’s go.”

The older brother swept the blade through the water, and the raft glided from behind its protective boulder and back into the current. The river was shallow here, with stones just under the knotty surface, and the raft began to buck. Jess gripped two D-rings on the bow as he rose and fell, rose and fell, his paddle forgotten across his lap. Matt whooped and pulled at the water with his paddle, his knees banging against Jess’s back.

The valley narrowed, leaving only a strip of sky overhead, and the water quickened. In their eternal and tortured passage up through the earth’s crust, the boulders here had been squared off, and were full of right angles, cubist piles rising against the valley walls. Jess cocked his head. A bass rumble came from downstream, and though he hadn’t seen train tracks anywhere around, the noise might have been from a locomotive out of sight around a rocky bend, and their little craft was rushing toward it. Above the canyon an osprey slipped through the sky, impartial, the undersides of its wings ghostly white.

The river stalled and smoothed behind the sheltering arm of a granite monolith that jutted out into the stream and blocked the sky. The river here in the deep shadow was bayonet gray. The raft slowed, and neared the vertical bulwark of granite. Moss clung to the stone, and improbable tufts of grass grew from tiny crevices. Uprooted by high water, a tree was trapped against a stone salient, its bark flensed from the trunk during its battering run downriver, its roots half above the waterline and resembling a claw. The roar from the west was unceasing.

Now was his chance. He twisted around again and yelled over the noise, “Matt, you know someday, when you are on a date, maybe some Saturday night, maybe we could, if you wouldn’t mind too much, and you’d hardly know we were in the back seat, maybe we could—”

Matt cast his face in astonishment, then held up his hand like a traffic cop. “Wait a minute, kid brother. Am I about to hear what I think I’m about to hear?”

“Well, it’s just that I thought, maybe we . . .” He didn’t dare utter the phrase double date, offering too tempting a target for Matt.

His brother got it anyway. “Something this big needs a lot of thinking, if we are talking about the four of us. And having you and little Megan with me needs some rules.”

When Matt said no, it was always straightaway and unalterable. When he said yes, it was inevitably preceded by taxing banter. This sounded like yes, though it would take a while. Hope surged in Jess, but he knew not to press. He leaned over the tube to dip his hand into the river. The water seemed to bite him. It hadn’t warmed up any, that was for sure.

The vortex of water behind the stone mass moved slowly, and the raft curled around, the peak of the sheer granite face high overhead, seeming to wheel around on an axis.

Matt pursed his lips and crooked an eyebrow, an expression of weighty and judgmental thought, entirely transparent. “Now, Jess, what if some of my football buddies see me driving you and Megan around, and—”

The raft suddenly gained a will of its own, startlingly, cutting off Matt’s words, and pushing Jess back against Matt’s legs as it accelerated and spun out from behind the crag into a narrow chute of water.

Matt yelled, “Hey, what’s . . . ?”

The raft shot through the channel, towers of stone close on both sides, and then bounced against a slab of rock. Jess’s paddle caught in a crevice and was yanked from his hands. He tried to grab it, but found only the rough canyon wall. For several heartbeats the river remained solid and blue, but at a downward angle, the granite banks holding the water too tightly, and the speed ever increasing. Then the canyon bed fell away, and the river was expelled from the walls’ tight embrace. The rush of water broke apart and plunged down in a foaming tumult.

The valley below flashed in front of him, and then Jess tumbled down, the raft pulling away. He yelled, but it was chopped off when a smothering column of white water enveloped him, turning him in ragged somersaults. He was lost in a crashing spume, and falling and falling.

His arm smashed into an unseen boulder as he rolled in a universe of frothing white water, without bearings and without air and without his brother. He scraped on stones on the river bottom. Skin on his back peeled away. He forced his eyes to open, but all he could see was the blind white of the turbulence. He kicked frantically, trying to push himself to the surface, but the thrashing water hid the way, and rolled him over and over. When his lungs worked involuntarily, his windpipe filled with water. He had the vague impression he was drowning, and that he had seen the last of all he knew.

Then the river released him, and the ferment fell away, and he gagged and coughed and found that living air was all around and that he could breathe again. He shook his head like a dog, clearing his eyes. The raft was well downstream and disappearing behind a turn in the river. His knees found a surface, and he scrambled up a grade of rounded stones, climbing out of the river. He bent over, hands on his knees, gasping for breath. He wiped more water from his eyes. His back stung where rocks had ground against him. Then he remembered his brother.

He turned back to the river, catching himself when his foot slipped on moss. He called out, “Matt.”

His brother was right in front of him, an arm’s reach away, moving with the current, an open wound on his forehead, and blood running down his face and mixing with the river water. His flotation ring had been stripped from him and was bobbing along in the current behind him.

Matt lifted a hand toward his brother and cried out, “Jess, help. Help.”

Then he disappeared beneath the surface, suddenly, as if invisible arms had dragged him under.

Breathing in huge gulps, Jess stepped along the stony shore, trying to keep up with the current that held his brother, seeing only the churning white surface. He called out his brother’s name, a small noise lost in the thunder of the rapids.

And then Matt was there again, his mouth open and his eyes white all around, water breaking over him, thirty feet out into the river.

His eyes locked on Jess. “Please . . . Jess . . . help,” and down he went again, covered by the furious flow.

Jess stumbled along the bank, dodging boulders and river debris, waving his arms as he tried to keep his balance on the broken ground, his life jacket dripping water onto the ground. The rapids gave way to a short expanse of calmer water, still moving, but without the white violence.

Matt emerged again, dotting the water. He screamed, “Jess . . . Jess . . . help me. Jess.” An arm flailed uselessly against the water. Something was wrong with Matt’s other arm. It trailed behind him in the water. He drifted downstream toward another loud and boiling cataract. Matt’s forehead had been laid open to the skull, which reflected daylight like a mirror. “Jess . . . Jess.”

Then began the fifteen seconds that forever branded Jess McKay, just a fraction of a minute, and no such tiny slice of time should wreak havoc down through the years, twisting and tearing and never relenting.

Jess stood on the river bank, his hands out to his brother, reaching out to him. Jess cried out Matt’s name. But Jess did not enter the water.

He was riveted by fear. He was unable to move, to take that step into the current. His legs twitched, as if some of him were ready to go. He reached for his brother, bending at the waist, but his legs would not move.

Jess knew what he had to do. Perhaps from some unbidden instinct, he knew with utter certainty that he was called upon to go to Matt, to help, to give Matt a chance when there was none other, to bring him out of the river’s grip.

All he had to do was step off the bank and swim to his brother. His life jacket would keep him afloat, would surely keep both of them above the surface. Just that, just that small thing, go, and go now, jump back into the current, and reclaim your brother.

“Jess . . .” Weaker now, just Matt’s chin above water.

Those wretched seconds unfolded and when Matt’s head disappeared again it was for good, and the time given Jess to make his choice was gone and would never return.

Water swept endlessly by.


PART ONE

The star-filled seas are smooth to-night.

—A. E. HOUSMAN


CHAPTER 1

Snow was wicking away blood from his leg, and the red color expanded in a circle that looked like a bull’s-eye, and the pilot knew he did not have long. He was no longer cold and no longer shivering, and it vaguely troubled him, but everything was vague now, and fewer and fewer things were troubling him.

Huge snowflakes flew past, coming at him endlessly, as if he were soaring through the galaxy, and so thick he could see little beyond his boots, and his boots were being covered by snow, so he supposed he would soon see nothing but white. The mountain was claiming him. In a few moments he would cease being a human, and would become a topographic feature, another small wrinkle on the side of McKinley.

At least, that’s where he thought he was, Mount McKinley. His F-16 Viper had quit on him, just flamed out, and what could he have expected from an engine built in Belgium, damn them, and the fighter had begun to coast, and an instant later his hydraulics went out. The F-16’s nose sank, nothing he had encouraged, and then the plane began to roll as if it were on a spit, so he pulled the lever and out he went, into the blast of air, gratified when his chute opened. At least something worked.

Snow had softened the impact, and he had landed in fine shape, he remembered, though chilled through. On the ground, the chute toppled him and dragged him along as if he were a plow, but he managed to release it, and the chute was probably in Siberia by now, where it was surely better weather.

The pilot’s name was Peter Bradley, and he had until about an hour ago been participating in the Air Force’s combat exercise Cope Thunder, flying with Navy and Marine pilots, and with pilots from Canadian Forces and the Royal Air Force. The exercise was in its tenth day, and Bradley had been flying two missions most days. Though many American flyers in Alaska for Cope Thunder were from bases in the Lower 48, Bradley was posted to the 18th Fighter Squadron, the Blue Foxes, flying from Eielson Air Force Base southeast of Fairbanks. The Blue Foxes’ primary mission was close air support, though not so close as to be sitting on a snowbank, bleeding to death or freezing to death, Bradley didn’t suppose it mattered which.

He had taken the Arctic survival course at the Cool School at Eielson, the 66th Training Squadron’s introduction to cold and hunger, and they had made him plenty cold and hungry, but not like this, out here, alone and with a broken leg. At the Cool School he had learned about the lethargy and disorientation that accompany freezing to death. He wondered how long his mind had left. Would he recognize it slipping away? Would enough of his intellect remain to understand that less and less of it remained? Can the diminished comprehend the diminishing? He should have been a philosopher.

God, he would like to see his wife again. He could fly a Viper but she was the brains in the family. He laughed weakly, his breath rolling away behind him in a streaming cloud. He could no longer feel his ears under his helmet. He was wearing a sage-green flight suit and a winter-weight flight jacket, with its twill outer shell and quilted lining and storm flap, and he might as well have been wrapped in rice paper for all the good the jacket was doing. A Snickers bar was in a pocket on the left sleeve, held in place by a Velcro flap. A Snickers would be good right now.

Bradley had climbed Mount McKinley once. Almost climbed it. The West Buttress was the mountain’s easiest route, but there were no easy routes on McKinley. His climbing team—six friends from Eielson, all F-16 or A-10 pilots—took ten days to stage their ascent, and did everything right, pushing up their caches, returning to a lower elevation to sleep. Climbing high, sleeping low, acclimatizing. They got within two thousand vertical feet of the summit when a storm roared in from the Gulf of Alaska and fairly blew them off the mountain.

McKinley—none of the pilots called it Denali, lest they be magically and irrevocably transformed into tree-hugging Birkenstockers—killed easily and routinely, with its minus fifty degrees temperatures and its hundred-miles-an-hour wind. Many times, skilled climbers had been surprised by a bit of errant weather, and had been flash frozen on the mountain. That’s what was happening to him, Bradley knew. Flash frozen, something the Jolly Green Giant would do to an ear of corn. McKinley was killing him, easily and routinely. He sighed, and stopped himself when it sounded too much like a groan.

He had landed just fine, he brought up the memory again. Released his parachute from the harness after a short slide along the snow, then had taken four steps—he didn’t know in which direction as he couldn’t see anything because of the falling snow—and he must have been on a snow bridge because then the snow under his boots had suddenly given way, just collapsed from under him so that he found himself falling through the damned air again, you’d think once would be enough. He fell awhile, then smacked the ground and started to slide, his leg catching on some rock and snapping, and finally he stopped where he was now, and hadn’t been able to move an inch since. He knew a steep slope was nearby—he had ridden it down—but it was behind the veil of snow.

Bradley’s head came up. He abruptly felt as if he were not alone. Peculiar, because he surely was. He looked right and left into the blur of snow. He asked aloud, “Is someone there?” He waited. “Hello? Anybody there?”

No one, of course. Not on the mountain in November. He had met his wife, Karen, at the commissary at Fairchild Air Force Base, near Spokane, where the Air Force had sent him for survival school, not that anything he learned there was doing any good now, the numbness up to his thighs and a Snickers bar in his sleeve pocket he couldn’t reach because his hands wouldn’t work, so the Snickers might as well have been on the moon, but she managed the commissary and he was standing at the magazine rack looking at bra ads in a Cosmopolitan—for the first time in his life, honest to God, he swore to her later—and she passed behind him as he was studying the ads and she laughed, and they were married six weeks later.

Not that he really wanted the candy bar. It was just there. He didn’t care about it, or his plane. An eight-million-dollar piece of equipment broken up in the Alaskan wilderness somewhere. He loved flying that bird, and he particularly enjoyed ground attack exercises, firing away at buildings, airfields, simulated hangars, and dummy aircraft. The plane quit on him at the worst time: when it was in the air. He laughed, sort of a laugh at sort of a joke.

He was growing smaller, the life leaving him. He wondered where he was, why everything was white. He wanted to see his wife. If she would just hold his hand for a while. Hypothermia killed a hundred thousand Krautsters in World War II, old Mr. Frosty doing the work of the Lord that time. But not this time. His wife’s name was Karen.

The world was reduced to a low tunnel, and he was racing through it, stuck on the mountainside. He had bailed out in daylight, so the sun was up there, but obscured and indifferent and of no account. The snowflakes had gained weight, it seemed. Bradley could feel every one of them against his face and chest as they rudely pummeled him. Or maybe he couldn’t. He was above the tree-line, and with nothing to rattle, the Arctic wind was almost noiseless, a muted sigh, but still drawing the life out of him. He sat on the snow, bleeding.

His wife. He could smell her perfume, right there on the mountain. He again looked left into the moving storm. “Karen?” Nothing but snow.

He was losing it, and that was a fact. Karen standing there on Mount McKinley, as if there were a chance of that. She had told him once that she was afraid of heights, and that she didn’t even like escalators. He smiled, tried to smile.

Joy suffused him, and giddiness, and he could see clearly, if only for a few feet. The dead white of the storm took on a slight soft rose hue, a touch of warmth in its coloring. Many of his questions were about to be answered. He hoped it would be something grand, like a blinding flash, and maybe some trumpets. And there were worse ways to die. Ask Joan of Arc. This was hardly like dying, up here on this mountain, just an easy letting go. Of course, the rose hue might be retinal hemorrhaging caused by altitude, another of Mount McKinley’s little pranks.

Still, his wife, down in Fairbanks. He wished he could see her. One more time. He closed his eyes, just for a moment, he hoped. It seemed such a small thing, seeing Karen once more, but she was far away, on the other side of this storm. He recalled their honeymoon. Had that been fun or what? They had gone somewhere warm but he couldn’t remember where, would never remember now. His body was going and his memories were going. His past was slipping away. Soon there would be nothing. Cold was all around. He was dying.

“Bingo.”

A word. Out there in front of him. A rather cheery word. Something other than snow. One word, said aloud.

God’s voice, surely. Bradley had hoped for something more majestic, something booming, some nice quote from the Old Testament, but bingo was fine. Who was an Air Force lieutenant to second guess the Lord?

“You’re alive, looks like. That’s a good start, Lieutenant Bradley.”

The snow resolved itself into a man, standing in front of Bradley, then bent over him. Big red REI parka with an American flag sewn on the sleeve. Under the parka and covering his legs was a one-piece mountain suit. His gloves had fur on the back so he could wipe his brow. He carried a mountain axe he had been using as a third point of contact.

The man was chewing something rapidly, really working at it, visible even under his mask. He asked, “Are you in pain?”

Bradley could only whisper. “Not any more.”

The man’s helmet covered a balaclava. Tinted Scott ski goggles hid his eyes. He removed a pack from his back. “We’re going to fix you up. No worries now.”

The man’s chest harness was rigged with an ascender for self-rescue. Pulleys hung from the harness, along with several screws, prussic and tape slings, and carabeeners. The man’s climbing harness was affixed to a rope that disappeared behind him into the snow. Quick-don crampons were over his Raichle climbing boots. He carefully brushed snow off the pilot’s flight uniform.

“Broken leg,” the man said to nobody.

Following the rope, a second fellow emerged from the storm, and then a third, all wearing red parkas.

The first man spoke quickly into a radio. Bradley couldn’t make out what he said. Maybe his brain was freezing.

“The bag and a heated IV,” the lead rescuer said to his team. Bradley heard him this time. “And, Sandy, get a bag valve mask ready.”

The others didn’t say anything. They moved in silent and swift choreography.

A hypothermia kit was opened, and an olive-drab patient treatment bag resembling a large sleeping bag was unrolled. The bottom of the down-filled bag was made of heavy-duty cordura nylon, and handle straps were sewn along it at intervals that matched the patient’s shoulders and knees. A ruff of artificial fur rimmed the head opening. The lead rescuer checked Bradley’s pulse and a few other things the pilot couldn’t follow.

Then the rescuers placed an inflatable splint around the fractured leg. The lead rescuer explained to the pilot, “It’ll stabilize your leg. Less pain, and less damage to surrounding tissue caused by the jagged bone ends.”

Peter Bradley was stuffed into the bag, none too gently. The lead rescuer activated several three-pound chemical heating pouches, wrapped them in cloth from the backpack to insure they didn’t burn the pilot, then slipped them into the patient treatment bag. Bradley couldn’t feel them. The team was moving quickly. They hadn’t been at his side longer than two minutes. The first rescuer gently wiped the snow from Bradley’s face, as kind an act as the pilot had ever experienced.

The second rescuer had activated a heating pad, and he placed it into the insulation cover around an IV bottle. The first man opened the bag just enough to get to Bradley’s arm. The pilot supposed a needle punctured his arm. He couldn’t tell if the rescuers cut open his jacket and flying suit, or whether they had punctured everything, right down to his vein.

A sked board made of thin plastic was unrolled and tucked under the pilot. Bradley’s mind flickered like a candle. He and his new bride had honeymooned in Mexico, at Cabo San Lucas. That was it. Mexico. Her dad had paid for it, his wedding present. Cactus and desert and the high sun. Bradley moved his mouth, but couldn’t force out any words.

The first rescuer leaned closer, and the pilot tried again. “Is my wife Karen with you?”

The rescuer bent still lower. “Your wife? She’s down in Fairbanks. She’ll be getting a phone call any minute telling her that we’ve found you and that you’re alive.”

“She’s not here?” Bradley’s voice was wheezy, and almost lost in the wind. “Then who is that fourth person with you, off to the left? Standing there and watching.”

The rescuer didn’t bother to look. “There’s only three of us, Lieutenant, come up this mountain to get you. Your wife is at your apartment down in Fairbanks.”

His rescuers must have decided he didn’t need the bag mask to help him breathe. Karen was over there, in her blue parka with the hood, wearing the perfume he had purchased for her in Mexico. Let his rescuers think otherwise.

“What’s your name?” the pilot asked. Getting the words out was an act of will. His head was low in the rescue bag, and surrounded by white fur.

“Jess McKay. Captain, 212th RQS.”

Bradley knew who these guys were, knew their reputation. He didn’t want to be goofy in front of them. He tried to rally, to pull his thoughts together. He managed, “Where am I?” Small sentences. Keep it easy. “McKinley?”

McKay nodded. “But nowhere near the top. You landed near Kahiltna Pass, elevation about twelve thousand feet. There’s another six thousand feet of mountain above us.”

“Nobody hired us to chat,” the rescuer named Sandy growled. “The helicopter is waiting downhill, and my TV dinner is still in the oven. Probably burned to black.”

“PJ humor,” McKay said to the injured pilot. “It takes some getting used to.”

The rope snaking after him, the third pararescue jumper climbed thirty paces uphill to anchor the others. McKay and the second PJ gripped the sked board.

“We’ve got you now,” McKay said. “You’ll be okay.”

“No, I’m dead,” the pilot replied. Every word was a struggle. “I’m quite sure. Dead.”

“Not out here in the cold.” McKay grinned under his mask, still chewing. They started down the mountain. “That’s not the way we work. We don’t consider a man dead until he is warm and dead.”


CHAPTER 2

Time to the next tack, please,” Gwen Weld asked.

A deep voice came from many speakers, filling the room but directionless, like the voice of God. “Two minutes, twelve seconds.”

After a lifetime of manners, she couldn’t help herself. “Thank you.”

The machine did not respond. She had demanded that the “You are welcome” and—worse—the “No problem” lines of code be removed because she could think of nothing as worthless as social grace from a pack of silicon chips.

Then she loudly cleared her throat—“Ahhemmm”—followed by three quick clicks of her tongue, then a soft purr.

“Pardon?” the Voice asked after half a beat.

She smiled at the small victory. She despised the Voice.

From all around came, “Please repeat the instruction or inquiry, Ms. Weld.”

Embarrassed for herself, she said, “Strike that.” Teasing a computer. How low could she go?

She had been toying with the Voice to distract herself, to dilute her fear. Her hand on the computer mouse was still trembling, even though she had been in this dreadful room ninety minutes, and she should have calmed some by now. But how do you adjust to an eerie sarcophagus, this slender room without a single window, lit by rude fluorescent lights and by monitors that glowed with anemic techno hues? The room’s hatches fore and aft were heavy steel, with wheel locks on them like in an old submarine, a curious throwback to earlier times and unlike anything else in the room.

The room was aft, and was called the chart room by the boat’s owner in a bit of irony because there was not a nautical chart, tide table, current chart, Light List, Coast Pilot, or Bowditch in the room. Rather, almost every vertical surface was covered with flat-panel monitors. Secured to the table so they wouldn’t slide off when the boat was heeled over were two more monitors, three laptop computers, and microphones. An old mariner might have searched for a bit of brass or beveled glass, something to connect this room to the history of sailing, but there were none. No sextant or compass or barometer, no curled chart with paperweights at the corners, nothing that spoke of the sea, except for the wheel locks. The room was entirely clinical, more a laboratory than a chart room, more a command center than a radio room. A low rail that edged the table was designed to keep coffee cups in place.

Gwen Weld had designed this room. At least, as team leader she had assembled the software systems that were running behind every surface. In the mockup at WorldQuest’s Boise offices she hadn’t suffered this fear when she had tested the systems hour after hour. Out here, though, on the rolling, pitching boat, the room pressed in on her, and she was breathing swiftly and perspiring, as if the designers had forgotten the ventilation, which was absurd, as she could see the grates under her table at deck level. She was trapped and helpless, at the will of the boat and all the damned systems she had designed herself. That she had put together this tight room did nothing to allay her fright.

And she was disgusted with herself. Was Rex Wyman’s power over her such that she would nail herself inside this floating coffin?

Gwen Weld had once owned a Cal 29, and knew how to sail. And in crafting the systems for this boat, she had become even more of a student of the sea. What she learned had unsettled her, had made open water seem an enemy. The sea offers illusion as truth, and hides peril behind a façade of benevolence and familiarity.

With the sea all around, little is as it seems. Water is transparent, yet the surface of the sea shows the sky rather than the dangers beneath, be they shoals or sharks, and whatever lurks there has the advantage of ambush. The sea grants no perspective, suggests no clues about whether the waves battering a rocky, ship-killing shore are a safe distance away, or inescapably close in the current, whether they are miles away or less than turning distance away.

The sea is loath to reveal itself. It doesn’t claim its own color, but takes on whatever is at hand: blinding platinum under a setting sun, moody green close against an island, muddy blue near a river’s mouth. The crease where the sea meets the sky—that distant and peaceable horizon—may be meaningless low haze, or it may be hiding a perilous reef not so distant. Someone in a small boat may think the view is to China, but the horizon for that person is about four miles away, a tiny radius of visibility, a distance a modern ship on a collision course can travel in less than ten minutes. The black cloud ahead may bring only a dark shadow and a few drops of rain, or it may send forth sudden and violent gusts of wind, catching a sail and tearing out stays and snapping the mast. A rogue wave—three times higher than the running sea, and unexplainable by any known law of physics—may suddenly rear up, crest high above a vessel, and drop tons of water onto a boat’s deck and cockpit, swamping the vessel. Even today, even with satellites and digital communication and navigation software, boats sink so abruptly that no distress message is ever received and no trace is ever found, not even an oil slick. For these vessels, the deadly wilderness of the sea revealed itself, but too late.

A mile out from Cannon Beach, the sailboat Victory sliced through this precarious sea, Gwen Weld in the narrow room below deck. The bow bit cleanly, throwing little water. The wind was southerly, and the boat was on a broad reach, its massive boom swung out over the port rail. Shrouds and stays were perfectly taut, and the running rigging was arrayed so that the sails fully engaged the quartering wind. The mainsail and jib were filled with air, billowing and majestic. The lee rail was almost in the water, and the vast sweep of the exposed starboard hull mirrored the day’s filtered light. Victory’s mast rose 193 feet above the deck, and the mast and sails formed an aerodynamic wedge that precisely worked the wind. The vessel was muscular yet sleek, and it coursed powerfully through the following sea, bowing and plunging into the swells.

Fog hid the sun, and the low sky was a dazzling white as if the wind were generating its own light all around, as if Victory were traveling under a bowl of luminescence. The horizon was made close and false by the cottony haze. Nothing was visible ahead but a wash of white. Victory seemed to be bounding into the radiant unknown.

And there was much to know just outside Victory’s small disk of sea. Dead ahead—three hundred yards and closing—stood House Rock, an indomitable granite obelisk that has been indifferent to an eternity of Pacific storms, and proved far stronger than the three-masted logging schooner Ocean Queen that rammed House Rock in 1910, cracking the hull open like a walnut and sending the vessel and its crew of twenty-two to the bottom. House Rock was all hard edges, an implacable monolith jutting up from the ocean floor a half-mile from the shoreline, the side of the rock facing the open ocean slightly convex, as if House Rock were baring its huge chest to the sea, puffed up with challenge. The base of the gray rock was wet from ocean spray, and shiny as oilskin. The tapered cap of the granite column—forty feet above the sea—was spattered with gull guano, at a distance resembling a dignified crop of gray hair. House Rock towered above the moving sea, waiting, infinitely patient amid the restless water.

Victory came on, its sails bent to their work, the vessel lunging through the sea. Ahead, the haze took on a peculiar shade, first just a shadow in all the white, a suggestion of a color and fixity, nothing definite. Then more color—darker and ominous—and a new angularity, something other than fog and sea.

House Rock formed out of the haze, coming together quickly, congealing out of the ether to tower above Victory. The boat rushed forward, and the rock was now fully visible for what it was, a notched and furrowed giant slab, a bone-breaker, waves crashing against its barnacled base and sending spume skyward in great drafts. Victory closed on House Rock.

Forty yards from the rock—little more than a length of the boat—Victory swung abruptly to starboard, heeling over to bury the port rail as it turned into the wind. Gwen Weld sank with her chair. She touched nothing in her room but the coffee cup. The main and jib were taken in almost instantly, bringing them to perfect trim on the new close-hauled course.

Within seconds, Victory’s certain doom had been transformed into another giddy leap over ocean swells, off in another direction, House Rock helpless and receding swiftly, then blinking out as the haze closed in again around the boat, leaving nothing visible beyond the fog’s soft fringe an uncertain distance away.

The boat shot forward, renewed in speed and purpose, its only sound a soft sibilation as it cleaved the water, and the eerie piping of wind in the rigging, its wake an acute angle aft that was quickly overwhelmed by the incoming sea. From the east came the roll and thunder of breakers dashing against the Oregon coast’s harsh cliffs.

The haze hid more danger, and it was grave and imminent. Victory was rushing toward the Switchblade, a granite pinnacle that at low tide stood as an unyielding column high above the waterline, visible for miles on a clear day, but at higher tide was entirely below the water, marking its presence only by strange puckers on the water’s surface. In 1972, the fishing trawler Janine lost power in a storm two miles off this coast. Before the Coast Guard could respond to the skipper’s Mayday, current drove Janine into the Switchblade, which stove in the trawler’s hull as if it were balsa. The skipper’s body was never found, though beachcombers collected souvenirs of Janine for weeks.

Rising high into the wind in this neap tide, fog all around, bull kelp draping its lower parts, shiny blue mussels tucked into its crevices, the stone pillar now waited for Victory. The Switchblade would offer no warning and no succor and no consolation. It only waited, mute and massive, and dead on the sailboat’s course.

In the freshening breeze, the boat soared across the sea’s rolling surface, aimed at the Switchblade. A hundred yards, then less and less. Gwen watched the massive stone come out of the fog and fill the bow camera’s monitor. Her jaw muscles were so tight she thought her head might crack open. Then, just when it should have been too late, Victory’s rudder and boom and sheets and sails worked suddenly and as one. The boat began coming about, its bow swinging to starboard. The jib filled on its back side, backing the bow to the new tack. Victory came to the eye of the wind, the boat in irons, and the boom swinging across the deck. The mainsail filled with air again, the mast as high as a cathedral. The boat lunged ahead on its new course.

The Switchblade passed on the port side, close and full of menace, but powerless, and then slipping away behind, and soon engulfed in fog and invisible once more. Black and awkward, a cormorant slapped its wing tips against the water, beating a tattoo as it flew just above the surface, racing ahead of Victory, then slipping away into the fog.

Wind pushed up countless whitecaps, which rose and rolled and then broke in foam, white accents on the pewter sea. The fog swirled and eddied, offering glimpses of the path ahead, and of the high and distant sun, silver instead of gold.

The boat came about again, the prow swinging across the compass points into the wind, the mainsail and jib losing air, the boom—the size of a telephone pole—racing across the deck like a scythe. The sails again grew with wind. The boat’s new course, southwest on a starboard tack, would take it into the shore cliffs within moments.

A hundred generations of seafarers would have recognized Victory for what she was, with her sails set to the wind in a manner known to the ages, but a closer look would have left those ancient sailors baffled. Stainless steel winches for the sheets were powered from below deck and were without cranks, and several were accompanied by secondary power winches that handled messenger lines. Tension on the leading edge of the mainsail was adjusted by a Cunningham, also powered, as was a leech-line. The mainsail could be furled within the mainmast. The jib rolled around a mechanical jibstay, and its spread of sail could be reduced automatically, so the same cloth could act as a working or heavy weather or storm jib. Hundreds of tension sensors the size and color of Band-Aids dappled the sails. Turnbuckles to adjust the standing rigging—shrouds and stays—were enclosed in power casings. The old sailors would wonder at the materials all around: the carbon-fiber of the mast, the sixty-five tons of aluminum in the hull, the Kevlar cordage, the Dacron and mylar of the sails, the superstructure’s fiberglass, the sixty miles of fiberoptic cable belowdecks. And those bygone mariners would be clueless regarding the antennae, radar domes, gimbaled satellite dishes, and cameras.

But nothing about Victory would so puzzle—and also alarm—the sailors as the cockpit, which contained built-in benches and nothing more. No spoked wheel, nothing to control the rudder. No binnacle and its instruments. The cockpit was barren.

Then those old sailors would suspect that Victory was a ghost ship. No crew worked the deck. No skipper, no grinders, no helmsman, no navigator, no line handlers. Nobody working his hands to blisters and his muscles to cramps. Nobody was shivering in the spray. Victory’s size—155 feet with a thirty-foot beam—demanded a crew of twenty on deck, yet stem to stern there was no one.

And Victory would have been a ghost ship, were not Gwen Weld in its belly, sipping coffee. Steam rose from the cup and drifted along her arm. The boat was still on its starboard tack. The room was canted at about twenty degrees. The boat rolled slightly, then tipped back as the trim was adjusted. She was Victory’s crew, the entire crew. North of England, the British insurance club that had underwritten the hull and machinery, had insisted on a crew but hadn’t dictated how many. So she was alone on board. Nor had North of England said the crew had to be sailors. Gwen Weld was a computer engineer.

Rex Wyman had named his boat after HMS Victory, on board which the British naval hero Admiral Nelson had won his victory at Trafalgar, and on whose quarterdeck he was fatally wounded by a sniper in the rigging of a French ship. A reporter for London’s Daily Telegraph had asked Wyman if it might not be a tad presumptuous, naming a racing sailboat after Nelson’s flagship, which was still afloat at Portsmouth, and still commissioned. Wyman’s reply, “Nelson would have approved,” had caused an outburst of hooting all across Great Britain.

Wyman’s Victory bit into the swells. Its seventy-five-ton torpedo-shaped keel was manufactured of cast lead, and held a carbon-fiber daggerboard. The boat’s draft was fifteen feet. As Victory flew southwest toward the shore, the distance between the keel and the rugged ocean floor closed quickly. When the wind tore a hole in the fog, the high brown cliffs of the coastline were suddenly visible, resembling the daunting walls of a fortress, with jagged boulders on top as battlements. Iron-fisted combers broke against the base of the cliffs. The boat was on a course for the shallows and the cliffs, and it sailed on, working the wind, fairly skipping across swells, seemingly heedless.

She had labored on this venture for two years, but now that she was on board there was little to do, so she stared at a monitor that displayed a view from a camera atop the mainmast. The camera was steadied by a gyroscope system similar to that on an Ml Abrams gunner’s portal. Because the camera was twenty stories above a heaving deck, the view on the monitor swayed, but it didn’t tremble.

She could press a key and change the view to one of a dozen other exterior cameras, but haze hid the lower views. The scene from atop the mainmast was clearer, as the fog lay close to the water. She could see the ragged cliffs, which seemed to float above clouds, and the rising green hills beyond the headland. The shore was drawing nearer.

Or she could change to many interior views of Victory, including watching her own back and head from a camera mounted on the wall behind her. Rex was weird with all his cameras. He had them in his houses, too.

On the screens all around her was displayed information a skipper and navigator and engineer would require regarding Victory’s journey, data regarding weather, course and position, and the status of the mechanical, electrical, communication, and hydraulic systems. Not that she would require any of this information.

She sipped her coffee. She had never suffered motion sickness, was immune to it, it seemed. Maybe that was why she was here, in this room full of artificial light, with the Voice just waiting to make some grand announcement. She wasn’t immune from fear, though, and that was the hell of it, down here in this box.

From the speakers: “How’s it going, Gwen?”

This wasn’t the Voice. This was Victory’s owner, Rex Wyman. She didn’t like his voice coming from all directions—as if he were inside her head—so she entered several keystrokes so that his words would come from the speaker on the table a few feet away.

She twisted in her chair to face the speaker. “You know as well as I do that everything is fine, Rex. You have it all in front of you, just like I do. Everything is shipshape. Do software engineers use that word?”

“You’re still upset about the article in People, sounds like,” Wyman said. He might be in Boise or New York City or Jakarta. She had no way of knowing unless he told her.

“The article doesn’t bother me at all.”

She would rather talk about the idiot magazine article than about her fears, down here in a claustrophobic cube with sea-water all around, her fate in the hands of bits of silicon. As far as she could tell, Rex Wyman feared nothing, not spiders, not nuclear winter, and not anything in between. She could never be his equal in anything related to money, but she was going to try on every other level, and to admit to him she was frightened would diminish herself.

“Not at all?” he asked.

“Just because it suggests that my position as vice-president for systems integration at WorldQuest is due to my relationship with you, why would that bother me?” She hoped her tones were sufficiently dry.

“Nice picture of you, though,” Wyman said, maybe from Rio. He never stayed anywhere longer than three days, as if he were a fugitive.

“The article makes it seem you had given me the necklace, with its five two-carat diamonds.”

“Did I give it to you? I’m a little fuzzy on it.”

He was sticking her, and she knew it, but she occasionally restated the rules she had imposed on their relationship, lest the slightest crack appear, untended for the briefest moment, followed by a deluge. “You aren’t to give me jewelry, Rex. I’ve made that clear. And so you don’t.”

“Then who did?”

He was still teasing her. She usually tossed it back, and they would end up laughing. She was too fearful—in this boat, headed at breakneck speed for the rocky shore—to joust with him. “They were faux diamonds, Rex. I bought the necklace out of a bin.”

She could hear his keyboard. She could not remember a telephone conversation with him where those keys weren’t a backdrop. She knew that when the clicking slowed—it never stopped—he was listening to her, as much as he listened to anyone these days.

She added, “We were going to keep it quiet, Rex. That was part of our deal.”

“I didn’t know a photographer would be at the party, honest. Madeline let him in. She wanted to make the newspapers, I suppose. At least you didn’t duck and hide your face behind your hands like a gangster.” He laughed. “I did that a couple of times when the paparazzi first started following me. Learned my lesson quickly, I’ll tell you.” He was typing away.

“I was surprised . . .”

“Give me a second, Gwen.” Wyman apparently covered the microphone to give someone an instruction, probably Roger Hall, who spent his life at Wyman’s elbow, cell phone and electronic memo pad at the ready.

Gwen Weld’s hair was as dark as a crow’s wing, and she wrapped a loose strand of it around a finger, waiting for Rex. She usually wore it to her shoulder, tucked in, but today it was in a ponytail, which gave her a girlish look she tried to avoid, particularly at the office. Most of it was in a ponytail, anyway. A few strands always seemed to work loose

Her features were slightly magnified, filling the oval of her face. Her eyes were startlingly blue. Gas blue, her mother had once called them. Her mother had green eyes, and claimed she had no idea where Gwen’s blue eyes came from. From my father, Gwen had wanted to shout, but when Gwen was a child, her mother had made clear that to even mention him would hurt her deeply, so whether her father had blue eyes had been a mystery.

Gwen’s mouth was full and peaked, with a keyboard of strong white teeth. She knew she had a playful smile, a puckish and knowing smile that often carried more invitation than she intended, and when she was younger she would occasionally find herself in a fix because of it. Some guy, thinking her smile revealed his future, would come on to her, and she would have to turn him away, most often in a kindly manner, nothing he would remember as a neutering. She sometimes wished she had turned Rex Wyman away.
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