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for


RICHARD SUENAGA and JILL CHERNISS, two lights who should have burned longer than either did




 


The world will be hard


And the wrong will be great.


The age of the Beard


Of the Sword—shields will shiver—


The age of the Storm and the Wolf are to come.


Before the World falls,


Man shall have no more reverence for man.


—“VÖLUSPÁ” (HENRY MORLEY, TRANSLATOR)


O light! This is the cry of all the characters of ancient drama brought face to face with their fate. This last resort was ours, too, and I knew it now. In the middle of winter I at last discovered that there was in me an invincible summer.


—ALBERT CAMUS, “RETURN TO TIPASA”




 


PART ONE


The Invincible Summer
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The void churned and swelled, reaching up to pull them down into frigid darkness, clamoring to embrace them, every one. A cold womb inviting them to return to the lightless source of all life, and die, each man alone in its black silence.


The sea battered the ship, waves crashing against the hull as the ship’s master tried to quarter—turning the vessel into the waves to lessen their impact. While he struggled at the helm, the crew scrambled to get into their gear. The men grabbed sledgehammers and baseball bats, rushing to the aid of their fellow deckhands like a medieval army mustering to stand against the cavalry that would break them, line and bone. Noah wrestled with his waterproof gear, trying to pull on his pants and jacket, jamming hands into clumsy gloves that would combat frostbite for only so long. The ship pitched and Noah lurched in the passageway, trying not to lose his footing, trying not to be thrown to the deck before he was even out in the storm. He shoved his foot into a boot, staggering away from his locker as gravity and momentum conspired to bash his skull against the bulkhead. He careened into the wall, feeling a pop and a blossom of pain in his shoulder. He gritted his teeth and shoved himself away; he had to get on the cargo deck with the others. He couldn’t be defeated before he even got outside.


A pair of deckhands pushed past him, pulling him off balance, slowing his forward momentum. “Out of the way, Cabot!” one shouted. Although the second man had a clear path behind his mate, he shoved at Noah also, cursing him for his idleness. Noah fell in behind the men and ran for the door. He ran to make his stand against the storm.


On the cargo deck, he couldn’t tell the difference between the sea horizon and the night sky. Driving wind and rain competed with swells that crashed on the deck. The only break in the blackness was the foam on top of the water and ice building up on the ship, illuminated by the spotlights above him on the forecastle. Water erupted over the sides of the vessel, freezing a new layer to the coat of ice building up as fast as the men could bash away at it. Normally, it would be too dangerous to send men out in weather like this, but the ship was beginning to list, and if more ice built up, it could become top-heavy and roll over. Then, instead of the possibility of some men dying in the storm, they would all die in the sea.


He whipped his head from side to side, taking in what the other deckhands were doing, trying to find a place to lend a hand. An angry voice commanded him to get moving. The bosun, Serge Boucher, loomed over him, his words ripped away by the wind and crashing waves.


“What?” cried Noah.


Serge shoved an orange sledgehammer in his hands, leaned forward, and screamed, “Get aft! Break the ice off the windward side!” He grabbed Noah with a hand the size of a polar bear paw and shoved him away from the bulkhead out onto the free cargo deck. Noah slid and scrambled over the icy surface, struggling to avoid slamming into cargo boxes and shipping crates. The Arctic Promise was headed in a bearing for the northeast Chukchi Sea, carrying supplies for the OrbitOil drilling platform Niflheim. The voyage would have been hard under normal circumstances without a hurricane-force storm threatening to capsize their ship.


Noah regained his footing and struggled between containers as he headed for the catwalk along the high gunwale above the deck. He climbed onto the narrow walkway while a wave crashed against the ship, blinding him, choking him, and almost throwing him back over the rail to the cargo deck below. Maybe he wouldn’t drown, but would die of a broken neck instead. He swung his hammer. The impact shuddered up his arms, almost making him drop the tool overboard. He held on, and steeling himself, took another swing. And another. And again until the ice began to shatter and fall away, back into the sea.


Another wave crested the ship and he was blind and battered. It pushed and pulled at him. He hung on to the rail as tightly as he could until the wave was gone, and he swung his hammer in defiance of it. As if he could drive the storm away with the force of his rage. He wouldn’t allow it to take him. Not while he stood, hammer in hand, ready to fight.


Behind him, a cry rose above the gale. A collective panic sounded that made him more fearful than any choking blast of ice water had already done. He turned to look in time to see the steel cable holding crate six snap and unwind. It whipped wildly, slicing above two of his mates, Henry and Theo, barely sparing them their heads. It lashed back and sparked against the rail to his left. He held up his hands to shield himself from its assault. A wave struck him, pushing him forward into the rail and then snatching his feet out from under him. He fell, head banging on the grate. The only stars in the night were the ones behind his eyes. He felt a hot stinging in his cheek before it went cold and numb again. In his muted ears, he could hear Serge bellowing above the storm. “Secure that shit now!”


Noah’s eyes stung and his wet eyelashes stuck together with ice. He peeled them open with soaked, gloved fingers and got to his feet. He couldn’t help the men below. He could only watch as the crewmen struggled to defend their lives against both the storm and the cargo they’d been charged to deliver. But then, he couldn’t watch; he had his own job to do. Break the ice off the windward side. He’d been banished to the very edge of their floating world and he knew that if he was lost over it, the crew would not mourn him. When the sea calmed and they reached the Niflheim, the ship’s master would write reports and inform the company of another soul lost at sea, before finally finding a good night’s sleep. Insurance claims would be made and liability waivers and releases filed before the payout. Noah’s death would result in money moving from one pocket to another, and hopefully some finding its way to his daughter. He was worth more dead than alive to most people he knew, but not to her.


He swung his hammer, bashing at the inevitability of water and ice. He struck until the metal rail was clear and moved up the line, lashing out at the storm, his arms burning with fatigue. Behind him rose up a screech and a howl. He hazarded a glance over his shoulder to see the massive loosened shipping container slide toward a deckhand—yellow rain slicker dull and distant in the maelstrom until it was gone behind the gray behemoth. More hands. They couldn’t secure the freight and it wouldn’t matter how much ice he defeated if the other men on the deck were crushed. They needed more hands.


He ran for the ladder at the end of the catwalk and climbed down. Rounding the secured cargo, he found the men working to resecure the loose container, straining against winch and chain, wind and rain. Ahead of him, Felix lay on his back, his face red with blood that alternately flowed and washed away. Two men with their hoods up struggled to pull him away from the container. Noah ran to lend a hand.


“What the fuck are you doing off the catwalk?” Serge shouted.


“I thought—”


“I don’t give a shit what you think!” Serge grabbed Felix’s wrist and pulled the man’s arm over his shoulders, physically ejecting the other crewman trying to help the deckhand up. He lifted the wounded sailor, spinning him around and away from the others coming to his aid. Felix grimaced with pain, but didn’t complain. “Cabot! Here, now!” Serge said.


Noah slipped under Felix’s free arm and wrapped an arm around his waist. Serge dropped Felix’s other arm and snatched Noah’s hammer from his hand. The deckboss towered over him, looking like a furious thunder god, ready to strike him down. Instead of crushing him, he shoved the sledge at another deckhand. The man ran to assault the ice buildup on the port side gunwales without being told. Serge nodded and turned a withering look back to Noah, silently expressing his expectations of how a deckhand should step. As Noah’s grandfather used to say, If I tell you to jump, you ask “how high” on the way up.


“Get him inside,” Serge said. “Get him to Mickle.” He grabbed Noah’s coat and jerked him forward. Noah struggled to maintain hold of the injured man. “Do this one thing without fucking it up, Cabot. Do it now; do it right! Do not let me see you out here again or it won’t be the storm that sends you overboard.”


Over the PA, the master warned the crew, “We’re headed into a big one! Hold on!”


The ship felt like it hit ground. Forward motion seemed to stop all at once, and then the bow rose with the swell, leaving them looking straight down into the seawater rushing over the stern. Noah grabbed blindly for a handhold. They were riding low, the ice buildup on the superstructure bringing them down. The sea rose above them on both sides as though the master had parted the wave. But if William Brewster was Moses, the men aft had Ramses’ last view before the parted sea collapsed in on itself. Noah gripped a chain with one hand and Felix with his other. Unable to do anything else, he held fast and screamed in terror at the deluge that fell on them from either side as gravity resumed.


Salt water filled his mouth, nose, and eyes. And then his lungs. It froze him inside and out, running through the gaps in his hood into his gear, filling his boots and his gloves. If he didn’t drown, frostbite was guaranteed. He spit water, gasping for painfully cold, but welcome, air. The ship leveled out. For a brief moment, he stood on a calm, horizontal surface staring at a mountain of a man instead of a wall of water. Serge stood in front of him, unmoved, staring ahead steely-eyed and fixed like the giant statue of the fisherman in Noah’s hometown, Gloucester. The world was right for a second. And then it went right back to hell.


“Get inside,” Serge shouted. Noah shoved off the crate, across the slick surface, holding on to Felix as the wounded man hobbled along beside him. If he complained or protested, Noah couldn’t hear him. By the time they reached the bulkhead door, Brewster had steered them directly into another monster. They went vertical. Then it fell out from beneath them and crashed to the surface of the water. Noah and Felix were thrown through the door, slamming into the deck. Felix landed on top of him, howling with pain for the first time. Noah’s breath was gone; his twisted back ached from the twin impacts as he tried to squirm out from under the injured man.


“Jesus Christ, Cabot!” He felt Felix being lifted away, but no hands returned to help pick him up from the floor. He got to his feet and glanced through the door at the men he’d left behind. “Cabot!” the third officer, Chris Holden, yelled. “What the hell are you looking at? Give me a hand here!” He refocused his attention on Felix and slipped back under the man’s arm, assisting him to the first deck and their meager sick bay.


*   *   *


The hospital compartment of the ship was a narrow room with a rolling examination table, a pair of bunks built into the wall opposite a sink, a short counter, and a supply closet. Most of the ship was close quarters, but the hospital—built with the intention of being used rarely, if ever—exemplified the term. Noah helped Holden lift Felix onto the exam table. Felix lay down while Holden grabbed the autodial phone handset from the wall and hailed the wheelhouse. “Pereira’s injured. We need Mickle, A.S.A.P.” He hung up and turned to Noah. “What happened?”


“A cable broke and a bulk container came loose. It hit him hard.”


“You think? Where the hell were you?”


“I was breaking ice off the gunwales.”


Holden’s eyes narrowed and he gave Noah a withering stare before he turned his attention to the wounded man, wiping blood from his face, searching for the wound. “Where are you hurt, Felix?”


Felix gritted his teeth and said, “Ribs hurt. Hard to breathe.”


A moment later, the ship’s medical officer appeared in the doorway. Second Officer Sean Mickle shoved past Noah to attend to Felix, asking him more questions while he helped the man out of his weather gear. Felix answered his questions haltingly. He was in pain and short of breath. Lifting his arms looked like agony. “I’m going to give you some tramadol for the pain, okay?” Mickle told him. Felix nodded.


Holden looked at Noah hovering in the doorway and shook his head. “What? Are you waiting for a prize? Shove away. Get back to your cabin.”


“My cabin?”


“Yeah, your cabin. Get out of here.”


Noah didn’t wait around for Holden to repeat the order. If he did, he knew it would come with twice the force and profanity, as well as an added watch shift. He stalked out of the sick bay, headed from First Deck five levels down to his one-man room on D-Deck. The ship was operating with a small company of sixteen men instead of its full complement. Most were quartered on B- and C-Decks nearer the galley and the day rooms. Noah’s cabin was as far below as he could be without setting up a cot between the shaft generators.


He climbed down, careful to hang on to the rails of the steep ladder as the vessel continued to struggle against the waves outside, pitching and falling in the violent sea. If he fell and cracked his skull open, there was no one around to take him back to the sick bay. Again, he doubted it would be a problem for anyone but him.


As he descended, the normal oil and machine smells of the ship grew denser, more acrid. Reaching the D-Deck landing, he opened the door and found the passageway hazy with choking white smoke, creeping out from under the door to the instrument room. Noah grabbed a fire extinguisher hanging on the wall next to a red axe and ran for the door. Yanking it open, he released a noxious cloud of smoke and was driven back. Tearing off his soaked cap, he pressed it over his nose and mouth before diving into the room. Through the haze and stinging eyes he could see one instrument rack orange with flame, not white like the others. He dropped his hat and tried to pull the pin on the powder extinguisher. The zip tie securing the pin so it wouldn’t accidentally come loose during shipment hadn’t been removed. He couldn’t do a thing with the goddamned zip tie on.


Noah bit at his glove, yanking it off. He spit the glove on the floor, cursing as he fumbled at his hip. He couldn’t reach his pocket knife through his wet weather gear. “Fucking hell!” He fought at the tie with his teeth. After a few moments of painful gnawing, it finally came free. He pulled the pin, kicking at the cover panel on the front of the burning instrument rack, trying to open it. It didn’t budge, and he kicked twice more until the cover shuddered and fell away. The hot metal bounced off his arm, sizzling against the wet rubber. Noah desperately needed a breath. Though much of the smoke had billowed out of the compartment into the passageway, the air was still thick and toxic. He struggled not to choke as he aimed the extinguisher at the base of the electrical blaze and squeezed the trigger. The dry powder stream arced out of the nozzle and the output of smoke and chemical stench doubled. He worried that the single can wouldn’t be enough. If he could get the blaze under control, however, he could run and fetch another. Water suppression wasn’t an option in the instrument room. He’d short out all of the systems on board the vessel, primary and redundant alike. The orange light diminished, however. He continued to spray down the instrument rack until the can was empty and he felt satisfied the fire was smothered.


Sweating and half blind, he wanted to strip off his clothes and wash out his burning eyes. He had to call the wheelhouse to let them know about the fire. Staggering into the passageway, another lurch of the ship sent him sprawling. He banged his head against a valve and bright blooms appeared behind his eyes. And then he saw nothing.
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Noah awoke in the top recovery bunk of the sick bay in a panic. He tried to sit up, but disorientation and nausea made the room spin and he flopped back down on his pillow. He breathed, trying to reason with himself. If he was in the hospital bunk, someone had found him and brought him there. That meant the fire was under control and the ship was all right. A slower heart beat would at least lessen the pounding ache in his skull. He lay there listening, feeling for the storm. The ship was calm. He had no idea how long he’d been unconscious, but it was long enough that they’d come out on the other side of the storm. And unless he was dead or dreaming, they’d come out still afloat.


With spots dancing in his vision, he attempted to sit upright again. Propped up on an elbow, he made it halfway. Sitting on a stool bolted to the wall at a tiny table, Mickle turned away from his paperwork and looked at him with an expression halfway between concern and annoyance. “How you feeling, Cabot?”


“Like hammered shit,” Noah said. His throat was raw and his voice was little more than a dry croak. He tried clearing it and repeating himself, but his voice was even less intelligible on the second attempt.


“Yeah, you ought to feel that way. You took a pretty good hit belowdecks. At least that’s what the cut above your eye tells me.”


Noah reached up and pawed at his forehead until his fingers found the wound. He involuntarily jerked away at the pain of his own touch. A little more gently, he explored a raised line of inflamed flesh about three fingers wide, finding it held together with suture glue and tape strips.


“You feel sick to your stomach? Dizzy?” Mickle asked.


Noah nodded, grunting, “Uh-huh.”


“You might have a minor concussion. I can’t tell for certain, not without a CT scan, but it doesn’t take a genius to see you kicked your own ass pretty well. I’m recommending you stay in your cabin for a day or two. If you start vomiting or your headache gets worse and won’t go away, we’ll reassess your condition.”


“What if I fall asleep and don’t wake up?”


“I’m calling for a medical evac for Pereira when we get to the Niflheim. You can go home with him.”


“That’s not what I mean.”


Mickle stood and closed the file folder on his paperwork. He shoved it into a plastic wall caddy and said, “You can’t work while you recover. And if it’s bad, you need a real hospital.” He held his arms open as if it needed to be emphasized that the ship’s “hospital” was only slightly better appointed than a high school nurse’s office. At least he had narcotic painkillers.


Noah carefully swung his legs over the edge of his bunk. “How is everyone else?”


Mickle chuckled under his breath. “Good. Aside from bruises and a touch of frost nip, you and Pereira are the only casualties of the storm. And despite your best efforts, you’re both alive. So that’s something.”


Noah sighed. Pushing off the bunk as gently as he could, he hopped down, landing hard on his heels. Making contact with the deck sent a wave of pain shooting up his spine and into his skull that made his vision go gray and the room spin. Holding on to the ladder he should have used to climb down, he took a moment to reorient himself. He felt Mickle’s hands on his arms, steadying him, but he couldn’t see more than a shadowy silhouette of the man. The second officer was professional and occasionally cordial, but they weren’t best friends. Noah imagined his concern came from not wanting to have to do the paperwork associated with a shipboard death.


“You all right?”


“I’m fine,” Noah said. He stood up straight, holding up his hands to show he was steady on his feet. Mickle let go and stepped back. “I’ve been hit harder. But you don’t want to hear about my love life.” Noah winked. Mickle didn’t laugh. Although Noah’s wife, Abby, had always told him how funny he was, he knew he wasn’t. Still, it didn’t stop him from trying. Maybe I ought to, he thought, looking at Mickle’s flat expression.


“Well, Superman, you should get some rest. Let yourself get over the bump and the shit you breathed in putting out that fire. Good job, by the way.”


“Thanks. How bad was it?”


Mickle shrugged. “Not my specialty. Martin is looking at it; you’d have to ask him.” He turned to leave and hesitated in the doorway. Martin Nevins was the ship’s engineer and mechanic. He had a dark sense of humor no one on board seemed to fully appreciate. He was one of Noah’s few allies, or at least he had been before Noah filled one of the racks with flame retardant powder.


“I’ll drop in on him when I head for my cabin.”


“I wouldn’t. He’s not happy. Anyway, Brewster reassigned you. You’re on C-Deck now. D-Deck smells like a refinery took a shit, and he doesn’t want anyone sleeping down there. It’s a good thing for you he did. You probably smoked the equivalent of ten packs of unfiltereds in the time you spent in that room. You inhale any more and you’ll wish you’d chosen coal mining as a career instead of merchant shipping.” Noah smiled weakly at the medical officer. This wasn’t the career he’d chosen; it was what inertia chose for him.


His father, grandfather, and great-grandfather were all Gloucester fishermen, and he’d practically been raised on board deep sea trawling boats. As soon as he was old enough, he went out with his old man and the old man’s old man to work. While other kids were playing baseball and studying for the SATs and going down to Boston for a good time, he was out at sea. But cutbacks and catch restrictions put a hurt on his family’s livelihood. Never rich enough to afford more than a couple of small day boats, his father retooled the family business after federal regulators effectively banned cod fishing in the Gulf of Maine. His father refurbished and refitted the boats to take the summer people out for twelve-hour deep sea fishing “adventures.” He would smile, his weathered face wrinkling like a man twenty years his senior, and go on for the tourists about how there had been Cabots fishing these waters for as long as these waters had Cabots sailing on them. A bumper sticker was his only admission about how much he hated playing charter tour guide for out-of-towners looking to turn his hard work into recreation. On the rear of his pickup truck, a red rectangle read, “Give a man a fish, he’ll eat for a day. Teach a man to fish, he’ll starve.”


“You used to be able to walk across the harbor, Noah,” his dad had told him. “It’s true. There used to be so many boats, you wouldn’t get your feet wet going from one end to another. Not now,” he said, pointing to another new harbor hotel built where an auction house or a packaging plant used to be. Noah had looked at the three or four boats they left behind as they motored out on an “Evening Harbor Cruise.” His old man had kept a straight back and square shoulders. But the slouch was in his voice. The defeat of losing the only thing he’d ever known and having to start over. Of having nothing to give his only son.


Noah had been a good, if often absent, student. He didn’t have to work hard to get decent grades; he more or less fell into them. So when he applied to the University of Washington, the only one surprised he got in was the guidance counselor who’d told him his options were the military or penitentiary. The only one disappointed was his mother.


“There aren’t any schools closer? There aren’t any schools in Boston?” she asked.


“It’s ranked like fifteenth in the world, Mom. It’s a great school. They’ve got an Aquatic and Fishery Sciences program and…” But Annemarie Cabot couldn’t hear him extol the virtues of the university. All she heard was “Seattle.” A continent away.


“Let the boy go,” his father said. “He can’t stay here and take tourists out fishing. He got in to … what’d you call it, Noah?”


“UDub.”


“They call it UDub, Annemarie,” his father repeated.


“How’s he going to pay for it, Ethan? How can we afford ‘UDub’?”


“I’ll take out student loans, Mom. It’s what everybody has to do anyway.” He kissed his mother and told her he’d be fine. He told her he’d be home every year for holidays and the summer, and he would call once a week, and it would be like he never left. And then it wasn’t.


His first year, he struggled. What had always come easy at Gloucester High wasn’t so easy when he was being graded on a bell curve with everyone else for whom learning came easy. He was suddenly average and treading water. He skipped Thanksgiving to study, and that summer he got a job on an Alaskan fishing vessel so he wouldn’t have to take out as much in student loans. If he could earn enough in the summer so he wouldn’t have to have a part-time job during the year, he’d do better. Every missed trip home made it easier to miss another. The next semester, he met Abby. And the entire world changed. Not all of it for the better.


Noah shook away the memories and glanced back at Felix. He lay in his bunk, his breath a rasp. An occasional look of discomfort passed over his face in his sleep, even with the painkillers. Broken ribs. Broken ribs might mean he was a dead man. Especially if he had a punctured lung or some other kind of injury they couldn’t see just from looking at him. Why was Mickle waiting until they got to the Niflheim to call for an evac? The seas were calmer. They could call now and get Felix to a hospital sooner than continuing on and making the helicopter fly so much farther to pick him up.


It had to be the ship’s master’s decision to wait. The Old Man had some bad reason for endangering Felix’s life, and Noah wanted to know what it was. He walked out of the sick bay, headed for the wheelhouse.
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The Arctic Promise was a platform supply vessel, a PSV, designed to maximize cargo capabilities for transferring supplies essential to offshore oil drilling platforms. On the way out, it was loaded with pulverized cement, diesel fuel, potable water, and food for the crew. For the return voyage it would haul volatile waste chemicals for disposal. The majority of space on the PSV was dedicated to the long, aft open cargo deck. At the forward end of the ship was a tall superstructure containing operations and a livable area. When Noah saw one for the first time, it looked to him like a boat that had been bred with a semi flatbed truck.


He was conflicted about working in the oil industry. He’d been raised from an early age to have a second nature, gut opposition to Atlantic coast oil rigs. A spill could devastate ocean habitats and the livelihoods that depended upon robust marine life far down the coast from where the drilling was done. His grandfather was politically active and strident. Fishermen first! had been Samuel Cabot’s hue and cry. Like farmers and ranchers, fishermen fed America, and he was adamant that their livelihood was essential to the health of the nation. He wouldn’t hear it when someone said they didn’t see any sails on his boat and he needed oil and gas as much as everyone else.


Noah saw what siding with environmentalists against oil drilling one day and then against those same people when they came to protect swordfish and cod populations from overfishing had done to his grandfather, however. Both sides used the middle to get what they wanted, and the fishermen were left with a diminishing fleet, shrinking income, competition from farmed fish, and deteriorating health as they drank to relieve the pressure of being squeezed by twin behemoths. Noah, as a result, learned to just put his head down and work. He wanted no part of politics or activism. He wanted a job he enjoyed, to raise a family, and find a piece of happiness large enough for a single lifetime. Not too much to ask. At least he didn’t used to think it was too much. Times changed, circumstances changed, and he needed the work. So, when OrbitOil was hiring, he applied. It was a job, and a safer one than the fishing boats he’d worked in the Bering Sea. At least that’s what he’d been told the first time he’d been recruited to work on one. He wasn’t sure “safer” was as accurate a description as “differently hazardous.” But that was the nature of maritime work. If he wanted a safe job, he should have stayed in school and become a librarian or an architect. Staying in school, however, was not an option available to him. He accepted that his fate was to work ships like the Arctic Promise, maybe for the rest of his life.


At the top of the ladder, he pushed through the door into the wheelhouse. It was cast in a dull white glow from the windows ringing the compartment. Sitting at the top of the superstructure, the wheelhouse was designed for a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of both the vessel itself and the sea surrounding it. At the moment, the view was a solid wall of fog, reducing visibility to nothing. The ship’s master, William Brewster, sat in one of the twin command chairs bolted to the floor, staring at a computer screen installed in the white and gray console in front of him, presumably navigating by instruments. He sipped from a cup of tepid black coffee. The bags under his deeply bloodshot eyes suggested caffeine wouldn’t have sufficient effect for much longer. Aside from him, the wheelhouse was unoccupied.


Above the angled windows, a line of computer screens showed instrument performance and views of different areas of the deck; Noah wasn’t sure what the instrument screens were displaying. He was a deckhand—a roughneck hired to help load and unload cargo. He knew how to steer and read the controls of a commercial fishing vessel. But in the wheelhouse of the Arctic Promise, the bridge equipment was as alien to him as space shuttle controls.


He craned his neck to peer through a window and found he couldn’t see a foot past the forecastle. Fog obscured his view of the sea and the ship’s prow. His stomach tightened as he had a feeling more like flying than seafaring. Noah would rather spend a month aboard ship than a day on a plane. If something happened, he could get into a survival suit and reach a lifeboat. If something happened on a plane, all he could do was pray. If he’d been a praying kind of man, that is.


“Noah,” Brewster said, not looking up from the screen in front of him. “I didn’t call for you.” He set his cup on the console more or less on top of a brown ring dried between two keyboards.


“Mickle told me you want to wait until we get to the platform to call the med evac for Felix Pereira. He needs a helicopter now. He can’t wait until we get to the platform.”


Brewster shook his head. “And when did you get your M.D.?”


“William, come on! The guy is hurt bad. It doesn’t take a doctor to—”


“I don’t have time for this shit, Noah. I think you can see we’re in the soup here. I need to focus.”


“You do need to focus. You need to focus on the well-being of the crew. Felix needs a helicopter ride out of here.”


Brewster turned in his chair and pointed a shaky finger at the communication center. Noah couldn’t tell if it was fatigue or caffeine that had the Old Man trembling, but whatever it was, he was glad it didn’t take a steady hand to steer. “Knock yourself out. Radio plants are all dead. Sat phone isn’t working, either. If you can hail anyone, order a fuckin’ pizza and a taxi out of here.”


“Communication is out? Was that the stack that caught fire?”


“No. According to Nevins, it was a propulsion system. Whatever it was, there’s a redundant system for both. I don’t know why communication is disabled, but it is. I can only assume it has something to do with this.” He jutted his chin toward the window, indicating the fog. “This shit rolled in as soon as the storm calmed down. Never seen anything like it.” He turned his head, half-looking at Noah. “Even if I could call in a helo for Pereira, they couldn’t find us in this. Best bet is to get him to the platform as fast as we can. At this point, it’s closer than land.”


“How can you tell?” Noah leaned closer to a window, struggling to see through the haze and the ambient glow behind it. The fog trailed in wisps over the forward end of the ship, making it hard to see even to the end of the prow.


“I know where we were when the storm started.”


“You mean you don’t know where we are now?”


Brewster stood. He shoved a gnarled finger in Noah’s chest and pushed. Although Noah tried to stand his ground, the pain in his sternum forced him back. A lifetime of hard work had left William Brewster a hard man both in body and mind. He didn’t like being challenged or second guessed. And he especially didn’t like his son-in-law. Of all the daughters’ fathers who’d threatened him with violence if he didn’t treat their “little girls” right, Brewster was the only one whose threats had seemed credible. The man did not crack wise and he didn’t say things he didn’t mean. If he threatened violence, it was on the horizon, if it hadn’t already arrived.


“I have a bearing,” Brewster said. “And I know what our speed has been since I had us positioned by satellite. I know where we are. You, on the other hand, wouldn’t know your ass from your elbow if I grabbed one to help you have a seat on the other. Again, is there a reason you’re up here?”


“No. Just Felix. That’s all.”


“That is all. You’re relieved. Report to your cabin. You’re restricted to quarters and the mess room. I don’t want to see you again until we reach the Niflheim. Once we’re there, you can fly home with your pal and I never want to see you again. Period.”


“You’re firing me? After I saved the ship?”


Brewster snorted with derision. “I’m firing you for disobeying orders. The bosun put you on the ice. You weren’t supposed to be anywhere near the deck or any of those shipping containers. And you sure as shit weren’t supposed to be in the instrument room.”


“It’s a good thing I was.”


Brewster’s face clouded over. His white brows knitted over cornflower blue eyes and the muscles on the sides of his face flexed as he gritted his teeth. Noah tensed, awaiting the swing of a fist. If he could stand the first one, he might be able to hit back. If he could stand the first one.


“You don’t belong on this boat, Cabot.”


“You’re the one who approved my application.”


“In desperation; I needed hands. Believe me when I tell you I regret it now. Whatever Abby saw in you, I didn’t agree with her then and I disagree even more now. If I see you up here or on the cargo deck again, I’ll throw you overboard. I wager I’ll have half a dozen men fighting each other to help me do it, too. Now get out of here and let me find the way.”


“Aye, sir,” Noah saluted.


Brewster held up a middle finger in response.


Noah backed out of the compartment, choosing to take the nearest door and descend the exterior ladder. He’d once tried to imagine what it would take for his father-in-law to grow to at least tolerate him, if not outright like him. He’d catalogued all the possibilities: treating Abby with love and faithfulness, getting a good, stable job and providing while she went back for her master’s degree, fathering William’s only grandchild. None of it had been enough. That he was Noah Cabot and had married Abigail Lynne Brewster was too high a hurdle to overcome. And now they were at loggerheads. No matter what he did, it wasn’t good enough. He’d tried to find common ground and even think of the man as family, but Noah didn’t crave his approval any longer. It was too late for them both.


The frigid air was strangely humid, and the fog felt like a bed of needles prickling his exposed face and hands. He hurried as much as he could while still being careful not to slip on the ice clinging to the ladder risers and handrail. The bow of the Arctic Promise was caked in it and she was still riding low in the water. The good news was they hadn’t capsized, somehow, and more ice didn’t seem to be accumulating. For the time being, she was seaworthy and the crew was safe. But if they sailed into another storm like they experienced last night, it would be short work for the vessel to grow top heavy and turn over.


On C-Deck he hesitated, giving the starboard fast rescue craft—the FRC—a quick once-over. Serge, the bosun, was also the coxswain and responsible for maintaining the lifeboat. Noah wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he didn’t want to run into another problem like he had the night before with the zip tie on the fire extinguisher.


He leaned over the rail to inspect the ropes tied to the vessel in the “securing arrangement” before lifting the cover to look underneath at the craft itself. He didn’t know exactly what measures would need to be taken to lower and launch the small craft, but to his eye, it looked good. He breathed a small sigh of relief, even if the feeling he got from his inspection was more confusion than satisfaction. Nothing looked like it would hinder the crew’s ability to board and launch the craft. He made a mental note to make it to the port side to have a look at the other FRC as well. There were only sixteen men aboard, and each rescue boat held twenty. Almost all systems on the ship had at least one redundant backup. But if an escape vessel failed, they’d be pulling freezing men out of the ocean. Better if the first one they tried worked as expected.


He turned to head inside and found himself blocked by a crewman. Theo something. Theo Mesires. He was a typical deckhand. Strong and solidly built, the kind of guy who liked working with his hands and liked complaining about work twice as much. “Whatcha doin’, Noah? Finding more fires to set?”


“What? Just making sure—”


“Why don’t you keep your nose out of shit you shouldn’t be messing with?”


Noah shoved past the deckhand, bouncing off his shoulder as he did. “If I kept my nose out of things, you might be swimming tomorrow.” He pulled open the door he hadn’t heard the man exit and practically ran inside to get away from the chill of both the atmosphere and his coworker. His reputation had preceded him. No matter what, he promised himself, this was his last job for OrbitOil or any other platform outfit. He’d decided. It was time to take Ellie and head home to New England. But first, he had to get back to Seattle in one piece.
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D-Deck stank like smoke and burnt electronics. Noah was surprised he’d been reassigned to a different cabin, figuring that living in this stench would be just the kind of petty torture the Old Man would subject him to. Then again, Brewster was a company man and would balance potential liability against his personal satisfaction. The crew would make sure he was just as uncomfortable on C-Deck as he was below, and the company wouldn’t have to pay worker’s comp. Noah came to collect his few private things. Although, smelling the rank passageway, he assumed most of his things were likely ruined. Still, they were his. He was going to need his clothes and the couple of books he’d brought, especially if he was going to be confined to his cabin for a while. He found himself wishing he’d brought more to read. It was going to be a long trip with nothing to do.


He hesitated in the doorway of his cabin, letting his eyes adjust to the dark. The narrow room was wide enough for Noah to walk between the wardrobe and the small desk. At the end of the room was a single bed, barely long enough for him. He wondered how men over six feet, like Boucher, were able to sleep without having to curl up in a ball. The cabin was similar in size to what Noah imagined a prison cell would be, minus a toilet—the head was down the hall. His accommodations were cramped, but he was expected to spend the majority of his time working, in the mess, or in a day room anyway. They even had a gym. The tiny cabin was for intended for sleep, and privacy for those who needed it, definitely not luxury. He didn’t even have a porthole window. As a concern, living space was secondary to the company’s goal. Space on the ship was dedicated to maximizing area for storage and cargo. The men had to live and work around that. Oil drilling came before everything else.


He opened the closet and grabbed his duffel bag off the floor. Pulling a shirt off a shelf, he sniffed at it and screwed up his face. He couldn’t tell if what he smelled was the stink of the fire lingering throughout the level or if it was in his clothes. Either way, it was still in his nose and lungs, and he figured he was going to be smelling that shit for a while, no matter where on the ship he landed. He shoved his clothes into the duffel bag and moved on.


He collected his few things from the desk: a cheap digital music player, a few toiletries, a pair of books, and his electronic Chess Wizard game. Shoving it all into the bag, he moved on to the last things—the most important things—two pictures pinned to a small corkboard above the desk. He took them down and stared for a long moment into the faces of his wife and daughter. He never shipped out without a copy of them. This copy of Abby’s picture was the third he’d printed out. The first had grown worn and tattered, and the second was lost somewhere between a different ship and home. He kept the same images on a micro SD card on his phone. No matter what happened, he’d made sure to never be far from them. The images meant more to him than the books and clothes and everything else. He’d rather wear rags and never see another printed word than forget what Abby looked like.


Carefully slipping the pictures into a zippered pocket on the outside of his bag, he scanned the small room for anything he might have forgotten. If there was something, it wasn’t like he was far. He could always come back. At least until they reached the Niflheim. Pulling the drawstring taut, he slung the bag over his shoulder. It collided with the wall, throwing him off balance for a moment. He steadied himself and stepped out into the passageway to find his new lodgings.


Around the corner, he saw a foot sticking out of the instrument room. He assumed the man owning the limb was Martin Nevins, the ship’s engineer and mechanic. Noah walked over, curious to see how things had turned out, since he had no recollection after hitting his head. The last time he saw the room, it was a toxic mess of fire retardant and electrical smoke. Not much had changed.


“Hey Marty. How’s it look?”


The engineer sat back and wiped at his forehead with a dirty forearm. He was sweating despite the chill in the room. “Looks like hell is what it looks like.” He sized Noah up and added, “You don’t look any better.”


Noah brushed at the cut on his forehead with his fingers and wondered how bad the bruising on his face was. Aside from the hospital and the lockers in the change rooms, there weren’t many reflective surfaces on the Promise. He hadn’t thought to look in the mirror inside his closet. For all he knew, half of his beard might have been singed off in the fire. He ran his hand down his face to reassure himself he didn’t resemble a half-man/half-woman sideshow attraction. “I’m sure it looks worse than I feel. Or maybe the other way around. I don’t know.” He pointed at the instrument stack he’d extinguished. “Fire was in propulsion, huh? Is it salvageable?”


“Yeah. I mean, no way. Yes, the fire hit propulsion, but it’s not even a little salvageable. The thing is well and truly fucked; we’re running on the backup.”


“And if that one goes out?”


Martin huffed a laugh through his nose. “You know what happens then.” He didn’t have to say it. He pulled a cigarette out of a pack and lit it. Smoking wasn’t allowed anywhere on board except the exterior decks. But then, who would be able to pull the smell of a Kamel Red out of the mélange of other noxious scents poisoning the air on D? “What are the chances they both get wrecked, huh?”


Noah shrugged. He didn’t want to say it out loud. He didn’t believe in jinxes and bad luck, but it still lived in him, like the fear of elevators falling down their shafts and the bus in your blind spot that only appeared once you step off the curb. Then again, you didn’t need to believe in bad karma to know that Brewster had been pushing the engines extra hard. If they sailed into another storm, they could have much bigger problems than ice.


Martin took a deep drag of his cigarette and blew a long stream of smoke toward the ceiling. “Speakin’ of getting wrecked, I got a bottle of J&B in my cabin. You up for a snort later?”


“Definitely. Come find me; I’m bunking on C now.”


“That’s a good thing. Down here is no place to be.”


Noah held out a fist for Martin to bump. The mechanic knocked his knuckles against Noah’s a little too hard and smiled with the half of his mouth not occupied with his coffin nail. The pair had shipped out together in the past, but both of them hailing from New England provided more of a bond than any of their experiences hauling concrete and gas into the Arctic Ocean.


Noah turned to go. “Hey, uh, you know what the deal is with communications or navigation systems?”


“What? You missing your ‘stories’?”


Noah laughed. “I was talking to Brewster, and radio and sat phones are both down. I’m guessing that means dynamic positioning, too. I was just wondering if you knew what was going on.”


Martin stood and tilted his head to the side as if he was trying to tell what kind of mythical creature was talking to him. “First I’m hearing of it. There isn’t a thing built by man I can’t fix, but if both radio and satellite have shit the bed at the same time, that ain’t mechanical. Not unless we’re really getting the smackdown from the gods; they’re separate systems. It might be the weather interfering. Or it might be PICNIC.”


“Picnic?”


“Problem in chair, not computer.” He winked. “The skipper’s old enough to remember eight-tracks. I wouldn’t be surprised if he doesn’t know how to use the ‘new-fangled ’puter machines’ and took those systems off-line trying to get RedTube to load.” He took another deep drag off his smoke, pinched the ember off the end and ground it out underfoot. He stuffed the filter back into the pack. “Still, something must be working if we’re in motion. He ain’t flying blind.”


Noah tried to laugh his fears off. “We’re fine. He’s steering by stars and charts.”


Martin shook his head, saying nothing. Not laughing. He’d looked outside. He knew there were no stars.


“If we needed to shut down propulsion for a while … you know, just to make sure it was working properly … you know, like to run a diagnostic something or other, you could do that right?”


“Not if it was going to get me charged with mutiny.”


Noah held up his free hand. “I didn’t say anything about mutiny. If Brewster’s headed in a direction based on a best guess and steering us into the Siberian shore, that’s his prerogative as ship’s master. I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m being paranoid; I’m sure Brewster knows what he’s doing.” Noah felt his headache creeping back in a little, pushing at the edges. He should have grabbed more Tylenol from Mickle in the hospital.


Martin looked like he wanted that drink right now. Instead, he lit another cigarette. Shaking his head, he said, “Let me think about it.”


“I’m not asking you to do anything. Just wondering out loud, I guess.” He waved his hand dismissively. Noah pointed at Martin’s smoke. “You know those things will kill you.”


The engineer took a deep drag and held it for a moment before exhaling. “I’ve never felt better in my life.”


Looking at his blanched and sweating face, Noah didn’t believe him.
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Noah stowed his things in his new room. The ship was built to accommodate forty crew members. All the cabins on C-Deck were designed for double occupancy, but with the bare bones complement of sixteen men spread between B and C, none of the crew had to share a room. Moving from his single occupant cabin into the new one meant Noah had twice the space, not that he needed it. Still, it was nice to have walls a little farther apart from each other. If he was going to be confined to quarters, he appreciated being assigned somewhere less confining. Stretching out in the new space, he tried to tamp down his growing feelings of resentment toward Brewster for making him sleep in the single bunk cabin so far belowdecks. He was as successful at that as he was managing his building headache. It had grown stronger since talking to Marty. He dug through his bag trying to find something to beat back at it, but was unsuccessful. He’d forgotten to pack any painkillers.


Peeking out the door, he found the passageway oddly silent. There were thirteen cabins and the gym on this deck, but if anyone was on C with him, they were still sleeping off last night’s nightmare.


He left his cabin and climbed to the First Deck, between A and the wheelhouse. He walked past the crew change rooms and the head, to the sick bay. Inside, Mickle was tending to Felix. Without turning to see who’d come to visit him, he said, “All out of aspirin and everything else, so don’t even ask. Don’t any of you plan ahead for your hangovers?”


“How’d you know I wanted an aspirin?”


Mickle turned and wiped at his brow with a sleeve. Like Marty Nevins, he was sweating despite the ever-present chill on the ship. “I’ve had maybe a dozen guys come up here looking for analgesics. I ran out an hour ago.” He pointed at Noah’s wound. “Is it bad?”


Noah shrugged. “Nothing I can’t cope with. A dozen, huh?”


Mickle nodded, looking like he might have started rattling off names before thinking better of it. “Yup,” he said instead. “And none of ’em with as good an excuse as you or Pereira here. To be honest, I feel a little like shit myself, but I delivered the last of the Tylenol to the skipper a few minutes ago. All I have left is some topical stuff for stitches and whatnot … and the tramadol. The first wouldn’t knock out a headache and the second will knock you out.” His eyes wandered toward Pereira sleeping fitfully in the medical bunk. “You’re just going to have to brew up another pot of coffee and hope caffeine can get on top of it.”


“You think the fumes from the electrical fire got into the ventilation?”


“Oh, I’m sure of it. But almost everybody was outside dealing with the storm when that was happening. The fire was out before most of the crew came back in. Vent system had time to cycle that crap through and replace it with clean air. Unless something’s wrong with that, too.”


“Communications still on the fritz?” Noah asked.


“Yeah. I went up a few minutes ago to follow up on Pereira’s ride out of here.”


“How’d Brewster respond to that?”


Mickle raised an eyebrow. “As expected. He told me Pereira would get help quicker if people would crawl out of his ass long enough for him to find the Niflheim.”
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