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absolute zero: Physics. The temperature at which substances possess minimal energy, equal to 273.15 degrees C or 459.67 degrees F.
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Prologue

The beep-beep-beep was a reassuring sound that brought him back like the sing-along bouncing ball; if he were safe at home the sound might be the soft cricket in the clothes dryer downstairs signaling that the load was through. If only life had not speeded up ...

But it had, and now theyd put the pain on mute, along with everything elsethe up, the down, the lightand theyd set him adrift in the dark with nothing but the beep. So he tried to scan along but the rhythm kept slipping away. Which figured, because hed been thrown out of high school bandalto saxon account of he couldnt keep the beat.

Then he coughed and sparks lit up a corner of his mind, enough to get him oriented and he knew that he was waking up, and he understood that the dogged beep was the pulse of his heart hooked to a machine.

Which meant he was still here.

He was alive and laid out flat on his back with his eyes shut tight and he didnt have the strength to open them, so hed just lay back for now, all alone in the dark, waiting for the lights to come up.

Surfacing, he flashed on chemical nondreams and artificial sleep. His lips were gummed together, and when he parted them a parched numbness puffed his mouth and his throat and it felt like hed been French-kissed by the creature in Sigourney Weavers Alien. Then a sharp electric pincer prodded his right wrist four timesjit-jit-jit-jitand made his fingers jump.

Now he was being moved because he felt the stale hospital air slide over his face, and he heard splashes of sound like underwater voices that became clearer until distinct words spilled down and trickled on his face.

Train of four, the first female voice said.

Doesnt that hurt now that hes coming around? a second female voice asked.

This guy, with his neck; I want to make sure hes back before we medicate for pain.

Then they splashed away and there was more motion and then they came back.

Hes breathing well, sats are good, rhythm is good.

Okay, lets rouse him, get him to raise his head, squeeze a finger, swallow. And wait for the eyelids; the littlest muscles are always the last to come back. Whos got the Narc keys?

Got them right here. Ive got everything today.

Sign out twenty-five milligrams of Demerol and give it IV.

The voices faded, the shapes acquired edges, then fluttered away, and tile-lined the walls and was dotted with stainless steel, and it all shimmered in and out of focus. Latex fingers carried a slender plastic syringe with green markings across his vision. A fluorescent light hovered overhead, and from its center materialized the face of a blue-gowned young woman with white-blond hair. She had serious gray eyes and copper freckles on her cheeks and she smiled.

He enjoyed the colors of her face and her hair. He found them vital, feline. He thought: a happy lynx.

Hello there, said the happy lynx. Can you squeeze my finger?

He squeezed the cool finger in his hand.

Good, she said. Now can you raise your head?

A stiff sensation laced tight up his middle and warned him not to move, but he made the effort and got his head up a little. Which was a mistake. Oh, wow.

Take it easy. The nurse patted his forearm with long, cool fingers. Youve got a few stitches in your belly.

Pain jogged his memory and he tried to talk but no spit came. All he managed to get out was a single cotton word: peration.

Thats right. Youve had an emergency operation that went just fine and now youre in the recovery room, she said.

High, he said slowly, finding some spit.

Hello, yourself.

No. Stone ... He took a breath, wheezed, Grog ...

Yep, we gave you something. Were about to give you some more of the good stuff.

Hi, he said.

Right. Stoned, huh? she said.

No. Hel ... lo. Youre ... pret ... pretty. His eyes probed around on the front of her blue tunic and focused on the laminated picture ID alligator-clipped to her pocket, and he read the printed title: Amy Skoda CRNA. Youre pret ... ty, Amy, he said.

Thank you, and youre lucky to be alive.

He blinked at the blue shapes circling around him. Where?

Its all right now. Youre in a hospital.

He nodded and the beep speeded up and he caught a panic flash of jagged black sky coming down, and frigid gray water rising up in ranks of whitecaps. He swallowed and muttered, Storm.

Amy nodded. Mister, youve had quite an adventure.

Others?

But she disappeared and the question hung unanswered. He waited and waited as it all slowed and went dim. Then the blue shapes above him startled and retreated. He heard shouts.

Heads up, gang! We got another one!

Cmon, they need help.

The blue commotion surged away.

Then someone.

A hand appeared and held up a syringe. This syringe was thicker, a dull gray plastic, not skinny like the other. It moved up and out of sight.

There you go, a voice saida different voice. It should be better now.

Jesus God. No. Ow. Not better. Theyd jacked him back into the storm. Black waves flooded from his arm, into his chest, drowning him on the inside. His lungs ...

Oh, fuck, oh, no, said the voice, backing away.

Hey, come back ...

...

He felt his thoughts seep away like the last bubbles of oxygen escaping his brain. And the commotion in the hall faded off and all he heard was the bleat of the heart monitor until it slipped off key: Beep beep ... boop.

Boop.

Boooop.

Boop.

And he lost the goddamn beat ...

And his eyes took one last picture of muscles undulating down his arms, and just like he thought, the relentless waves from the storm had followed him right into this hospital room and were rolling under his skin.

Then he juststopped. Nothing. Nothing erasing him line by line.

...............................

........................

..............

Oh shit! Call a code. Hes arrested in here.





    
Chapter One

Broker was used to sleeping alone because his wife was in the army and, except for her pregnancy and a short maternity leave, she had been absent on deployments to Bosnia during most of their marriage. And he was used to waking up in a freezing sleeping bag because hed grown up in Northern Minnesota. What he was having trouble adjusting to was waking up alone in the cold bag and seeing the pale stripe on the third finger of his left hand where his wedding band had been.

So he coughed and rubbed his eyes, and the absent ring cued up the agnostic rosary in the back of his mind: You just never know ... never know ... never know ... and it was, yeah, yeah, and he was talking to himself and his lips moved to dismiss the thought, but he had to appreciate the irony. Mister Serious Student of the Unexpected.

Didnt see it coming, did you, dummy?

Shed left two weeks ago and took their three-year-old daughter, Kit, off to army day care somewhere in Europe.

She said he could come along and take care of Kit. He said she could quit the army and stay home. So it stuck there between them. Their daughter watched nervously as Mom and Dad agreed to take an informal time-out, removing their rings and storing them in the top drawer of the bedroom dresser.

His reaction to the standoff was to exile himself from people he knew and retreat into the North woods. Hed purge himself with fresh air and hard work. Specifically, Broker volunteered to close down his uncle Billies outfitting lodge at the end of the canoeing season.

And now, as he greeted the ice-water dawn, the subject was still fragile as glass. Carefully, he held it by the stem and tucked it away.

So.

Uncle Billie and his golf clubs had hopped a Northwest Airlines flight to Brokers parents condo in Arizona. Broker had hung a closed sign across the driveway of the small resort he owned in Devils Rock, north of Grand Marais, on the Lake Superior shore. Then hed driven down Highway 61 to Illgen City, turned on Highway 1 northwest to Ely, in the Minnesota Iron Range. Arriving at Billies Lodge, he found a list of instructions next to the telephone. The canoe trip was at the top.

Broker had looked over the permits and perused the clients backgrounds. Hed be playing wilderness guide to Milton Dane, a lawyer; Allen Falken, a surgeon; and Hank Sommer, who called himself a writer. All three were from the Twin Cities area.

Broker told himself guiding was no big thing, that hed done it lots of times.

But that was more than twenty years ago.

In the intervening time the canoes had been upgraded from aluminum to lighter Kevlar and fiberglass. The freeze-dried food and camping gear were much improved. But otherwise, the drill was the same. He studied the itinerary, selected the proper maps, and packed for a party of four, going in by canoe to shoot a moose among the lakes of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area, BWCA for short.

And now it was the third morning of the trip.

Broker blew on his chilled hands and rubbed them together. Hed gone to bed breathing in damp lake water, lichen, and pine needles moldering on granite bedrock. A mild rain had tapped on the tent walls and eased him off to sleep. Now a loud winter silence replaced the patter of raindrops and his breath clouded in the chill air.

Hank Sommer bumped him as he rolled over in the narrow tent and snored. He lay on his back, half out of his sleeping bag, with his mouth open. He had buckteeth and a receding chin disguised under a short, unruly beard. When Broker reached over and jabbed him in the ribs, Sommer rearranged himself and stopped snoring. His cell phone, which had caused so much debate on the trip, was nestled next to his cheek.

It became clear from the start that Broker had been hired to carry the load for Sommer and to paddle his canoe. Sorry, Ive got this little medical condition, Sommer had admitted at the start.

What medical condition? Broker had asked directly, since it could affect their travel.

This, ah, little hernia thing, Sommer had said, patting his side. So every portage on the way in, Broker had humped the boat and went back twice to haul all the packs while Sommer eased along with just his rifle case and a small shoulder bag.

Allen Falken, the doctor, appeared none too pleased that Sommer had put off elective surgery to go on this trip. But, Allen conceded, it was a routine inguinal hernia, a painless minor bulge. For half the century, men just wore trusses. It should be all right as long as Sommer took it easy.

How easy?

He shouldnt lift over forty pounds.

So if you get a moose, Sommer will take the picture and Ill carry the meat.

Something like that, Allen had said.

It meant that Sommer was the weak link, so Broker wanted him in his canoe in case anything went wrong. Besides, he was curious. Sommer was a Minnesota fiction writer and Brokerstrictly a non-fiction guyhad the feeling he should have heard of him. But he hadnt. He figured Sommer wanted to shoot a moose so he could write about it.

Broker was doing some hunting himself, but not for a trophy moose. Running from his marriage, he spent the days scouting the treelines and lakes half hoping to catch a younger, more resilient reflection of himself.

And he wasnt alone. By day three it was clear that marital discord paddled with them as Sommer conducted a nasty long-distance feud with his wife on his cell phone.

As they canoed deeper into lake country, Broker overheard enough of the terse conversations to gather that Sommer and his wife were fighting over money.

Onward.

Right now Broker needed a fire and a pot of coffee, so he shivered into trousers, a fleece sweater, and a pair of old tennis shoes. Carrying his stiff boots, he unzipped the tent and hunkered outside.

Well, hed wanted the rain to stop.

And nothing stops water like ice.

The campsite, and probably all 140,000 square miles of the BWCA, wore bridal white. Brocade, lace, floss, and fluffthe tents, the gear, the hulls of the two canoes, every pine needle, clump of moss, and boulder were gilded with frost.

He watched his breath condense, then tatter off gently in the still air; he estimated the temperature at 34 degrees. He was not distracted by the beautiful fantasy spun in the trees. They were still twenty miles from Ely traveling on water cold enough to kill them.

But Broker had to grin. Even with hypothermia as a risk, Sommers cell phone became an issue with his buddies because it violated the first rule of the wilderness, which was: You are on your own. Allen and Milt wanted a clean break with the hyperconnected world theyd left behind. Sommer wasnt impressed by such purist conceits. Older, crusty, hed pointed out that hed once spent a year sleeping on the ground, and hed muttered a few profane references to the 101st Airborne and 1969 and a place Allen and Milt had never heard of called the Ashau Valley, and he would bring his goddamn cell phone, thank you very much.

So.

Broker toed a hoary clump of grass. Maybe the sun would come out and melt this fairyland. And maybe it wouldnt. If this cold snap continued theyd have to be careful.

He stirred the banked coals in the fire pit, added tinder, and built up the fire. Then he placed his boots near the flame to thaw. He walked a hundred yards into the brush to where hed hoisted the food packs on the branch of a tall spruce beyond the reach of prowling black bears. He carried the packs back to the campfire and set out utensils and ingredients for breakfast.

You could still drink from the lakes along the Canadian border, so he took the coffeepot to the shore, poked through a wafer of shore ice, and filled it. Then he scooped up a handful and brushed his teeth. A few minutes later he had a blue flame hissing on the small Coleman camp stove.

He stretched, rotated his neck, and gauged the stiffness in his back and shoulders from two days of paddling and portaging. Starting to show streaks of gray in his forty-seventh autumn, Broker still looked like he could knock a man down or pick a man up, and like he wouldnt talk about it either way. His dark, bushy eyebrows met over the bridge of his nose, his eyes were quiet gray-green, and he wore his thick, dark hair trimmed just over his ears. At six feet tall and 190, he was ten pounds over his best weight. A few more days on the trail would pound down the kinks and trim off the flab. But he had to admit, as he scanned the white solitude, that he was starting to feel his age. For the last two years his chief workout had been chasing his daughter around.

He stooped, attended to the fire, and when the coffeepot perked he withdrew a cigar the size of a fat fountain pen from a Ziploc bag and carefully nibbled the plug. When the coffee smelled done, he turned off the camp stove, poured a tin cupful, and wedged the pot in the coals. Then he went down to the shore and found a seat on a granite ledge. There would be no sunrise today to go with his morning coffee. Not even a shiny spot in the overcast.

A match flared and migrant smoke from Spanish Honduras mingled with the steaming Colombian bean. Cigars were a weaning viceall tease and foreplayno inhaling. They got him off the cigarettes and now he worried that the thing that would get him off the cigars would be Ben and Jerrys ice cream.

Good morning, I think, announced a voice that ended in a cough. Turning, Broker saw Milton Danes short salt-and-pepper hair poke through his tent flap. Milt was nursing a cold, which did nothing to diminish his childish delight as he looked at the forest made over into frosted parsley.

Milt at forty-five stood six foot one in pile underwear and felt boot-liners. Broad shouldered, deep-chested, and deliberate in movement; he collected a cup of coffee and joined Broker on the sloping rock beach. He drew his knuckles across the stubble on his square chin and shivered. Jesus, its cold.

Yeah, and I got a feeling were going to see some big, cold snowflakes, Broker said.

Still beats the office. Milt toasted Broker with his coffee cup.

Agreed. But maybe we should stay put till this front works on through, Broker said.

No pain, no gain, Milt said with a grin.

Right. And pneumonia is Gods way of telling you to get out of the rain, Broker said.

Milt was unmoved. Being a serious white-water kayaker, he refused to be impressed with the concerns of flat-water paddlers. He pointed to Brokers tent and said, Heads up.

Across camp, Sommer emerged from Brokers tent robed in his sleeping bag.

Check it out, we woke up on a wedding cake, Sommer said, blinking at the hushed foliage.

Then he stooped, knelt, felt around for a flat place on the ground, found one, laid out the bag, sat down on it, and folded his legs in a casual lotus position. With the rest of the bag drawn around his shoulders he sat upright and draped his hands on his knees. Just like yesterday.

Broker studied the lanky writer sitting Buddha-fashion against a background of snowy spruce. Sommer had this tattoo on his left wrist, like a colorful bracelet, until you got a good look at it, and then you realized that the color scheme and sequence were the exact reds, greens, and grays of the lethal coral snake.

While Sommer did his morning meditation, Broker and Milt talked weather and drank their coffee. Then Sommer unfolded from his sitting position, bent forward, placed his forearms on the ground, clasped his hands, tucked in his shaggy head, and slowly hoisted himself up perfectly vertical into a headstand.

Does that every morning, too? Broker asked.

Yeah, hes trying to stay mellow. Milt paused and rolled his eyes. Until Jolene rings him up again.

We should be out of cell-phone range soon, Broker said.

Knock on wood, Milt said.





    
Chapter Two

So, what do you think? Broker jerked a thumb at the low clouds.

I think youre right, its going to snow, Milt said.

I heard that, Sommer called out, as he lowered his feet to the ground, sat up, and looked around. How soon?

Cant tell. Theres coffee by the fire, Broker said.

Sommer poured a cup, squinted his hazel eyes, ran a hand through his thick blond hair, and lit a Camel straight. Barefoot, wearing just a T-shirt and Jockey shorts with the cell phone tucked into the waistband, he appeared immune to the cold. His size 13 feet ended in long toes and were attached to heavily muscled, slightly varicose legs. His chest seemed narrow because his sinewy arms were so long, and his neck was embedded in wedges of more wrinkled muscle that sloped up from his shoulders. In addition to the poison bracelet on his left wrist, he had five red teardrops tattooed on his right forearm. The tattoos had a crude jailhouse texture and Broker, who had some experience in evaluating jailhouse art, reflected that the raunchy designs might harmonize just fine with a woman named Jolene.

When Sommer took his coffee back into the tent to get dressed, Broker wondered aloud: Wheres a writer get arms like that?

Milt raised an eyebrow. Oh, hell get around to telling you about how he grew up in the factories of Detroit.

As Sommer disappeared into one tent, Dr. Allen Falken emerged from the other. He stretched and stood for a minute, methodically kneading moisturizing cream into his hands, taking extra care with each finger. When he finished, he inspected the overcast sky.

Well, super, said Allen. A general surgeon, and the youngest at forty, he was racquetball-smooth and wrinkle free. Broker cooked plain trail-fare and Allen proved to be a picky eater. And he fussed with his appearance; fresh from his sleeping bag, every strand of his thick sandy hair was in place like a styled wire hedge. He had wide blue eyes under a broad forehead, wide cheeks, a long narrow nose and tapering chin, strong hands and supple, well-tended fingers.

I doubt its going to rain again, Allen said, eyeing the misty sky and forest.

Probably itll snow, Broker said.

Good, easier to see the moose against a white background. Whats for breakfast? Allen asked as he rubbed his hands together to warm them. Three precise rubs, no wasted motion. Broker was forming the impression that Allen never stopped following instructions.

Oatmeal, Tang, toast and jam, Broker said, getting up and returning to the campfire. He threw his cigar stub into the coals and, as he prepared the porridge, speculated that they wouldnt be out here unless it was a once-in-a-lifetime hunting trip. They had won a state lottery that allowed them to take a moose in the Boundary Waters in the greatest wilderness, big-game hunt east of the Mississippi.

From their banter Broker had learned that they had climbed Mount Rainier, mountain-biked through Moab, and rafted white-water rapids in Chile. Now they intended to paddle twenty-five miles into rough country and tote out a bull moose to add to their trophy repertoire.

Their destination was a burned-over area on Lake Fraser, a two-hour paddle to the north, where tender green shoots had thrived in the ash and were prime moose-browse. So far, theyd been out for two days in the rain with no sign of anything bigger than a fox.

When theyd eaten and were finishing their coffee, Broker went on record with the prudent option: I think we should hunker down in camp until this weather blows over.

Quit, huh? Sommer snorted.

Get dry, Broker said. Were wet and chilled. Milts getting sick. We should fort up with a good fire.

Sommer scrunched his mobile face in a Gallic shrug, Cest la fuckin vie. Its not like were in Nepal. Were just a few miles from Ely.

Milt seconded Sommer with a curt nod. Allen scoffed, Ditto. Its Indian summer, right?

Broker laughed and tossed the dregs of his coffee on the fire. Okay, sure; lets hit it, he said and thought how Northern Minnesota killed a few zealots like these guys every season. But then, that was part of the lure of this trip. They wanted to push the edge a little.

Dzzztttttttting.

The electric whine from Sommers cell phone ended the discussion. Broker, Allen, and Milt grimaced with a there-goes-the-neighborhood expression.

Goddamn shit, Sommer said.

Dzzztttttttting.

Motherfucker. Sommer furrowed his scruffy brow and flipped open the phone. What?

A tiny, forceful female voice delivered a speech inside the slender plastic phone. Sommer stepped on her remarks in a dogged voice: This is not the time to discuss the subject of trust. Pause. Oh, for sure. We tried that and the first thing you did was drain the account. Pause. Okay, your half of the account. Pause. Its how you did it. Giving money to Earl behind my back.

In a spontaneous display of consensus body language, Broker, Allen, and Milt rose, tiptoed away, and formed an awkward huddle a discreet distance from Hank.

Earl is the old boyfriend, Allen explained.

She wrote him a big check, so Hank cut her off, closed the joint checking account, Milt said.

Put all his money in a trust she cant touch, to teach her a lesson, Allen said.

Dont call me again when Im hunting, Sommer growled. He grimaced and held the phone away from his ear, up toward the overcast sky. I dont need this shit, he hissed. Then, in a sudden fit he threw the phone like a shortstop firing to first base, and the black plastic rectangle skittered off a spruce branch, bounced, then rolled over next to Brokers boot.

A youthful voice rattled distinctly from the phone, Im just trying to be responsible, goddammit; and responsible people pay their debts.

Broker picked up the phone and held it at arms length.

The voice continued. You have all these bills piled up on your desk going back two months. The power company called. Theyre going to turn off the lights. Hank? Hank?

Gingerly, Broker handed it back to Sommer who was now furious and clearly not tracking her conversation. Not with my money. Not to that pimp! he shouted into the phone.

Earl was never a pimp, the voice said. And its our money because were married.

Milt shook his head. I told him he should have made her sign a pre-nup.

Allen worried his lower lip between his teeth and tried to explain, This is one beautiful woman on the outside but as to the inside Milt and I disagree.

Bonnie fucking Parker is what I think, Milt said.

And I think she cleans up well, like Eliza Doolittle, a lotus growing in a field of shit and Hank had the good sense to pluck her, Allen said thoughtfully.

Well see who plucks who. Milt glanced at Broker and shrugged. Allen and I have this bet going. Its a classic nature-nurture debate; she was a stripper and a drunk who hung out with some rough people. Hank met her in an AA group in a church basement. I dont think she can change, Allen thinks she can. Obviously so does Hank.

Fuck this, Hank exploded. He wound up and threw the phone again, except this time he lobbed it over their heads in a long arc that ended in a splash twenty yards out in the lake.

And that settles that, Milt said.

Broker watched the circular ripples radiate out from the spot where the phone disappeared. He cleared his throat. Sure can get quiet up here, he said, deadpan.

After that, they set off in separate directions to practice male solidarity through denial, and to break camp. While Broker did the dishes, Milt and Allen efficiently collapsed the tents, stowed them, and organized the cumbersome Duluth packs next to the canoes. Sommer hung back and brooded with a cup of coffee and a cigarette.

After he finished the dishes Broker packed them and scanned the low clouds as he laced up his boots. Snow didnt bother him. But he felt a draft comb through the pine needles, like someone had eased open the door of a walk-in meat freezer. And in the chill he sensed the charged air marshaling and packing tighter.

They stamped out the campfire and stowed the last of their gear. Sommer clambered gingerly over the mound of packs and took his seat in the bow of Brokers canoe. Milt naturally took the stern position in the other boat. A little after 8:00 A.M., they pushed off from the campsite and entered a maze of narrow channels that threaded toward Lake Fraser.

Paddling side by side, Broker and Milt kibitzed about canoes. Milt had wanted one of the fast, lighter Kevlar models that were currently popular. Broker preferred the old-fashioned aluminum Grummans. The popular Wenonahs, he argued, were great for racing in a straight line on flat water, but he distrusted the square cut of the bow and worried it would dig into a breaking wave, not ride up it.

Theyd compromised on fiberglass Bellsa broader craft with more lift in the line of the bow and more stability for heavy loads and bad weather.

Then Milt and Allen pulled ahead and when they were out of easy earshot, Sommer turned in the bow seat and shook his head. He seemed to have been holding his breath since the phone incident. Now he exhaled and grumbled. Sometimes I feel like a clich, marrying a younger woman. Thinking I could help her change.

Broker studied the older man for two long paddle strokes. As the cold water swished and the canoe rocked he watched Sommers expression slip. Suddenly he saw into the dilemma of a physically rugged man who was grappling with aging and was losing the strength hed always taken for granted.

Broker spoke in a low, soft voice no one on the trip had yet heard: I married a younger woman and I thought shed change after she had a baby but she didnt.

And that pretty much dried up the conversation for a while.

Up ahead Milt and Allen put down their paddles, unzipped their gun cases, and loaded their rifles, which they then carefully positioned against the thwarts. Then they picked up their paddles and pulled farther ahead.

Sommer chuckled. Look at them go. They want to be first.

First, huh?

For the next big thingwhich in this case is some poor, lily-pad-chewing moose. Sommer chuckled, raised his voice, and hailed the other canoe. Who gets the first shot? Who will be the Alpha Wolf and hang the antlers?

Pipe down, Allen yelled back, youll scare everything away.

Oh, thats good, Sommer exclaimed. What do you think? Some moose is going to get wheeled down to the shore all prepped and anesthetized on a table for you to carve up?

Milt and Allen pulled about fifty yards ahead and no one spoke. The white trees enforced quiet, like a hospital ward. There was only the splash of the paddles, puffs of their breath, the occasional knock of wood on the gunwales.

Then Sommer shrugged and wondered out loud, What do moose do in this weather, anyway?

Broker said, Got me.

Hey, cmon, youre the guide, Sommer said.

Im the cook, I set up camp. Im not a hunting guide. Its illegal to guide or assist in the state lottery hunt up here if youve already got a moose, Broker said.

Thats what I mean, youve shot a moose, right? Sommer said.

It was a long time ago, Broker said.

So how was it? Sommer asked.

Shooting a moose is like shooting a garage door.

Sommer jerked around and laughed. Thats good, Im going to steal that.

So you steal stuff, huh? Broker asked.

You bet. All writers are thieves.

I always heard there are two kinds of thieves: the ones too lazy to work and the ones who think theyre too smart to get caught. Which kind are you?

Sommer laughed. The smart, lazy kind. Actually Im more like a ball of wax; you know, everything sticks.

And thats why you want to shoot a moose, to pick up some details? Broker asked.

Nah, Sommer raised his paddle and pointed at the canoe up ahead. I want to see them shoot a moose. Especially Allen.

Broker fixed on the blue back of Allens parka and asked, Hows that?

I admit I wouldnt mind seeing a surgeon field-dress a moose, Sommer said.

I hear you, Broker said, suppressing a smile. Then they stopped talking and looked to the paddles, their arms rising and falling in a crisp morning cadence, working out the kinks, easing into the day. Despite the overcast sky they were happy to be free of the rain and they warmed with the work.

So what is it you write about, anyway? Broker asked.

The Four Great American Ws: Women, Whiskey, Work, and War. And of course, sex and death.

Broker was smiling now. He asked, Hows your side feeling?

Im good, Sommer said, appearing to be more relaxed. Unlike Milt and Allen who looked around frequently to find the source of an invisible irritation, Sommer was momentarily at ease with the silence of the north.

So how old are you, anyway? Broker asked.

I was born a week after the Battle of Midway.

Broker rested his paddle. June, 1942. Hes fifty-seven, ten years older than me. Looking closer, Broker noticed the faint webbing at his throat and in his cheeks. He saw the dapple of dark pigment on his bare wrist between the cuff of his parka and his glove. Ten years, he thought.

Not bad, Sommer said.

I read military history to go to sleep, like some people read mysteries, Broker said. He shook his head. Up until now the only writers Ive met were newspaper reporters. They dont sound much like you.

Sommer acted indignant. Hey, Im a thief, not a fucking vampire.

Broker grinned at the remark and a few minutes later the frosted woods opened and they squirted from the last tight passage into a long, open stretch of lake.

Life vest, Broker reminded Sommer who had neglected to put his on. Sommer pulled on the vest and snapped it tight. Their paddles dipped and swished in and out of the glassy, motionless water and, except for the chill air, the distant treelines could have been a blur of steam. They were well into the open water when a feather of breeze drifted down. Long, dark ripples began to gouge Lake Fraser as if an invisible giant was dragging his feet.

What the hell? Sommer looked up as the feeble light drained from the sky and left the day in shadow. There was no warning.

The air and water puckered as the wind set its cleats. The treetops bent, the forest dulled from white eye candy to dirty ash. The straight-line gale just smashed down through the clouds.

Get serious, people ... Broker rose in his seat and yelled to warn the other canoe. The blast tore the words from his mouth and threw them away.





    
Chapter Three

Ahhouuu.

Milt gave a dare-danger howl as he and Allen sculled in place until Broker and Sommer pulled abreast of them. Then Milt brandished his paddle at the storm. This show of bravado rankled Broker who was gauging the power of the onrushing wind in the way the pines were cranking at the north end of the lake.

Cinch those vests tight, he shouted.

Milt sat up abruptly as the full might of the squall exploded around them and the lake erupted into something like a horizontal rapids. Wide-eyed, chastised, he turned to Broker. Ten yards away across the bucking water, there was no mistaking his sober assessment: This is some serious shit were in.

No mistakes, no mistakes, Allen shouted.

Dig it, Sommer yelled. Half turned, with one hazel eye flaring over his shoulder, he raised his paddle to drive it into the gray slope swelling up to his front. The stiff wavethree feet highcrashed over the bow and showered him in ice water. The next wave reared, coiled, and Broker leaned into his paddle and watched it come. It had never been warm. Even in summer. For thousands of years that gray water had cherished a geologic memory of its glacier mama.

Paddle, Broker yelled. Stay into the wind.

No shit, Sommer yelled back, his voice giddy with excitement, and they met the wave head on, riding a choppy boost of adrenalin.

Milt swung in so close the canoes bumped gunwales. His powerful twelve-inch wrists drove his paddle in a foaming sculling motion and, freed from his landlubber plodding, he danced on the water. His face clenched in a diagram of practical fear under taut control and formed a question: What do you think? His eyes measured Sommer and Allen, who wore braced but game expressions.

Broker looked from Allen to Sommer, back to Allen: What about Sommers guts?

Allen shrugged: Have to.

Fuck you guys, Sommer snarled, digging in with his paddle.

They sailed on the plume of a wave, dropped into the trough, and the plunge set them all paddling furiously to keep pointed up wind.

They had less than ten inches of freeboard on the heavily loaded canoes. One slipup abeam of these waves and theyd take a boatful of water. If they capsized, the wind would batter them back down the lake. The life jackets would keep them afloat but hypothermia would do them in before they washed up on the far shore.

One look into Milts eyes confirmed it: dumping a canoe in these conditions, this far out, was a death sentence.

Cant take a chance on turning back, Broker shouted. He stabbed his finger toward a blur in the distance where a rocky point jutted into the lake, about a quarter mile to the left front. Milt nodded, concurring. He could see the waves peter out on the lee side.

Tricky. Well have to quarter ...

What?

Quarter. Off the wind, Milt shouted again.

Understand, Broker nodded vigorously. Then he braced himself and paddled into the freak storm as sleeting rain slashed at his Goretex parka and threatened to freeze, turn white, and blot out his vision.

Jesus. The plunging winds split sideways, sheared off, and scissored slapdash patterns through the watermoguls here, herringbone there. Broker tried to line up Sommers green parka with the end of the point that appeared, then disappeared, playing peek-a-boo. This practical exercise in dead reckoning did nothing to mitigate the swooping ant-on-a-twig sensation as the tiny canoe rode the big water.

Abruptly the wind shifted and they found themselves in an eerie acoustic shadow. Sommer threw a look over his shoulder and his expression was vital, happy almost; danger had peeled years from his face. Hey, Broker, tell me ... his voice boomed in the lull.

What?

You voted for Ventura?

Youre fuckin nuts.

Sommers wild eyes flashed and his reaction to a world that was determined to kill them was to grin, as they wobbled in the belly of a wave with the next crest coming at eye level. Tons of gray-green lake water slid an arms length from their faces and they were ... laughing.

Stephen Crane. Great line. End of Red Badge of Courage, Sommer shouted sentence fragments in the gusty wind.

Huh? Broker strained to hear.

They met the Great Death ...

Hey, fuck your Great Death.

... and found that ...

Found?

... was just the great death, Sommer roared.

Fuck him, the horse he rode in on, and the colonel who sent him, Broker shouted.

See, it goes easier when you lighten up, Sommer shouted back.

Which was true. They fell into a powerful slot, pulling together, riding rather than fighting the water. The wind shifted back full force, plugging their ears; but a hot fear now greased their muscles and they were gaining distance. Broker saw the point much clearer now. Hey, were almost ...

Sommer answered with a wild bray of pain. Teeth bared, he braced his arms on his paddle athwart the gunwales and trembled.

Fear flipped in Brokers chest from tonic to paralytic. You gotta ...

Jesus, Sommer bellowed.

Paddle ... Broker screamed.

Sommers eyes revolved, immobilized by the pain. The bow started to swing. The next wave ...

Dont quit on me, goddammit! Broker roared.

Sommer gritted his teeth, straightened up, bent stiffly to the work, and powered them into the wave.

Broker hollered, You okay?

Teeth clenched, Sommer swore, Fuck you, paddle.

We have to ... quarter. Off the wind, Broker yelled.

Sommer looking over his shoulder at Broker, shook his head. Cant hear. Broker stabbed his paddle through the air to give the angle and direction.

Angle left, Sommer shouted. Broker nodded his head vigorously.

A wave battered them every two seconds, the crest pulsing in one direction, the trough pulling in another. As they teetered on the crest, they were shoved back by the stiff-arm wind. Leaning forward, they muscled a hole in the blast and plunged down. The waves clubbed Brokers arms as he extended his J-stroke, adding a sweep to propel the canoe to the left, to cut an angle across the trough. Then he reversed sides and swept his paddle to straighten up into the wind as they climbed the next roller. He was trying to compensate for Sommers reduced strength, and the added torque invited tendon and bone to separate.

But they had the technique, and Sommer settled into a jerky but steady paddle as, wave by wave, with total concentration, they crabbed to the left.

They went blind in the drenching needles of spray for whole parts of minutes and could only cling to the direction of the wind. Squinting into the gray shuttles of water and foam, Broker saw Milts canoe heave up out of a trough with Allen, a resolute figurehead, paddling doggedly in the bow as Milt bent with grim power in the stern.

Reach, dig, pull, recover. Reach, dig, pull, recover. They clawed for the point on a parallel course.

Five minutes of progress. Ten. Then another spasm crippled Sommer and he cringed over in the bow. His paddle absent, they wobbled, broached a wave, and took on water. Brokers arms and shoulders cracked as he redoubled his paddling to plow back into the wind. They were losing forward motion, slipping back into the belly of the wave.

They seesawed in the trough and suddenly it was Brokers turn. For a long, terrible moment he sat frozen, gripped by vertigo and muscle strain, unable to lift his paddle. His forearms were bowling pins, the muscle and tendon fused in spasms. He couldnt feel his hands or his fingers. His arms had gone numb below the elbows.

They were going to swamp on the next wave.

Sommer turned in the tossing canoe and saw Broker struggling to raise his stone arms. Broker would never forget the way Sommers raging eyes willed themselves calm.

Strict with duty, Sommer faced forward and stretched his long arms to the paddle in a powerful sweep. The canoe nosed up into the onrushing wave. The muscle spasm passed and Broker raised and swung his paddle. But he was mostly on the rudder. Hatless, parka hood cowled at his throat, blond hair streaming, Sommers powerful arms dug a zigzag trench up and down the waves.

Broker couldnt tell the time and his head was a clutter of migraine splinters. He knew they were soaked and freezing and way past complete collapse. Water sloshed in the canoe up to their shins and made the boat handle like an iron barge. But they were close, within fifty yards of shore, in among geysers of spume breaking off the rocks. Then it was thirty more yards, then twenty. The waves played tricks with Brokers eyes and the rocks heaved up around them like huge pitted molars, salivating foam. But strength was flowing back into his arms. When he heard the keel scrape on granite he knew it was going to be all right.

Sommer, man; you saved our ass, he shouted in relief.

Sommer had nothing left but a growl of pain. Spent, he pitched forward and crumpled into a ball.

Then he dropped his paddle.

Broker watched the paddle vanish, a streak of yellow in the gunmetal foam. Now the bow rose, swung around without Sommers paddle to nail it down, and they rolled sideways and took on a gunwale full of water, and the next wave crashed over them. A ton of ice water slammed into Broker and squashed the air from his lungs.

And they went under.





    
Chapter Four

HOLYJESUSFUCKINCHRIST!

The ice water shattered his blood into red pins and needles. But it was ice water ten yards from shore because Broker felt the reassuring slip-slide of mossy stone under his boots. He pushed up and shot the surface. With his heart and lungs booming too big for his ribs, he bit off chunks of glassy air. Then he hugged his life jacket, checked the snaps to make sure they were tight, and blinked up into streaming snowflakes. Couldnt see where the snow stopped and where the stinging water started.

So he thrashed toward the shore, swung his head around, and located Sommers straw-colored hair bobbing on a crest closer in, among the rocks. He punched through one wave, two, reached out, and got a grip on the swamped canoe that heaved up, buoyant with built-in floatation. Gotta think. Survival bag.

He grabbed the red waterproof duffel bag bouncing from the thwart in front of the stern seat, popped the pressure clasp, and yanked it free, as the canoe wallowed deeper. Using the bag for a float, he kicked over to Sommer who rolled up in the water, coughing.

Hurts, Sommer cried out.

Quit whining. Broker tried for levity through chattering teeth and a voice that rattled like a snare drum. Not the end of the world. Youre on top the water. You got air.

Hurts, Sommer said again.

Clutching Sommers life jacket, hugging the bag, pumping his feet, he surged through the thrashing surf until he felt his boots scuff solid stone. Having terra firma under his feet backed off the freezing panic, and he forced a deep, shuddering breath and fixed on the problem of survival.

Hypothermia made simple demands on humans whod evolved in tropical savannahs. They needed fire to get warm and dry, and shelter from the wind. They had to stabilize the bodys core temperature.

Or they would die.

Coughing, puking lake water, he manhandled Sommers loose body up on the slick granite. He had to get Sommers brain and vital organs out of the water. Seconds were precious now.

Sommer was injured and in shock. Broker went the other way and was on fire with adrenalin. For now, he did not feel the cold or even Sommers weight. The wind blazed on his sopping clothing and the snow zinged like white-hot sparks. But it wouldnt last long. So he quickly checked Sommer for broken limbs and bleeding and found nothing. Which meant it was something internal, something far worse.

He dragged Sommer across the granite slabs up to a loose cobble beach, dropped him, and staggered up the shale. He needed a protected nook in the granite bluff, out of the wind. And found one among a jumble of tall boulders. Better, the broken rocky base of the ridge had trapped tangled piles of almost dry driftwood.

He tossed his duffel into a slant of boulders that formed a broad cranny ten feet deep which stopped the wind on three sides and provided some overhang against the snow. He ran back, seized Sommers life vest, dragged him to cover, peeled off the life vest, opened the duffel, dug out a space blanket, and quickly tucked it around Sommer. The reflective wrap would hold some warmth until ...

Broker shook his head, getting disoriented.

He should gather wood, start a fire. But he had to look for the other guys. He started shaking. Which meant he was losing his fiery edge to a vast, cheerful fatigue that so loved the shelter. So he forced himself out and ran from the bluff, scanning the wind and snow. Milt wore a red parka, Allens was blue.

He clambered up the rocks to gain a vantage to overlook the point. If theyd missed the end of the promontory and swamped, theyd be blown back across the open lake.

But he saw Milt almost immediately, a red blur in the surf two hundred yards away on the edge of the point. Knee-deep in the foam, Milt was trying to land the canoe. Allens blue jacket moved to shore and back, carrying packs. The canoe was hard to haul because it was full of water. Broker ran toward them. They needed that canoe.

A surge of waves pounded the two men out of sight, and when they appeared again the canoe was tipped, draining. Milt staggered, fell, stood up, and Broker realized he had wrenched the canoe on its side and shook it out through sheer force. Broker scrambled to them and saw three paddles stacked safely ashore against a pack. Good.

Sommer? Allen gasped, dragging another pack.

Bad shape. Dont know. Hes up the beach, a kind of cave. Need a fire, Broker yelled.

Fuck! Allen scowled. My medical kit with some decent pain killers. Lost it on the way in.

Your canoe? Milt grimaced to Broker. His right arm hung at an odd angle.

Swamped. At the other end of the lake by now. Whats wrong with your arm? Broker asked, getting them moving.

Cant move it, Milt said, wincing.

Allen started to check the arm.

Not now. Shivering uncontrollably, out of fire, Broker was naked before the maw of shock. He felt over the packs. They had lost the tents, one of the food packs, and some personal stuff, but they had the sleeping bags and half the food. Theyd be all right if they could warm up.

Get out of the wind. Move. Shouldering the food pack, giving Allen the sleeping bags, he herded them over the slick rocks. In minutes they were in the dry granite pocket, a magical zone of calm compared to full exposure.

Allen bent and stripped off Sommers parka, yanked up his shirt, and pulled down his trousers. He kneaded the bulge in Sommers groin.

Sommer screamed.

Broker looked away, spooked. Milt moved close beside him.

You all right? Milt asked.

My arms seized up out there; he busted his gut on account ...

Milt cut him off. You swam him in. Let it go.

Broker nodded, pawed through his survival pack, cast aside a folding saw, grabbed a small axe, and found what he wanted: the fifteen-minute red highway flare that would save their lives.

Broker and Milt tore into the tangle of driftwood rammed into a rock fissure ten feet away and dragged out pieces. Really shaking now, Broker kicked off branches, grabbed his hatchet, hacked slivers, coring down to dry wood, and tossed it into a small pile. Then he peeled back the flares cover, ripped off the friction cap, and struck it along the tip of the fuse like a match. A spout of incandescent flame erupted in a sulphurous cloud. The wood crackled.

Aw right, Milt coughed and cheered, seeing the instant blaze. Ignoring his injured arm, he dragged branches, propped them against the rocks, and stomped them into smaller kindling.

The fire was irresistible and Allen joined them. He had the first-aid kit from Brokers bag in one shaking hand, a plastic vial in the other. This is all we have. Fucking Tylenol, he muttered. He pulled himself away, returned to Sommer, and carefully finished removing his wet clothing.

Sommer was snake-bellied, with zero body fat. The baseball-sized bulge in the left side of his groin was unmistakable.

What is it? Broker called out.

Not good, Allen said as he coaxed Tylenol down Sommers throat. He wouldnt listen. Won the lottery and just had to go hunting with a hernia.

Sommers grimace was bathed in firelight. How bad?

Allen composed himself. You ruptured yourself, Hank. My index of suspicion is a strangulated intestine.

Sommer sought out Brokers eyes with a perverse, painful grimace. Sit tight, Broker blurted, Im going to get you out of here.

Not going anywhere, Sommer said weakly as his head dropped back down. The three shivering men locked eyes and moved closer to the fire.

The cell phone, Allen said in a dull voice.

Dont go there, Milt said.

Broker looked from Milt to Allen. They had gotten their wish. They were on their own.





    
Chapter Five

Numb, Milt gawked into the storm. Allen stared at his trembling, useless surgeons hands. Broker kept seeing Sommer paddling....

Lassitude, the second fuzzy layer of shock, was setting in, so Broker roused and pounded their shouldersMilts good one.

Okay. Cmon. Keep it simple. First they had to get dried off. Gently they dressed Sommer in fresh clothing, easing him into a sleeping bag and moving him close to the fire. Allen made an ice pack from a T-shirt and some shore ice and placed it on Sommers stomach. Then they built the fire waist-high, stripped, wrung out their clothes, rigged a clothes line, and set out their wet boots.

Milts biceps was already swollen purple, hot to the touch, so Allen wrapped it in ice and tied a sling from a sweatshirt.

Fucking rotator cuff, again, Milt hissed.

Take some Tylenol, Allen said.

Milt waved him off. Save it for Sommer.

Broker took inventory. Theyd lost the coffeepot and the propane stove and fuel, but he found a coffee can full of tea bags and instant coffee. He filled the can with water, then put it over the fire and doled out hefty candy bars.

Theyd overbuilt the fire and now they began to stumble in the drowsy warmth. To keep them alert, Broker brewed strong, hot tea which they drank from canteen cups as they gobbled chocolate bars. Allen gingerly spooned tea to Sommer.

Well, how bad is he? Milt asked.

Allen calculated. He has to get to an operating room in twenty-four hours.

Their eyes locked in a fast, triage glance.

And I cant operate in the woods with a hunting knife and aspirin, Allen said.

And I cant paddle with this arm, Milt said.

And I cant do it alone, Broker said, careful to control his voice. On a hard paddle out, hed much prefer Milt.

So thats it, Milt said. I stay with Hank, you two paddle for help.

Broker started making his preparations.

What are our chances? Allen asked.

Broker glanced over at Sommer in the sleeping bag. I wont bullshit you. Getting outs the easy part. Its getting back in thats hairy. He yanked his thumb at the storm. The winds out of the northwest. Thats classic Alberta Clipper. If something really bigs coming down from Canada, well hit it going out. The Forest Service has a seaplane base in Ely, and the state patrol has a helicopter. Thats his only chance.

Their eyes met. Allen said, But bad weather could keep them from flying.

There it is, Broker said.

I dont have to tell you how serious this is, Allen said. His bowel has popped through a tear in his stomach wall, the muscles have constricted, and I cant reduce itpush it back in. His intestine is incarcerated, its not getting blood, the tissue is dying. If it perforates, depending on the size of the tear, his stomach cavity could literally flood with his own shit.

Peritonitis, Broker said.

Not the way Id choose for him to die, Allen said tartly, staring out into the whirling snow.

Sommer curled in the sleeping bag with his knees drawn up in a fetal knot of pain. Jo-lene, he moaned, going in and out of consciousness.

Is that? Broker asked.

Milt nodded his head, raised an eyebrow, and drew out the syllables as an afterthought: Joe-leene.

Sommer repeated his wifes name like a painful metronome, marking time, and it was all about time now. Two hours had passed since theyd fumbled ashore. Hypothermia was behind them, they had retrieved the canoe from the point, but Broker wanted to make sure that he and Allen were thawed and in dry gear before they faced the weather again.

They hunkered over a topographical map on which their itinerary had been traced in yellow Magic Marker. Allen reached over abruptly, turned Brokers wrist, and plucked the cheap canvas strap on his watch. Broker started to react, then saw that the doctor didnt mean to be rudehe was just curious and his curiosity didnt respect normal boundaries.

Still running. Twelve bucks, United Store, Broker said evenly.

Allen, wearing a Rolex Explorer II, nodded and continued to lace on his boots. Broker cinched up the survival bag. They had food, flashlights, sleeping bags, a change of dry clothes, a sound eighteen-foot canoe, and three paddles. For ballast, Broker wrapped some dry kindling in a poncho liner.

Allen gave his last instructions to Milt about applying ice packs to reduce the swelling. Broker knelt and put his hand on Sommers shoulder. Hey.

Hiya, homeboy, Sommer said through clenched teeth. Briefly their eyes conjured with credentials, then Sommer quipped, You still here? Go out there and find me a skyhook.

Allen said, No food and no water after midnight. This time tomorrow hes going to be on an operating table.

Allen, weve gotta roll, Broker said, getting to his feet.

Better get ahold of Jo, Sommer said.

First thing, Allen said.

Tell her I aint dead yet, Sommer said, managing the barest grin. He raised one hand weakly in farewell and dropped it.

Broker and Allen left shelter and went to the canoe that Broker had readied on the cobble beach. The storm winds had spiraled away, leaving the fickle lake relatively calm. They shook Milts left hand and, with snowflakes pelting their faces, they launched into the restless swells.





    
Chapter Six

The storm left behind gloomy flurries that stuck to their faces, melting and trickling down their cheeks. The breaking waves were gone, now sluggish swells slapped the bow of the canoe.

If only she wouldnt have called this morning. Allen paddled furiously and stared ahead at the misty spruce crowns. Can you believe it. He threw the cell phone away.

Nothing like a domestic dispute. The remark rolled easy and world-weary from Brokers tongue; a clich from his background in law enforcement.

Allen paused to rest on his paddle and shake his head. Typical. He does things on impulse, then he regrets it later. Thats been the story of his life since he met her. Allen looked up and shook his head. And how he met her, Jesus.

In an AA group, right? Broker said, to keep the conversation going.

Right, but the reason they met personally was, she walks in to this group of guys in this church basementfolding chairs, cinder blocks, no windows, the air full of cigarette smoke ...

Allen said cigarette smoke like hed just raised Satan.

... and shes wearing this sweater and she has these perfect tits. So Hank and this other guy start to wager, like, are they for real or are they implants? So Hank is on the case. He takes her out for coffeeat this motel and gets her in bed and, he swears, no scars, they are real. Allen continued to shake his head. I was married. You know where
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