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Part One

Dead Reckoning
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The timer above the narrow pilot berth started buzzing at 2:50 a.m., but Kelly had been awake at least an hour, thinking about the last radio call. The signal had come the morning before, while they were still anchored off the Antarctic Peninsula’s Adelaide Island. She’d been making breakfast before they weighed anchor, when the voice of a young British woman came blasting out of the ether and into the bulkhead-mounted VHF.

It’s coming, this girl had screamed. It saw us and it’s coming back! Oh, God, Jim, hurry, please hurry!

And then her voice cut off.

What replaced her was more terrifying than her words. At first it was like someone had touched an arcing high-voltage wire to the British girl’s transmitter. But that sharp crackle had faded in a few seconds and was replaced by music. Not any kind of music Kelly listened to, but she thought she knew what it was called. Death metal. Or maybe black metal. Heavily distorted, pounding guitars. A singer screaming guttural lyrics that might not have been words at all. The music had gone on and on, with Kelly frozen in front of the stove, waiting for the girl’s voice to come back. Dean was on deck rigging the sails but ducked his head into the companionway. He’d heard everything on the VHF repeater in the cockpit.

“What’s going on?”

The VHF was set to monitor emergency channel 16. Kelly had put down the spatula, wiping her hands dry on the front of her polar fleece sweater as she stepped to the navigation station. She switched the VHF to channel 9, the backup emergency channel, but the music was there, too. Then she’d tried scanning all the channels up to 86.

The deafening music was on every VHF channel.

She looked at Dean, and he pointed silently at the single-sideband radio. She powered up the long-range SSB and ran through the frequencies from 2 megahertz to 26 megahertz. It was the same there. The terrible music was distorted on the extremely long-range frequencies at the high end of the SSB spectrum, but it was there.

“That’s impossible,” she said.

“Turn it off,” Dean said. “And get the engine started.”

He shut the hatch doors, and she heard his footfalls overhead as he went to the bow. In a moment she heard the electric whine of the windlass and the steady clink of anchor chain feeding into the forward locker.

* * *

They’d checked the radio thirty minutes later as they were motoring out of the lee of the island. The music had given way to a full spectrum of static and silence on the short-range VHF. On the SSB they picked up the usual chatter of faraway yachts. They listened to cruisers discussing the weather in the Marquesas and Galápagos, another pair of yachts arranging a rendezvous at coordinates that might have been the Minerva Reefs, off New Zealand. There was no interference and no music. This far south, there was no help to call on the SSB. Dean tried calling out on the short-range VHF, hoping to hail a nearby ship or the girl who’d cried out earlier.

But the only reply was silence and then static when Kelly turned down the radio’s squelch.

They looked at each other and at the glowing face of the radio panel, and Kelly knew there was nothing else they could do.

* * *

They set the storm staysail and tied a third reef into the mainsail before they broke out of the shelter of the island and into the open wind. Then they pointed the bow north, into the Drake Passage.

North, toward home.

* * *

Kelly hadn’t thought much of home in thirty-nine months of sailing, but now she wanted to be there badly. She lay in her bunk, listening to the buzzing alarm and wanting nothing more than to be back in Mystic under the covers of their bed in their house overlooking the harbor. To have this passage, and the eight thousand miles after it, finished. To have the S/V Freefall tied to her own dock, the miles a memory under her keel instead of a threat.

She thought of the young woman’s voice again, the terrible music that had drowned her.

It’s coming, she’d cried before the electronic tide carried her away.
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Freefall was rolling in a heavy cross sea. Each wave tossed Kelly against the bunk’s lee cloth as the big yacht slipped sideways up the face of the swell. Then, as the boat fell down the back side of the receding wall of water, she slipped the other way across the narrow mattress until she banged against the padded hull liner. She could hear them out there—big, rolling ocean waves. They’d be frothy on top where the crests were breaking in the wind.

Kelly switched the alarm off and crawled out of the bunk. The pilot berth was just behind the companionway steps and aft of the galley. She went to the stove, hands moving along the overhead grab rails. She lit the gimbaled burner under the teakettle and then went to the hanging locker for her foul weather gear. The jacket and bib overalls were still wet and salt-crusted from her last watch four hours earlier. She pulled them on slowly to keep her balance in the rolling cabin and then put on her insulated sea boots.

When she was dressed, the kettle was whistling.

She poured the boiling water into a thermos and dropped in a tea bag and a packet of sugar. Then she slipped on her hat and waterproof gloves, put the thermos in the deep pocket of her jacket, and climbed the companionway steps to the pilothouse.

Dean was there to give her a hand when she opened the hatch doors and climbed into the semiopen pilothouse.

“I was gonna let you sleep another hour,” he said.

“You shouldn’t do that. Anyway, I was up.”

She turned and shut the hatch doors, sealing the heat in the cabin below. Then she sat in the pedestal chair across from Dean. The pilothouse was enclosed in aluminum and glass on three sides but was open to the stern, where the helmsman could stand behind the huge wheel and have an unobstructed view of the sails. Right now the boat was steering itself with the autopilot, with the wheel spinning by the force of an invisible hand. It was three in the morning, but the sun was up. They were below 62 degrees south latitude in the middle of an Antarctic summer. The sun hadn’t set for a week. Their wake trailed back across the steep faces of the waves, twin white trails of bubbles from their dual rudders. Kelly glanced at the instrument panel in front of Dean. The knot log showed fourteen and a half knots.

“What’s the weather been doing?” she asked.

“Wind’s been steady out of the northwest. Thirty knots. But the pressure’s dropping.”

She looked at the digital barometer readout: 980 millibars. It had been 985 when she’d finished her last watch.

“We’ll see sixty knots before we reach the cape, I bet,” Dean said.

“What about the radio?”

They looked at each other for a moment, then Dean turned away and looked through the pilothouse windows. The bright orange storm staysail was iron-tight in the stiff wind.

“Nothing on the radio. Just static if you turn up the squelch.”

“On 16, or did you try all the channels?”

“I scanned everything on VHF. It’s quiet.”

She thought about that for a while, watching the waves hit the port side of the Freefall’s bow, the spray flying off to leeward with the wind in long green and white flumes.

“If we heard her on the VHF, she couldn’t have been more than fifty miles from us.”

“Probably more like five or ten,” Dean said.

She looked at him, and he shrugged. He pulled off his heavy fleece hat and ran the back of his gloved hand along the stubble of his cheek. The skin beneath his eyes was weighted and dark, and it wasn’t just the four-hour watch on a rough sea. Dean looked at the chart table and then back at Kelly, and when he spoke, his voice was measured and low.

“VHF is mostly line of sight. But we were right next to Adelaide. Think of the ice and cliffs. Unless her antenna was on top of a five-hundred-foot hill, she must’ve been pretty close,” he said.

“Jesus. Any idea who it might’ve been?”

It wasn’t a complete shot in the dark. Not many cruising yachts left the comfort of the tropics. The ones venturing south of forty-five degrees were closely knit. They knew boats on the radio nets and boats they’d met in ports working their way down the Chilean coast.

“I don’t know,” Dean said. “I looked through my log, going back six months, just to see. Four months ago, when we did the haul-out in Callao, I met a British guy in the boatyard. James something. Or Jim. He was going south. He had a girl with him. Like a backpacker he’d picked up somewhere north, maybe Costa Rica. Was bringing her as crew.”

“I remember them,” Kelly said. “I met the girl, anyway. Lena. She’d heard I was a doctor and came to see me. She was afraid to go to a Peruvian.”

Lena’s problem had been chlamydia, and she’d been horribly embarrassed. Kelly had given her a treatment of azithromycin from Freefall’s vast first aid kit and had sent her back to the Brit with a pat on the back, enough pills for both of them, and a warning to be a little more careful. She hadn’t told Dean any of this, but she closed her eyes and remembered the girl’s voice saying, I’m so sorry to bother you, but I think I need a little help. She thought of Lena at the marina in Peru, young and teary and lost. But a good kid. Then she thought of the terrified voice on the radio.

“It might’ve been them. You remember the boat’s name?”

Dean shook his head.

“No, but I saw it. It was a custom steel job, maybe a Bill Gardner design. Smaller than us. Fifty feet or so, with a cutter rig.”

“I’ll take the watch now,” she said. “You should get on the SSB, see if anyone knows where this guy is.”

“I’ll come up and tell you if I learn anything.”

He stood and pointed at her chest.

“Harness.”

“Yeah. Sorry.”

She took the yellow safety tether he handed her and clipped it to the chest harness on her inflatable life jacket. The other end of the tether was secured through an eyebolt beneath the instrument panel. Dean unclipped his harness, opened the hatch doors, and went below. When he was gone, Kelly took his empty seat to be closer to the instruments. She was still warm, but it was just a matter of time before the cold sank like a blade through the layers of her foul weather gear and found her. When it did, she’d drink the tea from the thermos. For now, she just watched the instruments. The autopilot worked so well and the wind was so constant that she did not need to lay a hand on the helm or trim the sails. She could have done either without getting up, as there was a second steering station in front of her and all the sheets were led back to electric winches on the cabin top within arm’s reach. So she sat and watched Dean’s marvel of a boat cut through the sea as she carried them north and listened to the wind and the sound of the breaking waves. After a few moments, she saw the radar screen dim briefly. Dean was transmitting at full power on the SSB.

* * *

There was a waterproof aluminum box beneath the compact chart table to her right. She opened it and took out her logbook, thumbing through the pages till she found the most recent entry, from four hours earlier when she’d finished her last watch. She took the ballpoint pen from the spiral binding and braced herself against the chart table to write. Her handwriting was a shaky scrawl because of the thick rubberized gloves she wore and Freefall’s constant motion. But she could read it. Kelly knew when she began the entry that she would get sidetracked, but she began as she always did: she logged the weather and the falling pressure, noted the sail plan and Freefall’s speed, heading, and current position. She copied the instrument gauge readings so that they would have a record of them.

Then she stopped and looked for a long moment at the radar screen on the lower console. It showed heavy bands of clouds forty miles to the west. Probably the leading edge of the low-pressure system. The set’s sensitivity was dialed up so that she could read the weather, but the consequence was a screen filled with ghostly green radar returns. She knew these were waves over fifteen feet. She switched off the target enhancement, and when the screen refreshed, much of the clutter was gone.

There were two strong returns fifty and fifty-five miles directly behind them.

Vessels of some kind, five miles apart, following in Freefall’s track.

She watched those two returns for a long while and then slowly bent back to her logbook.

She thought of the girl on the radio. She was now sure it was Lena’s voice. It’s coming, she’d screamed. But Kelly thought what she said after that might be more important. It saw us and it’s coming back! Oh, God, Jim, hurry, please hurry!

Why would Lena call Jim on the VHF if they were on the same boat?

The answer was obvious. Jim hadn’t been on the boat. Kelly thought of all the hundreds of times either she or Dean had gone ashore in the dinghy and the other had stayed aboard. Hadn’t they always taken a handheld VHF in the dinghy, just in case? So Jim was in the dinghy with a handheld, and Lena was calling to him. She’d seen something. Something she’d seen before and didn’t want to see again. And it was coming for her.

Kelly looked up from the logbook and scanned the horizon. It took her almost a minute to make a 360-degree check because she had to wait for the moment when Freefall was at the crest of a wave. Down in the troughs, all she could see was gray-green water.

Maybe Lena and Jim had ducked their boat into a tight cove or a narrow fjord to try to hide. There were plenty of places like that: narrow cuts in the ice and rock, just big enough for a careful skipper to maneuver into. But in such a tight anchorage, Jim would have had to drop the bow anchor and then lead stern lines to shore to keep the boat from swinging in the katabatic winds that blew down from the mountain passes and valleys of the islands. So he would have taken the dinghy and gone ashore with the lines, and Lena would have stood watch. Waiting in the cockpit with the VHF and binoculars, watching for whatever had chased them into their hiding place. A hiding place that hadn’t worked.

And what was chasing them?

Kelly penned the last of her thoughts into the logbook and then looked back to the radar screen. The two vessels were still out there, but they were seven miles apart now. The lead vessel was leaving the other behind, and it was closing on Freefall. It had gained a quarter of a mile in a little more than ten minutes. She flipped the logbook over and did the rough math on the back cover. They had a good lead. If the other boat maintained its course, it would take thirty-two hours for it to catch Freefall. Almost a day and a half. They’d be in the middle of the Drake Passage when they met, midway between the tip of Chile and the Antarctic Peninsula. Three hundred miles from land in either direction.

Kelly looked back at the instrument panel and saw that the barometer had ticked down another millibar: 979. She looked out at the western horizon. The sky overhead was a dim and hazy blue. But in the west it was darkening. The low-pressure system sweeping in from the west would reach Freefall in far less than thirty-two hours. But she’d seen the storms down here and knew what to expect. Storms lasted for days. They lined up one after another like beads on a terrible necklace, and you could weather one and survive only to be hit a few hours later by the next.

She was certain of one thing: they’d still be in the middle of a storm when the other boat came. And that thought left her as cold as the sea spray pelting the pilothouse glass.
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By the time Dean came back into the pilothouse, the cold had found her and she was drinking tea from the thermos. It was five in the morning. Though it had never gotten dark, the day was growing brighter as the sun rose to make another low transit of the sky. She handed him a harness tether, and he clipped in after he sat in the second pedestal chair.

“None of the SSB nets get going till later in the day, so I didn’t learn anything on the radio,” he said.

“I should’ve thought of that before you went down.”

Dean waved it off. “But I used the satellite link and got on the Internet.”

A wave hit them broadside, and Freefall lurched in her forward progress, then pressed on at greater speed into the trough. Dean went on: “Lena and Jim were definitely in Antarctica. Lena updated a website pretty regularly.”

“You found it?”

He nodded. “Yeah. It had pictures of both of them, of the boat. The boat’s named Arcturus. They were anchored on the southwest end of Adelaide three days ago. Lena even put in the GPS coordinates. They were seven miles from us.”

“So it was them.”

“But that’s where it gets weird. The last entry is dated two days ago at one-thirty in the morning. Almost five hours before we heard the transmission. She said they were sailing nonstop to Easter Island, that they’d left that afternoon. She signed off with their coordinates, and I plotted them on a chart. The position was over a hundred miles west northwest of Adelaide, in the open ocean.”

“But you said the max range was five to ten—”

“There’s no way we could’ve gotten a VHF transmission from them if Arcturus was where she said it was.”

“If they turned around for some reason, right after she did the update, couldn’t they get within range of us?”

He shook his head.

“Not enough time. And that’s the other thing. I don’t see how they could’ve gotten to that position in the first place. The weather’s all wrong for it. Her coordinates were a hundred and ten miles dead upwind of where they were anchored the day before. No way they could’ve gotten to that spot in under twelve hours, fighting the wind and the waves. Tacking back and forth would’ve added another hundred miles for them. There’s just no way.”

“There’s a low-pressure system out there, coming at us. I think it’s a big one. If they were headed west, they’d have gone right into it,” Kelly said. She tapped the barometer to make her point, and Dean nodded.

They sat in silence again and watched the boat ride the waves. Kelly scanned the horizon in quadrants, searching for ships. Or ice. The little broken bits of icebergs—growlers—were her biggest fear. They floated just inches above the waves and could punch a hole in the hull if they hit one dead on. Then she remembered the radar and told Dean about the two targets she’d been watching. She explained her quick calculations. Dean listened, then looked at the screen. The radar was in target tracking mode, and so the two targets left ghostly trace lines marking their paths.

“Follow the tracks backward and where do they point?” Dean asked.

She looked at them. They pointed to the southeast. To Adelaide Island.

They looked at each other, and that was all it took to show him she understood.

“Yeah,” Dean said.

Kelly thought to herself: What’s going on?

But she didn’t ask it. She wasn’t in the habit of asking Dean questions he couldn’t answer. Instead, she looked at the chart. They were six hundred nautical miles from Puerto Williams, the southernmost town in Chile. The GPS was telling her they’d reach it in forty-two hours, but she knew that was wrong. Somewhere along the way they’d slow down. They always did. Headwinds, chop, countercurrents. Something would keep them from making a steady fourteen knots. So whatever was coming up from the south would catch them. And that was the question she wanted to ask Dean.

“Should we do anything or just hold course?”

He didn’t have to think long before he answered.

“We don’t know enough that it makes sense to change course. All we know for sure is there’s a low-pressure system coming at us. We’ve got good wind now for going north, so we should make as many miles north as we can. When the system hits in the next ten or fifteen hours, we can ride it east, right into Puerto Williams.”

“And the radar contacts?”

“We’ll watch them. And we’ll set a proximity alarm.”

“When the storm hits, if the waves go above twenty feet, we’re not gonna see much on the radar except wave faces.”

Dean shook his head.

“We can’t do anything about that. And besides, if we can’t see them, they won’t see us.”

“So we hide in the storm and ride it into town.”

“That’s right.” He reached across and put the back of his gloved hand against her cheek. “For now, you want some more tea?”

“Sure. And then get some rest.”
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They passed another day and a sunlit night as they had those before: alternating their watches and taking what sleep and food and warmth they could get in the off watches. Freefall pounded steadily north in the building seas. The sun never set, but they never saw it, either. The wind strengthened and brought clouds with it. The dark band of rain Kelly had seen on the radar filled in the sky from the west like a closing eyelid. They were sailing in gray storm light, light without shadows. The waves were green and steep but not high enough to be a real danger. Freefall was seventy feet from bow to stern; it would take a thirty-five-foot breaker to capsize her. So Kelly wasn’t worried yet.

Not about the weather, anyway.

On watch, she kept a close eye on the radar. The faster target was still coming up from astern, closing the gap more quickly now than it had the day before. If it was a sailboat, it had put out more canvas or sheeted in its main to draw more force from the wind; if it was a powerboat, it had throttled up during the night. They’d see it on the horizon in an hour or two and then would watch it pull in the last string of miles between them.

And then, after that, when it was close to them on the same piece of wind-tossed sea, they would find out. Maybe it would just steam past them, and then they would watch the white light on its stern slip under the northern horizon a few hours later. If it did that, they’d laugh about it at a bar in Puerto Williams, have a few drinks and a hot dinner, and forget the whole thing.

And then again, maybe it wouldn’t just steam past them. Maybe there was something seriously wrong; Lena hadn’t just been screwing around on the radio or getting the coordinates wrong on her blog because her boat was getting tossed like a rag in a washing machine as she typed.

Kelly looked at the radar screen and the little green track that stood for all she didn’t know. She whispered to herself: “It’s coming.”

She thought of the girl on the radio, the rough thread of terror woven into her voice. The memory raked down her spine like ragged nails. She opened the compartment under the chart table and found a prescription pill bottle. She opened it and tilted one of the small white tablets into her gloved palm.

Modafinil.

She bit the tablet in half and swallowed the pieces one after the other, watching the bow slice the face of the sea. If she knew she wouldn’t be sleeping, she might as well stay alert.

Dean came up into the pilothouse then, clipping his tether to the eyebolt before he shut the companionway hatch.

“I went over the charts. We’ve made good progress north, so we can make our easting now.”

“Thank God for that,” Kelly said.

Sailing at a right angle to the direction of the waves was a maddeningly rough course to hold. When they turned east and showed their stern quarter to the wind and the seas, it would be easier. With the wind coming from astern, the boat would ride level instead of heeling at a steep angle, and they would surf the waves instead of rolling in them.

“I’ll trim the sails if you correct the autopilot,” Dean said.

“What’s the new heading?”

She still had the bottle of modafinil in her hand and offered it to Dean, but he waved it off.

“Sixty-five degrees.”

Dean stood at the winches, and she dialed in the new course. Freefall banked to starboard, picking up speed as the wind moved aft of the beam, and Dean eased the sails out to catch the wind coming from astern. When the turn was complete and the sails were trimmed, she looked at the GPS and saw they’d gained another three knots.

“We’ll know in about five minutes whether that boat is following us,” Dean said.

She looked from the GPS to her husband.

“How’s that?”

“I mean if it matches our new course. Maybe it’ll keep heading north.”

They watched the radar, the beam rounding the screen as the antenna swept the horizon. The target held course for three minutes.

And then it turned.

Kelly felt her stomach sink, felt the skin on her arms break into bumps.

“It could mean anything,” Dean said. “Maybe it’s going to Puerto Williams and needed to make its easting, same as us. Or maybe the waves were getting too big for it to take on the beam and it decided to run off in front of the storm.”

“Or maybe it’s following us,” Kelly said.

Dean nodded. She knew he had to agree with her. The timing was too perfect to be a coincidence.

“We’ll know pretty soon,” Kelly said. “It picked up six knots on the new heading.”

“Maybe I’ll take one of those, after all.”

She handed him the pill bottle and watched him struggle with the cap. She’d never seen his hands tremble like that. Finally she took it from him and opened it.

* * *

They first saw it that afternoon. They were both in the pilothouse, which was colder now that they were running downwind. The wind and sometimes even spray could blow directly over the stern and through the broad opening from the aft cockpit. Kelly was bracing herself against the aluminum frame of the window, leaning against her safety tether, pressing the waterproof binoculars against her eyes. She knew that it was within visual range and that she’d only have to wait and watch along the direction of their wake. She’d see it when a moment finally came when the other boat and Freefall were riding the crests of waves at the same time.

That moment came but didn’t last long.

She felt the deck pitch underneath her as they began to surf on the face of the twenty-foot wave that was overtaking them from the stern. They rode with it a while, their foamy wake curving up its green face and disappearing past its peak, and then as their momentum slowed, the wave slipped farther up their hull until at last they were balanced for a moment at its crest. She put the binoculars tightly to her eyes, listening to the rush of churning water, and that was when she saw it.

At ten miles, it was too far away to tell its color. Or maybe it had no real color at all but had just been left to rot in the sea like so many other working boats in the far corners of the world. Green slime worked its way topside from the waterline, where it mixed with fish blood and rust cascading from the gunwales so that the meeting place in between was left an indeterminate ocher. But she could see it was a big fishing trawler. Its bridge deck sat high near the bow to leave room on the aft deck for working gear.

Then Freefall began its slow slide off the crest and down the back of the wave into the swirling trough, and the motion made her lose sight of the other boat. She scanned with the binoculars and saw nothing but water and sky, each so gray and dark and roiling that it was almost impossible to tell the one from the other. She gave up and turned to Dean.

“I saw it. Maybe an old trawler. In Alaska, I’d say it was a crab boat, but I don’t know if they have crab boats down here.”

“They might,” Dean said. “You’re sure it’s not a cruise ship or a research boat?”

She shook her head. “No way it’s a cruise ship. It’s a working boat. And it’s too dirty to be a research boat.”

“Radar track showed it coming right out of Adelaide,” Dean said. “So if it was fishing, it was doing it on the Antarctic shelf. That’s illegal.”

The Antarctic Treaty System allowed commercial fishing near the continent but not directly over the shelf, and so the boat out there had several strikes against it in Kelly’s mind. It was following them. Its track led back to the same area from which Lena’s desperate last broadcast had come. It probably was violating international law. That last part bothered her the most. On the high seas, international law was good only if everyone followed it. There was no one to enforce it, no help to call.

Dean was standing next to her now, taking the binoculars from her gloved hand.

“See if I can get a look at her,” he said.

Kelly stepped deeper into the pilothouse to give him space to brace himself where she’d been. She watched him, feeling a catch in her chest and a tenderness when she saw him slip and stop himself by using the overhead grab rail, and she thought how well it had worked, this cruise of his. Their boat had been piercing through weather systems and island chains and years, and though she hadn’t realized it at first, from the start Freefall had pulled a thread behind that had sutured them together.

As Dean had said it would.

They’d been bleeding when they started, and then for a year they’d still been raw and red, but now, more than three years in, they were healed. Only the tiniest scars remained. She hadn’t credited him with many good ideas four years ago, when he’d started fitting out the boat. But she’d agreed to the trip because she hardly had a choice. He made it seem like there was an alternative, but she’d known that there was none, that the narrowing of options was a thing of her own doing. So she took it, knowing it was the only thing to take.

A year in, when they were sailing across the Pacific, with Panama two hundred miles off their stern, she’d woken to a morning of calm trade wind sailing. Schools of flying fish, startled loose from the bow wave, were skittering over the sea’s surface like flashes of shattered blue glass. Dean had handed her a cup of coffee and a bowl of fresh fruit, kissing her before going below. Just like that, easy. In that kiss was a taste of something she didn’t recognize until an hour into her morning watch, when she finally placed it. It was forgiveness.

That morning was the first stitch. The hundreds that followed did the rest to staunch the flow, but the first stitch was when she knew it would work, and she had been happy again since that morning.

Until the transmission.

Dean put down the binoculars and carefully went back to the chair at the helm station.

“You see it?” she asked.

“Yeah. You’re right. Workboat of some kind. Looks like a crabber, those lights across the bridge deck. I might’ve seen traps on the aft deck, but I don’t know.”

“It’s fast,” she said. Most of the big crab boats like the one following them couldn’t go much faster than fifteen knots in big seas. This one was pushing past twenty.

“If it’s going that fast, it’s probably empty,” Dean said. “The holds, I mean.”

“So they weren’t down there fishing?” she asked without looking at Dean. She was looking at the cockpit locker where they kept the fishing gear. There was a knife in there. A big one. But she wasn’t sure if she should take it out, at least not yet. Maybe the ship was nothing.

“Probably not fishing,” Dean said.

“I don’t like this,” Kelly said.

She was relieved to have finally said it after more than a day of hiding the thought. She had no patience for people who knew there was a problem but didn’t do anything until it was too late, people who blundered into danger because they were embarrassed to admit something was wrong. The girl who accepts a ride from a stranger on a snowy night, never mind the driver’s vacant face or the coil of baling wire on the backseat. She’d left that girl on the side of the road twenty-five years ago.

“It’ll be fine,” Dean said.

For the first time in three years she wanted to hit him.

“We don’t know it’ll be fine.”

“Look,” Dean said. “It’s just a fishing boat. That’s all it is. A ship passing us. How many times has that happened?”

“Never like this. Something’s wrong.”

“We don’t know that,” Dean said. “And the weather’s getting worse. This is the safest heading to hold and the fastest course to port.”

Dean was right about the weather, at least.

The wind was blowing over forty knots now. The waves were growing. They were cresting at twenty-five feet and would pass thirty in less than an hour with the wind working on them. These weren’t anything close to survival conditions, not for a boat like Freefall, but she wondered what they might see in
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