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			Prologue

			Autumn 1759

			Smoke from a campfire drifted above the tree line and filtered its way down the rigid mountainside, filling the nostrils of all breathing beings within the vicinity, attracting both the curious and the dangerous. Most would not have recognized the smell as a burning campfire, but those who did came running like a pack of wild wolves, knowing their appetites would finally be satisfied with the thrill of revenge, as their pursuit had finally come to a conclusion. There was nothing left but to feast on their young unsuspecting prey.

			They waited for the rising sun to begin its crest over the eastern horizon and then moved swiftly up the mountainside, disturbing nothing, leaving only a few broken twigs in their wake. The only sound that could be heard was the chirping harmony from the nearby birds, which shielded any of their unintentional noises. 

			Viewed from the mountain summit, their swift movements may not have escaped the wide-open eyes of a soldier on watch duty, but truly would have appeared like tiny figures scurrying up the mountainside to half-closed sleepy eyes. But the unlucky soul who drew the early morning watch duty had dozed off, only for a few minutes, but just long enough for one of those tiny figures to launch an arrow, piercing the center of the soldier’s lifeline—his heart. The hot burning pain forced a bellowing scream from somewhere deep inside his dying body, wakening his sleeping comrades.

			Deep in their own dreams of another life they shared with loved ones, the sleepy soldiers awoke to the horrifying scream and madly scampered to their feet. All their dreamy visions had vanished in a flash of a second, overshadowed by their instinct for survival. 

			The frightened young men, not mentally equipped to fully understand how to defend themselves in grave situations, grabbed their muskets and wildly fired the last of their rounds in a mad attempt to shoot them all, but failed to kill one. With no one in command, they desperately searched each other’s faces for answers but found only scared and confused looks staring back at them.

			***

			Three days earlier, the young French soldiers had stood huddled together along the shore of the Saint Lawrence River, struggling to stay warm against a cold wind that suddenly blew in from the north. Their uniforms, tattered with wear, gave little protection, if any at all, against the raw elements. 

			Surprisingly, and what made conditions even more unbearable, it had been an unusually warm autumn by Quebec standards, but that all changed in a flash when a brutal cold front drifted down from the arctic circle. The freezing temperatures had also chilled Jacques’s morale, as well as the morale of his comrades, and their voices echoed his concerns. 

			Other seasoned French soldiers camped up and down the river viewed the situation differently, but this group of twenty-two were the youngest—raw, as green as grass in springtime. To make their situation feel worse, they would get no sympathy; time, and experience in the field, would eventually mold them into men was the consensus among their superiors. 

			Standing on the edge of the river, down a steep embankment from where the other soldiers gathered, Jacques stood shivering with his arms folded tightly across his chest. His eyes stared straight ahead, looking across the great Saint Lawrence waterway at the fort that had been overtaken by the English, a foreboding fort built high upon the steep cliffs of Quebec City, and to Jacques, the menacing structure looked impenetrable. 

			His closest friend, Pierre, awkwardly attempted the steep descent down the embankment to join Jacques, but stumbled and landed foolishly at Jacques’s feet, startling him.

			“Pierre, you clumsy fool, you almost scared the chill out of me,” Jacques said with a grim smile. He was too cold to give himself a hearty laugh.

			Pierre stood and brushed the wet dirt from his already dirty uniform. “Why are you down here by yourself, Jacques? It is warmer standing with the others.”

			“Not so much warmer,” Jacques stubbornly answered as he turned his blank stare back toward the river. “It’s cold everywhere, except France.”

			“I wish we could build a fire. A fire would ease our pain. I love a warm fire,” Pierre said as he rubbed his hands together.

			“A fire would warn the enemy,” Jacques answered, and then became silent.

			When he had first arrived in this far-away country, Jacques was a confident young lad with a vigorous appetite to achieve greatness. His face sparkled with self-assurance, and his bright turquoise eyes were full of adventure. But in the months since he had arrived, his face had become drawn, and his bright eyes now seemed to have lost their life.

			His friend Pierre had also endured the long journey across the Atlantic Ocean with him, but Pierre did not have Jacques’s strength, and he was a constant burden that was draining every ounce of energy that Jacques had left. 

			On the other side of the hill from where the French soldiers mingled, a tribe of fierce Indian warriors began splashing war paint on their faces in preparation to join their French allies in attacking the fort. The Indians were upbeat with intense excitement, which brought the opposite emotions out of the scared young French soldiers. 

			As the eleventh hour approached, anxiety built with every passing second, and the thought of running away from all this seemed much more inviting than fighting alongside savages against an enemy and a country that meant nothing to them. Even though this was French territory, their country was France, and in the young men’s brief existence on earth, they themselves had no enemies.

			While Jacques stood silently facing the unforgiving night, his homeland and its serene beauty raced through his mind. This time of year, Southern France was still basking in heat, and young lovers swarmed the shores to enjoy the warm ocean breezes. He visualized a young woman wandering barefoot along a sandy beach, wisps of light brown hair blowing across her tanned face. As she gently whisked the soft fine hairs away from her eyes, he could see the beauty of Sophia, his girlfriend, his first and only love. 

			Jacques wondered if Sophia would keep her promise to stay faithful and wait for his return, but in truth, he knew in his heart she would not, and this worried him almost as much as the formidable task that lay before him. Life had always mocked him, sitting back with conniving eyes watching and waiting for him to fall, to make that one false move. Was this the one false move, or would it come later when he least expected it? 

			Jacques broke away from his trance and immediately pulled his friend Pierre’s arm with force. “Pierre, let’s go home. We do not belong here. We do not belong in this country.” 

			“But what about the others?” Pierre questioned as he looked up the embankment and pointed toward the young soldiers, huddled in a group away from their superiors. “And the Indians…they will come after us for sure.”

			“I know the others want to go home. I can see it in their faces and hear it in their voices. Forget the Indians—let’s go home, Pierre.”

			***

			And now, after trekking through dense forest and rough mountainous terrain to escape the revenging warriors, the young cowardly French soldiers found themselves boxed in. From where they stood, they could see the mountain gradually sloping down through stunted pine trees, thin black alders, and curved shaped birches, then gradually leveling off through thick woods, ending at the base of a white sandy beach that bordered the north side of a strange looking lake. Tall rocky cliffs, with a sheer glimmering façade, framed the far side of the lake, but from the top of the mountain, the view made the cliffs look like innocent rocks and a way to escape. 

			The lake gleamed with sparkling crystals from the rays of the morning sunlight, and roving white caps rippled toward the north shore. Not an appetizing venue for an early morning swim, but the lake seemed to beckon them with hopes of survival. 

			In unison, the soldiers tossed their empty muskets to the ground and raced down the mountain, zigzagging boulders and dodging arrows. Toward the lower half of the mountain, the forest darkened with a thick growth of taller pine trees and a heavy smoke-like mist which they had hoped would aide in their escape. But unfortunately, the Indians seemed to be everywhere and behind every tree. 

			Some of the soldiers vanished into the mist as they ran beside their comrades; disappeared as though they had never existed. But they did exist, because as the others reached the lake unscathed, their horrible screams of terror could be heard above the hooting and hollering of the savages as they pulled handfuls of hair from the top of their heads, and with one swipe of an axe their scalps were nothing but dripping blood and membrane.

			Jacques had run alongside Pierre all the way down the mountain as though they were joined at the hip, slowing his tempo to match Pierre’s stumbling stride. Several times he had to pull Pierre up off the ground and force him to move on as briskly as he could. Arrows whizzed by Jacques’ head, and he couldn’t help but think the next one had his name on it. But he came away unscathed and fell to his knees when he finally reached the beach. Pierre sprawled alongside him, breathing like a fish out of water.

			Up ahead, Jacques could see his other comrades rushing into the surf like they did back home, but instead of jumping in for pleasure, he knew their jaunt was filled with agony from their chilling screams that seemed to echo off the surrounding cliffs. Jacques could also see Pierre had come to the same sorrowful conclusion from the cold sweat that dripped off his face.

			“We will succeed, Pierre, trust me—the swim will not be that far. Once on the other side, you will see our escape.”

			Realizing they were the last to make it out of the woods alive, Jacques scrabbled to his feet, pulling Pierre up with him. The two hobbled to the edge of the water, but before entering, Pierre hesitated. Jacques could see the cold panic on Pierre’s face and felt the same fright crawling over him when he saw what confronted them. 

			A strong cold wind was blowing off the lake, and the spray from the water stung their faces. The lake had turned rough, and the innocent looking white caps were now cresting into three-foot high swells. They also noticed towering steep cliffs were surrounding three quarters of the lake and not just the far side, which now looked like a dead end. 

			“Jacques!” Pierre said as he bent at the waist to catch his breath and the reality of his dire situation. “I cannot swim. You must go without me.” 

			Jacques grabbed Pierre’s shoulders with both hands and looked deep into his scared blue eyes. “You have to go, my friend…there is no other way. I’ll help you. Just stay close to me, and I will help you when we get in the deep water.”

			“There must be another way we can escape,” Pierre pleaded. “Maybe we should run along the beach.”

			“No, we must go now,” Jacques shouted as he pointed toward the woods. “They are coming.”

			The wild shouting chants were piercing their ears. Jacques grabbed Pierre by his arm and ran into the shallow water, continuing to pull him until the lake dropped off drastically. By then, their bodies were numb with cold, and only the fear of the Indians prevented them from retreating. 

			Jacques held onto Pierre the best he could with one arm and struggled to swim against the swelling waters with his other. He could barely see his comrades, as they were already a far distance ahead of him, but from what he could see, he knew they too were struggling against the relentless pounding waves. Jacques wondered if maybe Pierre had been right, and there was another way of escape, but it was too late now. 

			As Jacques continued to swim away from the beach, he glanced back and could see the Indians emerging from the woods. Some were holding the bloody scalps of their comrades and yelling wildly. He could see a few of the Indians building a fire in the white sand with dead branches and washed-up driftwood, while the others danced in celebration. 

			The strong current tugged on Jacques’s numb legs like current from an undertow. Every gasp for air he took brought more than air into his lungs as the cold water poured down his throat, causing him to choke. With this added impediment, Jacques struggled to keep Pierre afloat. He took one last look at his friend, and then let him slip from his grasp and watched as he disappeared below the surface. 

			Within seconds Pierre was surrounded by huge fish-like creatures with razor-sharp teeth. As he slowly sank deeper and deeper into the dark, cold lake, his body jerked back and forth as the fish attacked him from all sides. The small, younger creatures nibbled tiny bites of flesh, and the more vicious adult creatures pulled large meaty chunks until he was completely devoured.

			Jacques watched as each of his comrades succumbed to the same grueling death until he himself could no longer stay afloat. As he sank under the water, his thoughts raced from the cold fear of death to the warmth of Southern France, and into the arms of Sophia. He could feel her arms wrapped around him, and smell the sweet fragrance of the bath oil she used to tease his senses. And when he opened his eyes, she was there with him, floating effortlessly in the water. She smothered him with kisses, taking his breath away until his last breath left his lungs and bubbled to the surface.

			The sun sparkled above him, and as he was being pulled deeper and deeper down by the army of fish, he caught his last glimpse of sunlight. One last ray of light followed him downward until darkness took over.

			***

			When it was all over, the Indians picked up their bows and arrows and bloody axes, and without any extended celebration, turned and walked back towards home. They had known the soldiers’ fate long before the last man sank below the choppy surface. They knew the soldiers would be left with a choice of trying to swim across a sea of monsters or run madly through a forest of demons. Either option would have produced the same outcome—a gruesome death.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			June 1973

			After a long, cold, brutal winter, the ice on Ice Lake had finally cracked, breaking apart in huge chunks. The start of the lake’s thawing was late this year, usually happening the first week of June, not the first week of summer, three weeks later. 

			The ice broke in the middle of the night with a loud thunderous bang, followed by less deafening sounds, awakening the small town of Dolbec. Because of the sudden change in the weather, warm air flowing in from the south, some residents of Dolbec thought a thunderstorm was approaching, but most of the locals knew the loud noises were coming from the lake, not an approaching storm. Even though a thunderstorm was not approaching, those same locals knew a storm was forthcoming—Ice Lake was a storm within itself.

			During the next week, warm gusts of southern winds continued to flow north, and within a week’s time, the ice on the lake had completely melted. Boating season was now open for business, and so was the Ice Lake Marina, which was opening for the first time. The new marina was also Ice Lake’s first marina, and a costly undertaking to build because of its inaccessibility.

			The only accesses to the lake were old tote roads, roads used for logging, and those roads were all privately owned. To build the marina, the owner not only had to purchase the land to build the marina but also had to build a new road to the lake, which included rebuilding an old wooden bridge crossing the stream that flowed out of Ice Lake. With plenty of expendable money, Phil Hughes was just the entrepreneur to accomplish this feat. 

			When the day came for the marina’s grand opening, the weather forecasters correctly predicted calm, sunny weather. It was a perfect day to be out on the lake for a day of fishing for those who happened to have the day off from work.

			Unfortunately, however, for George Hoffman, he would not be one of the lucky ones enjoying the beautiful day on the lake, for his wife, Maggie, wouldn’t permit it. With all the chores penciled on a notepad stuck to the refrigerator door—his chores for the day—he knew her answer would be no. She was the boss. Therefore, for George, there was no sense in even asking for her permission. He knew what her response would be. With a huff, and with her hands planted against her hips, she’d tell him, “There’ll be other days you can run off to waste a few hours to go fishing, but we’ve got too many guests this time of year for you to be playing hooky.” 

			So, dejectedly George told his wife he was only going down to the marina to see the grand opening and would be back shortly. Maggie frowned but knew her husband would be true to his word. He’d never let her down before in the twenty years they had been together, and if he ever did, she’d clobber him a good one. That’s what she told him anyhow.

			Standing in the parking lot next to his green Ford truck, looking down at the end of the dock, George spotted three young men loading up a boat. George knew the men because they were staying at his guesthouse for the weekend. All were about the same age, twenty-something. He watched with envy as they loaded up the rented boat with fishing rods and other fishing gear, along with a large cooler, which no doubt was filled with ice cold beer and maybe a couple of sandwiches each for their hungry appetites, George assumed. What else would the three vacationing fishermen have inside the cooler that would make their day on the lake more enjoyable? 

			George could visualize the happy trio out on the lake chugging down beers and reeling in the big, trophy size fish, which he heard lurked somewhere deep down in the lake but hadn’t had the pleasure of hooking himself, since he’d only moved to the area a couple of years prior and hadn’t the opportunity to try his luck at fishing. One needed a boat for those large fish, the old timers had told him when he first arrived in Dolbec with his wife to run her deceased parent’s guesthouse.

			Now the marina had finally opened for business, and George was planning on renting a boat someday. Or, if his wife permitted it, possibly purchase one of his own. With either option, he felt he had to ask the boss for her permission. 

			It wasn’t because Maggie was the bossy type and owned his ass like a controlling wife and forced rules upon him, which he somewhat followed at a slow leisurely pace. She actually only asked him to do difficult chores, chores she herself was unable to accomplish, or felt it was a man’s job. 

			And he liked it that way. 

			Of course, he could have thrown his weight around—he had plenty of it being a little more than slightly overweight—and gone out and bought a boat without telling her. Maggie would only have shaken her head and warned him about the dangers on the lake. 

			After waving the trio off, feeling slightly jealous, George walked up to the marina’s main building and asked the owner, Phil Hughes, how it felt to finally be open for business. Phil, who was also staying at the guesthouse until he built a home of his own in a section of woods behind the marina, smiled at the intended compliment. 

			Phil, a large man like George, with a good size girth but a healthier appetite for business, reached his meaty hand over the counter and shook George’s similar hand, telling him he expected a profitable summer. 

			“See those boys out there?” Phil nodded with a comforting smile, finally looking satisfied that the hardest work was over. “They’re from Massachusetts, and they’re here because they saw the advertisement I placed in the Field and Stream magazine. The July issue only came out a couple of weeks ago. Just wait till next week—your guesthouse will be crammed full of guests, and we’ll both be making a small fortune.”

			“That would be something to see,” George skeptically answered, and then quickly realized Phil could be right. “You might be right there, Phil. Since we only have the seven guestrooms, it wouldn’t take too much to fill them. I guess Maggie will be having me making a ‘No Vacancy’ sign and hanging it out on the porch. It will be a first for the guesthouse. I don’t think we ever had the place full—maybe back in the day when Maggie’s parents ran the place, but not since we’ve been here.” George then sighed, thinking about all the extra work Maggie would find for him with the added guests to service and make comfortable.

			“And if those three fellas out there have any luck and catch one of those monster size fish I heard tell of,” Phil continued, “I’ll plaster all the newspapers from here to Boston with their photo, holding up the thing.” 

			By the glow on Phil’s face, George figured he was picturing a fish the size of a bluefin tuna or even a great white shark, something that swam in an ocean since Phil had grown up near the coastline in southern Maine. In reality, however, the largest fish ever taken from Ice Lake were no larger than a couple of feet, which was a good size for a lake fish, even though rumors from some of the old-timers, especially some of the older Native Americans who were most familiar with Ice Lake, told stories of much larger fish. They told stories of fish that could swallow you whole that lurked deep down where the lake was at its coldest.

			“Well, I have to take off, Phil. I told Maggie I’d be right back. Good luck with business, and I guess I’ll see you later tonight back at the guesthouse.” George walked down the ramp toward the parking lot and climbed in the cab of his truck.

			When George arrived back at the guesthouse, he spotted Maggie sitting relaxed in a rocker on the large farmer’s porch, sipping on a cool iced tea drink. As he climbed the stairs, he could see her dust cloth hanging over her shoulder, which meant Maggie still had a good deal of cleaning ahead of her, since dusting was first on her list of chores after cleaning up the kitchen from serving breakfast to the guests. 

			“How’s Mr. Hughes doing up at that marina of his? Having much business?” Maggie unenthusiastically asked.

			“Not from what I can see,” George said, and then put a match to his tobacco pipe, causing Maggie to wait for his explanation as to why the lack of business on a day that promised plenty of sunshine. “Got them young fellas up there, that’s about it. Did see another car drive in, though, as I was leaving. Could have been Randy Weaver checking the place out. Not sure, sun was in my eyes.”

			“Probably was—he has nothing else to do but nosy around. You, on the other hand, have plenty to do. The lawn still needs to be mowed, and don’t go thinking you can put it off till tomorrow ‘cause they’re expecting rain. And don’t forget about the spring on the door you promised to fix over a week ago—I’m getting tired of hearing the darn thing bang shut.” Maggie then stood and slowly walked inside, letting the screen door slam.

			With one foot on the top step and the other anchored a step below, George turned and gazed across the lawn. The light breeze blowing the uncut grass, which was a few inches too tall to be considered plush, seemed to be waving at him, telling him to get his ass out there and do his job. Yes, George conceded, Maggie was correct again. The grass needed to be cut and trimmed around the guesthouse. The screen door, however, could wait till another day. Besides, having the door bang gave warning that a guest had arrived.

			With a sigh, George walked back down the steps and headed toward the shed, where the lawnmower was stored. He knew if he didn’t get the mowing done today, he’d just have to do it when the rains stopped, and this time of the year, it could rain for days, and the grass would be much taller and more difficult to mow.

			George filled the mower’s gas tank and checked the oil with the tiny dipstick connected to the cap. Satisfied there was enough oil, he pulled the rope cord, and the mower coughed to a start, blocking out the peaceful sounds of the birds that flew back and forth between the various budded fruit trees surrounding the charming guesthouse.

			***

			Soon, the quaint little town of Dolbec awakened with the sounds of activity from the locals, and the continuous loud roar of the logging trucks making their way through town. The scene out on the lake, however, was a complete contrast to the activity in town. The cold water was glass calm, and only two boats could be seen, if one stood on shore to take pleasure in the serenity of Ice Lake. 

			The three young men in one of the boats were tipping back beers and watching their lines drift taut behind the boat as it slowly trolled across the lake. Even though they only caught a few smallmouth bass, which hadn’t put up much of a fight and were considered non-keepers, the three men hadn’t complained much. Their only complaints so far were about the lack of large fish promised in the magazine article that had lured them up to Ice Lake.

			Around two o’clock in the afternoon, when the sun was at its apex and the hottest part of the day, one of the fishing rods bent hard, nearly pulling it from the hand that was holding it. 

			“Hey guys, I think I’ve got a big one here,” the tall redhead excitedly yelled, pulling the rod back hard and reeling in the line at the same time. 

			“Take it easy, don’t lose him. Let him take the line and swallow the hook down deep in his throat,” another directed him with his limited knowledge on fishing.

			The line spieled hot out of the spool, further and further, deep down into the darkness of the cold lake. The man handling the fishing rod had all he could do to keep the fish hooked without letting all the line out, which would have snapped the taut line and freed the fish. As he reeled the line in and pulled up on the rod, he could feel the unbelievable heavy weight of the fish fighting to break free. 

			After a good ten minutes, he finally landed the fish on board the boat with the aid of a long handled fishing net one of his friends thought to use. The three men were amazed at the size of the fish, which they estimated to be roughly two feet in length and would have been proven right if measured. After holding it up by the gills and tail in an attempt to keep it from flopping around, they tossed the fish in the cooler on top of the ice and beer to keep it fresh, then watched the ice turn red from the blood that dripped from its mouth. 

			Within a few minutes, after toasting the prize catch with beers, an enormous black cloud engulfed the sun, blocking out any sunlight. Soon a strong gust of wind began to blow across the lake, whipping up large swells that caused the boat to rock violently. One of the young men thought he spied a fin circling the boat and peered over the side to confirm the sighting. As he bent forward with his hands held loosely on the rim of the boat, an unknown object struck the boat hard from behind, sending the young man overboard into the cold deep water.

			***

			Two hours after the sun had set behind the steep granite cliffs surrounding the southwest side of the lake, Phil Hughes tiredly walked into the guesthouse lobby and spied George in the parlor sitting comfortably on a rocking chair, puffing on his pipe. Phil was beyond weary, worn out from a strenuous day, and plopped down on the soft chair next to George.

			“Have a good day, Phil?” George asked, and then hit his pipe, letting the smoke drift toward the ceiling.

			Phil said nothing at first. He was still trying to comprehend what had happened out at the lake and what he would have to do when morning came. If what he apprehensively suspected had happened, he supposed he’d have to call the game warden. Not a good start for business if something tragic had happened out on the lake. The marina was his life-long dream, and he didn’t want it to unravel on the first day it opened.

			“Missed a good supper, Phil. Maggie cooked up a shepherd’s pie, one of her specialties. You look like you could use a good meal—maybe she could warm you up a plate if you’re hungry.”

			“No thanks, I’m not that hungry. Maybe later if your wife doesn’t mind. I was wondering, though, if those young fellas staying here happened to have showed up. They haven’t returned the boat I rented them, and they should have been back a couple of hours ago.”

			“What did you say, Phil, the fellas didn’t return the boat?”

			Phil slightly nodded then removed his cap, setting it on his knee. “Yeah. When they didn’t pull up to the dock by dark, I sent one of my boatyard workers out to find them. He came back an hour later saying he couldn’t find hide-nor-hair of the boat. He said he crisscrossed the lake several times, and even entered a few of them coves on the far side, but found nothing.”

			“You don’t think the boat sunk, do you?”

			“I don’t think so—it’s a brand-new boat. I just had it delivered last week. It would be impossible for that boat to sink unless that storm had something to do with it,” Phil said, scratching his head.

			“What storm? What storm are you talking about, Phil?” George asked. “Today was one of the nicest days we’ve had in a while. Not a cloud in the sky.”

			“That’s what I thought, but when one of my boats came back early, the guy who rented it told me he came in because the lake got really violent out there, and he wanted his money back. He said big black clouds had suddenly appeared out of nowhere, and then the lake got real violent. He said if he were in a rowboat or a canoe, he most likely would have been swamped over; that’s how violent the storm was. The waves on the lake were a good four to six feet high, he told me. Imagine that—six feet high on a lake. I almost didn’t believe him, but since I couldn’t see the lake from the marina, being in the cove, I had no choice but to believe him.”

			George hit his pipe once more, sending the swirling cloud of smoke toward the ceiling, and then shook his head. “Well, if that’s the case, maybe they laid low in one of those hidden coves, and your man plain missed them.”

			“I thought of that too. I was hoping maybe they pulled the boat in some place and decided to walk back to the hotel rather than wait out the storm,” Phil said without confidence.

			“I’ve got to tell you, there really isn’t any place you could leave your boat and walk back to the main road, except that new road you built to get to your marina. That’s one reason why nobody bothered to fish the lake. There is the secluded beach, on the other side of the lake from the marina, you can get to by an unused tote road, but that road is hard to find from the beach, and probably covered over by now with nobody having used it in years. And if you get lost in those woods, you may never come out alive. Those woods are so darn thick it’s near impossible to navigate your way out in the light of day, never mind trying to do it at night. Seems like every year or so, some hunter from out-of-state gets lost out there and is never found. Animals most likely devoured their remains and scattered their bones.”

			Phil sat motionless, wondering what could have happened to them and if he should return to the marina and hope they’d return before he had to call the warden service.

			“Not much you can do till morning, Phil. Why don’t you have some of Maggie’s shepherd’s pie and get some sleep? You look tuckered-out.”

			“I don’t know, I’m thinking of going back to the marina to see if they come back in. I can’t sleep anyway, so I might as well spend the night there.”

			***

			Early the next morning, when there was still no sign of the boat or the men who rented it, Phil Hughes called the game warden service. After several hours of searching the lake, two wardens, who were called in to help in the search effort, found pieces of the boat washed up on the south side shore near the secluded beach. They also found a size twelve flip-flop, presumably belonging to the taller of the young vacationers, and an empty cooler tangled in the twisting branches along the edge of the lake. Nothing else was found.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Present Day

			Mid-Summer

			The house looked dark and unoccupied from the outside, an unexpected sight since the darkness of night had already arrived. Except for a faint yellow light coming from the attic window in the dormer, anyone approaching the house would assume nobody was at home. Kitt Moon had not seen the light in the attic window when she pulled her car in the driveway and had thought the same—nobody was home. 

			Kitt hesitated for a few seconds before tossing her key ring in her purse and climbing out of her car, wondering why there were no lights on in the house. She had a feeling something was wrong, for the house was always well illuminated for her arrival, but tonight it felt unwelcoming. This feeling, however, only lasted a moment before she happened to glance up near the roof of the house and saw the light coming from the attic window. 

			As Kitt meandered her way up the driveway toward the back door of the house, the way she preferred to enter her boyfriend’s home, she wondered about the attic and what things were hidden up there. For all the times she had spent inside the house, for the three months they had been together, the attic was never mentioned. And why would it be? she thought. An attic is just a storage place, a forgotten floor filled with forgotten items and nasty old spiderwebs with unthinkable ugly black spiders crawling inside them. She shuddered at the thought and continued to make her way past the unattached garage and along the narrow sidewalk up to the back porch, which led to the kitchen.

			Without knocking, Kitt let herself in through the backdoor, feeling the wall with her hand and hitting the light switch to turn it on. In an instant, the room flashed to life, causing Kitt to catch her breath. She hadn’t expected anything out of the ordinary and was relieved to see nothing immediately stood out of place. But nevertheless, she quickly scanned the room for any inconsistencies. 

			The kitchen was as she had expected, clean and uncluttered, with no non-kitchen gadgets lying about, only Griz’s set of keys, with the all too familiar rabbit’s foot, laying in the middle of the kitchen table. On the counter by the sink, she noticed unwrapped meat paper exposing a filleted piece of fish. The fish, she guessed, was most likely haddock, which was her favorite, but she wasn’t sure—all filleted fish looked the same to her.

			She smiled at the thought of Griz cooking for her instead of them going out for dinner as they usually did on Friday nights. Her tall, masculine boyfriend revealing his adaptation of the New Aged Man in the kitchen by wearing a colorful apron as he prepared the evening entrée of stuffed baked haddock with a creamy white sauce, while she opened a bottle of red Cabernet Sauvignon. Or was it white wine they drank with fish? Whichever, the fish would taste fine, the best she ever had. After dinner, they’d open another bottle of wine and listen to soft romantic music, and later, they would work their way upstairs to his bedroom, hoping someday it would be their bedroom. 

			Kitt wanted to take a peek inside the refrigerator to see if there was a bottle of wine chilling and if so, was it red or white wine. But just before yanking the door open to satisfy her curiosity, she quickly decided to wait in case Griz wanted the dinner-at-home thing to be a surprise. It wasn’t very often he pampered her with surprises, so she didn’t want to spoil his plan.

			Before pulling her hand away from the refrigerator door handle, Kitt noticed an unattractive photograph of herself standing under a large red maple tree with her sister, Lira, and their mother, in her parents’ backyard. Her father had taken the photo on Mother’s Day the previous year, she remembered right away. Kitt was sporting an unbalanced pair of sunglasses, which made her appear cockeyed. The T-shirt she wore was oversized, with a large multicolored pelican wearing a straw hat with the words Welcome to Key West printed underneath the beaked bird. Her sister, Lira, looked strikingly elegant, standing in a lady-like pose in her light colored summer dress. Her mother was the most striking of all, Kitt thought. Her radiant smile said she was the happiest woman alive. Maybe the smile was because it was her day to shine and feel her life was fulfilled. Or maybe it was just because she was with the family she had raised.

			Kitt hadn’t liked the photo very much, thinking it wasn’t very flattering of her, but Griz thought otherwise and persuaded her to let him keep it. If she had known he was going to display the photograph of her on his refrigerator for everyone to notice each time they opened the door, she wouldn’t have given it to him. But she did, and there she was posing like a dimwit next to her elegant sister and delighted mother.

			At the time the picture was taken, she was going through a bad relationship with a man who verbally abused her. Knowing the relationship would never last, she wondered if she’d ever meet a man she’d enjoy spending the rest of her life with, have children with, and have a day set aside for her to stand under a tree in her backyard. 

			But where is this man? Having turned thirty-two, Kitt felt she’d never find the right man to have a family with. Time was running out.

			Kitt softly called out for him as she walked across the squeaky kitchen floorboards, a sound she’d heard numerous times before but never more pronounced than now. Even the humming of the refrigerator and ticking clock above the stove seemed louder than usual, and in some strange way, the sounds crawled under her skin, causing the fine blonde hairs on her arms to rise.

			The living room was in semi-darkness, with just enough illumination from the kitchen light for Kitt to notice the room was lifeless as well. She’d thought she might have caught Griz napping on the couch, resting from his long day at work. But the couch was also vacant, with only the two decorative pillows she’d purchased for him anchoring each end of the couch. 

			In front of the couch, she noticed the coffee table only held the cable’s remote device and the daily newspaper, folded as though it had not been read. The rest of the room was just as clutter free and clean as always. His house was always clean when she arrived. She wondered if he cleaned it just to impress her, or if Griz was one of those cleaning fanatics. If he was, she wondered what he thought of her since her apartment was the complete opposite of his home. Maybe this was why he insisted they spend weekends together at his house instead of her place. Of course, his house was roomier and had a private back yard, where she only had a common yard, which was usually occupied by others from the apartment complex.

			“Hello, anyone home? It’s me, I’m here,” Kitt tentatively called out.

			When Griz did not reply, Kitt slowly made her way through the living room and headed toward an unused dining room. A quick peek inside the room told her Griz was not there either. With no sign of him anywhere downstairs, she stood at the foot of the stairs and looked up. It was in total darkness. 

			He must be in his bedroom, she considered. She then called out in a voice loud enough for anyone in the house to hear, but not too loud to awaken the dead.

			Kitt paused a moment to listen. She could hear a vehicle pass the front of the house and the ticking of a clock on the mantel above the fireplace. Other than those sounds, the house was so quiet she could hear her heart beating against her chest. She began to have an eerie feeling that something was just not right, and she’d find something awful up those dark stairs she was eyeing.

			Kitt flicked on the wall switch, illuminating the stairs and the upstairs hallway. With each step she took, the stairs moaned with anger, as though she were stepping on an old man’s back. She knew the house was old and should have expected to hear some aging, as she had each time she walked the steps previously, but these sounds were really creepy, especially being alone.

			At the top of the stairway, she noticed Griz’s bedroom door was closed, so she decided to lightly knock on the door so as not to startle him. When Griz did not answer, she twisted the doorknob, gently pushing the door open. The bedroom was in total darkness except for a dim light coming in from a window on the other side of his bed, giving her just enough light to see the room was empty and the bed made-up as expected. She made a mental note that in the morning, she’d make the bed up for him, maybe even throw on clean sheets. Not that the ones on the bed weren’t clean, but they wouldn’t be by morning. 

			Where could he be? Kitt wondered as she removed her hands from her hips and considered giving up and going home. If this was some hide-and-seek game of his, she didn’t like it one bit. It was scaring her and making her upset, and he’d better be thinking of making this up to her, or there’d be hell to pay. 

			Bewildered, Kitt walked out of the bedroom and looked down the hallway. There she saw the bathroom door on the right was also closed and laughed at her foolishness. She started to head back down the stairs and wait for him to come out of the bathroom. But then, after giving it a second thought, she decided to let him know she was there. She lightly rapped her knuckles on the door and called to him. When he didn’t answer, she twisted the handle and pushed the door open to another dark, vacant room.

			The only other room on the second floor was the small spare bedroom at the very end of the hallway, a room Kitt had never seen and never had any interest in asking Griz about. For all she knew, he could be using the room for storage—since he lived alone, he only needed the one bedroom. The door, she noticed, was partially open, so she stuck her head in just enough to see the room was just that, a spare bedroom.

			This room was dark as well, and she could barely make out the twin size bed pushed up against the far wall and a nightstand next to it. On the right side of the room, she noticed a tall object up against the wall, which she assumed to be a bureau. Other than those things, to her dismay, there was no Griz. 

			“Where could he be?” Kitt whispered, and then lightly punched the side of her fist against the door, opening it wider. That’s when she noticed a dim light coming from an open door inside the room, which she presumed to be a closet with the light left on, but she hesitated, stepping into the room to check it out.

			“Griz, you in there?” she softly called out, then disgustedly pulled her head back out of the room when he didn’t answer. 

			As she walked down the hallway, Kitt stopped at the foot of the stairs and laughed at herself for being frightened of the dark and not daring to go into the room. She took a deep breath and contemplated where he could be. 

			She was sure he wasn’t upstairs; she had checked every room. Then she thought of the cellar, another place in the house she had never been and another place she didn’t want to go looking for him. Cellars tended to be creepier than attics, at least according to some horror films she’d seen.

			Or maybe he isn’t even in the house. 

			She smiled and thought how foolish she had been. Of course, he must be in the garage and forgot the time. After all, it was a normal thing to do. She herself had spaced-off the time many times before.

			But as Kitt descended the stairs, she started to have second thoughts and tried to picture if she had noticed a light on in the garage when she walked by, but couldn’t recall seeing one. Then suddenly, she remembered the light in the attic and stopped in mid-step when her own light came on. The light in the spare bedroom was not coming from a closet, but a stairway to the attic.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Kitt considered all attics to be dark and creepy. If a house had ghosts, that’s where they would be hiding out, floating aimlessly in the stale, dusty air, wearing transparent gowns with hollow black holes where the eyes and mouth once were when they were human. The house she grew up in had no attic, and not accustomed to living under the roof of one, she never wanted to be alone in an attic. So being a little nervous, she crept up the narrow stairway hoping her boyfriend would be there. If he wasn’t up there, she wasn’t planning on standing around too long—she’d hightail it back down the stairs in a flash.

			Any fears she anticipated quickly dissolved when she spied her boyfriend sitting quietly in the corner of the attic under a desk lamp. He was holding a magazine in his lap, but instead of looking down at the magazine, his stare was up toward the rafters, lost in a dream of yesterday, she supposed. She caught him daydreaming more times than she cared to remember. At times she wondered if he had been one of those kids who daydreamed in the classroom. A kid caught staring out the window, seemingly lost in another world, and being startled back to reality by a roar of laugher from the students when confronted by the teacher.

			***

			Griz was so deep in his thoughts he never noticed Kitt until she tapped his shoulder, jolting him back to reality. The magazine on his lap was an old copy of Field and Stream, opened to a fishing advertisement. The ad displayed an animated picture of a man and his son fishing out of a rowboat on a calm, clear lake, where large fish swam just below the surface, smiling as they bit the baited hooks. The caption read Catching the big ones in the seclude Ice Lake region of Northern Maine. It was a picture that had vanished from Griz’s memory a long time ago. His father had shown him the same picture from the same magazine, saying, “Someday, son, that will be the two of us, and we’ll catch the biggest fish in the lake.” He then made the promise to take the trip that summer, but that was the summer that rained death on his family, and the promise had washed away with it.

			Griz had idolized his father—not as a role model because his father’s daily habits were filled with the evils of a weak man—but because of his knowledge of fishing. He educated Griz with all his expertise on the subject of fishing, from choosing the right bait to the right depths in which to fish, and most of all, always tossing the little ones back in. Fishing was about the only thing his father ever taught him, telling him fishing was the only place a man could expect to have peace and solitude. Everything else a man did was to tolerate, including Griz’s mother. Maybe this was why his father’s only activity with his son was fishing, far away from his wife, but not far enough away from his evils. On every fishing trip, he would pack his son a lunch of peanut butter sandwiches, chips, and a couple of orange sodas, and fill a cooler with beer for himself.

			***

			There were reasons why Milton Brinkley was dispirited and let the demons crawl into his life. For years he struggled to make ends meet, only to see there just wasn’t enough money at the end of each month. There wasn’t enough to buy pleasure to keep the romance alive, and there wasn’t enough to pay the rent, forcing yet another move to another crappy apartment in another crappy neighborhood.

			From there, he just seemed to give up any hope of success. After work, he’d stop by the nearest beer joint for a couple of beers with his coworkers, and then he’d head home, slipping in through the backdoor to the kitchen. Without thinking twice, Milton would open the refrigerator door and grab a beer, and when that beer was guzzled, he’d grab another one and another one. While he drank, his wife would be chatting away about her exciting day as a housewife. But unbeknownst to him, if he cared to listen, the words she spoke were all lies. Instead of cleaning, washing, vacuuming, and all the other chores of an everyday housewife, she was having an inglorious affair with an unemployed neighbor just to spite her insensitive husband. 

			Deep down, he may have known about the affair, but never bothered to confront her with it because he just didn’t give a hoot any more. All the passion he once had for his wife was now diluted with failure and washed away by the beer. Milton did still have one passion left in his life, and that was fishing. Every Sunday morning during the fishing season, rain or shine, he’d trailer his boat, with his son sitting beside him, and drive to the nearest lake to enjoy the day away from all his troubles.

			The tragic day, which would forever remain a permanent black spot in Griz’s memory glands, began like all the other Sunday fishing trips, with an early wakeup call from his father. With the bedroom still filled with darkness, the alarm clock sitting on the nightstand next to Milton’s side of the bed would jar him awake. Milton would rub the drunkenness from his eyes and crawl out of bed, trying not to disturb his wife. But the clock would have already done that, and she would lie in bed awake with her eyes still closed. She’d wait for the bedroom door to shut tight before she’d breathed a sigh, then smile as she cuddled within herself. Her activities were already set for the day.

			Griz—Nick, as he was called then—was harder to wake up. Usually, it took a good shaking and a snappy voice to pull him from his slumber. But as soon as his tiny feet hit the floor, he’d be wide-awake and scrambling to dress. His clothes to wear fishing were on a chair next to the bed, having been placed there the night before. He did not want to keep his father waiting. The best fishing was early in the morning, at daybreak, his father would say whenever Griz was caught dragging his feet in his effort to get ready. 

			Breakfast would be light, consisting of cereal, toast, and milk for Griz, and only toast and coffee for Milton. There was never time for a full egg breakfast. While Griz swallowed his breakfast as fast as he could, Milton would pack a lunch of sandwiches, chips, and soda for Griz, and fill the cooler with beer and ice for himself. The fishing gear would already be in the hallway waiting to be picked up and placed in the fourteen-foot aluminum boat, which was on its trailer and hooked up to the hitch behind the family’s ten-year-old Chevy station wagon. 

			For whatever reason, unbeknownst to Griz, Milton started on his first beer earlier than usual on that unforgettable day. Noon was his usual time to crack his first beer, saying, “Not before noon,” and then drinking most of it down in one long gulp. He’d then wipe his mouth with the back of his hand and hold the beer can up toward the sky and add, “At least on Sundays, anyway.” But on this morning he didn’t wait till noon. As soon as he pulled the station wagon onto the highway, he asked Griz to reach in the cooler and open him a beer, a good six hours before noon. 

			Even now, almost thirty years later, Griz could smell the water’s alluring mustiness and feel the cool misty morning air on his bare arms. The sensation was so vivid in his mind, he saw himself reaching down over the bow of the boat, touching the refreshing water. He liked the feeling of the water riding up his arm as the boat motored slowly toward one of his father’s favorite fishing spots on the lake, a deep area on the north side near an island of few camps, and surrounded by rugged rocks which discouraged swimming, making it an ideal place to fish in solitude. 

			Around mid-morning, the fog hovering over the water was still thick, making the visibility poor at best. “Reel your line in, Nick. I’ll put this puppy up a few notches and cruise right over there,” he said, pointing his can of beer into the dense fog.

			Because they’d had no luck near the island, they were trolling in a different area of the lake, an area Milton had repeatedly told his son they would stay away from. Huge boulders lurked just below the surface, and if you missed seeing one of them, the outboard motor may not, and propellers were expensive to replace, and rowing was strenuous on the arms. 

			When Milton made the rash decision to try his luck in a place he said he’d never go, he was not thinking clearly. So while he sat in the back of the boat, complaining about not having a single nibble all morning, he told his son they were going to try another area on the lake. He reached in the cooler and grabbed a peanut butter sandwich, tossing it to Griz, and then grabbed another ice-cold beer for himself and snapped the lid shut.

			Islands of boulders littered with bird droppings marked the entrance to Boulder Hell, a name given by local boaters, many of who had paid the price of a new propeller, vowing to never go to Hell again. Milton himself had heard numerous stories at the marina about the hazards of boating in that part of the lake and swore he’d never venture there himself. But somewhere deep in the fishing archives of his heart, he knew the big ones lurked below the boulders, and someday he would guide and weave his boat into Boulder Hell to catch the one prize that had always eluded him—a trophy-size fish. 

			Was today the day? 

			As he guzzled his beer, he assured himself that today was the day, and his heart started pounding a little faster and harder as he slowed the boat down to trolling speed when the entrance to Boulder Hell appeared out of the fog, like a ghost ship with no live souls on aboard. The only sounds he could hear were the humming motor and the slapping waves against his boat as it puttered through the calm black water.

			“Wait till we get in through the gate, son, then drop your line in the water. I can feel this is going to be our day.” He then whispered, “My day,” and drained the remainder of his beer, finishing it off with a loud burp that could not penetrate the fog. He then tossed the empty can into the lake, something he had never done before. This was his lake, and he never intended to trash it with empty beer cans, but now he had and thought no more of it. Griz watched the can float away until it disappeared into the fog.

			“Son, you can drop your line in the water now, then wedge the pole up against the seat there, so it doesn’t move. I’ll watch your line—you go up front and sit on the bow and yell when you see a boulder in front of the boat and tell me which way to turn.” 

			“Okay, Dad,” Griz nervously answered, hoping he wouldn’t miss seeing one. 

			“And don’t worry about the ones that are way below the surface—the motor won’t hit them. Okay?” Milton said as he watched
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