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            "His hand covers mine. His fingers are cold, but his palm is warm, and he holds my hand against his heart like it belongs there."
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Introduction
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This book began with a question about silence. What does a person do with it? How long can you sit with your own thoughts before they become unbearable, or before they finally, quietly, make sense? I wanted to write about someone who had chosen isolation not as escape, but as necessity – a scientist deep in the Antarctic, studying animals that live in one of the harshest environments on Earth, finding in that work a kind of answer to grief she couldn't articulate anywhere else.

Riley Cross is competent in the way that matters when you're alone in the cold: she knows her research, she knows her equipment, she knows the margin between a miscalculation and hypothermia. But competence isn't the same as wholeness. The arrival of a stranger – someone equally skilled, equally damaged, equally running from something – forces her to reckon with the difference between solitude chosen and isolation imposed. What happens when the one person you've built walls against is also the one person who might understand why you built them?

I've tried to write a story where survival is both literal and figurative. Where love doesn't announce itself with grand gestures but earns its place through the small, exhausting acts of keeping another person alive. Where redemption isn't something you confess; it's something you do, over and over, in the dark, when no one is watching. The Antarctic doesn't care about your intentions or your past. It only cares about what you're willing to sacrifice in the next hour, the next minute.

This is a book about two people learning to trust each other when trust feels like the most dangerous thing either of them can afford. It's about the cost of survival, the weight of silence, and what happens when that silence is finally, necessarily, broken.
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​CHAPTER 1
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The Glacier’s Edge

The wind finds every gap in my hood. I’ve been on this ridge for three hours, and the cold has stopped being something I feel and started being something I am. My fingers move across the tablet screen, anyway, logging the last calving event with the kind of precision that would make Dr. Voss nod once and say nothing else. She never needed to say more than that.

The Shirley Glacier groans beneath me. A sound you feel in your molars first, then your sternum. I look up in time to watch a slab of ice the size of a city bus shear away from the face and collapse into the black water below. The spray hangs in the air for three full seconds before the wind tears it apart. I tap the timestamp into the log: 16:42. Calving event, Class 3. Water displacement estimated at twelve hundred cubic meters.

Twelve hundred cubic meters. The number sits on the screen, and I stare at it longer than I need to. What does twelve hundred cubic meters even mean anymore? The glacier has been losing mass for eleven years. I’ve been here for six weeks, and in that time I’ve watched it retreat another seventeen meters. The data is clear. The data is always clear. The people who need to read it just never seem to.

I close the tablet and press my gloved hands together, trying to force some warmth back into my thumbs. The ridge gives me a clean sightline down to the beach, where the camp sits small and alone against the black sand. My camp. My hut, my lab, my generator shed. The only human structure for a hundred and thirty kilometers in any direction. The extraction window closes in less than two hours, and the sky is already bruising over with the kind of purple that means the polar night is coming in fast. I check the horizon again. Nothing. Just water and ice and the low, heavy clouds stacking up against the mountains.

Where the hell is that plane?

I don’t let myself dwell on it. Dwelling is a luxury I can’t afford right now, not when there’s still a tag to place and a seal to log. I pack the tablet into my field bag and start working my way down the ridge toward the waterline, where I spotted the leopard seal an hour ago. The descent takes concentration. The rocks are slick with frozen spray, and one wrong step means a broken ankle and a very long crawl back to camp. I move carefully, testing each foothold before I commit my weight. My crampons bite into the ice with a sound like glass being scored.

The seal is still there when I reach the shelf of rock that juts out over the cove. A big female, maybe three and a half meters, her sleek gray body stretched out on a floe that’s drifted in close to shore. She lifts her head when she senses me, those dark, almost reptilian eyes tracking my movement without any real alarm. Leopard seals don’t have natural predators on land. They’re curious, not afraid. That’s what makes them dangerous.

I pull the tagging pole from my pack and extend it to its full length, then check the tag itself. The applicator is loaded and the dart tip is sharp. The seal’s unique ID is already programmed into the transmitter, and I’ve got the receiver unit clipped to my belt, ready to confirm the signal once the tag is in place. This is my sixty-third tag of the season. My sixty-third piece of data in a study that might be the last of its kind if the funding doesn’t come through for next year. Dr. Voss fought for this project for a decade before she died. I’m not going to let it die with her.

The seal yawns. Her mouth opens wide enough to show me the full array of teeth, and I can’t help the small, humorless laugh that escapes me. “Yeah,” I mutter. “I know. You could take my arm off if you wanted to.” She settles her head back down on the ice, and I start moving closer, keeping low and slow.

The tagging itself is almost anticlimactic. I get within four meters, line up the shot, and press the applicator against the thick hide just behind her left shoulder. The dart releases with a soft pneumatic hiss, and the seal barely flinches. She turns her head to look at the new thing attached to her, then slides off the floe and into the water with a single, fluid motion that barely disturbs the surface. I watch her go, the dark shape of her body disappearing into the deeper dark beneath the ice.

The receiver on my belt chirps once. Signal confirmed. Tag sixty-three is live.

I log the tag number, the seal’s estimated weight and sex, and the GPS coordinates of the tagging site. Female, approximately 380 kilograms. Behavior: resting, non-aggressive. Tag placement: left dorsal, posterior to the scapula. I add a note about the scar tissue I noticed on her right flank, probably from an old boat strike. Then I close the log and let myself feel it for a moment. The quiet satisfaction of a job done correctly. It’s not joy, exactly. It’s more like the absence of doubt. For a few seconds, I know exactly who I am and why I’m here.

The wind picks up again, and the sky darkens another shade toward black. I check my watch. 17:15. The extraction window is officially closed in forty-five minutes, and I still can’t hear an engine. I scan the horizon one more time, squinting against the ice crystals that the wind is driving into my face. Nothing. No plane, no helicopter, no distant dot resolving into the shape of my ride home. Just the empty water and the empty sky and the glacier groaning behind me like something alive and unhappy.

I start walking back to camp. The knot in my stomach tightens with every step, but I keep my pace steady and my breathing even. Panic is a choice, and I’m not making it yet. There are a dozen reasons a plane might be late. Weather over the Drake Passage. A mechanical delay at the airstrip. Some bureaucratic snafu with the flight clearance. The Antarctic Treaty System doesn’t exactly prioritize speed over safety, and I’ve been out here long enough to know that schedules are more like suggestions once the weather turns.

Still. The extraction window was chosen for a reason. After today, the light goes, and the katabatic winds come down off the ice cap hard enough to flip a Twin Otter on the ground. Nobody flies into Cape Shirreff after the polar night closes in. Nobody.

The camp looks smaller every time I come back to it. The main hut is a low, gray rectangle with a pitched roof and a single window facing the water. The generator shed sits twenty meters to the east, connected by a buried fuel line and a power cable that I’ve had to repair twice already this season. The Zodiac is pulled up on the beach where I left it, the tarp still lashed down tight over the pontoons. Everything is in its place. Everything is exactly as it should be. The order of it usually comforts me. Today it just feels fragile.

I push open the door to the main hut and step inside, pulling my hood down and shaking the ice out of my hair. The wood stove has burned down to embers, and the air inside is only marginally warmer than the air outside. I cross to the stove and feed it another log, then stand there for a minute with my hands out over the grate, waiting for the heat to come back. The hut smells of kerosene and old wool and the faint, sharp tang of the preservative I use on my samples. It’s not a pleasant smell, but it’s mine. It’s the smell of work getting done.

I pull off my gloves and my outer layer, then walk over to the lab bench that takes up most of the hut’s southern wall. My laptop is still open where I left it, the screen dark. I tap the trackpad to wake it up, and the data spreadsheet fills the display. Sixty-three seals. Seventeen meters of glacial retreat. Water temperature readings that have climbed half a degree in the last three years. It’s all there, organized and clean and backed up to the cloud every time the satellite link is active. Except the satellite link hasn’t been active in four days, and the last backup I pushed was incomplete. I lost the connection halfway through the transfer, and I haven’t been able to re-establish it since.

Which means the only complete copy of six weeks of data is sitting on this laptop. And the laptop is sitting in a hut on a beach at the end of the world, with no plane coming and no way to send it anywhere.

I don’t let myself think about it for more than a second. I open the drawer under the bench and pull out the ruggedized external drive, still in its waterproof case. The drive is small and black and heavy for its size, built to military specifications. Dr. Voss bought a dozen of them before our first field season together, back when I was still her graduate student and she was still alive and the world still made sense. “Data doesn’t mean anything if it doesn’t survive you,” she said, handing me one. “Back it up like your life depends on it. Someday it might.”

I plug the drive into the laptop and start the transfer. The progress bar crawls across the screen, and I watch it the way I used to watch the heart rate monitor in the ICU, willing the numbers to stay steady. The hut creaks around me. The wind rattles the window in its frame. Somewhere out on the ice, the glacier groans again, and I feel the sound travel up through the floorboards and into the soles of my boots.

The transfer completes. I eject the drive, seal it back in the waterproof case, and slide the case into the inner pocket of my parka. I’m not leaving it in the hut. Not tonight. Not until I know what’s happening with the extraction.

I walk to the window and look out at the water. The last light is draining out of the sky, and the horizon has disappeared entirely, swallowed by the low cloud cover. The beach is a black smear against a blacker sea. I can’t see the glacier from this angle, but I can hear it. The sound is constant now, a low, grinding bass note underneath the wind. The whole landscape is moving, shifting, falling apart in slow motion. And I’m standing here watching it, alone, with a dead woman’s hard drive pressed against my ribs and a plane that isn’t coming.

What would she have done? Dr. Voss, I mean. What would she have done if she’d been the one standing at this window, watching the polar night roll in with no extraction and no backup and no way to know if anyone was even looking for her?

She would have secured the data first. Which I’ve done. Then she would have inventoried her resources and made a plan. Which I can do. I turn away from the window and start going through the mental checklist. I’ve got enough fuel for the generator to last another ten days if I’m careful, plus the solar panels for the daylight hours, what few of them are left. I’ve got food for three weeks, maybe four if I ration. The stove has plenty of wood. The Zodiac is functional, and I’ve got a full tank of gas for the outboard. I’m not in danger. Not yet. I’m just alone, and I’m going to stay alone for longer than I planned.

The silence in the hut is suddenly very loud. I realize I’ve been standing still for too long, listening to it. The stove pops. The wind screams. The glacier groans. And underneath all of it, the silence is still there, waiting.

I don’t like it. I’ve never liked it. That’s the secret of doing this work alone. You don’t get used to the silence. You just get better at pretending it isn’t there.

I check my watch again. 17:42. The extraction window is closed. The plane isn’t coming. The polar night is here, and I am alone on an island at the bottom of the world, with sixty-three seals and a dying glacier and a dead mentor’s voice in my head telling me to do the work. So I’ll do the work. I’ll wake up tomorrow and check the tags and measure the ice and log the data. I’ll keep the generator running and the stove lit and the silence at bay for as long as I can. And when the plane finally does come, whenever that is, I’ll be here. With the data. With the proof that someone was paying attention.

I press my hand flat against the outside of my parka, feeling the hard shape of the drive case beneath the fabric. It’s still there. It’s still safe. The rest of it, I can figure out in the morning.
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​CHAPTER 2
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Katabatic Descent

Caleb Rourke

The yoke fights me the way a live thing fights a trap.

I grip it with both hands, knuckles aching from the cold that leaks through the cockpit seals, and I hold the Twin Otter level against a wind that wants to fold the wings like paper. The storm came out of nowhere. That’s what I’ll tell myself later, it came out of nowhere, but the truth is I saw the pressure drop on the instruments twenty minutes before the first gust hit. I saw it and I flew into it anyway because the extraction window was closing and I had a researcher to collect and a reputation to salvage. What’s one more bad decision on top of all the others?

The altimeter spins counterclockwise. I’m losing a hundred feet every three seconds now, and the ground is somewhere below me, invisible in the whiteout, but I know this coastline from the charts I studied in Punta Arenas. Volcanic rock. Black sand beaches. Glacier tongues that calve without warning into water cold enough to kill a man in four minutes. The Shirley Glacier is out there somewhere, calving its own pieces into the sea, and I’m dropping toward it like a stone.

“Come on,” I say to the plane, or maybe to myself. The engines whine at a pitch that means ice is building on the intakes. “Come on, you bastard. Stay with me.”

The stall warning shrieks.

My hands move before my brain catches up, throttle forward, nose down, trade altitude for air speed the way they taught me in the military before everything went wrong. The Otter shudders and the left-wing dips and for one long second I think this is it, this is where I die on a supply run to the bottom of the world, and the only thing I can think about is Patagonia.

Patagonia, where I lost everything.

The cargo manifest had been clean. Medical supplies, communications equipment, forty-seven crates bound for a research station in the fjords. I’d flown that route a dozen times, knew every wind pattern and landing strip between Coyhaique and Puerto Natales. The theft happened on the ground, while I was sleeping off a sixteen-hour flight in a hostel near the airstrip. Someone cut the locks. Someone drove a truck right up to the cargo hold and emptied half the crates before the night watchman noticed anything wrong. By the time the investigation was over, the official report had my name on it. Dereliction of duty. Failure to secure cargo. The military doesn’t care about the details, they care about the result. I was discharged six months later, and I haven’t flown for anyone who mattered since.

Until now. Until this one supply run to Cape Shirreff, a job so remote and so low-paying that no reputable pilot would touch it. A job that was supposed to be simple. Fly in, drop the supplies, pick up the researcher, fly out before the weather turned. Prove I can still do this. Prove I’m not the failure the report made me out to be.

The right wing clips something solid.

The sound is a shriek of tearing metal, a sound I feel in my teeth, and then the plane is spinning and the cockpit is full of snow and glass and the altimeter is a blur of numbers I can’t read. I don’t have time to be scared. My body does what it was trained to do, left rudder, counter the spin, find the horizon even though there is no horizon, just white and white and more white. The controls go soft in my hands. The engines are coughing now, fuel-starved or ice-choked or both, and I know I’m not flying anymore. I’m falling with style.

The beach appears all at once, a black smear against the white, and I pull the nose up with everything I have left. The landing gear catches the first ridge of volcanic sand and rips away with a sound like a gunshot. The fuselage slams down, belly-first, and I’m thrown against the harness hard enough to crack something in my chest. We slide. We grind. The left wing digs into the sand and shears off at the root, and then we’re spinning again, a slow pirouette of dying metal, and when we finally stop the silence is the loudest thing I’ve ever heard.

I sit there for a long moment, breathing.

The cockpit is tilted at a thirty-degree angle. Snow blows in through a gash in the fuselage above my head. The instrument panel is dark except for one flickering warning light that pulses red, then orange, then nothing. Outside the cracked windshield, the world is grey and white and black, and the wind howls across the beach like something hungry.

I unclip the harness with fingers that don’t want to cooperate. My left hand is bleeding from a gash across the knuckles, I don’t remember cutting it. My ribs ache with every breath, but nothing feels broken, nothing that would kill me in the next hour. I’ve walked away from worse. I’ve walked away from a crash in the Andes that killed my co-pilot and left me with scars on my hands that still ache when the weather turns cold. This is nothing. This is a bad landing on a beach at the end of the world, and I’m alive, and that has to count for something.

Doesn’t it?

I reach for the radio. The handset comes away in my grip, wires trailing from the back like severed nerves. The main unit is a crumpled mess of plastic and shattered circuit boards, crushed when the instrument panel buckled inward. I stare at it for a long moment, and then I let the handset drop to the cockpit floor.

No communication. No mayday. No one knows I’m here except the researcher who’s expecting a pickup that isn’t coming, and she probably thinks I’m dead. Maybe I am dead. Maybe this is what death looks like, a wrecked plane on a black sand beach with the polar night closing in and the temperature dropping toward a cold that will freeze the fuel in the tanks and the blood in my veins.

I pull myself out of the cockpit through the gash in the fuselage, dragging my flight bag behind me. The cold hits like a physical blow, biting at the exposed skin of my face and the cut on my hand. I’m wearing a flight jacket rated for Antarctic conditions, but the wind finds every gap, every seam, and the cold seeps in anyway. I’ve been cold before. I’ve been colder than this, in places where the cold was a weapon and I was the target. I know how to survive it.

What I don’t know is where I am, exactly. The charts said Cape Shirreff has a research camp, a main hut, a generator shed, a beach where the Zodiac is pulled up above the tide line. I scan the coastline, squinting against the blowing snow, and finally I see it: a dark shape against the grey, maybe half a kilometer down the beach. A structure. A roof. Shelter.

The tide is coming in. I can see the waterline creeping up the black sand, already lapping at the torn edge of the left wing. In another hour, maybe two, the wreckage will be underwater, and everything in the cargo hold will be lost. I don’t know what’s in the hold, the manifest was sealed, and I didn’t ask questions because I needed the job too badly, but I know it matters to the researcher. I know it’s why I’m here.

I move toward the cargo door, my boots sinking into the wet sand with every step. The door is jammed, warped by the impact, and I have to throw my shoulder against it three times before it groans open. Inside, the hold is a jumble of crates and containers, some still strapped to the deck, others thrown against the bulkhead like toys in a child’s tantrum. I start pulling things out, a case of medical supplies, a box of freeze-dried rations, a spare fuel canister that’s still miraculously intact. I haul them up the beach, above the tide line, and stack them in the lee of a volcanic boulder that will shield them from the worst of the wind.

My ribs protest with every trip. My hand leaves blood on the crate handles. I keep going because stopping means thinking, and thinking means remembering Patagonia, and remembering Patagonia means admitting that this crash is just one more failure in a long line of them. At least this time I can save the cargo. At least this time I can do something right.

The last crate is a heavy one, sealed with a red tag that says PRIORITY, CAPE SHIRREFF RESEARCH STATION. I drag it up the beach and set it beside the others, and then I stand there for a moment, breathing hard, watching the water creep closer to the wreckage. The tide is faster than I thought. The tail section is already submerged, and the fuselage is listing further with every wave that rolls in.

I check my watch. 18:15. The extraction window closed at 17:42, I was already too late when the storm hit. The researcher has been alone here for four days with no satellite link and no way to call for help. She doesn’t know I’m coming. She doesn’t know I crashed. She’s probably in the main hut right now, wondering if anyone is ever going to show up.

​First Light, First Clash

I wake to the sound of nothing.

The wind has stopped. That’s what pulls me out of a thin, restless sleep, not a noise, but the absence of one. For six weeks the katabatic gusts have been a constant, rattling the hut’s frame and keening through every seam, and now the silence presses against my eardrums like a physical thing. I lie still in my bunk, listening, and the quiet is worse than the storm ever was. It means the weather has shifted. It means I have no more excuses.

My boots are by the bed where I kicked them off. I pull them on, lace them tight, and stand. The hut is cold, the wood stove burned down hours ago and I didn’t get up to feed it. I don’t now, either. I grab my parka from the hook by the door and shrug into it, feeling the familiar weight of the external drive in the inner pocket, still there, still secure. Sixty-three tagged seals. Seventeen meters of glacial retreat. Twelve hundred cubic meters of water displaced into the Southern Ocean. All of it locked in that little case, and no satellite link to transmit it anywhere.

What good is data if no one ever sees it?

I push the thought down. I’m good at that.

The door sticks, swollen from the wet, and I shoulder it open. The air outside is sharp enough to make my eyes water, colder than yesterday, the kind of cold that means the sea ice is thickening somewhere just over the horizon. The sky is a pale, washed-out grey, the sun a smear of lighter grey behind it. Dawn, such as it is. The polar night is eating the days one minute at a time.

I walk the perimeter of the camp, checking the generator shed first. The diesel level is fine, the line intact. The solar panels are caked with frost, but that’s normal. I wipe them down with my glove and check the readout. Still charging. Still functional. Everything is functional except the one thing that matters.

The satellite phone is still dead. I try it anyway, the way I have every morning for four days, pressing the power button and holding it to my ear. Nothing. No static, no tone, no connection. The display stays dark. I slide it back into my pocket and feel the weight of it, useless and familiar.

The beach is what I need to check. If the extraction window closed at 17:42 and no plane came, then something went wrong somewhere, and the beach is where the answers will be. If there are any answers to find.

I pack a survival kit from the hut’s stores, water, a ration bar, a flare gun, an extra pair of gloves, the first-aid kit. The kit is heavier than I want it to be, but I’ve been here long enough to know that light is the same as stupid. I sling it over my shoulder and start walking.

The black sand crunches under my boots, frozen at the surface and softer underneath. The tide is out, leaving a wide shelf of beach exposed, and the waves roll in with a steady, rhythmic crash that I’ve learned to tune out. Today I can’t. Today every sound feels amplified, every detail sharper. The cold has scrubbed the world clean.

I walk for twenty minutes, scanning the shoreline, and then I see it.

A dark shape against the volcanic rocks, wrong in a way my brain takes a full second to process. Not a boulder. Not a seal haul-out. Metal. Twisted, crumpled metal, half-buried in the black sand, with one wing canted up at an angle that makes no sense. The tail section is intact enough that I can make out the registration number, but the nose is crumpled like a beer can, and the fuselage has a gash along its flank where the cargo hold would be.

My heart does something I don’t have a word for. Not racing. Not pounding. Just, there, suddenly, in a way it wasn’t a moment ago.

I stop walking. I make myself breathe. Then I start moving again, faster now, my boots slipping on the wet sand as I close the distance.

The plane is a Twin Otter, or what’s left of one. The paint is scorched along the starboard side, and the landing gear is gone, sheared off clean. The cargo door hangs open, and inside the hold I can see crates, some still strapped down, others tumbled into a jumble against the far bulkhead. The tide is coming in. I can see the water already lapping at the tail section, and I know, I know exactly how fast the tide moves here, how much time we have.

We. There’s a we now. Because there’s a man inside the wreckage.

He’s bent over a crate, his back to me, shoulders broad under a flight jacket that’s seen better days. He moves with a stiffness that tells me he’s hurt, favoring his left side, and when he straightens and turns, I see the bandage on his left hand, the bruising along his jaw, the way his gaze snaps to me and locks on. His eyes are pale, almost colorless in the grey light, and they assess me the way I assess a new seal on the beach, threat or not, predator or prey, problem or not-my-problem.

I don’t know what I am to him yet. But I know what he is to me.

A complication.

“Dr. Cross,” I say, my voice carrying over the surf. “Are you injured?”

He doesn’t answer right away. He finishes whatever he was doing with the crate, securing a strap, I think, and then he straightens fully, one hand braced against the fuselage for balance. “Caleb Rourke,” he says. His voice is low, measured, the kind of voice that doesn’t waste words. “Supply run out of Coyhaique. I’ve got bruised ribs and a cut hand, nothing that won’t keep.”

“You crashed.”

“The storm brought me down. I clipped the ridge coming in.” He says it flatly, like a logistics report. “The radio’s destroyed. I salvaged what I could before the tide took the rest.”

I look past him, into the cargo hold. Crates are stacked above the tide line, maybe a dozen of them, and I can see the bright orange of a fuel canister, the white plastic of a medical supply case. He’s been working. Alone. Injured.

“How long have you been here?”

“Since yesterday evening. 18:15, give or take.” He gestures toward the hut, visible as a dark speck on the rise above the beach. “I walked up to the camp. You weren’t there. I came back down to secure the cargo.”

“I wasn’t there. Because I was on the glacier, logging the calving event at 16:42, and then I was tagging the sixty-third seal, and then I was checking the satellite link and finding it dead. I was doing my job. And while I was doing my job, a plane fell out of the sky.”

“The extraction window closed at 17:42,” I say. “No one’s coming for me.”

“I know.” He says it without emphasis, without sympathy. “No one’s coming for me, either. The radio’s gone. The beacon’s gone. We’re both stuck here.”

We. There it is again.

I don’t want a we. I’ve been alone for six weeks, and I’ve gotten good at it. I’ve gotten comfortable with the silence and the cold and the singular focus of my work. Another person means another variable, another set of needs, another mouth to feed and another body to keep warm. Another chance for something to go wrong.

And he’s injured. He’s a pilot, not a scientist, not someone who knows this environment, not someone who understands what I’m doing here or why it matters. He’s a liability.

But the tide is coming in, and the plane is half-full of supplies we can’t afford to lose.

“What have you salvaged so far?” I ask, stepping past him into the cargo hold.

He doesn’t move to stop me. “Medical supplies, freeze-dried rations, a spare fuel canister. Some tools. There’s more in the forward compartment, but the access is blocked.”

I scan the crates, reading the stenciled labels. Most of it is standard resupply, food, fuel, replacement parts for the generator, but I spot a crate marked PRIORITY, CAPE SHIRREFF RESEARCH STATION, and my attention snags on it. “That one. What’s in it?”

“Didn’t open it. It’s sealed.”

“It’s mine.”

He nods, once. No argument. “We need to move everything above the tide line. The water’s rising faster than it did yesterday.”

I want to argue with him on principle, just to establish that I’m not taking orders, but he’s right. The waves are already swallowing the tail section, and the cargo hold won’t be above water for much longer. I drop my survival kit on the sand and move toward the nearest crate.

“The medical supplies first,” I say. “Then the communications gear if there is any. Then the fuel.”

“Communications gear is gone,” he says. “The radio console shattered on impact. I checked.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

I don’t like the answer, but I believe him. He has the look of someone who knows what he’s looking at, who’s already
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