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An Ominous Message


A cool August wind speckled rain against the windows of the small Alexeyev home, common late summer weather in Alaska on Umnak Island. The downpour pittered the metal roof and drizzled from the eves. Wet fishing nets draped outside trickled moisture to the soaked earth. 
Lamps glowed amber along the dark rustic paneling of the dining area inside. Dishes and cutlery on a table winked back the light.
Charlie’s stomach rumbled at the appetite-stimulating odors from the kitchen. The savory aroma sharpened when his grandmother, Mary, set down a big pot and removed the lid. He clutched his fork and spoon, lifted his nose, and drew in the rich, mouthwatering fragrance. Gram’s reindeer stew, a recipe unique to her, and a rarity at the Alexeyev table.
“Grams,” Charlie said. “Why today?”
“I need to feed my growing boy.” His grandmother smiled. “You’ve gained two inches. You’re taller than your grandpa now.”
“That’s not saying much. Gramps is short.”
“Don’t worry, you’re built like him, but your Russian blood will give you more height.”
“Sure hope so.” Charlie reached for the ladle in the pot thick with gravy and chunks of meat.
“Get.” Mary laughed and slapped his hand. “Wait for your grandfather.”
“Ouch.” Charlie snatched back his fingers. “Okay, okay.”
“Food is ready, James,” Grandma called. “Dinner.”
Pulled in by the smell and his wife’s voice, Charlie’s wiry grandfather entered from the living room and slid onto his chair at the head of the table. “A-yuh…finally, my lovely, lovely Mary. Why torture me so long? Been smellin’ this all afternoon. Stomach is roarin’.”
With a glint in her eyes, James’ wife squeezed his shoulder. “Your appetite’s much better if you’re made to wait for good things.”
“True. There is that.” James gave her a smile and bent his cheek to her hand. He winked at Charlie.
Seeing their display of affection for one another, Charlie laughed. “You two. Can’t you act like that when I’m not around?”
James chuckled. “One day you’ll understand, Grandson.” He placed a hand over his wife’s. “When you have a good woman of your own.”
“So, what’s the occasion?” Charlie held out a hand. “Pass a roll, please.”
“We won’t be seein’ Grandpa for a while. He’s leavin’.” Mary looked at James. “Tell him, dear.”
James fired a dinner roll to Charlie. “Lagix!”
He caught it, and grinned. Lagix, meant a waterfowl, a duck, in the Aleut language. “What is it you have to tell me, Gramps?”
James ladled food onto his plate. “Tomorrow I hop on a plane to the mainland and board a crabber. This year you’re stayin’ and I’m doin’ the fishin’.”
“What? Why? I’m almost eighteen. It’s my job now.”
“Not this time. Grandma needs you here.”
“You’re kiddin', right? You’ve sent me for the last two years. Why you now? You’re too…too—“
“Old? I’m fit and in good health. I’ll crew on the Northern Bering. There’s one more trip in me.”
Anxiety bounced Charlie’s knees. Crabbing? On the Bering Sea? At his age? He’s gonna get killed, like Mom and Dad.
Pain flickered over Charlie’s grandfather. “I know what you’re thinking, son. I miss your mom and dad, too. Sad, but we can’t let bad things stop us from doin’ good.”
“Is it the money for my education?” Charlie said. “I can take care of that myself.”
“If you’re asking, ‘Am I’m doin’ this for you?’ You’ve guessed right, in a way.”
“What does that mean?”
“Because—” James tightened his lips.
Charlie noted the expression. He doesn’t want to say. Why? “Is it because of my grades?”
“A-yuh. You’re smart and capable of better than a C average, especially if you’re homeschooled. If you want to go to UAA, you need at least a 3.31 GPA. You know this.”
“Studyin’ is borin’. I would rather hunt and fish.”
“We’ve discussed this.” James crossed his arms. “This place is dyin’, and if you want off this island, you need to try harder.”
“You've had two years to mention this. Why now?”
James stared at his plate, then peered at Charlie. “I know. Should have pushed you more. Now you’re grown and time has run out.” He broke eye contact and looked at the wall behind. “You’ll understand when I return.”
“But—but. This doesn’t make sense. There’s more. You’re hidin’ somethin’.“
“No buts,” James said. “We’ve decided. Enjoy your stew.”
His grandfather gave Charlie his characteristic lowered brows that said, ‘End of argument.’
Charlie sighed, shifted in his seat, and ate in silence.
He knew the look well.

    
  The faint odors of sulfur and iodine, familiar ocean scents, gusted inland from the Bering Sea. White foam lashed the village of Nikolski’s beach as Charlie slapped a halibut onto a table outside the Alexeyev home. Large scissors gripped tight, he sheared its fins.
Charlie's grandmother emerged from the house and set down a large bowl for the fish meat. She drew a satellite phone from a pocket.
Charlie nodded at it. “Grandpa soon?”
“A-yuh. If on schedule, in another half hour. It’s been a week,” Mary appraised Charlie's catch. “Good one. Just the right size.”
Charlie smiled. “Right, a perfect chicken. Forty pounder, I’m guessing.” Blade flashing, he sliced along the fish’s head.
“Your grandfather’s not here with his big appetite,” Mary said. “We’ll give away the extra.”
The phone rang, startling the two from their relaxed conversation. Mary answered. “Hello? What’s goin’ on, Hon?”
Charlie called out to him, “Hi, Gramps.”
A crackle prefaced Jame’s words from the speaker. “No time. Call Coast Guard.” Buzz, click. “Trouble—”
A distant man’s voice, thick with a Russian accent, interrupted him. “Vhat doing? Vhere you get that? Told you, no calls, old man.”
“I—I—” James began.
“Give,” the Russian voice said, cutting him off. The man spoke through the phone to Charlie and Mary. A chilling message, “Do not be unwise. Come for him, I feed to crabs.” Rushing air, a splash, a liquid gurgle, and dead silence.
Concern on their faces, Mary and Charlie peered at one another.
“James—James?” Mary spoke into the phone. She paled to ashen. “James!” She looked at Charlie. “He doesn’t answer. “What’s happening?”
“I—I don’t know.”
”Gramps?” Charlie said into the phone. No response.
Despite the worry shooting through him, Charlie hugged his grandmother and, to spare her, he gave her comforting words. “There’s gotta’ be some kind of mistake. I’m sure he’ll call back and explain any minute.”
“No. Somethin’ is wrong, very wrong.” Clutching the SAT phone, Mary shouted into it, “James! Answer me. Are you okay?”
Static, no response. They called the Coast Guard as James asked. And after, despite Mary and Charlie’s pleading into the phone, the thunderous silence continued.
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Silence Speaks, Action Listens


Arms crossed and feet shifting, Charlie and his grandmother waited as the blue and white Alaska State Trooper plane drifted beneath low steel-gray clouds. 
It touched its wheels to gravel and taxied down the runway. The prop burred and its engine chugged to silence. The pilot, a large man in a blue State Trooper uniform and black leather jacket, pushed open a door at the side and stepped out. He grasped his hat to prevent the thieving winds from plucking it off him. Gray hair under the brim twitched in the breeze.
Charlie went to him.
The man stuck out his hand and smiled. “Investigator Roebuck of the MMIP, Missing and Murdered Indigenous Persons division.”
“Investigator, huh. We didn’t call you.” Charlie forced his words through his teeth, his knuckles shoved on his hips. “Why are you here?”
 “Whoa, son,” the trooper said. “Who are you? Why the attitude?”
“Charlie, grandson of the missing. You have a plane.” Charlie pointed a finger at the sea. “Are you goin’ to get out there and look for him?”
“I’m not part of the search and rescue team. Where Mr. Alexeyev is at sea is the Coast Guard’s bailiwick.”
“Then what’s your purpose here?”
“My job.”
“We heard you were coming,” Mary said. “That’s why we waited for you. We thought you were comin’ to help us.” She wrung her hands. “Has anyone found my husband? The Coast Guard cut off communication after they searched. Why?”
Charlie massaged her shoulders.
The trooper nodded to Mary. “I can’t say, ma’am. I’m tasked with investigating your husband’s purported disappearance. Nothing more.” He looked over Charlie’s shoulder and pointed with his chin. “The flight was long and I’m tired and hungry. Is that the lodge? If it is, we can talk more there.”
Charlie gestured to a green 4x4 Utility Task Vehicle, a UTV. “Get in. We’ll take you.”
“Thanks.” Roebuck hauled a rucksack from the belly of the plane and flopped it into the side-by-side’s bed. He leaped in beside it while Charlie and Mary climbed into the front. The UTV rattled toward the lodge.
From his seat at the wheel, Charlie yelled over his shoulder. ”You said, ‘Purported disappearance.’ What’s that mean? My grandfather phoned us. The call dropped, and we haven’t heard from him since. Another voice on the phone warned us not to look for him. He’s been taken.”
“Procedure,” the trooper said. “Because of what’s been reported, all possibilities need follow-up.”
What does that mean? Charlie parked the UTV in front of the large bay windows of the lodge. Far out in the cove, the black silhouette of The Sea Odyssey, a State research vessel, floated on ocean swells.
The entrance door chime tinkled when they entered, and inside, shadows pushed by the red sun stretched across honey-colored wood. The one patron, a blonde woman perched on a stool at the bar, ate with her back to the three. Charlie recognized her, Olivia Black, captain of The Sea Odyssey.
Charlie and Mary sat at a table while Roebuck acquired his room and ordered dinner.
He turned to Charlie and Mary. “Want anything?”
Mary shook her head.
“No,” Charlie said. “We’re not hungry.”
The trooper hauled his bag to his room.
“He’s not believin’ us about what happened to James,” Mary said. “He suspects somethin’ else.”
“Right. And he’s wastin’ time.” Charlie clenched his jaw.
“How can we convince him otherwise?”
Charlie scanned the table cloth. “I—I don’t know. If he doesn’t do something, and if the Coast Guard won’t, I will.”
“What?”
“Haven’t figured that out yet.”
Roebuck returned from unpacking in his room and sat with them.  He received the salmon and asparagus he ordered.
“You told me, ‘All possibilities’,” Charlie said to him. “Meaning?”
A long pause while the trooper ate and Charlie stewed the man’s words.
“Somethin’ else? Like we murdered him?” he said.
“Interesting you jumped to that. I didn’t accuse you,” Roebuck said.
Charlie glanced at the woman at the bar, leaned toward Roebuck, and whispered to him, “You didn’t have to, dammit.”
“We’re not lying,” Mary said. “Why would we?”
“You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve seen,” Roebuck said. “It’s late and I’m bushed. Interviews with everyone in the village tomorrow. You needn’t worry. I’ll get to the truth.”
“Truth is, you’re burnin’ time,” Charlie said.
“Gathering facts is never a waste.” The trooper left the table.
“Our talk didn’t last very long,” Charlie said after him.
“What now?” Mary said.
Olivia’s slender figure approached, hazel eyes full of sympathy. “I’m sorry, I overheard. Someone is lost at sea, yes?”
Charlie nodded. “My grandfather.”
“My husband,” Mary said.
“Is there anything I can do to help?”
Charlie pointed at The Sea Odyssey. “You could take your ship and aid with the search.”
“I could, but ummm…she’s not mine. State of Alaska property.”
“You’re captinin’ her, aren’t you?”
“Yes, but it’s not that simple. I answer to others.”
Another that won’t do anything. Charlie remained silent.
“I’m sorry,” Olivia said.
The trooper won’t help. The captain won’t help. Charlie cricked his neck. And gramps needs me.

    
  After a restless night and a long morning, Charlie sat at the dining room table, his heart galloping in his chest.  He clutched a mug of coffee, mind racing for a solution to his problem. Though he encouraged her, his grandmother refused to come out of her bedroom.
The front door shook with quick raps.
The trooper. Here to grill us. May as well get it over with. “Come,” Charlie said.
Roebuck entered and reversed a chair opposite of him. He peered into his eyes.
“Well?” Charlie said.
“Where’s your grandmother?” the trooper said.
“In her room, sleeping. Leave her alone.”
“I’m not here to bother her,” Roebuck said. “I’ve come to let you know I’ve interviewed the residents.”
“All of them?”
“Enough.”
“And you learned?”
“People highly respect your grandfather. They respect your family. No evidence so far of criminal activity. All indications are you and your grandmother loved Mr. Alexeyev. At this point, I have no reason to suspect you’ve done something with him.”
“Told you.” Charlie pointed at the sea. “Shouldn’t you be lookin’ for him?”
“You know I can’t.” Roebuck stared into Charlie, mulling something over.
“Spit it,” Charlie said.
Roebuck’s mouth opened, closed, opened again, “There is a thing you should be told.”
“Go on.”
“Before I became a trooper, I was a puddle pirate, a seaman with the Coast Guard. I have contacts there. The grapevine tells me they found a vessel-sized decoy where the ship should have been.”
“Huh? A decoy? What do you mean?”
“A giant inflatable made to look like the Northern Bering from satellite.”
“Far-fetched. Sounds wild, like something from a James Bond novel.”
“Unbelievable, but true. They outfitted the thing complete with the Northern Bering’s AIS, its Automatic Identification System, transmitting the fake vessel’s location.”
What? “All to kidnap an old man like my grandfather?” Charlie said. “Wouldn’t a buoy be easier and less expensive?”
“Like I said, satellite tracks fishing vessels. You know this, right? The ship-sized decoy fooled them.”
“Bizarre.”
“Unlikely. For certain, there’s more to it. What, I haven’t figured out. Yet.”
“And if you solve the puzzle, will that bring back my grandfather?”
The trooper’s lips pressed into a line. Silence spoke for him.

    
  Nighttime and Charlie sat up in bed, alerted out of his fitful slumber. He shook his muzz-stuffed head.
Beyond his open door, a voice repeating numbers boomed from the living room. A pause and the numbers began again.
With a clunk, the message halted.
The shortwave. “Sounded like Gramps!” Charlie sprang out of bed and raced to it.
He clutched the mic and keyed it. “Gramps? Was that you?”
Static.
“Answer me!” Charlie shouted.
More radio noise.
It was him, I’m sure of it. But where is he?
Simple. He told me.
Mary crept from her bedroom, eyes puffy, dark bags under them. “Charlie, the radio woke me. What…what’s goin’ on?”
“Gramps called.” Charlie gasped. “He’s alive, and I know his location!”
“You do? Where?”
Charlie rushed to shelves, retrieved an ocean chart, and spread it on the dining room table.
He jabbed a finger on a spot in the Bering Sea. “Here. He’s here.”
“So far away. You know it was him?”
“Who else?”
“Call the Coast Guard and tell them,” Mary said.
“Right.”
Charlie dialed the Juneau number on the SAT phone and talked to dispatch, giving the vessel name and location.
A moment of silence and the dispatcher put him on hold, during which he shifted foot-to-foot and massaged his temples.
Someone picked up. “I’m sorry, sir, we can’t send a cutter based on what you’ve told us. There’s no confirmation other than your word. We sent a plane to investigate.”
“No cutter? Investigate? Send a goddamn rescue copter.”
“Out of range with the coordinates you’ve given. A vessel able to transport a Sikorsky needs to first get close enough.”
“You’ve got to be kiddin',” Charlie shouted. “Thanks for not helping.”
Charlie jabbed the ‘end-call’ button. He hung his head, eyes bouncing across the chart. And curled his fists. “I’ll do it myself.”
“What? It’s—it’s the middle of the ocean,” Mary said.
“I’ll get there.”
“How?”
“There’s a way.”
Peering through a window and across the waves, Charlie narrowed his eyes and focused on The Sea Odyssey.

    
  Mary followed Charlie to the front door. He shrugged on a warm jacket, tucked rain gear under his arm, and grabbed an old rifle.
“Wha’cher gonna do?” Mary stared at the firearm.
Charlie set her at arm’s length. “Grams, I’m sorry, but I won’t tell you because you’ll worry more.”
“You’re gonna do something dangerous. I know you.”
Charlie stuffed cartons of bullets into his pockets. “Gramps would do it for me.”
“True, damn him. I can’t lose you. It would kill me.”
“You know the things he’s taught me.” Charlie opened the door. “The biggest one, ‘A man doesn’t shy from doin’ what needs doin’ because it’s hard. Or dangerous.’”
“Stay by the radio.” Charlie kissed her on the forehead and trekked into the night.

    
  Charlie loaded fuel jugs into his dingy, shoved it into the bay, and puttered northward while waves slapped the tiny skiff’s flat bottom. Edging through the fog crouching on Nikolski Bay, he directed his small boat toward The Sea Odyssey. The vessel’s silhouette loomed huge on the calm waters, deck lighting glowing through the haze. A generator on the craft thrummed over the water’s surface.
Some distance from the ship, Charlie came alongside the vessel’s much smaller boat, a gray and black aluminum support craft, the Alaska Alcyone.
He snugged to it and climbed in, maritime lines slung over his shoulders and stumbled over coils of new hawsers, thick ropes for mooring a ship. He paused and crouched, eyes sweeping the deck. One outboard engine, a high center console with a ladder, leading down to a door to a cabin in the belly. No clamor, no sign of alarm from the ship. He looked to the skies and blew out tension. Made it so far.
With the lines, he hauled fuel canisters out of his dingy two at a time and onto the Alaska Alcyone’s deck. He had seen the boat topping off its gas at the fuel berth, but to make it to his heading, he would need more.
The door to the cabin berth area creaked, and a woman’s voice piped from behind him, “What the hell are you doing?”
Charlie cringed. Damn, caught. He turned, hands raised.
Arms crossed, the captain of The Sea Odyssey, Olivia Black, gauged him with a stern look. 
“Wha’cher doin’ here, Captin’?” he said.
“This is my vessel. You answer first.”
“I’m—well—I’m takin’ your boat.”
“What?” Olivia’s nostrils flared. “No, you’re not. What’s your name? How old are you?”
“Charlie. I’m nearly eighteen.”
“Why this craft?”
“To look for my grandfather.. You wouldn’t help. No one will. So I’m gonna do it.”
“You know where he is?”
“I have the coordinates.”
“They are?”
Charlie repeated what he heard on the radio.
“Are you crazy?” Olivia pointed across the waves. “Even if those numbers are correct, a journey that far across open sea is madness in this boat. Ignoring that you’re attempting to pirate her, it’s too dangerous. Let the Coast Guard handle it.”
“Talked to them. They won’t. I will. I know the waters.”
“Won’t allow it. Get out now.”
“Can’t. What would you do if you were in my situation?”
 “I sympathize with you, but I can’t let you do this.”
“Can’t or won’t?”
“Both.” Olivia recrossed her arms.
 So close only to come to this? Charlie tightened his fists. Can’t let her block me. Can’t risk putting her back on her ship. Throwing her overboard isn’t an option. What now?
A handheld radio inside the berth squawked. “Captain, is everything okay down there?”
Olivia bolted for the transceiver.
Charlie snatched one of the lines he brought onboard and rushed after her.

    
  From inside the cabin, Olivia pounded on the door. “What the hell are you doing?”
With his shoulder braced against it, Charlie wrestled with tying it shut. He yelled to her, “Sorry, Captin’, no choice.”
“You’re kidnapping me, and when you get under way, you’ll be pirating this vessel. Two serious charges. Probably more. Have you thought about that?”
“I’ll deal with those when I return. Someone has kidnapped gramps.”
“So you kidnap me. Makes sense. What you mean is, ‘If you return.’ Don’t do this. It’s hazardous as hell out there. And if what you said is true, you’re going after dangerous criminals.”
“I’ll risk it.”
“Fine. But you’re putting my life in jeopardy.”
She’s right. Charlie swallowed the guilt in his throat. But I’m committed now.
He scrambled to the helm, positioned himself at the controls, punched the GPS coordinates into the autopilot, clicked on the VHF, and pressed the channel sixteen button.
Olivia’s voice squawked from the radio speaker on the dash, “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. Activate the SSAS and alert the Coast Guard. He’s headed out to sea. Hurry.”
A man’s voice responded. “Done, Captain. Are you okay? Has he injured you?”
“No. Not so far. But I’m not confident he won’t. Get underway immediately,” Olivia said.
While he hauled in the last of the fuel, Charlie cringed as the alarm horn on The Sea Odyssey, blasted seven short and one long tone through the fog.
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Kept On Trim


Charlie muted the radio and eased the throttle forward. The motor responded and the craft’s front climbed over the bow wave. The stern dipped, the bow rose higher, and the boat got on plane. It bounced. Charlie feathered back the throttle control until the up and down movement ceased. Wind whistled past as the vessel sped over the waves. Flecks of cold spray stung his cheeks. 
Olivia thumped something against the ceiling of the cabin below Charlie’s feet. “You didn’t take my radio,” she said through the intercom. “I’ve alerted my crew. They’re scrambling to follow. Head back now.”
Charlie keyed the intercom mic and responded, “Thought of that. By the time they turn The Sea Odyssey, we’ll be waaay ahead of her. This boat is faster and more nimble. Besides, I want them to come after us.”
“I doubt you know how to pilot this craft.”
“Why? Because I’m a villager?”
A pause. “My crew has alerted the Coast Guard,” Olivia said.
“Good,” Charlie said. “They can rescue my grandfather.”
“You never told me what vessel you’re going after.”
“Gramps planned on crewing on the Northern Bering.”
Olivia remained silent.
“Important to you?” Charlie said.
“Captained by someone I know.”
“The kidnapper. A friend of yours?”
“Ancient history.”
“Evil bastard.”
“No, far from it,” Olivia said. “What if something is done to your grandfather before help arrives? Or you’re caught before you get to him?”
Heat flashed through Charlie’s body. He tightened his grip on the throttle, but resisted the temptation to increase his speed. No, must keep my mind and this boat on trim. Lucky if I have enough fuel as it is to get to Gramps. Dammit.

    
  Early morning folded into late morning and late morning to afternoon. Sunlight sprayed a liquid shine across the rolling waves. A pod of orcas followed the speeding boat, dorsal fins cutting through the jade water, black and white bodies leaping through it. The vessel outran them, and the killer whales dropped behind.
Charlie checked the autopilot and went to the cabin door. The spicy, citrusy aroma of Old Bay seasoning drifted from behind it. Seafood chowder? His stomach rumbled.
He shouted, “I wanna let you out, okay? Gonna cause problems?”
“Why?” Olivia said.
“We’re over halfway there, and we’ve burned more than half the fuel onboard.”
“What? You have a plan to get back?”
“A-yuh. The Northern Bering will have plenty of fuel.” 
A long silence. “The vessel you’re chasing,” Olivia said.
Charlie detected a softening in her tone. “You won’t fight me if I let you out?”
“I suppose.”
“Better not.”
“What would be the point?”
Charlie untied the line holding the door closed.
Olivia exited to the deck with a frown and rested her knuckles on her hips.
They climbed to the helm.
Olivia spun three-sixty, examined the horizon, and looked at the sky. “Barometer?”
“Last I looked, high.”
“Luck is with you so far.”
“You never told me what the hell you were doing on this boat,” Charlie said.
“Cataloging safety supplies.”
“That early?”
“Captain’s dutie’s don’t care about the time.”
“True. Must get back to wrestling with this vessel. Autopilot is struggling.” Charlie set his hands on the wheel.
Olivia peered at the instrument dash. “No bounce on the hull, the deadrise is on-point, and we’re on course.” Piercing him with direct eye contact she gave Charlie a hint of respect. “You’ve set her right.”
“Gramps taught me to handle a boat and navigate when I was a kid.”
“Good enough,” she said. “Keep her on course, and I’ll bring you a bowl of hot grub. Though you don’t deserve any, I made a potful for my crew. Can’t have my pilot dropping from lack of nourishment, even if he's a pirate.”
“Not hungry.” Charlie’s mouth watered.
“Bullshit. Don’t trust me?”
“Uhhh—well—no.”
“You shouldn’t after what you’ve done.” Olivia descended to the deck. “Don’t worry, I only poison bad guys.”
“I’m not one? I’ve taken your boat.”
“Yes, you have. Doesn’t make you evil. Terrible decision maker, but…” The cabin door thumped closed.
Charlie mulled over the switch in Olivia’s attitude. She’s feeding me now, and doesn’t seem as pissed? What changed?
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Battle on the Waves


Charlie throttled the boat engine to a full stop and scanned the ocean.  Son-of a-bitch, it’s not here. Has the ship moved on? We’re at the location given, but there’s nothing.
“Where is it?” Olivia said.
Charlie swept his gaze across the waters.He pointed.“There. I think.”
Far, but not as far as the horizon, the giant hulk of a black vessel floated on swells, its name smudged out. Stacked atop the ship, a glass enclosed wheelhouse. Long-necked pot haulers dipped over the sides.
“The Northern Bering, I’m pretty sure,” Charlie said. “They’re crabbing super close to international waters. Probably moved to a better spot.”
 He dropped his binoculars to his chest. “The vessel is huuuge. Biggest I’ve seen.”
Olivia slipped the binoculars off Charlie and peered through them. “Outfitted for crab fishing, and they obscured the name. Who—what else could it be but the Northern Bering?” She leaned forward. “Uh, oh.”
“Uh, oh, what?” Charlie snatched the field glasses from her. “What’d you see?”
“Look down.”
 From the vessel, two silver boats raced toward the Alaska Alcyon.
“Coming our way.” Olivia said.
“Right,” Charlie said. “And the reason can’t be good.”
“What are you going to do?” she said.
“Me? You’re the captain.”
“And you’re a pirate. You chose this path. Do what a pirate would do.”
Charlie scanned the deck. “A pirate would run.” He gripped his rifle leaning on the dash. “I won’t. And stop calling me that.”
“You could cat-and-mouse them.”
“We’re low on fuel, and those boats are faster than us. No chance.”
Olivia glanced at Charlie’s weapon. “An old Garand? Have you killed a man before?”
“A gift from my grandfather and I’m pretty good with it. And, no,” he swallowed,  “I haven’t killed no one before.”
“Okay, sailor, first lesson, if they look dangerous, you don’t hesitate. Hesitation will get you dead.”
Charlie peered through his binoculars again. In each boat, closer now, two men.
He spied one hiding something behind him. A rifle.
Charlie hefted his weapon.
“Do you have another firearm?” Olivia said.
“No.”
A man at the helm of the front boat signaled left. The rear craft peeled off in the direction he pointed, slicing broadside through the waves. The forward one hurtled ahead of it. They paralleled the Alaska Alcyone and slowed to a halt about a hundred yards away.
The man who directed the rear boat picked up a mic and spoke on channel nine, his words heavy with a Russian accent. “Vhat doing here, stranger? Can vee help?”
“Thanks but don’t need any,” Charlie said through his mic.
“Where headed?” the man said.
“Our business.”
“This is Captain Black,”  Olivia said, leaning to the mic. “Why isn’t Captain Pearce talking to us?”
“You know this person?” the Russian said.
“A friend of mine,” Charlie said.
“He is busy. Young man, come, follow. Captain Pearce invites you and your woman aboard.”
Olivia grabbed the mic from Charlie. “I’m not his woman, and that’s not happening, Boris.”
“Poor decision,” the man said. “Rude. Unfriendly. Why lousy attitude?”
Charlie snatched the mic from Olivia. “We don’t know what you’re about, but it ain’t good. Release my grandfather.”
“Your dedushka? What name?”
“James, James Alexeyev.”
“Good Russian title. No such person on board.”
“Liar.” Charlie said.
“Great insult again.” The man growled. “I do not lie. But I kill for such things.”
“Get used to it,” Charlie said.
“Shut the—hell up,” Olivia whispered.
“Sad, but you will regret offense before you die.” The Russian lifted a hand.
Charlie drew back the Garand’s bolt and aimed through the scope toward the talker.
“Get below deck!” he yelled to Olivia.
“No.”
The radio speaker clicked, and the Russian laughed. “Too far for conditions, Mal’chik. Impossible. You bounce like, how you say? Basketbol?” He spread his arms in a gesture of bravado. “Do best shot.”
“Ohhh, shit.” Olivia obeyed Charlie and scrambled.
Charlie settled his cheek against the stock, relaxed his knees, and let his thighs absorb the swells. He zeroed the scope crosshairs on his target. Charlie gulped a thick pain in the back of his throat. I’m going to kill this man. Don’t want to, but must. He curled a finger. Crack. The stock punched his shoulder.
A red spot bloomed on the leader’s chest. Mouth slackening, he stared at it, blinked, and tumbled backward.
The remaining three strangers in the two boats paused, cognitive dissonance twisting their brows and faces while they struggled with what happened.
“Ublyudok! Umeret’!” a man screamed.
The attacker’s firearms flashed and chattered. Charlie pitched to the deck. Lead thumped divots into the Alaska Alcyon’s aluminum hull. Bullets chewed up her engine. Sparks flashed and shards flew. Smoke puffed from the outboard.
“My boat, my beautiful boat!” Olivia yelled from inside the cabin.
Shielded from the rifle-fire by the gunwales, Charlie slithered to the cabin door. Locked.
He rapped on it, and yelled, “Captin’, it’s me. Open, dammit!”
Olivia dragged him inside, and the assault petered to a stop. The attacker’s boat engines grumbled.
“Now they’re coming to finish us,” Olivia said. “You had to sass them?”
“If I hadn’t, they would have left us unharmed?”
“Well—no. Plan?”
“I fight them off.”
“Not alone.” Olivia displayed the flare gun she held.
Charlie raised his brows.
“From the safety supplies,” she said.
“A-yuh,” Charlie said. “Wha’cher goin’ to do with it? It’ll do nothing but give them a good laugh before they murder you.”
“It’s all I have. You’re not going out there with no backup.”
“Stay—”
“Don’t bother,” Olivia said.
“Grrr…” Charlie charged out of the doorway and rolled to his belly.
Automatic rifle fire burst and bullets clattered into the Alaska Alcyone. The gunfire ceased.
Changing magazines. Charlie peeked over a gunwale, leveled his rifle, and fired. Enemy weapons rattled lead. Charlie ducked, bullets whizzing overhead. A plume of smoke rose, and an engine chugged to silence.
Olivia followed him, crawling on her belly, keeping her head low. “Geezus, do you ever miss? Where are they?”
“Almost on us.”
“Tell me when they’re reloading.” Olivia jammed in a cartridge.
Silence. Charlie stole a look over the edge. “Now.”
Olivia stood, fired, and dropped.
“Hit anything?” Charlie said.
“Wait…”
Men screamed. Automatic weapons coughed and bullets dotted the heavens. Two splashes. A boat engine roared.
Charlie dared a look. He stood. From one enemy craft, an oily blaze clawed at the sky. Two men thrashed in the water and shrieked, flames eating them.
“Holy... They’re on fire,” Charlie said.
“No shit.” Olivia got to her feet. “Wasn’t only me. You shot the engine, spraying them with fuel. Kill them.”
“What?”
“Or let them roast. A bad way to die. Even for an enemy. If burning alive doesn’t take them, the icy waters will. Shoot them.”
“No.”
“You wanted this adventure.” Olivia grabbed Charlie’s rifle. “Not so fun now, is it? Take care of business or I will.”
Charlie snatched it back. He pressed his lips. Fuck. The right thing to do but hard. Super hard. Indecision seized him. His limbs trembled. His focus wobbled. He pulled the trigger again and again. Eventually, having taken enough lead, the men ceased flopping. Charlie’s insides didn’t.
“One boat got away.” He averted his gaze from the bodies. “The guy on it will report what happened, and more will come.”
“Least of our worries.” Olivia gestured to the Alaska Alcyone’s engine. “We’re dead in the water.”
From the bullet riddled case of the outboard, a thin blue line of smoke rose to the afternoon skies.
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Repairs and Rapport


Waves splashed against the boat’s hull while Charlie sank deep into his thoughts, a hand wrapped over his chin. 
“Any tools on this boat?” he said.
“Of course,” Olivia said. “My responsibility. I made sure of it. Are you a mechanic?”
“Sorta. I know a little about boat engines. You learn how to fix things if you grow up on the Aleutians and parts are weeks or months away.”
Olivia left and returned with a toolbox. Charlie removed the outboard’s cowl.
He clucked and shook his head. “No chance. Shot to hell. Can’t fix it.”
“What you’re saying is, ‘We’re screwed,’” Olivia said.
“That’s what I’m saying. Fuck.”

    
  Charlie’s eyes roamed over the deck and he slumped his shoulders.
“You look like you’re giving up,” Olivia said. “Don’t.”
“Hell, no. I’m thinking.”
He popped up, and directed his binoculars at the enemy boat. The flames on it had subsided.
He examined its engine. “I thought maybe we could rob parts from their outboard, it’s a Yamaha. Might can fix ours with parts from it.”
“Can’t get to it. The boat drifted too far,” Olivia said.
Charlie smiled. “Use your imagination, Captin’. I got this.”
He twirled the Alaska Alcyone’s calm water anchor overhead by its rope, grunted under the strain, and released.
Sploosh. The makeshift grapple fell short. Twice more, he made an attempt. On the third, it bit into the inside of a gunwale. Olivia helped him tug the boat to theirs. Caught by the wake, the charred enemy corpses in the water dragged closer with it. A stench like frying beef and pork fat on a charcoal grill came with them. Charlie gagged. Don’t let it distract you. Focus.
He hopped aboard and inspected the motor. “Perfect. Like our model enough to scavenge. Hand me tools when I ask for them.”
“Why hunt for parts when you can simply change engines?” Olivia said.
“Damn thing is too heavy. Parting it out is easier.”
“Not entirely true. Use your imagination. You’re not the only one with solutions.”
“And?”
“First, aren’t you afraid of more coming while you do this?”
“No. Looking at their vessel, I see no sign they’re under way. I figure we killed enough to make them reconsider. Your idea for the outboard?”
“We hook our docking winch cable to it, release the mounting bracket, let it sink, and pull it to us. Simple, use the tools you have.” Olivia said.
Charlie grinned. “Wow. Didn’t think of that.”
The pair did as suggested after scavenging parts from and releasing the boat’s original engine into the water.
Once they attached the replacement outboard, with greasy fingers, Charlie tinkered with repairing the fuel line. The uncomfortable memory of shooting a man in the chest and killing the others crept unbidden through his conscience. The dullness in his chest stopped him from filling his lungs.
He addressed Olivia. “You said you’ve killed. You seem okay. How did you handle it?”
“I warned you. From my experience, you’ll never be over it. I was in the Navy. My first mission involved insertion and cover for a special operation. We were discovered and attacked. We repelled them, and I killed boys not much younger than you. You’ll have to live with what you’ve done.”
“How?”
“One boot in front of the other, daily.” Olivia handed him a screwdriver. “You’re into something waaay over your head. There’s a huge chance you’ll be killed. You know this, right?”
“And still you help me, Captin’. Why?”
“I first got to know the captain of the Northern Bering in Cape Cheerful Lounge in Dutch Harbor,” Olivia said. “A drinking hole and a sea captain’s hang out. Roger, Captain Pearce, has a gambling habit, but he’s a good man. He wouldn’t kidnap anyone, so something else is going on. He needs help. Survival is another reason. You drag me into the middle of the ocean, and I can’t stop you, so I adapt.”
“Not buying it,” Charlie said. “Why would you care enough about Captain Pearce to help me with my mission…” A thought hit him. “You two were…were—”
Olivia reddened. “Lovers? The word ‘were’ fits. Like I said, ‘A big gambling problem.’”
Charlie switched from the uncomfortable subject. “What you did with the flare gun was incredibly brave. Thanks. Didn’t expect that.”
“You’re welcome. Had to.”
“A-yuh, had to. Like when I adapt when I’m forced.”
Olivia pressed her lips together. “Fair enough.” She slapped a wrench into his palm.

    
  Charlie planted his feet at the helm and started the outboard. It growled and purred into neutral. Chin raised, he stared over the waves at the Northern Bering, the orange-red sun lowering behind it. His grip tightened on the wheel.
“It’s not too late. You could turn this craft and flee,” Olivia said.
“You heard the radio,” Charlie said. “Coast Guard won’t be here til morning. Would you run knowing that your loved one was in danger and you tried nothing?”
“We need to think about this. There are likely more of them than us.”
“Considered.” Charlie looked into Olivia’s eyes. “You can go if you wish. I’ll continue in the lifeboat.”
Olivia chuckled at the suggestion. “Ridiculous. I’m not happy, but I won’t abandon you. Then there’s the matter of Captain Pearce.”
“Fair enough. Dark is coming soon. That’s when we move.”
Olivia jerked back her head. “You have a plan?”
“Yes.”

    
  Charlie explained what he wanted to do.
“I don’t know…you board the Northern Bering alone?” Olivia said.
“Correct.”
“Stupid. Assuming you find your grandfather, how do you plan to escape with him?”
“You meet us with the Alaska Alcyone and pick us up.”
“Fine,” Olivia said. “What if there’s other kidnap victims?”
“Uhhh…they come too.”
“When is this all supposed to happen?” Olivia said. “Night I assume.”
“A-yuh,” Charlie said. “After they drop their empty pots and stow their crabs, it’s downtime for them. They’ll be in their berths.”
“So you could have an entire crew you’re trying to lead out in the dark. And before this, you’ll get on the vessel’s deck, how?”
Charlie smiled at her. “You get me close enough to the transom at the quarter nose, and I hop on board.”
Olivia crossed her arms. “Okay, but one last thing I don’t think you’ve considered. Their radar. It could pick us up long before we get to their ship.”
“Have you noted the age of the vessel?” Charlie said. “It’s ancient. I figure its equipment is too. Besides, they’re Russians. Crappy technology, right?”
“Captain Pearce isn’t Russian. Too many assumptions and too, too risky.”
Charlie folded his arms.  “Let’s hear your plan.”
“Simple. Run away. Wait for help.”
Charlie shook his head. “Not an option. Don’t help me then.”
“Not an option. I’m committed.” Olivia said.
Charlie switched from looking at her and stared out to sea.
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Took a Shot


Through the early morning darkness, moonlight glittered on froth-tipped waves. In a long arc, Olivia piloted the  Alaska Alcyon toward The Northern Bering.
“Are you prepared?” she yelled over her shoulder.
“Don’t worry about me. I’m set,” Charlie said from the rear. “I’m trusting you to get me close enough.” The giant hull of The Northern Bering loomed ominous and close while the Alaska Alcyone tucked beside her. 
“Jump.” Olivia said.
The ship heaved. Charlie crouched to spring, grab something, and climb aboard. Anticipation of success and the anxiety of potential failure tingled through him. This is really gonna happen. Gramps, here I come.
Gunfire flashed from the Northern Bering’s gunwales. Bullets clinked against the Alaska Alcyon’s aluminum hull.
Charlie dropped. “Quick! Out of here!” he yelled.
The outboard revved, and the Alaska Alcyon tore across the waves until out of range. Anxiety shooting thought him, Charlie stood and patted his body, feeling for any wounds. Nothing.
He released a breath of relief. “Haha, I’m okay. I’m okay. Damn, I guess they were ready for us. Slick move, Captin’.”
No response. He looked at her. “Captin’?”
Olivia collapsed onto the deck.
Charlie rushed to Olivia’s crumpled form and gasped. Blood pooled beneath her while she looked up at him.
He knelt and hunched over her. “Where…where were you hit?”
“Leg. Medkit. Tampons,” she said.
“What?”
Gritting her teeth, Olivia gripped Charlie by the collar. “Quick, idiot. I’m bleeding out.”
Charlie gathered the items she called for and applied a tourniquet. As directed, he pushed a tampon into the hole in her thigh and wrapped the wound.
Olivia groaned. “Shock wearing off. Hurts like a bitch.”
Charlie rummaged through the orange trauma kit for painkillers.
“No.” Olivia slapped an open bottle from Charlie’s hand. Red pills scattered. “Good stuff. Morphine.”
Charlie dug for and fed the white tablets to her.
She chased them with a sip of electrolyte drink from the medkit. “You got me sh…shot, asshole.”
“I—I’m sorry…I—.”
With a long sigh, Olivia’s eyes rolled up and her lids closed. She sagged.
Anxiety eating at him, Charlie checked her pulse. A slow pump of blood throbbed beneath his fingertips. Life. Not dead. He exhaled a held breath of relief.
And stood. Got her shot and almost killed. The deck rolled under his feet while he stared down at her. Charlie averted his gaze and pinned his arms across his stomach. What to do now?
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Defeat and Payback


After paging through the instructions from the medkit, Charlie hung a bladder of Ringers, a medical rehydration solution, on the wheel and inserted an IV needle into Olivia’s arm. The clear liquid dripped through a tube into her veins. He covered her with a gold emergency blanket. 
Best I can do for her now. He sat and hung his head, arms wrapped over his knees, waves of regret crashing inside him. 
Looking at the sky, he spoke to himself, “Fucked everything up, and there’s gonna be hell to pay for it. Piracy. Ignored Coast Guard orders. Murder. Got Captin’ Black shot. And now I sit with a passed-out medical emergency on the ocean, drifting further away from what I came to do.” He winced. “A failure—a gigantic failure.”
Charlie flopped backward and squeezed his eyes shut.

    
  Nudge, nudge, nudge—slap. Charlie rocketed from the edge of consciousness to full alert.
He sat up on his elbows. “The hell?” 
Olivia stood over him braced against the dash, her silhouette limned by the moonlight. “I heard you talking shit to yourself earlier. No giving up. On your feet, pirate! We have work to do.”
“You’re conscious! And you’re—you’re, okay?” Charlie focused on her bloated, blue sausage of a leg.
She grimaced, favoring the limb. “No, Charlie. They shot me,” she said, her words tainted with an uptick of sarcasm.
She’s a little pissed. Can’t blame her. “How is it you’re on your feet?”
“Foot. The morphine took the edge off, and I can function as long as there’s something to lean on. The bullet went, through, and through and missed anything important, so there’s that. You were smart enough to give me the Ringers. Good job. Could have died.”
“You look super pissed. At me?”
“Not you so much. The cocksuckers destroyed my boat and put a bullet in me. So hell yeah, I’m pissed. At them.”
“The Coast Guard will be here late in the morning,” Charlie said. “You were right. We should wait for them.”
The radios crackled. “We see you out there, slabovol'nyy chelovek,” a Russian man said. “Try bring eggs to wrong market again, and we destroy, easy-peasy. Patience, we leave soon with full cargo and out of hair in international waters.”
“International waters? That changes everything.” Charlie grabbed the mic.
Olivia snatched it from him. “Don’t respond. We need to remain an unknown, and we have to do something now. Can’t rely on help to get to us in time.”
Charlie rolled his head over his tight shoulders. “Don’t expect you to keep helping me. Never shoulda got you involved. Put me adrift in the lifeboat and take off. I wouldn’t blame you.”
“Not happening,” Olivia said.
“What’s driving you? Your attitude changed when you found out it was Captin’ Pearce’s ship.” Charlie eyed her. “You care a lot about the guy. You’re in love with him.”
“How would you know?”
“Grams and Gramps,” Charlie said. “That look. I recognize it when I see it.”
Olivia cleared her throat. “He’s in big trouble and needs help, but I can’t do it alone.”
“Don’t lean on me for help,” Charlie said. “I’ve done nothing but fuck things up.”
“I need payback.” Olivia curled a fist. “Settle the debt with the bastards. Somehow.”
No way I’m gonna let her try alone. “Somehow, we’re going to,” Charlie said.

    
  Charlie looked at the early morning sky and the glittering stars. A chill northern wind flapped open his coat.
He glanced at his wristwatch.  “Enough talking. Dawn soon and we’ve made our plan. It’s time to move.”
Charlie un-stowed the yellow tender, inflated it with a foot pump, and tossed it into the ocean. He clambered into it with an orange flotation vest buckled over his torso.
Olivia passed him the handheld radio, the calm water anchor, and his rifle. “Three clicks from you, Charlie, and I do my part.”
“Gambling on it.” He saluted. “If this is the last time we see one another, goodbye, Captin’ Black. Get to safety and wait for the Coast Guard if I fail.”
Dipping his oars, he rowed toward the Northern Bering.
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The Cold, Cold Deep


Charlie slid the tender against the rusted hull of the  Northern Bering at the place he tried to board earlier. The Northern Bering’s side heaved and splashed up and down in the rough waters. As Charlie suspected, anything that could be used to climb the freeboard had been drawn up. Cold spray washed over him and slid in rivulets off his rain gear. An icy breeze billowed his hood and snatched it from his head.
Three times he clicked the transmit key of his radio then settled to wait.
He jumped when the Northern Bering’s general alarm klaxon pealed.
A Russian yelled over the public address in his language,“Intruder, intruder! To the front, the front!”
Using its line, Charlie hurled the calm-water anchor, hooked it over the gunwale, and tied its line to the tender. He paused again.
Toward the bow, gunfire erupted. He smiled. Olivia, doing her part. Game time. Rifle slung over his shoulder, Charlie scaled the freeboard from the waterline, crawled over the gunwale, and squatted behind a crane.
The generator throbbed under his boots while he swept in the topside view. On the raised bridge, a man at the wheel; the large figure silhouetted by deck lighting with his back to him. The man’s head quarter-turned, revealing a mustachioed lip. A quick gasp, and Charlie ducked lower. Is he gonna see me? The man spun back, his attention focussed on the action in front of him. Charlie eased a held breath. Under the glass enclosed bridge, stairs led below deck.
Keeping low, Charlie scuttled down them to a door, unslung his rifle, and racked a shell. Ear to the panel and detecting nothing but the creaks and groans of the ship and the generator’s grumble, he cracked it open and peered beyond.
A dim passageway stretched before him. Flickering yellow lights in brass fixtures washed feeble shadows over the dark paneling. Four doors along the sides, and a fifth at the end.
Charlie slipped inside. First door, the galley with its clank and clatter of pots and pans. Second, the biting odor of disinfectant with a background of human waste, the head. Beyond the third, men’s faint voices. Charlie smirked. Berths.
He turned the doorknob. Locked. Gotta be where the hostages are. He kicked the door open and leveled his rifle.
Startled men on stacked bunks raised their hands. 
Nonplussed, Charlie lowered his rifle. Six of them? Twice the number I assumed. Fuck.
James, Charlie’s grandfather, lifted his head from a pillow. “Charlie? The hell?”
“I’ve come for you, Gramps.”
“Foolish boy.” James slid out of his bunk, dragging with him a shackle chained to an ankle, and pointed out the door. “Leave, now!”
Charlie noted all of the captives wore shackles. “I’ll shoot those off.” He pointed at the ankle bracelets. “There’s a tender waiting for us. It can haul maybe three more to safety. You and…and two extra.”
“The noise would draw them to us. Get the hell out of here.”
“Key?”
“In the captain’s quarters, taken by our kidnappers. Don’t risk it.”
A deep male voice boomed behind Charlie. “Who the fuck are you?” 
Charlie gasped and whipped his rifle toward the stranger.
A large man with enormous hands seized the barrel and directed it to the floor. “Whoa, son, point your boomstick away. I’m not here to hurt you.”
“Who are you?” Charlie said.
“The captain,” the prisoners chorused.
“Asked you first,” the captain said.
“Charlie.”
“My grandson,” said James.
“You’re Captain Pearce,” Charlie said.
“That’s right.” The captain’s mustache twitched. “Why are you here?” He scratched his seasalt and pepper corned hair under his  mariner’s cap. “Why…how did you get to my ship?”
“Rescue mission,” Charlie said. “I used a tender.”
“Amazing. Go. Your friend’s ploy, the boat repeatedly charging at our forward and turning away, won’t last.” The captain glanced upward. “I know a bad diversion when I see one.”
“Olivia will keep them busy long enough,” Charlie said.
“Who?” the captain said. “What…who did you say? Olivia…Olivia Black?”
Charlie nodded. “She wants to rescue you.”
The captain’s anger exploded. “What the— Get her ass outta here!”
“Soon as I get hold of a key.”
The captain pointed down the passage. “They took my quarters, last door on the left. No one there. Desk drawer. You have a weapon. I’ll stay.”
Charlie scrambled, retrieved the key, and unlocked everyone’s shackles.
“Ain’t goin’,” James said. He addressed the rest of the room. “Boys, the youngest go.”
The men dropped into heated debate, pointing fingers and shaking heads.
“Gramps, please,” Charlie said. “You don’t know the shit I’ve waded through to rescue you. Please.”
“Save myself? Taught you better.”
“Gramps—”
“We’re ready,” one of the crew said.
James gripped Charlie’s shoulders and gazed into his eyes. “Son, give it up. Know that I’m proud of you.” He turned his grandson away. “Tell Mary I love her. Always will.”
Charlie swallowed gorge and switched back to his grandfather. “You could—you could come while the others hang off the sides.”
“Ridiculous,” James said. “Not rational and you know it. Hypothermia.”
 The captain scrambled down the hallway, spouting words over his shoulder. “Better go. I’ll call the general alarm if they come your way.”
Charlie gripped James by the shoulders. “I’ll make another trip for you.”
“Don’t,” James said.
Slowly backing out of the doorway, Charlie’s vision blurred with emotion. He bolted.
The chosen trio followed, and the four scampered to the grapple. One went over the side. Two. A third.
Charlie paused, clicked his radio mic thrice to alert Olivia, and clambered over the gunwale. His grip slipped on the wet line. He swayed, fighting the heave. The general alarm blasted, startling him.
And he tumbled into the cold, cold water.
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Warming Thoughts


Early dawn cast a wan glow over the waves. Just beyond weapon range, the former prisoners on the tender swept their oars and sidled to the  Alaska Alcyon.
Teeth chattering and wrapped in a gold safety blanket, Charlie shivered while he helped the rescued men board the Alaska Alcyon. After thanking him, two of them shuffled toward the cabin to warm themselves.
Using an oar for a crutch, Olivia stumped past them and addressed Charlie. “Roger, the captain, you saw him? How is he?”
“He’s fine,” Charlie said. “Didn’t look roughed up or nothin’. He helped us.”
“Sounds like him. How’d it go? What happened? What happened to you?”
“It went—not good.” Charlie looked down. “Failed to rescue Gramps and the rest of the crew, and took a dip in the ocean.” He elbowed a dark-haired young man standing beside him on the tender. "Lyric saved me by dragging me out quick, or I would have been frozen like a fish stick.” Charlie grimaced.
“Your rifle, your radio?” Olivia said.
“Rifle stayed with me. The radio, Neptune’s toy now.”
“Okay, come aboard. Your mission is over.” Olivia nodded to Lyric. “Help him.”
“No, Captin’, it’s not over.” Charlie averted his gaze from Olivia. “Gramps and the rest of the crew are still with them. I’m making another trip.”
“Insane. It’s daylight, and now they’ll be looking for you. Instant death.”
 Charlie clenched a fist. “I won’t—I can’t give up when so close.”
“Your grandfather,” Olivia said. “What he wants?”
Charlie lowered his head.
“I’ll try,” Lyric said.
“No, brother, don’t.”Charlie squeezed Lyric’s shoulder. “She’s right. It pains me to say it, but it’s a dumb idea.” 
“Now we wait for the Coast Guard,” Olivia said. “They’ll straighten things out.”
A Russian man’s voice sounded from the radio on the Alaska Alcyon’s bridge, “I see you. Good trick, suka, but did not get all.” 
Charlie scrambled to the radio and keyed the mic. “Coast Guard’s on the way. You’re doomed. You lose.”
“Too late. Friends not come on time. Crew loading last of cargo soon. We go international waters, kill useless crew and feed to fishies, easy-peasy. You lose, govnyuk.”
“What names is he calling you?” Lyric said.
“A shithead and a bitch. He’s pissed,” Charlie said.
“Other than Russian, who the hell are they?” said Olivia.
“Russian Mafia,” Lyric said. “And they’ve got a full cargo of loot. They forced Captain Black to help them because he owes them a huge gambling debt.” He turned to Charlie. “They don’t know your gramps understands their language. As we lay in the berth, he passed us nuggets of info they let slip.”
“I forgot to ask. How many left?” Charlie said.
Lyric held up two fingers. “Victor and Roman. You cut their numbers on first contact.”
“What are they like?”
“Brutal and stupid. You killed the guy with brains.”
“All the effort they’ve put into their operation. For crabs?” Olivia said. “I don’t understand.”
“Have you seen the price?” Charlie said. “Crabbing is like mining gold. Eliminate the crew and there are millions more to be had.”
“What now?” Lyric said.
“No idea, yet, ” Charlie said through clacking teeth. “Get me blankets and something to…to dry off. Need to warm up and think.”

    
  A rescued hostage passed Charlie a steaming mug of hot cocoa. “Man, you picked us up just in time. Those fucks were about to off us. Thanks.”
“You’re welcome. Anyone woulda’.” Charlie pointed his binoculars at the Northern Bering while sipping his drink.
The remaining kidnapped men hauled the last of the crab traps to the surface with the pot haulers, saltwater gushing from the mud-caked enclosures. After they released the traps, they stowed the heavy cage hooks upside down high on a ring on the cranes.
“They’re pulling the last,” Charlie said. “Everyone ready?”
“Aye,” the rescued crew responded.
The final cage went up. Smoke belched from the Northern Bering’s funnel. A prolonged blast from its whistle and its prop churned.
Charlie eased the throttle to maximum, and the Alaska Alcyon plowed on, waves bucking and slamming against its hull. The hawsers, now tow lines, fed from their coils and drew taut. The Alaska Alcyon pulled the tender over the waves.
“You’re draining the tank fast, Charlie,” Olivia yelled through the intercom in the cabin. “Enough fuel to make it?”
Focused on his goal, he ignored her. 
“Hahaha, you seek to ram ship?” A Russian’s crackling voice said from the radio. “Suicide. You die, we go. Foolish.”
Brow lowered, hands gripping the wheel, Charlie ignored him too.
The Northern Bering grew gigantic against the starlit sky. The Alaska Alcyon cut in front of her. With a shriek, its gunwale scraped the Northern Bering’s raked stem, the angled prow of the ship. The Alaska Alcyon rocked, tumbling the passengers. Charlie veered sharp to starboard, cutting a swath in the waves and sped alongside the Northern Bering.
He looked at the former hostages scrambling back into their aft positions. “Everyone okay? Quick! Cut, cut now!”
With fish knives, the rescued captives sawed at the hawsers when they dragged under the Northern Bering’s centerline. The hawsers snapped and released.
After swinging the Alaska Alcyon parallel to and pointed in the same direction as the Northern Bering, Charlie shifted the throttle into low speed and trained his field glasses on its aft.
Lyric and Olivia climbed to the helm of the Alaska Alcyon.
“Gonna work?” Lyric said.
Charlie held up a finger and leaned in. The cut hawsers tangled in the Northern Bering’s prop and the ship slowed to a crawl. At the stern, the yellow tender for a moment peeked above the waves. Dragged down by the hawsers wrapping around the prop, the waters gobbled it.
The ship coasted to a halt. With a cheer, Charlie pumped a fist. Lyric and Olivia high fived him. The former captives stomped and hollered. The last of the fuel sucked into the Alaska Alcyon’s outboard. It chugged and died.
A rotund man scrambled to the Northern Bering’s gunwale and tucked himself behind a pot hauler. “Perhot’ podzalupnay!” He said through his handheld. “You think you have won, but you have not.”
“Which one is he?” Charlie said.
“Victor,” Lyric said.
“What did he call you this time?” Olivia said to Charlie.
“Peehole dandruff.”
“Ooo…sick burn,” Lyric said. He chuckled.
Victor reached behind him and shuffled James in front. “Hostage for trade. Close to international waters, Coast Guard make us to go.”
The guy is dumb. Charlie aimed his rifle and looked into the scope. Through it, his grandfather stared at him with stoic resolve and nodded. Victor crouched behind his victim, nothing visible but a sliver of his pale face and bloated jowls.
“Nyet, nyet, nyet, “ the man said. “Before, super lucky shot on leader.” He drew James closer. “Now much impossible target.”
Charlie keyed the mic. “That’s what your leader said—and he was the smart one.” He tilted his rifle barrel up, drew back the bolt, focused through the eyepiece—
And pulled the trigger. Blast. Ping. The cage hook quivered.
Victor laughed. “You miss big, stupid American. Again try.”
Charlie did. The hook slid further back on the ring. Victor looked up at it, blinking slow realization.
“Gramps, lagix!” Charlie yelled into the radio. He fired. The hook plunged.
James ducked. The hook clonked Victor’s head. He stiffened and went down.
Charlie’s grandfather leaped on top of him, pumping a flurry of elbows and fists. Popping up, he keyed the radio mic. “Last turd is out. I’ll send a boat so you can come aboard.”
“What about Roman?” Charlie said over the airwaves.
“Captin’ and crew took care of him.”
Charlie relaxed. The whop, whop, whopaaa of a helicopter’s blades vibrated in the distance and the former captives cheered. He and Olivia looked at one another and broke into laughter.
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Sweet Triumph, Bitter End 


Two days later, everyone back home and Olivia in a mainland hospital, Charlie stood on the rocky shore of Umnak Island, staring at the placid ocean. Wind whipped his hair. With a peaceful smile, he lifted his nose and drew in the salt breeze. 
Charlie reflected on the events of the past few days and thought about what he learned about himself. I’m resilient and strong, but I’m not perfect. I was rash with some decisions. Need to tone that down. As Gramps always says, “Take the good fish, toss the bad overboard.”
A hand lit on his shoulder from behind. “Ready to go, son?” Investigator Roebuck said.
Charlie turned. His grandfather, grandmother, and the entire village stood at the edge of the runway and looked at him with encouragement beaming from their eyes.
Grams and Gramps hugged him.
“You can do this,” his grandfather said.
“And you.” Charlie hooked an elbow over his grandfather’s neck and pulled him close. “No more crabbing. Too dangerous. Leave it to the young.”
“A-yuh. My last, promise,” James said. “It's not my fault the fake ship and ditching the AIS threw a wrench into everything.”
“Keep us filled in, my dear, dear boy.” Grams mushed together Charlie’s cheeks.
“I can—and I will,” he said. He parted from them and went to the plane with State Investigator Roebuck.
The aircraft trundled down the runway. Air lifted its wings, and it made way toward the mainland, Charlie’s detention, and his trial for piracy and kidnapping.
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