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Chapter 1

He came across the frozen bay on foot, a tall man worn down by life, his neck bent so it was an effort to hold his head up. 
It was a hard walk. It had snowed five inches two nights earlier, and the wind had blown, making the surface of the lake look like it was covered in white waves. The snow had been wet when it had fallen, but the wind had brought a cold front, and so the snow had frozen with a crust that was too thin to hold a man on top, caving under each step, making the walk more difficult. At first, the man had tried to step over the drifts as he walked, but they weren’t spaced to make sense with his steps, and it was a dark night, anyway—hard to see—so he had eventually given up. The wind didn’t help, either. It had slowed from two nights ago, but it blew directly in his weathered face, cold from the northwest. His nose ran, and he reached up to wipe it with the back of his glove.
The tired, black snowsuit that he wore was streaked with gray from brushing against the side of his truck. Part of a pocket on the front of the jacket was missing, melted away when he had leaned on an ice auger, still hot from drilling. The suit was heavy and warm, and as he plowed through the snow, he could feel himself start to perspire. 
Stopping to remove his glove so that he could pull his jacket zipper down slightly, turning his back to the wind as he did, he peered into the blackness from where he had come.
He had parked illegally on a road that ran between two small bays. There was a dim light of a house on the far shore, of the opposite bay, but his truck was no longer visible. He should have brought a light. 
He studied his tracks. The last few steps were shadows, but the wind was driving snow across the surface, filling the impressions that he had left at a rapid pace. He needed to hurry, or he could easily get lost trying to get back to his truck. He didn’t want to do that on this bay. 
There was a small bridge, a block west of where he had parked, over a channel that connected the two bays. The space under it was big enough for a canoe to pass through in the summer, but even that was tight. There was a current under the bridge, and the ice was never safe around it. If a man wandered too far in that direction, he would go through, and he would likely not be found until spring.
Pulling his cap down, he turned back into the wind. His destination was a fish house two hundred yards off the far shore, a light in the window of the house directing him. 
He got his bearings, bowed his head, and trudged on. The heavy snow had pushed water up through the cracks in the ice, and he hit a spot that had frozen over on top of a crack, breaking through the false surface and nearly losing his balance. His boots were old, no longer as waterproof as they had once been. The icy water came up to where the leather met the lower rubber portion of the boot. 
He began to run with high, prancing steps, crashing through the false surface, hoping the ice under the water would not give way. Stopping to catch his breath when he was out of the water, leaning forward, hands on his thighs, saliva flowed in his mouth, and he spit between his legs. He lifted his head to be sure he remained heading in the right direction, his eyes watering as he did.
At twenty yards from the back of the fish house, he could see an object just to the right of it—an ATV. He thought it would be hard for the ATV to make it through the drifts on the ice; better to have a snowmobile. And there was something else. Music. He turned his head slightly so he could hear it better. Country music. He didn’t care for country music.
The man circled the fish house, walking outside of the ATV to the front of the house. He didn’t think anyone inside could hear him with the music as loud as it was, but he didn’t know for sure. The snow was crunchy and loud under his foot, yet he did not want to announce his arrival. 
A window on the front of the house provided some light, and he could make out a cooler by the door. Lifting the lid, he saw an open twelve-pack of beer. He reached in and grabbed a can, putting it in his pocket. He would have it later. 
Looking at the door now, considering whether he should knock, he decided that he didn’t really feel like knocking. He reached up, pulling the door open before stepping inside.


