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			Snowblind

			By Matthew Dunn

			Drowning sucks. When you’re doing it in water barely six feet deep and only three feet from shore, well, all the more infuriating. But when you’re going down, you’re going down, being it bobbing on a wave in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, or blowing bubbles in a mile-square lake in the Adirondacks. Fresh water fills the lungs just as fast as salt water. Your lungs don’t know the difference; don’t care. Inhale a mouthful of anything but air and it’s time to walk toward the light. It was Thel’s time now. She knew it. The frigid water enveloping her body would not allow her to consider otherwise, stabbing at her flesh like frost-tipped needles. In just a few short seconds, she would die choking on one of the two essential elements necessary to sustain life all because she was short. If only her father had gotten his wish and sired a basketball player—a dominating center, seven feet tall with an eighty-inch wingspan created for the sole purpose of swatting big orange balls into the cheap seats. Or for reaching shore and grabbing the tree root just inches from her grasp. But she was a mere five-four and the only part of her that could breath was her outstretched, frozen-blue fingertips, barely breaking the icy surface like alligator eyes.

			Thel loathed the cold. Hated the very thought of it—the ice, the snow, the snot forming a pineapple Popsicle on her upper lip. Oh, and don’t forget the seven layers of immobilizing cotton and polyester required to survive. A woolen hat pulled down over the top edge of the ski goggles protecting her eyes and an itchy scarf draped across your face. Yeah, that made the trip up north worth the ten-hour flight. It’ll be refreshing, Goldberg had told her not twenty-four hours ago. Goldberg was her agent and a lying son-of-a-twitch. He would have said anything to convince her to take the gig. But then, he always heavily salted and she always licked her lips. If only she didn’t enjoy the taste of revenge so much.

			Now her poor lips felt like course sandpaper, the kind with extra grit for ripping old paint off house siding. She had the cold dry air to thank for that. She kept wetting them anyway, making it worse with each step she took deeper and deeper into the Adirondack Mountains. Damn that Goldberg, she thought. There’s nothing refreshing about grey clouds, snow flurries and a thermometer with barely a quarter inch of red showing. A quarter inch! The same size as that shoot-head’s erection, she concluded.

			If her chapped lips weren’t enough irritation, the damn scarf was turning her newly bronzed face—and she had worked so hard on her tan just days before—into a blotchy tomato. It’ll help you breath easier, her definitely-doable escort had said with a knowing grin as he handed her the long and heavy, well-worn garment. It was a nasty old rag she didn’t want to touch let alone wear, but one step into the frigid outdoors and she quickly wrapped it around her nose, chin and neck. She felt like a mummy. Smelt like one too. He called it a muffler. Why? Did she talk too much? Was that its true purpose: to shut her up? What do you expect a girl to do when you roust her from a warm bed at four in the morning? Unless you’ve got steaming coffee in one hand and a stiff proposal in the other, she’s going to complain and ask questions. Like who, why and what the buck? And so what if she comes across bitchy. Deal with it! This brother tucker was supposed to be a rough and ready mountain man. 

			He looked the part, big and solid like the old Ford F10 she remembered riding in as a child, with eyes as big and bright as headlights. Burdened with a large backpack, he plowed through the snow like one too with only the sound of the icy flakes crackling beneath his feet. The strong, silent type, she reasoned as she prodded along ten feet behind him, watching each cloudy breath she exhaled crystallize and die right before her still-sleepy eyes. He was nice looking, muscular and tight in the buns—ripe in the way that normally would start her butter to melting. A little on the shy side, though. If he didn’t want to talk, she wouldn’t either. Two could play that game. Perhaps he was gay? Or maybe the cold had gotten to his Johnson and turned it into a blueberry Popsicle. She could offer to thaw it out. It might be fun rolling in the snow. But that would mean she would have to break the ice. Not this girl. You want some of this, you’ve got to come knocking.

			And how far was this damn cabin anyway? They’d been walking for hours, snowshoeing actually, as he had described the egg-shaped fencing she had strapped to her boots, hiking over the river and through the woods with grandmother’s house still nowhere in sight. They came to the top of yet another rise in the terrain where a crowd of evergreen trees lined one side of knoll like autograph seekers on the red carpet. Her stomach complained about the breakfast it had gone without. Looking beyond, she saw the same white sea that had greeted them outside the cabin door. It was time to concede. She would blink first.

			“Hey!” She shouted. “I think it’s about time you explained this little nature hike.”

			The man kept walking, nary a hitch in his stride, never turning back a remotely interested ear.

			“Hey!” She shouted again, louder this time. She stopped, pulled off the boxing glove-sized mittens smothering her hands, threw them to the ground and began unzipping her coat. “I need to take some of this shoot off.”

			Circling overhead, a lone hawk called out, seemingly offering a reply to her protest. The bird had spotted a rabbit or a mouse or perhaps, bigger, more unsuspecting prey.

			 “I’m hot and I need to pee. I’m wearing too many…what did you call them, layers?”

			The big man sighed, his foggy breath slowing rising above his fur-lined head before disappearing into the cloud-covered sky. He was in a hurry and didn’t want to stop, restroom break or not. Without turning around, he spoke. “Leave it on. It is part of the training.”

			“Yeah, if you’re training me to be a holiday roast,” she quipped. “Even the Thanksgiving turkey has to breathe, otherwise the meat comes out dry. Didn’t your mother ever teach you that?”

			The training part was Goldberg’s idea. He told them Thel was training for an assault on Everest and she needed to acclimatize to the cold and build her stamina. Sounded suspect to her but apparently not to her guide. He didn’t show the slightest concern and was now unwittingly leading her straight to the target. At least, that was the way Goldberg described the two day trek.

			“Where you’re going, Thel, there’s only one trail,” Goldberg had said the day before. “The base camp at one end and Nicholas Heim at the other. It’s a day’s hike each way. You spend the daylight hours humping through the great outdoors, have a hot meal that night and catch a few winks. Share a pillow with your escort if you’re in the mood. Then, in the morning, you put Heim out of his misery.” He emailed her several pictures of the man. He didn’t tell her anything more. She didn’t ask. The loose ends were left up to Thel’s discretion.

			Speaking of loose ends, he was barking now, ordering her to “Walk!” 

			“No,” she snapped back. For a guy with a nice ass, he sure could put a grump on, she thought. She shook her head and muttered, “Who does this brother tucker think he is, anyway?”

			With the zipper unzipped she slipped her right arm out and then her left. The coat fell to the snow. The temperature was a stinging ten below zero, but the relief from the bent up heat felt good. She pulled at the collar of her turtleneck sweater and fanned in the arctic air. Her body responded to the chill by shivering—muscles contracting to produce heat. She also noticed her nipples hardening. She wasn’t the only one. Maybe this guy wasn’t gay after all, she thought.

			Thel cast him an intentionally shy smile. “Now that I have your attention, do you mind telling me where we’re going?”

			“Farther than we are now,” he growled.

			“Well, you’re not getting another step out of me until you start sharing,” she growled back. If what Goldberg had told her was correct, they were only about halfway. They still had another five or six hours of snow crunching left. But she needed reassurance that they were, in fact, headed toward the remote cabin Goldberg described as Heim’s ‘final resting place.’ His information could be wrong. Worse yet, this growling brother tucker might know the real reason she was there and was leading her out to die. It wouldn’t be the first time her cover was as transparent as glass.

			“What difference does it make? You’re here to get in shape. So, put the coat back on and get moving.”

			Bored with all the walking and the endless white blanket, Thel decided it was time for a break and a little fun. She was very curious about the depth of her guide’s loyalty to his boss and maybe a little more about the rhythm in his hips. She knew the easiest way to find out. 

			She kicked her coat and sent it flying twenty yards like a dying kite. Then, after throwing him a ‘so there’ glance, she ever so slowly un-wrapped the scarf and removed the goggles, letting them dangle off her fingers for a moment before dropping to the snow. A flirtatious smile rippled across her lips. The hat came off next, tossed to one side. Her long hair fell free. “Make me,” she said.

			He was much taller up close, towering over her by at least ten inches. His breath smelt like week old coffee, putrid but aromatic at the same time. And his hands were warm, under her sweater and inching their way down the small of her back. She had never done it in the snow. She would ride him like a toboggan.

			“My boss will not be pleased,” he said.

			“I never kiss and tell,” Thel replied. She reached up and took off his sunglasses, revealing ice blue eyes. She then ran her hand along his jawbone, over the rough stumble of his chin and brought one lone finger to rest on the tip of his lips. They were soft and wet. Hungry, she hooked her arm around his neck and lifted her lips toward his, anxious to feel his warmth amidst the bitter cold. Surprisingly, he pushed her back before they touched.

			“I never kiss and kill,” he said. It was then she felt cold steel poking into her ribcage.

			Transparent as glass. Damn that Goldberg!

			Suddenly the air felt like the ten below zero is was, sweeping over her skin and into her bones. She started to shiver. Taking the coat off was not a good idea, not to mention the rest of her polar striptease. He wouldn’t even need to cut her. She had made it way to easy.

			She went for the throat first, a straight punch aimed directly at the Adam’s apple. But he was too quick, countering her attack by grabbing her wrist mid-flight, bending it backward and using the leverage to spin her around. Before she could react, he pulled her tight into his chest in a vice-gripping bear hug. The tip of the knife found a tender spot under her chin.

			So much for Plan B, Thel thought, the punch to the groin rendered physically impossible. Now it was only a matter of time before she froze to death, or had her tongue carve out of her mouth. Which did she prefer?

			Mother Nature made the decision for her. First, there was a crackling sound like Rice Krispies chirping in milk. It was coming from beneath them, emanating from somewhere in the snow. Thel looked down but saw nothing. Was it an earthquake? Did they have those in the Adirondacks? Whatever it was the bear was loosening his hug and, intentionally or not, offering her a chance to turn the tide. Pivoting sharply on one foot, she spun hard and drove her right elbow into the distracted guide’s midsection. He didn’t even flinch, instead exhaling a low groan bordering on an irritated chuckle. Plan B received the same response. What the buck? Thel thought frantically. Is this brother tucker made of concrete? 

			Several load pops exploded in the snow sending chunks of ice into the air. The earth fell from beneath her feet and she was falling, at first thinking that someone had shot at them before realizing that, as she felt the coldest water she could have ever imagined enveloping her body, they were standing over a frozen lake that wasn’t quite as frozen as it should have been considering the conditions. Her chance was gone, replaced by an icy grave built for two.

			Her first instinct was to open her eyes to see how far from the surface she was. But the freezing water stung them shut. Her head was pounding, her brain cramping under the cold. And there was a hand adding to the pain, squeezing and pushing her deeper into the water. He was going to drown her. He might freeze to death himself but apparently that wasn’t going to stop him from completing his assignment. At least now she knew where his loyalty was.

			She grabbed two handfuls of his coat and pulled, desperately trying to outmuscle him to get to the surface. He was too strong. She needed leverage, needed to use her legs if she was to have any chance. And she needed to do it fast. Startled by the sudden fall, her last breath had not been a deep one. Her lungs were nearly empty. 

			Against all logic, she reversed direction, using his mass as an anchor to push herself downward. The bottom, she needed to reach…she was touching the bottom! Now, if she could only push down far enough to bend her legs she could then catapult up and on top of him. The bottom was slippery but she managed to plant her feet and jump. She barely rose six inches. It was those damn snowshoes still strapped to her feet! They were stuck in the muck at the bottom of the lake and holding her down. She pulled will all her might, using the very last drops of life in her lungs. Her feet slipped free of her boots. Her toes groaned in the cold water. But now she could use the boots like stationary rocks and spring upward to air! She flexed and jumped. It worked! She was above the surface. But only for a split second and a tiny gulp of air. Her guide guided her right back down with a groan and a growl.

			She made a second jump, but this time he was ready. She didn’t even scratch the surface. She tried a third and a forth, her frost-bitten muscles feeling less and less responsive each time. It was no use. He was too strong, too heavy on top of her. She was out of air, drowning.

			The tingling in her skin began to fade. Her body was numb, turning blue, she imagined, freezing like a side of beef in a meat locker. She couldn’t think, couldn’t focus on what to try next. He had won. The brother tucker had beaten her.

			And then suddenly, the ground beneath her feet began to rise. She stiffened her nearly lifeless legs and rose with it. Up she went, the force holding her down, gone. But he was still standing there. What the buck? She used his body like a ladder, climbing as fast as she could until finally she broke the surface and gasped for air.

			“Get it off, get it off!” the man was screaming.

			It may have been her mind screaming louder, but all Thel heard was ‘get out, get out.’ And she listened, grabbing the exposed tree root that had flashed by when she first fell into the water and using it to pull herself out. She crawled up the bank on her belly and circled around to the opposite side of the tree. There she found a miracle—her coat. She ripped off her wet clothes and quickly tucked her herself into the dry coat. Then, hearing a loud splash, she turned back just in time to watch a huge, prehistoric green monster locking its sharpened jaws onto the man’s neck. The air splattered red and then the two were gone. 

			Thel couldn’t feel her feet. She couldn’t flex her fingers. She had to warm up. But how? I don’t know…I don’t know. She looked around, searching for an answer. There was nothing but snow and trees as far as she could see. If she had matches, she could build a fire. She searched her coat pockets, but they were empty. She tried to think harder but her brain just wasn’t working right. Supplies, where were the supplies? The sun had come out and that helped a little, and as she stared out into the white abyss feeling helpless, a sharp twinge sparked in her eyes. The snow was so bright it forced her eyes to shut involuntarily. Goldberg had warned her about exposure to ultraviolet rays reflecting off the snow. You’ll feel like someone’s poking you with needles, he had said. She forced them opened a crack, using her arm as a shade while she looked for her goggles. They would provide no help. They were at the bottom of the lake along with the backpack full of food and warmth.

			Survival instinct took over. She tore the arms off her jacket and used them like socks on her feet. They would provide a buffer from the snow. Naked but for the vest and the makeshift socks, she got to her feet and began doing jumping jacks. Her body shook violently, but slowly began to warm. This is only delaying the inevitable, she thought, but I have to try. It was her nature. Hope until the last breath.

			It was only about an hour after she had escaped death that it began to pull her back. Normally, she could run for hours but now, doing one simple exercise, she was having trouble breathing. Her legs were wobbling, her arms flopping at her side like wet towels on a clothesline. She wouldn’t be able to keep it up much longer. The will was there, but her body was breaking down. No more fuel to burn, no more warmth to battle the cold. And the one thing Goldberg had warned her about was happening; something very frightening. Her eyes were wide open but she could barely see. Photokeratitis—snow blindness.

			*****

			There was a fire. Thel could feel its glow against her face, hear the crackle of the wood burning. It felt so good.

			“I was beginning to think you were Sleeping Beauty,” a voice said, “the one requiring a kiss to awaken.” It was a male voice, husky but gentle.

			Thel smiled softly, her training dictating a submissive reaction. She had no idea where she was or whether man behind the voice was a gracious host or a contented captor. Until she got her bearings, she would play the lost woman, innocent and vulnerable. She sat up and leaned toward the warmth of the fire, carefully adjusting her only clothing, a soft blanket made of colorful Indian designs. In all likelihood, he had already seen was there was to see, but it’s different when the object of desire is conscious. 

			“Thank you,” Thel said.

			“For saying you are beautiful?” the man asked.

			“For saving my life,” she replied.

			“It was a spontaneous decision. I was caught off-guard. It’s not often one runs across a half-naked woman lying in the snow, especially in the Adirondacks in the dead of winter. I didn’t even think about the circumstances until I had already gotten you here and laid you there on the couch.”

			“I was frozen,” Thel said, her memory thawing.

			“Nearly.”

			She wanted to ask about what else he had found, ask about her hiking companion. But Thel knew never to offer information unless she knew it was already known. Instead she sighed and stretched her feet toward the heat. “How did I get out there?” she asked aloud.

			“Now there’s a question I have asked myself over the past two days.”

			“I’ve been asleep for two days?”

			“Off and on.”

			The last thing Thel remembered was the icy edges of the hole she had just crawled from turning red with blood. She remembered thinking it looked like a carnival snow cone, her favorite raspberry. No memory of the warm cabin she found herself in now. No memory of the man now handing her a cup of tea. What had transpired in the last two days? What had she said?

			“It smells good,” she said taking the steaming cup with two hands. Oddly, she didn’t feel thirsty. She took a sip anyway. 

			“Do you have a brother named Tucker or Buck?” the man asked.

			“No,” she replied. “It’s a pet name for a jerk I knew. My mother taught me that a lady never swears. So, I came up with my own versions. Like shoot instead of, you know.”

			“Ah,” he said. “That clears up some things. Are you hungry?”

			“Yes.”

			He made beef stew. She ate it happily that night and every night for a week straight until she began to feel strong again. Then, and only then, did she begin asking questions. She knew it was risky and that the answers might force her hand. She was ready.

			The man’s name was Alexi and he had found her lying in the snow next to a hole in the ice where sat a considerable snapping turtle eyeing her eagerly. He explained that turtles were quite common in that area although he had never seen one that large before. Had she been closer to the edge the normally hibernating reptile would have easily dragged her in and enjoyed a long-awaited meal, he said. She didn’t tell him that the turtle probably wasn’t that hungry.

			 He never came right out and asked how she had gotten there, or why. He hinted often but each time she fell silent. So, he filled the evening hours with tales of his own adventures in the mountains, painting her a vision of a man surviving on his own, away from the civilized world and all the better for it. He built the cabin for shelter, hunted and fished for food. He had everything he needed, he said.

			It was on a night much warmer than it had been that Thel made a decision. They had been outside all day, hiking and enjoying the milder temperate. She felt happy inside, free. Her body felt normal again, like a woman’s body, full of aches and needs. Sitting in front of the fire, smelling the burning wood and Alexi’s musky sweat, she knew she was at the crossroad. Her intuition told her that he was not the man she had come to kill. Her heart confessed to feeling something she hadn’t felt in years. Finally, she told herself to trust him or leave. 

			He was a skillful lover, confident and deliberate. His hands roamed every inch of her body, his mouth and tongue found every nerve. Never had she wanted a man more or accepted one more freely. And when he came inside her, his thrashing moans triggered her own climax, electric waves of pleasure she thought would never end. She was, unfrozen.

			With the sunrise came her confession. 

			Alexi only asked her one thing. “Have you killed before?”

			She answered truthfully, feeling shame for the first time. 

			“Tell me what he looks like,” he said.

			She did.

			“I know the man you are after.”

			They made love all morning, until the lifeless fireplace forced Alexi up and Thel under the blankets and away to sleep. When she awoke she found him sitting at the edge of the bed.

			“Your enemy is dead,” he said.

			She reached out and found his hand. It was cold and she squeezed it hard. He had been outside, she reasoned. He had just returned from the cabin where Heim lived.

			After a long, quiet moment, Thel asked him the only question remaining in her mind.

			“Do you think I’ll ever be able to see again?”

		

	

