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	The snow whipped across the vast space without pause, the burning cold of the wind piercing the damp and icicled balaclavas they wore. They had fewer than thirty-six hours remaining at McMurdo Base, and this would be their last survey around Mount Erebus. 
	They had arrived by plane on the 10th of February and had been on the southern end of the world for nine months. And all three were anxious to feel the warmth of the sun against their flesh again. 	                                                                           
	Stanley took up the rear with Jeffery in the middle and Mitchel leading, travelling across the white plain and skirting along Ross Archipelago on the path to ascending the peak. They had now been to the summit three times, and this would be their fourth and final. 
	"Jesus Christ, even after eight months, this shit still sucks."
	"Sorry to hear it, Mitch. I'm sure Sally will make it all the better once we make it back to base."
	Stanley's laughter joined in with Jeffery's. Mitchel being quick enough to flip the bird through his thick glove without looking back. He kept his eyes forward and pierced through the unending white edge of the horizon. 
	"Better not push him on, may lead us back around to base, then we'll never get off this frozen rock." Stanley's voice bit through the frosty air and settled within their ears, Jeffery obliging the seasoned scientist. Mitchel was confident the old man would have kept them on the right path.
	Stanley wasn't too much older than they were, leading the way with ten years' experience was enough for them to pick on him for it. He didn't mind, even letting his facial hair grow in for the part, noticing many more white hairs in it than expected. 
	He could clearly remember his first time here and doing the same to the more senior members of the group. Besides, their respect came without question or snobbery, and that was worth the trade. 
	It had been Stanley's fourth time to Antarctica and second at the McMurdo base. This most recent trip was his most enjoyable. On his third day were Jeffery and Mitch, and they couldn't have been better co-workers. Driven, detailed, and both were carrying an enthusiastic sense of humour. 
	The three men had become genuine friends, and at the bottom of the world, an enjoyable conversation could spare you from cabin fever. He would miss them. Not right away, but he would. Having the sun grace his face again would hold his attention for a while. Besides, he could always pick up the phone or write.
	"We should reach the summit in forty-five." Mitch's words swept past the two men, followed by a gust of wind.
	"And lunch in fifty." The eagerness was audible in Jeffery's voice. "What we havin', chef?" His mask-covered face turned back to glance at Stanley, three paces behind him. 
	"Meatloaf and orange juice." Stanley's smile was wide while speaking.
	"Again!" The voice from the front of the line called out grouchily into the bleak snow. 
	Jeffery and Stanley both enjoyed a moment of laughter. 
	"You're gonna kill me, old man, bringing me out here to starve." Now Mitch's laughter joined in, having been running on meatloaf and fish over the last half-year. They were all anxious to enjoy a home-cooked meal consisting of more than square or circular food. 
	"I hope they have chowder tonight. It seems like the only thing that buries the cold in me." 
Stanley was quick to agree with Jeffery; it was one of the few profoundly satisfying meals available to them. He remained quiet instead of informing the men before him that the anticipated meal would not be on the menu tonight. Or tomorrow. 
	"I'll be good with a thirty-second soak under a hot shower." Stanley's words came out muffled from behind his hooded face. But the wind carried his voice about them before fading away in the snow.
	Mitch kept his pace, and Jeffery was able to stick closer than Stanley, the thirty-eight-year-old unable to ignore the constant throbbing in both knees. His whole body felt much more strained on this trip to the South Pole than on the last. He didn't know if he would return for a fifth.
	Stanley lifted his eyes from the footprints in the snow, seeing that Jeffery and Mitchel had gained nearly twenty yards. He pushed himself, widening his stride and thrusting forward in the near foot of snow, straining against and deep ache radiating out from his knees. 
              He narrowed the distance between them by ten feet. Close enough to hear a light conversation passing between Mitch and Jeffery when he lost his balance. He fell to his right side, landing in the undisturbed white beside their path. The small shout which jumped from his lips, both from surprise and pain, had turned Jeffery and Mitch's heads. 
	"Stan!" Jeffery's voice.
	"Stanley!" Mitchel followed.
	Both men hurried back to him, Stanley being able to see the white in their eyes. It wasn't unusual for accidents to occur out here, but everyone worked and played with great caution. When those incidents happened so far from the base, sometimes the chance of survival was dismal. 
	Stanley was OK, aside from the sharp ache in his right knee now greatly outweighing his left. He knew he would walk back to camp but would miss out on their fourth summit together. 
	"I’m alright, boys.” He saw their feet slow a little, not wishing for either of them to stumble. It wasn’t a steep climb to the peak, but the wrong step could have sent you tumbling some distance before stopping. And no one wanted to entice an avalanche, no matter how shallow. 
	Jeffery and Mitch lowered themselves next to Stanley, now taking a moment to breathe and let the muscles around his knee relax. 
	“Can you make it back to base, Stan?” Jeffery’s face was calm, but his voice shook a bit.
	“I’ll have to no aspire on the mountainside.” The two men chuckled gently: Stanley was glad to ease some of their tensions. Placing his right hand within the snow, Stanley lifted himself. Jeffery, ready to reach out and take his left to assist, just as Stanley’s hand broke through the snow. 
	Again, the three men felt a flash of terror run through them, worried Stanley had struck into an ice-covered cove hidden below. Or the chunk of snow under their feet had broken free from the mountain. Now ready to rip down the rocky hill, carrying their lifeless bodies with them. But neither thing happened. 
	Stanley’s right hand slipped beneath the upper layer of snow and struck against something firm. It wasn’t rock or earth, for he noticed how his glove had gently formed around his hand, almost wrapped. It was reminiscent of punching someone wearing an oversized jacket. 
	Stanley’s breath caught in his throat, suddenly worried he had stumbled upon someone’s long-lost memory. 
	The two men saw the change in his face, both pausing to wait for instruction from Stanley, again pondering their safety standing so close. 
	“There’s something here.” Stan’s voice spoke like a drone, empty and emotionless, sending a shiver through both Jeffery and Mitchel. 
	The three men slowly and carefully began to remove the snow from where Stanley’s hand had pierced through—passing over a bright red portion of fabric that came into the light. 
	The men froze. The frigid air and wind around them went unnoticed. Their plumes of breath swept past one another and drifted into nothing. Stanley’s hand returned first, all of them scooping snow with their gloves with a different attitude and resolute. 
	Jeffery felt his mood dim, realizing this person had taken a journey from which he would never return. Mitch couldn’t see past someone’s carelessness, telling himself he would investigate any missing persons on the South Pole the moment they got back to camp. Stanley felt eerily calm, almost serene.  	Gently sweeping the snow away from the body, trapped, maybe many decades from human eyes. The parka was fire engine red, reminding Stanley of a coat he had once owned years ago, as his eyes lowered to the navy-blue coloured parka he now wore. 
	Jeffery was the one who uncovered the legs, freeing both boots from the packed snow. They knew it was a man, wearing what looked to be a size eleven to Jeff’s eyes, about the same as Stan's. 
              Mitchel brushed back the snow around the poor soul’s head, sweeping back from the white fur-trimmed hood. 
              Again, Stanley’s eyes glanced forward from the torso he worked on, seeing the white edging of the red parka, just as his old one had. 
              Jeffery came around and began to uncover his back; the three of them now huddled around the dead man’s upper body. 
	With every pass, the snow around the corpse became less, and soon, he lay there, revealed from the vast white blanket covering the land. They held still a moment, Jeffery and Mitch, on either side of the dead man’s back. Stanley being nearest the downturned face. 
	The fur around the hood was now free to blow against the sharp wind, and for a second, Stanley saw the edge of the man’s nose, darkly coloured and slightly crooked. Now Stanley felt something else, the absolute need to pull back the man’s hood and see his face. His hand moved without thinking, sweeping back the bright red parka and white fur trim from the horrid, pale, sunken face, revealing the man’s empty blue eyes, still open. 
	Stanley froze. Looking down at him, his hand trembling, still clenched to the red hood. Mitch’s breathing changed, and he began to gasp. But it was Jeffery’s terrified scream which turned the blood within Stanley’s veins, having, up until that point, ignored what lay right before him. 
	He stared into the blank eyes looking up at him, his mouth pulled back and curled up gently to show his whitened teeth. His cheeks were deeply set, and the eye sockets collapsed about the faded blue eyes. The light-coloured facial hair around his cheeks and chin still clung to his face. It was unmistakable. 
	As he looked down at this man, every feature was that of Stanley’s face. He couldn’t move from the snow, nor his hand from holding back that red parka. One just like he had all those years ago.
	He also didn’t notice that Jeffery and Mitchel had left him with his dead doppelganger, running horrified down the slope. Neither concerned with causing an avalanche. 
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	Erica’s eyes fell onto the envelope in the trash as an exhausted sigh rushed from her lips at the sight of the postage stamp in its corner. It would be the ninth letter Stan had chosen to ignore, and she wasn’t sure how much longer she could put up with any of it. 
	She knew all about his trip to McMurdo base and of the two gentlemen present to defend Stanley’s story. But twelve years had passed, and Erica hopes that Stan would see his folly had never occurred. Trapped in that icy hell for over nine months, that, plus the frigid conditions and absence of daylight or abundance of it, could lead anyone to misinterpret a gruesome situation. And Erica was confident that what those men encountered on that frozen peak was gruesome. 
	She was aware of the bodies which lined the path along with Everest, and that that peak wasn’t the only one. But that was something generally acknowledged before heading along a snowy mountain path. 
	Stanley didn’t speak of it often anymore, but had never let go of the idea that the man stuck on the mountainside had been himself. Somehow frozen out of time and space, trapped on that snow-covered mountain for eternity, or so it was thought to be. 
	“Stan. You can’t keep this up.” Erica’s voice floated to his ears.
	Stanley sat in his armchair, a half-filled cup of warm coffee on his left and the paper on his right. Less comfortable than a few seconds ago. 
	He knew what she was speaking about after he had thrown out the fifth letter. Erica had become concerned as well as suspicious. Upon further investigation, she found out where the letters had been coming from.
	“I’ll do it as long as they keep coming.” His voice was soft but firm. Hoping she would let it go. 
	“And what will you tell Marcus when he shows up at our door?” Her eyes widened at him. 
	“I’ll tell him what I told him before.” Lifting his cup to his lips, forcing the hardly warm liquid down his throat. 
	Eric didn’t say anything, but her exasperated sigh did. What he had seen couldn’t have been. No matter how convincing this corpse looked. After so many years, her heart was tired, and she’d had enough.
	“How long is this supposed to go on? These letters,” Eric paused. “I know Marcus has called you about this as well. It’s affecting your work, your life, and our marriage.” All the strength Erica had at the start of her words had drained away. Unsure what Stan would do and afraid it would be a long, ugly path towards their divorce. 
	These were the words to turn his head. Lifting his eyes from the paper and around to her, seeing the distress and abandonment in her stare. Erica had put up with a lot over the years. Including his relentless searching through documents, papers, and ledgers for any information that possibly pertained to this ‘John Doe,’ lost and forgotten on an almost desolate mountain. 
	Hearing his unsettling experience told and retold from their years dating to their wedding day, and many times after that. She’d stood by him, silent but supportive, to a point. He knew it sounded nuts. It's why people loved to hear it again and again. But for her, the story had lost any sign of its original shine and mystery, if it ever had much to start with. 
	“What would you do?” It was all he could think to say. Too afraid to muster the courage to tell himself what to do. Hoping hearing it from her would help — this time, not being dumb enough to bring up the elephant in the room. 
	Erica's shoulders seemed to lift some from the weight she hadn’t realized wore her down, saddened to feel it drift away, but confident in her feelings.
	“I would face this. Stop running if that’s what this has all been revolving around. Find closure and then maybe-” She took in a long breath. “-things could get back on track.” Erica took a seat at their kitchen island, facing toward the living room and the chair where her husband sat. “I’m tired, Stanley. And I don’t want to keep coming home to you and this body you have carried every day since coming down from that mountain.” 
	Stanley was right. Her words had indeed shoved him in the right direction. Having never envisioned it in such a way, he saw himself shuffling down the mountain with his red parka-wearing friend limply hanging over his back.
	“OK.” He didn’t want her to wait for him to think about it. In the end, the decision was to go to the South Pole or lose his wife, and as far as everyone knew, he and Erica were the ones living.
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	The air caught in his lungs as he stepped off the terminal. The icy grasp of the bottom of the earth effortlessly reached out and embedded into his body again. The emotion was overwhelmingly nostalgic. Everything about it felt the same as it had before and it surprised it didn’t feel as terrible as he expected it. 
	He was one of eight who wanted to come and map the areas south and east of McMurdo Base and was confident he would never possibly cross the same path his feet once traced through the snow. 
	His thoughts jumped to a distant memory, old friends Jeffery and Mitch, both of whom he had fallen out of touch with over the years. Neither improving his mindset nor rationality over the whole ordeal they had shared. Neither mentioned it in such a way as he had. 
	Stanley pushed his mind to Erica’s words to ‘stop running.’ Maybe coming back was the only way to let that heavy body on his back go. 

	By the time Stanley and the new crew reached the base, most were acquainted, if not already familiar with each other from previous expeditions. Stanley was unable to exclude himself from the confines of the crawler, escorting them during their journey. But setting his supper tray on the table before him at McMurdo Base, he sat more to himself than with anyone else. 
	His eyes focused on his plate of instant potatoes and some form of canned meat. His mind was distant, racing with violent imagery and predictions. Leaving him both amused and horrified at his terms for his return trip to the southern pole. 
	“You alright, Mr. Lang?” It was Kyle Pastel, one of the young scientists who had travelled to McMurdo with him. 
	“Fine, son. Just lost in the past.” Stanley didn’t wish to say more and hoped the young man would move along.
	“That’s right… You’ve been to McMurdo Base before, haven’t you-”
	But he didn’t.
	“-I thought I knew your name from somewhere.” 
	The young man stepped forward and seated himself opposite Stanley at the table, slightly annoyed by his presumptions. 
	“Yeah, Stanley Lang. You and your group came up in 1982.”
	Stanley said nothing, but the young man went on.
	“Mitchel Berg and Jeffery Smalls, I believe. If I remember it correctly, it happened so long ago.” Kyle helped himself to a forkful of food, lifting his fierce eyes across the table to Stanley, trying to hold back his unapologetic grin. “Let’s see. Twelve years sounds about right.” Another mouthful. “That would make you-” 
	Kyle Pastel held a pause for a moment, enjoying the chance to annoy the old fool. Believing everyone in the building knew the man and his most infamous tale of his look-alike corpse. And how it had driven a wedge between him and many others in his life. 
	“-about fifty-six now.” Kyle’s hand rose again, his fork spilling over before entering his mouth, the few pieces of processed meat falling back to his plate. “Hope you can handle this old man. Cause there won’t be anyone around to help you if you can’t.”  
	At this, Kyle rose suddenly with his tray in hand, moving around the bench and directly towards a younger group of people, sitting one table across. 
	Stanley only waited twenty seconds before hearing an eruption of laughter rush from their clustered bodies. That corpse had been horrible, but this may have been worse.
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	It took five days to get past the worst of it, the bullying, the constant snickering, and the pranks. The skeleton in the shower room had been exceptionally cruel and worried now that he may never make it off the island cause of a heart attack. But it had seemed to die down finally, and Kyle, the ringleader, had let him be. Maybe finally seeing the true talent and good Stanley could bring to the team. After all, this was all in the name of science, at least, it was expected. 
	Supper that night sealed the deal. At first, the sight of Kyle striding towards his table repelled him. Still, Kyle’s approaching face and stance quickly softened Stanley’s ridge edges. 	
	“Mr. Lang. May I sit down?”
	It was a step in the right direction, turning a slight grin from Stanley’s right cheek. Gently resting back against his chair, he outstretched his hand in a gesture for Kyle to take a seat. 
	“Thank you.”
	Again, Stanley held his tongue, curious to see if the young man still possessed the same nerve he had several days before.
	“Mr. Lang. I want to apologize.” Kyle’s face turned to him and held his stare, wishing to give Mr. Lang no reason to doubt or second-guess him. “I was an absolute prick, and I wish I hadn’t acted as I did. It was unprofessional and disrespectful” Kyle held a moment, watching the older, wiser, still confused man staring back at him. “I am sorry, Mr. Lang. And I would very much like a chance to start fresh.” 
	This time Kyle waited, giving Stanley every available option. It could have been easy to have said no and left it at that. But Stan had been watching the kid, and as arrogant as the young punk was, he was also intelligent, thorough, and had a passion he had seen in few others. Mitch was one of those few. 
	“Alright, kid.” Stanley held his hand out to him and saw Kyle’s face light up. The burst of reassurance was gratifying. 
	“Thank you, Sir.” Kyle shook his hand. His voice came out small but honest, and he was soon moving back to his table. His head held higher than when he had walked over, and there was no laughter to follow either. 

	That night they would invite Stanley to the table to play cards, and to his surprise, he very much wanted to. The conversation was instant as he took a seat, and by the time eleven o’clock came around, he had won himself the pot and a few new friends. 
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	Stanley had been there twenty-one days now and would be going home in three. He had come, done what they asked of him, and within seventy-two hours, he’d be released from this frozen hell and flown back to the real world. 
	It would be better for him and Erica. Stanley knew she would be thrilled to hear how arcuate her perception of this trip had been, having felt the weight of that reluctant cadaver slowly slip from him. Now it felt like a distant, hazy dream, and returning to this place, as familiar as it was, nothing was the same. 
	The world had pressed on, as did the land. And even after his time spent here, it had all been taken in a new way. The only thing now was the food, holding steady over two decades, chalky and tasteless. The anger in his knees quickly reminded him of the harsh, freezing weather and demanding walking conditions after only twelve hours of it. 
	But the warmth of the sun was what had kept them in high spirits today. Grace Armond, Kyle Pastel, Kenny Bridges, Lucas Herbert, and, of course, Stanley in a bright orange parka, coming up in the rear. Everyone walked before him in a wriggling line, the cut tracks in the snow widening and crumbling as the next set of prints paced along. 
	They moved along the bottom edge of Mount Erebus, coming around its eastern side and looping around to its most northern point, reaching out into the Ross Archipelago. By eleven in the morning, their operations were in full swing, marking, tracking, measuring, and reading. Everyone’s instruments, tools, diagrams, and devices ran their programming in some way.
	Kyle had taken the lead after lunch, with Grace coming in close behind him. They reminded Stan of Mitch and Sally all those years ago, never knowing if they had kept in touch. Kenny followed, and Lucas walked three paces before Stan. The gentleman’s stride was wide and deep, much like his own. 	Lucas had been the one to hold the most conversation with Stanley that day, the others in a collective argument over which Star Wars film was now the best. He and Lucas spoke of their wives and children. Stanley admitting to Lucas of his shortcomings, no pun intended in not having children, and being glad of Erica’s understanding. 
	Lucas spoke of his home in Texas and the heat in the summer. Stanley could only compare it to the ones he’d experienced in Toronto, never missing a chance to make it to the Great Lakes to fish. It was a splendid and straightforward conversation, making Stanley long for his journey home, grateful his trip had brought the closure it did. 
	“So, have you ever been to Niagara Falls?” Lucas’s eyes shot back to Stanley, the three paces behind.
	“Every fall. We go when the leaves turn. Nothing like it-” Stanley’s voice cut off by a great gush of wind, ripping past all five of them, forcing Grace and Kyle to the ground without much warning. 
	The air around them became dense and thick, clouded by lifted snow, now whipping and twisting about them. The temperature dropped, and the five of them felt it. Suddenly having to gasp for breath as the frozen air turned thin and weak within their lungs. 
	Grace’s hand sought out Kyle’s and found it, feeling his squeeze around hers tightly. All of them were now crouching low to the ground and moving into a close huddle. 
	Stanley crept in last, the pain in his knees spiking as he crouched in closer, coming up between Ken and Lucas as a rush of fear ripped through him. Quickly lifting his eyes to his crew, Stanley was eager to find some calm within their faces, but what he saw only encouraged his sudden fear. 
	They were afraid, and he hadn’t realized before this moment, that none of them had been to this place in the world before, just him. A place where no one was able to help, if you are, where death was always nearer than you thought. Where bodies fell and lay forgotten. 
	Stanley’s heart raced as the feeling of peace came over him, a reassurance, déjà vu unlike any he had ever experienced before. He was back on that mountain’s slope, Jeffery, and Mitch beside him. 
	“Mr. Lang!” 
	Stanley’s face shot over to the voice calling out to him, seeing Kyle’s face frozen in fear.
	“What do we do?” 
	The wind gusted about them, whipped at their parkas and down linings. Grace held her eyes closed, slightly pressed to Kyle, and Lucas had placed his arm around Stan’s shoulders. 
	“We wait, hope for it to pass. Then, go back to base.” 
	The circle huddled tighter together and spoke no more, wanting to hold on to all the heat they could. Afraid of their chances of escape or rescue. Each of them quietly and desperately thought of the future. 
	Ken was thinking of his girl back in L.A, sure, now he would marry her, should he get home. Lucas thought of his wife and three children back in Texas, waiting to hear from him. Grace was angry at herself for having let her feelings get the better of her in her relationship with Kyle. At the same time, Kyle could only think of how happy they would be when they found a place together in Pittsburgh. 
	Stanley felt nothing but grief and regret. Pain for the years of torment he put on himself and his wife. The sorrow of holding on so long, and the irony of having come back. Fearing now, he would die, just as the gods had intended. 
	It was just as this thought grappled his heart that the wind’s harsh breath died down and stopped, settling the snow gently back to the earth. The landscape slowly came back into view, and the world about them began to emerge, pressing back their doubt and fear. But more than an hour had passed, and the window to reach their next checkpoint had closed. 
	Slowly everyone rose from the huddle, standing up and looking around the empty white going in every direction. Their fear was still intense, and all of them now ached from the time spent low to the ground. Stanley was no exception. Lifting from the snow last, he was glad to feel Luca grab hold of him to assist. The sharp and steady burn in his knee joints radiates down into his shins and through to the base of his numb feet. 
	“We’ll have to go back. No time to waste. We have three hours till the sun goes down.” Stanley’s voice came to them calmly, grateful for his experience and a steady hand. 
	“It took us four hours to get to where we are now. How will we make it back?” Grace’s voice came out rushed and agitated, not significantly different than what all of them felt.
	“We don’t go back the way we came. We head straight to McMurdo Base. Stanley raised his arm and pointed in the direction of their salvation. “We should be able to make it before dark.”  
	No future questions came, nor was there hesitation when Stanley turned to take the lead and guide them back to the base. They followed closely together, coming up over the low ridge, and began their descent downward. Stanley was pleased with their pace, believing they would make it before their loss of daylight. 
	Their line broke through the snow, its white crust hardened into a sharp top layer of ice. They pushed on to the east, coming along a frozen white wall standing before them in the snow. Moving around the large white border, they stepped into its cold shadow, the line keeping close behind Stanly. 
	He didn’t slow his pace, looking onwards to the edge of the wall and to where the sunlight would touch them again. They were ten paces away when Stanley's next step broke through a layer of hard snow. 
	Horrible memories and certainty almost drowned him. His eyes were looking about him, the land unfamiliar, changed by drifts and snow, but it didn’t subside his fear. It had been a place they had walked before. He, Jeffery and Mitch, and they would again find what he’d found then over twenty years ago. 
	“Mr. Lang? Everything alright?” Lucas’s voice rose nervously from behind. 
	“Yes. Yes, everything’s fine.” Stanley forced his feet to keep moving forward, pulling the rest of his body along. 
	The group behind him all shared an exchange of glances, some concerned, others frightened. But no one stopped, and no one spoke; they followed. All were trying to remember back when they had laughed at the old man’s crazy story of his dead doppelganger on the mountain.
	Stanley’s hands trembled, and his heart hammered in his chest with every step forward. His knees screamed with his belief of stumbling and falling over someone’s corpse. Terror is reaching deeper inside him. He couldn’t be sure how long the fear held him, but his lungs burned for air. Had he been holding his breath the last ten paces or just forgotten to breathe. It had wrapped around his neck like a noose, and he was pacing toward the long drop. 
	Two minutes. Stanley’s pace faltered a moment but picked back up, suddenly aware of the trembling in his legs weakening his stride. The retained silence was discouraging, hearing only the heavy breaths from the four who followed behind him. 
	Five minutes. Stanley had managed to get his breathing back to normal, besides the constant fight against the chill. And for the first time asked himself if they had walked pasted the place where they had found that body. And for a moment, his heart accepted it.
	Eight minutes. Stanley kept his pace, breaking through the snow and pushing forward, carving through the untouched white blanket over the land. They were now over a mile from their routed path and half a mile down the peak's southern slope. 
	Eleven minutes. The feeling was nearly gone; they had walked on far enough to pass the place where Stanley had found that body. A body that belonged to a stranger, a man cold and lost and forgotten by those who had-
	Stanley felt his right foot break through the firm base he thought he had stepped on. As if slowed down, falling forward as his right knee popping. The white heat rushed over his vision, and for a moment, he worried he had broken something, but his fear stole the worry from his knee.
	His boot rested against something firm but soft, able to give just a little under the pressure of his weight. He didn’t hear the shouting from behind him, nor the hands which helped lift him gently from the ground. The white heat was gone. There was nothing but him, slumped on that mountainside, riddled with terror. 	
	“Mr. Lang! Mr. Lang. Are you OK?” Kyle’s breath was short and hot.
	“Mr. Lang?” Grace was now hardly able to hold herself together, terrified that they would face leaving him stranded there with a broken leg. 
	“Stanley?” Lucas’s hand gripped his shoulders, trying to get some reaction or response from the man, seeing his face white as a sheet. 
	Their voices merged into a distant foggy noise, and though he wouldn’t know it, he pulled from Lucas’s grasp with enormous strength as his hands drove beneath the untouched snow before his kneeling body. 
	The group did nothing. Their blood froze as they were forced to watch. The frail man’s body was suddenly frantic and screaming. Also, something he was unaware he was doing. His gloves ripped through the snow, scooping back as much as he could, ripping, tearing, and pulling away what seemed to go beyond an end or earth. His left glove flew off, following the snow thrown into the air. Drifting and landing behind him and about the boots of his frightened companions.
	His bare hand tore through the hard white snow, beginning to bleed and transform the pure white colour into something of a pink and fleshy mess. Still, the four young adults didn’t move, watching his skin fall away from raw strength and the ice he now crawled through. The imprint of his boot had become a part of the reddening mess about his body. The sweat poured from his hairline and stung his eyes, but he didn’t stop. He keeps tearing, ripping, and digging.
	His breath caught in his throat. The reddish-patched snow broke open to dark blue fabric, lightly dusted with the blood-stained powder. Stanley froze, his entire body locked in position, his bare fingers almost ghostly as all the blood pooled within his palm, no longer able to combat the cold. 
	“Stanley?” Kyle’s voice was small and hardly able to push through his engulfing fear. “We need to keep-” 
	Stanley’s body language changed, as did his demeanour. In a sudden and flurried rush, his hands drove back into the bloodied snow, and to his surprise, Lucas’s hands quickly joined him. 
	Behind him, Kyle’s fear had begun pushing him slowly away, as Grace fell back to her knees, her face empty as her eyes held to them digging in the snow.
	Ken slowly moved in on the other side of Stanley, his gloved hands scooping bloody pink snow out and away. 
	Kyle now stood ten feet from them when Stanley stopped. The frozen body lay wholly uncovered, his boots, gloves, and hood now exposed to the hidden sun and the frigid air. Stanley’s eyes stared down at the frozen body, its face turned down towards the snow, hidden from view. Just like before.
	His hand reached out slowly, no longer bleeding as his fingers were slowly succumbing to frostbite. Trembling as he neared the navy-blue fabric.
	“Don’t!” Kenny’s voice spoke sternly, praying to his god that Stanley wouldn’t touch him, that he would stand up and again guide them down the mountain. Stanley would consider the others' minds and feelings in the group and not merely feed into his delusions. That he would let go and walk away unburdened.
	Kenny’s wish broke, watching as the man’s frozen white fingers gripped the fabric so tightly, the blood gushed from the many cuts and gashes he had given himself.
	Lucas didn’t move or speak, thinking and feeling as Kenny did, as Grace did, and as Kyle did. Why hadn’t he followed in Kyle's footsteps to further himself from the dead man instead of choosing his front-row seat? 
	Grace closed her eyes tightly, feeling like a child as her hands came up to her face for added protection. Worried, her willpower would come undone, and her curiosity would cast upon the face of a dead man. Something she knew she would never be able to forget. 
 	Kyle’s eyes were unable to turn away, watching as the old fool’s hand pulled back the fabric. Its sunken white face seemed to glow against the sun, stretched back and white. His feet did not have the same fixed position problems as his eyes.
	Ken’s body flew back and out of the snow, only to fall back hard against his backside as he hurried to get to his feet, trying to get away.
	Lucas’s body followed Ken’s; only his eyes stayed. The empty blue stare looked up at them, wearing an almost reassuring smile.
	Grace’s willpower had broken, unable to ignore the sudden, dramatic change in her group atmosphere. Peering through her fingers, she fell onto the slightly upturned face. Its nose was half black from frostbite while alive. Its face stared up blankly at Stanley. 
	 
	Stanley’s body trembled in the snow, unaware of the slow, cold burn spreading through his knees and legs. Unaware of the blood once again slowly dripping from his bare freezing hand. Unaware of Grace’s horrified screams and sobs as Kyle tried to lift her from the ground. 
	Lucas managed to get Ken back beside him to try and do the same for Stanley, but his weight had somehow tripled. That or their strength had entirely drained from them. In mid-pull, Stanley’s body seemed to give out, causing Ken and Lucas to believe it had been enough to kill the old man. 
	It may have been better; cause Stanley’s voice broke out across the vast empty plain in horrible, fevered laughter. 
	Grace’s hands moved to her ears, trying to block out the man’s hysterical laughs, finding her feet, and the release of Kyle’s grip, seeing his own hands find his ears.
	Lucas and Ken didn’t let go of Stanley, his body light and weary as all his power and strength seemed to flow out with his psychotic snickering. Lucas couldn’t afford to look back as he and Ken carried Mr. Lang down the hill. Afraid he would never be able to examine the living man in the face again, in fear of only seeing his death.
	It was funny; no one was worried about causing an avalanche this time. 
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	Stanley sat on the plane, impatiently waiting for takeoff. It had been sixteen hours since they’d come off the mountain. They had managed to save his right hand's fingers but not to retrace their steps back to the body. By the time the retrieval team was halfway, a storm had come in, wiping out any trace of their path. The others had spoken to the doctors privately about what had happened on the mountain. No one had looked Stanley in the eye since. At least now he was on a plane, preparing to take him home. 
	He pulled his arms around himself, the puff of air rushing past his cheeks from within his orange parka. He couldn’t hold a thought other than walking through his door. But every time he opened it, someone different was there to greet him. 
	Erica, Jeffery, Mitchel, and even Kyle had been there once to invite him in. But most often, it was himself, standing in the doorframe. His dehydrated body was consumed by either a massive navy blue or red parka. Its face sunken in, eyes blueish white and glazed over, still seeming to stare directly into his heart and pierce him with absolute fear. 
	His hands gripped his down-filled jacket, the pain erupting from his right hand in doing so. 
The cuts were now open, and he could feel the light trickle of blood escaping, but he didn’t move. He held himself still as he felt the plane rush forward and gain speed, crossing over the ice-covered runway. 
              Again, the image of that leathered face opening the door struck him, and, at that moment, he believed the plane’s takeoff would be a massive failure. Watching the corpse's smile widen as he thought of himself, ejected from a crumbling plane and thrown across the snow-covered runway. But his stomach rose and fell, and the aircraft's landing gear lifted off the ground, nothing holding it up but air and science. 
	The plane quickly tilted its wings starboard and aligned its path with a very distant New Zealand. Staley’s eyes turned out the window watching the base pass by and Mount Erebus come closer. They would fly right over it. 
	Stanley’s hands moved to the arms of his chair as his body leaned towards the two panes of glass, separating him from the minus thirty-eight-degree air. The plane's wing obstructed half his view, the engine turbine rotating only twelve feet from him. Again, the pilot tilted the plane, and Stanley’s stomach quickly rose and jumped unapprovingly. Feeling his whole body lean towards his window even closer. 
	His eyes fell to the pinwheel on the turbine, spinning faster than his eyes could see it. Only witnessed its sudden stop before the hot rush of flames and the sudden hardening chill of the air ended his train of thought. 
	His body fell limp but not lifeless, now seeing the plane from the outside, with a giant hole torn out of its right side. He didn’t breathe as the air swept past him without hesitation, for a moment believed himself to be weightless, but those dead blue eyes fell on him and watched.
	A wicked smile crept over its stretched white face, breaking and tearing the skin around its mouth and cheeks. His mouth, his cheeks, he saw himself lying in the snow, no blood pooling, no bones protruding, but his eyes open staring at him. He would finally join them. After all, they had waited so long.
	The thud of Stanley Lang’s body against the snow passed no one’s ears and only carried as far as the wind would take it.
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	The wind blew past his orange parka, drifting powder about the part of his face still above the snow. His blue eyes were forever open and forever looking across the vast plain of white snow. The wind was moving and shaping the drifts and mounds about his body, revealing another bright spot uncovered by the gusting winds. The red fabric looked out of place within the white blanket but only needed to be patient. The wind pushed harder, rushing and sweeping the land beneath it, cleaning away the cover and disillusions, opening a world forgotten in space and time. The red parka joined a second, this one navy blue, and a third and fourth, both orange in colour. Slowing the white patch of heaven turned into a field littered with death, as Stanley’s body had finally come home. 
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