


“Who’s there?” the old man yelled from his kayak. 
An oppressive silence overcame him like a 

wave. He was not a man to hear voices in the night nor go 
to church on Sunday, but how can he deny the haunting, 
audible intonation?

Beware.
The sinister voice warned him as the boat crested over 

the first waves he met on the two nautical-mile, open-
water crossing. He wondered for a moment if his mind 
was truly escaping him. Madness, however subjective, 
he rarely deferred to. In solitude noises can be explained 
away as the consequences of isolation. Despite his 
predilection to heed the plea of this sound, the old man 
continued, dismissing the warning as an encroachment of 
his imagination.

The glass surface broke open, spilling its perfectly 
symmetric ripples across the seawater. Rhythmically, the 
bow of the kayak cut through the long strands of kelp 
reaching for the surface like drowned men stretching 
for salvation. The old man drove his hand-carved Inuit 
paddle deep into the frigid waters of the Puget Sound, 
each stroke carrying him farther from a world he no 
longer belonged. In the Sound he found solace in the 
perfect equilibrium of nature. Only the soft acoustic song 
of the water rolling along his baidarka1 could be heard. 
The wind wisped across his menacing white beard as he 
led himself along the tidal currents that flowed out to the 
distant Pacific. Leaving the bay, the harbor seals barked 
their solemn goodbyes.

Referring to the nautical map kept rubber-banded 
to the deck of his vessel, he plotted a course straight one 
nautical mile to shore at the next island for a respite. 

1     A baidarka is a traditional Inuit kayak made of skin or 
canvas tightly wrapped around a cedar frame. 
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While scratching the last red wax pencil marks across the 
laminate surface of the map, the light from the sun was 
swallowed behind him. The old sailors chapped mouth 
fell wide as his pale blue eyes surmised the enormous 
wall of fog that was rolling towards him at 15 knots. Fog 
is perhaps the most dangerous hazard a small sea kayak 
could encounter on the Sound; with the shipping lanes 
that bear massive cargo-freighters to and from Seattle, it 
steals any visibility for avoiding catastrophe. In a panic, 
the old man drove on with a determined ferocity in each 
stroke, fighting to reach the shore before the fog engulfed 
him. He could not escape his fate.

The fog swallowed him in its gray, endless abyss. 
Decidedly, he kept on as straight as possible, stretching 
for shore in hopes of waiting out the sea’s blinding mist. 
The old man paddled and paddled for what seemed like 
hours with no indication he was nearing his destination. 
And as he hopelessly struggled against the emptiness of 
the fog, the sun extinguished itself, ushering in complete 
darkness.

In the emptiness of night, the water stilled to a calm 
with no measurable sense of current. The old man’s 
kayak floated in the wastelands as he listened in agony 
to the silence. He could hear the beating of his heart in 
the vacuity of all sound and matter. Bum-bum bum-
bum bum-bum, his heart resounded. It was so clear, and 
audible; its pulses vibrated across his aged and weathered 
skin. From his dazed exhaustion, the old man startled 
alert at the realization that it was not the sound of his 
heart beating. It was the sound of drums.

In the distance he could hear a steady tribal chorus 
pounding away a rhythmic beat. It was constant and 
ominous, spilling its shadowy tendrils of sound into the 
darkness. He knew that it was his only viable choice. The 
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temperature plummeted, and in the fog, he was truly lost. 
He drew his paddle deep and turned to face the drums. As 
he stroked towards the unknown, the drum’s vibrations 
kissed his wind-chilled cheeks.

Nearer to the sound of beating drums, a large 
silhouette became visible in the foggy horizon. At first 
glance, all he could make out was an enormous black 
shape towering in the distance. But as the kayak coursed 
forward, he realized he was staring at an island. It was 
unfamiliar to him immediately. Coming into view were 
large jagged rocks, stabbing out of the sea and shore like 
massive splintered horns. To the east, under the moonlight 
he could see a large cliff face that appeared to wrap its way 
around the edge of the island. To the west, there was a 
rocky beach shadowed by a wood of straggly evergreens. 
While the old man slowly navigated into the shallower 
waters of the tidal zone, the drums began to echo louder 
and faster. Scanning the shore for a place to pull in, he 
noticed a large 40-foot pole midway along the beach. The 
water seemed clear near the pole, so he decided to pull 
in at the landmark. When he placed his left foot on the 
sandy shore to exit his craft, the drums stopped.

On the beach, the old sailor dragged his craft away 
from the tide lines in the sand and nearer to the shadowed 
monument that drew him there. From his boat he walked 
to take a closer inspection of the pole. He found that it was 
pitch black, as if burnt or painted in ash. From the base 
to the top, intricate carvings hidden by shadow covered 
its entire length. It was obviously a totem pole of some 
type. The fog parted its curtain to reveal the pale-white 
glow of the moon, and under its light he could make out 
the design. Twisted, disfigured crows stacked one upon 
another had been carved into the giant log. All of them 
had empty eye sockets, and they were pecking and tearing 
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at one another’s flesh and feathers. At the top of the pole 
was a carving of a man, writhing in pain, engulfed by the 
flock.

This was not the work of the Salish tribes that once 
called the waters of the Puget Sound their sanctuary. 
It was evil in nature and spoke fear to the heart of the 
old man. The object itself was so wicked in design that 
its pretense preceded any need for understanding. The 
air became cold and the night fell silent. This time it was 
not drums, but his heartbeat throbbing out of his chest, 
sending blood in painful volumes to his extremities. Only 
one thought played over and over in his mind. He needed 
to leave. The fog was safer than whatever evil baited him 
here.

Turning on his heels, the old man made for his 
boat. But before he could take comfort in escaping this 
nightmarish beach, an awful realization slammed his 
senses: his kayak was gone. Tears welled in his eyes and 
cascaded down his cheeks until they became snared in 
his beard. His craft had vanished without a trace into the 
night to unknown forces. Emotions surged inside of him, 
fueling his sense of imminent danger.

Whether it was the fear of the crows on the totem 
pole or whatever had stolen his kayak from the shore, 
the old man decided to work his way inland in an effort 
to distance himself from the terrors that lurked on the 
island’s periphery Each step across the dry, pine needle-
laden forest floor sent out an echo into the darkness. He 
could not see farther then his own hands in front of him. 
Moonlit branches of wax-tipped evergreens signaled a 
lonely greeting in the night as he passed below. The old 
man was certain now that for the last twenty minutes or 
so, something had been following him delicately.

Every ten paces, he would pause slightly mid-step 
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to hear a gentle footfall against the fir needles and pine 
branches before he placed down his own boot. It was the 
familiar game of the predator stalking its prey, decisively 
waiting to make its next move. This thing, whatever it 
was, followed him endlessly into the night as if he was a 
bleeding doe.

In a moment of blind panic, the old man bolted 
through the trees. With the effort of a man half his age, he 
pushed off into a sprint. Branches slapped against his face 
and cut at his skin as he passed through without concern 
for anything but his pursuer. He could hear it crashing 
behind him, crushing branches and tearing up earth in 
chase. His adrenaline was now fully administered and the 
movement below his torso became surreal as he blundered 
forward through the trees. Warm blood trickled across 
his cheek streaming from a wound on his brow. A branch 
had torn across his fragile skin leaving a moderate gash. 
The metallic taste touched his lips, but adrenaline blocked 
his concern.

It’s gaining on me. The sounds of its steps reared 
closer, like feathers flapping against another paired with 
the crushing vibrations of large feet slamming the earth in 
chase. Nearer to him now, a snarling and raspy intake of 
air could be heard. But he could smell salt in the air and 
taste it on his breath. He knew he was drawing towards 
the shore. The horizon of dark shadowed trees seemed to 
thin into a staggered collection of evergreens. He could 
feel his legs begin to shake and weaken, but the hope of 
escaping this horrific thing drove him onward. The small 
native salal2 plants brushed his legs as he ran from the 
last mangled branches of the wood onto the rocky open 
beach.

2     A native species of shrub that grows naturally in the Pacific North 
West. 
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The old man quickly looked around him to evaluate 
where he was on the shoreline. Incredibly, his beloved 
kayak sat dragged up from the water a hundred yards 
from his location. He ran to it in a fury, slipping across the 
rocks as he made his way back to escape. He realized he 
couldn’t hear the loud clambering and wheezing sounds 
from his pursuer anymore. He turned to look behind him 
for some sign of it, but saw only the dark of the forest. 
When his steps carried him the last few feet to his craft 
he realized that this, in fact, was the same shore he landed 
on hours before.

He glanced in every direction, searching for the 
totem pole, but the monument of terror was gone. It had 
vanished without a trace. He couldn’t find any evidence 
proving that it had existed at all. The soil where he 
remembered it standing appeared unchanged. And what 
was even more unsettling was that he could make out his 
old footprints in the sand leading up to where it had stood. 
He traced the indents his feet had left behind, pockmarks 
upon the sand, until they disappeared into the forest. He 
looked out towards the expanse of cold salt water. The fog 
was gone. 

The old man’s mind was a turbulent sea of troubles 
and confusion. Exhaling a sigh of relief, he resolved to 
defer this encounter to madness. All that mattered to him 
now was he was safe and that he was leaving this damned 
island. He slipped his hips into the cockpit, and using his 
knuckles, he pushed the kayak into the icy Puget Sound. 
The cold water ebbing against his hands startled him. He 
could feel the sting of salt water as it splashed his cuts 
and scrapes. And as his long boat fully entered the water, 
he felt it begin again. Against his skin, the vibrations of a 
resounding chorus.

The sound of drums.
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