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  The Kate Shugak

  Short Stories


  Nooses Give


  Author’s Note


  I’d just gotten home from the Edgar Awards in New York City, grasping mine in a sweaty palm, when a letter landed in my post office box. It was a request for a short story for an anthology called The Mysterious West, to be published by Harper Collins. And it was from someone who signed himself Tony Hillerman.


  Now, I certainly knew who Tony Hillerman was, but I had never met him, and I knew he couldn’t possibly have ever heard of me. Someone was obviously swanning around taking Tony Hillerman’s name in vain and that was not allowed. I called my agent in high dudgeon and insisted that we had to DO something about this.


  There followed a puzzled silence, after which my agent asked me to look at the letter again. I did so. It was actually signed for Tony Hillerman, not by him, by a gentleman named Marty Greenberg.


  I heard a long sigh. “Dana,” my agent said, “Marty Greenberg is very well known in the industry. His nickname is the anthology king. If he says he’s putting together an anthology that Tony is editing, he is.”


  “Oh,” I said.


  “You will respond immediately, and you will say yes, you will be happy to contribute a short story to an anthology with Tony Hillerman’s name on the cover.”


  “Oh,” I said.


  And wrote “Nooses Give.”


  



  THE BODIES HAD FALLEN around the table like three cards from a spent deck. Jeremy Mike, the jack of spades. Sally Jorgenson, queen of hearts. Ted Muktoyuk, the king of diamonds. The King of the Key, they called him from the bleachers, at five feet ten the tallest center Bernie Koslowski had ever had the privilege of coaching.


  Bernie’s mouth was set in a grim line. “What happened?”


  Billy Mike had a mobile moon face, usually beaming with good nature and content. This morning it was grim and tired. The jack of spades had been a nephew, his youngest sister’s only child. She didn’t know yet, and he didn’t know how he was going to tell her. He told Bernie instead. “They were drunk. It’s Jeremy’s pistol.”


  “How do you know?”


  Billy’s face twisted. “I gave it to him for Christmas.” Bernie waited, patient, and Billy got himself under control. “He must have brought it from home. Sally’s parents are in Ahtna for a corporation conference, so they came here to drink.”


  “And play Russian roulette.”


  Billy nodded. “Looks like Ted lost. He was left-handed—remember that hook shot?”


  “Remember it? I taught it to him.”


  “Sally was on his right. She couldn’t have shot him in the left side of his head from where she sat.” He pointed at the pistol, lying on the table a few inches from Sally’s hand. “You know Ted and Sally were going together?”


  Bernie grunted. “You figure Sally blamed Jeremy? For bringing the gun?”


  “Or the bottle, or both.” The tribal chief’s nod was weary. “Probably grabbed the gun and shot Jeremy, then herself.” He stooped and picked up a plastic liquor bottle from the floor.


  He held it out, and Bernie examined the label. “Windsor Canadian. The bootlegger’s friend. Retail price in Anchorage, seven-fifty a bottle. Retail price in a dry village, a hundred bucks easy.”


  “Yeah.” The bottle dropped to the table, next to the gun.


  “You talk to him?”


  “I tried. He shot out the headlights on my snow machine.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Town’s tense. You know the DampAct passed by only five votes. There’s plenty who think he’s just doing business, that he’s got every right to make a living, same as the rest of us.”


  “No,” Bernie said, “not the same as the rest of us.”


  “No,” Billy agreed. “Bernie, the trooper’s chasing after some nut who shot up a bank in Valdez, and the tribal police… Well, hell, the tribal policemen are okay at checking planes for booze and getting the drunks home safe from the Roadhouse. Like I said, the town’s tense. Anything could happen.” A pause. “We’re not going to be able to handle this on our own.”


  “No.” Bernie’s eyes met Billy’s. “But we know someone who can.”


  The tribal chief hesitated. “I don’t know, Bernie. There’s some history there.”


  Bernie gave the bodies a last look, a gaze equal parts sorrow and rage. “All the better.”


  · · ·


  The next morning Bernie bundled himself into parka, gauntlets, and boots, kissed his wife and children goodbye, and got on his snow machine. There had been a record amount of snow that winter, drifting twenty feet deep in places. Moose were unable to get at the tree bark that was their primary food source and were starving to death all over the Park, but the snow machining had never been better. An hour and thirty-five miles later, his cheeks frostbitten and his hands and feet numb, he burst into a small clearing. He cut the engine and slid to a stop six feet from the log cabin.


  It sat at the center of a half circle of small buildings, including a garage, a greenhouse, a cache, and an outhouse. Snow was piled high beneath the eaves of the cabin, and neat paths had been cut through it from door to door and to the woodpile between cabin and outhouse. Beyond the buildings were more trees and a creek. Beyond the creek the ground fell away into a long, broad valley that glittered hard and cold and white in what there was of the Arctic noon sun, a valley that rose again into the Teglliq foothills and the Quilak mountain range, a mighty upward thrust of earth’s crust that gouged the sky with 18,000-foot spurs until it bled ice-blue glaze down their sharp flanks.


  It was a sight to steal the heart. Bernie Koslowski would never have seen any of it if he hadn’t dodged the draft all the way into British Columbia in 1970. From there it was but a step over the border into Alaska and some fine, rip-roaring years on the TransAlaska Pipeline. By the time the line was finished, he had enough of a stake to buy the Roadhouse, the only establishment legally licensed to sell liquor in the twenty-million-acre Park, and he settled down to marry a local girl and make babies and boilermakers for the rest of his life.


  He sold liquor to make a living. He coached basketball for fun. He had so much fun at it that Niniltna High School’s Kanuyaq Kings were headed for the Class C State Championship. Or they had been until Ted Muktoyuk’s resignation from the team. Bernie’s eyes dropped from the mountains to the clearing.


  She hadn’t been off the homestead in the last four feet of snow; he’d had to break trail with the machine a quarter of a mile through the woods. The thermometer mounted next to the door read six below. He knocked. No answer. Smoke was coming from both chimneys. He knocked again, harder.


  This time the door opened. She stood five feet tall and small of frame, dwarfed by the wolf-husky hybrid standing at her side. The wolf’s eyes were yellow, the woman’s hazel, both wary and hostile. The woman said, “What?”


  “What ‘what?’” Bernie said. “What am I doing here? What do I want? Whatever happened to this thing called love?” He gave a hopeful smile. There was no response. “Come on, Kate. How about a chance to get in out of the cold?”


  For a minute he thought she was going to shut the door in his face. Instead she stepped to one side. “In.”


  The dog curled a lip at him, and he took this as tacit permission to enter. The cabin was a twenty-five-foot square with a sleeping loft. Built-in bookshelves, built-in couch, table and chairs and two stoves, one oil, one wood, took up the first floor. Gas lamps hissed gently from brackets in all four corners. She took his parka and hung it next to hers on the caribou rack mounted next to the door. “Sit.”


  He sat. She poured out two mugs of coffee and gave him one. He gulped gratefully and felt the hot liquid creep all the way down his legs and out into his fingertips, and as if she had only been waiting for that, she said, “Talk.”


  Her voice was a hoarse, croaking whisper, and irresistibly his eyes were drawn to the red, angry scar bisecting the smooth brown skin of her throat, literally from ear to ear. None of the Park rats knew the whole story, and none of them had had the guts to ask for it, but the scar marked her throat the way it had marked the end of her career seven months before as an investigator on the staff of the Anchorage district attorney’s office. She had returned to her father’s homestead sometime last summer. The first anyone knew about it was when her mail started being delivered to the Niniltna post office. Old Abel Int-Hout picked it up and presumably brought it out to her homestead, and the only time anyone else saw her was when she came into Niniltna for supplies in October, the big silver wolf husky hybrid walking close by her side, warning off any and all advances with a hard yellow stare.


  Her plaid shirt was open at the throat, her long black hair pulled back into a loose braid. She wasn’t trying to hide the scar. Maybe it needed air to heal. Or maybe she was proud of it. Or maybe it was only that she wasn’t ashamed of it, which wasn’t quite the same thing. He looked up from the scar and met eyes beneath an epicanthic fold that gave her face an exotic, Eastern flavor. She was an Aleut icon stepped out of a gilt frame, dark and hard and stern. “I’ve got a problem,” he said.


  “So?”


  “So I’m hoping you’ll make it your problem too.” He drank more coffee, preparing for a tough sell. “You know about the DampAct?” She shook her head. “In November the village voted to go dry. You can bring in booze for your own consumption but not in amounts to sell.” He added, “I’m okay because the Roadhouse is outside tribal boundaries.” She didn’t look as if she’d been worrying about him or his business. “Well, Kate, it ain’t working out too good.”


  There was a brief pause. “Bootlegger,” she said.


  “Yeah.”


  She doubled her verbal output. “Tell me.” He told her. It must have been hard to hear. She was shirttail cousin to all three of the teenagers. Hell, there weren’t very many people in the village of Niniltna or the entire Park for that matter she couldn’t call cousin, including himself, through his wife. It was the reason he was here. One of them.


  “You know who?” she said.


  He snorted into his coffee and put the mug down with a thump. “Of course I know who. Everybody knows who. He’s been flying booze into remote villages, wet or dry, for thirty years. Wherever there isn’t a bar—shit, wherever there is a bar and somebody’d rather buy their bottle out of the back of a plane anyway—there’s Pete with his hand out. God knows it’s better than working for a living.”


  Her face didn’t change, but he had the sudden feeling that he had all her attention, and remembered Billy Mike’s comment about history. “Pete Liverakos,” she said. He gave a gloomy nod. “Stop him. The local option law says the state can seize any equipment used to make, transport, sell, or store liquor. Start confiscating.”


  This time a gloomy shake. “We don’t know where to start.”


  A corner of the wide mouth turned down. “Gee, maybe you could try his plane. You can pack a lot of cases of booze into the back of a 180, especially if you pull all the seats except the pilot’s.”


  “He’s not using it,” Bernie said. “Since the DampAct passed, the tribal council has been searching every plane that lands at gunpoint. Pete’s been in and out in his Cessna all winter, Billy Mike says clean as a whistle every time.”


  “How often?”


  “Once a week, sometimes twice.” He added, “He’s not even bringing in anything for personal use, which all by itself makes me suspicious, because Pete and Laura Anne are a couple what likes a little caribou with their Cabernet.”


  “Get the trooper.”


  “Kate, you know and I know the trooper’s based in Tok, and his jurisdiction is spread pretty thin even before he gets within flying distance of Niniltna. Besides, he’s already in pursuit of some yo-yo who shot up a bank in Valdez and took off up Thompson Pass, on foot, no less. So much for state law. The DampAct—” He shrugged. “The DampAct is a local ordinance. Even if they catch him at it, all the council can do is fine him a thousand bucks. Like a speeding ticket. In any given year Pete spends more than that on olives for martinis.”


  “He got somebody flying it in from Anchorage?”


  Bernie gave a bark of laughter. “Sure. MarkAir.” At her look, he said, “Shit, Kate, MarkAir runs specials with the Brown Jug in town. Guy endorses his permanent dividend fund check over at the local MarkAir office, MarkAir carries it to Anchorage and expedites it to the Brown Jug warehouse, Brown Jug fills the order, MarkAir picks it up and takes it out to the airport and flies it to the village.”


  “Competition for you,” she said.


  He met her eyes levelly. “That isn’t what this is about, and you know it. I serve drinks, not drunks, and I don’t sell bottles.”


  She looked away. “Sorry.”


  He gave a curt nod.


  There was a brief silence. She broke it. “What do you want me to do?”


  He drained his mug and set it on the table with a decisive snap. “I got a state championship coming up. I need sober players who come to practice instead of out earning their next bottle running booze for that asshole. Preferably players who have not previously blown their brains out with their best friend’s gun. I want you to find out how Pete’s getting the booze in, and stop him.”


  · · ·


  The next morning she fired up the Polaris and followed Bernie’s tracks up the trail to the road that connected Niniltna with Ahtna and the Richardson Highway. The Polaris was old and slow, and the twenty-five miles between her homestead and the village took the better part of an hour, including the ten-minute break to investigate the tracks she spotted four miles outside the village. A pack of five wolves, healthy, hungry, and hunting. The 30.06 was always with her and there was always a round in the chamber, but she stopped and checked anyway. One wolf was an appetite with attitude. Five of them looked like patrons of a diner, with her as the blue-plate special.


  The tracks were crusted hard, a day old at least. Mutt’s sniff was interested but unalarmed, and Kate replaced the rifle and continued up the road. It wasn’t a road, really; it was the remains of the gravel roadbed of the Kanuyaq and Northwestern Railroad, built in 1910 to carry copper from the mine outside Niniltna to freighters docked in Cordova. In 1936 the copper played out, the railroad shut down, and locals began ripping up rails to get to the ties. It was an easy load of firewood, a lot easier than logging out the same load by hand.


  The rails and ties were all gone now, although in summertime you could still pick up the odd spike in your truck tires. Twice a year, once after breakup, again just before the termination dust started creeping down the mountains, the state ran a grader over the rough surface to smooth over the potholes and the washouts. For the rest of the time they left itself to itself, and to the hundreds of Park rats who used it as a secondary means of transportation and commerce.


  In the Alaskan bush, the primary means was ever and always air, and it was to the village airstrip Kate went first, a 4,800-foot stretch of hard-packed snow, much better maintained than the road. A dozen planes were tied down next to a hangar. Across the strip was a large log cabin with the U.S. flag flying outside, which backed up the wind sock at the end of the runway. Both hung limp this morning, and smoke rose straight up into the Arctic air from a cluster of rooftops glimpsed over the tops of the trees.


  Kate stopped the snow machine next to the hangar, killed the engine, and stripped off her fur gauntlets. The round white thermometer fixed to the wall read twelve below. Colder than yesterday. She worked her fingers. It felt like it. Mutt jumped down and went trotting inside. A moment later there was a yell. “Goddamn!” Kate followed the sound.


  A tall man in a gray coverall leaned up against the side of a Cessna 206 that looked as if it had enough hours on the Hobbs to put it into lunar orbit. The cowling was peeled back from the engine, and there were parts laid out on a canvas tarp. Both man and parts were covered with black grease. He scowled at her. “The next time that goddamn dog sticks her nose in my crotch from behind, I’m going to pinch her head off!”


  “Hi, George.”


  Mutt nudged his hand with her head. He muttered something, pulled a rag out of a hip pocket, wiped his hands, and crouched down to give her ears a thorough scratching. She stood stock-still with an expression of bliss on her face, her plume of a tail waving gently. She’d been in love with George Perry since she was a puppy, and George had flown Milk-Bones into the setnet site Kate fished during her summer vacations. Kate had been in love with George since he’d flown Nestle’s Semi-Sweet Morsels into that same site.


  The bush pilot gave Mutt a last affectionate cuff and stood to look at Kate. “I heard you were back.”


  She nodded in answer to his question, without offering an explanation. He didn’t ask for one. “Coffee?”


  She nodded again, and he led the way into his office, a small rectangular corner walled off from the rest of the building, furnished with a desk, a chair, and a Naugahyde couch heavily patched with black electrician’s tape. The walls were covered with yellowing, tattered maps mended with Scotch tape. George went into a tiny bathroom and came out with a coffeepot held together with three-inch duct tape. He started the coffee and sat down at the desk. “So—how the hell are you, Shugak? Long time no see.” His eyes dropped briefly to the open collar of her shirt. “Long time. You okay?” She nodded. “Good. Glad you’re back anyway. Missed you.”


  “Me too.”


  “And the monster.” He rummaged through a drawer for Oreo cookies and tossed one to Mutt. The coffeemaker sucked up the last of the water, and he poured out. Handing her a mug, he said, “What brings you into town?”


  She nodded at the wall. “Wanted to take a look at your maps.”


  His eyebrows rose. “Be my guest.” Mug in hand, she rose to her feet and began examining the maps beneath his speculative gaze, until she found the right one. Pete Liverakos’s homestead was on Beaver Creek, about a mile downstream from the village. She traced a forefinger down the Kanuyaq River until she found it. The map indicated the homestead had its own airstrip, but then what self-respecting Alaskan homestead didn’t?


  George’s voice sounded over her shoulder. “What are you looking for?”


  She dropped her hand. “Just wanted to check something, and my maps are all about fifty years out of date.”


  “So are mine.” He paused. “Dan O’Brien’s bunch just did a new survey of the Kanuyaq. Source to delta, Copper Glacier to Kolinhenik Bar. They did the whole thing this summer. I thought those fucking—excuse me, Mutt—those frigging choppers never would leave.”


  “Have they got the new maps yet?” Though her voice was still harsh and broken, and according to the doctors always would be, the more she talked, the less it hurt. The realization brought her no joy.


  He shook his head. “They’re printing ’em this winter. They’ll be selling ’em in the spring.” He paused. “Dan’s probably got the originals at Park Headquarters.”


  She drained her mug and set it on the desk. “Can I bum a ride up to the Step?”


  He set his mug next to hers. “Sure. The Cub’s prepped and ready to fly.”


  · · ·


  George took off hot, as straight up as he could with only 150 horsepower under the hood. The sky was clear and the air was still and it was CAVU all the way from the Quilak Mountains to the Gulf of Alaska. He climbed to 2,000 feet and stayed there, the throttle all the way out, a typical taxi driver whose sole interest was in there and back again. All rubbernecking did was burn gas. Twenty minutes later they landed on a small plateau in almost the exact geographical center of the Park. The north end of the airstrip began at the base of a Quilak mountain; the south end fell off the tip of a Teglliq foothill into the long river valley below. The airstrip on the Step was approximately 3,800 feet shorter than the one in Niniltna, and George cut the throttle the instant the Super Cub touched down. They roared to a halt ten feet from the front door of the largest building in the group of prefabricated buildings huddled together at the side of the runway. They climbed out, and Mutt vanished into the trees. “I won’t be long,” Kate said.


  George nodded. “I’ll go down to the mess hall and scare up a free meal.”


  Dan O’Brien had dodged alligators in the Everglades and a’a in Kilauea with enough success to be transferred to the Park on December 3, 1980, the day after Jimmy Carter signed the D-2 lands bill, which added over a hundred million acres to already existing park lands in Alaska. Dan was fiercely protective of the region under his jurisdiction, and at the same time respectful of the rights of the people around whose homesteads and fish camps and mines and villages the Park had been created, which was why he was the only national park ranger in the history of the state never to get shot at, at least not while on duty. Ranger by day, he was a notorious rounder by night. He’d known Kate since she was in college, and he’d been trying to lay her for at least that long.


  The news of her return hadn’t reached the Step, and he started around the desk with a big grin and open arms, only to skid to a halt as she unzipped her parka and he saw the scar. “Jesus Christ, Shugak,” he said in a shaken voice, “what the hell did you do to your neck?”


  She shrugged open the parka but kept it on. “George Perry tells me your boys have been making some new maps of the Kanuyaq.”


  Her harsh voice grated on his ears. He remembered the guitar, and thought of all the long winter evenings spent singing sea chanteys, and he turned his back on the subject and walked away. It might be the only thing he could do for an old friend, but he would by God do it and do it right. He did ask one question. “Mutt okay?”


  “She’s fine. She’s chasing lunch down outside. About those maps.”


  “Maps?” he said brightly. “You bet we got maps. We got a map that shows every hump and bump from Eagle to Anchorage. We got a census map that shows the location of every moose bull, cow, and calf from here to the Kanuyaq River delta. We got maps that show where every miner with a pickax sunk a hole more than a foot deep anywhere within two hundred miles. We got maps that show the spread of spruce beetles north of Ikaluq. We got—”


  “I need a map that shows me any airstrips there might be around Beaver Creek.”


  “Pete Liverakos’ place? Sure, he’s got a strip. About twelve hundred feet, I think. Plenty long enough for his Cessna, but he lands her at Niniltna.” His brow puckered. “Been curious about that myself. Why walk a mile downriver in winter when you can land on your own front doorstep?”


  She nodded, although she wasn’t curious. She knew why. “Is there another airstrip further up the creek, say halfway between his homestead and Ahtna?”


  He thought. “Yeah, I think there’s an old mine up there somewheres. Let’s take a look.” He led the way into a map room, a place of large tables and cabinets with long, wide, shallow drawers. He consulted a key, went to a drawer and produced a map three feet square, laying it out on a table with a double-jointed lamp bolted to the side. He switched on the light, and they leaned over the map. A stubby forefinger found Niniltna and traced the river from the village to Beaver Creek, and from there up the creek to the homestead. He tapped once. “Here’s Pete’s place. A twelve-hundred-foot strip just sitting there going to waste. And Ahtna’s up this way, to the northwest, about a hundred miles from Niniltna,” adding apologetically, “The scale’s too large to show it on this map.” He marked the spot with an eraser and produced a yardstick, laying it on the map, one end pointing at Beaver Creek, the other at the eraser. With his hand he traced the length of the yardstick. “And presto changeo, there it is. Like I thought, it’s an airstrip next to a gold mine. Two thousand footer. Probably needed the extra to land heavy equipment. Abandoned in… oh, hell, ’long about ’78? Probably about the time Carter declared most of the state an antiquity.” He patted her on the ass and leered when her head snapped up. “Just think what you’d be missing if he hadn’t.”


  “Just think,” she agreed, moving the target out of range. “Is the strip maintained?”


  He made a face. “I doubt it. Never was much gold there to begin with, and too fine to get out in commercial quantities anyway. Myself, I think the mine was just an excuse to come in and poach moose.”


  Her finger came back down the yardstick. “Beaver Creek runs right up to it.”


  “Uh-huh.” He produced another map, with a flourish worthy of Mandrake the Magician. “This shows the estimated animal population in the same area.” They studied it. “Neat, huh? A couple moose moved in five years ago, been real good about dropping a calf or two every spring. There’s half a dozen pairs of eagles. Beaver, mostly, on the creek.” He snapped his fingers. “Sure. I remember one time I was at the Roadhouse and Pete brought in a beaver hide. Said he was running a trapline up the creek.” His lip lifted in a sneer. “Said he’d cured it himself. Shape it was in, nobody doubted it for a minute.”


  He looked up from the map. The hazel eyes had an edge sharp enough to cut. He remembered a time when those eyes could laugh. “Hell of a trapper and hunter,” he said, “that Pete. That is, if you don’t count him joining in that wolf hunt the state had last year.” He grinned. “Nobody else does.”


  “Why not?”


  “He shot three inches off the prop of his plane, leaning out to draw a bead on a running female.”


  “He wreck the plane?” Dan shook his head. “Too bad. Okay, Dan. Thanks.”


  He followed her out of the room. “‘Okay? Thanks’? Is that it? Is that all I get? Of all the ungrateful—”


  The front door shut on the rest of it.


  George flew back to Niniltna by way of a stop at Ahtna to pick up the mail, fresh off the daily MarkAir flight from Anchorage. Kate waited by the Cub, watching cargo unload from the 737. Ahtna, at the junction of the Park road with the Richardson Highway, was a wet town, with a population of a thousand, and three flourishing bars. An entire pallet of Olympia beer was marked for the Polar Bar, a case of Jose Cuervo Gold and another of assorted liqueurs for the Midnight Sun Lounge. The 737 took off, and a Northern Air Cargo DC-6 landed in its place, off loading an igloo of building supplies from Spenard Lumber and a pallet of Rainier beer, this one marked for the Riverside Inn.


  No Windsor Canadian in either cargo, but then she didn’t see Pete or his 50 Papa around anywhere, either. Once a week, Bernie had said. This wasn’t the day.


  Ahtna, like Niniltna, was on the Kanuyaq. Downriver was Niniltna. Farther downriver was Prince William Sound. Upriver was a state highway maintenance camp. Last year during a spring storm a corner of the yard had crumbled into the river, taking a barrel of methanol with it. The barrel had floated downriver, to wash ashore outside Ahtna. Four high school kids, two sixteen, one fifteen, one fourteen, already drunk, had literally stumbled across it and instead of falling in the river and drowning tapped the barrel and died of poisoning.


  George returned with the bag as the pallet of Rainier was loaded onto the back of a flatbed. He read her silence correctly and said, “They’re a common carrier, Kate, just like me. We fly anything, anywhere, anytime, for cash money. That’s how we make a living.”


  “You don’t fly booze.”


  He shrugged. “Not up to me. The town voted to go dry.”


  “And if it hadn’t?”


  He shrugged again. A half hour later they were back in Niniltna.


  · · ·


  The land, low and flat near the river, began to rise soon after she left it. Blueberry bushes, cottonwoods, and scrub spruce were left behind for currants, birches, and hemlocks. The snow was so deep and was packed down so well beneath its own weight that the Polaris skimmed over it, doing better than forty miles an hour. In spite of the wide swing to avoid the homestead, she reached the abandoned gold mine at four thirty, with more than an hour of twilight left.


  She ran the machine into some birches. the nose pointing downhill, and cut branches for camouflage and to sweep the snow free of tracks. Strapping on the snowshoes that were part of the standard winter survival kit she kept beneath the Polaris seat she shouldered her pack, shouldered the 30.06, and hiked the quarter of a mile to the mine entrance that gaped blackly from halfway up the hill next to the creek. It was dark inside until she got out the flashlight. The snow in the entrance was solidly packed down, as if something heavy had been stacked there.


  Kate explored and found a branching tunnel, where she pitched the tent and unrolled the sleeping bag. Taking the ax and a collapsible bucket, she went down to the creek and chopped a hole in the ice beneath an overhanging bush. She filled the bucket with ice and water. Back at the tent, she lit the Sterno stove. The exertion and the cold had left her hungry, and she ate two packages of Top Ramen noodles sitting at the entrance to the mine, surveying the terrain in the fading light.


  The airstrip ran parallel to the creek, which ran southeast-northwest around the hill of the mine. A narrow footpath led from the mine to one end of the airstrip. She squinted. A second, wider trail started at the other end of the strip, going in the opposite direction. Birches and scrub spruce clustered thickly at the edges of the strip and both trails. The creek was lined with cottonwoods and diamond willow. Mutt visited them all, sniffing, marking territory.


  Kate went back for a Chunky and sat again at the mine entrance, gnawing at the cold, hard chocolate as she waited for the moon to come up. An hour later it did, full and bright. By Agudar’s light she walked down the footpath. Mutt trotted out of the woods and met her on the strip. It was as hard and smooth as the strip at Niniltna. The second, wider trail was a snow machine track. It followed the creek southeast, dodging back and forth, taking the easiest way through the trees and undergrowth without coming too close to the bank.


  The creek itself was frozen over. No snares. No holes cut into the ice in any of the likelier places Kate spotted for snares.


  She went back up to the mine and crawled into her sleeping bag, Mutt next to her. Mutt didn’t dream. Kate did, the same dream as always, children in pain. In the night she moved, restless, half waking, moaning a little. In the night Mutt moved closer to her, the animal’s 140-pound weight warm and solid. Kate slept again.


  The next morning the sun was up by nine, and Kate and Mutt were on the creek trail as the first rays hit and slid off the hard surface of the frozen landscape. Kate kept to the trail to minimize the track she left behind. She moved slowly, ears cocked for the sound of an airplane engine, eyes on the creek side of the trail. Again there were no holes, and no snares for holes. There was nothing more to see. Old habits are hard to break, especially the habit of verification instinctive in every good investigator. It had compelled her to give Pete the benefit of the doubt. Now there was none. She went back to the mine.


  They waited, camping in the tunnel, carrying water from the creek, Mutt grazing the local rabbit population, for three days. Every morning she broke down the camp and packed it down the hill to the Polaris, and every evening she packed it back up again.


  She’d had worse stakeouts. The first morning a pair of eagles cruised by overhead, flying low and slow, eyes alert for any movement on the ground. A gaunt and edgy moose cow and her two calves passed through the area on the second day, moving like they had a purpose. That night they heard the long drawn-out howl of a wolf. Purpose enough. Down by the creek, a gnawed stand of diamond willow confirmed the presence of Dan’s beavers, although the winter’s heavy snowfall kept Kate from spotting the dam until the second day. The third afternoon a fat black raven croaked at them contemptuously on his way to make mischief elsewhere. That evening Kate ran out of Top Ramen and had to fall back on reconstituted freeze-dried spaghetti. Some prices are almost too high to pay.


  Late on the afternoon of the fourth day, as she was thinking about fetching her camp up again from the Polaris, Mutt’s ears went forward and she got to her feet and pointed her muzzle west. Kate faded back into the mine, one hand knotted in Mutt’s ruff, the other gripping the handle of her ax, as the Cessna 180 with the tail numbers marking 50 Papa came into view over the trees. It touched down and used up all of the strip on the runout, bright shiny new in its fresh-off-the-assembly-line coat of red and white. Only bootleggers could afford new planes in the Alaskan bush.


  The pilot was tall and rangy and well-muscled, and the unloading was easy and practiced. All the seats save the pilot’s had been removed and the remaining space filled up with case after case of Windsor Canadian whiskey, in the plastic bottles. Glass bottles weighed more and took more gas to get into the air. Glass bottles cut into the profit margin.


  When he had all the boxes out on the ground, he tucked one box beneath each arm and started up the path toward the mine. Kate and Mutt retreated farther into the darkness.


  He made the trip up and back six times, twelve cases in all, stacking them inside the mouth of the mine where the snow was packed down all nice and hard, where he’d stacked different cases many times before. He whistled while he worked, and when he was done he paused in the mine entrance to remove his cap and wipe his forehead on his sleeve. In the thin sun of an Arctic afternoon, his fifty-year-old face was handsome, although his nose and chin were a little too sharp, like his smile.


  He replaced his cap and started down the hill, whistling again. He wasn’t halfway to the plane before he heard it, and the sound spun him around on his heels.


  Kate stood in front of the stack of boxes, swinging from the hips. The blade of the ax bit deep. A dark-brown liquid spurted out when she pulled it free. The smell of alcohol cut through the air like a knife.


  “Hey!” he yelled. “What the hell!” He started back up the slope. Without a break in her swing, Kate said one word. “Mutt.”


  A gray blur streaked out of the mine to intercept him, and he skidded to a halt and almost fell. “Shit!”


  The blade bit into another case. More whiskey gushed out. “Goddamn it! Kate!”


  “Hello, Pete,” she said, and swung.


  “Kate, for chrissake cut that out—that stuff’s worth a hundred bucks a bottle to me!”


  The ax struck again. He made as if to move, but Mutt stood between them, lips drawn back from her teeth, head held low, body quivering with the eagerness to attack.


  “You fly to Ahtna and pick up your shipment,” Kate said, torn voice harsh in the still afternoon air. The ax bit into the sixth case. “You drop it here and store it in the mine entrance. You fly back to Niniltna, landing at the village strip so the tribal policemen can see how squeaky clean you are. You hike back down to your homestead and spend the next week running your trapline. You were catching beavers, you told everybody at the Roadhouse one night. You even showed them a pelt.”


  Cardboard and plastic crunched. “Only you don’t have a trapline. There isn’t a hole in the ice between here and your homestead, or a single snare to drop down a hole. You’re not trapping beaver—you’re using your snow machine to bring the booze down a case at a time.”


  He shifted from one foot to the other and tried a disarming smile. “Well, shit, Kate. Guy’s got to make a living. Listen, can we talk about this? Don’t!” he shouted when she swung again. “Goddamn it, I’ll just buy more!”


  “No, you won’t.”


  “You can’t stop me!”


  “No?” She swung. The ax chunked.


  It took fifteen minutes in all. Kate had always been very good with an ax. He cursed her through every second of it, unable to walk away. When she was finished, she struck a wooden match on the thigh of her jeans and tossed it into the pile of broken boxes. There was a whoosh of air and a burst of flame. She shouldered the ax and walked down the hill. Mutt followed, keeping between Kate and Pete, hard, bright gaze watching him carefully.


  When she approached the Cessna, Pete’s voice rose to a scream. “You fucking bitch, you lay a hand on that plane and I’ll—


  Mutt snarled. He shut up. Kate raised the ax and swung with all her strength. The blade bit deep into the airframe just above the gear where the controls were located. She pulled the blade free, raised the ax for another swing, and several things happened at once.


  A bottle she’d missed exploded in the mine entrance and everybody jumped. Mutt barked, a single, sharp sound, and kept barking. There was a scrabble of feet behind Kate. The ax twisted out of her hands and thudded into the snow six feet away, and she whirled to face a blade that gleamed in the reflection of the whiskey fire. She halted in a half crouch, arms curved at her sides.


  Where was Mutt? A bark answered the question somewhere off to her right. She couldn’t look away from the blade to see what Mutt had found more important than guarding her back. They would discuss the matter, in detail. Later.


  The bootlegger’s grin taunted her, and he wasn’t looking so handsome anymore. “Sorry, Kate.” He gestured at her scar with the knife. “Guess I get to finish what one of your baby-rapers started. No offense,” he added. “I’m just making me too much money to let you walk away from this one.”


  “No offense,” she agreed, and as he took a step forward dropped to her hands, kicked out with her right foot, hooked his ankle, and yanked his feet out from under him. He landed hard on his back, hard enough to jolt the knife out of his grip. She snagged it out of the air and in one continuing smooth motion had the point under his chin. The grin froze in place.


  She pressed up with the blade. Very slowly and very carefully he got to his feet. She kept pressing, and he went all the way up on tiptoe. “What is this,” she said, “a six-inch blade?” A bead of bright red blood appeared, and he gave an inarticulate grunt. “I personally think your brain is too small for the blade to reach if I stick it in from under your chin.” She pressed harder “What do you think?”


  His voice broke on a sob. “Jesus, Kate, don’t, please don’t.”


  Disgusted, she relaxed enough for him to come down off his toes. The point of the knife shifted, and he jerked back out of range. Blood dripped from his chin. He wiped at it and gave his hand an incredulous look. “You cut me! You bitch, you cut me!” He backed away from her as if he could back away from the blood too. His heel caught on something, and he lost his balance and fell over the bank of the creek. It was short but steep, and momentum threw him into a heavy, awkward backward somersault. He landed on a fallen log. Kate heard the unmistakable crack of breaking bone from where she stood. The whiskey fire was high enough to show the white gleam of bone thrusting up through the fabric covering his left thigh.


  Becoming aware of a low rumble of sound, she turned. Mutt stood in the middle of the airstrip, legs stiff, hackles raised, all her teeth showing as she stared into the trees. A steady, menacing growl rumbled up out of her throat. Kate followed her gaze. Five pairs of cold, speculative eyes met her own. Five muzzles sniffed the air filled with the scents of burning whiskey, leaking hydraulic fluid, broken flesh, the rust-red smell of fresh blood.


  Behind them Pete clawed his way up the creekbank and saw. “Kate.” His voice sweated fear.


  She turned her head to look at the man lying on the frozen creekbank, and she did not see him. She saw instead eight kids in Alakanuk, drunk and then dead drunk. She saw a baby drowned in Birch Creek, left on a sandbar by parents too drunk to remember to load him into the skiff with the case of beer they had just bought, and just opened.


  She saw her mother, cold and still by the side of the road, halfway to a home to which she never returned and a husband and a daughter she never saw again.


  Kate picked up the ax and took a step back. Five pairs of eyes shifted from the prone man to follow her progress. “Mutt,” she said, her torn voice low.


  The steady rumble of Mutt’s growl never ceased as she, too, began to retreat, one careful step at a time.


  “Kate,” Pete said. “That thing with your mother, that was business. A guy has a right to make a living, you know?”


  Her camp was already packed and stowed. The ax went in with it. The brush concealing the Polaris was easily cleared, and she’d left the machine pointed downhill for an easy start. She straddled the seat. “Kate!” His voice rose. “Your mother would fuck for a bottle! Shit, after a while she’d fuck for a drink! Goddamn you, Kate, you can’t leave me here! Kate!”


  The roar of the engine drowned out his scream.


  Gathering clouds hid the setting sun. It would snow before morning. It was sixty miles across country to her homestead. Time to go. Mutt jumped up on the seat behind her, and Kate put the machine in gear.


  Conspiracy


  Author’s Note


  “Conspiracy” is a mini-short story written as a teaser prior to the publication of Whisper to the Blood, the sixteenth Kate Shugak novel, and published exclusively on my website at stabenow.com. The action takes place in the Kate ’verse between A Night Too Dark and Whisper to the Blood, although its backstory goes all the way back to Ekaterina Shugak, Kate’s grandmother.


  It was a ten-manuscript page character sketch connected by the thinnest of plot lines about four recurring characters in the Kate Shugak novels. Putting them center stage had the unexpected benefit of teaching me more about those characters, which has paid off in subsequent novels in the series. I’m still on the watch for a plot line to include Matt and Laurel’s courtship.


  And it was lovely to show Emaa at her Goddess of the Park best.


  



  FOUR BROTHERS, FOUR MEN born one each year for four sequential years, before their parents figured out how babies were made and Took Steps. They were named, in order, Matthew, Mark, Luke and Peter, because their mother refused to burden a child with the homonym for toilet, upon which her loud, rowdy and profane brother had just congratulated her. Her husband, a faithful Presbyterian who disliked his brother-in-law anyway, remonstrated that this upset the gospellian design decided on before the birth of their first son, but she remained obstinate. They compromised on Peter, upon being informed of which her brother then spake aloud and at length on euphemisms for male genitalia, until Peter’s father had more than words with his brother-in-law in the alley out back of the Ahtna General Hospital. A faithful Presbyterian, he wasn’t a pacifist.


  The brothers were equal in height (five ten), similar in color of eye and hair (dark brown), and steadfastly united in fraternal loyalty, in part because their parents had died young, drowning when their fishing boat went down off Hinchinbrook Island. Matt had just turned eighteen and so was able to take responsibility for his three brothers, thereby keeping the family together. Exercise of in loco parentis authority was brought to bear, like father like son, mainly with Matt’s fists. It was also conducted in private, which explained why no piece of furniture brought into the family home by their parents survived.


  At the same time the Grosdidier brothers were settling on a command structure at home, they were willing, nay, eager to assert their independence abroad. There were a few years when Park rats had only to see the Grosdidier brothers coming in one door to exit immediately out of any available other. Their quadranarily sequential ascent to the venerable age of twenty-one was viewed with alarm, and there was talk in the Park that Something should be Done.


  “Like what?” Bernie Koslowski said. Himself, he relied on the baseball bat and the twelve-gauge shotgun behind the bar to discourage bad behavior beneath his roof. Not that he had need of either, because as proprietor of the only bar within driving, snogoing, flying, boating and snowshoeing distance of Niniltna, all Park rats with a wish to imbibe liquid refreshment in congenial surroundings had a vested interest in keeping the Roadhouse peace.


  No one had a good answer to his question, and the idea died a natural death, although the commentary on the Grosdidiers’ continued willingness to instruct Park rats and indeed any stray passersby in the code of conduct tolerable to the citizenry of twenty million acres of southeastern Alaska was audible, particularly from those who had been so instructed. The decibel level grew to the point where Ekaterina Shugak, Chair for Life of the board of directors of the Niniltna Native Association, decided to harness all that youthful vigor and direct it onto a road which might more benefit themselves, not to mention their fellow Park rats. She caused an Emergency Medical Technician course to be held in the Niniltna High School gymnasium and invited any Park rat with an interest in the subject to enroll. She went personally to the Grosdidiers’ house and encouraged them to enlarge their collective horizon. Not even the Grosdidier brothers had the backbone to face down Ekaterina Shugak when she was on a mission, and they found themselves signing meekly on the dotted line and arriving at the gym promptly at 8 a.m. for class each morning.


  To everyone’s astonishment, not least including Ekaterina’s, the Grosdidier brothers embraced the EMT course with enthusiasm and no little ability. Possibly a trifle bored with having been for so long the proximate cause of injury, they became curious as to how those injuries could be healed. Each graduated as fully qualified EMT-1s, and a few years later off their own bat even signed up for an EMT-2 class in Ahtna. Today, they were the Park’s first responders to every incident involving injury to persons, or “First after Kate Shugak, anyway,” Old Sam said. They subscribed to EMS Magazine and read it devotedly, not scrupling to use what they learned therein on the job, only occasionally to the despair of the M.D. in Ahtna under whose nominal authority they practiced. They fit up a spare room in their house as a two-bed ward, and their happiest days were when those beds were occupied, especially when said occupants required the use of IV drips and defibrillators.


  At first the Park rats viewed this metamorphosis with understandable skepticism. One could hardly blame them, so many of them having in the past been on the receiving end of the kind of attention from the Grosdidier brothers designed to put them in need of exactly the kind of attention the Grosdidiers were now offering. Over the years, however, the brothers had proved themselves more than able, and when they spotted an incipient outbreak of tuberculosis in Red Run and were instrumental in stopping it dead in its tracks, they began to be regarded as medical authorities. The following fall they converted another room in their house to a tiny clinic, which was open one day a week for four hours, with two of the brothers always on duty during that time to diagnose and treat the ailments of anyone who walked in the door. People started calling them “Doc,” indiscriminate of identity, which could be confusing, especially when they all answered to it without hesitation.


  They were, all four of them, raging heterosexuals. They were all still single. This might have had something to do with a fraternal unwillingness to rock the domestic boat by introducing a feminine component into the mix. It probably had more to do with the fact that Park rat males outnumbered Park rat females seven to one, and competition for available females was fierce.


  Which was why, when word reached them via the Bush telegraph that Laurel Meganack had injured herself at the Riverside Café, the brothers’ rush to the front door resembled the action on a bumper car rink. By the time they got to the big yellow Silverado Supercab, Peter’s nose was bleeding, Luke’s jaw was beginning to swell, and Mark was limping. Matt’s hair was a little mussed but he made it into the driver’s seat and was backing out of the garage before the rest of them got their doors open. He’d always had the fastest reflexes of the four of them.


  His three younger brothers watched him reverse out of the driveway, turn left, and spin wheels on the way up Niniltna’s main street. They kept their identical glum expressions in place until he was out of sight.


  “What do you think?” Peter said, mopping at the blood on his face.


  “Could work,” Luke said, working his jaw with care. It was sore, but his didn’t think anything had been fractured.


  Mark stretched out a cautious leg and put all his weight on it. There was a twinge or two, but nothing lasting. “We can only hope.”


  They went back into the house and surveyed the post-tornado like conditions that were the Grosdidier brothers residential status quo. “You know, guys, even if they start going out, nothing says she’ll cook and clean for us,” Mark said. “It’s not like she’s Snow White or anything.”


  “I got a broken nose here,” Peter said indignantly. “I want Snow White, dammit.”


  “Me, too,” Luke said, still cradling his jaw.


  Mark sighed. He nursed a secret letch for Laurel himself, and it had taken considerable sacrifice to allow Matt to respond alone. “Me, three. I’m just saying we better clean up a little, or the first time he brings her home she’s gonna run like we was actual dwarves.” He added, “Auntie Vi wasn’t all wrong.”


  Peter and Luke saw the sense in this, and they began a slow and unenthusiastic clean up.


  The truth was that with the exception of the clinic and the two-bed ward, the house hadn’t been cleaned since their parents died. The brothers really hadn’t noticed this until the week before, when Auntie Vi had stopped by to have an ingrown hair removed from her neck. She’d walked into the house instead of the clinic, and the subsequent rant had lasted ten very long minutes, at a decibel level that had their ears ringing for an hour after she had stamped out in high dudgeon. It did sort of get their attention, though, and they looked around themselves with new eyes.


  “If we clean it up, we’re probably going to have to paint,” Mark said.


  Luke winced. “Maybe we could just hose it down.”


  Peter said bitterly, “If she was so upset about the mess, why didn’t Auntie stay here and do it? Cleaning is women’s work.”


  “That’s what we’re hoping for,” Mark said. “All we have to do is make it look halfway decent. Just so she don’t run screaming as loud as Auntie Vi.”


  Luke and Peter couldn’t argue with that.


  “Come on,” Mark said, squaring heroic shoulders. “I’ll start on the clothes.”


  The scattered jeans and tees went in the washer whether they were dirty or not because at this point everything had been laying on the floor so long it was impossible to distinguish dirty from clean. Dishes and pots and pans were pitched into the sink with such verve that one might be forgiven the suspicion that Mark was hoping they’d break, obviating the necessity of washing them. Nothing wrong with eating off paper plates.


  Upstairs, beds were stripped. At first, Luke was only going to turn Matt’s mattress, on the off chance that his suit with Laurel prospered, and then something got into him and he turned all four. He went so far as to rummage around for sheets without holes in them, and even aired them in the dryer with a Downy sheet for half an hour before he remade the beds. There was no complete set, and he only hoped that if Matt got Laurel as far as the bed that she wouldn’t be too put off by the dull blue flannel bottom sheet, the magenta cotton top sheet, the pillow cases that ranged from Scots plaid to tie-die, and the orange comforter with the pumpkins on it. Their mother had had a thing for pumpkins.


  Peter donned rubber gloves and attacked both bathrooms with a sponge and a bottle of Clorox. For days afterward, just walking into either brought tears to the eye. “Hey, guys,” he said, raising his voice. “Did you know the upstairs bathroom sink is green?”


  They brought brooms in from the garage and swept everything left on the floor into a pile in the center of the living room, from which they cherry-picked stuff they wanted to keep. The rest was bundled into three trash bags and stowed in the garage.


  Three hours later, the three brothers stood regarding the result with not a little pride. “At least we’re not dwarves,” Peter said.


  “Nope,” Luke said.


  “Not that I ever want to do that ever again,” Peter said.


  “Nope,” Luke said.


  “Wow,” Mark said, looking at his watch. “Matt’s been gone three hours.”


  “Geez,” Peter said.


  They stood in uneasy silence for a few moments. Luke said, “Auntie Vi wouldn’t have shot Laurel or anything, would she?”


  They looked at each other, uneasy. Auntie Vi was an acknowledged force with which to be reckoned. There was no telling what she would do.


  “Maybe Matt needs help,” Luke said.


  “Maybe we should go see,” Peter said.


  “Just to be sure,” Mark said.


  The three of them headed as one to the door, disentangled themselves so as to get through it one at a time, and went up the street to the Riverside Café. They started out walking, soon broke into a trot, and were running by the time they got to their destination. They burst in, the door banging back against the wall. The four people at the counter looked up in elaborate surprise.


  “That not a way to come in,” Auntie Vi said severely. “What manners!”


  “Yeah,” Laurel said tartly, “and if you broke that door you’re paying for it.”


  “I would say so,” Matt said, very much at his ease, a mug of coffee at his elbow.


  Kate Shugak, sitting on Matt’s other side, said nothing at all.


  Mark, Luke and Peter looked at them, at each other, and then at the unopened locker with the red cross on it in the back of the yellow Silverado parked out front.


  “Are you okay, Laurel?” Mark said.


  She looked a little too bewildered. “Sure, I’m fine.”


  They looked at Matt. He gave them a lazy smile.


  They looked at each other again, and then, accusingly, at Auntie Vi.


  Auntie Vi clicked her tongue. “You get that house some clean, you boys?”


  They looked at Matt. The lazy smile widened.


  Lastly, they looked at Kate. Realization hit fast and hit hard, and they knew her at once for the evil genius of the piece. The corners of the full mouth, indented in the hint of a complacent smile, gave her away. And Kate had been in the house the week before Auntie Vi, when she’d dropped by to ask if they had a spare exhaust gasket in their snogo spare parts inventory for her venerable Arctic Cat.


  Matt, Luke and Peter exchanged glances. Oh yeah. They’d been had, but good. Remained now only the matter of retribution.


  They couldn’t jump Kate, Mutt would rip their throats out. And then Kate would really put some hurt on them. Mutt, sitting with a deceptive expression of blissful idiocy as Kate pulled on her ears, nevertheless kept one narrow yellow eye trained in their direction.


  They certainly couldn’t jump Auntie Vi.


  And although each of them had entertained multiple fantasies of jumping Laurel Meganack, not an option, either.


  Really, there was only one target, and everyone in the room knew it.


  Matt had just enough time to possess himself of Laurel’s hand and bestow a lingering kiss on the back of it before he went down beneath a brother avalanche. He was carried bodily from the room and was seen no more for the present.


  “Ah, those boys,” Auntie Vi said, shaking her head sadly. “They never grow up.”


  Laurel gave the back of her hand a thoughtful look. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that, auntie. I wouldn’t say that at all.”


  Kate smiled, and pulled on Mutt’s ears.


  Under the Influence


  Author’s Note


  This short short was written for the Left Coast Crime 2001 program guide. The publications committee, Kimberley Gray, Elisa Hitchcock and Kathy Hughes, came up with the idea.


  Each attending author would be given a copy of the newspaper clipping describing the true life murder of Anchorage Police Chief John J. Sturgus in 1921, which remains unsolved to this day. Each writer was challenged to come up with their own solution to the crime, which would serve as their “bio” in the program guide.


  Of necessity, each story had to be very short, so I helped myself out by setting mine in the Kate Shugak universe, where the backstory was going to be familiar to most convention attendees.


  



  “A WOMAN,” KATE SAID. “The powder burns weren’t just on the shirt, they were under the flap of the pocket. Would Sturgus let a man get that close? And it was a .22, small, easy to use. And I’d put money on the woman being Mrs. Baxter.”


  “Not the wife?”


  “She was home.”


  “But Mrs. Baxter was coming back from the first show at the time he was shot.”


  “Sure, according to her son and daughter-in-law.” She reached for the file. “McNutt said that he heard another shot—what, two hours before? It was never accounted for in the record. Baxter shot him before the show—it was the back of the building, it was February, it was dark by five, who would see?—and then went off with the kids to establish an alibi.”


  “She must have been shook when McNutt told her Sturgus was still alive.”


  “Yeah, that would have been a bad moment. But she played it out, went looking for the chief. And notice her son got himself on the coroner’s jury. Making sure the verdict stayed person or persons unknown.”


  “What about motive?”


  Kate grinned. “Got a Yellow Pages?” She found an entry, and pointed.


  “Larson’s Fine Liquors,” he read out loud, “Convenient to Office and Hotel, Competitive Pricing, Bush Orders call 1-800… wait a minute. Larson?”


  “It was 1921, prohibition, everybody knows they were running Canadian whiskey into Bootlegger’s Cove back then. I bet Sturgus caught Lyle at it and was going to put him away for it.”


  Jim, annoyed that he hadn’t put it together himself, said, “Okay, who was this ‘Bobby’ Sturgus called for, then?”


  Kate shrugged. “Maybe Mrs. Baxter’s name was Roberta. Bobbie for short. Why do you care, anyway?”


  “I don’t know. He was a cop. He was shot in the line of duty. Bugs me that nobody ever found out who or why.”


  Kate stood up. Mutt cast a languishing farewell look at Jim and padded to her side. “You’re scaring me, Chopin. You’re starting to sound like a crusader.”


  I’ve already got a cause, he thought as he watched her walk out the door.


   Wreck Rights


  Author’s Note


  I can trace the inspiration for “Wreck Rights” directly to both its sources.


  One, there was a story in the Anchorage Daily News about a wicked dogleg on the Glenn Highway that kept putting semis into the ditch.


  Two, while I’ve never been able to make it past the first chapter of Rebecca, I read and loved Daphne du Maurier’s Jamaica Inn when I was very young.


  Q.E.D.


  And it sure was fun to revisit Kate’s long seduction of Jim. But then, he was always toast, and we always knew it.


  



  A TWENTY-FOUR YEAR OLD woman in 1991 Ford Supercab pickup had been driving back from the liquor store which pretty much justified the existence of Crosswind Creek. She was there because she’d run out of whiskey, and not because she’d been serving it to guests.


  Her drinking was no longer a problem. Sergeant Jim Chopin of the Alaska State Troopers wouldn’t have minded so much except that on her way out of the liquor store’s parking lot she’d T-boned a 1994 Dodge Stratus four-door sedan with a mother, two children and a set of grandparents inside. The grandfather was DOA. The thirteen-year old had a chance if the medivac chopper made it to the hospital in Ahtna in time.


  The rest of the living were on their way to the hospital via ground transportation and the dead were in body bags when the second call came in. Another accident, this one about halfway between Tok and the Ahtna turnoff to the Park. A 43-year old man driving a 1995 Toyota 4Runner had collided with a 19-year old man driving a 2001 Ski-Doo snowmachine. The snowmachine driver had been on his way to visit his girlfriend in Glenallen, and from the tracks at the scene had been operating his vehicle along the side of the road as he was supposed to, until he came to the Eagle Creek Bridge. Eagle Creek was narrow and deep and fast and never froze up enough in winter to take the weight of a snowmachine, so the driver had come up off the trail next to the road to use the bridge. Demonstrating a totally ungenerational care for his hearing he’d been wearing earplugs, which was probably why he’d missed the sound of the oncoming pickup, which, again according to the tracks, had seen the snowmachine only at the last minute, when it had been too late to swerve and there wasn’t any room to swerve anyway. The weather hadn’t helped, a day of wet snow followed by a night of freezing rain, resulting in a road surface suitable only for hockey pucks.


  The 4Runner driver was dead drunk, with three prior DWIs to his credit, not to mention a suspended license. The snowmachiner was just dead.


  Jim had barely contained that scene when a third call came in, this one from just south of the Park turnoff. Kenny Hazen, Ahtna’s police chief, was already there when Jim’s Blazer slipped and slid to a stop. Hazen, a big, square man, hard of eye and deliberate of speech, met Jim halfway, ice crunching beneath the grippers pulled over his boots. “The Ford Escort was making a left on the Glenn when the asshole in the Chevy pickup T-boned her. Near as I can figure he was doing about ninety-five. And you know that curve, there’s that hill and you can’t see a damn thing around it, especially on a winter night.”


  Jim knew the curve. “Alcohol involved?”


  “Smells like it.”


  Jim sighed. “My night for drunks in pickups.”


  “Every night’s a night for drunks in pickups,” Hazen said. “The woman driving the Ford Escort is dead. So’s the eleven-year old riding in back of her. The teenager riding next to her has at least a broken arm. The baby was in a car seat in the back, for a miracle buckled in correctly; it seems okay. The pickup driver’s stuck, can’t get either door open. The fire truck and the ambulance are coming from Ahtna, I—”


  The rest of what he had been about to say was drowned out by the sound of shrieking brakes and skidding chains coming at them fast from up the hill and around the curve. Jim didn’t wait, he dove for the ditch, and he’d barely hit snow when Hazen’s massive figure hurtled over him and landed two feet west with a solid thud and a grunt. Jim had maybe a second to admire Hazen’s 10.0 form before the semi currently screeching sideways down the hill slammed into the snow berm above their heads. For another very long second it seemed as if the berm would hold, but no. The double trailer, already jackknifing, broke apart. The rear trailer rolled right over the berm and the tops of their heads, the ditch providing the minimum required amount of shelter. It rolled downhill twice more until a grove of pines slammed it to a halt. Its sides tore like paper and pallets broke open and cases of canned goods went everywhere, a box of mandarin oranges nearly braining Jim when he stuck his head up to take a look.


  The front trailer teetered on the edge of the road about fifty feet down the hill from where the rear one went over. Jim thought it might have had a chance if the snow berm had been higher. As it was, inertia and momentum took charge and over it went, rolling at least half a dozen times, the doors bursting open and more pallets breaking apart and more boxes flying everywhere to explode upon impact. Cans of soup and green beans and tomato paste, bags of pasta and popcorn and potato chips, sacks of rice and sugar and flour, six-packs of juice and pop, bottles of vanilla and soy sauce and red wine vinegar, boxes of Ziploc bags and Equal, packages of toilet paper and paper towels, it all tumbled down in a runaway landslide of commercial goods.


  Jim, watching from the safety of the ditch, said in an awed voice, “I’ve never really appreciated the phrase ‘bombs bursting in air’ before.”


  “It is kinda like Da Nang,” Hazen agreed.


  When it appeared certain that the semi tractor was going to stay on the road, Jim and Hazen climbed out of the ditch and over the berm. The tractor was jammed against the side of the hill out of which the road had been cut. The motor was still running, the headlights still on. Hazen climbed up and opened the passenger side door. “Hey, you all right in there?”


  A low moan was his reply. Hazen climbed inside the cab. “She smacked her head pretty good,” he said, “but I think the rest of her’s okay. Get on the horn, why don’t you?”

  On suddenly shaking legs Jim walked to his vehicle and raised the Ahtna emergency response team, who didn’t sound thrilled about a fourth callout in as many hours, especially one in which no bodies were involved.


  At dawn, Jim was even less happy to be able to supply them with one.


  · · ·


  As usual the news hadn’t taken long to get around and by the time the sky lightened to a pale gray the hillside was swarming with Park rats picking over the detritus.


  “They’re like seagulls,” Jim said.


  Hazen yawned, resettling his cap against the steady drizzle. Traffic swished by on the damp pavement behind them, vehicles slowing down when they saw the police vehicles pulled to the side of the road. The semi was long gone, towed to Ahtna. Hazen had taken the driver to the hospital there, along with the victims of the previous accident, and returned to the scene before daylight.


  Hazen grunted. “Except they don’t shit all over everything. You talked to the shipper?”


  Jim nodded. “Yeah, I called Anchorage. They called the store in Tok. I think they’re trying to decide whose insurance company is liable for damages.”


  Hazen jerked his chin at the swarm on the hillside. “Think we should stop them?”


  “Think we could?” Jim said.


  “Probably not.”


  “Not wading around in hip-deep snow that’s mostly ice by now anyway,” Jim said. “They’d be gone before we got down there. Besides, the shipping guy said not to bother.”


  “Not like it hasn’t happened before,” Hazen said, nodding.


  “They’re performing a public service. Cleaning up the mess so the shipper or the state don’t have to.”


  “What about the trailers?”


  Hazen snorted. “What about them? Couple of Budds, straight haul, look about thirty years old. You could pick up a couple more just like ’em off the Internet for seventeen, eighteen hundred dollars.” He saw Jim’s look. “I did some driving, back when. Anyway, the tires might be worth something, but like you were saying, you’d have to be willing to climb down and wade around to get them. Not to mention haul them back up. Easier just to buy ’em new and already on the trailer. Hitch up and go. No missed deadlines that way, and believe you me, truckers are all about deadlines.”


  “Yeah.” Jim frowned. “Did you hear that?”


  Hazen’s brows drew together. “Yeah, sounded like a scream. Look.” He pointed. “Somebody’s waving at you. I think they want you down there.”


  Jim regarded the waving and screaming at the bottom of the hill with distinct disfavor. “Why me and not you?”


  “This is a state highway,” Hazen said virtuously, and grinned when he saw Jim’s expression. “I wouldn’t dream of overstepping my authority, which after all stops at the Ahtna city limits.”


  “My ass,” Jim said.


  He heard Hazen chuckle when he began the slippery descent of the hillside below the highway. It was one long wet slide punctuated by tree trunks that had an uncanny habit of leaping out in front of him just when he’d achieved too much momentum to stop. It didn’t help that the spruces among them were beginning to ooze sap. He was covered with it by the time he reached the small knot of people clustered around a tiny hollow, all staring down at something, which accounted for the ill-humor in his voice when he said, “All right, what’s the problem?”


  They turned as one and stared at him out of white faces. Some he knew, a few were unfamiliar. Marty and Dickie Grayling were regulars at the Roadhouse. A girl had her face tucked into Marty’s armpit; all Jim could see of her was a lot of black hair. Her shoulders were shaking. A heavyset man with a permanent scowl turned that scowl on Jim, like the girl crying was Jim’s fault.


  Jim didn’t take it personally, having a lot of experience with shock in all its various forms. More gently this time he said, “What’s the problem?”


  Another woman, this one older and thicker through the middle, her ruddy cheeks leeched of color, motioned with her hands. The circle parted, to reveal the body of a man, mostly white, maybe some Native if the straight black hair was an indication, the fleshy nose of the drinker beneath eyebrows so stingy they looked moth-eaten. A slack mouth sat over a receding chin with a faint down of ragged beard that looked more like neglect than fashion. He was probably in his late thirties, wearing jeans, blue plaid flannel shirt, thin nylon windbreaker, hightop tennis shoes over thick socks.


  No hat, and no gloves, either, although Jim had to turn him over to tell because his hands had been tied behind his back with the same kind of rope that bound his ankles.


  · · ·


  “So whaddya think, suicide?” Hazen said, after they’d put the victim in a body bag, tied it off to a length of polypro and hauled it to the road.


  “What was your first clue,” Jim said, “the bullet hole in the back of his head?”


  They stooped to examine the entry wound. “Twenty-two?” Jim said.


  “Handgun,” Hazen said, nodding. He turned the body face up. “And no exit wound. We got mob in Alaska?”


  “Not so’s you’d notice,” Jim said. He looked back at the body. “Up till now.”


  Hazen jerked his head. “Took a look at the skid marks.”


  “Oh yeah? Anything left?”


  “Enough. There was no reason for her to slam on the brakes the way she did. Some black ice, sure, here and there, but she had her chains on, moderate rate of speed, fair visibility. I checked her driving record. She’s clean. Got a good rep with her outfit, I talked to her boss and he’s ready to take her back on as soon as she gets out of the hospital.”


  “Let’s go talk to her,” Jim said.


  · · ·


  The semi driver was laying in a bed in the Ahtna hospital, brow bandaged, both eyes black and swollen. “When the fuck do I get outta this place?” she said when Jim entered the room.


  “Beats me,” he said, removing his cap. “I’m Sergeant Jim Chopin, with the Alaska state troopers.”


  “I know who you are,” she said malevolently, “the so-called Father of the goddamn Park. I want my goddamn pants.”


  Hazen nudged him in the back and said in a stage whisper, “That’s got to be the first time you’ve heard a woman say that.”


  Jim moved into the room. “If I find you your pants, will you answer some questions?”


  She glowered at him. She was short-limbed and thickset with pale, freckled skin and fine orange hair cut like a Marine’s. “Find me the pants first.”


  There were the usual objections from the hospital staff, but in the end the nurse wilted beneath one of Jim’s lethal smiles and produced the clothes, black jeans and a navy blue sweatshirt advertising Hulk Hogan and the WWF. Nobody had washed them, and the dried blood did not add to the semi driver’s manifest charms. They turned their backs without being asked as she dressed. When they turned back, she said, “Got a smoke?” Hazen produced a pack of unfiltered Camels and she lit one and expelled smoke with a voluptuous sigh.


  Her name was Bertha, Bertha O’Shaugnnessy. “Call me Bert,” she said, the flame eating halfway down the cigarette on the next inhale.


  “Okay, Bert,” Jim said. “Why’d you hit the brakes?”


  She narrowed her eyes against the smoke. “So I wouldn’t hit her.”


  “Hit who?”


  “Whaddya mean, who? A woman ran out in front of the tractor, I hit the brakes so I wouldn’t hit her.” She looked from Jim to Hazen. “What, you haven’t talked to her?”


  “This is the first we’ve heard of her, Bert,” Jim said.


  Bert stiffened. “She was like inches off the goddam front bumper. I hit the brakes and jacked the wheel around. There’s no shoulder on that sonofabitchin’ hill or I might have saved the cargo.” She saw their expressions and her voice rose. “There fucking was a fucking woman, goddammit!”


  “What did she look like?” Jim said.


  Bert shrugged. “Shit, who could tell at that speed?” She sucked in smoke. “Skinny, dark clothes, why I didn’t see her until the last minute.”


  “You sure it was a woman?”


  “Long hair flying out behind her like a goddamn kite. Don’t know many men with hair that long.” Bert shook her head. “She was a woman. She moved like one.”


  “Did you hit her?”


  “No, goddammit, I didn’t hit her, I put the cargo over the side of that fucking hill so I wouldn’t hit her.”


  “Would you recognize her if you saw her again?”


  She shook her head. “It was too dark and everything happened too fast.” The cigarette burned down to the end. Bert tossed the butt on the floor and ground it out beneath her heel. She looked at Hazen and tapped two fingers against her mouth. Hazen tossed her the pack and the matches. “Keep them,” he said.


  “Thanks.” Bert lit up again. The fingernails of her stubby hands were stained yellow. She walked to the door and they parted so she could get to it. Halfway through, she paused. “Funny thing.”


  “What?”


  “She didn’t look scared.”


  “You didn’t see her long enough to recognize her again,” Hazen said, “but you saw her long enough to see she didn’t look scared?”


  Bert frowned, not rising to the bait. “She didn’t move scared, I guess is what I mean. Something sort of, I don’t know. Deliberate? When she showed up in the headlights.” She stuck the cigarette in her mouth and dropped her arms to her sides, bending her elbows into right angles and clenching her hands into fists. “Like she was in a goddam race instead of getting the hell out of my way.” She shook her head, ash dropping off the end of the cigarette clamped in a corner of her mouth. “Crazy fucking story. I don’t believe it myself. Probably losing it. Thanks for the smokes.”


  · · ·


  He heard her footsteps long before she appeared and his mouth went dry. His breath shortened and his heart might even have skipped a beat. Was that any way for a grown trooper to act? Thank god Hazen was back in his office making some calls. It certainly wasn’t any way for a grown trooper to be observed to be behaving by a fellow law enforcement professional.


  The door swung inward and there she was, all five feet nothing of her. A short, sleek cap of hair as black as night framed a face with tilted hazel eyes, high flat cheekbones and a full, firm mouth. She wore a dark green parka with a wolf ruff around the hood open over a white T-shirt and a navy blue fleece vest, and faded blue jeans tucked into Sorels.


  She had to be the only woman alive capable of looking sexy in a morgue. Somehow the scar that bisected the otherwise smooth, golden skin of her throat literally from ear to ear, faded from its original ugly red gash to today’s thin white rope, only added to the effect.


  There was a scrabble of toenails on linoleum and a gray furry torpedo launched itself at him. “Okay, Mutt,” he said, fending off the attentions of the 140-pound half-husky half-wolf. A long pink tongue got in several swipes before she was satisfied and dropped back down to all fours. Her big yellow eyes were filled with love and her tail was wagging hard.


  He looked up and swallowed, trying to work up some saliva. “Kate,” he said, and hoped it didn’t sound like the croak he was sure it did.


  She gave a short nod. “Jim.” Her voice was a low husk of sound, the effect of the scar. She nodded at the body beneath the sheet. “That him?”


  He took a deep and he hoped unobtrusive breath. “That’s him.”


  She walked to the table. He followed, coming to stand opposite to her. He raised his hand to lift the sheet, and paused. She met his eyes. “It’s all right,” she said. “Go ahead.”


  He raised the sheet. She didn’t flinch. She did sigh, and shake her head. Mutt curled her lip and went to sit down next to the door, her back pointedly to them. “Put it back.”


  He did. “You know him?”


  She nodded. “It’s Paul Kameroff. Some kind of third cousin’s son to Auntie Vi.” She sounded tired. “How did he die?”


  “A bullet to the back of the head. No exit wound.”


  Her gaze sharpened. “Small caliber weapon?”


  “A twenty-two, we think. Haven’t recovered the bullet as yet.”


  She was silent for a moment. “Where’d you find him?”


  “At the bottom of Hell Hill.”


  She frowned. “Someone shot him and then tossed him out of a car window?”


  “Looks like. We’d never have found the body if it weren’t for a semi jack-knifing over the side on top of him.”


  “Another one? That’s the fourth this winter.”


  “And the state says there’s nothing wrong with the grade of that curve,” he said. “So anyway, the seagulls were out, scavanging like mad, and some of them stumbled over Paul here. His hands and feet were tied, by the way.”


  “Tied, and then shot, and then tossed,” she said.


  “Yeah. What was he into?”


  “Nothing.” She saw his expression. “I mean it, Jim. Nothing. Paul was, well, to tell the truth he wasn’t too bright. He was a couple of years behind me in school, and he never would have made it through if his sister hadn’t carried him. Sonia,” she added. “They were a year apart, I think.”


  “He live in the Park?”


  “She stayed, he left when someone—probably Emaa or Auntie Vi—finagled him a Teamsters’ card. Last I heard, he was working roustabout for RPetCo up in Prudhoe Bay. Week on, week off, free food and board while he was working, good salary, pretty cushy deal all around. Paul might not have been very bright but he was smart enough not to screw that up.” She looked down at the body. “Or so I would have thought.”


  “What does a roustabout do?”


  She shrugged. “Whatever they ask him to. Oilfield cleanup, moving flow pipe around the Stores yard, on the emergency response team for fires, loading and unloading luggage for the charter, driving crew change buses, supervising the stick pickers.”


  “What kind of trouble could he get into on that job?”


  “I told you—”


  “Yeah, you told me.” He jerked his chin at the body. “And yet here he lies with a bullet in his brain.” He let the silence lie there like a wet, heavy blanket, and knew a fleeting gratitude that at least she didn’t turn his knees to water when he was on the job.


  “Let’s go out there,” she said.


  “Out where? You mean where we found the body?”


  “Yeah.”


  · · ·


  It was as gray and drizzly at the scene as when he and Hazen had left it. You wouldn’t have known that a ragged ridge of tall mountains was holding up the edge of the eastern sky if you hadn’t seen them on a clear day, or that a river draining twenty million acres of national park was winding its serpentine way through the valley below. No, this was just a barely two-lane road hacked out of the side of a steep hill, with one too many switchbacks in it for safety.


  As witness the wrecks of the two trailers below. “You’re not going to make me climb down there again, are you?” he said dismally, but she was already over the snow berm and scaling the snow-covered hillside. Mutt gave a short, joyous bark and leaped the berm in a single bound, vanishing into the underbrush in search of the elusive arctic hare. Sighing heavily, Jim followed less gracefully, grabbing for bushes and tree limbs to slow his descent. He reached the bottom of the ravine just as she was climbing inside the remains of one of the trailers. “Kate!” he said sharply, “wait, don’t go in there, the whole damn thing’s probably ready to collapse!”


  She went in anyway and cursing, he followed. “For crissake,” he said, picking a gingerly path through twisted boards and splintered pallets, “what’s left to look at in here? Everything got tossed outside when the trailers went over.”


  She’d brought the flashlight he carried with him in the Blazer, and she was quartering what was left of the floor of the trailer, not an easy task because the trailer had come to rest upside down. He crunched through a pile of chocolate chips, fuming. “What are you looking for?” he said. “What the hell’s the wreck got to do with Paul Kameroff?”


  She clicked off the flashlight and clambered back outside. He gritted his teeth and followed her through the trees still standing to the second trailer. This one was resting on its side, or what was left of it. Jim noticed that, like the other trailer, all the tires were missing. The Park rats hadn’t wasted any time, but he did wonder what they thought they were going to use them on. It wasn’t like you could mount the tire of an eighteen-wheeler on a Ford Ranger F150 pickup truck. Not and go unnoticed, at any rate.


  He had time to think all this as he slogged through the knee-deep snow, and time to wish he’d never called Kate in, or better yet, never met her in the first place ever in his whole life. Trouble, that’s what she was, nothing but trouble. And the proximate cause of his boots being wet through to his socks. He swore.


  “Give me your hand.”


  He looked up and she was standing in the hole of the trailer, looking perfectly natural surrounded by twisted metal and torn wood. “Why?” he said. “Wasn’t anything in the other one, everything the trailer was hauling is now piled up in some Park rat’s cache, what the hell is there to see?”


  “Come up and find out,” she said.


  It was a challenge, and he took her up on it, using her hand and the rickety side of the trailer to pull himself up. A can of cream of mushroom soup came rolling out from a dark corner and he stumbled over it to bump into Kate.


  He froze.


  She smiled up at him, not moving. “Gosh,” she said, “you’ve picked up some snow, Jim.” She leaned over to brush a clump that clung to his pants leg, and she took her time standing up again. There was the inevitable reaction, fight it though he would. He stood very still, his jaw working. She smiled again, and the pitiful thing was she wasn’t even working him at full power.


  “What,” he said through his teeth, “was so all-fired important in here that you just had to see?”


  “Over here,” she said, leading the way.


  The surface beneath his feet shuddered and shook. He wasn’t sure if it was the wreck or him. What’s the difference, he thought, and almost laughed.


  She played the flashlight over an intact corner of the trailer. “Look. You see it?”


  Jim tried to focus. “What? Wait.” His voice sharpened. “What’s that?”


  “Blood, I think. On what used to be the floor.”


  Jim had a lowering feeling that he knew what she was getting at, but he said stubbornly, “So what? Maybe there was a side of beef strung up in that corner. Maybe it dripped a little.”


  “This isn’t a reefer, Jim, it’s straight storage. Nothing but dry or canned goods. I think you should take a sample and get the lab to run it through their magic machines.”


  · · ·


  “You’re a witch, aren’t you,” he said two days later. “Go ahead, you can say it, I won’t tell. I may personally burn you at the stake, but I won’t tell.”


  They were sitting at the River Street Café in Niniltna, where Laurel Meganack presided over grill and table and dispensed not awful coffee out of a large stainless steel urn. The village of Niniltna (year-round population, 403) wasn’t large enough for a street sign but the Niniltna Native Association board of directors, which had been persuaded to front the money for the café against their better judgement, didn’t want to be publicly coupled to the business. The Kanuyaq River was about twenty feet from the front door, and there was a kind of a game trail that ran between the two, and that was enough for Laurel.


  “Whose blood was it?” Kate said.


  Mutt sat between them, pressed up against Jim’s leg, looking back and forth between her two beloveds. Jim gave her ears an absent-minded scratch. “It was Paul’s,” Jim replied. “But then, you knew that.”


  “I thought maybe,” she said.


  “Yeah. So his body wasn’t on the ground when the trailer went over, it was in the trailer and got thrown out when the trailer hit bottom and broke open.”


  “Yeah.”


  “So Paul Kameroff wasn’t killed in the Park. He was probably killed in Anchorage and loaded into the trailer there.” Jim brooded over his coffee. “To what purpose?” he said. “To be unloaded with the rest of the groceries in Tok?”


  “It doesn’t seem likely.”


  “No.” Jim sat back and looked at her, and there was no trace either of seduction or of a susceptibility to seduction in his steady gaze. “You want to tell me what the hell is going on?”


  Laurel Meganack swished by with the coffee pot and a bright smile. “You sure you folks don’t want something to eat? I make a mean asparagus omelet.”


  Jim had a hard time controlling his expression. “Thank you, no.”


  Kate didn’t bother hiding her grin.


  “What?” Laurel said.


  “He hates asparagus,” Kate said.


  “Hmmm.” Laurel topped off their mugs and said to Kate with a grin of her own, “And you would know this how?”


  Jim noted with interest the faint color in Kate’s cheeks, and kept watch as she became involved in doctoring her coffee with evaporated milk until the coffee was a nice tan in color. After that came the sugar, a lot of it. Jim averted his eyes and tried not to shudder. “Ballistics took a look at the bullet.”


  “And?”


  “They ran it through every possible data base going back to the Civil War. No matches.”


  “There wouldn’t be,” she said. “This was a hit, Jim. Whoever did this was a pro.”


  He thought of the neat knots on Kameroff’s wrists and ankles, the equally neat placement of the bullet in the back of the head. It was all very, well, neat. “Yeah,” he said. “That’s pretty obvious. Tell me something.”


  “What?”


  “We got mob in Alaska?”


  She considered. “We got the Aleut mob,” she offered. “You don’t want to cross them, they’ll sic Senator Stevens on you.”


  When he stopped laughing, she said, “I been asking around since I saw you last.”


  “Asking who? And asking what?”


  “Paul’s family. Sonia, mostly, although she’s not saying much.”


  “Sonia’s the sister.”


  “Yes.”


  Her expression was unreadable. He waited. When nothing else came, he said, “And you found out what from all this asking around? Anything that will help us find out who tied up Paul Kameroff and put a bullet in his brain?”


  She glared at him. “I don’t need to be reminded of the object of the exercise.”


  “Funny, I thought you did. I won’t let the Park’s tribal loyalty screw up my investigation, Kate.”


  “Neither will I.”


  “Good to know.”


  She drank coffee, a delaying tactic to regain control over her temper. “For one thing, I found out that my information on Paul was out of date. He wasn’t working for RPetCo on the Slope anymore, he’d moved to town.”


  “Who was he working for?”


  “Masterson Hauling and Storage.”


  He paused in the act of raising his mug. “Really.”


  “Really.”


  “That would be the same outfit that owns the tractor trailer that went over the side of Hell Hill a couple nights ago.”


  “It would.”


  “Well,” Jim said, putting down his mug. “Isn’t that interesting.”


  “You might even call it a clue,” she said. “When do you leave?”


  “Immediately.” He reached for the cap with the trooper seal on the crown.


  Mutt got to her feet, tail wagging. She was always ready for action. “Got room for two more?” Kate said.


  He paused. “I meant what I said, Kate.”


  She replied without heat. “I did, too.”


  “I won’t hide what I find, no matter who it involves.”


  “I know.”


  He put his cap on and tugged it down. “All right, then. Let’s move like we got a purpose.”


  · · ·


  The Cessna was fueled and ready at Niniltna’s 4800-foot dirt airstrip. Kate untied her while Jim did the preflight and they were in the air fifteen minutes later. He leveled them out at five thousand feet and set the GPS. It was only then that he realized he’d be spending an hour plus touching shoulders with the one woman in all the gin joints in all the world who like to drive him right out of his mind. He could hear her inhaling over the headphones, and clicked off the channel, but that didn’t help because he could still see the rise and fall of her breast out of the corner of his eye. He knew she didn’t wear perfume but he could smell her anyway, an alluring mixture of soap and woodsmoke that his renegade pheromones translated as all heat.


  A cold nose against the back of his neck made him jump, and Kate laughed. It was a very seductive laugh, or so it seemed to him, and he found himself leaning forward into the seatbelt as if he could push the plane along faster by doing so. He had never been so grateful in his life to hear Anchorage ATC come on the headset and he burned up the Old Seward Highway like he was driving for NASCAR, only at five hundred feet. The landing at Merrill Field was a runway paint job and he was out of the plane the instant it rolled to a stop.


  It didn’t make him feel any better to see the tiny smile tugging at the corner of her lips.


  · · ·


  Masterson Hauling and Storage was headquartered in a massive warehouse in midtown off Old Seward near International. It was surrounded by a lot of other warehouses, car dealerships, a candy factory, a strip club and the Arctic Roadrunner, home of the best cheeseburger in the state. “What time is it?” Kate said.


  “Not lunchtime.”


  She gave him an exaggeratedly hopeful look. “After?”


  Jim was partial to a good cheeseburger himself. “Works for me.”


  The reception area of Masterson Hauling and Storage was a small room behind a door with a window in it. There was a yellow-and-green striped love seat much the worse for wear next to a pressed board telephone stand laden with a phone and a phone book and a stack of American Trucker magazines. At a desk a young woman with bleached blonde hair spiked into a Dali sculpture was applying more liner to brown eyes that already looked strongly raccoonish. “May I help you all?” she said. She saw Mutt and the burgeoning smile went away. “I’m so sorry, we can’t have animals in here.”


  Jim smiled down at her. “Sure you can,” he said in a suddenly slow and very deep drawl. He let an admiring gaze drift down to the tight white man’s shirt that was straining at its buttons, and from there to the name plate on the front of the desk. “Candi.”


  Candi forgot all about Mutt, and when she spoke again her voice was a little breathless. Candi was not long out of the very deep American south and her R’s had a tendency to defer to her H’s. “You all are a trooper?”


  “I am that.” Jim didn’t bother to introduce Kate, which was okay because Kate wasn’t registering even on Candi’s extreme peripheral vision. “Who’s your boss, Candi?”


  Her hands and eyelashes fluttered uncontrollably. “Why, that would be Mr. Masterson. Mr. Conway Masterson.”


  He let his smile widen. “I like the way you say his name, Candi.”


  More fluttering. “Why, I, why, thank you kindly, mister, officer—”


  “It’s Jim Chopin, Candi, Sergeant Chopin of the Alaska state troopers. I’d like to speak to your boss for a few minutes, if it’s convenient for him.”


  “Why certainly, Sergeant,” Candi said, and reached for the phone. She missed it on the first try, and blushing again, had to disconnect from Jim’s eyes.


  Jim looked at Kate. To his surprise, she was grinning and not bothering to hide it. “The Father of the Park has his uses,” she said.


  “I told you I never did deserve that title,” he said.


  She fluttered her eyelashes. “Ah, but did you earn it, Sergeant Chopin, sir?”


  He thought longingly, not for the first time, just how much he’d like to wring her neck. Well. After.


  Candi hung up and twinkled up at Jim. “Mr. Masterson can see you now, Sergeant Chopin.”


  “Thank you, Candi.”


  “Just on up the stairs now, first door at the top. And don’t forget to stop off to say bye.”


  “I don’t think any man worthy of the name could forget to do that,” Jim said gallantly. Mutt was waiting for him around the corner. “What are you grinning at?” he said to her, and escaped up the stairs behind a Kate whose shoulders were shaking slightly.


  Conway Masterson’s office was large and utilitarian, the desk piled with bills of lading and maintenance schedules and correspondence, more of the same stacked on top of a wall of filing cabinets. There was one window overlooking the interior of the warehouse, and one of the fluorescent lights was flickering overhead. One wall was given over to a large dry board divided into grids indicating trucks out on runs to Homer, Seward, Valdez, Tok, Fairbanks, Coldfoot and Deadhorse, including departure time, estimated arrival, and cargo. A radio was playing country-western music, which didn’t add to the ambience, and Masterson himself was talking on the phone as they stood in the doorway. He waved them inside and kept talking. “Well, get to it, I’ve got four loads scheduled for the Fairbanks warehouse already this week and I’m down two trailers.” He hung up. “You’re the trooper,” he said to Jim. To Kate, he said, “Who’re you? And who the fuck said you could bring a dog up here?”


  Mutt’s ears went back, and a low growl rumbled up out of her throat.


  Masterson bared his teeth and growled back.


  Kate put a hand on Mutt’s shoulder before things got out of hand. Mutt stopped growling, but she didn’t sit down and she didn’t take her eyes off Masterson.


  “Kate Shugak,” Jim said. “She’s working the case with me.”


  “What case?”


  “The murder of one of your employees,” Jim said bluntly. “Paul Kameroff.”


  Conway Masterson was about fifty, with a bulbous, veiny nose barely separating small dark eyes, red fleshy lips and a stubborn chin that looked days past its last shave. His comb-over extended from just above his left ear to being tucked behind his right ear. He wore a rumpled navy blue suit off the rack from JCPenney, an unknotted red tie featuring a Vargas girl, and a white shirt with the third button down sewn on with brown thread. His eyes met Jim’s without a trace of awareness, but he took a little too long to answer for Jim’s taste. “Paul Kameroff? Who the hell’s he?”


  “He used to drive for you,” Jim said. “His body was found in the wreckage of that semi your driver put over the side of the Glen Highway three, four days back.”


  Masterson’s eyes narrowed. “Bert’s rig?”


  “Bertha O’Shaugnnessy, yes.”


  “It’s that fucking hill, what do my guys call it? Hell Hill, that’s it. It’s the worst stretch of that fucking road, we’ve put I don’t know how many goddamn rigs over the side there. It’s so fucking steep we can’t recover any of our cargo, and half the time the tractors go over the side with the goddamn trailers. Bert was fucking lucky. It’s getting so I can’t afford insurance on that fucking run. What the hell am I suppose to do, run everything up the goddamn Parks through fucking Fairbanks?”


  “What can you tell me about Paul Kameroff?” Jim said.


  Again a slight hesitation, barely noticeable. “I run a lot of trucks and a lot of cargo out of this warehouse, I don’t know the name of every last fucking employee.” He reached for the phone. “Candi? We got an employee named Paul Kaminski?”


  “Kameroff,” Jim said.


  “Whatever,” Masterson said. “If he’s got an employee file, make ’em a copy.” He hung up. “That all?”


  “No,” Jim said. “I’ll need to talk to anyone who worked with Paul Kameroff.”


  “What the fuck for? My delivery schedule’s already down the shitter this month, I don’t need you fucking around in the warehouse slowing things down even more!”


  “Nevertheless,” Jim said, imperturbable.


  · · ·


  “That didn’t take long,” Kate said as they sat down with loaded trays.


  “No, it didn’t, did it,” Jim said, reaching for the mustard. “Amazing how in a crew of twenty Masterson couldn’t remember Paul Kameroff.”


  “Amazing how any of a crew of twenty barely remembered that Paul existed,” Kate said, and dug in. There was silence for a few bliss-filled minutes. Murder was a serious subject, but a good cheeseburger deserved attention and respect.


  Jim grabbed a handful of napkins to clean the juice that had run down his hands. “Going to be hard to prove that anyone in that warehouse had anything to do with Kameroff’s death.”


  “Next to impossible, I’d say,” Kate said. She licked her fingers, one by one.


  He managed to resist the urge to offer to do it for her. “There used to be rumors about the truckers in Alaska.”


  “There used to be fact about the truckers in Alaska,” Kate said, sitting back in the booth. “They were a pretty rough crowd during the pipeline days. I was just a kid when they first had oil in the line, back in, oh, June, July of 1977, I guess, but I remember hearing about how they expected a body to come out the other end with the first of the oil.”


  “Did it?”


  “No. If there were any bodies, there’s almost six hundred thousand mostly uninhabited square miles out there to have dumped them in.”


  “Which naturally begs the question, why was Paul Kameroff’s body dumped in the back of a trailer that was going to be unloaded in Tok the next day?”


  Kate met his eyes. “Whoever killed him wanted his body to be found,” they said at the same time.


  Jim shoved his tray to one side. “It was a very formal little murder. He was bound first, hands and feet, no possibility of a struggle when the time came, and then shot. They wanted that bullet to go right where it did.”


  “An execution,” Kate said, “part of the message.”


  “Hi, you all,” a voice said.


  They looked up to see Candi standing next to their table, tray in hand and a bright smile on her freshly-made up face.


  It took Jim a second to remember her name. But only a second. “Candi,” he said, and flashed out his broadest, most welcoming smile. He scooted over in the booth. “Have a seat.”


  Candi didn’t even look at Kate, who stood up and said, “I’ll just check on Mutt.”


  Jim didn’t need to see her meaningful look to know what he was supposed to do. He put his arm along the back of the booth and smiled down at little Candi. “How nice to see you again.”


  Little Candi’s blush was so powerful it caused her pancake makeup to glow like pale pink neon.


  · · ·


  “Well?” Kate said. She was sitting in the crew cab she had borrowed from Jeannie, the clerk at Stoddard’s Aircraft Parts, and since it was coming up on Jeannie’s quitting time she was getting a little restive.


  “She didn’t know anything, either,” he said, slamming into the passenger seat. Mutt poked her nose into the front seat and rested a consoling chin on his shoulder.


  “Did she know Paul, at least?”


  “Yes, she knew Paul, enough to give him his paycheck every two weeks. Oh, and to forward his calls to the shop.”


  “What calls?”


  He gave an irritable shrug. Mutt gave him a wounded look and withdrew her support. “Seems like his sister called a lot.”


  “Sonia?”


  He nodded. “Yeah.”


  Kate, in the act of starting the engine, paused with her hand on the key. “Define ‘a lot.’”


  “Often enough for Candi to recognize her voice. Maybe once or twice a week.”


  Kate stared out the windshield at the unprepossessing city winterscape. There was a lot of slush on the road, a lot of snow on the sides of the road, and the hum of studded tires on pavement as vehicles so dirty you couldn’t make out their color, never mind their make, splattered by. “Why at work, I wonder?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe when he was at work was the only time she could get to a phone. She lives in the Park, right?”


  “Yes, outside Niniltna. And no, I don’t think she has a phone, she’d have to go into town to make the call.”


  “Maybe he couldn’t afford one.”


  “If he was a Teamster, he could afford a phone. But then why call so often? A couple of times a week, what’s that about?” She started bouncing her knee, a sure sign of intense Shugak rumination. “Their parents are okay, last time I checked. There aren’t any other brothers or sisters. Why’s she calling him twice a week?” She looked at the clock on the dash and started the truck. “We’ve got to get this truck back before Jeannie thinks we’ve taken it and headed for California.”


  · · ·


  The three of them were back in the Cessna and halfway home, crossing the silver ribbon of the TransAlaska Pipeline five thousand feet below when she spoke again. “Jim, do you have a list of dates of when semis have skidded off of Hell Hill?”


  “No,” he said in surprise. “Hazen probably does, since he’s the one who responds to them most of the time.”


  “Let’s go to Ahtna,” she said.


  He changed course without asking why. It was well after dark when they landed. He taxied up to the Frontier Air terminal, where the Ahtna police chief was waiting. “I hope you’ve got something to tell me more interesting than my dinner,” the police chief said, “which I was about to sit down to.”


  Kate brightened. “We going to Tony’s?”


  Tony’s was the Ahtna Lodge, a hotel on the edge of the river. What it lacked for in the way of rooms, which were converted Atco trailers, it more than made up for in its chef, Tony’s partner in life and in the business.


  Hazen sighed. “I guess we are.”


  Both men knew there was no point in asking Kate Shugak any questions until she was on the safe side of her exquisitely charred 16-ounce T-bone, not to mention the green salad with blue cheese on the side, a baked potato with all the trimmings, and pumpkin pie to follow. The Ahtna police chief, who was a big man with a bigger beer belly, said, “Where the hell does she put it all?”


  “Maybe she diets,” Jim said, who was thinking of the cheeseburger and wondering the same thing.


  Kate surfaced for long enough to say “Diet?” like it was a bad word.


  When the plates had been cleared they all sat back with similar satisfied expressions on their faces. A high pressure system had moved in from the northwest and outside the window the river’s icy surface began to glow, a reflection of the light of the rising moon. The snow-covered peaks of the Quilaks stood out in bold relief against a black, starry sky. Mutt, recipient of her own steak, served rare, gave a satisfied sigh and lay down on Jim’s feet.


  Jim stirred. Admiring the view was all well and good, he had been known to pause in his duty on more than one occasion to do so, or why live in Alaska? But a man had been murdered. “You have that list?” he said to Hazen.


  “Sure. Although I’m still waiting to find out why you want it.” Hazen handed it across.


  Jim put it on the table between him and Kate. He was aware with every breath that he took that she was mere inches away from him. It felt like the right side of his body was being cooked over a slow fire. He wondered if she knew.


  She met his eyes and smiled at him, a rich, almost languid smile. Oh yeah, she knew.


  “Why did you want this list?” Jim said.


  Her smile widened at the brusque tone of his voice.


  “Like me to get the two of you a room?” Hazen said, his voice heavy with sarcasm, and if you listened for it a trace of envy.


  “Thanks for the offer,” Kate said lazily, not taking her eyes from Jim, “but we can always get our own.”


  Jim could feel the color rising up into his neck and could do nothing to stop it. He tapped the print-out on the table between them. “The list, Shugak.”


  She actually pouted. He hadn’t known she could do that. But she picked up the piece of paper and studied the columns. “Hell Hill’s body count is up this year,” she said.


  “Yeah,” Hazen said, “I noticed that, too, when I was putting the list together. We’ll get one, at most two semis jack-knifing on that curve in a year. This year there have been four.”


  “What accounts for four, do you think?” Kate said. “Weather, maybe?”


  Hazen frowned and shook his head. “This winter’s been no worse than normal.”


  “Maintenance?”


  Hazen shook his head again. “Far as I know, it’s been business as usual. The guys up at the state highway maintenance station are always griping about their equipment, always wanting the next new John Deere 155 horsepower road grader, but they’re all still employed. I imagine the governor knows well enough to leave Pete Heiman’s district alone when it comes to budget cuts.”


  Kate handed the list to him. “Did you notice anything else on that list of yours?”


  Jim had but he remained silent.


  Hazen looked at the print-out. “Okay,” he said after a moment. “Three of the four semis were owned by Masterson Hauling and Storage.”


  “You don’t have the cargo on the list.”


  Hazen stared at her. “Probably groceries for the AC store in Tok. Not a lot of construction supplies being hauled up the highway in the winter. Okay, Kate, what’s going on?”


  The waiter brought them coffee all around, with a small aluminum pitcher of half-and-half just for Kate. She rewarded him with a warm smile, and he turned away and ran into a customer sitting at the next table, who knocked over his wine glass.


  When the resulting disturbance died down, Kate said, “Have you guys ever heard of wreckers?”


  “’Wreckers?’” Jim looked at Hazen. They both shrugged. “Guess not. Who or what is a wrecker?”


  “Wrecking, as it was defined in England, particularly on the coast of Cornwall, was the deliberate luring of a cargo-laden ship onto an offshore reef, usually by means of false signal lights, or by extinguishing the lights of lighthouses built to warn ships away from dangerous waters. The ship would run aground, break apart and the cargo would float to shore, where the wreckers were standing by to pick it up.”


  Hazen looked at her. “Where the hell do you get this stuff?”


  She shrugged. “I read a lot.”


  Jim, unheeding, was thinking back to that drizzly morning below the curve coming off of Hell Hill. “Are you saying—”


  “One, Paul Kameroff went to work for Masterson Hauling and Storage last fall, leaving a perfectly good job on the North Slope for no good reason. Two, his sister Sonia called him at work once or twice a week from November on. Three, Bert O’Shaunnessy said she braked because she saw a woman run in front of her semi. Four, all the Masterson trucks were hauling groceries bound for AC in Tok.”


  “Jesus Christ,” Hazen said.


  “You’re saying that the grocery loads Masterson Hauling was running to Tok were deliberately targeted?” Jim said.


  “By this Sonia? Who’s what, the sister of the dead man?” Hazen said.


  “By Sonia and who’s ever in it with her,” Kate said. “There were a lot of people on the hillside that day, you told me. She was just one of them.” She drank coffee. “You should talk to the drivers of the other trucks that went over. See how many of them saw someone run in front of their semi.”


  “And Masterson found out,” Jim said.


  Kate nodded. “He’d lost at most one truck per year in previous years, and there are other trucking outfits that make that run. He must have wondered why he was being picked on.”


  “So,” Hazen said, “Paul Kameroff was fingering loads for his sister Sonia?”


  “There was a big dry board in Masterson’s office,” Kate said. “It had all the trips on it, all the trucks, where they were going and what they were carrying, when they were leaving and when they were scheduled to arrive. I think Sonia called Paul a couple of times every week just to see what was heading our way.”


  “I don’t get it,” Jim said. “The trucking firms lose a semi of stuff a year, maybe, and they don’t make a fuss about who picks it up after. The Park rats are onto a good thing here. Why get greedy, why ruin it? Is the Park having a rough year?”


  “I don’t think they were picking up stuff for subsistence purposes,” Kate said.


  “You think they were reselling it?” Jim said.


  She nodded. “Otherwise, why so many? It was bound to attract notice. Which, of course, it did.”


  There was a brief silence. “You think—” Hazen said.


  “I think Masterson figured it out, killed Kameroff, and tossed the body in the back of Bert’s trailer knowing it was going to be run off the road like the others had been,” Kate said. “Knowing that the body would be a message to the people at the other end.”


  “Jesus Christ,” Hazen said again. “The driver could have been killed.”


  “She sure could,” Kate said. She looked at Jim. “I told you. That’s a tough crowd.”


  · · ·


  Jim found a friendly judge and got a warrant to toss the premises of Masterson Hauling and Storage. He didn’t find anything. The three drivers of the previous three wrecks had taken early retirement long before he ever got there and had moved Outside. Candi was genuinely distressed when she couldn’t find their personnel files. The union local knew a different judge and Jim never did get a look at the union’s membership files.


  Sonia Kameroff cried a lot during her interrogation, and said very little. Bert O’Shaugnnessy couldn’t positively identify Sonia as the women she’d seen running in front of her semi. Jim talked to a few of the others he had seen at the wreck that day, only to be greeted with blank stares. “Trucks always go off that hill,” one man told him. “Always will, it’s a bad hill. Shit, Jim, we’re doing a public service by cleaning up the mess. That trucking outfit sure ain’t gonna do nothing. And no point in letting all that food go to waste.”


  “I can’t prove a damn thing,” Jim said to Kate.


  “No,” Kate said, face turned up to the sun. They were in back of her cabin, sitting on the boulder perched at the edge of the cliff overlooking the stream. March had come in like the proverbial lion and the snow cover was melting almost as they watched.


  “They could have killed someone, Kate.”


  “Someone did get killed,” she said.


  Jim hated to let any case go, especially murder. “Got any thoughts about the gun?”


  She opened her eyes and looked at him, not without sympathy. “Sure. They probably tossed it off Point Woronzof, let the tides take it out. That’s what I would have done.”


  Nettled, he said, “You’re taking this awfully calmly. You went to school with the guy. Don’t you care?”


  She was silent for a moment. “Those wreckers I told you about?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Sometimes they drowned. Sometimes they got caught, and sometimes they got hanged. Sometimes people off the ships drowned. But most of the wreckers were peasants living way below the poverty line, no jobs to speak of, no homes, no way of feeding their kids. They thought the risk was worth it.”


  He was silenced.


  “Wreck rights,” she said after a while. “We call it salvage rights now, but it was wreck rights then. If it washes up on shore and you find it, it’s yours.”


  “And if it falls off the highway and you find it—”


  “Then that’s yours, too,” she said.


  Mutt came back with a ptarmigan and sat down to lunch. The three of them sat in the sun for a while longer, and then Kate went back to her cabin, and Jim went back to town.


  Cherchez la Femme


  Author’s Note


  T. Jefferson Parker, he of Charlie Hood fame, was putting together a collection of short stories about fishing, and he asked me for a contribution. The anthology was published by The Countryman Press, and all royalties from sales went to two charitable organizations, Casting for Recovery and Project Healing Waters, which both help cancer survivors on the road to recovery by taking them fly-fishing.


  So, the story had to involve fishing. Mine does, several kinds, but only in the most glancing and peripheral way, in the vocations of the Balluta brothers. But mostly, I wrote this story because my friend Pati came home from one trip to the Interior with a true story about a man, a woman and a road grader.


  It was just too good to pass up.


  



  THERE IS ONE in every village.


  They don’t have to be young, they don’t even have to be pretty, but there is one woman in every Alaskan village whose very presence short circuits something in the nervous system of the male of the species, resulting all too often in events that spiral into intervention on the part of a professional peace officer.


  In the case of Dulcey Kineen, the femme fatale came in a pleasant enough package, medium height, nice curves, regular features, but with Dulcey it was more attitude than pulchritude. Her hair was thick and black and she wore it long, in a shining cape she could toss around her shoulders, made a man think about wrapping it around his fist and hanging on for wherever the ride took him. Her eyes were a warm, wicked brown, and they had a way of peering from beneath already thick lashes so heavily mascaraed it seemed her lids couldn’t be strong enough to hold them up. She had a habit of using her tongue to toy with her teeth and the corners of her mouth, which she left open much of the time, as if she were about to take a bite out of whatever was nearest, fry bread, smoke fish, that sensitive spot beneath a man’s left ear.


  Most women hated her as much as their men loved her, of course. Margaret Meganack had erupted into Bobby Clark’s house when Marvin, that morning’s guest on Park Air, had strayed from the advertised topic, which was the current red salmon run or lack thereof, to wax eloquent on what Dulcey hadn’t been wearing at the Roadhouse the night before. Dinah had banished both Meganacks from the property and interdicted Marvin as an on air guest ever again, and given the subsequent repair and replacement bills you could see her point.


  And then there was the time Dulcey ran for Miss Niniltna and won, allegedly on the strength of the blueberry pie she baked for the talent competition. That was fine until Auntie Vi accused Dulcey’s cousin Norma Ollestad of baking the pie for her, which no way Norma would have done, given that little episode a while back involving Dulcey, Norma, and Norma’s boyfriend Chuck. Turned out Dulcey really had baked the pie but she was stripped of her crown anyway. Never a good idea to show up on the auntie radar, and Dulcey had made what Auntie Vi, with uncharacteristic restraint, had described as a nuisance of herself with more than one of the boarders at Auntie Vi’s B&B. Auntie Vi could give a hoot what Dulcey did with whom, but she resented the need to wear earplugs to bed every night in her own home.


  Sergeant Jim Chopin said that fully a third of the local callouts to the Niniltna trooper post involved Dulcey Kineen in some way. Either she was enticing men at the Roadhouse to drink so she could drink with them, or she was seducing men away from their wives and sweethearts, or she was vamping men for cash, moose backstrap or a free ride to Ahtna with Costco privileges thrown in, or spurned suitors were getting drunk and wreaking mayhem and madness on a town too small to ignore either. The incident the previous winter involving Dulcey, Wasillie Peterkin and the road grader was still a painful subject to everyone concerned.


  Dulcey and the Balluta brothers. Anybody should have been able to see it coming. But nobody did, until it was far too late.


  There were three Ballutas, Albert, Nathan and Boris. Their father had been a commercial fisherman, their mother had worked as his deckhand until Albert was seven and big enough to take her place. She returned to their house at the edge of the rickety dock on the river and seldom left it again, the last time when they buried her next to their father out back. She’d been a quiet woman and her eldest, Albert, took after her. He was twenty-eight now, a steady, serious, capable, reliable man. He’d inherited the Mary B. outright, along with his father’s Alaganik Bay drift permit, and fished it every summer, coming in high boat two out of three years and piling up a healthy balance in the bank in Cordova. Winters he worked on the Mary B. in dry dock and on his gear in the net loft over the dock.


  Albert inheriting the Mary B. was a source of friction with the youngest brother. Boris was twenty-two and self-involved, opportunistic, loud and lazy. He fished subsistence when he worked at all, but his smoke fish was the best on the river and, packed in fancy balsa wood cases, twelve eight-ounce jars to a case, sold at a hefty premium to the clientèle of Demetri Moonin’s high-end lodge up in the Quilak foothills. He made a mouth-watering caviar from the eggs, too, for a list of subscribers from as far away as New York City, every batch sold out months before it was in the one-ounce jars. It was enough to keep him in beer and Edwin jeans. Boris was also a bit of a dandy, who had been known to fly all the way to Anchorage for the right haircut.


  Nathan, twenty-five, was a typical middle child. He worked summers for Demetri, guiding Demetri’s clients to the best fishing streams in the Quilaks so they could beat the water for record kings. Winters he worked on the Mary B.’s moving parts, paid minimum wage by the hour, and kept all their vehicles running for fun. He was cajoling and conciliatory and could charm the most obstreperous client out of a sulk, which made him invaluable to Demetri, who paid him accordingly.


  They all lived together in their parents’ house, managing to co-exist for the most part in peace, until Dulcey Kineen came along.


  Well, Dulcey didn’t come along, exactly, she’d always been there, born a Park rat to a typical Park rat family, part Russian, part Aleut, part Norwegian. Her father fished and drank. Her mother had babies and drank. The eldest, Dulcey fell heir to the babysitting and housekeeping chores early on. When her mother died her father began to use her as a stand-in for other things as well. She stood it until she was sixteen, when Nick Totemoff told her loved her. It was the first time anyone had ever said that to her. She eloped with him to Cordova that night.


  Nick had been motivated by what young men are usually motivated and he’d disappeared within a month, leaving her on her own. She got a job bartending at the Alaska Club and the tips allowed her to rent a tiny mother-in-law apartment. It was her own home, her first and as it turned out, her only, because her father came into the Alaska Club in the middle of the following fishing season and tried to haul her out across the bar. The damages included her job. The next day, Jim Chopin brought her the news that on the way back to his boat her father had fallen into the small boat harbor and drowned.


  Her next oldest sibling was fourteen. There was no one else to take care of her three brothers and two sisters. She went back to Niniltna, sold her father’s boat and permit to Anatoly Martushev, and that and their quarterly NNA shareholder payments, their annual PFD from the state and their parent’s social security death benefits managed to keep the family together in the little log cabin with the loft. Cramped, crowded, with no running water and an outhouse out back, everyone took turns splitting firewood for the oil drum stove and no one went hungry.


  Which didn’t necessarily turn Dulcey into a pattern card of respectability. There were men. There were a lot of men. She had been forced to a realization of her power early on, she knew how to use it, and it didn’t help that she was a walking, talking example of chaos theory.


  And so, inevitably, Ulanie Anahonak, that self-appointed moral arbiter of village and environs, took exception to Dulcey’s behavior, and further, took it upon herself to call DFYS. They didn’t show for almost a year. When they did, they spent ten minutes evaluating the situation before scooping up the five minors and shipping them off to four different foster homes in Ahtna, Anchorage, and Valdez.


  Dulcey didn’t fight them. Some said she just didn’t care. Some said she was relieved to be rid of the burden. Some thought she figured she couldn’t win against the state so why try. Instead, she got a job waiting tables at the Roadhouse, in spite of stiff opposition from Jim Chopin, who was already spending too many duty hours breaking up brawls between Suulutaq miners and Park rats fighting over the same girl. Putting Dulcey in the Roadhouse seemed to him like rolling a nuke into a firefight. The resulting explosion was predestined and the fallout would be toxic to everyone in range for a long time.


  To his surprise, indeed, to the Park’s collective surprise, Dulcey managed to suppress whatever incitements to riot she had hardwired into her DNA for the hours she was on duty. Off duty was another matter, and most of her off duty hours were spent at the Roadhouse. Hard to tell when she first started hooking up with the Balluta brothers, and no one ever did figure out if it was serially or concurrently.


  Everyone remembered the fight Nathan and Boris got into that April, though. It had already been a notable evening, what with Pastor Nolan having confessed his affair with Patsy Aguilar, and his wife sitting right there at the congregational table. Then there was the group of climbers who, having summitted Big Bump, had come in for their requisite shots of Middle Finger. It was always fun to see their expressions when Bernie took down the unmarked bottle of Everclear with the forefinger floating in it.


  And then the fight had erupted and spread to engulf Pastor Nolan’s parishioners, the Big Bumpers and the quilting bee in the corner, where it upset three of four Irish coffees. The aunties were pretty pissed about that. So was Dulcey when she had to clean up the mess, and it then became blindingly obvious what the fight had been about, as Nathan and Boris vied with one another to rush bar rags to the scene and then got into another fight over who was allowed to carry the dirtied rags back.


  Dulcey twitched her fine behind around the bar and fixed Bernie with a fiery glance. “I didn’t start that.”


  “I saw,” Bernie said, and got out the baseball bat. Fortunately Albert walked in and broke it up before Bernie had to break any heads.


  Now, you’d think that would have been it, spleen vented and honor satisfied, but instead things seemed to escalate. That spring Nathan guided a couple of salmon hunters to one of the secret streams where Kanuyaq River kings of trophy size came home to spawn, and found Boris there already, tromping back and forth in hip waders, muddying the waters and scaring everything with a fin two creeks away. He was carrying a dip net. Said he was fishing for female kings so he could make his caviar. Nathan’s clients, who had had the look of very good tippers, didn’t so much as get their lines wet.


  A couple of weeks later Boris was fixing to set up his fish wheel. It was a lot of work and Boris didn’t put in that kind of effort unless he was certain of a return, so he’d spent the previous week watching the river, watching the reds run, and coming up with a pretty fair estimate of when they’d hit his beach. Once the fish wheel went into action it stayed in action until he’d caught his limit, when he packed up the whole shebang and brought it and the fish back to the house.


  Only this time, once he’d loaded all the parts in his pickup, driven the forty miles to the trail head, humped all those same parts down a mile of rough and more or less vertical trail to the gravel bank, and started to assemble the wheel, he found all the bolts missing.


  There were other incidents, and the queer thing was that in between them Boris and Nathan maintained an outward civility. They would show up at the Roadhouse and take turns courting Dulcey, where under Bernie’s watchful eye they were as polite as ever they could be, to each other and to everyone else.


  “It’s real amusing to watch,” Bernie told Jim, “but it feels like sitting on top of an unexploded bomb.”


  Jim talked to Albert, who shrugged. “What am I supposed to do? Give ’em a time out? They’re adults, they screw up you can lock ’em up.”


  “Maybe it’s Dulcey oughta be locked up.”


  That earned him a sharp look. “Not her fault my brothers are making fools of themselves over her.”


  Jim, ashamed, said, “I know. I’m just worried somebody’s going to get hurt.”


  The Mary B. strained at her moorings. “Boys aren’t dumb. They’ll figure things out eventually. Meantime, I got a tide to catch tomorrow and too much to do between now and then.” Albert laid a hand on the gunnel and vaulted on board.


  The Park waited, holding its breath.


  · · ·


  The very next day Jim was in his office at the post when he heard a commotion in the outer office. He got to his door in time to see Boris Balluta, covered in blood, yelling, “She’s dead! She’s dead, I’m telling you, she’s dead and he killed her!”


  “She,” it transpired, was Dulcey Kineen, and it wasn’t Boris’s blood. He’d acquired it when he went to Dulcey’s place, went in and found it on the couch, on the coffee table, and on dish towels and hand towels wrung out into the sink. He’d torn the place apart looking for a body and hadn’t found one, which he guessed was how he’d gotten blood all over himself.


  Jim went to the tiny little cabin. Dulcey wasn’t there. The scene was about as bad as Boris had described it, and since Auntie Edna lived next door and kept a weather eye out for the goings and comings of her neighbors she had seen Boris go in that morning and come out again not five minutes later not quite as spick-and-span as he had gone in. He had placed no bundles in his pickup, however, and buried nothing mysterious in the yard. He had shouted greetings at Albert, who had only a moment before loosed the lines of the Mary B. preparatory to heading downriver to Alaganik Bay and the next fishing period.


  Jim, his heart sinking, drove around looking for Nathan’s pickup. He found it parked in front of the post office and Nathan himself coming out the post office door. He gaped at Jim’s questions. No, he hadn’t been to Dulcey’s place in the last twenty-four hours. He hadn’t seen Dulcey in five days, come to that, he’d been up at the lodge guiding Demetri’s fishermen to trophy mounts for their corner office walls.


  At the post Nathan saw Boris’s red-stained hands and launched himself at his brother. Jim pulled out the Capstun, told the dispatcher to vacate the premises, and emptied the canister on the brothers. He followed Maggie outside and held the door closed until the brothers stopped screaming and started sobbing. Afterward, he put Boris in one cell and Nathan in another, over the vociferous objections of both.


  No Dulcey, a lot of blood, and two brothers in a fierce competition for the affections of the same woman. Demetri Moonin confirmed Nathan’s alibi. Auntie Edna confirmed Boris’s.


  Jim went back to Dulcey’s cabin with his murder bag.


  One room with a loft for sleeping, the cabin’s floor plan was a familiar one. On the ground floor there was a wood stove for heat, an oil stove for cooking, a sink in a counter with shelves above and below, a small dining table with mismatched chairs, a battered couch, a coffee table, some brick-and-board shelves. Electricity had been added post construction and there were wires tacked to the log walls everywhere.


  One end of the dark blue corduroy couch was stained with blood. He took photographs.


  The coffee table, a relic of George Jetson’s living room circa 1962, was staggering on the corner nearest the stained end of the couch. Upon closer examination, that corner had a preponderance of blood on it, along with a quantity of short dark hairs.


  On the table were two place settings, plates, knives, forks, and the remains of a pork chop, green bean and applesauce dinner, for the most part unconsumed. Meal, interrupted.


  Upstairs, the bed looked like it had been hit by a tornado, covers slid to the floor, bottom sheet holding on by one corner, mattress cattywumpus on the box springs. Dulcey’s clothes were stacked neatly on more brick-and-board shelves under the eaves, though. He couldn’t tell if any were missing. He took more photographs, bagged the sheets from the bed, some samples from couch and coffee table and sink, and returned to the post, where he spent some time writing a timeline of events, and some more time in thought.


  Then he sent for Kate.


  Kate Shugak was a lifetime Park rat and a private investigator who took on the occasional job for the state at his behest. Five feet, a hundred and twenty pounds, hazel eyes tilted at the corners, short cap of black hair, she had a presence that reminded him of that line somebody, maybe Shakespeare had written, “Though she be but little, she is fierce.” Her size was indeed deceptive, for she was strong as an ox, quick as a snake and smarter than the average bear. She was also related to most of the Park either by blood or by marriage, which made her a walking, talking repository of Park history going back generations. Whoever was voted most likely to, odds were Kate knew them, knew where they lived, and could bring them in without mess or bother. She was sort of like shorthand for the Alaska state trooper presence in the Park. The Park covered twenty million square acres and he was its only trooper, so she was the perfect resource, in more ways than one.


  She listened without comment as he ran down the story of Dulcey’s disappearance, said, “I’ll be back,” and left without speaking to Boris and Nathan.


  · · ·


  “You unbelievable morons,” Kate said two days later, Jim thought pretty dispassionately under the circumstances. Kate’s tolerance for idiots was very low and well-known. “She’s not dead.”


  Both brothers sat up at this. “What do you mean?” Nathan said.


  “I saw the blood!” Boris said.


  “It was all over you!” Nathan said.


  “Shut up,” Kate said.


  They shut up.


  “She and Albert eloped,” Kate said.


  “What?”


  “What!”


  “They took the Mary B. to Cordova. Dulcey was hiding below when Boris and Auntie Edna saw Albert heading down river.” She looked at Jim. “Whatever you said to him that day convinced him to talk to Dulcey.”


  He waited. Nathan waited. Boris waited. Finally Jim said, “And?”


  “Jim,” she said. “It’s Dulcey.”


  “Oh,” he said, and then repeated, “Oh.”


  “It turned into a very long talk. It lasted all night.” Her expression dared him to laugh which, recalling the disturbed state of Dulcey’s sleeping loft, he was hard put to it not to do. “The next morning Albert, uh, tripped and hit his head on the corner of the coffee table in front of the couch.”


  Jim remembered the goo solidified on the corner of the coffee table.


  “Albert’s got a shiner on him the color of an eggplant and he still can’t see out of that eye. Dulcey mopped him up as best she could and they got on the Mary B. and went downriver and to Cordova, where they were married that afternoon.” She sat back and watched their various reactions, not without a certain satisfaction. “Boris, when you found all that blood, you said it was Nathan just for meanness. You knew he was working up at the lodge, didn’t you?”


  Boris wouldn’t look at her. He wouldn’t look at anyone.


  “Nathan, Jim tells me you jumped Boris here at the post and he had to pepper spray you to pull you off him.”


  Nathan wasn’t making eye contact, either.


  “One way or another, you boys have made a spectacle of yourselves and caused a great deal of annoyance for the whole Park for the last six months. There will be consequences.”


  Everybody wondered what that meant. They were not held in suspense for long.


  “I talked to a few people on my way back here, and we’ve come up with something that looks a little like justice.” Kate looked at Nathan. “Nathan, you’re going to caretake Demetri’s lodge for him this winter. You get minimum wage, board and room, and a box of books. I’d recommend at least one of them be written by Deepak Chopra.”


  “Who else is going to be there?”


  “No one.”


  Nathan swallowed hard. “I’m going to be up there all alone?”


  “Yes.”


  “I won’t go.” He looked at Boris, at Jim. “I won’t go, Kate.”


  “Yeah, you will,” she said. “You earned this, Nathan. You’ve pretty much proved yourself unfit for human companionship, at least in the short term. Take this winter and think about it.”


  She looked at his younger brother. “Boris, the mayor of Cordova has finally convinced Shitting Seagull to use up his accrued vacation time. You’ll be the acting harbormaster from October one to April one, and yes, that does include keeping space open in transient parking for alien spaceships on their way through to Delta Epsilon. You’ll be living in Gull’s quarters in the harbor and you’ll be on call twenty-four seven for the whole six months.”


  “What! Why, you—”


  “I can think of no punishment better suited to fit your crime than to spend six months serving the public. You’d better be polite to them. If I get to hear of otherwise… ” She let the words trail off into an artistic silence.


  · · ·


  “So Dulcey Kineen’s alive and well and in Cordova with Albert Balluta?” Jim said in his office. Mutt, the half gray wolf half husky who let Kate live with her, was watching her favorite man with the usual adoring look in her great yellow eyes.


  “No, actually, she’s in Anchorage. They both are.”


  “What for?”


  “They’re at the Division of Family and Youth Services, applying for custody of Dulcey’s younger siblings.”


  “Really.” Jim let the word stretch out. “So that was her price.”


  Kate shrugged.


  “And Albert’s?”


  “Ratio of men to women in the Park used to be seven to one. Since the mine opened it’s probably more like twenty to one. And you know how long most women stay here who weren’t born to it.”


  “Um. Well, Albert’s got one of his very own now. Let’s hope he doesn’t know he has a tiger by the tail.”


  “Think about it,” Kate said. “Albert’s the head of his family. Dulcey’s the head of hers. They do sort of fit. I don’t know that it’s a happy ending, but it may actually be the right one.”


  “Well, you have to hand it to her. She went through every guy in the Park until she found the right one. And speaking of tigers, just what happened that morning?”


  “Well.” Kate looked as if she were trying to decide how much it was good for him to know. “As near as I can figure, Dulcey made the mistake of smiling at Albert on their way out the door, which naturally Albert regarded as an invitation to kiss her. One thing led to another and they still had an hour to make the tide, so things got a little… athletic out.”


  He let his eyes drop down over her body, lingering here and there. “I can see how that might happen.”


  Her answering smile was long and slow and full of promise.


  · · ·


  Jim left the boys locked in the cells, dimmed the lights and went home, promising to let them out the next morning.


  An hour passed. Another. The July sun tracked around the walls, lessening in intensity but still omnipresent.


  Of course Nathan spoke first, and of course it was conciliatory. “She sure was cute.” He spoke of Dulcey in the past tense, as if she was dead.


  A long silence. “Yeeaaaah,” Boris said, drawing it out. “Did you see that little tattoo on the inside of her—”


  “Yes, Boris,” Nathan said. “I saw it.” He sighed and rolled over to look at his brother through the bars.


  “I guess now all three of us have seen it.”


  Silence. A reluctant rumble sounded from the other cell.


  A moment later, they were both laughing.


  Siren Song


  



  ... the Sirens, who enchant all who come near them.


  
    —The Odyssey, Homer
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  The witness testified in a calm, level voice, responding fully to the defense attorney’s questions but making deliberate, unhurried eye contact with the jury. Each jury member would meet her eyes briefly and then swivel their heads to look at the three defendants. The woman in the witness chair could have been any one of them, twenty years on.


  The defendants were Pauline, Laura and Linda Akulurak, ages sixteen, fifteen and twelve, respectively. They were on trial for murder in the first degree, for the killing of their pimp, Dupré Thomas Jefferson, age 28, aka Da Prez, aka John Smith a time or two. He’d had a record going back to the age of nine, beginning in grade school in Los Angeles and migrating up the west coast of North America with him through Portland and Seattle and, lastly, Anchorage. He’d been tall and handsome, with a good deal of charm which he had put to use in running a stable of prostitutes.


  Jefferson dead was not quite as handsome as Jefferson alive, as the bullet which had taken his life had entered the back of his head at close range and had blown off the top of his skull. He had been asleep in his own bed at the time. The murder weapon was a .357 magnum Smith & Wesson, found next to the body with one round fired. The method had the hallmarks of a gang hit, but the prints of all three defendants had been found on the weapon, along with the prints of the deceased. The defendants’ hands had been tested for gunshot residue, with inconclusive results.


  The prosecution had rested the day before with an air of relief. The defense had recalled the investigating officer that morning, extracting without difficulty more evidence over time of many of Washington’s—the defense here coughed deprecatingly—family in the house at McKinley and Alder, as well as evidence of many more sets of smudged and partial prints not belonging to the defendants on the weapon. By the time the defense had excused the officer, opportunity had been extended to fifteen people, or more, if you included Da Prez’s friends, which were few, rivals, which were many, and enemies, which were legion.


  The defendants followed the officer to the stand. Pauline, the eldest, was a knockout, smooth brown skin over high flat cheekbones, tilted almond eyes a deep, velvety brown, thick black hair that hung to her waist in a smooth, shining cape. She wore a dark blue shirtwaist dress with a button-down collar and long sleeves, sheer stockings, black flats, small gold hoop earrings, and the merest touch of mascara. The jury, nine of them men, watched the top button of her dress with unblinking fascination.


  Laura, the middle child, wore a sequined jean jacket over a Justin Bieber T-shirt, a short pink skirt, black-and-white striped tights reminiscent of the Cat in the Hat, and yellow patent leather wedges with four-inch cork heels. Her black hair, as long and lustrous as her older sister’s, was caught up in a pony tail at the side of her head with a large, powder blue plastic flower on the clasp, and she wore hot pink glitter polish on her fingernails. This time, the nine men on the jury wore indulgent smiles. For that matter, so did the three women.


  Linda, the baby, favored J. Crew, a polar bear tee over cargo pants and a pair of hot pink canvas high tops with hot pink lights in the heels that blinked hotly and pinkly with every step. Her hair, as thick and as black as her sisters’, was cut in a Dutch boy, with a line of bangs falling into her eyes. A Barbie doll dressed to match was clutched in one arm. This time, all twelve members of the jury looked angry, and they weren’t alone. The rumble of sympathetic outrage from the packed courtroom had the judge raise his gavel to a menacing angle until it subsided.


  Pauline’s testimony was unemotional, factual, almost dry, but by now everyone knew how many times she had told their story and if anything the lack of feeling engendered more pity rather than less. When the defense attorney asked her why she and her sisters had run away to Anchorage, she told him, sparing no detail of the sexual abuse visited on on all three of them by their stepfather. When the defense attorney asked her why they had turned to prostitution, she said, “Why should we give it away for free? We had enough of that at home.” When the defense attorney asked her if she or her sisters had killed Da Prez, she said, “He was nice to us. We were warm and dry, and we had clean clothes. He watched out for us. Why would we kill him?”


  Laura tossed her ponytail a lot. When the defense attorney asked her if she’d killed Da Prez, she said in what looked like honest indignation, “No! He was nice to us. He took us to the movies.” Tears welled up in the big brown eyes she turned on the judge. “You’re not going to let them send us back to him, are you?” The judge very nearly betrayed himself by putting out a comforting hand, and pulled it back just in time.


  Linda spoke steadfastly to her Barbie doll. When the defense attorney asked her in the gentlest possible voice why she and her sisters had moved in with Washington, she said simply, “We were hungry. And it was cold outside.” When asked if she or her sisters had shot him, she only shook her head, her little girl hands smoothing Barbie’s blond curls.


  The last witness for the defense was the woman testifying now, a Native Alaskan like the defendants, and from their own place, an enormous wilderness north and east of Anchorage, a place of isolated villages, few roads and a population vastly outnumbered by the resident wildlife. Yes, she knew the girls’ family. Yes, she knew the girls’ parents. She told of the girls’ father, drowning while fishing in Aleganik Bay six years before, and of their mother, dead in childbirth three years before. Yes, she knew the girls’ stepfather, in whose custody the three girls had spent the two and a half years prior to running away, and related a litany of offenses in a list longer than the Domesday Book. When asked why such a person remained in charge of minor children, she made such an obvious effort not to cast an accusing look at the judge that everyone looked at him anyway. His expression was not reminiscent of pride in his profession.


  The jury wasn’t out for fifteen minutes, and they came back in with a unanimous verdict of not guilty. The courtroom burst into applause. A smile spread across the judge’s face. He didn’t bother gaveling them into silence.


  DFYS swept down onto the girls and enfolded them in a warm, bureaucratic embrace. The press snapped photos and updated their blogs on their smartphones. The president of a local bank posed with the girls and a very large check which represented the donations of thousands of Alaskans, alerted to the plight of the orphans by a year’s worth of unstinting news coverage, including graphic details, sociological commentary, and many heartwarming photographs of the girls in their new foster home with loving and thoroughly vetted foster parents, in their new schools, and guest-judging the largest cabbage at the last Alaska State Fair.


  Unnoticed, their character witness slid through the crowd to the door, where a husky-wolf mix with ears big enough to cast their own Bat signal waited. Next to the dog was the prosecuting attorney.


  The closing doors dimmed but did not obliterate the joyous noise inside the courtroom.


  “Well, Kate?” said the big man with the red hair and the food-spotted tie.


  “Well what, Brendan?” she said.


  He looked the double doors that led into the courtroom. “Justice done?”


  For a man who had just lost a major trial in the first segment of every television news show that evening, he looked remarkably pleased with himself.
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  “What a circus,” Kate said. It was difficult to make herself heard over the din. “Who leaked?”


  “I don’t know,” Brendan said, his face grim. He led the way through the horde of journalists, Kate following in his wake, speaking no further word until they were safe behind the door of his office. They sat and regarded each other glumly. “We’ll have to try them now,” he said.


  Kate could not hide her dismay. “Even the twelve-year old?”


  “Come on, Kate. Maybe even especially the twelve-year old. The NRA has everyone in Juneau by the balls, and you know their tagline as well as I do. Guns don’t kill people, people do. The Brady Law didn’t change that, it just ratcheted up the decibel level. They fixed it so we have to try almost anyone of almost any age who uses a firearm in the commission of a crime, and this is murder.”


  She thought, but didn’t say, that there was a dedicated lack of enthusiasm to the prosecution’s entire case. Never the less, Brendan was right. The district attorney’s office was now firmly caught between the Scylla of public opinion and the Charybdis of political necessity, and they were going to have to trim their sails very ably indeed not to end up drowned in one or eaten alive by the other.
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  “Believe it or not, he wasn’t that bad a guy,” Brendan said. “We hauled him in a couple of times for assaults on johns who beat up on his girls. He protected them, avenged them when he couldn’t, fed them, kept them in clean clothes, even had a GP check them out once a month. Signed the older ones up with Family Planning, if you can believe that. Paid for their abortions at a legitimate clinic. Bought condoms by the case at Costco and taught his girls how to use them.”


  “Even the twelve-year old?” Kate said.


  Brendan raised a hand, palm out. “I know, and you’re right. I’m just saying. Da Prez wasn’t the worst pimp on the street, not by a long shot.”


  She couldn’t argue with him. Over the past year too many Alaska Native girls, runaways from abusive family situations in Bush villages, said abuse almost invariably fueled by alcohol, wound up on the street in Anchorage. On average, one in three of them were recruited into prostitution, and once they had been groomed, most pimps regarded them strictly as a cash-producing asset all too easily replaced by the next kid off the plane.


  Brendan sighed. “The kids land in Anchorage, and they’re cold and they’re hungry and they’re lonely, and they’re hanging out at the Dimond Mall begging for change, and somebody rolls up in a Hummer and promises them the moon. Hard to turn that down.”


  The FBI’s Anchorage office had recently taken a task force into the Bush to warn the elders of the recent trend. “They came to Niniltna,” Kate said. “The whole village turned out at the gym for their presentation.”


  “It’s not like people in the villages haven’t noticed their children have been disappearing.” Brendan’s mouth twisted. “And it’s not like most of them don’t know why.” He looked up. “You know the Akuluraks?”


  “Knew of them,” she said. “Obviously didn’t know enough.”


  “Come on, Kate. You can’t be there for everyone.”


  Her bleak expression was answer enough.
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  “They’re from Niniltna?” Brendan snatched up the phone. “Get Jim Chopin at the Niniltna trooper post for me, pronto.”
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  The thirty-year old house was ranch style, built on a slab with three bedrooms and two bathrooms. Green patches of moss grew on the roof but the blue paint on the siding was only just beginning to peel, and the grass was freshly mowed.


  Inside the fixtures and furniture were worn but clean. The living room had a large, flat-screen television and a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf filled with DVDs, including every Disney film since Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. There were X-Men and World of Warcraft posters on the walls, a small Lucite box full of makeup on the coffee table, and a Barbie doll on the footrest of a recliner, her blond hair spilling over the edge. There were shoes and boots in a pile by the front door and coats, hats and mittens tossed on chairs. Doors could be glimpsed down a hallway. Behind one of the doors someone was snoring.


  Two girls sat close to each other on the couch, looking up at a third who sat on the coffee table, facing them. The .357 dwarfed her right hand, but she held it competently, the butt in a firm clasp, finger outside the guard, safety on, the barrel pointed down and away. “I know it’s been rough,” she said. “But we all agreed it was the only way.”


  The little one, Linda, nodded, her expression very serious. It was Laura, the middle child, who said, hesitantly, “Can’t we just run away?”


  “We talked about that, Linda.” Pauline nodded toward the hallway. “We don’t have any money, and you know he won’t let us go until men don’t want us anymore.” She picked up the remote and clicked on the television and flicked the channel to a local news show. The couple on screen were attractive without being glamorous, and the woman, a brunette with long hair, had a motherly look to her. “I’ve been watching all the local news stations. I think this is the one.”


  This time Linda squirmed. “Do we really have to tell them?” she said in a small voice.


  “Yes,” Pauline said.


  “Everything?” Linda said. She stared at her shoes. “Everything he made us do?”


  “Everything Rod made us do, too?” Laura said, picking at her sparkly blue fingernail polish.


  “Yes,” Pauline said. She muted the sound and nodded at the screen. “There’s a thing called sweeps week coming up. It measures how many people are watching every channel. It means the TV stations need lots of people to watch so they can charge more money for commercials. So they run stories they think people will watch the most.”


  “And you think they’ll watch us?” Laura said.


  “We’ll make them watch us,” Pauline said.


  “And people will give us money?”


  “Yes. We’ll get a grownup to start us a bank account, and we’ll say we have no money, and everyone will send us some.”


  “And we’ll get a real mother and father?” Linda said, still looking at her shoes.


  Pauline’s eyes softened. “Yes.”


  “Are you sure?” Laura said. “Are you sure they won’t make us go back to the village? Go back to... ”


  “I’m sure,” Pauline said. “But only if we tell them everything. The grownups will make someone take us, and—” she nodded at the screen “—those people will make everyone pay attention so they give us to someone good.” She put down the remote and picked up a yellow stickie note and held it out to Laura. “Here’s the number. In case it isn’t on the screen when... you know.”


  “No,” Linda said, looking up. “It should be me. I should call. I’m the littlest. They’ll feel sorriest for me.”


  Pauline’s eyes met Laura’s. “All right,” she said, and handed her sister the phone. “Don’t forget, leave the TV on until they come.”


  She rose to her feet, the .357 held firmly at her side, and walked on steady legs down the hall.
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  “They found the Akulurak girls?” Kate said, her expression lightening. “God, that’s great, Auntie Balasha will be so relieved, I can’t wait to... ” Her voice trailed away.


  “It’s not so great,” Jim said, scratching behind Mutt’s ears. Mutt’s tongue lolled out of her mouth, her eyes half closed in an expression of blissful idiocy. “Brendan says they killed their pimp.”


  “Their pimp?” Kate said. And then she said, “They killed him?”


  “That’s not the worst of it, Kate,” he said. “Believe it or not. They say that asshole Rod Jimmieskin has been molesting them ever since their mother died. They say that’s why they ran off.”
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  “Isn’t the gang executioner’s weapon of choice usually a .22?” Kate said.


  “Yeah,” Brendan said, “but the girls said the .357 was always right there on the nightstand.” He paused. “He trained the three of them on it, you know.”


  “So they said.” On camera, on every channel, in every television studio in the state.


  “Took them all out to the firing range. Taught them how to sight in, fire, reload. How to clean it when they came home.”


  “I wonder whose idea that was,” Kate said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean it’s kind of funny he didn’t take any of his other girls out on the firing range to practice with his personal weapon.”


  “The sisters were living with him,” Brendan said. “His other girls had their own places. And he was engaged in a business that was not what you might call low risk. He wanted them to be able to protect themselves, is what they’re saying. That’s how their attorney is going to explain away the GSR. They’d been to the range the day before.”


  “It is a problem,” Kate agreed.


  He totally missed the irony. “He probably wanted them to be able to protect him, if it came to that.”


  “I’m sure you’re right,” Kate said. She read down through the case file. “Why did they call the station? Why not 911?”


  “They said the television was on and the number was on the bottom of the screen.”


  “Was it?”


  Brendan nodded. “We looked at a tape of the news. KKAK runs a daily feature where they invite viewers to call or email comments. They run the number and the address at the bottom of the screen through the whole feature. Linda said it was the first number she saw after they heard the gunshot.”


  “Why did she call?”


  “She was closest to the phone.”


  Kate was silent for a moment. “They didn’t even run. They just sat there and waited for the cops to show. Why didn’t they run?”


  He gave her a quizzical look. “Aren’t you testifying as a character witness for the defense, Kate?”
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  “Nothing personal, Kate, but you look kinda grubby,” Brendan said. He sniffed. “You smell kinda grubby, too.”


  “Like, no showers at the mall, man,” she said, pouring coffee into a Styrofoam cup.


  His eyes narrowed. “Wait a minute. The mall?”


  She sat across from him. “Yeah, man, like, you know, the mall.”


  He took a deep breath and let it out. “The Dimond Mall?”


  “That’d be the one.” She sipped, winced, and sipped again.


  “Where Da Prez picked up the Akulurak sisters.”


  “Where they say he did. Funny thing.”


  “What?”


  “Not one of the kids I talked to remembered seeing the girls there.”


  He digested this in silence for a moment. “Not the most reliable witnesses, mall rats.”


  She drank more coffee. “So I spent the better part of the last five days hanging out there, Brendan. Talked to a lot of kids, and a couple of their pimps while I was at it. One of whom offered me a job, by the way. Said some of his clients liked ’em a little long in the tooth. Kinda perverted, but, hey, he had a business, he provided product for a price, whaddya gonna do.”


  “Is he still living?”


  “Barely.” She leaned forward, empty cup dangling from one hand. “The thing is, Brendan, they’ve all seen the Akulurak sisters on television by now. And none of them remember seeing them at the mall. Where the sisters say they hung out for a week, fighting for leftover pizza out of Round Table’s dumpster, before Da Prez came along and made them an offer they couldn’t refuse.”


  “Doesn’t prove anything one way or another.” He looked at her, puzzled. “Kate, they are already caught. They’re going on trial for murder on Monday. Why pick holes in their story now? What’s the point?”


  She looked down at the dog, who leaned against her knee and gazed up at her with big yellow eyes. “You said he was a relatively good guy, for a pimp.”


  “And you said he was still a pimp.”


  She shrugged. “It’s just interesting that fresh out of the village, first time in the big city, and the girls wind up with him.”


  “No,” he said. “not really. It’s what he does. Did. He had a farm team of girls from the villages, stashed in his house and a couple of duplexes. He had a website, Kate. He advertised them on the Internet as Thai and Vietnamese.”


  “The cops had him inside for a while about six months ago,” she said. She produced a piece of paper from the hip pocket of her jeans.


  He took it. It was a print-out of a year-old story from the local Anchorage newspaper about an arrest for assault in the first degree made by one Dupré Thomas Jefferson, aka Da Prez. The victim was one Charles Louis Carson. Jefferson claimed he had simply been defending one Loretta Igushik, street name “Sweetness.” Igushik, Jefferson said, was a friend whom Carson had allegedly severely beaten in the course of a lover’s quarrel.


  Brendan said, “You mean about Carson being Senator Carson’s son?”


  “Read down.”


  He read some more. “You mean the quote from the unnamed source in the investigation saying at least Da Prez made sure the johns didn’t mistreat his girls?”


  She stood up and hit the trash can dead center with the Styrofoam cup. “Swish, score, two points, big team, two points.” She looked at Brendan. “Did I mention, Brendan, that the Suulutaq Mine donated a satellite dish to the Niniltna School? And a computer for every desk in every room in the building? These days, school kids in Niniltna could log on to the International Space Station if they wanted to.”


  -5-


  “Well, Kate?” said the big man with the red hair and the food-spotted tie.


  “Well, Brendan?” Kate said.


  He looked the double doors that led into the courtroom. “Justice done?”


  He was looking at the doors as if he could see through them, as if the three girls were still in sight. “Brendan,” she said, “you noticed there were a majority of men on the jury, right?”


  He was still watching the doors. “Huh?”


  “You didn’t even use up all of your preemptive challenges. Didn’t you think it might be better to have a balance of the sexes on a jury for a case like this one? On a jury you wanted to swing your way?”


  “Yeah,” he said, unheeding. “Men. Jury. Sure.”


  “Yeah,” she said. “What I thought. Brendan, look at me.”


  She had to say it again before he turned his head. “You want to sleep with Pauline,” she said.


  He blushed and looked furtive.


  “Don’t despair, you aren’t alone,” she said, “every man on the jury felt the same way. So did the judge. And you all wanted to adopt Laura, and you all wanted to pick up your lance and mount your destrier and slay anyone who laid a hand on Linda. I’d bet large on every man who watched any of this on television feeling the same way. Barring that, I guess you can all write checks.”


  His blush subsided. “So what if we did?”


  “I’m just trying to answer your question,” she said.


  Irresistibly, his attention returned to the doors. To them he said, “What question?”


  “Was justice done,” she said, and looked at Mutt standing next to her, ears up, yellow gaze flicking between them. For a four-footed mammal with incisors of that size, justice was pretty much summed up in a “Hurt me or mine, I eat you” ethos. Come to that, the Akulurak sisters weren’t that long out of the Alaskan Bush themselves.


  “What?” Brendan said.


  “Never mind,” Kate said.


  Her words were lost in the din when the doors opened and the Akulurak sisters walked out at the head of what had all the appearance of a parade. It included most of the members of the jury.


  Kate’s eyes met Pauline’s over the crowd as it swept by. Pauline, hand in hand with her sisters, paused for one infinitesimal moment, just long enough for Kate to get the uncomfortable feeling that she could read Pauline’s mind.


  What else was I supposed to do? Let Rod keep on fucking me and Laura until Linda got old enough for him? It wasn’t like we got any help, from you or anybody else. We did what we had to do to get out, and then we did what we had to do to stay out. So, yeah, we chose Prez, and we killed Prez, and we lied and said somebody busted into the house and did it, and I made sure there was enough evidence that at least I would be tried, and I made sure every single filthy thing that bastard Rod and that bastard Prez made us do was in people’s faces every minute of every day. Now we’ve got a safe place to stay and a quarter of a million dollars in a bank account, and we’re good until I’m old enough to keep house for all three of us. You got a problem with any of that?


  The parade swept by, still in thrall to the siren song of the three girls at its head.


  Maybe Kate didn’t have a problem with it. Maybe it was justice, of some kind.


  “Come on, Mutt,” she said. “Let’s go home.”


  The Eyak Interpreter


  



  A Park Rat’s Blog
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  Tuesday, October 25th, by Johnny


  



  We’re not in the Park anymore, Toto.


  I hate dentists. I floss and brush and all that stuff every day, I don’t know why I had to have a cavity. I hate Kate, too. She’s never had a cavity in her whole life. Makes me want to knock one of her teeth out. Or, I don’t know, hold her down and force-feed her a five-pound bag of sugar.


  Although this dentist she took me to in Anchorage, Dorman, was okay, even if he was way too tan to be an Alaskan. He likes Kate, I can tell, but then every man she’s ever met likes her. Except maybe all the ones she put in jail, and sometimes I’m not so sure about them. Except if she’s never had a cavity I don’t know why she needs her own dentist. She sure was awful quick to get us on a plane when I got my toothache.


  Here’s the grossest picture I could find of a cavity on the Internet. Looks like a miniature of the Hellmouth. Mine was a lot smaller but it felt like one, too.


  So here we are in Anchorage, staying at Dad’s townhouse on Westchester Lagoon. Kate and Mutt are out for a walk on the Coastal Trail. There’s nothing on television and I don’t want to go anywhere until I don’t drool when I talk. Disgusting, so I’m sitting here writing a post for my twenty-seven blog followers (Bobby, you better not read this one over Park Air like you did the one about counting caribou with Ruthe Bauman. She didn’t speak to me for a week). We’d be on a plane back to the Park right now if the weather hadn’t socked in behind us. Van texted me that it’s blowing snow and fog and Mrs. Doogan strung a rope from the front door to the bullrail so everyone could feel their way to their vehicles. I checked the NWS website and the forecast is for more of the same for the next day and maybe two.


  I’d still rather be there than here. Too many people in Anchorage, going too fast in too many cars.


  So would Kate, and Mutt. We’ve been weathered in in Anchorage before and they both get antsy and cranky and snappish. Mutt I can understand, but Kate doesn’t want to go to movies or shopping or out to eat, she just keeps looking east, trying to get a bead on what’s coming next out of the Gulf, and if it’s flyable.


  Okay, a few minutes later, they’re back and Kate got a call (she actually answered her cell phone!) and we’re going to go see somebody. Later…


   


  Comments


  Bobby says, “Too late, kid.”


  Ruthe says, “I’m still not speaking to you.”


  Van says, “Miss you, babe.”


  Katya says, “johnny bring me a unclmilton moon form toyzrus”


  Katya says, “mom says please”


  Mrs. Doogan says, “Good narrative flow, Johnny, except for the rather scattershot effect in the second paragraph. Topic sentences aren’t mandatory in journal form, but you do want the reader to be able to follow the thread of the story. For the same reason, you should resist the parenthetical phrase, too. For a moment there in the fourth paragraph I thought you were in Anchorage with Ruthe, not Kate.”


  · · ·


  Tuesday, October 25th, that evening


  



  We have a case, and I get to help!


  Well, I get to go along, anyway.


  We went downtown to this old restaurant on Fifth Avenue, the Club Paris, and met this old fart named Max. He’s a retired state trooper (here’s the Alaska State Trooper website) and I mean really retired, he’s so wrinkled he looks like he shrunk in the wash and then got left in the dryer for a week. He sure can put away the martinis, though. The waitress, a total babe named Brenda, calls him by his first name and she never lets his glass get more than half empty before she’s got a refill on the table. Brenda gave Kate a funny look when Kate ordered a Diet 7UP. Real women drink martinis, I guess.


  Best steak sandwich I ever ate. About halfway through it Max said, “Heard a weird story last week. Grandson of an old flying buddy from Red Run.”


  “Red Run?” Kate said.


  Max nodded. “I know, last village on the Kanuyaq before you hit the Gulf. Why I thought to tell you about it.”


  “What’s his name?”


  “He’s a Totemoff.”


  “Which one?”


  “Gilbert.”


  Kate forked up a big hunk of New York strip and chewed with her eyes closed for a minute. She swallowed and opened her eyes and said, “Chief Evan’s grandson.”


  Max nodded.


  “What’s his story?”


  “He got kidnapped.”


  Kate actually stopped chewing. “What?”


  Max nodded. I felt cold air on the back of my neck as the door opened and Mutt’s ears went up. “But I’ll let him tell you the story himself. Gilbert, you know Kate Shugak.”


  Gilbert Totemoff was short and stocky with dark hair that had been cut under a bowl and big brown eyes like a cow’s. His Carhartt’s looked like they’d started life going over the Chilkoot Pass in 1898, and he smelled like wood smoke and gasoline and tanned moosehide. His voice was so low I had to lean forward to hear him. He had a little bit of an accent, too, sounded like one of the aunties when they’re going all Native in front of a gussuk they don’t like. Village raised, for sure.


  Max was right. Totemoff’s story was weird.


  He came to town on a Costco run the week after the PFD (http://www.pfd.state.ak.us/) came out, the same week as the AFN convention (http://www.nativefederation.org/convention/index.php), taking his pickup on the fast ferry from Cordova, where he lived in the winter, to Whittier and then driving up to Anchorage.


  “I met up with some cousins from Tatitlek and we went down to AFN and spent the afternoon there. That night we went to the Snow Ball to check out our old girlfriends.”


  Kate grinned, Max laughed, and Totemoff blushed. “But there wasn’t much going on there, so my cousin Philip said we should go somewhere else.”


  “Where else?” Kate said.


  Gilbert wouldn’t look at her. He mumbled something.


  “Where?” Kate said.


  He still wouldn’t look at her. “The Bush Company.”


  Again he shut up. This time I think he was more embarrassed at telling a woman he’d gone to a strip club, especially a Native woman, especially a Native woman who was his elder. Brenda came over and gave us the fishy eye but Max winked at her and she went off and brought him back another martini. His third. Might have been his fourth.


  Totemoff said that he and his cousins had a lot to drink, and between that and the lap dances they had their PFDs spent before midnight. Totemoff didn’t say all this, of course, but you can read a lot into a Native silence.


  They were just about to leave when these two guys showed up.


  “What two guys?” Kate said.


  “They were at the convention, not Natives, but hanging around the craft fair. One of them said he was looking for an ivory cribbage board for his mother. They asked us what tribe we were, and seemed interested when we told them Eyak.”


  So the two guys sat down at their table and offered to buy them a round. One round turned into two and maybe more. Totemoff didn’t know what time it was when he got up to go to the john. When he stepped out of the door, somebody hit him, hard, a couple of times, and while he was trying to get his knees back up under him they threw a blanket or a bag or something over his head and carried him outside and tossed him in the back of a car.


  “I was in and out,” he said. “Felt kind of sick. Maybe we drove for fifteen minutes. Maybe longer. Next thing, the car stops and they pull me out and toss me in the back of an airplane.”


  “What kind of airplane?” I said. Totemoff stopped talking again. Kate frowned at me, Max said, “Shut up, kid,” and even Mutt gave me a dirty look. I could feel my ears turning red. We waited around until Totemoff started talking again.


  “We flew about an hour,” he said. “I think. My head was hurting pretty bad and I barfed all over the inside of the blanket. They cussed me out and one of them hit me again and then I was out of it until we landed. They pulled me out of the plane and walked me into a cabin and pulled off the blanket. It was the two white guys from the convention who showed up at the bar. I guess they must have followed us there.”


  The cabin was one room, built of logs. “Looked pretty old,” Totemoff said, “the wind was whistling through the holes where the chink had fallen out.” There was a wood stove, the table a plywood sheet laid on a pair of sawhorses, some mismatched dining chairs, and a cot in one corner.


  On the cot was an old man. A very old Native man, bruised and emaciated.


  The whole time Totemoff was telling his story, Kate sat without moving a muscle, staring at her plate. I’ve seen her do this before. It’s a Native thing that you don’t look directly at the person speaking to you, but it’s like she’s listening with every cell of her body.


  The old man was tied to the bed. The younger of the two kidnappers brought a chair and the older man forced Totemoff down on it. “Ask him if he’ll sign the papers,” the older one said.


  “I didn’t know what he meant,” Totemoff said. “I was confused, so I didn’t say anything. He hit me, knocked me off the chair. When my ears stopped ringing, I heard the old man say something. In Eyak.”


  Kate seemed to sigh, and sat back a little in her chair.


  “They got me back in the chair and the young one hit me this time,” Totemoff said. “‘Tell him to sign the papers,’” he said.”


  He was silent again for a while. “I was afraid,” he said. “They wanted me to talk to the old man in Eyak. But they don’t know that there’s no Eyak speakers left. When my grandmother died, the language died with her. I know what it sounds like, but I don’t have more than a couple cuss words.”


  Eyak, Kate told me later, was an Alaska Native language from east of Cordova and west of Yakatat. The Tlingits crowded it out from the south and the Athabascans from the North and the Aleuts from the west, and Kate says after the whites took over the elders wanted the kids to learn English, that they wouldn’t let their children speak Native tongues. When they got sent away to the BIA (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bureau_of_Indian_Affairs) schools in Sitka and Outside, they’d even be beaten for it. So most of the Eyak speakers are gone, except maybe a few elders.


  Like the old man in the cabin.


  “They brought me a long way, used up a lot of gas getting me there,” Totemoff said. “If they found out I couldn’t speak Eyak, I was afraid they would kill me.”


  He was quiet again. I was getting used to his silences. They almost had a rhythm to them, he’d get so many words out, and then stop for a while like he was recharging. The tougher the story got, the more his grammar deteriorated. “The old man figured it out before they did. He started to making signs to me when they’re not looking. I think maybe he spoke English just fine. From the way he looked at them sometimes.


  “When they hit me I’d say the few words I knew. Wet snow. Dry snow. Snow drift. Bear. Wolf. Fish. Beaver. Titty.”


  I don’t think he meant to say that last word because his face got red again.


  “I mixed them up and changed the way I said them so they would think I was saying whole sentences. They made me tell him, over and over again, to sign the papers. The younger man pulled out a bunch of papers and waved them at him. The elder, I think he was pretending to be weaker than he really was, he’d just shake his head and moan.” Totemoff smiled for the first time. “What words he said that I understood, I’m pretty sure my mom would have washed my mouth out for using.” He shrugged. “But they didn’t know the difference.”


  Another silence. “I was there for a day and a night, I think. They had the windows covered up. It was a long time.” He paused. “Felt longer than it was, I think. Once when the younger man was outside and the older man was feeding the stove, the elder, he whispered something to me.”


  We waited. Again, Kate didn’t move a muscle. I’m not sure if me and Max and Mutt even registered on her peripheral vision, she was concentrating so hard on every word Totemoff said.


  “I was hungry and and thirsty and hungover, so I’m not sure, but it sounded like he said, “Tell Myra I said no.’”


  He was quiet for a long time then.


  “I think I must have passed out, because the next thing I knew I was on a bench in front of the convention center and the guy from the Community Patrol was trying to wake me up and get me into the van to take me to the Brother Francis Shelter. There was a cop there, too. I tried to tell him what happened, but I guess he figured I was drunk and he wouldn’t listen.”


  Kate didn’t say anything, didn’t move a muscle, but I wouldn’t be that cop for a million dollars.


  “I stayed at the shelter for a couple of days, until I felt better. I didn’t know what to do. And then I remembered my dad’s friend, Max.”


  For the first time he looked directly at Kate. it was like me and Max and Mutt weren’t even there. “I’m worried about the elder.”


  He sat back in his chair. He was done talking.


  Max waited a minute before he drained his fifth—or maybe his sixth—martini and cleared his throat. “Victoria’s got me up to my ears in a security overhaul,” he said, looking at Kate. “My life ain’t my own anymore, thanks to you, or I’d look into this myself. When I heard you were in town, I thought you might take it on.”


  Kate looked at me. “We’re weathered out of the Park for the next day or two anyway. Might as well.” She turned to Totemoff. “I have to ask you some questions, Gilbert. No right or wrong here, okay? Take your time, tell me as much as you can remember.” Totemoff nodded without looking up.


  “When you took off in the airplane. Was it on pavement, or on gravel?”


  “Gravel.”


  “Okay, Could you hear any other planes?”


  He started rubbing his legs and he still wouldn’t look at any of us, but he nodded.


  “What kind of planes? Small planes? Jets?”


  “Both,” he said.


  “Jets? Like they were close by?”


  “Real close,” he said.


  Kate nodded. “Do you have an idea of what kind of plane they put you in?”


  “Sounded like a Cessna,” he said. “They were both sitting up front. Maybe a 172. But maybe a 170.”


  “Okay. What about a description of the two strangers? What did they look like?”


  “They were white.”


  “Young? Your age? Or old? Like Max?”


  “Old,” Totemoff said. “Like you.”


  Max laughed. Well, it was more like a cackle. Kate ignored him. “How did they talk? Southern, like somebody from Tecks-ass, yawl? Or northern, like somebody from Bahstan? Or, I don’t know, like Sylvester Stallone, dem and deese and dose?”


  Totemoff shook his head. “Just white.”


  Kate nodded. Not once did she seem impatient or irritated. “How were they dressed?”


  “Jeans. Boots. Jackets. Baseball hats.”


  “Hats?” Kate said. “Anything on them? A logo, like for Chevron, or the Seattle Seahawks?”


  Totemoff thought. “One of them had an Anchorage Aces hat.”


  “Anchorage Aces?” Kate said.


  “Local semi-pro hockey team,” Max said.


  “You didn’t know the elder?” Kate said to Totemoff, who shook his head. “Not that many Eyaks left,” she said. “You sure?”


  Totemoff shook his head again. “Never saw him around Cordova. He doesn’t come from Red Run. Never saw him in Anchorage.”


  The only three places Gilbert Totemoff has been in his life, I bet. That’s one more than a lot of people who live in the Bush.


  “Know anyone named Myra?”


  Totemoff shook his head again. “No.”


  “Are you still at the shelter?”


  “I’m staying with a friend until Saturday. It’s was the soonest I could get a space on the fast ferry back to Cordova.”


  “Got a phone number?”


  Totemoff produced a cell phone.


  “All right,” Kate said, getting to her feet. “We’ll be in touch.”


   


  Comments


  Bobby says, “Auntie Balasha was my on-air guest on Park Air this morning. She’s going downriver tomorrow to teach a quilting class in Chulyin. She says an Eyak family used to live there and she’ll ask around for Myras.”


  Katya says, “did you get it yet”


  Katya says, “mom says please”


  Mrs. Doogan says, “Remember the compound clause rule for commas. This may seem nit-picky to you, but if your followers can’t trust your punctuation (or spelling, or grammar), why should they trust anything you say?


  Van says, “Mrs. Doogan has been reading your blog out loud in class. Can you tell?”


  Van says, “Wait a minute. Brenda?”


  Bernie says, “Busted.”


  · · ·


  Wednesday, October 26th


  



  Kate was making breakfast in the kitchen by the time I got downstairs. I had my computer and I was writing the previous post. “What are you writing? she said, so I told her.


  “Can I see?” she said.


  “No,” I said.


  She laughed. “Anything in there that isn’t about Vanessa?”


  I could feel my face go red. “There’s lots of stuff that isn’t about Van. I wrote about the caribou count I did with Ruthe up on the Gruening last year. You know, on our second try.” I hesitated. “I wrote about Old Sam.”


  She was standing at the stove with her back to me, but she kind of stopped with the spatula in her hand. “You did?”


  “Yeah. I don’t want to forget him.”


  The spatula started moving again. “Good.”


  “And I write about your cases.”


  This time she looked over her shoulder. “What?”


  “I write about your cases.” I shrugged. “As much as I know about them, anyway.”


  One of her eyebrows went up. “You write about yesterday?”


  I nodded.


  “Huh.” She turned back to the stove and started piling French toast and link sausages on two plates. “What do you think?”


  Kinda cool that she asked, so I did a recap while we ate breakfast. “Okay,” she said, “what do we do first?”


  “Uh,” I said. “Go to Merrill, talk to the air traffic controllers?”


  “What kind of surface did they take off on?”


  “Gravel. Oh. Merrill’s paved. Birchwood? Campbell Airstrip?”


  “What did Totemoff hear when they were stuffing him into the plane?”


  “Oh. Jet engines, real close. So, Stevens International.”


  She pointed a finger at me. “Ding, ding, ding. Lake Hood airstrip. What do we ask when we get to the tower?”


  “About small plane take-offs that night. It was late, there can’t have been that many.”


  “Good. But first we get out a map.”


  “Why?”


  “Totemoff said he thought it was a 170 or a 172. If I remember right, a 172 cruises at about a hundred and forty miles per hour. He said he thought they’d been in the air about an hour. He’d been drinking and they’d been thumping on him so he isn’t the most reliable witness, but we can at least make a stab at figuring out where they took him within that radius.”


  We got the map out.


  The thing about Alaska is that there’s a dirt strip pretty much everywhere you look (Atlas Aviation has a good page on aviation facilities in Alaska), over three thousand of them, Jim says, and most of them unmaintained. First thing a gold miner does is hack one out of the scrub spruce so he can get in and out. Somebody’s building a cabin or a lodge, same thing. And then there’s the natural resource companies, they put in airstrips long enough to take a Herc carrying a drilling rig or a commercial gold dredge. When they’re done digging or drilling it’s not like they can roll it up and take it with them, so when the oil or gas company is gone the hunters and the fishermen and the backpackers start using it as a staging area.


  That’s good news if you’re in the air and you’ve got trouble and you need to put her down. It’s not so good if you’re trying to figure out where one small plane went late one October night. There are literally hundreds of possibilities. We narrowed it down some, but not much. “If you were going to eliminate a few more of these, how would you go about it?” Kate said.


  I didn’t know.


  “Where’s Totemoff from?”


  “Red Run,” I said.


  “Where are his cousins from? The ones he met at the AFN convention?”


  “Tatitlek. Oh. Oh! Plus the guys who kidnapped him needed an Eyak speaker to talk to the elder. So, Prince William Sound? But isn’t it too far for a 172?”


  She smiled. I guess I did look kind of excited. But it was kind of cool, brainstorming a backtrail that way. “Probably. Need a bigger plane to get that far that fast, but remember Totemoff was only guessing. What about Myra?”


  “Myra? Oh, you mean when the elder told him to tell Myra he said no?” Kate nodded. “You want us to look for her, too?”


  She laughed. “Don’t sound so downhearted. I admit, if we were trying to find somebody from Shaktoolik, we’d have a problem. But if Myra is from Tatitlek, or Chenega, or even Whittier or Seward or Valdez, we’ve got an ace in the hole. Four of them, in fact.”


  And then Bobby posted that comment on yesterday’s post, about Auntie Balasha going to Chulyin. I told Kate.


  She laughed. “See?”


   


  Comments


  Auntie Vi says, “Bobby makes me wirte this pretty cool ridealong dude.


  MiketheMan says, “Cool that you’re putting in all the wiki links, dude, appreciate you doing the shortcuts so I don’t have to. Mrs. D. will never know.


  RangerDan says, [Comment deleted by author.]


  RangerDan says, “What mother-effing moron gets himself kidnapped out of the Bush Company by anybody but one of the dancers?”


  RangerDan says, “Hey, when you finally get your asses back to the Park, could you and Kate stop by the NPS Anchorage office on your way to Merrill and pick up a box of the new Park maps for me? It’s been sitting there for two months while they try to figure out where Niniltna is.”


  RangerDan says, “Is the Girdwood strip gravel or paved? Lots of anonymous little cabins tucked away in the mountains there.”


  Mrs. Doogan says, “You write, ‘When they’re done drilling it’s not like they can roll it up and take it with them... ’ Roll up what? The drilling rig or the air strip? I know, the context makes it clear, but you need to pay more attention to your pronouns. And, Michael Abraham Moonin, Mrs. D. most certainly does know.”


  · · ·


  Wednesday, October 26th, 12pm


  



  We went out to Stevens International and talked to the guys in the tower. (Really cool up there, lots going on, planes in the air everywhere you look, passenger 737s and cargo 747s almost nonstop in and out of Stevens International, F-22 squadrons training at Elmendorf, hunters coming and going from Lake Hood, not to mention all the wannabe pilots doing touch-and-goes at Merrill. (Here’s a story on AlaskaDispatch.com about somebody ground-looping a Super Cub on the Lake Hood strip yesterday. Jim says that’s what happens when you learn on a tricycle and then buy a taildragger. Lucky nobody died.) They told me to come back in the summer to see it when it’s really hopping. Later Kate said they are always trolling for new people to be controllers, it’s a tough job and they burn out fast. I believe it.)


  Anyway, the plane. Whoever was flying it didn’t file a flight plan (I know what Dad would have said about that) but the tower had the tail numbers. We tracked down the owner, and he says he doesn’t know anything about the flight and that he was home asleep when it took off. Now his plane is gone. He sounded really pissed off, and said he was going to have a conversation with “those f****** airport rentacops.” He lives with his wife and two kids and everybody was home in bed at the time. Kate checked with Brendan, the guy’s had like one ticket for speeding in his whole life, so I think she kind of believes him. As much as Kate ever believes anybody.


  



  2pm—Got a text from Van, who got a text from Bobby, who heard from Auntie B on the marine band, who says there was a Myra Gordaoff born in Cordova nineteen years ago. I checked, she’s on Facebook. Her profile says she graduated from Cordova High, that she’s working for the AC, and that she’s in a relationship. One of her friends tagged her in a photo at a party, she’s sitting on some guy’s lap. He looks white, but you can’t see his face because he’s got a ball cap pulled down over his eyes.


  The ball cap has an Anchorage Aces logo on it.


  She hasn’t posted anything for a week and there are messages from three friends wondering where she disappeared to. I emailed all of them on Facebook.


  



  7pm—Heard back from one of Myra’s friends, a woman named Louise. She says Myra is engaged to be married to some guy named Chris, a cheechako who moved to Alaska last summer. He came to Cordova with a pal of his, an older man who is maybe a relative, she didn’t know for sure, both of them looking for jobs on a fishing boat.


  Louise also says that Myra’s grandfather, Herman Gordaoff, is a big noise in the local Native community, one of the last surviving elders. Myra is his only grandchild, and besides both of them being shareholders in the local Native Association Herman has a lot of money and property, including a twenty-eight hundred square foot home on the slough, twenty-five acres out Hartney Bay road, and a vacation cabin at Boswell Bay, not to mention a fifty-foot salmon seiner and a fishing permit whose area includes the Kanuyaq River flats, which even I know is probably the most lucrative permit a fisherman can own in the state. I asked Louise if Herman spoke English. She said yes. She was kind of mifty about it.


  I told Kate. She looked grim. “I don’t know what’s worse,” she said, “living with ‘No dogs or Natives allowed’ signs in the store windows, or Native women being preyed on because they’ve got a big fat shareholder dividend coming in four times a year.”


  “You think this Chris guy wants to marry Myra so he can get his hands on her money?”


  “I think he wants to marry Myra so he can get her hands on her grandfather’s money,” Kate said. “I’ll bet Herman Gordaoff saw this Chris guy coming a mile off, and warned him off his granddaughter.” She sighed. “And with what might have been his last words warned his granddaughter off Chris.”


   


  Comments


  Mrs. Doogan says, “Who asked you to come back to the tower, the air traffic controllers or the people who crashed in the Super Cub? Who doesn’t have a record, Brendan or the plane’s owner? Who does Kate believe, Brendan or the plane’s owner? Who didn’t know, Myra or Louise? Spend a little time matching your nouns and verbs before you hit ‘Post.’”


  · · ·


  Thursday, October 27th [Reblog]


  (http://www.thecordovatimes.com/) BODY OF EYAK ELDER FOUND The body of Herman Obadaiah Gordaoff was found at his remote cabin on his gold claim on Cheganak Creek in Prince William Sound. Evidence at the scene indicated that Gordaoff had been physically assaulted and that he had been dead for some days before his body was found. The Alaska State Troopers say that the investigation is ongoing.


   


  Comments


  · · ·


  Friday, October 28th


  



  We went home by way of Cordova. We met up with Myra Gordaoff at the Cordova House, who had been out at her grandfather’s cabin at Boswell Bay. She’s a quiet, pretty girl with a lot of black hair who seems younger than nineteen. We told her what we think happened.


  She was, I don’t know, kind of frozen. She wouldn’t believe us about the boyfriend, but she did say she didn’t like his friend, Fred. She said Fred was a pilot, that he was older than Chris, and that they had both come to Alaska this summer, looking for work. She said that she and Chris had gone out to Boswell to spend the weekend, and then Fred flew out to pick up him because he said he had a line on a couple of high-paying jobs in Prudhoe Bay. Chris told Myra he’d be right back and to wait for him. When he didn’t show up, she hitched a ride back to Cordova with a fisherman named Hank and his daughter, Annie.


  When we left, Kate said, “I hate this part of the job.”


   


  Comments


  Mrs. Doogan says, [Comment deleted by author.]


  Katya says, “I got my Mr. moon”


  Katya says, “mom says thanks JOhnny!!!!@!”


  · · ·


  Thursday, September 17th [Reblog]


  



  (www.ADN.com, 10am) USCG CALLS OFF SEARCH—The US Coast Guard has called off the search for a small airplane missing since the end of March. The pilot, Frederick Berdoll, age 41, of Anchorage and his passenger, Christopher Mason, 37, also of Anchorage, took off in Berdoll’s Cessna 172 from Cordova, where Mason was visiting his fiancée, Myra Gordaoff.


  Rescuers, including response teams from Kulis Air National Guard Base and the Civil Air Patrol searched for weeks but found neither debris nor any sign of either Berdoll or Mason. Since much of the flight plan was over the Sound, it is assumed that the plane must have gone down in the water. “Tides are getting pretty high by that time of year,” NWS meteorologist Jim Kemper said. “That plane is probably halfway to Hawaii by now.”


  Gordaoff said,”I waved them off from the airport. They should have been back in Anchorage later that afternoon. I watched until they were out of sight and I’m no pilot but the plane seemed okay to me.”


  (www.adn.com, 4:13pm update) The disappearance of Berdoll and Mason took an odd twist when this afternoon a spokesman for the Alaska State Troopers revealed that the Cessna 172 in which the two men were flying was revealed to have been stolen from Lake Hook airstrip the week before it disappeared. The aircraft was registered to Matthew Liedholm of Airport Heights, who said he had been notified of its theft by the police. “Kinda wonder what I’m getting for my tiedown fee,” Liedholm said. He also said that to his knowledge he had never met either of the missing men.


   


  Comments


  George says, “Lots of easy ways to screw with an airplane engine so it don’t get where it’s supposed to go. Hell, sugar in the gas tank. Don’t have to be an A&P to figger that.”


  Jim says, “No wreckage, no evidence. No evidence, no case.”


  Bobby says, “Revenge is a dish best served cold.”


  Mrs. Doogan says, “Libel: a written statement in which a plaintiff in certain courts sets forth the cause of action or the relief sought. (www.merriam-webster.com)”


  RangerDan says, [Comment deleted by author.]


  Bernie says, [Comment deleted by author.]


  Bobby says, “Wimps.” 


  Any Taint of Vice


  Author’s Note


  You always wanted to know who killed the chauffeur


  in Raymond Chandler’s Big Sleep.
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  The call came in on Kate’s cell phone too early on a Monday morning. She was up but not necessarily coherent. “What?”


  “It’s Kurt Pletnikof, Kate.”


  “Your name on the display was the only reason I answered,” she said. “What?”


  “Victor Boatwright’s son is missing.”


  Steam rose from her first mug of the day, stopped halfway to her mouth as she stared out the floor-to-ceiling windows on the south side of her house. The Quilak Mountains were as yet only a ghostly presence against the light of the rising sun.


  “Kate?”


  “Then find him,” she said. “It’s what you do.”


  “I did just mention that to him,” he said. “The General says he wants you.”


  · · ·


  She drove into Niniltna and hitched a ride into Anchorage on one of George’s Suulutaq Mine crew-change flights. Kurt was waiting for her when they landed at Merrill. An ex–Park rat, an ex–bear poacher and an ex–drug smuggler, Kurt was these days a private investigator. Set a thief to catch a thief, and Kate was pleased to be his financial backer and silent partner.


  Though today, not so much. Tight-lipped, she nodded a greeting and held the rear passenger door open for Mutt before climbing in next to Kurt. The 140-pound sidekick thrust her head between them as they turned left on East Fifth, yellow eyes taking the measure of the big town with the tall buildings and the many cars. Fewer bears than the Park, but the larger per capita percentage of perps and felons filled in the predator gap.


  They turned south on the Seward Highway and east up into the Chugach Mountains, to a community of McMansions on broad, curving driveways lined with neatly groomed paper birches of precisely the same age. On a clear day, the view would go all the way to Iliamna. Today the clouds were thick and low and dark.


  The General’s aide, Oscar Square, answered the door with a cold eye and a cool greeting, but then he and Kate had met before. He twitched not an eyebrow at the half-wolf, half-husky at Kate’s side, only stepped back to open the door wide enough to let all three of them inside, and led them to the General’s study. It was a poor imitation of Henry Higgins’s library—dark oak and brown leather sitting on an expensive imitation Anatolian carpet in deep red and dull gold. Heavy curtains at the tall windows were restrained with gilt ropes, and a silver coffee set sat on a low table between a matching couch and chair.


  The General occupied the entire room from a bloodred wingback chair. Tall, spare, he had piercing blue eyes, a blade of a nose, and a thin mouth held in a permanently displeased line supported by a prominent, clean-shaven chin. His thinning gray hair was worn in a brush cut, and there was a distinctly martial note about the knife crease in his jeans. “Thank you, Oscar,” he said, thin lips stretching into a smile that everyone present understood was just for show.


  Square nodded and vanished. He was still the perfect gofer, Kate thought, and turned her head to see the General looking at her. “Ms. Shugak,” he said.


  “General,” she said.


  Kurt and Mutt maintained a prudent silence. This was a fight for the big dogs.


  “Mr. Pletnikof will have told you that my son is missing,” the General said.


  “Yes.”


  “I found these in his bedroom.” The General produced a manila envelope and handed it across the table. He poured himself a cup of coffee from the silver coffeepot. There was only one cup. He sat back and sipped while Kate opened the envelope and extracted the contents.


  They were in living color, with digital time stamps in the lower left-hand corners. The camera lens had been mounted high in a corner of a small room containing a massage bed. On the bed was Cal Boatwright, the General’s son, and a woman unknown to her engaged in an act that was illegal in most Southern states.


  Cal hadn’t aged well. Kate noted a receding hairline, an incipient beer belly, love handles, and the beginnings of jowls. The woman was about his and Kate’s age but in much better shape, a redhead with a well-developed musculature and an obviously outstanding flexibility.


  She handed the photographs to Kurt, ignoring the General’s frown. “Who is the woman?”


  The General’s jaw tightened. “Andrea Gohegan,” he said. “She owns and operates a—business.” He paused, and added distastefully, “In Spenard.”


  Spenard was an Anchorage neighborhood close to the airport. Gentrification had made a dent on Spenard Road proper, which was brave in new hotel construction and landscaping. The back streets remained the go-to place for a hit of cocaine or a blow job. Convenient for anyone fresh off a plane—hunter, fisherman, Slope worker, or tourist.


  Or useless parasite with more money than sense and a father who could be counted on to bail him out of any trouble he managed to stumble into. “A massage parlor,” Kate said.


  The General nodded. His delicate sensibilities were outraged at having to yield even that much.


  “Did she send you the pictures?”


  “She did.”


  “With a demand?”


  “She wants a hundred thousand dollars or I’ll never see my son again.”


  Any reason you would want to? Kate thought but didn’t say. “May I see the note?”


  “I burned it.” As if he heard her silent question, he said, “I kept the photographs so that you would know what you were looking for.”


  “What do you want done, General?” she said.


  “Find the photographic files and destroy them before she posts them to her Facebook page. Find my son and bring him home.”


  In that order? Kate thought, but again did not say. The General’s priorities were obvious.


  Oscar Square materialized at the door. The General nodded in his direction. “Oscar has the particulars, and your check.”


  In the hall, Square handed her a second manila envelope. She opened it and found a printed page with Gohegan’s full name, Alaska driver’s license, social security number, birthdate, and home and business addresses. There was also a check. She handed it to Kurt, as she watched Square. “You haven’t changed much, Oscar.”


  He inclined his head the merest fraction of an inch. “Nor have you, Ms. Shugak.”


  Her smile could have cut a throat. “Best if we both remember that.”


  Another infinitesimal bow of the head. “You know your way out.”


  A second later a door off the hallway closed behind him. As if on cue, another opened, and a taller, thinner, younger version of the General walked into the hall. “Hello,” he said. “And you are?”


  “We had an appointment with your father,” Kate said. “We were just leaving.”


  He put his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels, inspecting them with a speculative gaze. “Is that a wolf?”


  “Only half,” Kate said.


  His eyes were as blue as his father’s but not so piercing, and his clothes were more Gap than G.I. Joe. “Why’d the old man want to see you? Was it about Rose?”


  “Who’s Rose?” Kate said.


  “My wife,” he said, and came forward, hand outstretched. “I’m Vic Boatright, the General’s son.”


  “Kate Shugak,” Kate said.


  He held on to Kate’s hand, looking down at her, ignoring Kurt and Mutt. “Did the old man hire you to find Rose?”


  “She’s missing?” Kate said. Too? she thought.


  “For three weeks.”


  “You’re not in much of a hurry to find her,” Kate said.


  He shrugged. “She isn’t much of a wife.”


  Oscar Square rematerialized. “This way, Ms. Shugak,” he said.


  Square must be slipping. She’d been talking to the General’s older son for a whole two minutes.


  She was conscious of Vic Boatwright’s eyes on her all the way out the door.


  -2-


  “How do you know Boatwright?” Kurt said.


  They were sitting in Kurt’s stakeout car, a dirty, nondescript beige sedan, parking lot dings in all four doors and a smashed-in trunk tied shut with a length of clothesline. They fit right into the neighborhood, the wrong end of Jefferson in Spenard. The house they were watching was kitty-corner from their vantage point, an old two-story clapboard building held upright with crossed fingers and a new coat of paint. The front yard was a paved lot with eight marked spaces. Blackout shades covered all the windows, with very little light leaking through. Traffic in and out was steady but decorous, no revving of engines, no squealing of tires. The sign on the wall, small and discreetly lit, read the right touch massage.


  A gentle snore came from the backseat, where Mutt had discovered the advantages of a comfortable back seat all to herself. Kate stuck her nose in the cup of coffee Kurt had just handed her and inhaled deeply. “Thanks,” she said, and took a long, luxurious swallow.


  “We deliver,” he said.


  “You don’t have to stay.”


  “A couple minutes,” he said. “I can take over if you’re tired.”


  “I am tired, but no thanks.”


  “So, the General,” he said, and waited, creating a silence that must be filled. She admired his technique.


  “He was the president of the University of Alaska–Fairbanks when I was a student there,” she said. “So was Cal.”


  “Not Vic?”


  “He must have been out by then,” she said. “Never met him.”


  “What happened?”


  “I was studying late one night in the library. Somebody screamed. I went looking for who, and found Cal Boatwright trying to rape a freshman.”


  Kurt whistled beneath his breath.


  “Pretty ineptly, I might add, but she looked like she could use a little help, so I helped her. And then I helped him to his feet and up the hill to his father’s house.”


  “You recognized him, then?”


  “Oh yeah, everybody knew Cal. The stories were legion, especially among the women undergraduates. He might have pioneered the use of Rohypnol at UAF.”


  “Charming.”


  “As in prince,” Kate said, and drank more coffee. She glanced at the clock in the dashboard. Almost 3 a.m. Evidently Gohegan believed in working shoulder to shoulder with her employees right through the night shift.


  “I take it the General wasn’t pleased?”


  “No.”


  “With Cal for the attempted rape? Or with Cal for getting caught?”


  “I’d say more with me for catching him,” Kate said.


  But he tapped you for this job, Kurt thought, and kept his inevitable reflections to himself. “That the only time you and the General, ah, met?”


  Kate turned her head. “Your interrogation skills need work… ”


  Kurt refused to be intimidated. “You seemed a little more familiar with each other than one meeting—what, fifteen, sixteen years ago?—would indicate.”


  She faced forward again. He waited hopefully, but confidences had ended for the evening. He drained his cup. “Sure you don’t want me to take over?”


  Kate flapped a hand. “Get outta here.”


  “Getting,” Kurt said. The door closed soundlessly behind him and he cast only the merest shadow down the street and around the corner.


  Another car pulled into the only vacant space in front of The Right Touch Massage. Kate slouched down in her seat and drank coffee.


  It was coming on five o’clock, the dawn delayed by the cloud cover and a light drizzle, when the white Subaru Forester registered to Andrea M. Gohegan pulled out of the driveway that led around the back of the house and turned left. Kate waited until it was a block down before pulling out into the street behind, lights off until they both turned right on Spenard. Gohegan turned right again on Minnesota. Traffic was light and Kate kept her distance. Gohegan got off on 100th and turned on Maritime, following it about halfway around before pulling into the driveway of a split-level home, much newer than her office premises, painted gray with white trim and a meticulously groomed yard. Very suburban. Kate’s determinedly upwardly mobile cousin Axenia lived on Compass Circle. She grinned at the thought of Axenia’s reaction to living a street away from the madam of a flourishing brothel.


  She waited half an hour, but it looked like Gohegan was in for the night. She was about to start the car when a dark blue Mercedes SUV barreled unsteadily up the street and nearly sideswiped Kate’s car before pulling into Gohegan’s driveway. The streetlights were few and far between and appropriately dim for such an upscale neighborhood, but Kate caught a glimpse of Cal Boatwright in the dome light when he opened the door of the SUV. He let himself into Gohegan’s house with his own key. Well, well.


  She settled back into her seat and watched as lights went on and off inside the house, from the front door to what might have been the kitchen and up the stairs to the second floor. The drapes were too thick to see through, but there was the appearance of motion behind the windows on the left.


  Twenty minutes passed, and again, Kate was thinking about hitting the barn when behind her Mutt woke from a sound sleep to full attention on all four feet. Shots fired—one, two, three, was it four or was the last shot only an echo?


  Heart thudding against her breastbone, Kate reached for the door handle, and then hesitated when someone banged out the front door of Gohegan’s house and sprinted down the sidewalk to another driveway and a sedan as nondescript as the one she was sitting in, a car able to blend into the other cars parked on the sides of the street, a car designed not to attract her attention, and it hadn’t. A man, by the way he moved, medium height and weight, dark hair or wearing a dark knit hat. The dome light on the sedan was either burned out or turned off because it didn’t light up when he pulled open the door, and he was in and the car started and moving down the street before she saw that the plate light was out, too.


  She could follow the car or check the house. She was getting paid to find Cal, so she opted for the house. Lights were just starting to come on in the neighbors’ homes, and if she wanted a first look before the APD started responding to the multiple 911 calls going in, she had to move fast. “Come on,” she said to Mutt. She left the doors to the car unlatched and soft-footed up Gohegan’s driveway to the front door. It was open. “Guard,” she told Mutt, and slipped inside.


  Her eyes were already adjusted to the dark, and she found the stairs and took them quickly and quietly. A light was on behind the last door down the hallway. Peeking in, she saw Gohegan stretched across a bed the size of Lake Iliamna. The white silk comforter beneath her was rapidly turning a dark red that almost matched the madam’s hair. Her eyes were staring sightlessly at the ceiling, pupils fixed and dilated. Checking, Kate saw she wasn’t breathing and could find no pulse.


  Something bright caught the corner of Kate’s eye. Shell casing, .38. She spotted three others. Matched the number of holes in Gohegan’s chest. She left them where they were.


  There was no sign of a weapon, but there was a moan from the corner of the room. She turned and saw Cal Boatwright limp on a raw silk chaise longue. His pupils were dilated but he was breathing. She shook his shoulder. “Cal. Cal! Wake up!”


  His head rolled to look at her. “Hey, Rose.” He giggled and tried to grab her.


  She slapped his hands to one side, and only then saw the mirror on the elegant writing desk next to the chaise longue, complete with remnants of lines of white powder, straw, and razor blade.


  A laptop sat next to the mirror. She’d been in the house two minutes. She opened it, and the desktop lighted up. No password. Careless. There was a folder marked “Files.” She clicked on it, scanned the titles of the documents, clicked on a few, and then clicked out again. She opened the browser, accessed her Gmail account and attached the folder to an e-mail addressed to herself, and clicked send. She exited Gmail, deleted the activity from “History” for all the good that would do, moved the “Files” folder to the trash can and emptied it for what that was worth, and closed the laptop again.


  Five minutes. Time to go. She grabbed Cal’s hands and smelled them, one at a time. He woke up enough to say, “Ooooh, kinky, I like that,” before passing out again.


  “On your feet, Cal.”


  “Doan wanna,” he mumbled, fending her off.


  She grabbed his arm and rotated it around on its elbow, bending it up behind his back. He shot upright, all the way to his toes, protesting. “Shut up, Cal.” She muscled him down the stairs and out of the house and into the car. The reliable engine started at a touch, and she put it in gear and pulled sedately away from the curb, lights off. Left on Southport, right on 100th, lights on, and as the four-way stop receded in the rearview, a blue-and-white came rapidly in the opposite direction. She saw a second blow through the stop sign in the other direction before she turned on the access road for Minnesota. When South Anchorage called 911, APD responded.


  She drove directly to the General’s house, where Vic Boatwright answered the door, fresh out of bed and attractively rumpled. He looked at Cal and said, “Oh, crap.”


  They got him inside and on a couch, where he passed out. Vic watched the drool slide down his brother’s cheek and looked up at Kate. “Maybe it’s time you told me what the hell is going on.”


  “No time,” Kate said. “Tell the General I’ll call later.”


  She drove back to Gohegan’s house, parking some distance away. Broken clouds moved swiftly across the face of a sun just now rising over the edge of the Chugach Mountains. Kate rummaged in the trunk of the car, where Kurt kept a stash of props useful to a private investigator, and came up with a red paisley bandanna and a length of polypro. She knotted her T-shirt beneath her breasts and left her jacket in the car. Five minutes later she was jogging down Maritime Loop behind Mutt, who now wore a bandanna collar attached to a polypro leash. They came up on Gohegan’s house, in front of which stood two blue-and-whites, two uniformed officers out of their cars taking statements from pajama-clad neighbors.


  Kate slowed her pace long enough to assure herself she knew neither officer and went trotting up to a man wearing an Aces sweatshirt over polka-dotted flannel pants held up by a drawstring. “Gosh,” she said, wide-eyed, “what’s all this?”


  He looked at her and she threw in a glance admiring of his physique. It wasn’t difficult. He smiled back at her, eyes lingering on her bare midriff. “There was a shooting,” he said, sounding proprietary, as if living on the block gave him ownership of the event.


  “Wow!” Kate said, “really!” and drew a little closer to him, as if for protection, and also to hang on his every word.


  He preened, and then was momentarily sidetracked by the sight of Mutt. “That’s a beautiful dog.”


  “Isn’t she?” Kate said with a fond look. “Say hello to the nice man, Maggie.”


  Mutt’s sideways glance gave Kate to understand that she’d pay for the alias, and soon, but she lavished a warm welcome on Polka Dots. Kate waited for the full effect to set in before she nudged him along. “A shooting, you said?”


  “Yes,” Polka Dots said, “but—” He gave the police officers a covert look. “—it was evidently a false alarm. Nobody’s home, and they haven’t found a body.”


  “What?” Kate saw his eyebrows go up at her sharp tone and gave out with a breathless giggle. “Maybe it was just kids playing with firecrackers.”


  “Maybe,” he said, but he didn’t sound convinced. “I know gunshots when I hear them.”


  “Well,” Kate said, making a show of consulting a nonexistent watch, “I’d better be getting on.” She made play with her eyelashes. “See you round the neighborhood.”


  “Wait, what’s your name?” he said.


  She waved without replying, moving into a smooth jog as she rounded the corner. They got back to the car and disrobed themselves of their various costumery. The drive home was given to speculation.


  Where was Gohegan’s body? Who had moved it, and why? Not to mention the comforter and the mattress, stained with Gohegan’s blood? And how had that been managed in the time between Kate leaving the scene with Cal and the police arriving?


  And who had shot Gohegan in the first place? And why?
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  Four hours later, her cell phone rang. It was Vic Boatwright. “Let me buy you lunch.”


  She yawned and sat up, shoving the covers back. “If I buy, I can declare it on my expenses.”


  He surprised her by his choice of restaurant. She ordered a Mom All Dark and settled into the booth that Heidi had managed to get them at rush hour, and this with the mayor and two flunkies waiting in line behind the police chief and two of his. Going to the Bone was what Alaskans did.


  Vic surprised her again by waiting for her to speak first. “No rack, no thumbscrews?” she said.


  He smiled. It was an attractive smile, white teeth in a tanned face creased into interesting lines. The hair was going gray, but it was a messy mop that had never suffered the attention of a professional stylist. His jeans looked like they’d been worn more than once, and the plaid shirt could have come right out of a Blazo box shelf in the Park. “You’ll tell me or you won’t,” he said. “Either way, I get a good meal.”


  Heidi arrived with their orders and a cheerful “Enjoy!” and for a few moments their attention was necessarily diverted. When the last thighbone gave a satisfying crunch between her teeth, she looked up to see him watching her. “What?”


  “Not often nowadays you see a woman enjoy her food,” he said.


  “Not ever been a problem of mine.” She sat back. “Tell me about your brother.”


  “I thought you knew him.”


  “Met him once in college. Where I did not see him at his best.”


  “I heard, and that probably was his best.”


  “And seventeen years later, your father is still bailing him out.”


  Heidi appeared. “How are you folks? Coffee? Certainly.” Their plates disappeared, replaced by coffee in white porcelain mugs.


  “What do you do?” Kate said.


  “I’m a helo pilot,” he said.


  Kate was a fixed-wing girl herself. “Private or commercial?”


  “Both.”


  Of course, a Boatwright would have his own aircraft. Kate wondered if there was a landing pad out back of the General’s house. “And you still live with your dad.”


  “Yes.” He sounded unembarrassed and unapologetic. “I try to keep an eye on Cal, but—” He raised a hand, palm up, and let it fall. In that one gesture alone, Kate read a lifetime of Cal Boatwright’s fuckups. “If you could give me some idea of just how much trouble he’s in this time, I’d appreciate it.”


  “Why don’t you ask your father?” Kate said, watching him.


  Vic Boatwright grimaced. “There’s plenty my father doesn’t tell me.”


  The scene at Gohegan’s house was still very fresh in Kate’s mind. Someone must have been following either her or Gohegan. Or Cal. If it was Cal, they might have wanted to set him up. But then why take the weapon? If it was Gohegan, blackmailing was never a one-off, and who knew how many other victims she’d pissed off to the point of homicide?


  If it was Kate, then someone at the General’s house had been talking. Possibly the man sitting across from her.


  Her phone rang.


  “Oscar Square is dead,” Kurt said.


  “What?”


  “Somebody shot him and dumped his body in McHugh Creek,” Kurt said. “The General wants to see you.”


  · · ·


  The old man was sitting in the same chair, wearing the same neatly pressed, knife-edge jeans, drinking coffee poured from the same silver pot, but this time it was Vic Boatwright who ushered her into the General’s study. He had not been dismissed, instead seating himself in an upright chair behind his father. He watched Kate with hooded eyes.


  The General handed her an envelope. “I believe this should cover your fee and expenses over and above your usual rate.”


  She gave the contents a desultory look. “Generous,” she said.


  The General inclined his head. It was noblesse oblige to support the little people.


  “Am I to take it that my work here is done?” she said.


  The General looked at her in mild surprise. “I hired you to find my son, and the photographic files. You found him, and them. You tell me his blackmailer is dead. I believe you.”


  “Why should you?” Kate said. “Her body is missing.”


  The General waved that aside as of being no consequence. “You said you saw her body.”


  Kate’s eyes narrowed. “I’m told Oscar Square is dead, too.”


  The General looked sad. “I’m afraid so. Poor Oscar.” He shook his head.


  “He was shot, as I understand it,” Kate said.


  “Yes.”


  “With a thirty-eight.”


  He gave her a sharp look. “I wouldn’t know.”


  “I only mention it because Andrea Gohegan was also shot with a thirty-eight.” Other than politely raised eyebrows, the General had no comment. “Any idea on who might want him dead, or why?” Kate said.


  “I’m afraid not,” the General said. “Oscar was a very private man, Ms. Shugak, with his own life that he took care to keep separate from my own. I’m sure the police will sort it out, and the perpetrator brought to account for his crime. In the meantime, thank you for your assistance in resolving this most unpleasant matter so quickly and so efficiently.”


  · · ·


  In the hall Vic said, “Talk to you for a minute?”


  Kate and Mutt trailed after him into what proved to be a dining room, complete with a walnut dining suite that could seat twenty and a matching hutch loaded to the beveled glass with silver plate and a full set of Waterford crystal. “It’s about my wife.”


  “Rose,” Kate said.


  “Good memory,” he said.


  “It’s what I do,” she said.


  His smile went lopsided. “I’d like to find her.” He took out his phone, fiddled with it, and handed it to her.


  The photo was of a woman in her early thirties, blond, blue-eyed, slender, laughing. She was wearing a white, square-necked sundress with a full skirt, and she was sitting in the left seat of a red-and-white. The helicopter was sitting on a gravel runway on a sunny day. Denali was in the background. Talkeetna, probably. Every Anchorage pilot’s preferred day trip, with a room-by-the-hour motel next to the airstrip.


  She handed the phone back. “She’s been gone, what, three weeks?” He nodded. “Have you heard from her in the past three weeks?”


  “No. I’ve called every one of her friends I can think of. I’ve checked her credit cards, no activity. Same with her bank. Her cell doesn’t answer.”


  “She have Find My Phone? She have a laptop?”


  “No.”


  “When did she go missing?”


  “Three weeks ago tomorrow. A Thursday. She went to town early in the morning to meet a friend for breakfast at Café Amsterdam and then go shopping.”


  “She meet the friend?”


  He nodded. “And went shopping. They had lunch at Sullivan’s and went their separate ways. Rose didn’t come home that night, and I haven’t seen her since.”


  “How is your relationship?”


  “We’ve been married for seven years,” he said.


  Her eyebrows worked a little at this oblique answer but she didn’t follow up on it, for now. “Children?” He shook his head. “Parents?”


  “Father dead, mother in Virginia. I called. Miriam hasn’t heard from her.”


  “Forgive me, Vic, but you don’t seem all that alarmed that your wife has been missing for three weeks.”


  “Like I said, Ms. Shugak,” Vic Boatwright said, “she wasn’t much of a wife.”


  “Why do you want to find her, then?”


  His eyes skimmed her figure appreciatively, lingering on the thin white scar that bisected her brown throat. “Where’d you get that scar?”


  “None of your business,” she said.


  She sat in the car afterwards, thinking just how good Vic Boatwright was at changing the subject.
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  Kurt looked at the check and whistled. “Nice.”


  “Not bad for a bribe,” Kate said.


  “You did what you were paid for, Kate,” he said.


  “Where’s Gohegan’s body?” she said. “And who shot her?”


  “You’re sure it wasn’t Cal Boatwright?”


  “I didn’t find a weapon, and his hands didn’t smell of GSR.”


  “There you are, then,” he said, pushing himself to his feet. “In the best tradition of the gumshoe, you did the job and kept the client happy. Go home.”


  · · ·


  Late that night saw Kate parked in a concealing shadow outside The Right Touch Massage watching half a dozen men fill a trailer with desks, files, massage beds, and linens. When the tractor pulled away from the curb, she followed them. Ten minutes later they pulled up in front of a house with a sign on it reading the venus fly-trap. The ramp came down and The Right Touch’s furnishings were moved into their new home. A woman in a three-piece suit with a blond pompadour and an improbable figure paid off the movers from a roll of cash and went back inside.


  Kate dialed Kurt’s phone number. He answered on the third ring, sounding irritated. “What the hell?”


  “I’m nicer than that when you call me in the middle of the night.”


  A female voice protested in the background.


  “Ah, so you weren’t asleep,” Kate said, “no apologies necessary, then. Ever hear of The Venus Fly-Trap Massage Parlour?”


  “The what? No. Wait. Yes. Sorry, honey, I have to take this.” As the female voice protested more. “It’s Edie Venus’s place.”


  “And who is Edie Venus?”


  “Used to run a strip club out in Indian. She’s something of a legend. Everybody’d take their cheechakos out there and pay Edie to wrap her boobs around his head. All the way around. I’ve seen pictures.”


  The figure of the woman in the three-piece suit seemed suddenly less improbable.


  “She moved into town a couple of years ago,” Kurt said.


  “She just cleaned out The Right Touch Massage,” Kate said.


  “Did she,” Kurt said. He sounded admiring.


  A car pulled up in front of The Venus Fly-Trap, a dark Mercedes SUV, and Cal Boatwright climbed out. “Gotta go,” Kate said, and pocketed the phone. “Stay,” she told Mutt.


  Boatwright, none too steady on his feet, approached the house with exaggerated stealth. He went down on his knees in front of the door and was attempting to pick the lock with a Bic lighter when Kate came up behind him. The door opened and he fell forward, flat on his face. “Really?” a voice said, sounding exasperated.


  Kate moved into view.


  “And who the hell are you?” Edie Venus said.


  “Need some help?” Kate said.


  The “compare options” program ran behind Edie Venus’s blue eyes. If she blew Kate off, she’d never know who she was or what she was doing there. “Don’t mind if I do,” she said.


  The two of them manhandled Boatwright inside and onto a convenient couch. It sat in a dimly lit room with other couches, a door in the back wall, and thick, floor-length curtains drawn across the windows. “Thanks,” Edie said. “Now, who the hell are you?”


  Close up, the color of her hair was even more improbable than the dimensions of her figure. She had a beak of a nose, long and sharp. Kate had seen that nose, and those blue eyes, before. “My name’s Kate,” she said. She nodded at Boatwright, in conversation with the butterflies flying around his head. “His father hired me to find him.” Which was true, so far as it went.


  Edie Venus’s laugh sounded like a crow cawing. “I can see him doing it, too,” she said, and noticed Kate’s raised eyebrows. “Let’s just say it’s a family affair.” She waved a hand at Cal. “You want him, he’s yours.”


  “The General also wants the photographs,” Kate said.


  Edie went still, faded blue eyes hard and watchful. “What photographs would those be?”


  “The ones of Cal and Andrea Gohegan.”


  Edie Venus seemed to relax a little. “Oh. Those.”


  “I figure that was why you cleaned out The Right Touch,” Kate said.


  Edie Venus’s eyes narrowed. “Aren’t you well informed.”


  “You’d be amazed,” Kate said. “Since one of your businesses appears to be furniture removal, were your guys anywhere near an address on Maritime in Southport early this morning?” Kate let silence gather following the question. Nothing, and she tried another tack. “Since you say it’s a family affair, ever meet Vic Boatwright’s wife, Rose?”


  Edie Venus didn’t change color, but her voice was deadly when she replied. “I think you’d better leave.”


  “Rose Boatwright,” Kate said, not moving. “Been missing three weeks now, although no one seems in a big hurry to find her, including her husband. Never met her?”


  “Never met her, never want to,” Edie Venus said, “since she ran off with my Miles.”


  “Miles?” Kate said, taken aback.


  “Miles Venus, my husband,” Edie said in a stony voice. “Was there anything else you wanted to know?”


  There was a knock at the door. “We’re closed,” Edie Venus said, raising her voice, eyes never leaving Kate.


  The knock came again, and Edie Venus marched over to the door and yanked it open. “What the—?”


  The sound of the shot filled the room like cannon fire. Edie Venus crumpled where she stood, and in the same moment Kate dived over the back of the couch Cal Boatwright was lying on and pulled it and him over on top of herself.


  Cal, momentarily airborne, gave a whoop. When he landed on Kate, he said, “Rose,” and tried to grope her.


  Outside she heard footsteps running away and Mutt barking from inside the car. She shoved Cal and the couch off her and went to Edie, whose last breath was rattling out of her throat. She looked out the door, still open, and saw taillights receding down the street.


  She went back inside and hoisted Cal to his feet and out to the car. Bench-pressing drunks, and this drunk in particular, was becoming a habit.


  · · ·


  Vic answered the door at the General’s house. “Oh, Jesus,” he said, and helped Kate bring Cal inside to another and far cleaner couch.


  “Your wife still missing?” Kate said when they were done.


  Vic looked confused by the segue. “Yes.”


  “Yeah,” she said. “Have you asked your brother if he’s seen her?”


  “I don’t—”


  “He tried it on with her, didn’t he?”


  “I—”


  “He’s an incurable rounder,” she said, “has been since college. If he can’t get what he wants by asking nice, he’ll try other ways. She was a good-looking woman, and just down the hall. I’m guessing Rose turned him down and he killed her.”


  Vic gaped at her.


  “He also killed Oscar Square,” Kate said. “But you killed Edie Venus.”


  His face darkened. “I did no—”


  “I checked the engine on the Lexus,” she said. “It hasn’t been in the garage five minutes. You barely beat me up the hill.”


  The color drained from his face.


  “What happened? Was Edie blackmailing the General, too? Only this time was it with photographs of Cal and Rose?”


  “I think you’d better leave,” Vic said.


  “Careful,” Kate said. “People keep saying that to me and they keep getting dead. What did Edie know, Vic? Maybe what Oscar Square knew? That this time Cal didn’t stop at rape?”


  A voice came from behind him. “That’s enough, Ms. Shugak.” The General came down the stairs, immaculate in a heavy silk dressing gown, leather slippers on his feet, not a hair out of place. His blade of a nose was as sharp and as arrogant as ever. Kate had seen one its mirror image not an hour before.


  “Dad—” Vic stopped when his father raised a hand.


  “You have been paid for your services, Ms. Shugak,” the General said. “I am surprised to see you here again.”


  She nodded at Cal Boatwright, passed out on the couch. “I stumbled across your son again this evening, General.”


  “And returned him safely home again, for which I am prepared to thank you, again,” the General said.


  “Another check, General?” Kate said. “This isn’t one you’re going to be able to buy your son’s way out of. Too many bodies.” She looked at Vic. “Edie Venus told me your wife, Rose, ran off with her husband, Miles.”


  The two men exchanged glances. “Yes,” Vic said, “yes, that’s what happened. Rose ran away with Miles.”


  “Uh-huh,” Kate said. “I think you’re lying. I think Edie made the whole story up on the fly. I think Cal killed Rose and Edie helped you cover it up by concocting that story. And then she cleaned up the mess in Andrea Gohegan’s house yesterday, too.”


  “Why would she do that?” the General said.


  She looked at him. “Same eyes, same nose, same general age. Edie was your sister, wasn’t she?”


  “‘Was?’” the General said.


  “She was shot this evening,” Kate said, and looked at Vic.


  So did the General. “No,” he said.


  “I did it for the family,” Vic said. He looked at his father. “I did it for you, Dad.”


  “I don’t think so,” Kate said. “Cal killed Rose, didn’t he?”


  Vic Boatwright’s silence was confirmation enough.


  “And he got high and told Andrea, who was already blackmailing you, General.”


  The General stood straight and unbending. “This is the purest nonsense,” he said. “Why would I hire you if I were masterminding something this Machiavellian?”


  “Oh, I was just a hired witness, meant to track down Cal and get him out of the way. And then Vic got rid of Oscar Square just to neaten things up.”


  She looked from the General to Vic. “I don’t know why he killed your sister, though,” she said.


  Vic Boatwright was now white to the lips. The General’s expression was unyielding granite. Neither man spoke.


  “Where’s Rose’s body?” she said. “Did Edie take care of it for you?”


  Vic looked at his father. “I did it for you, Dad. I did it for the family.” He pulled a snub-nosed .38 out of his pocket. “I’ll fix this, too.”


  “I don’t think so,” Kate said, and snapped her fingers. The door, which she had taken care to leave unlatched, was nosed open by a 140-pound half wolf–half husky, up on all four toes, yellow eyes narrowed and flicking between the two men, a predator’s growl issuing steadily from deep in her throat. It froze the marrow of everyone within hearing distance, not excluding Kate.


  “You can shoot me,” Kate said, “but she’ll get to you before you can shoot her. And if you shoot her, I’ll see you dead before you hit the ground.”


  The sound of sirens approached the house.


  Vic looked from her to the General. “What do you want me to do, Dad? Dad?”


  Kate turned her back and walked out the door, Mutt at her heels.


  · · ·


  News filtered back to the Park later on, on the discovery of the two bodies buried at the edge of the trees in back of the helicopter pad. Of Cal’s trial and commitment. The General died at home, in his bed, a month after Vic’s trial and imprisonment. He left his considerable estate and the even larger estate belonging to his sister, which he had inherited upon her death, to Americans for Prosperity. David Koch himself gave the eulogy.


  The General’s check cleared the bank long before any of that happened.
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  “On the Evidence” was written after Better to Rest, the fourth Liam Campbell novel, in which alert readers will recall that, much to her dismay, Wyanet Chouinard discovers she has inherited something of her grandfather’s sixth sense abilities.


  It was also written after I’d made a trip to Kotzebue for an Alaska Traveler column. I flew out to the Great Kobuk Sand Dunes while I was there, and to get there we flew over most of the landscape I describe in this story:


  
    It is unmistakably Arctic terrain, taiga (with trees) and tundra (without), all of it going on forever. [My pilot] regales me with stories of villagers who head out on snow machines in the winter, never to be heard from again, and I believe him implicitly. I think there may be places up here that even the Inupiat haven’t gotten to yet.

  


  All I had to do was freeze the river and add snow.


  -1-


  IT WAS TWELVE BELOW zero, the high for the day, and if Millie Godden hadn’t chosen to go into labor with a breech delivery during a first birth, it wouldn’t have been Larry Bartman’s first choice to be in the air that January afternoon. But when Millie Godden’s frantic husband had raised dispatch on the marine band, Larry’s name had been first on the Civil Air Patrol volunteer list.


  When the phone rang he’d been curled up on his warm, wide couch, submitting happily to an enthusiastic and comprehensive ravishment by Alice Sampson, a pert young barista of nineteen, to whom Larry had given some thought to proposing. In this small town on stilts twenty-five miles north of the Arctic Circle the ratio of men to women was such that if you missed your turn you lost your place in line and were out of luck until summer when the park ranger interns showed up. Even then, if you did get lucky, three months later your luck went south again.


  Still, Kotzebue was why God invented bush pilots, and there was nowhere else Larry was going to rack up the hours he needed to gain his commercial pilot’s license as fast as he would here. This quick turnaround to Kiana would add another hour, hour and a half to an already impressive total.


  And Alice had promised to wait for him.


  They slipped over the edge of the mainland, leaving the frozen expanse of Kotzebue Sound behind them. Black spruce marched through snow up to their ears up across the Kobuk River delta and right up the sides of the Baird Mountains on the northern horizon. A movement caught Larry’s eye and he looked down to see a timber wolf as it melted into the edge of the trees. A moment later he saw what had caught the wolf’s attention, a cow moose with a calf, curled up together in a small clearing, conserving energy through the cold snap.


  Howie Callahan nudged Larry with his elbow. “Hey,” he said over his headset, and pointed down at the white surface of the Kobuk River. “What’s that?”


  Larry put the right wing down and the plane went into a wide, descending circle with the moving object on the river’s surface below in its center.


  “It’s a man,” Callahan said. “What’s he doing on foot way the hell out here?”


  Below them the man raised his face in their direction and waved his hands over his head.


  “Must have been thrown by his snowgo,” Larry said. He brought the plane around again, a slow, smooth glide ten feet off the deck, neck craned to check the surface of the river. He didn’t spot anything to worry him, no open leads and a mostly smooth surface after Monday’s snowfall, and came around a third time, setting down gently, the airplane rolling out to a graceful stop.


  Larry opened his door and said, “You need a ride?”


  The man started toward them, stumbled, fell to his hands and knees, got up, and came forward in a shambling run. As he got closer, they could see his eyes, wide, reddened, a little wild in a face that was burned by sun and wind and cold. “They’re all dead!” he yelled. “They’re all dead, I’m the only one left!”
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  THE PHONE RANG right next to Liam’s ear. He snatched it up before it could ring again. “It’s supposed to be my day off.”


  “Yes, sir,” Corporal Prince replied amiably, ignoring the snarl in her superior officer’s voice.


  Next to him, Wy muttered and burrowed beneath the covers. Corporal Prince was not so lacking in a sense of self-preservation that she either chuckled evilly over his irritation or commented on the company he was keeping. “You’ve got an urgent call from Kotzebue, sir. I thought you’d want to take it.”


  “Who?”


  “Johnny Nageak.”


  Johnny Nageak had been a village public safety officer in training when Liam had taught a semester at the trooper academy. “What’s he want?” he said, with marginally less truculence.


  “He says he’s got a situation he needs help with.”


  Liam gave up trying to scrub his brain awake through his scalp. “What’s the Kotz trooper post say?”


  “They’re short-handed.”


  Liam snorted. “Who isn’t.”


  “Yes, sir, but they’ve got an attempted murder of a schoolteacher in Kivalina, and a bootlegger in Buckland, and—”


  “Save it, I get the picture. “What’s Johnny’s deal?”


  “There’s been a shooting. Four men down, one survivor the only eyewitness.” Prince paused. “One of the dead men is named Nageak, sir. He didn’t say, but I’m guessing that’s why Officer Nageak wants you up there pronto. I’ve taken the liberty of booking you a seat on the first flight out.”


  “Hold on a minute,” he said, and switched on the light. “Wy.”


  She rolled over and glared at him through a tangle of bronze curls. “What.”


  “I have to go to Kotzebue. How far is it?”


  “About five hundred miles.”


  “Can we get there in your Cessna?”


  She laughed.


  “There’s a murder scene out of Kotz I have to get to immediately.”


  She stopped laughing and threw off the covers to swing her feet to the floor. Over her shoulder she said, “I’ll call around, see what I can find. This time of year everybody’s grounded except for Alaska Airlines.”


  He watched her ass as she walked into the bathroom. She knew he was watching, and she was putting a little extra into it.


  “Sir?” Prince said in his ear.


  “Huh? Oh. Hold off on confirming the seat on the jet,” he said, “Wy’s going to try to rustle something up that might be a little more direct.”


  “I’ll just bet she is,” Prince said, but by then Liam had put down the receiver and joined Wy in the shower.
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  KURT FRAAD WAS WHITE, which surprised Liam when he walked into the interview room.


  He found Fraad’s story almost credible, which surprised him even more.


  But what really knocked him off his balance was finding Kurt’s father sitting next to him.


  He looked at Johnny Nageak. Johnny’s expression gave nothing away, but then he was Inupiaq and they medaled in poker face.


  Liam turned to Karl Fraad. “Sir, could I ask you to step out? I need to speak to Kurt alone.”


  Karl, burly arms folded, massive, low-slung brow furrowed, eyes glaring, sat where he was.


  Liam could force the issue but it would require fuss and bother, not to mention a large amount of physical exertion, and Liam had always preferred guile to brawn. He pulled out a chair. “I wanted to ask you some questions, Kurt.”


  “I already gave my statement to Officer Nageak,” Kurt said. He clasped thin, almost frail hands on the table in front of him, peering out at Liam beneath hair growing untidily over the shelf of a brow he shared with his father. He was nineteen, according to Johnny Nageak, although he looked an undernourished twelve. “I don’t know what more I can tell you.” He dropped his head. “I ran,” he said, his voice muffled. “I ran and hid. That’s the only reason I’m here.” He looked up, his eyes wet. “Maybe if I hadn’t run—”


  “Sometimes,” Liam said, steering Kurt briskly away from the emotional shoal he was headed for all ahead full, “we remember more about events we’ve witnessed when we talk about them a little bit. They kept you in the hospital overnight, didn’t they?”


  “Yes,” Kurt said in a low voice. “They were really nice to me, too. And I even told them that I ran, I—”


  “Well, Kurt, shock from what you witnessed, followed immediately by exposure—” Liam shook his head. “I wouldn’t be surprised if your memory of events was more than a little fuzzy.” He smiled. No women were immune to Liam’s smile, and for that matter very few men. “Could we just go through it? Only once more, I promise.”


  Kurt looked from Liam to his father. “Is it okay, dad?”


  There was a long pause. Liam kept his face as bland as possible beneath the burning stare. Kurt might be soothed, but Karl wasn’t buying Liam’s act for a moment. Still, a low growl rumbled up out of Karl’s barrel chest that might have been assent.


  “Good,” Liam said. “Let’s start with why you were in Kiana to begin with.”


  Karl was a construction manager for the Arctic Housing Authority. He lived in Anchorage but was at present working from Kotzebue, surveying the outlying villages to assess each community’s housing needs. Kurt had come with him, Liam gathered, because he didn’t have much else going on at the time. Delicate inquiry as to Kurt’s present employment came up with a reply of “business consultant,” offered by his father, which was about the best description of someone who’d never held down a real job that Liam had ever heard.


  While Kurt and Karl were in Kiana—the alliteration alone on this case was going to drive Liam insane—the village elders, always happy to see someone who was going to build them more housing, offered to take Kurt on a caribou hunt while Karl was busy in the village. Karl accepted, Kurt agreed, and Kurt left the following day, January 22, on the back of Noah Adams’ snow machine, carrying the new .30-30 Winchester his father had given him for his birthday the week before. At three o’clock that afternoon they arrived at the camp Ray Nageak and Ben Amunson had set up the day before. That evening, Lars Kayuqtuq of Ambler, returning home from a hunting trip of his own, stopped by and stayed for dinner. Afterward, Kayuqtuq continued up the river.


  At about ten o’clock, after Kurt had gone into the tent, he heard another snow machine approach. “It was cold,” Kurt said, shivering at the memory. “There was ice on the inside of the tent. I didn’t want to get out of my sleeping bag. I heard Noah and the other guys talking to a fourth guy whose voice I didn’t recognize.”


  “Could you make out what they were saying?”


  “I could hear them fine, but they were talking Eskimo,” Kurt said. “They sounded mad, though.”


  Liam wondered if the new arrival had been drinking. “Was there alcohol in camp?” he said.


  Kurt looked shocked. “Oh no, nothing like that. I don’t think any of those guys drank. At least they didn’t in front of me.”


  Liam nodded and motioned Kurt to continue.


  The next day the four men went hunting for caribou. Or three of them did.


  “I fell off the snogo,” Kurt said. He didn’t look at his father. “I had to follow on foot. By the time I caught up to them, they had already shot twelve caribou. I helped butcher them out, and we made camp for the night. They fried up some caribou heart. First time I ever ate something like that. It was really good, I was surprised.”


  “How far did you have to walk?”


  “I don’t know. Miles. It took hours for me to catch up.”


  “Not much fun, postholing through the snow on a cold winter day,” Liam said in a neutral voice, and waited for a reaction.


  Kurt shrugged. “They were hunting for food for their families. I understood.”


  “Still. One of them could have swung around and picked you up.”


  Kurt looked Liam in the eye and said firmly, “It was my own fault, Sergeant Campbell. I’m not used to riding on a snogo and I had on the wrong gloves and my hands were so cold I couldn’t hang on. And they told me they were in a hurry, that the caribou herd could move on and it would take that much longer to find them. And we only had food for five days.”


  Liam nodded, keeping his expression interested and cordial, acutely aware of the solid bulk of parental wrath simmering away at Kurt’s side. “You butchered out the caribou, you set up camp, you had dinner. What happened next?”


  “I hit the rack,” Kurt said. His smile was rueful. “It had been a long day for me, and I was tired.” His smile faded, and his face took on a strained look. “The guy on the snogo came back.”


  “The same one who had been there the night before?”


  “Yes.”


  He recognized the sound of the snow machine because it was running very roughly. Again there was conversation in raised voices. This time Kurt got up to look.


  The new guy was another Eskimo. He was wearing a dark green parka with fur trim around the hood. He had on a dark blue headband with the word “Alaska” written in white across it. He had a beard. His snow machine looked old, the black seat worn through in spots, the maker’s name chipped and rusted off to the point of illegibility.


  Kurt got cold so he crawled back in his sleeping bag. The voices outside the tent got louder. The snow machine with the bad engine started up again and moved away. Noah Evans and Ray Nageak came into the tent and started to get into their sleeping bags.


  “That’s when we heard the shots,” Kurt said. “We could hear Ben’s voice shouting “No, no!” And then we couldn’t hear him anymore.”


  Noah and Ray grabbed for their clothes, and then the bullets started hitting the tent. Noah went down first, then Ray. “They were in the middle of the tent, and I was in my bag on the side. I think that’s the only reason I didn’t get hit. Noah’s knife was on his belt, and I used it to cut a way out of the back of the tent and ran and hid behind a tree. I looked back and I could see the guy shooting.” He swallowed hard. “And then he stopped.”


  The killer got back on his snow machine and headed out in the direction of what Kurt thought was Kiana.


  It was a vivid and detailed description. Kurt’s voice shook a little when he gave it, and his face was pale and strained. This guy was either telling the truth or he was the best liar Liam had ever met, and he’d met some pretty good ones in his years on the force.


  Kurt sat back with a shaky sigh. “I went back to the tent to get my clothes. And then I just started walking.”


  “Why didn’t you take one of the snow machines?”


  Kurt flushed again. “I don’t know how to drive one,” he said, shooting his father an anxious look. “And I was scared the guy would come back. I wanted to get out of there before he came back. I just—I don’t know, I guess I just panicked, and ran.”


  · · ·


  Johnny looked at Liam when he came out of the room. “Feelings are running pretty high, Liam. We need to get both of them out of town.”


  They were in the school cafeteria, commandeered for them by the town mayor. Two doors into hallways leading to classrooms were monitored by grim-faced adults, around which peeked curious faces. Wy was sitting at one of the tables, nursing a cup of coffee. “I’m good to go,” she said.


  They parked the Fraads, père et fils, at the airport terminal in Kotzebue, notified the troopers in Anchorage that the Fraads were on their way in and to make sure they didn’t immediately get on another plane headed even farther south, stopped briefly in Kiana to pick up Johnny Nageak, and flew out to the scene.


  It was after two p.m. by the time they got there and that flat bright light peculiar to an arctic winter sun was beginning its inevitable slide into a softer lavender twilight. Shadows lengthened on the Kobuk River, a white swath making wide turns through a dark forest of black spruce. It was clear and cold and absolutely still when Johnny touched Wy’s shoulder and pointed. She banked immediately, a turn so smooth it felt painted on the sky. Liam was concentrating so hard on keeping the plane up in the air by the grip he had on his seat that he didn’t realize they had landed until he heard the snow passing beneath the skis with a sibilant hiss. They stopped and Wy pushed in the throttle and the engine died. Liam took a deep and he hoped unobtrusive breath and let it out with a long sigh.


  When he got out the cold hit him like a blow. The inside of his nose felt frozen, and he could actually feel the frost forming around his mouth. He pulled the hood of his parka as far forward as it would go. “Stay with the plane,” he told Wy.


  “Like hell,” she said.


  Liam would have sighed but he was afraid his lungs would freeze on the inhale. “Fine, but don’t step on any evidence.”


  · · ·


  The camp was in a clearing about fifty feet off the bend of the river. The tent was Army surplus olive green, a battered twelve-by-twelve with front and back flaps, pitched to face south. A snow machine track that had seen a lot of use ran the fifty yards between the river’s edge and the front flap of the tent. Another, lesser used track led to the back of the tent and into the woods beyond. A single track broke off a few feet up the bank from the river and made a loop around the camp before joining the main trail again.


  Two snow machines sat in front of the tent, both with sleds attached. Liam and Johnny took photographs of the tracks surrounding them, thawing out the cameras under their arms between shots, and then Liam straddled the Bearcat and opened the gas cap. Johnny produced a flashlight and they both peered inside.


  “Half full,” Johnny said.


  Liam nodded and replaced the cap. He pressed the starter and the engine roared to life. He switched it off and looked at Johnny. “How cold was it last night?”


  Johnny shrugged. “Forty below? Forty-five?”


  The other snow machine, a Ski-Doo Mach Z, took a little more coaxing, but it too, started eventually.


  They went through the sleds, which were loaded with camping and hunting gear, including a Winchester .243 caliber rifle. Liam’s nose was so cold he couldn’t smell if it had been fired recently.


  “Liam,” Johnny said, pointing with the flashlight.


  In front of the Bearcat, two brass casings gleamed. “Get a photo,” Liam said, and when Johnny was done picked up the casings. “A thirty-ought-six and a thirty-thirty,” he said, and bagged them.


  There was more camping gear and multiple caribou carcasses in various stages of butchering out in the snow around the camp. Johnny found another rifle, a Winchester Model 94 in a case. He held up a box of thirty-thirty ammunition.


  Liam nodded, and turned his flashlight to the tent. He heard Wy’s breath go out in a little sigh.


  A man lay on his stomach in front of the side of the tent facing the river. He was fully dressed in jeans, boots and a plaid shirt, but no coat. Both hands were stretched out in front of him, holding a pine bough.


  “Ben Amunson,” Johnny said.


  Amunson was stiff with cold and death. He’d been shot more than once but by now it was too dark to count how many times. The snow was stained in a trail that led to the front flap of the tent.


  Liam stepped around Amunson’s body, his boots crunching into the top layer of snow, and lifted the tent flap. It caught on something. He pulled, and it came away, revealing an overturned camp stove. Beyond the stove was a second body, also laying face down, also fully clothed.


  “Ray Nageak,” Johnny said.


  Like Amunson, Nageak’s body showed multiple gunshot wounds. The knife sheath on his belt was empty.


  Against the rear wall of the tent was the third man, on his back, shirt on, hands grasping the waist of his pants, which were halfway up his legs.


  “Noah Adams,” Johnny said.


  The tent was a mess, the stove and cots overturned, pots, dishes, utensils, duffle bags, parkas, mittens, boots scattered wall to wall. The tea kettle sat oddly upright in the center of the debris field, pierced dead center by a bullet hole. Brass winked up at Liam from wherever he turned the flashlight.


  “They were going for their weapons,” Wy said.


  “They got off some shots,” Johnny said.


  Liam stepped outside to play the light from the flash over the front of the tent. “Bullet holes in the front of the tent about four feet off the ground,” he said, and stepped back inside to run the light across the back of the tent. “Bullets holes on the back wall about a foot off the ground.”


  In the rapidly waning light they examined the snow machine tracks around the camp. Liam’s feet were slowly going numb when he pointed at one track. “Last one in and out.”


  “Yeah,” Johnny said. “Evinrude.”


  Liam squinted at the horizon, a deep plum fading to black. “Headed east?”


  Johnny nodded. “Ambler, be my guess.”


  “How far?”


  “Around seventy-five miles, but there’ll be cabins along the way. Someone will have seen or heard something.”


  Liam, who by now could no longer feel his nose, couldn’t imagine why anyone would stick theirs out before spring, but then this wasn’t his part of the country.


  A wolf howled. Another one answered, sounding closer. “We’d better get the bodies out of here.”


  They hauled them down the river to a long straight stretch and loaded them into the Skywagon Wy had acquired in Kotz. It took a while to get into the air, and they were almost to Kotz before the interior of the plane warmed up. Luckily, it wasn’t enough time for the bodies to thaw out.


  · · ·


  Johnny Nageak’s wife Bertha served them caribou liver and onions, after which Liam and Wy retired to the town’s lone hotel. The room was shabby but clean, and the bed had a rut down the middle of it that suited them both.


  “Again?” she said drowsily sometime in the night, coming awake to the slow stroke of his hands. “Something about Kotzebue that turns you on?”


  He didn’t answer, concentrating on drowning out the memory of that awkward stack of frozen bodies in the back of the plane in the seductive taste of her flesh.


  · · ·


  The next morning Liam sent the bodies to Anchorage for forensic autopsy on the seven a.m. jet. At noon, Brill, the medical examiner, called to give it as his opinion that all three men had died of multiple gunshot wounds. He asked Liam if he’d recovered any of the bullets, and Liam replied that he’d be recovering same just as soon as the ground thawed out in the spring. “Ah yes, the joys of crime scene investigation in the Arctic,” Brill said cheerfully, and hung up.


  Liam, Johnny and Wy returned to the camp. They picked up Kurt Fraad’s tracks heading south and used the two snow machines to follow them to where he’d been rescued. “Pretty much supports his story,” Liam said.


  “But why the hell would he walk out?” Johnny said. “Both the snogoes started, one on the first try.”


  “He said he didn’t know how to drive one.” He met Johnny’s eyes. “I know, sounds lame to me, too, but I’ve heard dumber from cheechakos, and so have you.” He looked at Wy. “Any thoughts?”


  She was frowning. “I don’t know. Something... ” Her voice trailed away. “I don’t know,” she said finally.


  Johnny, whose manners were too good to query Liam as to why he was asking his girlfriend what she thought, very carefully did not hear this conversation.


  They went north again and picked up the tracks of the Evinrude and followed them upriver, to a snug log cabin on the mouth of the Fish River.


  They left the machines on the river and stopped as soon as they came in sight of the door. “Hello the house!” Liam shouted. He had to shout pretty loud to be heard over the dogs howling out back.


  The door was already open. “Hello backatcha!” a voice came down the bank. “Who’s that?”


  “It’s Johnny Nageak, Tom,” Johnny said, “along with a couple of troopers.” He looked at Wy. “No offense.”


  She grinned. “None taken.”


  “You here about the shooting?” the voice said.


  “Yeah. We’re following some tracks. Talk to you a minute?”


  “Come on up.”


  The cabin was home to Tom Burnside, a white man from Ohio, his wife Rhonda, an Inupiaq from Kiana, and their two daughters, Susie and Billie Jo, who peeped out at the visitors from behind their mother, fists clenched in her kuspuk. “Yeah,” Burnside said in response to their question, “I heard that Evinrude pass by about nine o’clock that night.”


  “They didn’t stop?”


  Burnside shook his head. He was a big man with a full head of black hair and a big black beard, both neatly trimmed, deliberate of speech and movement. His wife was a tiny slip of a thing with snapping black eyes. She nodded at Johnny and gave Liam a discreet but distinctly appreciative once-over. She looked at Wy and her eyes widened. She said something in Inupiaq.


  Wy shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t speak Inupiaq.”


  “But you’ve got some,” Rhonda said.


  “My grandfather is Yupik,” Wy said. “Moses Alakuyak.”


  Rhonda looked at Burnside and let loose with a stream of Inupiaq. Burnside replied laboriously in the same tongue and added, “English, Rhonda. We have guests.” But Wy noticed that Burnside never once met her eyes after that.


  On their way back down to the river, Liam let Johnny Nageak draw a little ahead. “What was that about?” he said to Wy in a low voice.


  “I don’t know,” Wy said woodenly, “I don’t speak Inupiaq.”


  He saw her expression and shut up. It wasn’t easy being the granddaughter of someone most of western Alaska knew as the Old Man. A shaman and a drunk, no one but Moses knew which had come first, and only he and Wy and Liam knew that he might have passed on something to Wy that was more than blood and bone.


  They continued to follow the Evinrude tracks north, stopping at three more cabins along the way. All reported hearing the snow machine pass by. None could identify the driver.


  After they left the last cabin, Wy said, “This is crap, Liam. I’d bet money folks here can tell who’s driving what up and down the river the same way folks in Bristol Bay can tell who’s flying what overhead without looking up.”


  “I know,” Liam said, and caught up with Johnny as he prepared to mount his snow machine. “Who was driving the Evinrude?”


  Johnny looked up the river. “Be dark soon. We should head for the barn.”


  Liam tapped the badge on the front of Johnny’s hat. “That mean anything to you, Johnny?”


  A tinge of color crept up into Johnny’s face, and for a change it wasn’t windburn. Liam waited, and was mildly surprised when the other man answered before Liam had lost all the feeling in his fingers and toes.


  “Simon Adams owns an Evinrude something like this model,” Johnny said.


  “Simon Adams?”


  Johnny nodded, and blew on his hands. It was another heartbreaker of a day, sky the color of glass and temperature a murderous forty-two below zero.


  “Any relation to Noah Adams?” Liam said.


  Johnny nodded again. “His brother.”


  Liam struggled with himself. Ray Nageak, and now Simon Adams. What were the odds? “Did they get along?”


  Johnny met his eyes. “Well, if you’re asking, I’d have to say, not real well, no.”


  “I’m asking,” Liam said. “What happened?”


  “Noah married Simon’s girl while Simon was doing his National Guard service last year. Didn’t help that Bev was in the family way before Simon left for Iraq.”


  “Liam,” Wy said.


  “What,” he said, grimly.


  “This wasn’t an Inupiaq guy going off on a bunch of other Inupiaq guys. If there was alcohol involved, maybe. Maybe,” she repeated, emphasizing the word. “But even Kurt says there was no drinking in camp, and going berserker on your ass isn’t something these people do without artificially-induced inspiration. Besides, what reason did this Simon have to take out the other two guys?”


  “Still got to talk to him,” Liam said, looking at Johnny.


  Johnny, impassive, swung his leg over the snow machine. “He’ll be in Ambler. We can spend the night in the school there.”


  When they got to Ambler, Simon Adams was nowhere to be found.


  They found his .30-30, though, leaning up against the wall of his shack, just inside the door.


  Liam picked it up. “We find .30-30 shells inside the tent?” he said to Johnny, already knowing the answer.


  “Liam,” Wy said.


  Johnny gave a slow nod, not meeting Liam’s eyes.


  “We’ll be taking this with us,” Liam told the elder who had led them to Adams’ place.


  “Liam,” Wy said again.


  “Not now,” Liam said.


  Wy set her teeth and followed him outside.


  · · ·


  It was too dark to follow the Evinrude’s tracks that afternoon, so they waited until morning. They were easy to find with the shallow morning sun casting long shadows, and it wasn’t two hours before they caught up with Simon Adams.


  He hadn’t taken his .30-30 with him because he had his .357 with him instead. Sometime the night before, he’d put the barrel in his mouth and pulled the trigger.


  He’d been sitting in the snow with his back up against a spruce tree, and he’d frozen solid in that position, what was left of his brains splattered across the outspread branches like Christmas tree flocking. It was hell getting the body into the plane, and torture getting the door closed on it.


  They found Bev in Kivalina, where she told the village public safety officer that Noah and Simon had fought when Simon came home. Noah had put her on a plane to Kivalina to keep her out of harm’s way. She told them that Simon had been drinking before the fight, and that Noah had tried not to hurt him but that Simon had forced Noah to put him down hard. This had happened in Ambler the previous week, and right after that Noah had headed for Kiana to go hunting with his cousins.


  Johnny talked to the Ambler elders and they were persuaded to admit that Simon had been holed up in his shack, drinking up a good portion of the local bootlegger’s inventory ever since. The day of the massacre, he had left early, last seen heading down river on the Evinrude.


  That seemed to be that. When they got back to Kotzebue, there was a message waiting from Brill, who had called to say that by some twist of malign fate that all of the wounds in all three bodies were through and through, no bullets or pieces of bullets remaining. “A hell of a mess, though,” Brill said on voice mail. “Looks like somebody used a Cuisinart on these guys, on the inside, anyway.”


  · · ·


  The next morning Wy and Liam took off at daybreak.


  Liam was marginally more comfortable at cruising altitude than he was at takeoff or landing, which explained why he didn’t immediately notice which direction they were headed. “Uh, Wy?”


  “What?” Her voice over the headphones was remote.


  “Aren’t we going in the wrong direction?”


  “No.”


  He looked at the control panel and located the compass. “North-northeast? Last time I looked on a map, Newenham was south-southeast of Kotz.”


  “I need to check out something. It’ll just take a minute.”


  Liam thought about this for a minute. “Do we have to land to check it out?” he said, without much hope for a reply in the negative.


  “Yes,” she said.


  “What I thought,” he said, and focussed on the horizon, trying to white out the fact that there was only a thousand feet of nothing but air between his ass and the nearest object with the most gravitational pull.


  She set them down gently on the surface of the river in spite of gravity, almost exactly in the tracks of the plane that had rescued Kurt Fraad the week before. She pulled two pairs of snowshoes out of the back of the plane and Liam was so glad to be even temporarily in connection yet again with Mother Earth that he didn’t even whine about the fact that it was now forty-five below zero.


  Instead, he followed Wy up the river as she backtracked Kurt’s postholing footsteps. It was, among other things, a fine opportunity to watch Wy’s ass in motion, and he became so absorbed in the pastime that he didn’t notice at first when she veered off Kurt’s trail and headed for the side of the river.


  “Hey,” he said, waking up to the fact. “What’s going on?”


  She kept going until she reached the bank, a high white wall of snow and ice sparkling in the sun. The wall curved inward, topped with bare, spare bones of leafless brush looking as if they’d been gelled in place by a giant hand. Wy, moving as if she knew where she was going, knelt down and crawled beneath the overhang. She brushed at the snow. Liam could hear the sound of her down mitten scraping at the ice. “Wy, what on earth—”


  A part of the icy bank fell away, then more, revealing a long, narrow hole in the bank. Wy tugged, and the rifle came free easily.


  They stood, staring down at it for a long time.


  “A .30-30,” Liam said.


  Wy nodded, and pointed at a stain on the stock. “Blood?”


  “Yeah,” Liam said, and pointed at another and said, unnecessarily, “And brains.”


  They carried it back to the plane in silence and climbed inside. The engine, mercifully, started at first try.


  “How did you know it was here?” Liam said, raising his voice to be heard over the roar.


  Her mouth twisted. “I’m Moses Alakuyak’s granddaughter,” she said.


  · · ·


  “I was in my sleeping bag, listening to them talk,” Kurt said. “They were talking in Eskimo. I couldn’t understand what they were saying. I was scared. I had to pee so I got up and went outside and one of them grabbed his rifle and started shooting, and I grabbed my rifle and started shooting back.” He began to weep. “It was awful, I was all alone, all the way out there in the middle of nowhere. I just knew I was going to die.”


  “All three of them were outside talking?” Liam said.


  “Yes,” Kurt said, wiping his eyes with the heel of his hand.


  “Funny how we found two of the men inside the tent,” Liam said.


  Kurt looked around, probably for his father, who this time hadn’t been allowed anywhere near the interview room. They were in Anchorage now, and Liam had backup. “I don’t know how that happened,” he said, faltering.


  “Oh, I think you do,” Liam said, but he’d been at it for eight hours, with Kurt changing his story on average once per hour, and he needed more coffee if he was going to stay awake.


  On the other side of the door a district attorney in a three-piece suit with a mini-skirt and four-inch heels cocked a hip, displaying her admittedly killer legs for his appreciation. “A nutcase, but he knew what he was doing and he knew it was wrong. Slam dunk.”


  · · ·


  At trial, the defense claimed that Kurt Fraad was suffering from a paranoid psychosis with delusions of persecution, exacerbated by being in the middle of a killing field, pieces of dead caribou and blood all around him, with three Natives who couldn’t or wouldn’t speak English to him. “Mr. Fraad was totally unprepared for this hunt,” said the defense shrink. “He felt himself to be in danger of losing his life, and he shot these men in self-defense.”


  The jury didn’t buy it, finding Kurt guilty on all three counts. After the trial, the foreman told a reporter that the testimony of Dr. Brill and the graphic description of the multiple gunshot wounds in all three victims was what had put the prosecution’s case over. Liam had testified to finding the rifle and to tracing the registration back to Fraad senior, and jury members were warmly complimentary of the professionalism of the state’s finest. Wy’s name hadn’t come up.


  Outside the courtroom, Brill tapped Liam on the shoulder. “You going back up to the scene anytime?”


  Liam shook his head and hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “No need to.”


  Brill raised an eyebrow. “You that sure you got the right .30-30? There were three of them. I’d like to have just one bullet from a test round each, and be sure.”


  Liam thought about Wy that day, snowshoeing determinedly upriver, goaded by some force she feared to identify and that he would not, could not question. “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,” he said beneath his breath.


  “What?” Brillo said.


  Liam adjusted his cap and slapped Brill on the shoulder.


  “Forensics isn’t everything,” he said.


  Missing, Presumed…


  Author’s Note


  Bill Billington and Moses Alakuyak meet cute in Newenham, the location of the Liam Campbell series, in which Bill and Moses are continuing characters. I had to write this story to find out how they first got together.


  There is indeed a Magistrate Correspondence Course, issued by the Alaska Court System, and everything Bill refers to in the story is in the three-inch binder at present sitting on my desk. There is also an Inquest Script, “For magistrates without clerks.”


  A magistrate friend gave me her copy when she retired, along with some print-outs of appendices and some hearing transcripts. Magistrates don’t have to be attorneys, and usually aren’t. They only have to be a citizen of the U.S. and Alaska, be twenty-one years old, and have been a resident of Alaska for the previous six months.


  Magistrates are appointed by the superior court judges in each court district, but pretty much if you’re literate and have a pulse you’re in. At least they’re not appointed by the governor.
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    Sec. 09.55.020. Petition and Inquiry. If a petition is presented by an interested person to a district judge or magistrate alleging that a designated person has disappeared and after diligent search cannot be found, and if it appears to the satisfaction of the judge or magistrate that the circumstances surrounding the disappearance afford reasonable grounds for the belief that the person has suffered death from accidental or other violent means, the judge or magistrate shall summon and impanel a jury of six qualified persons to inquire into the facts surrounding and the presumption to be raised from the disappearance. If no one submits a petition within 40 days, a judge or magistrate may submit the petition from personal knowledge of the case.


    
      —Alaska Statutes, Code of Civil Procedure
    

  


  ELI SYLVESTER HORRELL, fisher, husband, father, went overboard halfway between Dutch Harbor and the Pribilof Islands. Weather conditions that day in January included fifteen-knot winds and twelve-foot swells. The crew of the JERI A. had seen Horrell go in. In spite of an intensive search by the United States Coast Guard, the JERI A., and three other crabbers, his body had not been recovered.


  Now it was June. Horrell’s widow, two sons and one daughter were seated in the front row. The widow, daughter and youngest son were weeping. The oldest son stared at nothing, white-faced and without expression.


  Magistrate Linda Louise Billington, known to friends, defendants and bar patrons as Bill, was new to the state, new to the town of Newenham, and new to her job. The hearing had come less than six months into her first term of office. It was a balmy spring day, sixty-three degrees with sunny skies and a light breeze. The last of the snow had melted, the last of the mud had dried and the birch and the diamond willow and the alder all showed tiny leaves of a bright, vivid green. She wanted to be outside, catching her first monster king salmon, or climbing her first Alaskan mountain, or taking her first ride in a float plane with a real Bush pilot, or even slapping away her first horde of the infamous Alaskan mosquitoes. She looked around the cramped, windowless courtroom lodged in a forgotten corner of the prefabricated building that served as the seat of the third judicial district of the state of Alaska, and thought, How I Spent My Summer Vacation.


  In the six months since she had been sworn in she had stumbled through her first arrest warrants, fumbled through her first search warrants, and muddled through her first arraignments. She had figured out how to set bail, and how high. She had issued half a dozen restraining orders, and had taken emergency action in one case of child abuse that still gave her nightmares. She had tried, convicted and sentenced no less than sixteen drunk drivers. She had tried and convicted one fisher of fishing without a permit, a second for fishing past the end of the period, a third for harvesting female opilio, a fourth for harvesting undersized kings, and a fifth for fishing outside the district to which his permit restricted him. She had learned to discount most excuses offered by fishers, because if all the engines alleged to have broken down in her courtroom really had, half the Bering Sea fishing fleet would be in dry dock.


  She was beginning to build a reputation. The night before in the bar she’d heard one fisher mumble at her approach, “Gawd, here she comes, ol’ Hanging Bill.” No compliment in her life had ever tasted so sweet.


  This, however, was her first presumptive death hearing.


  Sudden, violent death was no stranger to Alaska, especially the Bush. Pilots wrecked planes. Hikers disappeared into national parks. Climbers fell down mountains. Snow machiners started avalanches. Cross-country skiers fell into glaciers.


  And, as in this case, fishers fell overboard. Alaska had thirty-six thousand miles of shoreline. Much of its living was made on the water.


  Many of its missing people were lost on that water.


  When it became obvious that the missing was dead, a presumptive death hearing was held to engage the machinery of the state to issue a death certificate.


  The two-by-four folding table that stood in for a judicial bench was covered with the necessary tools as specified by the Magistrate Correspondence Course: the case file, the list of witnesses, no exhibit list as there were no exhibits, her jury instructions, a log sheet, a blank verdict form, paper and pencils, and a box of Kleenex. There was a copy of the Presumptive Death Hearing Script, extracted from the correspondence course binder, held between her knees and the bottom of the table in case she forgot what she was doing midway through the process. She’d already checked the tape recorder twice; she checked it a third time on the principle that it was a mistake to allow any mechanical object to realize its own importance. Hattie Bishop had been sworn in as bailiff. The jury was impaneled. The witnesses were waiting.


  One of the fluorescent lights flickered overhead behind a plastic lens yellowed and cracked with age. Her back brushed up against the standards bearing the American and Alaskan flags. Metal chair legs scraped the floor when someone shifted his weight, somebody else coughed. The second hand on the plain white face of the clock over the door clicked loudly up to twelve. Nine a.m.


  She cleared her throat and restarted the tape recorder. “We are again on record. This is the district court for the state of Alaska at Newenham, Alaska, magistrate L.L. Billington presiding.” She noted the date and the time, the name of the deceased, and the case number. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, Eli Sylvester Horrell, deckhand on the fishing vessel JERI A., went into the Bering Sea somewhere between Dutch Harbor and St. Paul the night of January 12 of this year. His body has not been recovered. It is your duty to decide if sufficient evidence is available to presume that he is dead.”


  She paused, and peeked at the papers in her lap. When she looked up again the sixth juror was staring at her, as he had been staring at her pretty much unblinkingly since she had sworn in the panel. She straightened in her chair and frowned at him to dispel the notion that she’d been caught cheating. “The standard of proof is probable cause, which means you must find it to be more reasonable than not—” She underlined those last four words with her voice “—that Mr. Horrell is dead.”


  Mrs. Horrell gave a gasping sob. Bill held out the box of Kleenex. Mrs. Horrell took one with a damp and grateful look.


  “You may ask questions of the witnesses; indicate that you wish to do so by raising your hand after the witness has finished testifying. You may take notes.” She gestured at the pads and pencils. “Once all the witnesses have testified, you will retire to deliberate your verdict. That verdict must be unanimous; that is, all six of you must agree on the verdict.” She paused. “Are there any questions?”


  There weren’t. Hiding her relief, she said, “Very well. The court now calls its first witness, Alaska State Trooper Daniel Reynoldson, to the stand.” Trooper Reynoldson, whose uniform had seen better days, stood up and came forward, hat under his arm. “Raise your right hand. Do you solemnly swear or affirm that the testimony you will give in the case now before this court will be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?”


  Trooper Reynoldson’s voice was thin and reedy, unexpectedly so coming from such a large, barrel-chested man. “I do.”


  “Please be seated.” Reynoldson sat and straightened his spine as if to counterweight the bulging belly sitting in his lap. “State your full name, your mailing address and your occupation.” He did so, declared he had no relationship to the deceased, and told the jury what he knew about the circumstances of Horrell’s disappearance, which wasn’t much. When the JERI A. had docked, Captain Quinn had called the trooper post. Reynoldson had been catching that day and he had responded to the call, taking Quinn’s statement, talking to the other three deckhands and talking to the family about the deceased’s state of mind (code for whether he was suicidal; he wasn’t).


  “Thank you, Trooper Reynoldson. Does the jury have any questions for this witness?”


  They hadn’t. Bill called Captain Enrique Quinn to the stand. Captain Quinn, a tall, wiry man in his mid-forties with elegant Latino features and nervous hands took the oath and described the night (dark, temperature and barometer both dropping, twelve-foot swells, wind blowing out of the northwest and creating spray that turned instantly to ice), the crew’s activities (hot on the crab, pulling one pot after another, the hold half full and less than twelve hours left in the fishing period), and his last sight of Horrell. “We were moving from one string to another when we started to ice up. Eli got a bat out of—”


  “Excuse me,” Bill said, “a what?”


  “A baseball bat.”


  She was new to the place and the job, so she was careful to keep the incredulity out of her voice. “You use a baseball bat to fish for crab?”


  Everyone looked tolerant, even the jury. “We use them to break ice off when the deck starts icing over.” When she continued to look blank, he added helpfully, “If we don’t, the weight of the ice might pull the boat over, make it turn turtle.” He paused. When she didn’t say anything, he added, “So then we’d be in the water and—”


  “Thank you, Captain Quinn, I’ve got the picture,” Bill said, and wondered how long it was going to take her to learn everything she needed to know about the fishing business. She wasn’t sure but she thought the sixth juror winked at her.


  “Mick, Joe and Harlen—” Quinn nodded at the three scruffy young men sitting at the back of the room “—baited pots while Eli beat ice.”


  “What happened then?”


  “He slipped,” Quinn said. His voice was suddenly weary, his face drawn. “He just—he slipped. He skidded right across the deck, came up hard against the gunnel and somersaulted right over the side.” He ran a hand through thick black hair. “It all happened so fast, I—”


  He stopped, and into the silence that followed Bill prompted, “What did you do?”


  “I stopped the engines, tripped the beacon, took a bearing, yelled ‘Man overboard’ on the loudspeaker.” Quinn’s voice dropped.


  “Captain Quinn,” Bill said, gently but firmly, “I’m going to have to ask you to speak up.”


  “I’m sorry,” he said. His voice deepened, his words becoming more clipped. “I stopped the engines, marked our location, triggered the emergency locator beacon, yelled ‘Man overboard’ on the loudspeaker. We already had all the deck lights on. Everybody ran back to the stern, we heaved life rings and a raft over the side, hollered Eli’s name. There was no answer.” A pause. “I called the Coast Guard—” He nodded again, this time toward a trim young man in a crisp blue uniform “—and told them what happened. We sat there until dawn, about nine, nine-thirty, I guess. Some other boats showed up to help look, the Sandy C., the Rhonda S. and—” He thought “—oh yeah, the Dixie G. Search and Rescue showed up about then, too. They couldn’t find him either.” His voice dropped again. “We looked for two days. There was… He was just… gone.”


  “And then?”


  “And then we went back to Dutch. The period was over, the quota was met, we couldn’t do any more fishing.”


  “Thank you. Does the jury have any questions they would like to ask this witness?”


  One man, portly, grizzled, raised his hand. “Was Horrell wearing a survival suit?”


  Quinn shook his head. “No.”


  “Were any of your crew?”


  “No.”


  “Do you have survival suits on board?”


  “Yes.”


  “Enough for everyone?”


  Quinn’s expression hardened. “Yes.”


  “Where?”


  Quinn bit the words off. “In the portside galley locker.”


  “Everybody know where they are?”


  “Yes.”


  “Everybody know how to put them on?”


  “I run a survival suit drill the day before the season starts. I always do.”


  “Then why wasn’t Horrell wearing one?”


  “You know damn well why, Warren,” Quinn snapped. “They’re too bulky to work in.”


  This was what came of holding a jury trial in a town small enough for everyone to know everyone else. “Gentlemen,” Bill said.


  “I’m done, your honor,” the juror said, sitting back in his chair with the air of a righteous pigeon.


  One at a time, Bill called Horrell’s fellow deckhands to the stand. One by one, they corroborated Quinn’s testimony. As the third left the stand, the Horrell daughter buried her face in her mother’s shoulder.


  Bill consulted the witness list. “Lieutenant Commander Richard Klessens?”


  The man in the blue uniform came forward to take the oath. He had round pink cheeks and wide-spaced round blue eyes. He didn’t look old enough to drive a car, let alone a helicopter, but a pilot he was. In command of the Search and Rescue helicopter which had flown to the scene of Horrell’s disappearance, he testified that they had spent the daylight hours of the better part of two days searching for Horrell’s body. They had spotted two of the JERI A.’s life rings, a empty plastic bottle of Coke, and a homemade buoy, a Clorox bottle painted fluorescent orange, but no Eli Horrell.


  Next up was paramedic Joe Gould, a thin, intense young man with the fanatical look of a medieval martyr. He spoke in a laconic monotone that negated the impact of what he had to say. Two minutes, was his estimate of how long Horrell would have had in the Bering Sea in January without a survival suit or a raft. “After that, hypothermia sets in, the victim becomes disoriented, can’t tell which way is up, loses consciousness and drowns.” It was Joe Gould’s educated opinion that Eli Sylvester Horrell was dead a minimum of twenty-two minutes after he went into the water. At that point the youngest Horrell son left the court room in some haste. Mrs. Horrell looked at the older son and he followed his brother.


  Gould was the last name on the witness list. The clock showed twenty minutes after ten. Bill felt as if it ought to be much, much later. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, you have now heard the testimony of the witnesses in this case. Do you have any questions?” She was beginning to feel restive beneath the steady gaze of the sixth juror, who hadn’t looked away from her once during the testimony of the witnesses. She consulted the jury list. “Mr.—Alakuyak?” She stumbled a little over the name.


  His gaze unwavering, showing no shame at being caught staring and no perceptible alarm at being confronted, he said, “Nope. No questions.”


  Ruffled but determined to retain at least the facade of impervious judicial calm, she said, “Anyone else?” No one else. “Very well. You may retire to the jury room—” a glorified reference to the conference room reached through the door in the wall on her left, which was even smaller and dingier than her courtroom, not to mention less well furnished “—to deliberate your verdict. Court is in recess.”


  She waited until the jury had filed out. To Mrs. Horrell she said, “I don’t think they’ll be long, ma’am. Why don’t you take a break, get yourself a drink of water, stretch your legs?” She nodded at the daughter. “There are pop and snack machines down the hall to the left.”


  Mrs. Horrell managed a smile. “Thank you.” She and her daughter waited for Bill to rise and then stood and shuffled out, heads together, arms around each other, moving like two old women. The paramedic had already left, as had Horrell’s three crewmates, immediately following their testimony. Trooper Reynoldson, Commander Klessens and Enrique Quinn sat where they were, Reynoldson and Klessens conversing in low tones, Quinn staring at the floor over folded arms. His face was pale beneath its outdoor tan and there were shadows beneath his eyes. Bill paused in front of him. “All you all right, Captain Quinn?”


  He started, and stared up at her. “What?”


  “Are you all right? Do you feel ill?”


  “Oh. No. No.” He sighed. “This is the first time I’ve lost a member of my crew. I keep thinking there was something I could have done.”


  “Was there?”


  He looked startled again by her blunt question. “No,” he said quickly. “No. There wasn’t.”


  “Well, then?”


  The lines of his face eased a little. She turned to walk away, and to her back he said, “Your honor?”


  She looked over her shoulder.


  “Thanks.”


  Bill retired to her chambers, another tiny, airless room with just enough space for a desk, a chair and a filing cabinet, and busied herself with paperwork.


  When she looked up again, it was ten to twelve. She frowned, and rose to open the door.


  The widow and her children were back. Reynoldson was gone; Klessens looked impatient. Enrique Quinn was now sitting next to Mrs. Horrell, patting her shoulder with a kind of helpless awkwardness as she wept silently into a Kleenex. The kids looked miserable, but they were also young enough to begin to be bored and restless with it.


  In the chair next to the door into the juror’s room, Hattie Bishop dozed, her head against the wall, her mouth slightly open, a soft snore issuing forth. Bill let her own door close with a loud thud and when she opened it again Hattie was sitting upright, blinking. “Bailiff,” Bill said, beckoning. Hattie, looking sheepish, got to her feet and crossed the courtroom. Bill closed the door behind her.


  “Any messages from the jury?”


  “No,” Hattie said, relieved that she wasn’t going to be chewed out for sleeping on the job. “No, your honor,” she added hastily.


  “Hmm.” Bill pursed her lips and tapped her foot. “Go knock on their door, ask them if there is any testimony they would like to review, or if I can help them in any other way.”


  She waited. The jury probably wanted lunch on the state, and were drawing out their deliberations to include the noon hour. Not in my courtroom, she thought grimly.


  The door opened and Hattie looked in, bright-eyed and bursting with news.


  “Well?” Bill said.


  “They say they’re deadlocked, your honor!”


  Bill stared for long enough to make Hattie fidget. “They say they are what?” she said finally.


  “Deadlocked!” Hattie repeated in the same thrilled accents. This was better than Court TV off the satellite.


  Bill’s lips thinned. “Call them into the courtroom. Now.”


  The jury filed back in and took their seats. Bill looked at the portly juror. “Is there a problem, Mr. Foreman?” Her tone indicated that it would be better for them all if there wasn’t.


  The portly juror—what the hell was his name? She consulted the jury list. Warren Ollestad. Mr. Ollestad shifted uncomfortably in his chair.


  “Well?” she demanded.


  Ollestad cast a fleeting look at his fellow jurors. “I’m afraid so, you honor.”


  Bill felt rather than saw new tears forming in Mrs. Horrell’s eyes. “Explain,” she snapped.


  “Well, we seem to be deadlocked.”


  “Really,” Bill said. “How extremely interesting. Deadlocked on what, precisely?”


  “Well—” Ollestad floundered for a moment. “Five of us are willing to sign the verdict. The sixth isn’t.”


  Bill looked down the row of jurors with a sense of fatalism. Yes, the sixth juror was still staring at her, that dark, intense, irritatingly knowing stare. She’d never seen him in her life before this day; what right did he have to that look of possession, that air of knowledge? “Mr. Alakuyak—”


  “That’s Ah-LAH-coo-YAK,” he said.


  “Mr. Alakuyak, what’s your problem?”


  “I don’t have a problem, your honor.”


  She resisted the impulse to glare. “Then why can’t you join the other jurors in a reasonable presumption of Mr. Horrell’s death?”


  “It’s not his death I can’t agree to,” Alakuyak said, “it’s the manner of it.”


  “What?” gasped Mrs. Horrell.


  “What the hell?” Captain Quinn said.


  “Your honor,” Klessens said in protest.


  Bill waved them all to silence. “‘The manner of it?’ Mr. Alakuyak, four people saw him go over the side of the JERI A. in high winds and heavy seas halfway between Dutch Harbor and St. Paul Island. An extensive search by four boats and one helicopter failed to locate him, alive or dead.”


  “I know that. My voices tell me something different.”


  Bill stared. “Voices?”


  “Yes.”


  “What voices?”


  “The voices that talk to me.”


  “You hear voices?”


  “Yes.”


  The silence that followed didn’t seem to weigh on the sixth juror as much as it did on everyone else. “You mean like Joan of Arc?” Bill said finally.


  He grinned. The jolt of that grin nearly knocked her out of her chair.


  “What the hell is going on here?” Quinn said, starting to his feet. “Who is this nut case—”


  “Sit down, Captain Quinn,” Bill said sternly, recalled to her office and her sworn duty. He sat.


  “Your honor—” One of the two women on the jury spoke up, a young woman with the Tatar features of the upriver Yupik. Her voice was so soft as to be barely audible.


  “Yes—” Bill consulted the jury list “—Ms. Nickolai.”


  “If Uncle’s voices say there is something wrong, then there is something wrong,” Mary Nickolai said, still in that same soft voice.


  Ollestad said warningly, “Mary—”


  “Warren,” she said, still in that soft voice, “I let you talk me into agreeing in the jury room, but maybe we should listen to Uncle.”


  Moses Alakuyak kept that steady, watchful, aware gaze on the magistrate, and said nothing more.


  For her part, Bill felt things were rapidly getting out of control. She didn’t like it. She did what she always did when things got out of control, when she’d suffered her third miscarriage, when her husband had been laid off at Boeing, when he had hit her. She went on the attack.


  She leaned forward, pressing her hands flat against the table in front of her, and fixing the sixth juror with an unyielding stare. “Mr. Alakuyak, do you have any evidence to support your feelings?”


  “They aren’t feelings, they’re voices.”


  This time she didn’t resist and did glare. “Then do these voices have a shred of hard evidence to back up what they have told you?”


  He was silent. Mrs. Horrell was sobbing, the children looked miserable, Quinn furious. Klessens looked like he was struggling not to burst out laughing. “Mr. Alakuyak, this proceeding is solely to determine the fact of Eli Sylvester Horrell’s death. Do you have any reason to believe he is still alive?” When he remained silent, she repeated, “Do you?”


  “No.”


  “Do you have any reason to doubt the evidence given by the paramedic who testified before you this morning? Do you think that Mr. Horrell could have survived in the conditions in which he went overboard?” Again he was silent, and in spite of her determination to remain calm and in control Bill could hear her voice rising. “Do you, Mr. Alakuyak?”


  “No.”


  “Do you have any reason to believe that the three deckhands and the captain of the JERI A. were mistaken in their separate eyewitness accounts of Mr. Horrell’s disappearance?”


  “No.”


  “Do you have any evidence to offer that the United States Coast Guard was negligent in its search for a survivor?”


  “No.”


  “You have no doubt, then, that Eli Horrell is dead.”


  Alakuyak ran a hand through a thick mane of already rumpled dark hair. “No.”


  Bill sat and folded her hands on the table, shoulders square, severely erect. “As I explained to you very carefully in my instructions to the jury before the hearing, Mr. Alakuyak, and may I remind you that when I asked, you had no questions about them, this jury has only to determine the fact of death, not the cause or the manner of death. The fact of death. In other words,” she said, leaning forward again and momentarily forgetting who else was in the room, “I don’t care if your little voices told you that Scotty beamed Mr. Horrell onto the bridge of the Enterprise two seconds after he went into the water. The preponderance of the evidence, evidence which you have just admitted you accept, leads us to presume Mr. Horrell’s death.”


  The younger Horrell son was out of the room for the second time, and Bill was recalled to the grieving family’s presence. “Do you understand, Mr. Alakuyak?”


  “Yes, your honor,” he said.


  “Good,” she snapped. “Then get in that jury room and bring me back a verdict form with six signatures at the bottom.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he said.


  And then he did something very odd. He smiled at her, a smile one part rueful, one part apologetic, another part something she couldn’t identify but that seemed strangely familiar to her, as if she’d seen it in her own mirror. For a split second she wondered where they had met before, and immediately reassured herself that they hadn’t. Of course they hadn’t. She would have remembered that smile.
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    Sec. 25.24.050. Grounds for Divorce. A divorce may be granted for any of the following grounds:… (2) adultery; (3) conviction of a felony; (4) willful desertion for a period of one year; (5) either (A) cruel and inhuman treatment calculated to impair health or endanger life; (B) personal indignities rendering life burdensome; or (C) incompatibility of temperament…


    
      —Alaska Statutes, Marital and Domestic Relations
    

  


  HE AIMED IT at her again that evening from the open door of her office at Bill’s Bar and Grill. “Hey, girl.”


  She sat back in her chair. “Mr. Alakuyak.” She overlooked the familiarity of his address as she had laid off her judicial robes for the more casual dress of the owner and proprietor of the best bar in Newenham. There were only two, so the competition wasn’t fierce.


  “Try Moses,” he suggested. “Easier to pronounce.”


  He stood about five-seven, not much taller than she was, weight about one-sixty, she thought, most of it muscle and bone. Gray eyes narrowed between Yupik folds, something she saw in many of Newenham’s polyglot faces, brown hair graying at the temples. She thought he was older than she was, but she couldn’t tell by how much. He was dressed in frayed and faded jeans, a blue plaid wool shirt worn at the elbows, and Sorel boots, pretty much the standard uniform for a Bristol Bay fisher.


  In turn, he took his time surveying the long swath of silver hair combed straight back from her brow to fall softly around her shoulders, the full breasts barely contained by a powder blue T-shirt with “Bourbon Street” scrawled in sparkling pale green letters across the chest, the narrow waist nipped in by a wide leather belt. He made no effort to hide his admiration; he even craned his neck for a better view of her skin-tight button front Levi’s. “I’m going to find that black tent you were wearing this morning and burn it.”


  She found herself doing something she hadn’t done in years, something she had thought that at fifty-three she was no longer capable of doing at all. She blushed.


  He grinned. His was an angel’s grin, but only if the angel’s name was Lucifer. “Buy me a beer?”
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    Sec. 25.05.0301. Form of Solemnization. In the solemnization of marriage no particular form is required except that the parties shall assent or declare in the presence of each other and the person solemnizing the marriage and in the presence of at least two competent witnesses that they take each other to be husband and wife. A competent witness for this purpose is a person of sound mind capable of understanding the seriousness of the ceremony. At the time of the ceremony, the person solemnizing the marriage shall complete the certification on the original marriage certificate. The person solemnizing the marriage and the two attending witnesses shall sign the original marriage certificate and the necessary copies.


    
      —Alaska Statutes, Alaska Marriage Code
    

  


  THE COUPLE HAD ELECTED to take the traditional vows, Bill noticed as she looked at the ceremony clipped to the back of the marriage license. Short and sweet, no invocations to the goddess, no praising of Allah, no chanting for Buddha. Good. “Send them in,” she told Hattie, who a year into Bill’s term of office had proved to be her most reliable bailiff, and who needed the extra money to supplement her social security pension anyway. So Hattie dozed off while the jury deliberated behind the door at her back, so what? She could be passing them newspapers with stories about the case being heard on the front page, something that had happened during a recent trial in Fairbanks. Everything was relative.


  Bill waited as Hattie left the courtroom. It was the end of the day, a long, cold dark day the January following Eli Horrell’s death. The luck of the draw hadn’t tossed many wedding ceremonies her way; she was glad to go home on a note of optimism. She believed in marriage as long as she wasn’t the one saying “I do.”


  And Moses returned from Anchorage this afternoon. She smiled as she thought back to the day in this very court when they had first met, when for a terrifying moment she had thought she was going to have to find out if a simple magistrate had the authority to issue a directed verdict or even declare a mistrial, all because of this half Anglo, half Yupik hearer of voices.


  He’d moved into her small home on the bluff of the Nushagak River a month after that day. The only times they had been apart since was when he went to fish camp in August and this last trip to Anchorage to see the dentist at the military hospital on Elmendorf Air Force Base. He’d been gone four days. It wasn’t his fault that it felt like four months.


  The door opened and she looked up.


  She didn’t recognize them at first, as Mrs. Horrell wasn’t crying and Captain Quinn wasn’t looking ill or angry.


  “Your honor?” Hattie said, and Bill realized that it was the second time Hattie had said it.


  “I’m sorry, what?”


  Hattie looked at her, puzzled. “These are the folks who want to get married.” Ever helpful at pointing out the obvious, she nodded at the license on the table.


  Bill looked down and read the license for the first time. Enrique Quinn and Cynthia Horrell. She had not known Cynthia Horrell’s first name before this. She didn’t recognize the names or the faces of the two witnesses, although the best man gave off a strong aroma of beer and the maid of honor was flushed and giggly. It seemed the wedding party had begun without benefit of ceremony.


  “Your honor?”


  She looked up again. “I’m sorry?”


  “All you all right?”


  Bill pulled herself together. “Of course. I’m fine—I’m just—I’m fine.” She wondered if she should say she was pleased to see them again, and decided against it. She forced her mouth into what she hoped was an acceptable smile. “You have asked for the traditional vows, I see. Would you like me to lead you in them?”


  “No, your honor, we’ve got them memorized,” Cynthia Horrell said, blushing.


  “Then please begin.”


  They faced each other. “I, Enrique, take you, Cynthia, to be my lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish; and I promise to be faithful to you so long as we both shall live.” He didn’t stumble once or miss a single word.


  Bill nodded at the bride. She peeped up from beneath her eyelashes with a flirtatious look better suited to a fifteen-year-old and said in a voice that was almost indecently triumphant, “I, Cynthia, take you, Enrique, to be my lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish; and I promise to be faithful to you so long as we both shall live.” She, too, was letter perfect.


  They exchanged rings and turned to Bill expectantly. In a voice she hardly recognized as her own she said, “By the authority vested in me by the state of Alaska, I pronounce you husband and wife.”
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    Sec. 11.41.110. Murder in the Second Degree. (a) A person commits the crime of murder in the second degree if… (2) the person knowingly engages in conduct that results in the death of another person under circumstances manifesting an extreme indifference to the value of human life…


    
      —Alaska Statutes, Alaska Marriage Code
    

  


  "WAS IT ONE or both of them?”


  “Who took out the life insurance policy?”


  “She did.”


  “Who was it through?”


  Bill sighed and rolled over to snuggle her head into Moses’ shoulder. “The same people who insure the Jeri A.”


  “Quinn’s boat.”


  “Yes.”


  “How much was the payout?”


  “A million five.”


  He whistled through his teeth. “Definitely for richer. You can split a million five five ways without anybody feeling short-changed.” He thought. “Given that Alaskan fishers are virtually uninsurable because of their high percentage of violent death, the premiums must have been astronomical.”


  “Not as high as the payout. And they only had to pay a year’s worth.”


  “Yeah. How did Reynoldson find out?”


  “Somebody owed him a favor who called somebody else. Moses?”


  “What?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  He was silent. She waited, listening to the slow, strong beat of his heart. “No,” he said finally. “You were right. It was fact of death you were looking for, not cause or manner. In law, you were absolutely right to ignore anything I said. And you didn’t know me, then.” She could hear the smile in his voice. “Can’t say that’s the case now, can you, girl?”


  She sighed again. “Doesn’t make me feel any better.” Another silence. “How did he do it?”


  Moses snorted. “Dying on a crabber is easy, Bill, it’s staying alive that’s hard. He probably watched, waited for just the right moment. The story they all told was most probably true, they were icing up, Horrell was using the bat, the rest of the crew was pulling and baiting pots. All Quinn had to do was wait until just the right moment to jerk the bow around crossways of the swell. The hull would thump down and the boat would roll and Horrell would lose his balance and go over. It happens often enough when it really is an accident. It would be easy to make it happen. Make it murder.”


  She flinched. “I suppose that is what it is. Murder.”


  “You can’t prove it.”


  “That’s what Reynoldson said. What about the rest of the crew?”


  “They might suspect something, you mean? Well, so they might, especially now that the boss has married the beneficiary. Suspecting is different than knowing, though, and like I said, even split five ways, there’s enough to go around with a million five.”


  “You think they were in on it?”


  He shrugged. “The JERI A. is one of the high boats in the Bering. Pulls a lot of pots, catches a lot of crab, makes a lot of money, pays a high crew share. They’re not going to risk losing that by accusing their captain of premeditated murder.”


  She thought of Mrs. Horrell’s endless tears, which in hindsight looked more like tears of guilt than tears of sorrow. Quinn’s queasiness now looked like fear of discovery and punishment. She raged again at the thought that she had actually consoled him over the loss of a crewman. She felt furious and frustrated and impotent. She didn’t like it. “What do the voices say now, Moses?”


  He pushed her over on her back and slipped between her legs. “They’re not talking, babe,” he said, eyes gleaming down at her as he settled himself into her embrace. “They know enough to leave me alone at times like these.”


  “And when you’ve got a skinful of beer.”


  “And when I’ve got a skinful of beer,” he agreed. “They show that much mercy.” He kissed her, and it was long and slow and sweet. He raised his head to look at her. “Leave it go,” he said. He grinned, the grin that said one day he would be either beatified or burned at the stake, or both, and kissed her again.


  She let herself drift with the now familiar current of pleasure and when she was left, spent and gasping in extravagant satisfaction upon the shore, she remembered Cynthia Horrell, now Quinn, and her flirtatious up-from-under look at her new husband in the courtroom that afternoon.


  I’ll be here a long time, she thought. And so will they. I’ll watch, and I’ll wait. Someday.


  Moses pulled her close. “Leave it go, girl.”


  “Okay,” she said.


  He knew her so well after only half a year that he didn’t bother calling her on the lie.


  Besides, it didn’t matter. The Quinns would get their due.


  The voices had told him so, and they never lied.


  The Alaska

  Short Stories


  The Perfect Gift


  Author’s Note


  Written for Charlaine Harris and Toni L.P. Kelner, for inclusion in Wolfsbane and Mistletoe, an anthology of stories about werewolves at Christmas. I have to admit, I laughed out loud when I got the invitation to contribute a story.


  On the other hand, if Alaska had something paranormal going on, werewolves do seem to fit the bill. I’ve thought about writing a followup story to this one, where the werewolves are hunted from the air, as Alaskan wolves are hunted. Bet the werewolves could figure out a way to shoot back.


  



  “THEY'RE OVERGRAZING THEIR RANGE.”


  “True.”


  “If we don’t reduce their population there’ll be fuck all left to hunt.”


  “Also true,” Neri said.


  “They savaged us the last two times we tried to establish some control over their activities, to the point that the population of the various packs are now seriously out of balance.”


  “No one is arguing with you, Lucas,” Mannaro said.


  “Then why are we pussyfooting around here?” Lucas had a long, strong nose, a square jaw, and cheekbones by Praxiteles, although Mannaro thought his countenance exhibited an almost regal lack of animation. Austerity was not usually a characteristic of the young, and Mannaro thought it only made Lucas appear ever so slightly pompous. “We have to make a decision,” Lucas said, “and the sooner the better.” His attitude said all too clearly that they had left it too late as it was.


  Wulver leaned forward. His broad Scots’ accent would have been impossible to understand if he hadn’t spoken so slowly and with such deliberation. There was no doubt the board understood the seriousness of the issue before them. “One caveat, however. Do we really want to start a shit-storm of this magnitude just before Christmas?”


  He looked at the head of the table. Mannaro, impeccably coifed and immaculately tailored, sat very much at his ease, an attitude belied by the restless brilliance of a pair of shrewd dark eyes which lingered on Neri for a considering moment. She was worth the attention, a long-limbed blonde with creamy skin that flushed easily, heavy-lidded blue eyes, and a lush red mouth that hinted to most men of soft kisses and lazy Sunday afternoons.


  Mannaro knew his niece rather better than most men, however. There was nothing soft or lazy about Neri.


  “Wulver makes a good point,” he said. “The last two times the Board of Game has proposed a hunt, there has been an outpouring of sentiment—and may I say, sentimentality—from the larger community. Each time, emails, letters, and phone calls poured into the commissioner’s office. ‘Predators are a necessary part of the food chain.’ ‘Predators are a vital and beautiful part of the balance of nature.’ ‘These predators cull only the weak and infirm, thereby keeping the prey herd healthy and viable, which in turn keeps the predator population healthy and viable.’”


  He held up a hand. “I know, you’ve heard all this before. Very well. We are agreed that action is necessary, are we not?”


  There were nods from around the table. “We are also agreed that this pack is out of control. Reluctantly, we agree that the sole action left to us is elimination. Such a draconian decision is arrived at only after repeated attempts at remedial action, all resulting in failure of effect, and after extensive deliberation over what will benefit the greater good.”


  Again, no outward dissent.


  Mannaro looked at Wulver. “But Wulver is also correct in that every time we propose controlling the population that there is a backlash of epic proportion, and as the controlling body we’re left hanging out there all alone, the target of every rights group with an in-house attorney. And he makes a very good point in that the season will exacerbate reaction community-wide.”


  “But something has to be done,” Lucas said. “Their actions have become too widespread to safely ignore. Any more publicity will result in full-scale vigilantism, putting the greater population at risk. It’s not like it hasn’t happened before.”


  “Indeed.” Mannaro inclined his head in a graceful acceptance of the challenge that Lucas’ near snarl had flung down. “What we need is to turn this action into a gift. So let me put it to you. Who will this action benefit, other than ourselves?”


  He was looking at Neri as he spoke. “To whom,” he said, “may we offer it as something befitting the season? As, say, the perfect gift?”


  She met his eyes for a startled moment before comprehension came.


  And then she laughed, a full-throated sound of amusement, and an underlying excitement sharp enough to cut.


  Mannaro smiled, content.


  · · ·


  The Alaska state troopers in Anchorage worked out of a five-story rectangular building with a dull gray exterior and an interior cut into matching gray cubicles. Littered surfaces of metal desks were lit by fluorescent tubes, every third or fourth one burned out.


  Lobison thought it worked as a metaphor for the job, although it would have been as much as his life was worth to use a word like “metaphor” in here. He dumped four packets of creamer and six packets of sugar into his coffee mug and went to his desk, where the stack of case files had not miraculously diminished overnight.


  His partner was already at work, sleek head bent over a series of crime scene photographs, the graphic nature of which made the human in him wince away and gave even the cop in him pause.


  “Morning, Ben,” she said.


  “How do you do that?” he said. “I didn’t make a sound. You must have ears like a cat.”


  She looked up and fluttered her eyelashes. “Maybe I just have a sixth sense for big good-looking doofuses.”


  They’d been partners for a year and their working relationship had evolved into a low-key flirtatious raillery that never overstepped the rule of no departmental fraternization. Romanov was so hot she sizzled but Lobison had too much respect for the job, or that’s what he told himself whenever his imagination went into overdrive.


  “I think that’s doofusi,” he said. He sat down across from her and pointed at the photographs. “Why are you looking at those again? It’s not like the M.O. is going to change if you stare at them long enough.”


  “I know.” She sat back and rubbed her eyes with thumb and forefinger. “How many have there been now? Twelve?”


  “Thirteen,” he said grimly, “if you count that kid in Chickaloon, and I do.”


  “Thirteen deaths by exsanguination over the past eleven months,” she said, “in each case caused by massive trauma to the throat.”


  “As in they had their jugulars ripped out,” Lobison said. “Don’t pretty it up. The M.E.’s considered opinion is that each victim was attacked by an animal, perhaps a dog, maybe a wolf or a bear, possibly even a wolverine. That I might actually believe, wolverines are nasty little sons of bitches. But since most of the soft parts of the bodies are missing and presumed eaten, the M.E. hasn’t been able to get a good imprint of the teeth.”


  She leaned back in her chair and folded her arms, a quizzical look on her face. “You still don’t think it is an animal, do you?”


  “Where is this alleged animal?” He waved a hand at the photographs. “We’ve got crime scenes ranging from Girdwood to Wasilla, including Bird Creek, Indian, Spenard, Muldoon, Mountain View, Eagle River, Peters Creek, Palmer. No one single sighting of the animal or animals in question reported by any of the witnesses interviewed. The attacks always occur at night, always on a full moon, and don’t those jackals in the media just love that.” He paused. “Tonight’s a full moon.”


  She glanced at him. “Yeah? So?”


  “Ask any EMT or any emergency room nurse, they’ll tell you. All the stats go up during a full moon, robbery, rapes, murder, drive-bys, domestic disturbances, you name it. People get squirrelly around the full moon.”


  “You know that’s just a self-perpetuating prophecy,” she said in a sing-song voice, as if she were reading out of a manual. “Because people say the full moon makes people squirrelly, people get squirrelly during the full moon. Ask any shrink.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” He shifted uncomfortably, as if his jacket were suddenly too tight across the shoulders. Truth was, he was always twitchy during the full moon, and he didn’t like it. He was a cop, he dealt in the real, the tangible, what he could see and hear and touch. It was humiliating, especially in front of his partner, who also happened to be an attractive member of the opposite sex, to admit to a belief in what amounted to a fairy tale.


  “It was even clear the night of the Eagle River attack,” he said, bringing them firmly back to the subject. “That and the full moon made visibility so good you could read a newspaper outside. The victim was found almost immediately by a couple who were camping up the trail and who heard the attack and came to investigate, and they didn’t see anything. We haven’t found any tracks, no one’s heard any howling or growling, there’s no scat or hair.” His mouth tightened into a grim line. “And they’re too much alike.”


  “The bodies?”


  “Yes. Same killing blow, or bite, at least so far as the M.E. is willing to commit himself. All the soft parts gone, face, throat, breasts on the women, belly, thighs. No dental impressions left in the bones. To me, that kind of similarity argues, I don’t know, an intelligence, if you will, behind the killings. Which makes them murders in my book.”


  She raised a skeptical eyebrow but before she could reply the phone on her desk rang. “Detective Romanov. Yes. Yes.” She scribbled something down. “I’m sorry, and why should we go all the way out there?” Her eyes widened and she snapped her fingers at Lobison. Line 2, she mouthed at him.


  “Yes,” she said into the phone, “but you have to understand, these are horrific crimes. We would require serious proof before we could make an arrest. We can’t just show up and kick in the door. What makes you think these people are responsible?”


  Lobison called for a trace and then as quietly as possible switched to line 2. “It’s up to you now,” the man was saying, his voice rough-edged and a little garbled. “I’ve told you who they are and where they are. They’re sick, murderers, they’re cannibals is what they are! You have to stop them!”


  “Yes, but sir, please, tell me your name! Sir!”


  There was a click. She looked at Lobison, who switched lines again and spoke briefly. He hung up and shook his head. “Not long enough to find a location, other than in state. And he was using a voice disguiser, I’m betting. What did he give you?”


  She ripped the note from the pad and handed it across the desk. “Get your boots and parka. He says the so-called Wolf Murders are the work of a family in the Valley named Vilkachek.”


  · · ·


  The Vilkachek homestead was down a snow-covered, one-lane gravel road that wound back into the Chugach foothills. It was large, two stories, and old enough to be one of the houses built by one of the farm families who came to the Valley in 1936 as part of the WPA project to settle the territory. It had a wraparound porch with a broad set of steps leading up to it, and it was set in a grove of black spruce that had been encouraged to creep right up to the windows, obscuring the view within. Deliberately? This far out in the boonies, there was no need for a privacy screen. The nearest neighbor was five miles away.


  Lobison spoke softly into the mike clipped to his vest. “Ferguson, all set around back?”


  Two clicks replied in the affirmative. He drew his weapon and looked at Romanov. “Back me up?”


  She already had the silver nine millimeter automatic in a businesslike grip. “Go,” she said.


  The wind came up and the trees sighed and creaked in response, sifting the light of the moon just cresting Pioneer Peak. Even on the crusty snow Romanov moved so silently behind him that he was compelled to look around once to see if she was still there. Her face moved into the shadow as he turned, so that for a fanciful moment he thought he saw her eyes gleam and her hair coarsen from its usual sleek knot into a ruffled pelt, and then the wind moved the boughs aside and she was once again Romanov, the partner who had his back.


  They approached the front of the house, the snow frozen hard underfoot so that there was no postholing to give them away. There was a light in one of the front rooms upstairs, and the reflected glow of another somewhere at the back of the first floor.


  Lobison set one tentative foot on the bottom stair.


  As if it were a signal, someone fired from the house, a shot he first felt as a burning past his cheek. Immediately afterward he heard the instantaneous report, so close it sounded like cannon fire.


  Lobison fell into an instinctive dive and rolled, coming to his feet again behind the trunk of a tree, shaking snow from his eyes. Neri shouted something, and almost simultaneously there was a crash of glass and breaking wood from the back of the house. There were yells and screams and more shots.


  “Ben! Are you all right!”


  “I’m okay, you?”


  “I’m good!”


  And that was all the time they had for conversation as another shot hit the tree he was standing behind. It tore away a chunk of bark and he flinched away, and in that same instant the house exploded with a thunderous roar, blowing out the walls and bursting into an immense ball of flame. The wind whipped up and fanned the flames higher and the heat was so intense that even from behind the tree the force of it pushed him into retreat, hands half raised in a futile effort to ward it off. His heel caught on a thick root and he fell hard and clumsily.


  As he fell the wind tossed the branches between him and the burning house. Shadows cast by the moon formed and broke and formed again. For just an instant he thought he saw a four-legged form, dark and somehow elegant, leaping through a top floor window to the roof of the porch. From the porch it leapt in a dark, fluid continuation of movement to the ground, and melted into the trees as if it had never been.


  · · ·


  “A stray bullet hit the propane tank at the back of the house,” the chief of detectives said. “Kaboom.”


  “Jesus,” Lobison said. “Our bullet, or theirs?”


  “Don’t know,” the chief said firmly, “and don’t want to know, so don’t ask again.”


  Lobison felt dizzy, disoriented, and generally pissed off. It was, he felt, a reasonable response to nearly being blown up. Romanov, by contrast, looked barely ruffled, the moonlight giving her an ethereal, otherworldly glow. God, she was so gorgeous it made him want to bite.


  Her eyes widened as if she could hear his thoughts, and he looked away and cleared his throat. “How many bodies?”


  “Eight,” the chief said, “but they’re still counting crispy critters in there, and they will be for a while. It was a pretty efficient explosion. If anyone was in the house, they’re dead.”


  Next to him Romanov said quietly, “The local cops say there were twenty-three family members spread over three generations, all residing at this address.”


  “Three generations?” Lobison said.


  “No children,” Romanov said, answering what he’d meant rather than what he’d said. “The youngest of them was twenty-three. They evidently... ” She hesitated, seeming to search for the correct word. “It appears that each generation married and had children very young.”


  In some distant part of his brain Lobison was relieved at the news, but it felt as if he had received it at a distance, one step removed from himself. He shook his head again, not in disbelief but in an attempt to shake off his disorientation. His stomach growled, loud enough for Romanov and the chief both to hear. That was nuts, he’d had a Pop All-Dark at the Lucky Wishbone just before they’d headed out, he couldn’t possibly be hungry.


  Romanov looked at him and he felt the weight of her considering gaze. He shook his head a third time, almost angrily. The smell of her perfume seemed to increase in intensity, so that he could smell nothing but her.


  The chief took Lobison’s demeanor as remorse over the slaughter. “I wouldn’t weep any real tears one way or another,” he said. “We found this.” He held out a dented metal box. “Explosion blew it out one of the windows. Looks like trophies from all thirteen victims. Your partner’s already ID’d some of them.”


  Lobison took the box automatically, looking inside it, recognizing a ponytail holder, an earring, a pitiful jumble of personal objects that held no meaning except to the loved ones left behind.


  “One for the books,” the chief said, “a whole family of serial killers. I put it in NCIC and the Feebs are practically pissing in their pants. They’re sending up a profiler from Quantico on the redeye. A whole family,” he said again, marveling, and then brightened. “I guess the family that preys together stays together.” He laughed at his own joke and elbowed Lobison. “‘Preys together?’ Get it?”


  “Jesus,” Lobison said again, only this time it was a whisper. “The guy who called. He was telling the truth. It was them.”


  “Damn straight it was,” the chief said. “The way I see it, we’re damn lucky that stray bullet caught the propane tank and fried the whole bunch of them. This way we’ve got the perpetrators of thirteen bloodthirsty murders dead to rights—” He laughed again “—and we don’t even have to bring them to trial. Not to mention, you both get gold shields.” He grinned. “It’s the gift that keeps on giving, sergeants. Merry Christmas.” He looked over Lobison’s shoulder. “Oh, crap.”


  “What?” Romanov followed his gaze. A Channel 2 truck was pulling into the yard.


  “Who called us?” Lobison said. “Who tipped us off?”


  “Who cares?” the chief said, straightening his tie. “I’ll take these assholes for you.” He winked at them. “You two head on home. Sleep in, come in late. Reports on my desk tomorrow by end of shift.”


  “Yes, sir,” Romanov said.


  The chief headed for the television crew, and Lobison registered the logo on the side of the van for the first time. “Shit,” he said, and pulled out his cell. “I’ve got to call my family before this hits the news. They’re always expecting to see me dead or dying on film at ten.”


  Romanov was amused. “Your family worries about you on the job?”


  “You have no idea. Especially my brothers.” He hit the speed dial and held the phone to his ear. “All six of them.”


  He didn’t notice how still she went at his words. “You have six brothers?”


  “Yep,” he said grimly, “and it doesn’t help that I’m the youngest.”


  Romanov drifted closer to him, too close. Her arm brushed his and that scent, half floral, half musk, grew even stronger, to the point that he could smell nothing but her. Over the increasing roar in his ears he heard her say, almost dreamily, “You never told me you were a seventh son.”


  He forced a laugh, at the same time contriving to take a small step away from her. He was startled and embarrassed to find that he was abruptly, rudely, achingly hard. “Everyone bursts into song when I do, so I don’t much. Hey. What’re you doing?”


  This as she reached for his cell phone and closed it. He sensed a presence at his shoulder and his head snapped around. A dark man in a very sharp suit that looked very much out of place on a back road in the Valley seemed to coalesce out of the forest. There was nothing in his appearance to alarm Lobison, but when he found himself backing away, head down, rolling his shoulders, he realized that he was, in fact, alarmed. There was something menacing, something even threatening about the stranger, he didn’t know what, but he hadn’t survived this long as a cop by ignoring the heebie jeebies when they announced themselves at this volume. He pressed his arm against the comforting weight of the nine millimeter in the shoulder holster. “Who are you?” he said brusquely. “What do you want?”


  “It’s okay,” Romanov said, her voice soothing. “This is my uncle. This is my partner, Uncle Mannaro, Ben Lobison.”


  “Sir,” Lobison said, with a quick, unfriendly nod. He could feel the hair on his neck standing straight up. “No offense, Romanov, but what the hell is your uncle doing at a crime scene?”


  “Detective Lobison,” the uncle said in greeting, with what would have been a charming smile if his canines had been a little shorter. As it was, it looked as if he was about to bite into something. And was looking forward to it.


  “Did you hear?” Romanov said to her uncle, her voice very soft. “He’s a seventh son.”


  “I heard.”


  “What the hell does my being a seventh son have to do with anything?” Lobison said.


  She licked her lips, lips that looked fuller, almost swollen, over white, sharp teeth that looked suddenly very much like her uncle’s. Her lids drooped over heavy eyes, her gaze fixed on his face. Lobison felt heat begin low in his belly and radiate up and out over his whole body. He pulled open the front of his parka, the crisp, cold air welcome.


  “Your birthday’s on the 24th of December, isn’t it, Ben?” she said.


  “Really,” her uncle said, and gave Lobison an appraising look. “Well, well. Why didn’t you tell us, Neri?”


  “I didn’t know he was a seventh son,” she said, without taking her eyes from Lobison. “The birthday by itself didn’t seem worth mentioning.”


  “You think that old wives’ tale is true?”


  “I think,” Romanov said, her head tilting back, a slow smile spreading across her face, “that all we have to do is wait.”


  They were both looking at him with the same narrow-eyed intensity, Romanov still too close, her nearness making Lobison want to pace. The wind increased, the boughs creaked, the moon was bright enough to cast shadows. Lobison was uncomfortably aware that he was still hard. He hoped Romanov’s uncle didn’t know, but come to think of it he didn’t really care that much if Mannaro did. His clothes felt too tight, and he felt too hot in them, too hot in his skin. He glanced at the moon, and away, the light too bright for his eyes.


  “Why now?” the uncle said. “Why tonight? He’s, what, late thirties? Why hasn’t he changed before?”


  “The first time we change with our pack. Maybe he needed a pack to change.” Romanov shrugged without taking her eyes from Lobison’s. “There’ll be time to figure that out. Later.”


  “Detective,” Mannaro said, “just as a matter of curiosity, are your parents still living?”


  “Look,” Lobison said, “I’m not exactly in the mood for twenty questions. I’m tired and I’m filthy and my ears are still ringing from the explosion and I’m hungry—”


  “You’re not just hungry,” Mannaro said, his voice understanding, almost caressing. “You’re ravenous.”


  Lobison felt his stomach rumble again, this time as if in response to the words. He stared from Mannaro to Romanov. “What’s going on?” he said, and he could barely recognize his own voice in what growled out of his throat. “What the hell is happening to me?”


  “Uuuuuuuncle,” Romanov said, and without warning Lobison knew that she wanted him as badly as he wanted her. He want to jump on her, tear her clothes from her body, feast on her flesh. The saliva flooded his mouth, he had never been so hungry, so edgy, so needy.


  The uncle glanced up at the full moon, and back at Romanov. “Soon, Neri.”


  “Noooooow,” she said. It was almost a howl, and Lobison felt that howl in the very marrow of his bones. He could smell her, her arousal, her need, he wanted to feed, to sate this abrupt, pounding need, he wanted to take. She was his, this night she was only his. He would take, he had to, it was no longer a choice, if indeed it ever had been one. He took a step forward, breath coming fast now, close enough to nuzzle her throat, close enough to smell the blood pounding beneath her skin, close enough to bite.


  Mannaro looked at the two of them standing so close to each other, and laughed, a knowing sound, an invitation into the dark. “The tribe increases. Who knew? The gift that keeps on giving.” He looked at the chief of detectives, who had intercepted the Channel 2 reporter and was leading her in the opposite direction. “All right,” he said. “Now.”


  The three of them melted into the trees, Lobison joining the others as if by instinct. His eyesight was suddenly so acute that impressions rushed in to overwhelm him. An owl perched on the branch of tree blinking its knowing eyes. A hare crouched in a hollow, its white coat almost indistinguishable from the surrounding snow but he could see every twitch of a whisker, hear every flick of an ear, taste the rich, red blood, feel the crunch of bones between his teeth.


  Once among the trees it seemed natural to strip the clothes from his body, to drop to his hands and knees, only they were paws now, paws with long, sharp claws that dug strongly into the snow, that claimed the earth and made the wild his own.


  Mannaro put his nose in the air and howled. Now an elegant black wolf, his call was deep, mellow and compelling. It reverberated inside Lobison’s skull, swamping every other sound and sense, an imperative call he could not ignore.


  Mannaro was answered immediately by Romanov, on four legs long and slender, white fur silver in the moonlight. The howl tore apart everything Lobison thought he was and the moonlight rebuilt him into something else, an untamed being of beauty and grace and hunger.


  Romanov howled once more, a long, drawn-out call of yearning. Her head dropped and she looked at him, blue eyes unblinking.


  He looked back, feeling that howl in every sinew and bone, in every hair of the thick gray pelt that now covered his body. He could smell her, almost taste her, the seductive, singing scent of her musk. He wanted her in a way he had never wanted her before, had never wanted anything ever before, wanted with a savage need that rode him like a demon, relentless, unmerciful, inevitable, undeniable.


  She sprang at him, nipping at his shoulder, her teeth stinging, and vanished into the trees.


  The smell of his own blood flooded his nostrils. In the next instant he was after her.


  Gold Fever


  Author’s Note


  A story ripped from the headlines? Nope, this one is direct from my father. He was flying home one day and landed on a remote airstrip to take a leak. The instant the plane rolled to a stop and he got out this guy, pretty much as described, stepped out of the alders, pointing the business end of a shotgun in Dad’s direction. “I just stopped to take a leak,” Dad said. “Well, get to it then,” the guy said.


  “Fastest piss I ever took,” Dad said when he was telling me the story later.


  You don’t mess with gold miners in Alaska.


  



  A FEW MINUTES AFTER he’d gotten home from work, the door bell rang. He carried the beer he’d just uncapped to the door. On the landing stood two men in suits. “Okay,” he said, “this can’t be good.”


  The younger one blinked at him through black-rimmed glasses. “Mr. Nelson? Gilbert Nelson?”


  “That’s me,” he said. “Let me guess. Cops?”


  “Were you expecting us?” the older man said, stepping inside without invitation. The younger man was quick to follow his lead.


  “No,” Gil said amiably, shutting the door behind them, “you’ve just got the look, is all.” He sat down in his recliner, put the footrest up and gestured at the couch with his beer. “Have a seat. You’re looking like you’re on a mission, so I won’t offer you a beer.” He grinned. “After, if you like. It’ll be five o’clock somewhere.”


  “I’m Detective Lipscomb, Anchorage Police Department. This is Detective Tanape.”


  “How you doing. What’s up?”


  The younger man, Tanape, consulted a file folder. “Do you own a Cessna 170 with the tail numbers November zero seven six eight Alpha?”


  The footrest dropped with a bang as Gil sat up straight, no longer amused. “It’s a 172, and yes, I do. What’s happened to it?”


  “Nothing, so far as we know.”


  Nelson was not reassured. “I was just out at the tiedown at Lake Hood. It was fine then,” he said, still upright. “Has it been broken into? Vandalized?” He was on his feet. “Jesus, did somebody take off in it?”


  “Mr. Nelson, really, calm down.” Tanape patted the air soothingly. “There’s nothing wrong with your plane. That’s not why we’re here.”


  “Well, why the hell are you here then?” He sat down, a little pissed off at being alarmed unnecessarily and not unwilling to show it.


  “Were you flying in the Skwentna area last week?”


  Gil’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. I was on my way back from a hunting trip.”


  “Where and what were you hunting?”


  “Mulchatna and caribou. Look, what’s this all about?”


  “Anybody with you on this trip?” Lipscomb said.


  “Yeah, my buddy Ralph flew up from Naknek to meet me there.”


  “May we have his name and contact information, please?” Tanape said.


  Gil gave it to them.


  “Did you get anything?” Lipscomb said.


  “Four, two each. And some ptarmigan.”


  “Got it on the premises?”


  “Yeah, freezer in the garage. You want to see?” Gil laughed and shook his head when they said they did, but he led them through the kitchen to the garage, opened the freezer and displayed the shelves full of meat wrapped in white butcher paper, all carefully labeled in Marksalot with the cut of meat and the year.


  Back in the living room, Tanape said, “When did you come home?”


  Nelson thought back. “The fourth.”


  “And you came straight home?”


  “Yeah. Ralph went south, I came north, and home.”


  Lipscomb’s eyes were steady on his face. “Didn’t stop along the way?”


  “No.”


  “Not even once?”


  “No.” He shrugged. “Well, you know. Once. To take a leak.”


  They exchanged glances. “Where was this?”


  “About an hour out of Skwentna, or I would have waited for the outhouse at the strip there.”


  · · ·


  There is no place to pee in a Cessna 172, so he was forced to either use the Ziploc bag that had held his sandwich or find a landing strip. Ziplocs were without question the pinnacle of modern technology—he didn’t know a hunter in Alaska who didn’t pack out their kill in Ziplocs—but they worked less well as urine collection bags.


  Fortunately, landing strips in Bush Alaska weren’t that hard to come by, and he found one mere minutes after he started looking, a pale scar on a leveled-off foothill at the mouth of a canyon carved out by a rushing, unruly creek. There were the remains of some buildings barely visible through the birch and the spruce, and the place looked deserted.


  He dropped down to fifty feet and made a pass down the strip, inspecting the surface. Someone had cleared it not too long before. He banked, turned and sideslipped into a landing that he was a little sorry no one was there to see.


  The 172 rolled to a stop and he opened the door and got out. Movement caught the corner of his eye and his first thought was a bear. He reached for the .30-06 in the back.


  “Step away from the plane,” a voice said.


  He smelled him before he saw him, a thin man who hadn’t shaved in a month and who hadn’t showered in longer than that. He was dressed in a pair of ragged shorts and he held a pump-action twelve-gauge shotgun, the business end pointed at the Cessna.


  “Whoa,” Gil said, raising his hands, palms out. “I just stopped to take a leak.”


  The man looked at him for a long, considering moment that had Gil’s hair crawling on the back of his neck. Finally he gestured with the shotgun. “Get your business done, then, and be on your way.”


  · · ·


  “It was the fastest piss I ever took,” Nelson said to the detectives.


  “Had you ever met him before?”


  “No. Like I said, I just needed to take a leak, and I landed on the first airstrip I saw.”


  “Why do you think he was so confrontational?” Tanape said.


  Nelson snorted. “Come on, guys. I’m thinking this isn’t your first rodeo. The guy was working a gold claim. You know how miners are.”


  “How are they, Mr. Nelson?”


  “Insane. Terrified everybody wants to jump their claim, and willing to kill over it.” He swigged his beer. “Gold fever, they call it. You’re not born in Alaska and don’t learn that it’s real, believe me. Especially when your grandfather was a stampeder during the Klondike.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what it is about gold. It’s soft, it’s the Play-Doh of metals. It won’t hold a shape if you don’t mix it with something else, silver, copper, nickel, palladium. I guess it’s pretty, if you like yellow. And they make some pretty things out of it, but I’ve never been much for jewelry, myself.”


  “You ever done any mining, Mr. Nelson?”


  “Hell, no. I’ve never wanted to work that hard.” He regarded them over the mouth of his bottle. “You ever going to tell me what this is all about?”


  They looked at each other. Lipscomb shrugged, and said, “It’ll be on the news tonight, probably. The miner’s name was Rudy Gorman. His partner flew supplies into the mine the day after you landed at the strip, and found him dead.”


  “Dead as in—”


  “Dead as in murdered, Mr. Nelson. Shot at point blank range. With his own shotgun.” Lipscomb looked at him. “Your plane was spotted by someone else in the area, and they got your tail number. Which makes you the last person to have seen him alive.”


  · · ·


  Gil followed the story on the news, but it was soon supplanted by a gang shooting in the Dimond Center parking lot and then two trials. One featured an Alaska Bush Company stripper who had seduced the new boyfriend into killing the old one and the other dealt with a state senator caught on camera taking a fistful of hundred dollar bills from an oil company executive during a contentious legislative session featuring a wellhead tax increase on North Slope crude. In the meantime, he went down to the cop shop on Tudor and gave Lipscomb and Tanape his statement for the record. They visited him at his home and had him run through it twice more, without much enthusiasm.


  While he had the means to kill Gorman, the miner had been killed with his own shotgun, not Gil’s .30-06, and he had no discernible motive, being gainfully and lucratively employed as an A&P mechanic in his own shop and having inherited the Turnagain house he lived in from his grandfather the stampeder.


  The third time Tanape actually apologized for the intrusion. Nelson waved it off. “It’s okay, I get it. Like you said, I was the last person to see him alive.”


  “Unless it was the girlfriend, and she lied about finding him dead,” Lipscomb said. By then they were pretty relaxed in his presence, and had timed their arrival at his house to coincide with the end of the work day. They’d both accepted a beer.


  “Girlfriend?”


  “One Elaine Virginia Brandon,” Lipscomb said.


  Tanape raised his eyes to the ceiling and gave out with a long, reverent whistle.


  Nelson grinned. “A looker, huh?”


  “If I weren’t married,” Lipscomb said. “Anyway, she was also his partner in the gold mine, and she was the one flying supplies out to him.”


  “She’s a pilot?”


  “Yeah. Nice little Piper Super Cub.”


  “Haven’t met her.”


  “You wouldn’t have. She doesn’t have floats. She parks at Merrill.”


  “You think she did it?”


  Tanape shook his head and stood up. “Naw. Merrill tower corroborates her departure time, and the ME says the deterioration of the body matches her statement. We tested her for gunshot residue and came up zip.”


  “I’m sorry, guys,” Nelson said, showing them to the door. “I wish I’d seen something that would help.”


  “Not your problem, Gil,” Lipscomb said. “See you around.”


  · · ·


  The following spring, Gil signed up for AT 231 at the Av Tech department at the University of Alaska Anchorage. He’d soloed at sixteen and had flown for the Civil Air Patrol, but, as he told his pilot friends when they gave him a hard time, a refresher course in search, survival and rescue never hurt. “You should take it, too,” he told them, and one of them, a hard-assed pipefitter named Joe Denham actually did.


  They walked into the classroom together, and as Joe later described it, “I never saw anyone struck by lightning before.” A blonde pocket Venus named Ginny was also taking the class, and Gil was smitten at first sight. “God, I got horny just watching them, they couldn’t keep their hands off each other,” he said at the stag party. “For a while we were all scared to go into the hangar when they were in there together. Mile High club, my ass. I think Ginny and Gil were in the On the Deck Club the first day of class.” He toasted Gil. “Lucky bastard.”


  Gil laughed but he didn’t contradict him.


  Their courtship lasted the length of the semester, and the entire class was invited to the wedding, at which the instructor officiated, bride and groom both being orphans.


  They honeymooned at the gold claim that Ginny, nee Elaine Virginia Brandon, had inherited from her boyfriend, an hour south of Skwentna. They sold it to a Canadian company the following year, at which time the company announced the discovery of the eighth largest gold mine in the state, with estimated assets of over three hundred thousand troy ounces. At the current price of almost $800 per ounce, that was well over two billion dollars waiting to be scooped out of the ground. There was a photograph on the front page of the Anchorage Daily News of a beaming Ginny and Gil accepting a gigantic check from the CEO of Northwest Minerals and Mining.


  · · ·


  Tanape and Lipscomb were at Gil’s door before the paper had been on the street an hour.


  “Guys,” Gil said. He looked over his shoulder. “Honey, it’s those two cops I told you about.”


  Ginny walked into view, a curvaceous blonde with tousled hair that looked as if she had just rolled out of bed, and a swollen pout that gave a pretty good idea of what she’d been doing there. No one had ever made jeans and a plaid shirt look that good.


  Gil’s hand slid around her waist to rest against one round hip. “You remember Ginny.” He leaned down to kiss her, and she arched into it so his lips slid from her cheek to her neck, eyes half closing, her left hand coming up to rest on his chest. On her ring finger she wore a lustrous gold wedding set, the bands chased with intricate figures and mounted with a princess cut diamond that had to weigh at least 5 carats.


  Gil straightened up and saw the two cops looking at the rings. He held up his left hand, a matching band minus the diamond on his ring finger. “I kept back enough for the rings.” He smiled at the two cops. “Come on in and have some coffee.”


  “This wasn’t a good idea,” Lipscomb told Tanape. “Let’s go.”


  · · ·


  In the car on the way back to the cop shop, Tanape said, almost imploringly, “But they killed him. You know they did.”


  Lipscomb sucked hard on his cigarette, his first in three years. “Sure, I know it. I can’t prove it, though, and in our job that’s all that counts.”


  “We should have tested him for GSR. I know, it was a week later, but there might have been something. Even a trace and we could have gotten a warrant.”


  “For what? Gorman was shot with his own gun. It had his prints on it, and hers. And hers were easy to explain away. Nelson had to have worn gloves.”


  “Gorman wrote the will in her favor the year after they hooked up. Do you think they had been planning it that long?”


  “They’re both pilots. Just because he parks at Hood and she parks at Merrill doesn’t mean they didn’t know each other. The Alaska aviation community is pretty incestuous.”


  With a dawning horror, Tanape said, “You think they met before she met Gorman? You think her relationship was planned?”


  “He’s an A&P mechanic. Good ones are like, well, like gold. Ask any pilot, they’ll tell you the same. He could have annualed her Cub, and it started there. They weren’t in a hurry, they took their time about everything else. Long-sighted, our young friends, and good actors. And very, very good liars.”


  He glanced at Tanape, slumped beside him, suffering through subsequent stages of frustration, rage and most especially embarrassment. Tanape had really liked Gil Nelson, and it was humiliating to realize just how wrong he’d been about him. It stung in particular for a practicing law enforcement professional whose first lesson as a matter of survival on the job was to learn that everyone lied.


  It probably wasn’t the moment to suggest that Brandon was very probably the one who had called in the sighting of Nelson’s plane. It had been an anonymous call, after the news of the finding of Gorman’s body. If Nelson’s plane had been seen by someone else, the call pre-empted their reporting it to the police, pushed the investigators to Nelson, whose testimony corroborated Brandon’s and the M.E. So long as Nelson had no motive and there was no evidence to the contrary, the result would be death by person or persons unknown.


  He went over Nelson’s statement in his head. Had to pee, landed, menaced by Gorman, peed, took off. He realized that even if they had suspected him, Nelson’s Plan B would have been self-defense. Had to pee, landed, menaced by Gorman, defending himself the gun went off accidentally, Gorman dead. With one in every 37 Alaskans holding a pilot license, there was rarely a jury without one on it, and they would all have had the same thought. It could have been them on that strip that day. A self defense plea would have been a slam dunk.


  But Lipscomb and Tanape had made it easy for him. The cigarette suddenly tasted bitter in his mouth. He rolled down the window and flicked it out. “Look at it this way, partner. They got what they wanted. They won’t be re-offending. They’re no risk to the general population, and that’s who we’re sworn to serve and to protect.”


  They drove the rest of the way to the cop shop in silence. As they pulled into a parking space, Tanape said, “Did you notice? Her hair is almost exactly the same color as the gold of their rings.”


  Lipscomb slammed the gearshift into park. “We’ll drop in on them from time to time, see if any tarnish is starting to build up on our little golden couple. See if one of them wants to roll on the other.”


  “What if they don’t?”


  They got out and Lipscomb paused next to the open door of the police cruiser, his breath making a white cloud in the frozen January morning, the dawn a faint pale gold streak throwing the sharp-edged peaks of the Chugach Mountains into stark relief. He looked over the top of the car at Tanape, shivering in his topcoat. “Nelson told us the truth about one thing.”


  “What?”


  “Gold fever. It’s real.”


  Cheechako


  Author’s Note


  I hiked the Chilkoot Trail with my friends Rhonda and Sharyn in late July/early August in 2000. We took six days to travel thirty-three miles.


  The day we went over the Pass, it took us six hours to just to get the three miles to the top, and we still had eleven miles to go on the other side before we got to our campsite at Happy Camp. That night I rolled into my sleeping bag, swallowed two of the Two-Two-Two’s that Rhonda had perspicaciously packed, and woke up twelve hours later in exactly the same position I had fallen asleep in.


  It was summer when we hiked the Trail. No snow. No ice. The sun shone nonstop from the day we went over the Pass all the way to Bennett. Shirtsleeve temperatures. And when we got to Bennett, and we found out we were one meal short, we thought we’d starve before the train picked us up the next morning and in a couple of hours transported us back to Skagway, civilization and Mexican restaurants.


  Soon afterward, I was asked to edit The Mysterious North, an anthology of crime fiction short stories by Alaskans (or by those who had at least visited here) about Alaska, and to contribute a story of my own. The result is “Cheechako,” and before you ask, yes, all of the details are accurate to the event and the time. Samuel Benton Steele’s Mounties saved a lot of lives by insisting on that year’s worth of supplies. They saved a bunch more when the stampeders took to the water at Lake Lindeman and Lake Bennett by insisting that the boats be numbered and on passenger manifests for each so they could keep track of who made it through the rapids.


  Compared to the stampeders, I had no room to whine. Which of course didn’t stop me.
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    For many people today, the entire story of the Klondike gold rush is evoked by a single scene.


    
      —Pierre Berton, The Klondike Fever
    

  


  THEIR OVERCOATS STEAMED in the red-hot glow of the tiny stove, the steam rising to form ice on the ceiling of the cramped canvas tent. After a day’s slogging up and down the pass, they were each man and woman among them soaked to the skin, but it was so cold no one was willing to remove so much as a single layer of clothing. Frosted lashes and brows began to thaw, forming rivulets on cheeks that could be mistaken for tears, but the truth was they were too exhausted to weep. They sat instead in a silent circle, nine of them shoulder to shoulder, and thrust their hands and faces forward into the heat radiating from the stove like repentant sinners reaching for the light from above. If Jesus Himself had appeared before them, they would not have turned from the stove to greet Him, not even Isaiah Rowan. Rowan sat with his elbows on his knees, hands dangling between, his head bent, his eyes closed. His coat, made of moosehide, had stood the day better than their thick woolen overcoats, but even it was dark with melted snow and sweat, and it smelled of urine and wood smoke.


  But then they all smelled.


  They had been strangers only weeks before, arriving separately in Dyea to begin the long trek over the Chilkoot Trail to the gold fields of the Klondike. In normal society Outside, only Lilly Lang and Jesse Cole might have met on business. The rest of them were from such different parts of the country and such disparate social strata that it was highly unlikely they would ever have come into contact.


  Of necessity, they were now allies.


  Slowly, the tent warmed to where the shedding of one’s outer clothing seemed if not desirable then at least possible. Jesse Cole moved first, a long, rangy figure who seemed built of wire and nerve, a wide-brimmed hat casting a shadow over a hawk nose and deepset eyes. He hadn’t shaved since his first day in Sheep Creek and his face was bristly with a beard in which a few sprinkles of gray showed. He wore a duster, a long canvas coat that stopped just short of his ankles, revealing high-heeled leather boots more appropriate to riding than to climbing. There were marks where the boots had worn spurs. He doffed hat and coat and began to unpack pots and pans and utensils. He set a large, black kettle on the surface of the tiny stove and opened a flap of the tent just wide enough to reach through it and began to bring in frying pans full of snow, dumping them in the kettle.


  Bertha DaFoe, her bulk so wrapped in multi-colored scarves that it was hard to tell where they left off and her face began, stirred once, as if to rise and help him. Cole pressed her shoulder briefly with one hand, and she subsided back onto the bound pack that served as her chair. The rest of them hunched against the cold air coming in through the open tent flap as if they were ducking a blow.


  When enough snow had melted to fill the kettle halfway, Cole assembled a collection of tin cups and made coffee. He sugared it well and forced the cups into unresponsive hands, in some cases forcing cups to mouths. Slowly, one at a time, the group began to revive.


  “I say,” said Wilson Moore, the slender, dark-haired man with the white skin and the large blue eyes. “I say. That was a bit of a rough go. Stevens. I say, Stevens.” He nudged the portly man next to him, asleep with his head on Moore’s shoulder.


  Stevens opened his eyes, blinked several times, and jerked upright. “I’m terribly sorry, sir.”


  “Think nothing of it, man. Perhaps you might, er—”


  “Of course, sir. At once.” Somewhat stiffly, Stevens got to his feet and stood looking about him for a moment, an almost comically bewildered expression on his face.


  “The pack’s just outside, Stevens,” Moore said, and Stevens pulled himself together.


  “Of course, sir.” He paused with his hand on the flap, clearly reluctant to go outside.


  “Hurry it up, man.”


  Stevens’ shoulders stiffened. “Certainly, sir.”


  “Whyn’t you get your own damn pack,” said Billy Slavin, a thin boy of perhaps fifteen, his cheeks flushed with frostbite, his tone without any particular emphasis.


  Moore stared down his nose at the boy. “Stevens is employed to get my, er, damn pack for me, Mr. Slavin.”


  The boy, freckles standing out clearly on a broad white face, large-knuckled hands he had yet to grow into dangling between his knees, ignored Moore’s answer to look at the woman sitting next to him.


  The second woman in the group, a slender sylph wrapped in white although somewhat bedraggled fur, put a slender hand on the boy’s arm. He looked down at it and blushed on top of his freckles and frostbite. She smiled at him and patted his arm. She looked across at Moore, who raised an eyebrow. She smiled at him, too. The combined effect of bright red hair, brilliant green eyes, and full red lips over perfect white teeth was dazzling.


  Frank Linville, sitting on her other side, cleared his throat and began to unbutton his coat with fingers that were still stiff from the cold. His face was large and coarse-grained, with a bulbous, red-veined nose, eyebrows like wiry-haired shelves, and small dark eyes set like raisins in bread dough. “Faith of our fathers, I don’t want to be making that climb again anytime soon. Down the Yukon for me, it is, after I’ll be making my poke in the Klondike.”


  Lilly Lang’s third smile was all his.


  “Any chance of breaking out that portable bar of yours, Linville, and sharing out a wee drop of whiskey?”


  Linville considered. “There might be, a fair chance,” he said, cautiously.


  “Then break it out, man, break it out.” Linville hauled a large, wooden trunk forward and Moore watched him open the lid with a gaze that did not quite manage to conceal the hunger in it.


  Linville measured out tots and passed them around in heavy glass shot glasses. Billy Slavin choked and wheezed on his, tears starting to his eyes. Lilly Lang sipped at hers with her wrist turned as if she held a teacup made of the finest china. Wilson Moore gulped his down in one swallow. So did Jesse Cole, but there was less desperation in his manner as he did so. Stevens said, “I have taken the pledge, sir,” and Bertha DaFoe shook her head. Linville didn’t offer Isaiah Rowan a drink, and Isaiah Rowan didn’t ask. John Clancy appeared to be sleeping.


  Bertha DaFoe stood up to remove her scarves and coat, revealing a sturdy figure that would have made two of Lilly’s. Her hair was brown with the curls tucked into a neat bun at the back of her head, or it had been neat that morning. Her complexion was pale, although she had suffered cruelly from sunburn the one day during their trek that the clouds had parted and her skin was still peeling five days later. Her eyes were an ordinary brown. She would have been unremarkable in any company. In this one, Lilly rendered her virtually invisible. The men didn’t even look around when she moved to find the flour.


  Cole came in with the bacon, brushed the snow from it, and began slicing it into a second frying pan on the stove. At that, even John Clancy began to wake up. He yawned hugely, jaws cracking with the strain, providing anyone who cared to look with an excellent view of a mouthful of brown teeth with significant gaps between them. Clancy was a man small in stature, with sparse black hair, a yellow look to his skin and quick, furtive eyes, a dark, vivid blue in color, his best feature. Lilly’s smile to him was perfunctory.


  “By god, that smells of heaven,” Clancy said.


  “The rest of you might break out the dishes,” Cole suggested, only it wasn’t a suggestion. His voice, low, slow, and deep, was a voice used to being obeyed, with the barest hint of threat, barely leashed, to back it up.


  The smile that Lilly Lang bent on Jesse Cole was glorious, and even Wilson Moore, past connoisseur of the finer females life had to offer, sighed at little at the sight. Cole himself didn’t seem to notice. He turned out the bacon and Bertha patted the dough into the bacon grease and put on the heavy lid. A few minutes later all was ready and the nine of them ate in hungry silence.


  Bertha started to collect the plates.


  Cole stopped her with a hand. “No. Someone else take a turn.”


  Francis Linville heaved himself to his feet and nudged John Clancy with his toe. “Come on, boyo, they’ve fed us well.” He hauled John up by one hand and the two men took the dirty dishes and pans outside to scour them clean in the snow. Isaiah Rowan, short, stocky, brown of skin, hair and eye, yet to say a word, stowed the flour and bacon and brought back the bedrolls beaten free of snow. Cole brewed more coffee and had mugs ready when Clancy and Linville re-entered the tent. They sat drinking in silence for a few moments.


  “Well,” Francis Linville said. “That’s that, then.” He looked around the circle. “Do you think he—”


  Cole raised his head, free of its hat by now, which made the expression on his face that much more intimidating.


  There was a brief silence. Linville cleared his throat and said, “We made it, by god we did.”


  Billy Slavin’s cheeks had returned to their normal color. “Thirty-one trips I made. Thirty-one times I climbed that—” He looked at Lilly. “Pass.” At fifteen, he would have been forgiven the boast, but his voice was too full of wonder and awe at the accomplishment for anyone to take offense.


  “Thirty-six for me,” Linville said cheerfully, checking to see that his liquor cabinet was locked.


  Wilson Moore tried not to watch him doing it, and said, “A strenuous trip, certainly. And not one I would care to repeat.”


  “What’s a dude like you doing on the road to the Yukon?” Linville said, shoving the trunk in back of him with one large paw. Bottles clinked and were still. “What did you say you did?”


  “I didn’t say, Mr. Linville, but as it happens, I’m an architect.”


  “A what?” Billy Slavin said.


  “An architect. I design buildings.” Billy looked mystified.


  “Where are you from, Billy?”


  “San Francisco,” Billy said. “Born and bred. Ain’t many in California can say the same.”


  “No, indeed,” Moore murmured. “Well, do you know the Kipling Building on Broad Street?”


  “Course I do. Everybody’s knows the Kipling Building. They call it the Stairs back home. Some say it’s short for ‘the stairs to heaven.’ Tallest building west of the Rockies.”


  Wilson paused. “Do they really?”


  “Sure do.”


  “I didn’t know that. Well, I drew the pictures that they built the Kipling building from.”


  “Go on. Is that truth?”


  “It is. It’s how I make my living.”


  “And so I put it to you again, Mr. Moore,” Linville said, holding his mug out for a refill, “how is it you come to be climbing the Klondike with the rest of the scaff and raff?”


  “‘Scaff and raff?’” Lilly said, stiffening.


  “Sure and it’s only a figure of speech, Lilly me darling,” Linville said soothingly, patting her knee. Her smile less radiant, she moved her knee out of reach. Linville turned back to Moore. “It’s obvious you come from money, Mr. Moore.” He grinned at Stevens, who remained impassive. “Sure and there’s got to be an easier way to earn it than climbing that bastard out there. Forgive me, ladies.”


  Bertha was tucked into a dark corner in a pile of blankets arranged for her by Cole, her face a white blur. When she spoke her voice was a surprise, low, sweet, utterly feminine. “You know, Mr. Linville, we agreed in Dyea that no questions would be asked of those who did not care to answer.”


  Linville managed a courtly bow from his sitting position. “It’s the right of it that you have, Miss DaFoe, ma’am, and I beg your pardon. And yours, Mr. Moore.”


  “No offense taken, Mr. Linville. It is natural we should be curious about one another. And there has been more climbing than getting acquainted over the last ten days. I don’t mind giving you your answer, if you will satisfy my curiosity on a matter that has intrigued me from our first meeting.”


  Linville made an expansive gesture. “By all means, Mr. Moore, ask away.”


  “Where on earth did you find that extraordinary piece of luggage?”


  “This?” Linville patted the wooden trunk in back of him and laughed. “That was hand-crafted for me in Seattle, to my own specifications. I’m a spirits salesman, see, and I was plying me trade from the farmers in Roy to the fishermen in Anacortes when the Portland docked in Elliott Bay. I looked at the size of the nuggets those boyos were using to buy eggs, and I said to meself, Frank me boy, it’s the Klondike for you. Ah, thank you, Mr. Cole.” He drank from his tin cup. “But I never had a liking to get my hands dirty, you see, so I thought I might bring my profession north. And then I heard tell of the thousands of men climbing that bastard out there—sorry, ladies—and how thirsty they might be at the top of it.”


  “Pretty thirsty,” Moore said, fascinated, and even Cole was listening, the ghost of a smile showing.


  “I know a woodworker in Seattle, and he built me this bar. You’ll have noticed the legs that fold out so it can stand up on its own, the separate compartments for the bottles and the glasses. A fine piece of work it is, and well worth the money I laid out for it. I don’t think I lost one bottle to breakage all the way from Seattle. That bastard out there—my apologies again, ladies, I’m afraid the Chilkoot Pass encourages strong language—accounted for two, but let that be. I sold whiskey for twenty-five cents a shot in Canyon City, for fifty cents a shot at Sheep Camp, for seventy-five cents a shot on the Stairs, and I plan to sell the rest of it for a dollar a shot at Lake Bennett. Building boats puts a powerful thirst on a man.”


  “My god, man,” Moore said, for a change staring at Linville instead of his portable bar. “You must have made a fortune.”


  “Ah, well. One man’s fortune is another’s pocket change.” Linville drank coffee, bright raisin eyes gleaming over the rim of his tin cup. “And you promised me a story of your own, sir.”


  Moore’s eyes fell. A little behind him, his man Stevens sat still and stoic. “Unfortunately, Mr. Linville, it is not as interesting as yours. I am an architect, as I said before. I was working in San Francisco when the Excelsior docked. The story of the gold strikes along the Yukon stirred me to answer the call to adventure.” His eyes, which had once again wandered to Linville’s portable bar, pulled themselves away with an effort, to encounter Cole’s measuring gaze. To do him credit, he didn’t blush, merely firmed his mouth and raised his eyebrow in a question. Cole held his gaze for a long moment, and then nodded. Assent or approval, or both, no one could have said for sure.


  “Miss Lilly?” Moore said. “May we have your story?”


  Lilly Lang laughed. “You saw me playing my banjo in Skagway, Mr. Moore, and again in Dyea. I plan to play my way to the Klondike and give concerts in Dawson City. I expect to make my fortune before the year is out.”


  She had played to them of an evening, her husky voice lifting them all out of fatigue-induced melancholy more than once. No one doubted that she would accomplish her goal. Billy Slavin gazed at her with worshipful adoration.


  “And you, boy,” Linville said, “what brings you out on this god-awful trail?”


  Billy’s face pinkened as all attention turned to him. “Well, sir,” he said, Adam’s apple bobbing nervously in his too-long, too-thin neck, “well, sir, I was a newsboy in San Francisco.” He nodded at Moore. “I was at the wharf when the Excelsior docked, and those men were so hungry for news I could have charged them a dollar a paper and they would have paid it. I got to thinking, then. I got to thinking maybe I could sell a lot of newspapers to the miners who hadn’t made the boat, to the miners still in the Klondike.”


  “That’s what’s in that big bundle?”


  “Yes, sir, it is.”


  Linville clapped him on the back. “By god, that’s some sharp thinking, Billy me boy. You’ll clean up in Dawson, you will.” He rubbed his chin. “You might want to rent them to customers, now, instead of selling them outright. Why deprive yourself of income by depleting your stock?”


  “I hadn’t thought of it, sir.”


  “Well, think of it, boyo!” Linville’s eye lighted on Clancy. “And you, Mr. Clancy? Are you come north in search of the gold, then?”


  “I am, Mr. Linville. But like you, I have no intention of pulling the stuff out of the ground myself.”


  “Have you not?”


  “No. At home, I am an apothecary, and I, like you and young Billy here, have something for sale.”


  “And that might be?”


  Clancy beamed. “Mosquito lotion.”


  “I beg your pardon?” Even Cole looked up.


  “I have packed ten thousand bottles of mosquito lotion in my baggage, Mr. Linville, which I intend to sell to miners fighting the vicious, bloodthirsty creatures during the summer months. They’re bad on the Klondike, they are.” Clancy beamed with pride. “Oh, I’ve done my research, Mr. Linville, and there will come a time when we will all be grateful for the snow, indeed there will.”


  “I don’t doubt you, Mr. Clancy, indeed I don’t,” Linville said. He looked at Cole, and even in the flickering light of the oil lanterns his expression was plain to read. Should he or shouldn’t he?


  Cole forestalled his decision by rising to his feet. “We’ve got a pile of supplies out there. We’ll need to rise early to get the Mounties to count them off.”


  Bedrolls were rolled out forthwith, and occupied. They tossed for the spare to use as a pillow, and Francis Linville won. He gave it to Lilly Lang, a generous gesture rewarded by a another blissful smile. Cole extinguished the last lamp, and left the last tallow dip to sputter out on its own.


  The radiant heat of the stove lulled them all to sleep.
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    The greatest crime on the Dyea Trail that winter, as on all the trails, was not murder but theft.


    
      —Pierre Berton, The Klondike Fever
    

  


  IT SNOWED TWO FEET during the night. An incontinent bladder had Inspector James Blade of the North West Mounted Police first up, and so stuck with shoveling the snow away from the door of the tiny hut perched on the edge of the Chilkoot Pass.


  “That’ll larn you, Jamie,” a voice mumbled from beneath a mound of blankets across the room.


  What it would larn him was not specified. He stamped and swore his way into his boots and took hold of the shovel leaning against the wall. The door was reluctant to open, and he had to shovel a new path to the latrine. The path already had walls of snow too tall for him to see over.


  It was a braw day, with the cold striking him to the marrow and the sky hanging over him like a lead weight. The brass buttons on his buffalo coat gleamed dully, and his breath left a trail of puffy white clouds hanging behind him in the air like little ghosts.


  Like many of the Mounties hired by Superintendent Samuel Benton Steele, he was young, just twenty-one. The second son of an impoverished British nobleman, he had emigrated to Canada to seek his fortune and had found a measure of it in service to the law. He liked the country, the wide, open spaces, the towering mountains, even the loneliness of it, the miles and miles where no other human being had trod. He liked the few people who lived there, the Tlingit and the Athabascan, one of whose ancestral trade routes the Chilkoot Trail followed to the Klondike. Stalwart, hardy, spare of word, swift in action, generous with aid to those they deemed worthy of it, he felt at home among them, here in the great unknown.


  Everyone laughed at him, of course, the rest of the detachment finding it amusing that anyone not born to it would actually consider living in this wilderness. “No saloons, no women?” Pierre Harkness said in dismay. “Jamie, Jamie, when the last stampeder has slogged his way up the mountain and the last white man has disappeared down the Yukon River, it’ll be more than time to be moving on. Listen to your father, lad, and go home.”


  Blade didn’t think he would want to go home, in spite of his father’s importuning letters. In the meantime, he did his business in the latrine and went back to the cabin, to find Harkness had built up the fire in the small stove, had made coffee, and was now frying bacon. “You’re not as useless as you appear then, Perry my lad,” he said, stamping the snow from his feet.


  Perry grinned up at him from where he sat as close to the stove as possible without actually setting himself on fire, his coat draped over his shoulders.


  They were like enough to be brothers, both tall, fair-skinned, with light brown hair and dark brown eyes. Their shoulders were broad and a useful amount of muscle encased their limbs. They looked as if they could hold their own in a free-for-all, and indeed, if they couldn’t have Samuel Benton Steele would have shown them the door.


  They ate breakfast in silence. “Who’s first out this morning, do you think?”


  Blade blew on his coffee, considering. “If that fellow Jesse Cole has his way, his party will be on their way before noon.” He glanced up at the roof, imagining the sky beyond. “Snow or no snow.”


  Harkness nodded. “An interesting group. They met in Dyea for the first time, is that right?”


  “That’s what the Clancy fellow said. Said Cole had the idea that a group of ten relying on each other would make better time than ten individuals going it alone. I have to say, I think he’s right. They made the haul in record time, at any rate.”


  “Miss DaFoe’s stove helped.”


  “It made the difference,” Blade agreed. “I can’t believe she hauled the coal with her, but it made all the difference in her having the tent and the stove and the coal. The other nine had shelter and something hot to eat and drink and a place to warm up along the trail every day. And look at them now.” He gestured over his shoulder. “Camped out on the summit, where no one but us have camped before, right in the middle of their piles of supplies for shelter.”


  “Probably snugger than we are. Especially with those two women in the group.”


  “You’ve got women on the brain, Perry,” Blade said, but then didn’t he have his eye on Isaiah Rowan’s oldest daughter Irene, she of the shining dark hair and flashing brown eyes, waiting, or so she said, for his duty to take him back to her? It was marriage he had on his mind, although his father and hers both would be horrified at the thought. They would have to run for it, he thought, considering the matter dispassionately. Yes. They would marry on the Canadian side of the border, and settle there, too, if her father proved intransigent, although Isaiah seemed a reasonable sort of man. She was an American and he was British, she was a Tlingit and he was British, but the New World seemed open to these kinds of possibilities.


  He felt a little light-headed, and very, very happy, and went to his work with a song in his heart.


  · · ·


  “Flour?”


  “Four thousand pounds.”


  “Cornmeal?”


  “Five hundred pounds.”


  “Beans? Beans?”


  “I don’t see them. I know we brought them, I think I carried the whole five hundred pounds up myself.” Cole’s voice was rueful.


  In spite of what he knew about the man’s past, Blade couldn’t help a smile. “Not a thing to forget, I wouldn’t imagine.”


  “No.” Cole smiled back, and it was amazing how it changed his face, lighting it with intelligence and humor.


  “Here they are, inspector.” Miss DaFoe, her substantial self wrapped in voluminous shawls and scarves, trod with an oddly light step over the snow to a mound of supplies.


  “Thank you, miss.” The light increased as the mound of supplies grew, oatmeal and rice and candles and bacon and yeast cakes and ginger and mustard and evaporated apples and coffee and condensed milk and laundry soap and matches and frying pans and shovels and axes and buckets and gold pans and rope and oakum and tents, a ton of goods for every stampeder who crossed over the Chilkoot Pass from the United States into Canada. Samuel Benton Steele had decreed it, that every single person who crossed the pass must each have with them enough supplies to support themselves for one year. It amounted to about a ton of goods, and Blade was heartily sick of standing in snow up to his ears with more falling down his collar as he ticked items off a list. “That’s it, then,” he said at last with a sigh. “Your party is officially welcome into Canada, Mr. Cole.”


  “I thank you, Inspector Blade.”


  A small glove hand slipped into Cole’s arm. “I thank you, too, Inspector,” Lilly Lang said. “May I play you a song before we go?”


  “Thank you for the thought, miss,” Blade said, “but I’m afraid it would be wasted on me. I’m tone deaf.”


  Her smile dimmed for a moment. “I’m so sorry, inspector.”


  He inclined his head, and after a moment, when Cole neither asked after her needs or moved to escort her elsewhere, she slipped her hand free and moved off, grace in the sway of her hips, not to mention invitation. Oh yes, she would do well in the dance halls of Dawson, would Ms. Lilly Lang.


  Cole looked over Blade’s shoulder. “Mr. Rowan.”


  Blade felt his spine straighten instinctively, and turned to meet the dark brown eyes of the man he hoped to make his father-in-law. “Mr. Rowan.”


  “Are you traveling on with Mr. Cole and his party?”


  “I am, sir.”


  “I wish you a good journey, then.”


  “I thank you.”


  Blade stood as the group donned packs, and proceeded down the narrow trail that led to Lake Bennett. Linville was in the lead, his portable bar towed by a leather strap, packing down the snow for those to follow. Wilson Moore and his man Stevens were second, followed by John Clancy and the boy, Billy Slavin. The two women were next, Bertha DaFoe sturdy in her wrappings, Lilly Lang managing to remain slender in hers.


  “Wait a minute,” Blade said suddenly.


  Cole and Rowan, hatted and coated and booted and bundled and about to swing into line, paused.


  “There are only nine of you. Where is Doubilet?”
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    There was hardship on the trail, certainly, but comparatively few deaths and, considering the circumstances, little major crime.


    
      —Pierre Berton, The Klondike Fever
    

  


  “Absent a body with with the clear mark of foul play upon it, I don’t see what we can do,” Harkness said somberly.


  Blade didn’t, either. He wished Superintendent Steele was here at the Pass, instead of on his circuit to Dawson City.


  It was night again, and the long line of lock-steppers had retired to Sheep Camp, leaving the two Mounties alone on the edge of the abyss with nine people who were most probably murderers.


  “Why are you so sure they killed him?”


  Blade ticked his reasons off on his fingers. “One. He was part of the group ferrying supplies up the pass. Two. When we counted the supplies, there was enough for ten. Three. Only nine people are heading to Bennett. Four. They have offered no explanation of his absence.”


  They were silent for a few moments. The ice frozen to the inside of the roof dripped slowly into pans as the hut warmed from the little stove’s fire.


  “I didn’t have as much to do with them as you did,” Harkness said. “Who are the nine, and who is, or was the one?”


  It was warm enough now to remove gloves and hat. Blade leaned forward to stir the beans in the Dutch oven. “Jean Doubilet was a Frenchman. I know little of the man, but to hear that group tell it they know even less. He had the hands of laboring man, and his dialect was not that of Paris.” He reflected. “He seemed to me to be cunning more than intelligent. He had shoulders like a lumberjack, and eyes quick to take the measure of a man and act accordingly. I would not have trusted him out of my sight.” He paused, and added in deliberate tones, “I would not have thought him a man of whom it would be easy to get the drop.”


  “And the nine remaining in the group?”


  They were both thinking of the same man. “First and foremost is Jesse Cole.”


  “Why do I feel I should know the name?”


  “You probably remember seeing it on one of the circulars the superintendent has received from officials in the States. Cole’s a gunfighter out of Arizona. He’s said to have killed eight men.”


  Harkness pursed his lips together in a silent whistle. “He’s the leader?”


  “Leader?” Blade considered this. “He’s their surety, perhaps, chosen to see that Smith’s gang doesn’t interfere with them, but I don’t think they’ve got a leader.”


  “A democratic bunch of murderers,” Harkness suggested.


  “If he fought in the War between the states and in the Indian wars and the cattle wars afterward, as is reputed, it is to be supposed he would have some tactical experience.” Blade reflected. “One of their party was stationed at all times at the summit, guarding and marking their supplies. Miss DaFoe was set up at the halfway point to dispense refreshments and give the party a chance to warm themselves on their way up. It does smack of organization, but as to whether Cole’s hand is behind it, I have no idea.”


  “And the others?”


  “Francis Linville is a liquor salesman.”


  “Oh yes, I remember, the one with the portable bar.”


  “Yes. I will say this, he paid his excise tax without whining.”


  “Which only means he made a hundred times that on his way up the Pass.”


  “John Clancy is an apothecary, as I understand it, bringing a mosquito lotion of his own devising to sell to the people of the Klondike.”


  Harkness looked up. “Does it work?”


  “I don’t know, but it ought to fetch twice its weight in gold in Dawson, if he manages to get it that far. William Slavin, the boy they all call Billy, is taking a bundle of San Francisco Chronicles to sell to the miners.”


  “These Americans,” Harkness said, not without admiration. “It’s almost as if they’re born knowing how to make money.”


  “It is, isn’t it?” Blade agreed. “Although if Billy Slavin makes any he will have earned it. I’ve seen his bundle. It weighs more than he does. Isaiah Rowan, you know.”


  “He’s going with them to Dawson, you said.”


  “Yes.”


  “Any idea why? He normally confines his exertions to the Pass.”


  “It is not within the province of Her Majesty’s government in any way to interfere with the movement of her indigenous subjects along traditional aboriginal trade routes,” Blade said.


  If he’d had something ready to hand, Harkness would have thrown it. “Yes, well, I can read the bloody regulation hand book as well as you can, Jamie. Why do you think he’s going?”


  “Another back to carry supplies, I imagine. I would hope they are paying him for his time.”


  Harkness snorted. “I’d bet my entirely negligible expectations on it. What about the women?”


  “Lilly Lang has worked saloons from Denver to San Francisco to Seattle. She spent the summer and fall working at the Red Garter in Skagway, saving her money for the trip to Dawson City, as she tells it.”


  “What kind of ‘work’ are we talking about?” Harkness’ voice was frankly salacious.


  “She claims to play the banjo well. I haven’t heard her. That would be enough, certainly, to earn a good living. The girls in Dawson are earning forty dollars a week for dancing alone, plus twenty-five cents for every drink they sell.”


  Harkness considered. “I might marry her, and let her make my fortune for me.”


  “You might,” Blade agreed. “There might be those in her party who would be in line in front of you, however.”


  “Cole?”


  “Not Cole. If I’m not mistaken, his interest lies with the second woman.”


  Harkness was incredulous. “Bertha DaFoe? What does Cole see in her?”


  Blade’s Anna was a lush, plump armful herself, and he eyed Harkness coolly. “A good heart, and a sharp eye for commerce. She hauled a lit stove all the way up the Pass, along with enough coal to keep her party warm all the way to Bennett.”


  “What is her plan for the Klondike?” Harkness’ brow furrowed, and added, “Do you notice, Jamie, that none of them are miners, or have any wish to be?”


  “They will be mining the miners, Perry, as the saying goes. And, in the end, they will very probably go home with more money in the bank than do the miners themselves.”


  “What is Cole going to do? Wave that bloody great pistol of his about and frighten people out of their pokes?”


  “He’s a killer, not a thief.” Blade thought of Cole’s ability to command obedience with a look, and added thoughtfully, “He’d make a good marshal.”


  Harkness choked over his coffee, but he had to admit the truth of it.


  They ate their bacon and beans in silence. Blade washed up, although it was a job to try to keep ahead of the mold growing on dish, bunk, clothes, and tent. “It’s a dog’s life,” Harkness said sadly from a prone position on his bunk.


  Blade brewed coffee in the clean pot, and they stirred in condensed milk and sweetened their tin cups heavily with sugar chipped out of a sack.


  “What’s to be done?” Harkness said.


  It was snug in the little tent, with the fire crackling in the stove, and with almost all the ice melted from the ceiling nearly dry. The silence without was absolute, no noise coming through the falling snow from the other tent down the way.


  “I’ll talk to Cole in the morning,” Blade said.


  -4-


  
    All winter long, from Sheep Camp to the summit, for four weary miles the endless line of men stretched up the slippery slope, a human garland hanging from the summit and draped across the expanse of the mountainside.


    
      —Pierre Berton, The Klondike Fever
    

  


  Cole heard him out in silence the next morning with the snow falling around them. The light shone through it, as if the sun were determined on hammering its way through from the other side. They stood in silence when Blade finished, and in spite of his best efforts Blade knew there was an implied plea as he came to an end.


  The rest of the party was bundling packs together, cinching them to pack boards, helping each other strap into them. Francis Linville, big, bluff hearty fellow that he was, paid particular attention to Lilly Lang, and was rewarded with her practiced, radiant smile. Wilson Moore shrugged into his without fuss, and then aided his man, Stevens. “Really, sir—”


  “Hush, man. You might injure yourself and then where would I be?”


  Bertha DaFoe put her shoulders into the harness she had devised to pull the sled carrying her stove and its sacks of fuel. Flakes of snow hissed against the stove’s sides and melted away into nothing. She looked up at Cole. Her smile was so bright it made Blade’s eyes narrow. He saw an answering smile in Cole’s eyes, quickly masked when he saw Blade watching.


  Isaiah Rowan roped a pack twice the size of everyone else’s to a packboard and shrugged into it as easily as one might shrug into a coat. He stood with the rest of them, waiting on Cole’s signal to move out. Blade was impressed with their almost soldierly bearing. What had forged them into this disciplined, determined unit?


  He looked again at Cole and found his answer.


  As if Cole had been waiting for Blade to come to this point, he said, “I don’t know what happened to Mr. Doubilet, Inspector Blade. I will say that he was an irritant to the group. He would I believe have proven an irritant to any group of which he was a member. I should never have permitted him to join us. It was my mistake, and my mistake alone.” Cole hesitated. “His loss is my responsibility, and mine alone.”


  What did that mean? In an attempt to sting Cole into something approaching veracity, Blade said, “If spring comes and Mr. Doubilet is recovered, shall I have his body shipped to Dawson for burial?”


  Cole’s expression didn’t change. “Certainly. I will happy to bear the responsibility of his internment.”


  He waited a moment, to see if Blade had anything further to say. When Blade remained silent, Cole inclined his head. “All right,” he said, his deep, authoritative voice carrying easily through the falling snow. “Let’s move out.”


  Once more they set out along the trail. It wasn’t Blade’s last sight of them, as they would spend the next week ferrying their supplies from the summit of the Pass to the small city that had grown up overnight on the shore of Lake Bennett, where they would build their boats and float down the Yukon River to Dawson and fortune. They had always a pleasant word for him, and once he hiked down the trail to where Bertha DaFoe had stamped out a small resting place in the hollow of a cliff halfway to Bennett, there to stoke her stove and dispense hot food and beverages to those members of her party. She was pleased to ladle him out a bowl of stew, which he was bound to own was perfectly delicious, and for which he thanked her sincerely, as it was another, cold snowy day on the Chilkoot Trail.


  The last time he saw the party together was the day they arrived to pick up the last of the goods they had stowed at the summit. Rowan was the last out. Blade came up as Rowan was shouldering his pack board. “Isaiah.”


  Isaiah nodded. “Inspector.”


  Impulsively, knowing it was wrong, thinking fearfully of his Irene, he said, “He ought at least to be buried, Isaiah.”


  Isaiah’s face, square and brown and uncompromising, didn’t change. Nor did he pretend ignorance. “He is buried.” He looked at the falling snow, and then at Blade. A pause. “If he’s dead.”


  “What did he do?” Blade said, daring greatly. “Did he, er, attempt to offer outrage to one of the women?”


  Isaiah, settling the packboard on his shoulders, considered. “Not under my eye.”


  Which was no kind of answer. Blade, discovering with some surprise that he sought an excuse more than an explanation, said, “Did he slip and fall down the mountain? Was he lost in a snowdrift?”


  Isaiah stared into the distance with expressionless brown eyes. “He was a sinner.” The Presbyterians had done their work well among the Tlingit, and Isaiah Rowan knew a sinner when he saw one.


  “Against which commandment did Mr. Doubilet offend?”


  A smile flitted across Isaiah’s face, the first one Blade had ever seen. “Thou shalt not be a cheechako in the land of the Kolosh.”


  Before Blade could say anything else, Rowan set off, his figure soon to be lost in the drifting snow.


  The sun rose and the long line of people began to lurch up the mountain once again. Blade checked off the supplies of one hopeful stampeder who was ready to follow the Cole party on to Lake Bennett. He was a German, with a fresh, open face, wide blue eyes, a massive frame with shoulders an ax handle wide and hands like an ape’s. It had taken him thirty-two trips up the Golden Stairs and the Scales, half of it on his hands and knees, to haul his supplies to the top of the pass, and the return slides down the icy chute next to the trail had worn his woolen trousers down to his underwear. He was very young, Blade thought, forgetting that he was just twenty-one himself and as such three years the man’s junior. “Flour.”


  The stampeder, armed with one of his two required shovels, rooted industriously in his pile. “Here, inspector.”


  “All four hundred pounds?”


  “All, sir. Here the sacks are.”


  And the sacks were there. Blade checked it off his list. “Sugar.”


  “Wait. No, is here. An hundret pounts.”


  “Coffee.”


  “Twenty-four pounts.”


  “Tea.”


  There was a slight delay and a few muffled curses in German before the five pounds of tea were resurrected. “Butter.”


  “Twenty-fife cans.”


  And so it went, from the thirty-six yeast cakes to the twenty-five pounds of evaporated peaches to the fifteen pounds of salt, to the pick, hand saw, whipsaw, buckets, gold pan, two frying pans, dishes, cutlery, the steel stove—


  “Wait.”


  The stampeder—what was his name?—looked anxious. “The problem what? Here the stove is.”


  “Wait a moment, if you please,” Blade said.


  He turned and walked the few steps it took to bring him to the edge of the precipice. It was high noon, by his watch, and the snow had ceased falling an hour before. The clouds still clustered thickly about the mountains and threatened to close in again as soon as their forces were gathered, but a narrow strip of blue had opened over the Trail and the sun’s rays trickled through like a golden stream. For this one moment Blade could see all the way back to Dyea, and the entire unbroken line of human figures distorted by the packs on their backs. The lucky wore fur, the unlucky wool, but they would all be soaked through with sweat and snow by the time they reached the top of the pass. What would they not give, Blade thought, what would they not give for a warm fire to warm their hands by and a hot drink to warm their insides?


  “Almost anything,” he said out loud, earning a nervous glance from the German anxiously waiting behind them.


  Of course, he thought. Of course. He burned with shame that he had not seen it before.


  The stove.


  Doubilet had tried to take the stove, the thing that had brought them together in the first place, the one thing that the partnership hinged upon, the one thing that if it were stolen would have cast awry all their plans. The one thing that the theft of would have made killing seem justifiable to all of them.


  It sounded like justifiable homicide to Blade. He’d tell Irene about it, the next time he was in Haines. He was sure she’d agree.


  In the meantime, he turned back to the German.


  “A pick?” he said.


  A Star Svensdotter

  Short Story


  No Place Like Home


  Author’s Note


  In Cosmos Carl Sagan said, “If there is life on Mars, I believe we should do nothing with Mars. Mars then belongs to the Martians, even if the Martians are only microbes.” I have wanted to write this story ever since I read those words because, may God and Carl forgive me (to paraphrase Alan Jay Lerner), I am not sure that he is right.


  



  WE PUT DOWN at the equator because it was the warmest latitude on the planet. Also the flattest.


  “And the most boring,” Grady said, hunched over the viewport.


  “And the safest,” I said, trying to peer over his shoulder.


  “Well, it’s no place like home.”


  “Not yet,” I said. “Give us time.”


  There wasn't much of that going around, and we both knew it. “Look at that darker patch of ground over there. Do you remember if any of the scans showed iron ore deposits in this area?”


  “There’s nothing here, Grady,” I said, relieved at the change of subject. “That’s why we landed here, nothing to trip over. Don’t worry, I’ll have the rover up and running in a week and you can prospect your little heart out. That ridge we scanned from our last orbit is less than fifty klicks away.”


  He didn’t say anything, but then he didn’t have to. We came from the same place, a planet with too many people and not enough room, where children went hungry, and now some were starving because funds and materiel had been funnelled to this expedition. I thought of my nieces, Joanna and Annie, and my nephew, David. Odds were I’d never see them again, but if I did my job and didn’t screw up, I might help give them a future.


  The space station, the habitats at L-4 and L-5, the colonies on the moon, they were self-supporting but their capacity was limited. We needed somewhere to go, a suburbial planet, a bedroom community for six billion. Joanna was eighteen, David ten, Annie two. This planet was theirs.


  The plains stretched out in front of us, the far but finite horizon jarring sensibilities accustomed to an infinite ebony expanse. The dirt was blood red, the sky pastel pink. After twenty-five months in transit, sunshine diffused by an atmosphere hurt my eyes.


  I felt a touch on my shoulder and turned to see Esme Lauter. I stepped aside. Esme crowded in next to Grady for his first, non-telescopic look at our brave new world, and began a soft chant in Quarto, the language of the Universal Church of Being. The UCB was the fastest growing organized religion back home; at last count there were more Universalists than Cathars. The Council, six of twenty-one senators UCB, made it virtually impossible to assemble a crew for our expedition without at least one pro-life, anti-capital punishment vegan on board.


  I understood. In a place of no hope, where daily choices were made between who got to eat and who didn’t, a faith that preached the sanctity of all life was some solace. It gave a spiritual underpinning to the idea that everybody got to eat, although I never did understand the logic of a faith that forbade the eating of meat and allowed the eating of grains and vegetables. Life is life, isn’t it? Either it’s sacred or it isn’t. Esme tried to explain it to me once—“We don’t eat anything with eyes”—but I guess I’m just not the pious type.


  I thought again of Joanna and David and Annie, not an ounce of spare flesh between them, as healthy as they were only because my brother-in-law was a commercial fisherman in Prince William Sound. They couldn’t count the fish he caught until he got back to the dock, and there was a lot of open space between the dock and the fishing grounds. Everyone in our family was a card-carrying omnivore.


  Esme finished his chant, and explained that it was a prayer of thanksgiving offered up to the creator of all living things, sort of a verbal thank-you card to god for getting us safely to our destination. We murmured something appropriate, and he left.


  · · ·


  We weren’t on the ground more than two hours before Grady had us suiting up. It didn’t take us long to get used to gravity again, and Hiroshi and Roberto had the drills out and in place before sunset. There was ice, all right, thirty-two centimeters below the surface. For once, the gnomes at home had interpreted the probe data correctly. Lucky for us, since our water tanks were running on empty.


  “Cold,” Hiroshi said, emerging from his goonsuit shivering and pinch-faced.


  “Er than a witch’s tit,” Roberto agreed cheerfully. He'd been nauseous for two years; he didn’t care how cold the planet was so long as it had enough gravity to keep his feet and his dinner down.


  I’d been rearranging the furniture in the galley, unbolting tables and chairs from the bulkheads and placing them on what was now the floor. I’d reduced our dining room from three to two dimensions and our ten-man crew was shoulder to shoulder but no one complained. Betty cooked, making a praise-worthy effort at extracting flavor from foil envelopes of alleged food packed two A.U.s away. Betty was a genius in the galley, but Betty Crocker herself would have been culinarily challenged by what we had left in the pantry. I’d have killed for a hot, meaty chili, smothered in onions and shredded cheese.


  Grady made a little speech and raised a toast of eighteen, now twenty year-old single malt scotch, hoarded carefully for just this occasion. It didn't taste as smooth here as it did back home, but the flush started hot and low in my gut and spread up and out.


  Esme followed the toast with a ceremonial chant. The UCB liturgy has a chant for everything, and encourages lay participation. Hiroshi, a Buddhist and very polite, bent his head. The rest of us waited with varying degrees of patience for it to be over, and went to bed.


  It was Grady's night, and either the Glenmorangie or the gravity or both inspired him, because it was an inventive few hours before I got any sleep.


  Engineers do it anyway they can.


  · · ·


  I was a mechanic. I’d spent the voyage out minding the drive, not that demanding a job given the passive nature of a nuclear propellant system: detonation, reaction, thrust, course adjustment, coast, detonation. After turnaround about all I had to do was make sure the next charge was in the chute prior to launch, and that the thrust plate hadn’t suffered a meltdown following detonation. Yawn. I was looking forward to handling tools again.


  Landing+1 found me breaking out the components of the rover, essentially a perambulating platform with four enormous wheels. The engine was solar-powered, which made for a relaxed cruising speed and a guaranteed fuel supply. We weren’t going anywhere in a hurry, but we would get there in the end. The cabin was a plated half-sphere. I christened it the Tortoise and the name stuck.


  There wasn’t enough oxygen or enough atmosphere to work unsuited, and working with gloves slowed me down. It took until lunch to get the platform assembled, and I’d just started to inflate the first segment of the first tire when Grady called us inside for a break and lunch. I unsuited in the airlock, indulged in a futile wish for a long, hot shower and climbed through engineering and hydroponics to the galley.


  Lunch was an herb omelette with a dusting of Parmesan and fresh radishes. Grady complimented Betty, and Esme, our hydroponist, and inquired as to the menu for dinner. “Hot beef sandwiches,” Betty said.


  “Shit on a shingle,” Hiroshi, the only ex-Marine in the group, said sotto voce.


  “I’m going to need water,” Betty said. “Soon.”


  “You’ll have it,” Hiroshi said, brightening. Half our crew complement were mining engineers; they were happy to be digging up anything. The sooner I got the Tortoise operational so they could go prospecting, the better.


  That night was Esme’s. He was very sweet, but he always had to be in love, and his brand of foreplay involved a lot of verbal reassurance that he was loved in return. If we hadn’t been short one woman, and if I hadn’t lost the toss between Aya, Betty and myself with Kirsten already committed to Roberto, I would have been happy to forego the pleasure. As it was, I murmured a lot of sweet nothings that seemed to satisfy him and fell asleep as soon as possible.


  Farmers plant it deep.


  · · ·


  By noon on Landing+2, we had water, about a liter, melted down from a core sample Hiroshi and Kirsten pulled out of the ground three meters off the starboard bow.


  By thirteen hundred, Betty had run it through a filter, boiled it in the microwave and we all had a ceremonial sip of reconstituted freeze-dried coffee.


  By sixteen hundred, Hiroshi, Kirsten and Aya had installed the drill, the liquifier, the pump, the filter and the catch tank and Boris had attached the flow line to the ship’s potable water coupler.


  By seventeen hundred we had running water.


  By seventeen-thirty Betty was boiling more water for dinner.


  By eighteen hundred, Betty was dead.


  · · ·


  Grady had the crew assemble in the galley the next day at oh-nine.


  “Let me get this straight,” Grady said. “You slammed Betty’s hand in the microwave door, and when she tried to fight you, you slugged her. Which blow, Aya reports, knocked her into the bulkhead, where she suffered a severe injury to the brain and died almost instantly.”


  Aya, our medic, nodded confirmation.


  “Talk,” Grady said. His face was set, and his skin was a dull red all the way up over his scalp.


  “I didn't mean to kill her,” Esme said. “But she wouldn’t listen to me. I had to stop her.”


  “From doing what?”


  “Committing mass murder.”


  There followed one of those silences that smells like a riot in waiting. “Okay,” Grady said finally. “You mind explaining that to the rest of us?”


  Esme was more than ready to. Like Betty, Esme needed water for his hydroponic system. He’d run a sample through the scope and detected what he unilaterally decided were bacteria, single-celled micro-organisms, the lowest order of life, but life nonetheless.


  And we hadn’t brought it with us, it had been here.


  “Wait a minute,” Grady said sharply. “There isn't enough oh-two on this rock to sustain life. The imagers, the probes, our own scans from orbit proved that over and over.”


  “Bacteria don’t need oxygen, or at least some of them don’t. Facultative anaerobes prefer it, but they can live without it.”


  “It’s as close to absolute zero out there as I ever care to get,” Roberto said. “What lives in that?”


  “Maybe nothing we know of, yet,” Esme said. “But bacteria live in ice in the poles on homeworld. And one of the reasons bacteria survive so well is that they can go dormant for long periods of time.”


  It was about here that I pretty much zoned out of the discussion. Like I said, I was a mechanic. Mine was the care the gear engages. Mine was not the care and feeding of microbes.


  For the next hour we sat as Esme showed us pictures of what looked to me like worms, displayed next to a red blood cell pictured in the same scale. It looked like a penny next to an eyelash. Roberto had to be restrained until Esme explained it was his own blood, not Betty’s.


  Esme juggled words like “heterotrophs,” and gave an impassioned disquisition on the subject of cyanobacteria, which according to him had single-handedly created the atmosphere back home.


  Esme looked Grady in the eye and said firmly, “I think we should shut down operations.”


  “And do what?” Grady said. “Esme, if we shut down operations, we stop acquiring water. Even with recycling every ounce of body fluid, we nearly ran out on the trip here. We won’t survive.”


  “Then we don’t,” Esme said. “There is life indigenous to this planet, I have proved it, and I don’t care if we die for it, we don’t roll over the top of it just because we can. Life is sacred, Grady. Any life.”


  “They have eyes?” I said.


  Esme’s head snapped around. “What?”


  “These bacteria. They have eyes?”


  He flushed, almost as red as Grady. “They are,” he said carefully, “the building blocks of life, of all life. Who knows how they will evolve, what forms they will take?” He drew himself up. “The point is, they are life forms, indigenous to this planet, and we don’t shove them out of the way just because we can. We have to stop operations, now.”


  · · ·


  “What are you going to do?” I said that night.


  “I don't know.” Grady shifted next to me in the dark. “Why the hell did he have to look?”


  I said nothing. I’d seen grief on Esme’s face today, but no guilt, and no regret. He was convinced absolutely of the righteousness of his act, and he was no less certain of the course of our future action. We would cease operations, even if we died of it.


  Evangelists do it with Him watching.


  “How many of the crew do you think are with him?” Grady said.


  “How many of the rest of them support Esme, do you mean? God, Grady, I don’t know. None of them seem all that hot to become martyrs. Nobody except Esme talked much religion on the way out. Hiroshi’s a Buddhist, and they have tremendous respect for life. Boris is his partner, but that doesn’t mean anything. Aya, well, she’s a healer. Franz says ve dee zuperior live vorms are, our need bevore dee bugs come. Roberto and Kirsten have gone into their cabin and I don’t think they’re coming out until it’s over, whatever it is.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Always glad to be of service.”


  He rolled over on top of me. “Works for me.”


  Later, he repeated, “Works for me.”


  I understood.


  · · ·


  The second ship put down next to us right on schedule. Every available cubic meter of space was crammed with supplies, including material for an expansion to the existing shelter that housed a small water reclamation plant and a shower facility. The followers of the Universal Church of Being could have chanted a celebration to that with my right good will.


  We invited the incoming crew to dinner. The news from home hadn’t changed, although everyone had messages from family. Joanna had been accepted into the marine biology program at the University of Hawaii, David was driving his fourth-grade teacher insane, and Annie was talking in complete sentences.


  In return, we caught up the second team on our progress to date—we'd already found deposits of iron ore and nickel. They asked about the two graves located nearby, and the next day in a small ceremony they added rocks to the cairns surmounting each one.


  Their commiseration was sincere over Betty’s freak accident—“Good cooks are hard to come by,” their captain said with genuine sympathy—and they shook their heads over the faulty seal on Esme’s goonsuit. It had resulted in the oxygen boiling out of his lungs while he was drilling a series of core samples on that promising ridge we had spotted from orbit. He’d had the Tortoise out that day, and he was only fifty-two kilometers away, but one of the tires had flattened before he had been able to make it back to base.


  Mechanics do it with their tools.


  The Mnemosynea

  Short Stories


  Justice is a Two-edged Sword


  Author’s Note


  So I was invited to write a short story for a “murder in a fantasy setting” anthology. The problem was I’d never written fantasy. I don’t even read that much of it, because after Middle Earth what is there? I like my speculative fiction hard, nuts-and-bolts, what happens next next door. I want to go back to the moon and on to the asteroid belt and Mars and the moons of Jupiter and from there to Beta Centauri. Sword and sorcery is a little too woo-woo for literal-minded me.


  But no author wants to say no to any invitation that includes a check, so I doodled around a little to see what would happen, and these two characters showed up between the doodles. Both women. One wore a sword and the other carried a staff. They had magical powers, some of which appeared at puberty, some of which were acquired. More doodling and they rode into town, one of them even on a white horse. A young woman was strangled and by various magical means my duo discovered the identity of the murderer and brought them to justice.


  By the time I stopped doodling I had forty-two pages, and to add insult to injury it was a sword-and-sorcery tale. Which led to a second story, “A Woman’s Work,” a map of Mnemosynea (see next page), and (by kind permission of King Loukas the Good and with the invaluable assistance of the Magi Guild) the beginnings of a Mnemosynean Almanac.


  It’s looking like a novel set in the Mnemosynean ’verse at some point.
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  IT WAS THE FIRST DAY of the Tattoo Fair, and the town square was bustling with vendors and performers from the Nine Provinces of Mnemosynea. Pthalean playwrights were rehearsing songs and skits with Pthersikorean dancers. From a dais two feet square a Kalliopean poet was declaiming in iambic pentameter what appeared to be an epic concerning the life of Okeon, the god of the sea, who had five wives, seventeen children, and a great deal of domestic discord which played out, as one might expect, on the hapless humankind living on shore. Next to the dais the poet’s clerk was doing a brisk trade in autographed scrolls.


  A Palihymnean had a booth built of shelves of sheet music featuring every hymn written in praise of the gods from Atonis to Tseuz. Foreseers from Yranea set out star charts, some rolled, some mounted on poster board, next to wicker baskets full of fortunes tied with red satin ribbons, and shuffled their prefiguration cards in preparation for their first customers, girls looking for true love, farmers looking for rain, merchants looking for a reading on the futures of surcoats (long or short?) and breastplates (functional or ornamental?). As her mount picked his way through the debris field of wagons, tent poles, heaps of canvas and crates of goods, Sharryn pointed out one Pthalean standup comedian rehearsing an act that had a troupe of tragic actors holding their sides. “We should get tickets to that performance. Anybody who can make a Mnelpomenean laugh has to be funny.”


  Crowfoot grunted and nudged her destrier through the crowd.


  Sharryn looked at her with affectionate exasperation. “When last did you take the time to laugh that hard at something that silly?”


  Crowfoot’s destrier whickered agreement, and the swordswoman cuffed her mane without force. “Less of that from you, Blanca.”


  Blanca rolled an eye at Pedro, the sturdy brown pony bearing Sharryn, who tossed his head and snorted. “Even they agree with me,” Sharryn said. A little grimly, she added, “And after Epaphus we could both use a little amusement.”


  Crowfoot, ignoring the reference to the events in the provincial capital the day before, scanned the marketplace over the heads of the jostling, energetic crowd. “Where is this inn you keep on about? The road has left me dry as a bone.”


  Sharryn brightened. “Makarios’?” She craned her neck. “There, the red brick building on the corner.” She smacked her lips. “Wait till you taste Makarios’ lager. It truly is the stuff of the gods.”


  “Careful, one of them will hear you.” Crow was only half joking. She looked at Sharryn out of the corner of an eye. Her partner’s eager expression indicated that there was more of interest at the inn than mere beer.


  They urged their mounts alewards. Weary of the road and their last Assideres, they were both mildly annoyed to find their way blocked by a small knot of shouting, gesticulating townspeople. The knot grew into a group and then into a crowd, with no way out or around save to walk their horses right over the top of it. That of course would be unacceptable behavior for two of His Most Serene Majesty’s chosen, so they didn’t, however greatly they were tempted.


  “A full tankard of cold, crisp lager,” Sharryn said, staring sadly in the direction of the inn. “I can practically smell it from here.”


  “Lead me to it,” Crowfoot muttered. “Goodman,” she said to one of the townsmen standing at the fringe of the crowd, and had to raise her voice and repeat herself to be heard over the uproar.


  He spared her an impatient glance, and then looked again, his eye caught by the crest on the breast of her tunic, and by the hilt of the sword protruding from the sheath strapped to her back. What he had been about to say changed to a deferential, “Swordswoman,” accompanied by a bow of the head. He looked for and found Sharryn, almost hidden by the bulk of the destrier, took in the same crest on the same tunic and the staff in her hand, and said, bowing again, “Seer.”


  “Goodman,” Sharryn said pleasantly. “What’s all the fuss about?”


  “It’s nothing, Seer. A fight.”


  Crow surveyed the growing crowd, exchanged a raised eyebrow with Sharryn, and said, “A fight with a large audience. Is this part of the festival? Does one buy a ticket?”


  “It’s nothing,” he repeated, with an involuntary look over his shoulder. “A fight over a girl, merely.”


  Crow stood in the stirrups and saw a tangled ball of two men crash into the side of a cart loaded with nuts. The cart went over, the nuts went everywhere, and the vendor burned his hands catching the brazier. The two men were forcibly separated by a couple of stern townsmen, and stood revealed to be a young, slight man with dark hair dressed in the charred leather apron of the smith, and a much larger man of roughly the same age, towheaded, pale-skinned and lantern-jawed, wearing a fletcher’s gauntlet. One of the townsmen, fists on his hips, surveyed the two pugilists with palpable scorn, addressed them with what appeared to be a pithy homily, and set them to work to right the nut vendor’s cart and recompense him for his lost revenue. The crowd began to disperse, but Crow saw the looks exchanged by the two young men and thought that there would be more trouble before long.


  “Were you making for the inn?” She looked down to see the eyes of the townsman fixed on her.


  “We were.”


  “Allow me to lead you there.” He accomplished this with no unnecessary pushing and shoving, Sharryn noted with approval, but a tap on the shoulder, a nod and a smile, and then there was the massive shadow of Blanca looming behind him, before which people naturally fell back.


  They were dismounting in front of the inn when a big burly man burst out of the door, crying loudly in a strange tongue, and swept Sharryn up into a comprehensive embrace. It was returned with enthusiasm. Crow busied herself with an unnecessary adjustment to the left stirrup of her saddle. Blanca snorted. Pedro whinnied. The townsman looked a little startled.


  After a while Sharryn came up for air, pink cheeked and bright eyed. “This is Makarios,” she said.


  “I should think so,” Crow said.


  “Zeno!” Makarios roared. He had a robust baritone that was easily heard over the noise of the crowd. A sharp-featured boy with untidy dark hair and a sly grin scrambled from beneath a forest of legs. “Master Makarios?”


  “Take the pony and the destrier to the stables. Water them, feed them, groom them, clean their tack.” He cocked an eye at Crow. “Anything else?”


  She shook her head. The boy gave her a quick grin bracketed with mischievous dimples, but his hand on the halters was steady and sure and Blanca and Pedro allowed themselves to be led away without complaint.


  “Makarios,” Sharryn said, “this is Crowfoot, my Sword.”


  “So I see. Well, well.” He eyed the townsman. “How did you happen to fall in with such rabble, Cornelius?”


  Cornelius grinned. “They needed an escort through the crowd.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder.


  Makarios remembered his duties as host. “You must be thirsty, come in, come in! Sofronia! Beer!” He unceremoniously dislodged a dozing patron from a large table comfortably close to the fireplace and disappeared for a moment, to reappear again with a tray loaded with meat rolls, cheese and fruit. Crow’s stomach chose that moment to growl, loudly, which made Makarios grin and shove the platter closer to her. Her mouth was full when Sofronia, a plump woman with red cheeks and thick gray hair in a plait hanging to her waist bustled out with four tankards in one hand and an enormous earthenware pitcher in the other which, pour as they would, never seemed to empty. Makarios grinned at Crow when she noticed this. “You’re drinking on the king’s coin, aren’t you?” and she had to admit that they were. The lager was cold and crisp, tasting of sun on grain, and good, rich earth, and deep, clear water.


  Sharryn polished off the last crumble of cheese and sat back with a satisfied sigh. “That was worth the ride.” She smiled at Makarios, who was looking at her with love in his eyes.


  Cornelius drained his tankard and went to refill it, but the pitcher was empty this time. “Sofronia!” Markarios bellowed. “Knock the bung out of another keg!”


  “You don’t have to get me drunk,” Sharryn told him.


  His smile could only be described as lecherous. “Yes, but it’s more fun when I do.”


  Cornelius burped. “Excuse me, Sword.”


  “The name is Crowfoot, Cornelius.”


  She had unbuckled the sword. It rested against the arm of her chair. He eyed it. It was almost as tall as he was. “Do you mind if I ask how heavy it is?”


  He was angling for an invitation to test the heft and balance of the weapon. She ignored the bait, more out of a care for his health than for any proprietary feel for the sword. “Heavy enough for justice,” she said, and wished the truth sounded less sanctimonious.


  “Of course, of course,” he said hastily. Cornelius was square-jawed and solid with dark hair neatly combed over dark, steady eyes, jerkin and leggings made with quality but not luxury, knee boots well-traveled but also well-kept. He wore a guild badge with a Catherine wheel embroidered on it. A trader, then.


  “You recognized us,” Crow said.


  He nodded. “I was trading in the capital two years ago when the king announced the Treaty of the Nine, along with the Charter of Mnemosynea and the conditions thereof.”


  “And what do you think of it?”


  He gave her question serious consideration, ignoring for the moment the din rising in back of them as the common room filled with the evening crowd. “If it will bring peace to the Nine Provinces, and safe roads to get my goods to market, I’m for it.”


  “And do you think it will?”


  Their eyes met for a long moment. “I don’t know.”


  The corners of her mouth quirked. “I don’t either, Cornelius.”


  Night had fallen, and at a look from Makarious, Sofronia lit the oil lamps hanging from brackets on the walls with a snap of fingers. Crow decided to stretch her legs in the direction of the stables, a glance enough to keep Cornelius in his seat. Sharryn made a face at her just before Makarios pulled Sharryn toward the stairs.


  Blanca and Pedro had been brushed to a dull gleam, their hooves looked as if they had been polished, and both had buckets of water and troughs of hay and grain in their stalls. In the third stall down, she found Zeno industriously polishing the metal bits of her tack. Made of the finest steel from the king’s forges, they shone silver in the lamplight, Sofronia’s evening lighting task having apparently extended to the outbuildings. Crow wondered if that included the necessary. She hoped so; one of the less pleasant aspects of being continually on the road was trying to find an unfamiliar outhouse in the middle of the night.


  “There must be some magic in your polish, boy,” she said. “That bridle hasn’t looked that good since we left the capital.”


  He gave a proud nod. “My Talent is for horses, and anything to do with them.”


  “You’re young to know that.” It happened, though, and often enough not to occasion more than idle comment.


  Everyone in the Nine Provinces was born with the gift of magic. What kind and how much was usually revealed to them at the onset of puberty, but sometimes it happened earlier. Crow herself had been thirteen when she felt herself drawn to a former soldier who had lost a leg in battle and had stumped into her village on a wooden replacement, there to buy out the local stable and begin an ambitious breeding program. He had found her on the back of a fiery-tempered mare, sans bridle or saddle, and his first and last glimpse of her for the afternoon was her gripping the mare’s black mane as both of them went over the fence and disappeared into the forest at a gallop.


  She had apologized when she brought the mare back. He eyed her for a long, uncomfortable moment before stumping over to the wall where his sword hung, still in the scabbard in which he had sheathed it last. He pulled it free and in the same motion sent it hurtling at her. It spun, point over hilt, to smack into her open palm. She had gazed at it in astonishment, unable to remember raising her hand.


  She smiled now, remembering doughty old Nicodemus and the long, sweaty hours of schooling in the training area he built in back of the barn. Riding, horse care, use of sword and shield and knife and quarterstaff and longbow and crossbow and a hundred other weapons that she would probably never encounter. “But if you lose your sword and your shield and the only weapon you can lay hand to is a Yranean war club,” Nicodemus had said, “then you’d better by the gods know how to use it.”


  Her mother had wept when her daughter’s Talent had been revealed. Her father had been proud, especially when she was named head of her own cohort in the last war. She was an only child, and her mother still yearned for grandchildren, making visits home a nightmarish progression of eligible suitors. Her village was too near the capital, it made visits home too easy, so when the king had called for volunteers to bear the Swords of Justice she had seen a job that would keep her on the road for the better part of every year. She’d been second to sign up, and still took a certain amount of pride in the fact that she had been the first to pass successfully through the Ten Trials of the Sword.


  Zeno said was regarding the sword with a fascinated eye. “It’s beautiful. My friend Elias is a smith, but he does nothing like that.”


  “All the Swords come from the Magi Guild’s forge,” she said. “They do good work.”


  They grinned at each other and he went back to polishing. “How do you get to be a Sword, anyway?”


  “Didn’t your mayor publish the Treaty and the Charter?”


  He hunched an impatient shoulder. “Who has time for all that reading?”


  She sat down next to him in the straw, setting the sword beside her, the hilt ready to hand. Education was part and parcel of their charter, and besides, Blanca’s tack hadn’t looked this good since it was first made. Blanca, her great white head hooked over the stall, whickered agreement down the back of Crow’s neck. Crow reached up to rub the velvety nose. “You know about the wars.”


  He nodded emphatically. “We all do. This is the first year in the last twenty that my father was able to sell all our wheat to the miller, and for a good price, too. ’Course the tithe to the king comes out of that, but it’s half of what it was before.” He scrubbed at a bit of stubborn tarnish. “It’s why my father was able to apprentice me out when my Talent revealed itself. Father can afford to hire someone over the next few years.”


  She nodded. “King Loukas thinks that your father ought to be able to sell his grain without tithing to maintain an army. That’s why he proposed the Treaty of the Nine.”


  “Yeah, but the king wasn’t the one fighting the wars, that was the wizards.” Zeno looked uncertain. “Wasn’t it?”


  “It was the wizards,” Crow said. “Not all of them, but some. A few very great, very evil wizards, who were fighting each other for power and control.”


  “They wanted to be king?”


  It was a lot more complicated than that, but close enough. “They did. So the king tithed the people to pay the army, and then directed the army to fight the wizards.”


  “And they won.”


  “And we won,” Crow agreed.


  “We won?” Zeno said.


  “I was a soldier in the king’s army.”


  “Really?” he said, eyes wide. “Did you kill anybody?”


  “Only enemies of the king,” she said, and hoped it was true. “And yes, we won, but the problem still remained.”


  “The wizards.”


  “Yes. Two died in battle, and the third was tried, convicted and executed in Hestia.” She had been on duty at that execution and still remembered the curses with which Nyssa had fouled the air as she burned. The circle of wizards surrounding her pyre had been hard put to it to keep up with the counterspells. Even now Crow wondered if they’d managed to get them all.


  “And then the king figured out a way to stop the wars.”


  “He hopes so. Everyone was tired of war, like you and your father. It was expensive, and destructive, and it killed too many of us. How much do you get paid to work here?”


  He grinned. “A lot. Enough for me to send half home to my mother every week.”


  She smiled. “The king will be pleased to hear it. It was what he had in mind when he brought the Nine Provinces together to sign the Treaty, and when he worked with them to write the Charter.”


  “How does it work?”


  She had repeated it so many times over the past three months that it rolled off her tongue like a monk’s evening prayers. “In the Treaty, the Nine Provinces acknowledge the sovereign rule of Hestia. In exchange, the ruler in Hestia agrees to keep the peace.”


  “And you do that.”


  “And the Sword and Seer do that.”


  “How many Swords are there?”


  “Nine Swords and nine Seers, one pair for each province.”


  His eyes slid to her sword.


  “What?” she said, stifling a yawn. It was late, and Markarios’ beer was finally catching up with her.


  “How does it work, exactly? Is it permitted to say?”


  She chuckled. “I am no wizard, young Zeno. I bear the Sword of Justice. It speaks through me. The Guild of the Magi has laid it under the most powerful of enchantments. Its power draws on theirs.” And hers, and the Seer’s.


  “In Hestia? All that way away?”


  “Yes.”


  “I didn’t know magic could be made at such a distance.”


  “I don’t think the wizards knew it, either, until the king wrote the Charter, and they had to find a way.” She got to her feet. “And now, young Zeno, I’m for my bed, as you should be for yours.”


  “What’s that?” he said, his head turning toward the stable door.


  She heard it, too, a rising tide of sound with the unpleasant smell of riot about it. The hilt of the Sword slid into her hand.


  A crowd was gathering, lit by torches held high. More people were emptying out of buildings, flooding down narrow streets to gather in the square, jerkins pulled hastily over nightgowns, confusion growing into a an ugly, palpable anger. Crow saw Cornelius hurrying out of the inn and caught his elbow. “What is it? What’s wrong?”


  He halted, looking relieved to see her. “Someone has been killed, a girl, they say.”


  Behind him Crow saw Sharryn, staff in hand, Makarios at her heels. Both were dressed, barely. Sharryn heard Cornelius’ words. “There’s been a murder?”


  Crowfoot climbed to the floor of a vendor’s stand at the edge of the square and looked over the heads of the crowd.


  The canvas roof over the dais from which the Kalliopean poet had been holding forth earlier in the day had been removed and a rope tossed over one of crosspieces. The noose at the end encircled the neck of a thin man with a bruised and bleeding face and both arms tied behind his back.


  “Elias!” Zeno said, who had boosted himself up beside her, and disappeared into the crowd heading in the direction of the man.


  Crow swore. “Cornelius! Announce us!”


  His eyes widened and he stood up straight. Crow’s request was in the nature of being appointed bailiff by royal command. “Make way for the Seer and Sword!” he called, and proved to have a bullfrog bellow that was admirably suited to the task. “Make way! Make way for the king’s justice!”


  Crow raised the sword over her head, hand clasped around the scabbard, and followed him. Heads turned, eyes widened, people took involuntary steps back, and if a respectful silence did not fall then at least a path was cleared to the focal point of the hubbub. Sharryn was at Crow’s heels, and they both heard Blanca’s urgent neigh and Pedro’s whinnies. The crowd was surly and hostile but they pushed through to stand in the small space created for them by Cornelius before the poet’s dais, and the tableau waiting there.


  The dead girl was blonde and buxom. Her skirts were ruffled and dirtied, her bodice torn, and there were dark marks around her throat. The tip of her tongue protruded from her mouth in a manner that put Crowfoot forcibly in mind of the statues of the stone gargoyles lining the cornice of the roof of the Guild of the Magi back in Hestia. Those gargoyles, however, formed a ring of power designed to keep the forces of darkness from penetrating the sanctuary. This girl had had no such defense.


  A man stood next to the body, tall, muscles going to fat. He had a heavy jaw and dark eyes set deep beneath a shelf of a brow. Collapsed against his side, tears sliding down her face, was a plump, blonde woman, older than the girl but so similar in form and feature that the relationship was obvious.


  Sharryn leaned down to close the girl’s wide, staring blue eyes with a gentle hand. This small act of compassion had a soothing effect on the crowd, and Crow could feel a palpable easing of tension.


  Sharryn stood up, leaning on her staff, and looked at the couple. “Your daughter?” she said gently.


  He jerked his head at the blonde woman. “Hers.”


  “I am so sorry,” Sharryn told her.


  The woman continued to weep with no reply.


  Sharryn looked at the man. “Your name, goodman?”


  His expression was not friendly, but he said civilly enough, “Nestor. This is my wife, Agathi.”


  “And this was… ”


  “Agathi’s daughter, Nella.”


  “Not your daughter.”


  He shook his head. “From her first marriage.”


  “Ah.” Sharryn looked around for her new bailiff. “Goodman, a blanket or a cloak, if you please.”


  Cornelius nodded, picked up the canvas that had been the roof of the dais and spread it over Nella’s body without waiting to be told.


  “Now then,” Sharryn said, looking at the young man with the noose around his neck. “I see you have determined who committed this foul deed.”


  “We have,” Nestor growled.


  “Good,” Sharryn said. “You have proof, of course.”


  “He was found standing over the body.”


  “Ah. Who found him?”


  “I did.”


  The crowd had crept closer again, the better to hear every word. “I see,” Sharryn said.


  He stuck out a truculent jaw. “It is our right, under the Charter, to exact justice.”


  “It is,” Sharryn told him, “when it is justice.”


  Nestor’s face darkened, and there was a corresponding mutter from the crowd.


  The young man with the noose around his neck began to struggle against it, and received a cuff on one ear in response from one of the two men holding him. Crow recognized him, and then knew the man he was preparing to hang. These were the two who had fought over the girl in the square that afternoon. She looked down at the canvas-covered body. This girl.


  Sharryn looked up at the young man in the noose. “Do you deny these charges, goodman?”


  His mouth opened and a kind of animal grunting came out, impassioned, forceful, but sounding more like a pig than a man. Sharryn looked at Nestor.


  “A demon has him by the tongue,” he said. There was a murmured chorus of agreement.


  “Elias is possessed of no demon!” Zeno said hotly, forcing his way forward. “He is my friend, and a good man! He loved Nella! He would never have hurt her!” He looked around and found Crowfoot. “In the name of the Charter which binds the Nine Provinces, I call for justice! I call for the justice of the Seer and the Sword!” He ran to Crow’s side. “You have to,” he said in an urgent whisper. “Crowfoot, you must help him, he can’t speak for himself!”


  “Shut up, you little brat,” someone growled, to a chorus of muttered approval.


  “Hang him, then!” someone shouted, and others took up the cry. “Hang him!” “Hang the murdering bastard!”


  “No!” Zeno cried.


  Someone cuffed the boy across the face, and he flew backward into the crowd. Zeno was lost in a trample of feet.


  Crow drew the Sword. She held it point up, hilt before her face, and cried, “Let the Sword sing!”


  The moon, a new crescent, was well up in the sky, and its light danced along the blade. A single severe, sustained note sliced through the uproar like a sharp edge through flesh. The crowd melted back at Crow’s approach, revealing Zeno prone on the ground. His mouth was bleeding, his cheek was bruised and he winced and clasped his side when she nudged him to his feet, but he was ambulatory and he followed her back to Sharryn. The sword remained unsheathed, and Crow felt the link kick in solidly, with all the weight of Sharryn’s considerable exasperation behind it.


  Did you have to do that?


  What did you expect, that I would let the child be trampled? Crowfoot kept her face impassive, but in truth she was as annoyed as the Seer was. Now the Sword could not be sheathed again until a verdict had been reached and a judgment rendered. She let the flat of the blade rest lightly against her left shoulder, both hands clasped on the hilt.


  “We need no diviners here,” Nestor said. “We can hang a murderer without your help. Yes, and bury our dead, too.”


  His wife sobbed out loud, but there was a growl of agreement from the crowd. They had been cowed by the Sword’s song, but there would have to be some resolution of the murder or Crow had no doubt there would be more murder done.


  Sharryn kept her tone mild. “You live under the protection of the king, goodman. You are, as are we all, subject to the Treaty of the Nine and the Great Charter.” She added distinctly, her eyes hard, “And you will address me as Seer.”


  He stared at her, his expression unpleasant. What he might have said next was drowned out by the crowd.


  “To hell with this talk! Killer! Murderer! Hang him!” someone yelled, and there was another movement to press forward. Crowfoot stepped in front of Sharryn and raised the Sword. It sang again, the pure note descending into a clear baritone, a long, low pitch of warning that reverberated in the back teeth of everyone in the square. Many clapped their hands to their ears, a few were brought to their knees. A girl screamed, and babies wept.


  It was a warning, as sharp as the edge of the sword itself. It was the first time the Sword had been heard in Daean, but none who heard it could fail to understand it. The crowd fell back as one. The mob lust for blood had been broken with a single note.


  “Sorcery,” Nestor said, though he was as pale and shaken as the rest.


  “Yes,” said Sharryn. “Of the very strongest. Remember that, goodman.” She turned to the dais. “Bring him down.”


  They brought Elias down forthwith and no arguing. Sharryn regarded the man who stood before her. He was looking at the canvas-covered body with tears tracing down his cheeks. She pulled the noose from his neck. There was another angry rumble from the crowd.


  Crowfoot stepped forward. “Good people,” she said. “You stand in the presence of the Seer of Truth and the Sword of Justice. By the pledge of the King, there will be order.”


  An almost palpable aura enveloped both women in a haze of light, casting their features in bold relief. Staff and sword gleamed as if dipped in quicksilver. The illusion was gone in an instant, leaving only a tenuous memory of itself behind. Later, some would dismiss it as simple magic, a glamour conjured up to intimidate the ignorant and the foolish, yet another example of the wizarding sleight-of-hand that, out of control, had led to the last series of wars that had brought Mnemosynea to its knees. Others wouldn’t be so sure. “I had my doubts about the Charter,” old Pavlos said, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand after downing a tankard of Makarios’ best. “But after watching those two witches at work the other night I’m thinking we’ve got a king we should keep.”


  “Bring a chair for the Seer,” Crow said to Cornelius in a quiet voice. “Set it up on the dais. And cause torches to be lit, as many as may be found, and set them about the square.”


  It was done. Sharryn took the seat, staff in hand. Crowfoot stood a little behind her on her right, sword held in front of her. “I will hear witnesses in this matter,” Sharryn said. It was all very irregular, lacking in the formality the king wanted to mark the dignity of the judicial process, and it was also night, a thing the Council would have abhorred. King and Council both wanted the Seer and the Sword to hold court in the full light of day, beneath the clear gaze of the full populace. But the Sword was out, and its appetite for justice, laid on by powerful geas, must be satisfied.


  Cornelius’ voice rang out. “All witnesses having knowledge in the matter of the foul murder of Nella, daughter of Agathi, step-daughter of Nestor, come forward to be heard.”


  “When and where was the girl’s body found, and who found it?” Sharryn said.


  Nestor stepped forward. “I found it.”


  “Lay your hand upon my staff,” Sharryn said.


  He hesitated, and did as he was told. “State your name.”


  “I am Nestor, of the town of Daean, of the province of Kleonea.” He looked at the staff as if afraid it might refute his words. It remained inert, a length of polished, knotted pine, gleaming a cold gold in the moonlight. He gained courage. “I own a bakery. Agathi is my wife. Nella was her daughter.” Agathi sobbed into the shoulder of another woman, who patted her back.


  “Tell us where and when you found Nella’s body.”


  He looked at the staff, at his hand resting gingerly upon it, and swallowed. “Seer, she was in the bakery when I went to close the shop. She was supposed to do it, but she was ever a flighty piece, more interested in flirting that she was in selling bread.” He pulled his hand free and pointed at Elias. “And I found him with her, crouched over her, interfering with her!”


  The crowd erupted. “Pervert!” “Hang him!” “Filthy murderer!” “Killer!” “Hang him now!”


  Sharryn waited with flinty composure until the cries died down. “Replace your hand upon the staff. Did you see him kill her, goodman?”


  He hesitated, looked at Elias, back at the staff. “Seer. No. I did not see him kill her.”


  “You said the girl liked to flirt. Was this man one of the men with whom she flirted?”


  The baker scowled. “Seer, she flirted with them all. If she did not do more.”


  “I see. Thank you, goodman. You may step back.”


  The crowd shifted and stretched to see better. No one was yawning despite the late hour.


  “I will speak to the accused next,” Sharryn said.


  “Seer, he has not the ability to speak,” Cornelius said in a low voice.


  “I understand that,” Sharryn said, and looked around for Zeno. He stepped forward, a little stiffly as the injuries inflicted by the crowd began to tell. “Can you understand him, Zeno?”


  “Seer, I can!”


  She beckoned to the accused. “Are you willing to have Zeno speak for you?”


  The young man nodded once.


  “Come forward, then,” Sharryn said, “and place your hand upon my staff.”


  He did so without hesitation. His face showed more bruises than Zeno’s, and he limped.


  “Your name, goodman.”


  He looked at Zeno. “Seer, this is Elias, son of—”


  “Your name first, goodman.”


  The boy looked startled. It was probably the first time anyone had called him goodman. He squared his shoulders. When he spoke next his voice had deepened and carried clearly to the edges of the crowd, silent now, and watchful. “Seer, I am Zeno, son of Nilos, son of Arete, of the village of Pierus—”


  Ten leagues south of Daean, Crow thought.


  Was it on the map?


  No.


  Typical.


  “—of the province of Kleonea.”


  Sharryn gave a grave nod, and waited, somehow, rumpled and red-cheeked as she was, contriving to appear worthy to bear and exercise the will of king and Charter. The rule of law was so new to the Nine Provinces that no degree of authority could be lost to an apparent lack of dignity on the part of the Two. They were building a myth as much as they were an institution.


  “Seer, this is Elias, son of Damara, of the town of Daean, of the province of Kleonea,” Zeno said. His voice gathered force. “He is a smith, and my friend! He didn’t kill Nella, he loved her!”


  “He told you this?”


  Zeno flushed. “Seer, he doesn’t have to.”


  “In fact, he does,” Sharryn said, not unkindly. “Please confine yourself to what the witness actually says. When did he come upon the body of Nella?”


  Zeno conferred with Elias, who grunted and gestured. Zeno turned to Sharryn. “Seer, he says that they planned to meet at the bakery after work, to walk to the square and see who was performing for Festival. She was laying on the floor when he walked in.” Zeno swallowed, his bruised face looking a bleached, blotchy purple in the moonlight. “He says her skirts were up over her head, and when he pulled them down he saw the marks on her neck.”


  “Was she cold to the touch?”


  Elias shook his head violently and grunted at Zeno. “Seer, he says she was warm. He thinks her killer could not long have left her there.”


  Sharryn looked at Elias. He had not the build of the blacksmith, but you could not choose your Talent, it chose you. His shoulders and arms were well-muscled, though, developed by his trade. His hand grasped her staff as if he needed the support.


  “How did you lose your voice, goodman?” Sharryn said.


  Elias looked at Zeno, who looked angrily at the crowd and said hotly, “It’s not because he labors under an evil curse, Seer, no matter what these people say.”


  Sharryn waited.


  Zeno looked at Elias, who pressed his lips together and gave a curt nod. “His tongue was cut out, Seer.”


  “By whom?”


  “By the army of Nyssa.”


  The crowd moved and muttered, and Crow knew Sharryn felt as she did the wave of almost tangible hatred. Nyssa had not wasted her occupation of Kleonea making friends, it seemed. Not that she’d had many friends in any of the Nine Provinces, judging from the cheer that had gone up as the wizard burned at the stake two years before.


  “Why was your tongue cut out?” Sharryn said.


  Zeno didn’t have to ask Elias. “Seer, Elias was a spy for the king. He was betrayed to the wizard, who cut out his tongue in punishment.”


  The crowd gasped. “The smith spied for the king? A likely story,” growled the baker. His wife, collapsed in exhaustion in her friend’s arms, had strained eyes fixed on the still form beneath the canvas shroud and was oblivious to everything else.


  Crow was suspicious at this fortuitous turn of events. It’s hard to hang a war hero. Did you know?


  Such punishment for spies was common practice among Nyssa’s troops. You should have paid more attention in history. By some trick of expression or movement Sharryn refocused attention on herself. To Elias, she said, “Why did you go to the bakery?”


  Elias and Zeno put their heads together. There were more grunts, a few gestures, some wriggling of fingers. “Seer, Elias finished work early today, uh, yesterday now, I guess. He was anxious to see Nella. And—” He hesitated.


  “And?” Sharryn said.


  Zeno was reluctant but Elias nudged him and grunted. Zeno flushed. “Seer, Elias was afraid that Nella had heard about the fight he had had with Deon.”


  By not a flicker of an eyebrow did Sharryn or Crow betray that they had been eyewitnesses.


  “Seer, he was afraid Nella would be angry. He wanted to speak to her, to explain what happened.”


  Sharryn spoke directly to Elias. “Did you see anyone in the bakery besides Nella?”


  The smith shook his head. “Seer, he did not,” Zeno said. Elias grunted something. Zeno’s eyes widened. “Seer, but he found something!”


  “What did he find?”


  Elias nodded at his tunic, and Zeno stuck a hand in the pocket. He pulled out a leather rectangle that curled naturally into a tube in his hand, straps and buckles dangling. He stared at it, puzzled.


  “A fletcher’s gauntlet!” someone cried.


  They turned as one to the big, fair man standing behind Elias. “No,” he cried. “No, not me, I didn’t!”


  “Step forward and show your left arm,” Sharryn said.


  “No, I—”


  Rough hands were laid upon him and he was thrust forward, his arm brought out by force. It was bare of anything but the sleeve of his dark green jerkin.


  “He’s the one!” “Guilty!” “Hang him!”


  “Silence,” Sharryn said mildly, but the force of the word rang like a tocsin, silencing the crowd. To Elias she said, “You found the gauntlet in the bakery with Nella?”


  Elias grunted. “Seer,” Zeno said, “Elias found it next to Nella’s body. He put it in his pocket when Nestor refused to believe him and called down the mob.”


  “I see.” Sharryn looked at the fletcher. “Step forward, goodman, and place your hand upon the staff.”


  The big man with the baby face did so, his eyes suspiciously bright.


  “Your name.”


  His voice trembling in time with his knees, he said, “I am Deon, son of Andrew, son of Cyma, of the city of Daean in the province of Kleonea, and I did not kill Nella!” His voice caught on a sob. “I loved her, I would never hurt her!”


  “How do you explain your gauntlet next to her body?”


  Deon looked at his hand on the staff, the agonized fear on his face clear in the moonlight. He looked up at Sharryn and said imploringly, “Seer, I—”


  Sharryn was inexorable. “How do you explain your gauntlet being found next to her body?”


  The fletcher was struck by sudden inspiration. “Elias must have stolen it and put it there to cast suspicion on me! I never went to the bakery, I—” He screamed, a high-pitched agonized sound that made everyone flinch. His legs went out from under him and he remained upright only by virtue of the Staff, gleaming in the moonlight, his hand clamped to it. “Make it stop, make it stop, ahhhhhhh, no!” He screamed again.


  “How do you explain your gauntlet being found next to Nella’s body?” Sharryn said pitilessly.


  He screamed a third time, writhing like a fish on a hook, but he could not pull his hand from the staff. “I went to the bakery to see her, to ask her to spend Saturday at the festival with me, but she was already dead, I swear! I did not kill her, I did not! Make it stop, make it stop!”


  Sharryn made no move but his hand was suddenly free and he crumpled into a boneless, sobbing heap before the dais.


  “Raise him up,” Sharryn said, her voice cold.


  Elias and Zeno, their faces grim and awed, pulled Deon to his feet. Elias grunted at Zeno. “Seer,” Zeno said, “Elias wishes to vouch for Deon. He has known Deon since they were boys. He knew of Deon’s love for Nella. He doesn’t believe Deon would hurt her.”


  Deon looked steadfastly at the ground, shoulders shaking.


  “It is certainly more than Deon was willing to do for him,” Sharryn said tartly.


  There was a brief silence.


  Well?


  She was strangled. Her killer knew she worked in the bakery, knew she would be there at closing time, and had strong hands.


  And our choice is a smith or a fletcher. You’re a lot of help. What does the Sword say?


  Nothing. It won’t until you identify the guilty and pronounce a verdict. You know that.


  I live in hope.


  “Goodman,” Sharryn said to Nestor. “Were there any signs of a struggle in the bakery?”


  He shook his head. “Seer, there were not.”


  So she didn’t fight. She knew him, and the attack came too suddenly for her to struggle.


  “Who knew this girl?” Sharryn said. “Step forward and be heard.”


  There was a brief silence from the crowd, whose mood was now more bewildered than hostile. They were still angry, but they were intent on every word spoken in the drama being enacted before them, determined to see the story through to its end.


  “Excuse me,” a strong voice said. The crowd parted to let two women through to the space before the dais. They were both delicate of feature and dark of hair and eye. Middle age had brought the elder laugh lines and gray hairs and her waist was no longer as slender as her daughter’s. Both were well dressed and bore the unmistakable stamp of the burgher. Both also bore the pincushion bracelet of the tailor.


  “Seer,” the older woman said, bending her head briefly. “I am Irene, daughter of Charis, daughter of Kiril, and a tailor in the city of Daean in the province of Kleonea. This is my daughter, Delphine. Nella was her friend.”


  Irene looked at Delphine, who didn’t move. Irene placed a hand on her daughter’s lower back and gave a firm nudge. Delphine was forced forward a step, and there she halted. Her brown eyes were wide and fearful, and she was obviously reluctant to speak. Her mother nudged her again.


  “Seer,” she said. “I—I am D—D—Delphine, d—d—daughter of Irene, d—d—daughter of Martin, of the city of Daean in the province of Kleonea.” She clasped her hands before her tightly and looked imploringly at her mother. Her mother looked implacably back.


  “Delphine, daughter of Irene, place your hand on my staff,” Sharryn said. The girl looked desperately this way and that, found no help, and took three stumbling steps forward to place a shrinking palm against the wood, gleaming a cold gold in the moonlight. She looked surprised not to have her hand struck off at the wrist.


  “You knew the dead girl?”


  “Seer, I d—d—did.”


  Sharryn waited. Delphine knotted her free hand in her skirt.


  “Come, goodwoman,” Sharryn said. “There is nothing to fear here, so long as you tell the truth.” Delphine cast a quick look at Deon. There was no blood or bruising on the hand that had laid upon the Staff, but the fingers had yet to move and he cradled it tenderly against his chest. “Did you see Nella yesterday?”


  Delphine gave a quick nod. “Seer, I was at the bakery in the morning. Nella and I made plans to meet at the sweetshop and go round the square to see who was here for Festival.”


  Keeping a weather eye out for visiting poets, no doubt.


  Quiet.


  “Did you see her again yesterday?” A shake of the head. “Did she speak of Elias or Deon to you?”


  Delphine looked even more uncomfortable, if that was possible.


  “Did Nella perhaps have many friends among the young men of the town?” Sharryn suggested.


  Delphine’s relief was immediate and immense. “Seer, she did. They were all in love with her. She was so beautiful, why shouldn’t they be?”


  “Did she favor any one above the rest?”


  The girl’s brow knit. “Seer, I believe she did not.”


  “Not Elias the smith? Not Deon the fletcher?”


  “Seer, I believe not.”


  “It’s not true,” said Deon, “she loved me!” Elias said nothing, staring straight ahead with a face like stone.


  “So you went to the sweetshop to wait for Nella,” Sharryn said to Delphine.


  “Seer, I did. But she did not come. So I went to the bakery.”


  “You went to the bakery?”


  “Seer, I did, but the baker said she was gone.”


  There was a moment of silence. The hilt of the sword began to vibrate in Crow’s hands, and a faint, fine line of light limned the edge.


  The kneading of all that dough also makes for strong hands.


  “When was this, Delphine?”


  “Seer, at a little before sunset. My mother let me leave our shop early.”


  Sharryn looked at Irene, who nodded.


  “Did you go into the bakery?” Sharryn said.


  “Seer, I did not. Nestor the baker came out the door as I came down the street.”


  “Did you speak to him?”


  “Seer, I did. I asked him where Nella was, and he said she had left the shop before sunset to meet me.”


  “Step back from the Staff,” Sharryn said.


  Delphine dropped her hand and scuttled behind her mother, standing on tiptoe to peer over Irene’s shoulder.


  “Nestor the baker, come forward,” Sharryn said.


  “I won’t then,” he said truculently. He raised his voice. “This is nothing but magic, and black magic at that! She has laid a geas upon us all!”


  Irene looked at him. “Why?”


  The simple question halted him for only a moment. “To make mischief, that’s why! To bring the blackest of magic back to the Nine Provinces! To enslave us all again to the wishes of wizards! I found Elias kneeling over my daughter’s body!”


  Oh, so now she’s his daughter.


  “I will not come forward to lay my hand again upon that enchanted staff! Who knows what the wizard could make me say! It is the spirit of Nyssa come amongst us again! I will not!”


  Sharryn raised neither the staff nor her voice. “Nestor the baker,” she said, the words dropping oh so coldly into the moonlight, “come forward.”


  Nestor, his face contorted with anger and fear, was forced by an invisible hand to place one halting foot in front of the other, until he came before the dais.


  “Place your hand upon my staff,” Sharryn said, in that same cold, inflexible voice.


  Inch by inexorable inch, his arm was forced up. He cried out when his hand touched the wood but it caught him fast.


  “Nestor the baker of the city of Daean, father in law to Nella, now deceased, were you in your bakery yesterday afternoon?”


  “Of course I was in my bakery!” he shouted. “It’s my business, I own it.”


  “Was Nella also in your bakery yesterday afternoon?”


  “She works there, she’s my apprentice, of course she was there!”


  “Were you both there when she was attacked?”


  “No, I—aaaaaahhhhh!” Nestor screamed and writhed, tendons distended as he tried to pull free of the Staff.


  “Were you in the bakery when Nella was attacked?” Sharryn said.


  “No, no, I tell you—” Nestor shrieked again. His feet were kicking, pushing at the dais. Tears were streaming from his eyes, mucous from his nose, and his mouth was pulled into a rictus of pain.


  Agathi was staring at the scene before her, her eyes wide, her mouth a little open. “What is wrong with my husband? I don’t understand. What is wrong?” Her friend put an arm around her and patted her wordlessly. Crow found a moment to pity her before Sharryn spoke again.


  “I will not repeat my question a third time, Nestor the baker of Kleonea.”


  He broke, suddenly and absolutely and completely. “All right, all right, make it stop! Please, Seer, please, I beg you, just make it stop! I killed her! I killed Nella! Make it stop!”


  And as simply as that his hand was free. He slumped against the dais, his face pressed into the sawdust at her feet, moaning and clasping his arm. Sharryn waited, looking in the moonlight like a carven statue. The crowded waited, too, silent, still, it seemed to Crow they had ceased even to breathe.


  “On your feet,” Sharryn said, and Nestor perforce was on his feet. “Place your hand again on the staff.”


  He cringed. “No, Seer, no, please, no, anything but that.”


  Sharryn’s voice cracked like a whip. “Place your hand upon the staff!”


  One trembling hand, long-fingered, large-knuckled, heavy, roped with muscle, trembling, reached out and touched wood.


  “Why did you kill Nella?” Sharryn said.


  He hung his head, less in shame than in remembered pain. “I wanted her.”


  Agathi cried out. “No!” Her friend restrained her but it wasn’t easy. “No, it isn’t true, it can’t be true!”


  “I wanted her and she knew it, and she teased me with her knowledge. She raised her skirt for any young buck in town—”


  “NO!” Agathi shrieked.


  “Oh, it isn’t true!” Delphine cried.


  Elias shook his head violently. Even Deon left off nursing his hand to cry out a denial.


  “—why not for me?” Nestor said. “Always in the house, parading around in her under dress, taunting me, tempting me.”


  Why does the staff not correct him?


  It’s the truth, as he sees it.


  “I took her, I admit it. There was no bearing it any longer, she was off to gawk at the young men in the town square that evening. Why them and not me?”


  “How did she die?” Sharryn said.


  “She fought me,” he said, and bared his chest, revealing a series of dark red scratches and one welt that looked inflicted by teeth. “Look here! She provoked me, she scratched me, she made me bleed! She screamed the whole time, I was afraid someone would hear! I just wanted her to be quiet!” He looked at his hand on the staff. “I just wanted her to be quiet,” he repeated.


  There was dead silence in the square.


  Sharryn broke it by rising to her feet. She took a deep breath, and shook Nestor free of the staff as if she were shaking off a fly. “In the matter before the sitting of this Assideres—”


  The sword began to hum.


  “—in the city of Daean on the day of the solstice, this second New Year in the reign of King Loukas the Just, I, Sharryn the Seer, find Nestor the baker of Daean in the province of Kleonea guilty of the wanton rape and murder of his step-daughter, Nella, by confession out of his own mouth, as attested to by the Staff of Truth.” She stepped back. “Let the Sword of Justice come forth and render judgment.”


  Crow moved forward, holding the Sword before her like a banner, as indeed it was, the ensign of her command.


  The hum grew.


  Nestor scrabbled awkwardly backward on his hands and feet. “No! Keep it away from me! Stop it, stop it, I tell you! She made me do it! I shouldn’t be punished, she made me!” A kick from the crowd sent him back into the circle.


  Crow halted at the edge of the platform, the sword brightening to a silver that seemed almost translucent, the blade reflecting the glitter of the stars and the glow of the moon, the stones on the hilt bright with right and rage. The hum rose to a cold, clear tone that went up and up in pitch and volume. People cried out and covered their eyes and ears. Nestor cowered on the ground, one arm raised in pitiful defense, afraid to look, afraid not to. Zeno and Elias crouched nearby, white-faced and staring. Sharryn and Crowfoot alone remained outwardly unmoved.


  When Crowfoot spoke, her voice was as cold as Sharryn’s and as clear as the song of the sword. “In the name of the Great Charter of Mnemosynea, by the power vested in me by king and mage, let justice be done.”


  The glow of the blade increased to a blinding ray of light, spilling out over the heads of the crowd. The song increased in volume to the point of pain, reverberating in ears, teeth, bones, blood.


  And then it was gone, and the light with it, and the blade returned to the sheath, a long slide of metal against metal, the hilt meeting the scabbard with a satisfied clank.


  “The Sword has spoken,” said Crow. Sharryn moved to stand beside her.


  People stood erect again, shaken. They looked at Nestor, still sitting in the dirt. “Oh the gods,” someone said, shock in his voice.


  The Sword of Justice had taken Nestor’s hands above the wrists. The stumps of his arms had been neatly sealed, no blood dripping, no bone showing, the skin healed cleanly across. The hands that had strangled the life from the young woman had been the price of their crime. The girl was dead, and her Talent with her. Nestor’s Talent had been in his hands, and now it, too, was gone.


  Magic destroyed was a debt owed. And debts to magic must always be paid. It was the First Law, and the most binding of them all.


  Nestor stared at the stumps where his hands had been, unbelieving. He would be unable to practice his trade. Never to knead another batch of dough, never to slice fruit for a tart, never to ice cakes, none of it, ever again.


  More, he would be unable to wash himself, to clothe himself, to feed himself. Unless he could find someone to perform those tasks for him, banishment and slow starvation was his fate. And with the mark of the sword burned into his forehead proclaiming his offense for all to see, there would be no succor for him anywhere.


  In that moment Nestor himself seemed to realize the depth and breadth of his punishment, and turned mute, pleading eyes to his wife.


  Agathi spat in his face, turned her back, and walked away.


  So did everyone else.


  The square emptied out in groups of five and six. Nestor hunched over his maimed arms and scrabbled away.


  “We never do this in moonlight again,” Sharryn said, descending from the platform.


  “Agreed,” Crowfoot said, following. “They did warn us.”


  “They did. Gods, I need a drink.”


  “I know where to find one,” Crow replied.


  There was a shy touch at her elbow, and she looked round to see Zeno, awe and gratitude warring for primacy on his young face. “Thank you, Sword. Thank you for saving my friend.” Behind him, Elias bowed.


  She managed a brief nod, a rough tousle of Zeno’s hair, and turned for the inn and bed, and no one tried to stay their path.


  At least not that night.


  A Woman’s Work


  Author’s Note


  The second story in the Mnemosynean ’verse. As for the plot, anyone who’s been awake for the last decade knows where the inspiration for the culture of Kalliope came from. I freely and cheerfully admit to some seriously wishful thinking going on here. I’d love to see a Seer and Sword turned loose on Saudi Arabia.


  Sharryn and Crowfoot are named for two of my dearest friends, Sharyn Wilson and Pati Crofut. They can be the Seer and Sword on my block any day.


  



  AS SMALL AND MEAN and dirty as it was, Crowfoot was profoundly glad to see Pylos on the horizon. The voyage from Dorian had been speedy but less than smooth, the Ocean of Aptikos in its usual bad temper. When at last they made fast to the dock, Crowfoot had Blanca and Pedro first up out of the hold and down the gangway to a terra that was blessedly firma beneath her feet. The Sword was strapped to her back and the saddle on Blanca’s before Sharryn had finished taking leave of the Barka’s captain. Avel was his name, he of the laughing hazel eyes and the tight brown curls and the quick, charming tongue. He had been the only bright spot in Sharryn’s voyage from Epaphus. Sailors.


  He knew his business, though. The Barka’s crew made short work of offloading what little cargo in its holds was destined for Kalliopean vendors. There was nothing to load, evidently, the primary export of Kalliope being tragic poetry, it was said sold by the yard. It was a joke over the other eight Provinces that it was most welcome in the necessary out back.


  “Crowfoot?”


  A voice made her turn. “Aeron. I wondered if you had waited to greet us.”


  “Not for long.” His grip was firm and quickly released. “We’re leaving on the ship you came in on, if the captain will give us passage.”


  He was a spare man with gray hair and a stern face, as tall as the Staff he held in his left hand. A shorter man stepped out from behind him, and Crow felt her face break into a smile. “Thanos.”


  This man was younger and built along more generous lines, with the bronze skin and dark hair of the native born Pthalean. His Sword was belted around his waist in such style as the hilt was never very far from his right hand. “Crow!” He gave her a hearty embrace, but his eyes slid past her to the ship. “Is that our outbound transportation?”


  “You’re in a hurry,” she said.


  “So will you be, in a year,” Aeron said.


  “In a week,” Thanos said.


  She looked from one to the other. “We could probably use a little introduction.”


  “You’ll find out all you need to know between here and Ydra,” Aeron said.


  “I see.” She busied herself with Pedro’s saddle to hide her annoyance, and said in a carefully casual tone, “Kalliope not quite the garden spot it’s reputed to be?”


  Thanos gave Aeros a sidelong glance. “Not quite.”


  “No,” Aeros said, his face grim, “and I don’t know why they sent the two of you here. It’s going to make the job twice as hard, and the nine gods know it’s hard enough already. Especially now.”


  “Aeron! Thanos!” Sharryn trod down the gangway in a flurry of mulberry skirts and embraced both men with her usual enthusiasm. Even Aeron’s stony visage cracked a smile, but further greetings were forestalled by Avel’s call. “All aboard!”


  “He’s calling my name,” Thanos said, and kissed first Crow’s cheek and then Sharryn’s. He shouldered his bag, grasped the hilt of his Sword and quick-footed it up the gangway. Aeron nodded at both women and followed, the Staff striking the wooden surface every second step like the rhythmic tolling of a death bell.


  The Barka cast off and stood out in short order. There was a shout from the rail. “There’s a good inn about a mile out of town! The Soldier’s Rest!”


  “Thanks, Thanos!” Crow said. “Safe voyage!”


  “Good luck!”


  “Ominous,” Sharryn said. “He sounds like he thinks we might need it.” She looked at Crow. “They could have stayed to fill us in a little on what we could expect. We would have.”


  “Maybe,” Crow said, and looked around at the gathering crowd. They were all men, some curious, some lascivious, some distinctly unfriendly.


  “Witches,” someone said in a voice meant to be heard.


  “And maybe not,” Crow said. The remark had come from a group of young men better dressed than the rest of the crowd, with gold and gemstones at their wrists and throats. One arrogant dandy with a supercilious arch to his very long nose waited until he caught Crow’s eye and spat deliberately before Blanca’s hooves.


  Sharryn gave a sunny smile. “Ready?”


  Without answering Crowfoot touched a heel to Blanca’s side. The dandy waited to give way until Blanca and Pedro were almost on top of them, his red cloak actually brushing Crow’s stirrup. His eyes were dark with contempt and, yes, and hatred, Crow thought, but there was something else there as well. The Sword against her back seemed to hum in agreement.


  She decided to put him to the test. “Pardon me, goodman,” she said mildly, “but Blanca doesn’t care much for being crowded.” She smiled. “And I would just hate it if she mussed your pretty red cloak.”


  Next to her she heard Sharryn’s startled gasp, quickly repressed. In response to a discreet heel Pedro turned to face opposite from Blanca and stare down the menacing crowd. Crow’s attention remained focused on the dandy. His face had darkened at her words and his hand went to the hilt of his sword. Crow gazed at him steadily, her face expressionless, waiting.


  She saw the exact moment when he decided not to push it, anticipated and then saw the scornful shrug. He spat again and said something in an undertone to his friends. They laughed, a jeering, heckling kind of laugh that had nothing of true mirth to it, and fell in behind when he turned with a swish of his pretty red cloak and stalked away.


  “Shall we go then?” Crow said, still in that mild tone of voice, and nudged Blanca forward.


  “Have you completely lost your mind?” Sharryn said beneath her breath. “He could have brought that whole mob down on us.”


  Crow thought of the hatred she had seen in the dandy’s eyes, so strong it was almost palpable. Hatred that intense, that concentrated was a force to be reckoned with, something anyone who had been present when Nyssa burned knew first hand. “And isn’t it interesting that he chose not to?”


  The Hecates rose behind Pylos on the southern horizon, high, bleak and sharp-toothed. None of the buildings of the town were more than two stories high, most built of wood that had been too long from the tree and fashioned with too little care to begin with. “This place looks like it’d fall over at the first puff of a dragon’s breath,” Sharryn said, surveying it with disfavor.


  The men of Pylos were tall, dark-eyed, dark-haired and built like whips, all long bone and tensile muscle.


  “Spooky,” Sharryn said. “They look so much alike.”


  “Years of inbreeding will do that,” Crow said.


  In addition, the men of Pylos were dressed alike, in cloaks of dark red clasped at the throat with a miniature shield, made of various metals and each stamped with a different design. She saw several designs repeat themselves on different wearers. Separate cohorts, perhaps. The social structure of Kalliope was organized on military lines.


  Of women they saw none, all the windows and doors of the houses they passed closed firmly against the road. No female children, either, and very few children at all.


  A mile out of town they found the inn, a long, low building made of solid, well-dressed blocks of stone beneath a sturdy thatched roof. The sign hanging over the door was a wooden man in a red cloak leaning against a spear with his eyes closed.


  Their host was a tall, burly individual, polite even as he kept his face averted, refusing to meet either woman’s eyes after the one swift glance of recognition at the crests on their shoulders. He was able to offer stalls in a snug stable for Blanca and Pedro, and a small, clean room at the back of the house for them.


  Crowfoot dropped her saddlebags on one of the two narrow beds and went to unbar the shutters and swing them wide. “What time is dinner served below, goodman?” Sharryn said behind her. Stars were winking into existence in the night sky. The cold air had a bite to it, not unpleasant, just crisp on the inhale, clearing one’s lungs and head in equal measure.


  The innkeeper coughed. “In an hour, Seer. But why bother yourselves with coming downstairs again this evening? I could serve your meals here, in your room, where you can be quiet and private.”


  Crow turned in time to see Sharryn give him her sunny smile. “I find I have no liking for my own company this evening, goodman. We will take supper in the room below.”


  He didn’t look happy but he didn’t argue, either, and with an inclination of his head delivered impartially between the two of them he was in the hall and the door closing gently behind him.


  Crow raised an eyebrow at Sharryn. “Perhaps we should dine armed.”


  “Certainly not!” Sharryn said bracingly. “We are Seer and Sword, the King’s Justice in Mnemosynea, welcomed in any of the Nine Provinces as the personification of the Great Charter and the Treaty of the Nine. There is no need for arms.”


  And so, Crow keeping her inevitable misgivings to herself, Sword and Staff remained behind in their room when they descended the stairs to the common room at the front of the house. It was large, with ceilings high enough that it felt almost airy in spite of the well-aged oak wainscoting and the stripped and sanded tree trunks holding up the roof. It was furnished with large round wooden tables sliced from the trunks of larger trees, attended by low-backed stools, all filling up rapidly.


  It wouldn’t be fair to say that conversation ceased when they entered the room, but there was certainly a momentary pause, followed by a somewhat self-conscious resumption. Heads turned when they walked by, but away, not toward.


  The landlord emerged from a door at the back, through which Crow caught her very first glimpse of a feminine Kalliopean face. Inquisitive eyes caught hers for a brief moment before the landlord shut the door firmly and without haste behind him. “Here is your table, goodwomen,” he said, gesturing.


  “Thank you, goodman.” Sharryn rustled forward, her nose very much in the air, and accepted the seat offered in the darkest corner of the room with a regal nod. Crow went around her to a seat with its back toward the wall, and the third person at the table coalesced out of the gloom.


  “Goodman,” the third person said. “A light for the table, if you please, so I may see my dining companions.”


  A lamp was brought and set alight with a snap of the landlord’s fingers, and their new companion was revealed to them. “Seer and Sword,” he said, inclining his head.


  Crow felt a smile spread across her face. “Bard,” she said.


  Sharryn noted the wristband with the translucent bone pick tucked into the back of it. “Bard,” she said, a little belatedly.


  He was a tall, angular man with weatherbeaten skin and deepset eyes, and fair enough of hair and skin to be of the Hesperides. His leathers were neatly made and well kept for all the leagues on them. His movements were studied and graceful, his voice deep and resonant. A lutina stood against the wall behind his chair, its wood polished to a high gloss and its six strings evenly taut from base to treble.


  The landlord brought a pitcher and the Bard poured. He raised his stein in a toast. “To the king.”


  “The king,” they echoed and drank. The lager tasted of tart apples, and autumn mists, and deep running mountain streams. Like most innkeepers, the landlord’s Talent must be for brewing.


  Crow said, “So, Bard, what brings you to Kalliope?”


  “Why,” he said easily, “like you, I serve at the pleasure of the king.”


  “Just spreading the news,” Sharryn said.


  He inclined his head.


  “And gathering it,” Sharryn said in a lower voice.


  He inclined his head again. “As you say, Seer.”


  Crow watched Sharryn make up her mind. “My name is Sharryn, Bard, and this is Crowfoot.”


  He inclined his head a third time. “I’m honored.”


  Sharryn waited. The Bard said nothing more. Crow felt a tickle of laughter begin at the back of her throat, and coughed to cover it. Their host arrived with dinner and Sharryn maintained a dignified if indignant silence while they worked their way through a selection of hard cheeses, crusty rolls warm from the oven and a savory venison stew. The pitcher of lager refilled itself and for a while silence settled in around the table.


  When the food was nothing but a memory—the Soldier’s Rest had a Talented cook, and Crow wondered if the eyes she’d seen peering through the door belonged to her or if women weren’t allowed to have Talent in Kalliope—the three of them settled back around large mugs of tea sweetened with honey. Like everything else they had eaten and drunk it was excellent, with a smoky aftertaste that lingered pleasantly on the tongue.


  “So,” the Bard said, sitting back at his ease, “you’d be for the Assizes in Ydra.”


  “We would,” Sharryn said, very much on her dignity.


  “Ah.” The Bard drank tea.


  Goaded, Sharryn said, “And of your goodness, Bard, would there be news as to the cases awaiting the King’s Justice there?”


  He considered his mug in silence for a moment. “There would,” he said, and raised his eyes. His expression and his voice both were grave, and Crow felt her spine straighten. “The son of the heir to the count of Ydra has been murdered.”


  It seemed to Crow as if the room in back of them had stilled. “I see. And who has been held responsible for this crime?”


  The Bard meditated on the contents of his mug for a moment, and then raised his eyes again. “His aunt.” He drank. “The heir’s sister, and daughter to the king by his first wife.”


  A deferential clearing of throat broke the silence which followed his answer. They looked round and beheld one of the townsmen, his eyes fixed firmly on the Bard’s face. “Yes?” the Bard said.


  “Of your goodness, Bard, we were wondering if you would be singing for us this evening,” the man said.


  “Of course, goodman,” the Bard said courteously, and reached for his lutina. A place was made for him in the middle of the room, a stool drawn up, an attentive circle assembled.


  He knew his audience, but then Bards always did. He began with a march, a brisk beat that had his listeners stamping their feet and beating their hands together and, after the first repetition, joining in the chorus and erupting into cheers at the coda. The Bard inclined his head gravely and gave them a moment before launching into a ditty about a Yranean farmer’s wife and a traveling tinker from Aerato that verged on the pornographic, which left everyone winking and nudging one another, because everyone knew about the deplorable moral laxity of Yraneans.


  He played for an hour, lullabies, love songs, ballads, more marching songs, and then made as if to rise. He was shouted back onto his stool. He raised a hand for quiet. “Very well, goodmen, one more song.” He looked around the room, lingering for a moment on Crow’s face. His fingers hit the strings in a sudden jangle of notes that had everyone sitting up, alert, uneasy.


  And attentive, Crow saw. She smiled to herself.


  The encore, the song his listeners had demanded of him, was the history of Mnemosynea, beginning with the Wizard Wars, those eleven hundred interminable years when the country was torn and fractured by the struggle for power between the provincial lords and the mage class. Kings died bloodily on the battlefield or were assassinated in their beds. White wizards held dark wizards at bay until the dark wizards triumphed and then turned on each other, laying waste to everything in between them. Dark chords played almost with violence, a dissonant rhythm that was jarring and at times almost shocking and over it all the Bard’s voice harsh, abrasive. Many of the faces watching the Bard were stunned and staring.


  At the precise moment when the music became a burden to the audience, a subtle refrain crept in beneath the martial rhythm, a repetitive, almost plaintive minor chord that grew until it took over the melodic line. The Bard’s voice blended with it seamlessly, the previous callous disharmony giving way to a more gentle and more easily understood rhythm, and a much more hummable melody.


  The Bard sang of a child named Loukas, born of a forced marriage between the heirs of Mnelpomenea and Kalliope—that pleased the audience in the Soldier’s Rest, Crow saw—who was spirited out of his cradle by his mother, some said by man but most said by magic. Aegina, after all, had been born in Oetatia of a fey line descending from the white wizard Eneas, who at puberty manifested not just one Talent but all the major Talents combined, the only wizard ever to do so.


  Loukas grew to manhood attended by Armonea, the white wizard who was sister to his mother. Some say they lived in the Dryad Forest in Pthalea, some say on one of the unnamed isles of the Hesperides, some say in one of the tiny, anonymous seacoastal villages of Aerato. In the outside world the dark wizards continued their struggle for supremacy, until only three were left, one of them Nyssa, the darkest and most powerful wizard of them all.


  In that year in the temple at the foot of Mount Oeta, the god of the mountain revealed herself and came forth to raise up one of the pilgrims come to worship at her shrine. This pilgrim she revealed to be Loukas, son of Aegina of Mnelpomenea and Ophean of Kalliope. Armonea stood forth and with her staff rallied what white wizards were left to his cause, joined almost immediately by the lords of the southern provinces, Palihymnea, Yranea, Aerato and of course Mnelpomenea. Kleonea soon followed. The northern provinces came more slowly into the fold, Pthalea first, then Pthersikore, then Euterhepe. Kalliope alone resisted. Two years of pitched battles later, the dark wizard Nyssa lay siege to the very walls of Hestia itself, and was defeated due in great part to the last minute defection of Kalliopean forces to Loukas.


  A solemn, stately procession of chords, as the Bard sang of the writing and the ratification of the Treaty of the Nine, swelling to a grand finale with the election of nine Lords and Ladies Governeur, assembled in a Hestia newly and most resplendently restored to fix their seals to the Great Charter. The focus had shifted, Crow noticed, from King Loukas to the individual rulers of the provinces. That was well done, and typical of Loukas’ attention to detail. His Talent for governing all and governing well was truly, well, magical.


  There followed a series of mellow, descending minor chords, a complete, harmonious whole with no discordant notes. The last chord died away. This time there was no applause, only a prolonged, almost reverential silence that lasted some moments. One man rose to his feet and opened his mouth. He closed it again without speaking and slipped away. He was followed in twos and threes, as everyone in the room made their way silently to the door to vanish into the night.


  The Bard returned to their table and drank deeply, and smiled at Crow. She smiled back.


  Sharryn, who had with difficulty been containing her fury at the Bard’s unwelcome news during the concert, said with awful restraint, “A regicide? The murder of a royal?”


  “Yes,” the Bard said. “And an infanticide.” He gave a grim nod at the looks of horror that crossed their faces. “The son of the viscount was a babe in arms.”


  · · ·


  Their departure the following morning was enlivened by the unlooked-for companionship of the Bard on their journey, who rode knee to knee with Crow on a scarred chestnut stallion with alert eyes and a mouth that almost seemed to smile. For the first league Sharryn examined the characters of Aeron and Thanos, including the doubtful competence of their tutors at the Magi Guild, their complete lack of either personal or professional honor, and the questionable status of their parents’ unions.


  For the second league she broadened her reach to include the Guild of the Magi, the King’s counselors, and the bureaucrats in the department of the King’s Justice.


  As the third league ticked over the province of Kalliope came under review. “They cull the newborns here, did you know that? They have an actual board of review that inspects the babes, and any they find to be inferior they throw off a cliff into the sea. Many,” Sharryn said, giving the word bitter emphasis, “many are girl children, because what’s one girl in the Kalliopean scheme of things, after all?”


  Crow regarded the road ahead through Blanca’s ears and said nothing.


  “Kalliopean women are born only to breed, to make more Kalliopeans, preferably male. They are forbidden to have money of their own, to learn to read, to own property of their own, and most especially they are forbidden to study the magics, to enhance and exploit the Talent given them by the nine gods at the sacred moment of their entry into adulthood.”


  The Bard’s stallion reached over and gave Blanca a playful nip on the neck. Blanca gave a come-hither whicker in reply, sidling so that Crow’s leg pressed against the Bard’s.


  “It’s a miracle the count of Ydra’s daughter even survived to the age of twenty-five years, and now you are telling me that she somehow mustered up enough magic to produce an effective death spell?”


  “There are those with that Talent,” the Bard said mildly. “And we all know what happens when such a Talent is repressed, or ignored.”


  “She did not do it,” Sharryn stated.


  When neither of her companions said anything she rounded on them. “Crowfoot! Are you listening to me?”


  “For three leagues, Sharryn,” Crow said without rancor.


  “Have you listened to what I’ve been saying?”


  “Every word.”


  “Aren’t you upset by what you hear!”


  Crow sighed. After a moment, she said, “The only way Loukas could get all of the nine provinces to sign the Treaty was to promise that each province would be autonomous within its own borders, retaining to each province its own customs, and to respect the borders of their neighbors.”


  “But they haven’t!” Sharryn said, triumphant. “They have murdered so many babies over the centuries that they have become drastically inbred. One in two of every pregnancy ends in miscarriage, and one in four—one in four!—of every live births produces a child with deformities or limited intelligence. There are rumors the Kalliopeans are raiding into Pthalea and Euterhepe for girl children, so Kalliopean males will have someone to mate with.” She looked across Crow at the Bard. “And you laud them in song for producing Loukas’ father, and for defecting from Nyssa’s side at the Siege of Hestia. At the last possible moment, I might add.”


  “So I do,” the Bard said amiably.


  Crow reined into a halt. Sharryn looked around, her lips parted on a question, when Crow’s upraised hand stopped her. Blanca was very still, Pedro no less so at her side, both with ears pricked, tense, alert.


  The road had narrowed and was overgrown by demon trees. The road curved both behind them and before so that they had no direct line of sight in either direction.


  The Bard brought his hand down to rest casually on the hilt of his sword. From the corner of her eye Sharryn saw him loosen it in its scabbard. Her face a little paler, she reached up to tidy an errant curl, and slid a hand over the comforting solidity of the Staff snugged against her back.


  Crow, her voice the barest breath of sound, said, “Four ahead, two behind. They mean to kill us if they can. Now!”


  She raised her hand. The Sword leapt into it and in the same movement she dug her heels into Blanca’s sides. As if she’d only been waiting for the signal Blanca jumped from a standing position to a full gallop. Pedro was a second behind her and the Bard’s rawboned roan at Pedro’s heels. Ahead, the Sword flashed lightning as Crow flourished it, cutting swathes through the air. “Seer and Sword, to arms, to arms!” Crow bellowed.


  “Seer and Sword, to arms!” Sharryn cried, the Staff freed of its sheath and held at the ready. Blanca’s neigh was like a rumble of thunder and Pedro’s high bray a promise of death and destruction. The silver runes inscribed on the blade of the Sword and around the pole of the Staff glowed with a white light that seemed almost to smoke with rage. “Seer and Sword, to arms!” The words seemed to grow in volume and to repeat themselves so that the very leaves and thorns on the demon trees were stripped away by their passage.


  They galloped around the bend at full tilt, no check, no pause. Blanca crashed into the four horsemen waiting there and Crow laid about her, the Sword alive with fury in her hand. There, one man disarmed. There, another screamed when the sword in his hand shattered and the bone in the arm holding it shattered as well.


  Behind her Sharryn and the Bard had wheeled to face the two horsemen attacking from the rear. Crow heard the meaty sound of wood on flesh, a low shriek of pain, and the thud of a body hitting the ground. A horse whinnied in terror, and there was the clang of metal on metal.


  The two attackers in front of her were armed with swords and wielded them well, but not as well as Crow, and their swords were no match for hers. One of them realized this before the other, pulled viciously at the reins of his horse and yelled, “Away! Away to me!” The man with the shattered arm had already gone. The third man dropped his guard and paused only to haul the man with the shattered arm up behind him before kicking his horse into a gallop.


  A touch of the knee and Blanca turned a neat half circle on two hooves to face behind them, just in time for Crow to see two horses vanishing around the bend of the road in the opposite direction. “I thought I heard one unhorsed!”


  “You did,” Sharryn said sourly, inspecting her Staff for nicks. She ran a loving hand down its length and settled it back in its sheath. “He got up again. I must be slipping.”


  The Bard had his sword already in his scabbard. “Who were they?” he said, a little breathless.


  Crow shook her head. “I don’t know. It was personal, though. Their hatred was very real and very strong.” She started to say something else, then shook her head. “Very strong.”


  “Handy Talent you’ve got there,” the Bard said.


  “Just make sure you pronounce my name correctly when you sing the song,” Crow said, and he laughed.


  She held the Sword upright before her. Thank you, she thought, and pressed her lips to the crossguard.


  · · ·


  They rode through the gates of Ydra Castle just as the sun sank behind the jagged peaks of the Kimaera Mountains. It was a large and forbidding structure, built of black granite flecked with mica, so that light seemed to strike sparks from its surface, like a forge constantly at work on a new weapon. The curtain wall was twenty feet thick, topped with ramparts wide enough for two men to walk abreast and pierced with narrow slits spaced an arm’s length apart. Assessing the defenses with a warrior’s eye, Crow saw that they were only sparsely manned, bowmen present at only every sixth or seventh station.


  The walls ended in the perpendicular face of Mount Daemos on either side of the castle itself, which had been hewn from the side of the mountain. The rooms and passageways were rumored to run for leagues beneath the mountain, each king of Kalliope having made his own additions, some of them in secret. It was said that one of the more merciful punishments meted out by a displeased ruler was to be marooned in a disused corridor, sentenced to wander the halls of Ydra Castle for all time.


  There was no king of Kalliope now, the direct line having died with Ophean in the Siege of Hestia. The Count of Kalliope received them instead, one Moris Naupactus, who was also the Lord Governeur. In Kalliope, the civil authority and the heredity authority would always be one and the same.


  He greeted them civilly enough, actually managing to meet their eyes. “Your journey was uneventful, I trust?”


  “I’m afraid not, lord,” Crow said. “We were attacked on the road early this afternoon.”


  He sat forward, his brow furrowed as he listened to their account, and when they were done he snapped to an aide, “Send a troop out at sunrise to see what you can find.” The aide bowed and departed. “I am relieved to see that you suffered no hurt,” he said, and almost seemed to mean it. “My most sincere apologies for this outrage. I promise you, every effort will be made to apprehend your attackers. When they are caught, I will deal with them myself.”


  Crow bowed again. “We could ask no more.”


  “The Assizes will be held in the Grand Hall through which you entered,” the Count said, changing the subject. “We trust that is acceptable. Good. Shall we say Mineus, then, after we break our fast?”


  He raised a hand as if to dismiss them. Crow forestalled him. “That is three days hence, Count. It was our understanding that we had a month to review the cases before court went into session. We have discovered through experience that many prospective cases can be resolved by mediation.”


  His smile was bland. “It is our wish that the Assizes begin on Mineus, Sword. You will dine with me this evening. My servant will fetch you.”


  He turned toward the Bard. “King’s Singer.”


  “Lord,” the Bard said.


  “What news do you bring us from abroad?”


  This time their dismissal was unmistakable, and they retired to their quarters, a large suite consisting of two bedrooms with a parlor between. Like all the other rooms they had seen in Castle Ydra, they had been hewn from the mountainside. The darkness—there were no windows, of course—was alleviated by a series of tapers burning in wall sconces.


  There was about the room, as there was about everything they had seen in Kalliope from the port of Pylos on, an air of deterioration, if not outright decay. The sconces and the candelabra were brass, but tarnished. The tapestries were massive but faded and threadbare. The beds were large and ornate but elderly and creaking in their joints. Putting Sharryn’s thoughts into words, Crow said, “With the possible exception of the Soldier’s Rest, everything in this province seems like it’s on a downhill slide, and rather closer to the bottom than to the top.”


  A small fire was lit but the fireplace in the parlor was so massive it swallowed up any heat thrown off. “How I wish we were back at the Soldier’s Rest,” Sharryn said, shivering. “Speaking of which, where were you this morning?”


  “What?”


  “I woke up, you were gone. You’ve never been an early riser.” An eyebrow lifted in her direction. “Did the innkeeper prove more charming in private than he was in public?”


  Crow was spared further inquisition when there was a knock at the door. A servant in the Count’s livery, patched at elbows and knees, came in, held the door wide, and announced, “The Viscountess Naiche, daughter of Moris.”


  The lady was reported to be twenty-five years old, but she looked much younger. Slender to the point of thinness, she had large, dark eyes, a high-bridged nose, a firm-lipped mouth and a very decided chin carried high and proud. She wore a plain black dress, belted with a narrow girdle with a plain silver buckle. Beneath the hem of her skirt Crow saw leggings and flat-heeled shoes made of sturdy leather.


  Crow exchanged a swift glance with Sharryn. “Lady Naiche. I am Crowfoot the Sword. This is Sharryn the Seer.”


  The lady inclined her head. “My father the count sends me to see that you are comfortable in your lodgings, and well provided for.”


  “We are, lady, I thank you,” Crow said.


  She had entered the room with a long stride, her head high, and she met Crow’s eyes with a direct, unflinching gaze. “It is said that you were attacked on the road from Pylos. Our court physician is able, should you have sustained any hurts.”


  “We did not, lady.”


  “That is well.”


  Crow exchanged another look with Sharryn and said delicately, “Perhaps someone else has reported to the physician for aid.”


  A wintry smile crossed Naiche’s face. “Perhaps.”


  They waited, but the viscountess said no more. Crow meditated for a moment, and decided on a frontal assault. “Lady, we are told you will stand before us on Mineus.”


  The viscountess nodded, her expression impassive. “That is correct.”


  Again they waited. Again, the count’s daughter waited with them. Goaded, Sharryn said tartly, “Accused of a most heinous crime.”


  “Yes,” the viscountess said, and no more.


  Sharryn, at a loss, looked at Crow. Crow said bluntly, “Lady, we have not long been in your province, but it is clear to us that any woman would have a very poor hearing before any court held in Kalliope.”


  Naiche, viscountess of Kalliope, inclined her head. Her hands were clasped before her, and Crow could see her knuckles white with strain. Looking closer, Crow saw the folds of her skirt shaking, as if the young woman’s knees were trembling. “Lady,” she said, “if you have any evidence to offer in your own defense, and if you have no reasonable expectation of being allowed to lay that evidence in open court, now would be the time to lay it before Seer and Sword.”


  Naiche’s face was white to the lips, and she spoke stiffly. “I thank you for your concern, Crowfoot the Sword, but the customs of Kalliope do not permit it.” She turned, and the liveried servant hastened to open the door.


  “Then perhaps, lady,” Sharryn said to her retreating back, “it is time for the customs of Kalliope to change.”


  Naiche stopped short of the threshold. Without turning around, she said in a low voice, “Impossible. There is nothing you can do for me.” A pause. “Except, I beg you, cause the Sword’s judgement to be rendered as swiftly as possible.”


  The door closed gently behind her, and Sharryn and Crow were left staring at each other.


  · · ·


  “Hear ye, hear ye. The Grand Assizes of Mnemosynea, created by charter and ratified by treaty, is now in session. All who stand in need of the King’s Justice, draw near to be heard. The King’s Seer is summoned to hear the truth.”                


  “The King’s Seer answers,” Sharryn said, striding forward, the Staff in her hand striking the stone floor with a clear ring.


  “The King’s Sword is summoned to render justice.”


  “The King’s Sword answers,” Crow said, and drew the Sword from its sheath on her back and raising it before her in both hands. She took her place at Sharryn’s side. Mindful of both their office and of local custom, they had taken care with their attire, clean, neat, badge of office clearly displayed on their shoulder. Above all, Crow thought, no unseemly exposure of bare flesh to offend the Kalliopean gentry who had flooded in from the countryside to personally view this abomination of women in public and to take the tale home again to their shires and villages.


  Our bare faces are affront enough to this lot. The link from mind to mind had as usual kicked in at the drawing of the Sword.


  Peace, Crow replied. They have offered us no insult since we have been here.


  Tolerating our presence among them doesn’t mean they have any respect for us.


  They don’t have to respect us. Just the office.


  You were gone again this morning.


  Crow was spared a reply by the bailiff’s summons. “Hear ye, hear ye, draw all ye near to bear witness, hear ye, hear ye.”


  The words echoed hollowly up into an arched stone ceiling so high there was a perceptible echo. The Great Hall had been cleared of everything except a dais at the far end, upon which were placed two chairs. At a slow, measured pace Sharryn and Crow progressed down the center of the hall, the crowd drawing back to make a path for them, and took their seats on the dais. Crow reversed the Sword and let the tip rest on the dais but kept it upright, a shining blade of tempered steel wrought by the alchemy of the Lycian smiths, the crossguard silver chased with sapphires, the hilt made to fit Crow’s hand, the pommel set with another, much larger sapphire, the length inscriped with silver runes.


  Sharryn’s Staff was cut from one of the sacred boles of the Forest of Arthemeus, its length chased in silver runes by the same Talented artisan and its head set with the twin of the sapphire in Crow’s Sword.


  The king’s secretary acted as bailiff. He was a thin, nervous man with thinning hair and a mouth pursed in perpetual disapproval as he read out cases from the docket.


  The kidnapping came first before them. It wasn’t kidnapping the accused was charged with, however. It was rather the dispossession of a valuable asset—to wit, one daughter, the loss of whom had deprived her family of, not her Talent (unspecified), no, no, nothing so inconsequential, but of her womb, which in Kalliope was the property of her father and as such to be dispensed with to whom he saw fit. Her father didn’t approve of his daughter’s new husband, and of course his daughter wasn’t called to bear witness, but there was enough evidence to bring the charge home.


  Simple theft, Sharryn thought.


  Proven, Crow thought, and wondered what the Sword would make of it.


  The rape and the subsequent stoning to death of the victim and three revenge murders took up the next three days. On the fifth day the Great Hall was crowded with what seemed to be most of the population of the keep jostling for space. The Count himself was there, standing to one side in a small circle of deferential space. The Bard was also there, making polite conversation with the mirror image of the count, only much younger and considerably better dressed. The son, Crow thought. The Viscount Kerel.


  I see him. But not the daughter, heavens no. You recognize him, don’t you.


  Indeed Crow did. It was the arrogant little nobleman from Pylos, who had called them witches, and spat at Blanca’s hooves. Crow had wondered if perhaps he might have had something to do with the attack on the road.


  The charge was murder, lodged against the daughter of the Count of Kalliope. Worse, it was infanticide, the murder of a child, a baby not out of its crib. And most horrible of all, a male child, the putative heir to the hereditary ruler of the province of Kalliope.


  Why did they send us here for this case? What possible motive could they have for pulling out Aeros and Thanos only halfway through their assigned year? And replacing them with us, of all the Seers and Swords. They must have known that our mere presence would alone be an incitement to riot.


  Trust in the Sword.


  Sharryn’s snort was audible and drew glances. She raised her chin and looked around the Great Hall, deliberately catching the eyes of those men not quick enough to look away.


  The bailiff stepped forward and called the first witness, the head of the palace guard and the investigating officer, one Captain Sergeus. A burly man in his mid-fifties, he wore the black livery of Ydra Keep and held his uniform cap beneath one arm as he testified in a steady voice, shoulders squared, eyes straight ahead. His voice was deep and calm, relating the facts of the case in chronological order.


  Count Moris Naupactus was that rarity among Kalliopeans, a man with two children. The first was a daughter of twenty-five, Naiche, born to his first wife, unnamed in the record.


  Imagine that, Sharryn thought.


  The second child was a son of twenty-three, Kerel, born to Moris’ second wife, also unnamed.


  The brat preens at the mere mention of his name, Sharryn thought.


  He did, too, but what interested Crow more was the way his father kept his face turned away from his son. Come to think of it, they were also on opposite sides of the room. She wondered if that was by accident or design.


  · · ·


  Last year, in the month of Numina, Kerel had become the proud father of an infant son.


  Three months later, on the morning of the third day of the Festival of Freya (Festival, my eye, Sharryn thought, call it an orgy and be done with it), the baby's crib had been found empty. A hue and cry had followed, Captain Sergeus said, in his dry recounting of the facts. The entire population of Ydra had been turned out and no corner of the Keep had been left unsearched.


  A deep ravine cut between Mount Yrdra and the Keep, with a swift, narrow river below. A postern opened onto a small plateau that overlooked the ravine. One of the searchers had seen something on a ledge halfway down, where the baby’s body had been found, broken and cold in death.


  Next to the body had been found the personal seal of Naiche, daughter to Moris, sister to Kerel, and aunt of the deceased.


  “The personal seal?” Sharryn said.


  “Yes, Seer,” Captain Sergeus said, indicating a table set near him.


  “Bring it forward, please.”


  He picked it up and brought it to the dais. Sharryn examined it closely, and passed it to Crow. The seal was made of some dark, hard stone with a device inset into one side, that of a small hawk, so swift, so fierce it seemed almost in motion, so marvelous was the Kalliopean carver’s art.


  A curious symbol for a female of this province, Crow thought.


  Very, Sharryn thought. Aloud, she said, “And this seal has been recognized as belonging to Naiche, daughter of Moris?”


  “It is, Seer. It has been so attested to by the count, the viscount, and the viscountess.”


  There was a stain on the seal, a thin film dried a rough dark brown. Crow sniffed it. Blood. Her eyes met Sharryn’s. “There is blood on the stone, Captain.”


  “There is, Seer. With your permission, I would call Petros, the court physician, to testify.”


  “Bring him forward.”


  The captain raised his voice. “The Count of Kalliope summons Petros, son of Kostas, born of Ydra, physician to the Count of Kalliope, to come forth and give testimony in this matter.”


  A tall, gaunt man garbed in the gray of the physician came forward with a deliberate pace, halting before the dais and looked up at Seer and Sword with an unwavering stare. When he spoke, he spoke as an equal, without deference, but also without the general Kalliopean contempt to which they had become accustomed. He spoke directly and to the point. Yes, Sergeus had brought him the seal. Yes, he had identified the blood on it as that of the child’s.


  “How?” Sharryn said.


  “It is the first spell every physician learns after their Talent manifests itself, Seer,” Petros said. “Blood is the foundation of life. The health of the blood is the health of its owner. Every diagnosis begins with the blood spell.”


  “Have you examined the body of the child?” Crow said.


  “Sword, I have.”


  “And the cause of death?”


  “A blow to the head by a small object, struck hard enough to cause a significant impression on the skull.” Petros’ mouth was a straight line. He took no joy in the tale, and Crow liked him the better for it. “I shaved the skull, and found something imprinted in the skin over the broken bone by the force of the bone. I traced it, here.” He held up a translucent piece of parchment, and they saw the unmistakable outline of the small, fierce hawk on Naiche’s seal.


  · · ·


  “Naiche must be allowed to speak to the charges laid against her,” Sharryn said.


  “It is not our way,” the count said.


  “A woman to speak in open court,” his son said. “Impossible. Father, the people will not stand for it!”


  “You mean the men won’t,” Sharryn said.


  An ugly look crossed his face and he half raised his hand. Crow stepped between them, her back to the Seer. She was a little taller than Kerel. He didn’t like it. His sneer deepened, and Crow felt something building in the air around him, pressing against her spirit, something dark and spiteful and menacing. She gave Kerel a thoughtful look. It was something very like what she had sensed during the attack on the road to Ydra.


  “If you must speak with Naiche, you must,” the count said in a mild voice, and the feeling vanished as Kerel gaped at his father. “Kalliope is a full signatory to the Great Charter and the Treaty of the Nine. We are bound by those accords.”


  “Father!”


  Moris continued as if his son had not spoken. “I will have the court cleared, however. Whatever she has done, my daughter shall not be so shamed in public.”


  You mean you won’t, Sharryn said, but only so Crow could hear her.


  · · ·


  The hall was cleared but for Sword, Seer, Count Moris, Viscount Kerel, Sergeus, Petros, and the bailiff, and somehow the Bard had managed to remain behind as well.


  Sharryn was incredulous. He wants to sing about this!


  It’s what he does. He bears witness to the tale, and then he tells the tale everywhere he travels, so that all of Mnemosynea may bear witness through his songs. Loukas knew what he was about when he created the King’s Singers.


  Sharryn sighed. I suppose an eyewitness account is better than a wild rumor.


  Naiche appeared promptly, attired in the same simple black dress. On the surface she was very calm, too much so for one on trial for her very life.


  Crow came directly to the point. “Naiche, daughter of Moris, viscountess of Kalliope, you are called to answer for the murder of the infant, your brother’s son, your own nephew. How do you plead?”


  Naiche looked at Count Moris. “Father?” she said. He would not meet her eyes. “Father, please?”


  There was no response. Sharryn shifted in her chair.


  Naiche turned to face them, her face flooded with color. She started to speak, failed, tried again. At last she gathered what appeared to be every scrap of courage she had and said in a voice that started small, “I am innocent of this crime. I did not kill the babe! I am innocent!” The last sentence came out with a force and passion that startled everyone, even the speaker. “I am innocent of this most foul crime,” Naiche said more calmly. “Aside from every other consideration, I am Kalliopean. I could not raise my hand in anger to a babe, but most especially I could not raise my hand in anger to the heir to the stewardship of Kalliope.”


  “Step forward,” Sharryn said crisply.


  Numbly, Naiche did so.


  “Place your hand upon the staff.”


  Naiche’s eyes widened, but she did as she was told, one shrinking hand laid against the silver-chased Staff.


  “Again, Naiche, daughter of Moris, lady of Kalliope. Did you kill your brother’s son?”


  Naiche closed her eyes tightly and took a deep breath. “May Freya attest to my honor! I did not kill the babe!”


  There was a charged silence. Nothing happened. The Staff did not wax wroth at a lie spoken in its presence.


  She’s telling the truth.


  Don’t sound so surprised.


  There is something, though, Sharryn said, something she’s more afraid of than being found guilty of murder. Out loud Sharryn said, “Where were you the night of the Festival of Freya?”


  Naiche started, flushing crimson, but Sharryn was inexorable. “Where were you on the night of the Festival of Freya?”


  “I—I—”


  “Come, come,” Sharryn said impatiently, “you were with someone, the rituals of the Festival of Freya are well known across Mnemosynea. Do you not understand yet, daughter of Moris, that whoever you were with, provided you were with him long enough, he is the one man who can corroborate your testimony and clear your name?”


  Naiche shook her head. “I cannot, Seer. I must not!”


  Sharryn leaned forward and said fiercely, “And I say you must!” The Staff gave off a faint glow. “Speak!”


  Naiche tugged frantically at her hand but the Staff had caught it fast. The sweat beaded her brow and the pain drove her to her knees but she did not cry out, and still she would not speak.


  The count looked on, impassive. Kerel looked on, gleeful, he was enjoying this, and again Crow felt that stirring of some unnamed force, growing ever stronger, as if magic invoked in its presence fed on it.


  “Stop!” Sergeus said. “Stop this now!”


  Surprised, everyone looked at him, with the exception of Crow, who happened to be looking at the count. The count was regarding his shoes with an impenetrable expression. Her gaze traveled to the count’s son and heir, who, as Sergeus spoke, looked in turn astonished, revolted and, finally, enraged.


  Uncaring of anything his betters might or might not be feeling, Sergeus strode forward and raised Naiche to her feet. He glared at Sharryn.


  Well?


  Let’s see where this goes, Crow said.


  Sharryn shook Naiche’s hand free of the Staff and bent a stern look on Sergeus. “You have something to add to your testimony?”


  “The lady was with me that night,” Sergeus said flatly.


  The viscountess stood erect next to him, head high, not looking at her father or her brother.


  “For how long?” Sharryn said.


  “The whole night,” Sergeus said. “I went to her chambers after the feast, just as the bell sounded the first exchange of favors. She met me there within five minutes. I didn’t leave her until dawn.”


  “Is this true?” Sharryn said to Naiche.


  The viscountess, still with her head carefully turned away from her father and brother, said, “Seer, it is.”


  What’s all the fuss about? Sharryn said. The Festival of Freya was specifically engineered by Ophean to mix up the Kalliopean gene pool, to try to up the birth rate and increase the viable births.


  I get the feeling his plan wasn’t meant to include royalty mixing in with the common clay. Kerel is very unhappy about it. Moris is either better at hiding his outrage or he doesn’t feel any. Sharryn, we haven’t asked the question. Who benefits from the murder of the child?


  Sharryn cast Crow a quick, startled glance. No one that I can see.


  Nor I, and that’s the problem. What did Naiche gain? It’s not as if she would become heir after Kerel, not in Kalliope. She had no reason to kill the babe


  Then who did?


  Out loud, Crow said, “The Sword summons Moris Naupactus, Count of Kalliope, to testify in this matter.”


  What! Crow, what in the name of the Nine Gods do you think are you doing?


  “Lord,” Crow said into the shocked silence that had fallen over the room, “come forward and place your hand upon the Staff.”


  “What do you mean by this!” Naiche said. “Surely you do not suspect my father!”


  Kerel said hotly, “Father, do not! This is some witch’s trick!”


  Crow met the count’s eyes. She and Sharryn between them could compel Moris to testify and he knew it.


  “Lord,” Sergeus said, and was stopped by one raised hand. The count stepped forward to stand before the dais and without hesitation placed his hand upon the Staff. He met Crow’s eyes without fear. “Ask your questions.”


  But it was Sharryn who spoke first. “Was the babe healthy?”


  The count looked at first startled at the question, and then reddened with understanding. “Seer, he was,” he said curtly.


  “No physical imperfections?”


  “None.”


  He’s lying, Sharryn said.


  I don’t think so. “Did you murder your grandson?” Crow said baldly.


  There was a collective intake of breath around the room, not excluding Sharryn. “No, Sword, I did not,” the count said.


  The Staff remained quiescent. Truth, Sharryn said, sounding relieved. Finding the hereditary ruler of one of the nine provinces guilty of infanticide might be a little more justice than even King Loukas the Good had bargained for.


  The count looked only at Crow, however, and in his eyes she fancied she saw a plea. “Tell me about your grandson, lord,” she said softly.


  There was a brief, charged silence. “He was a babe,” the count said at last, heavily. “Handsome, healthy, cheerful. Innocent, as yet unformed as to character.”


  Crow said, “Whereas your son, his father, was not?”


  What? Sharryn said.


  Kerel hissed. “Insolent bitch! Who are you mongrel Hestians to call the rulers of Kalliope to account for any action!”


  “What has your son done to displease you, lord?” Crow said without looking at Kerel, though she could feel the Summoning, and when Sharryn tensed next to her, knew she had felt it, too. Once felt, two years before, at the burning of Nyssa, the last, most powerful, and most vengeful of the Dark Wizards, it could not be mistaken for anything else. Sword and Staff responded as if to a call to arms, and Crow took a firmer grasp on the hilt that had begun to vibrate within her grasp.


  For the first time, Moris looked Kerel full in the face. “Sword. Kerel, son of Moris, viscount of Kalliope, has been practicing the dark magicks.”


  Crow looked at Naiche, who looked agonized but unsurprised.


  She knew, Sharryn said.


  They all knew, Crow said, looking from Naiche to Moris to Sergeus, the court physician, the bailiff. The Bard was the only one who appeared surprised. Out loud she said, “The study of dark magicks has been outlawed since the signing of the Great Charter by the Nine.”


  “Sword, it has,” Moris said.


  The Summoning gathered in strength, amassing like an invisible black cloud around the count’s son and heir.


  “When did you discover your son was practicing the dark arts?”


  “Sword, I—had suspected for some years. Things happened around him. Accidents at first, small injuries to people who challenged him or disagreed with him. His nurse fell ill. One of his tutors suddenly lost his Talent and was dismissed. Then a boy who defeated him at sword practice died. A rival suitor was maimed horribly in a fire. And there were other incidents. Just before the babe was born, I confronted him with the knowledge. He didn’t deny it.” The count looked again at Kerel then, and away again, as if he couldn’t bear the sight of his own son. “He didn’t deny it.”


  Oh, Sharryn said. I had thought the child was deformed, and had thus been destroyed according to Kalliopean custom. But that wasn’t it at all, was it? “You decided to disinherit him,” she said out loud. “When your grandson was born, you had an alternate heir, and you were going to disinherit Kerel in favor of the child.”


  The count’s chin lifted. “I had no choice,” he said bleakly. “I knew that Kerel’s taste for black magicks would be found out sooner or later, and that Kalliope would suffer as a result. Loukas has been very clear on that. I had to act for the good of the province.”


  “But you made the mistake of telling Kerel what you were going to do,” Sharryn said.


  Crow looked at Kerel. “And Kerel killed his own child.”


  In one swift smooth movement that Crow recognized from the encounter on the road to Ydra, Kerel pulled his sword, its length lit with a red glow. “Yes!” he cried, “I killed him! I threw him from the edge of the cliff with mine own hands! And with that death my Summoning of the dark power was complete! No one can defeat me now!”


  “You are wrong,” Crow said, and she leapt from the dais to confront him, Sword raised. The two blades crashed together with a crackle of power that rang off the stone walls.


  They fought the length of that great room, Kerel at first very much on the attack. Crow let him beat her back, watching for an opening. He didn’t offer many. She dropped her guard once and received a cut on her sword arm to remind her to be more careful, and after that she was.


  They both had the Talent for making war. He had more muscle and a longer reach, but she had far more experience and she fought a delaying action, exerting every skill she had with wit and guile, making him work for every lunge and thrust.


  After what seemed like hours but what Sharryn told her later was less than fifteen minutes, Kerel was sweating and exhausted. He stumbled, tripping over his own feet to drop to one knee and left himself wide open. Crow gripped the Sword in both hands, turned on a graceful halfstep and swung the blade in a arc to deliver the coup de grace.


  Kerel, enervated, defenseless, screamed. “Father! Father, help me!”


  Moris did not move.


  Crowfoot was the Sword and the Sword was Crowfoot, and with one will they came around in a sweeping arc. But as the edge touched the skin on Kerel’s neck, it froze in place, reverberating all the way up Crow’s body.


  She felt the words bubble up into her throat and opened her mouth to let them out before they choked her. “Let the Sword sing!”


  The silver runes on the blade of the Sword glowed with a piercing light. “Lord,” Crow said, “call your court back!”


  The blade of the Sword made a tiny cut in Kerel’s skin and blood trickled into his collar as the room filled again with an awe-struck crowd, silenced by this display of the magic that bound the provinces together, wielded by the instrument of king and mage.


  Sharryn, her voice cold, clear and commanding, spoke. “In the matter before the sitting of this Assideres—”


  The Sword’s hum became audible to all.


  “—in the city of Ydra this third New Year in the reign of King Loukas the Just, I, Sharryn the Seer, find Kerel, viscount of Kalliope, guilty of the wanton murder of his own son, by words out of his own mouth, and in trial by battle.” She paused, waiting for the cries of astonishment and fear to die down. “Let the Sword of Justice render judgment!”


  The Sword raised its voice, a clear, cold call that could not be denied.


  Kerel tried to jerk back from its edge, only widening the cut on his throat. “No! Keep it away from me! Father, Naiche, help me!”


  The Sword rose up in Crow’s hands, held before her as an ensign of her command, as an emblem of the King’s justice newly wrought upon a war-torn, weary land. The blade brightened to a silver that seemed almost transparent, the blue sapphire on the hilt bright with right and rage. The court of Kalliope cried out and cowered before its might.


  When Crowfoot spoke, her voice was as cold as Sharryn’s and as clear as the song of the Sword. “In the name of the Great Charter of Mnemosynea and the Treaty of the Nine, by the power vested in me by king and mage, let justice be done!”


  And then something odd happened, something Crowfoot the Sword did not know could happen, a power manifesting itself in her and through the Sword that until that moment she had not known had existed. “The Sword speaks,” she said, her voice a deep, resonant roll of sound clearly audible to everyone in Ydra Keep whether they were in the room or not. “Draw near and heed the word of the Sword of Justice.”


  She felt rather than saw Sharryn come to stand beside her, the Staff brought to stand next to the Sword.


  “Let it be known that the Sword names Naiche, Viscountess of Kalliope, as the true heir of Kalliope. Kerel, son of Moris, is heir no more. He is stripped of Talent and wears the brand of the Sword, so that all who look upon him for the rest of his life shall know him for the murderer that he is.”


  Kerel screamed again, the minature brand of the Sword etching itself upon on his forehead as Crow spoke the words. The Sword released him and he fell back to the floor, sobbing. He clawed at his forehead, tearing at the skin, but the sign of the Sword shone clear and merciless through the blood.


  “Further,” Crow said, “it is the Sword’s judgement that from henceforward, all men of the province of Kalliope shall wear upon their foreheads the brand of the Staff of Truth.”


  There were screams and a frantic scrambling among the men present, but there was no escaping the unbending justice of the Sword. “By this brand shall the men of Kalliope be known among all other men of the nine provinces, for a generation to come.”


  The men of Kalliope looked at one another, incredulous, raising their hands to touch it the miniature Staff as it was carved into their forehead.


  “If, at the end of that generation, the men of Kalliope have served the heir to Kalliope whole-heartedly and well, the mark of the Staff will disappear.”


  Crow’s voice deepened. “If the Lady Naiche, Viscountess and heir to the throne of Kalliope, is for any reason unable to fill out her allotted span, no Kalliopean man will ever father another child on a Kalliopean woman.


  “And the mark of the Staff will be worn by every generation of Kalliopean men, down through the history of recorded time.


  “The Sword has spoken.”


  · · ·


  The Bard cleared a way through the riot that was the Kalliopean Assizes and hustled them to their room, shutting the door securely behind them and setting his back to it.


  Sharryn looked at Crow. “I didn’t know we could do that. Did you know we could do that?”


  “Sit in judgement on an entire province?” Crow said. She worked her shoulders, which were beginning to stiffen from the fight. “No. We’re going to have a few words with Loukas, not to mention the Magi Guild, when we get back to Hestia. If we live long enough to get back to Hestia, that is.” She looked at Sharryn. “I understand it, though. Don’t you see? All the cases that came before us in this Assizes, they were all in some way connected to the trouble at the root of the society itself. For centuries Kalliope has ignored, sequestered, subjugated fully half of its population, and as a result it is dying.”


  “And you think forcing its first woman ruler upon it will make it live?”


  “It doesn’t matter what I think,” Crow said. “The Sword has rendered judgement. The rest is up to the Kalliopeans.”


  Unbelievably, the Bard laughed. “What a song this Assizes will make,” he said. He reached for Crow’s hand and brought it to his lips. “Truly, King Loukas chose well when he chose you to bear his Sword.”


  “So that’s where you’ve been every night,” Sharryn said to Crow accusingly.


  Crow sighed. “Sharryn, meet Basil the Bard, son of Baruch, of the Isle of Lateum in the Hesperides, King’s Singer.” She met Basil’s eyes with a rueful smile, and added, “And my husband.”


  Sharryn’s jaw dropped. “Husband! Husband? Since when?”


  Crow’s answer was forestalled by a knock at the door. The Bard opened it a crack, and then far enough to admit Naiche.


  “Do you realize what you have done?” she said without preamble, strung as taut as one of the Bard’s lutina strings. “Have you any idea? Kalliope has never been ruled by a woman, never in its history.”


  “Then it’s time it was,” Sharryn said.


  “It is the Sword’s judgement, which may not be gainsaid,” Crow said more gently. “And the men of Kalliope have only to look in a mirror to remind them of what will happen if they fail to obey.”


  Naiche paced, her prowling stride long enough to test the width of her skirts. “Can you possibly imagine the task you have set before me? Naming me heir offends every Kalliopean custom and tradition going back a thousand years, it calls our very society into question. Every man’s hand will be against me. I will be all alone, I will have no help—”


  “You will have Sergeus,” Sharryn said.


  Naiche paused, arrested. “But he is not of royal blood.”


  “Then I rather think your first order of business will be to coax a title for Sergeus out of the king,” Sharryn said.


  “And you will have your father,” Crow said. “No, think. He did not protest the judgement of the Sword. And,” she added, “you will have us, at least for the first year. King’s Seer and King’s Sword and King’s Singer at your shoulder, should Kalliope’s memories of this day fail too soon.”


  Naiche turned and spread beseeching hands. “How do I begin? Where?”


  Crow looked at Sharryn and smiled. “Do you have any women friends?”


  Collected Essays


  The Gift


  What was it like, living on a boat? People ask me now, but when you’re a kid, your life is just your life. We lived on a boat; so what? I slept in a bunk instead of on a bed, I ate at a galley table instead of a kitchen nook, I played in a fo’c’sle instead of a front yard. I climbed a ladder to get to school instead of taking a bus. If it was low tide, it was a forty-two foot climb up that ladder, with barnacles at the bottom and ice at the top. If it was high tide, I could step from the deck to the dock. I loved high tide, although low tide had its good points. During the long low tide climb, I occasionally lost my grip on what I carried with me, which was sometimes homework.


  We lived on a boat for five years, from the time I was in the third grade, because my mother was a deckhand on a seventy-five foot salmon tender called the Celtic. We lived on board most of that time. She referred to me as supercargo. I thought that meant “excess baggage,” but when I looked it up years later in Webster’s I found, “a merchant-ship officer who is in charge of the cargo and the commercial concerns of the voyage.” There was the skipper, the deckhand and me, the supercargo. I think now she was trying to make me feel like I had a place on board, a title and duties to go with them.


  Most Alaskans love the beginning of summer. So do I. I didn’t then. It meant leaving Seldovia, leaving all my friends, leaving solid land behind for another three months on the water. It meant maintenance. The Celtic was an old boat with a wooden hull, and every spring she was put into dry dock so we could scrape the hull free of barnacles and kelp and paint it with copper paint. The copper in the paint discouraged wood-eating worms from burrowing in and chowing down. You haven’t lived until you’ve had to grow copper paint out of your hair.


  When the salmon hit Cook Inlet, the fishing boats hit it with them, and the Celtic was not far behind. We went wherever there were nets in the water. We would offload groceries and fresh water and parts and fuel, and load fish. The skipper sat in the galley writing fish tickets. My mother stood on the catwalk outside the wheelhouse, five silver counters on each hand. One hand kept count of the fish loaded from the boat to starboard, the other from the boat to port. There was one counter for each kind of fish: kings, reds, silvers, humpies and dogs. I never learned the difference between reds and silvers. The humpies I knew because they were little, three pounds, and the dogs because they were big, eight to ten. The kings were biggest, thirty pounds and up. Mom knew them all, on sight, from thirty feet. I can still see her there, looking down from the catwalk on a bright, sunny day (they were all bright, sunny days), forearms resting on the railing, fingers moving swiftly and accurately on their many counters. She was as dark as I was fair, with brown hair, brown eyes and an olive skin that tanned easily in the constant glare of an Arctic summer sun. She would look up and see me staring, and her teeth would flash white in a quick smile. You okay, honey? she’d ask. I’m okay, Mom, I’d say. You catching all those strays? Every one, Mom.


  Mom would take the deckboards off the hold and brace them to form a slide between the gunnel and the opening of the hold. The fishermen pewed their fish up over the side of the Celtic and, theoretically, the fish would hit the slide and slip right into the hold. In practice, about one in five of the salmon slid to the deck, where I stood with my own pew, ready to snag strays. A pew in my nine-year old hands with a couple of reds on the other end formed a pretty effective counterweight. One day I got cocky and pewed up three salmon. I staggered over to the hold, confident that Mom’s admiring eyes were upon me, and tilted the pew. The salmon didn’t slide off the single prong like they were supposed to, I didn’t let go of the wooden handle like I should have, and all of us ended up in the hold together. There were already a lot of salmon in the hold so I landed soft. They fished me out when they stopped laughing. I can laugh about it, too. Now.


  I didn’t eat salmon again until I was thirty-five. On the Celtic it got into everything whether you fell in it or not. There were fish scales on my clothes, in my hair, on my pillow. The water from the head and galley taps smelled like fish. The deck, no matter how hard we scrubbed it down, retained a faint, slippery layer of gurry. Mom’s special homemade maple syrup (one cup of water, one cup of brown sugar, one teaspoon of maple flavoring) tasted of fish. Far enough into the fishing season, we stopped taking showers because stale sweat smelled better than stale fish did.


  The chartroom behind the wheelhouse and above the galley was my room. At Mom’s request, the skipper cut a hole in the floor and constructed a sliding door so I could shinny down without having to use one of the two outside ladders on the port and starboard sides of the cabin. The head of the bunk was right next to the chart table, with rolled charts of Cook Inlet and Prince William Sound and the Barren Islands and Kodiak and Shelikof Strait stacked in a slatted shelf hanging from the overhead. I used to pull them down one at a time and plan imaginary voyages to those mysterious seas and lands beyond the edge of the map. I could look up and out the window and stare at that edge, a rolling expanse of endless water, gray in winter, green in summer, blue in sunshine, no finite end to it or to my imaginings as to what lay beyond it. Kids with trees in their front yards instead of belugas, I bet. Here There Be Dragons, indeed.


  We saw our share of belugas, and pilot whales and orcas and humpbacks. One trip the fog came down like a white, wet blanket, and the fathometer went out. We shut down the engines so we could listen for the surf to tell us when we were getting too close to the beach. A baby gray whale surfaced right next to us, blew spume over the starboard gunnel, and spent the next half hour surfacing and diving and blowing all around us. Mom said he thought we were his mother.


  One summer in Tuxedni Bay, we were at anchor while the fleet went fishing. Mom saw a boat being pulled out of the bay. A gigantic halibut had managed to tangle itself up in the boat’s net, and it was towing the gear and the boat and the fishermen, too, right out of the bay and against the tide at that. We had to grapple onto the fishing boat, swing the boom over, hook the tackle around the corkline and use the winch to hoist the gear and the halibut onto the deck of the Celtic. It was so big we had to shoot it before we brought it on board or it would have beat the boat to pieces. It took four shots. When it was freed from the net, the halibut’s nose was poking into the fo’c’sle door while its tail was bent against the galley bulkhead. We didn’t have a scale big enough to weigh it. Mom said it had to be at least four hundred pounds.


  When we butchered it out, the heart was still beating. Mom put it on the stern gunnel and it was still beating that night when I went to bed. It was still beating the next morning when I got up, beating more slowly but thump-thump, thump-thump, thump-thump, there it was. I had nightmares for weeks afterward. The halibut cheeks were great, though, especially as we’d been eating salmon for a month straight.


  Another time we were sick of salmon we went on shore and harvested some immature seagulls. We plucked and cleaned the birds and Mom simmered them in a Dutch oven all afternoon. Five minutes after she set the pot out on the foredeck to cool, the Fish and Game landed in a float plane and taxied up for a visit. We could have been fined and jailed, not to mention the boat confiscated; seagulls are organic garbage disposals and legally protected. The skipper was petrified. Mom invited the fish hawk to stay for dinner. He did. If he knew, he didn’t say anything, although I don’t see how he could have missed all those seagull feathers floating off the stern.


  Whenever my mom spotted a sea otter, she would haul me up to the bridge so I could see it. I didn’t mind because they were so cute, and because it didn’t happen very often. At that time the Alaskan sea otter was almost gone. Mom explained to me how the Russian-America Company had forced the Aleuts to hunt sea otters so the fur could be shipped to Europe and made into coats and hats. The Russian-America Company had no thought of conservation, only of commerce, and two hundred years later they were only just beginning to return to the Gulf of Alaska. We should bear witness, Mom said. I didn’t know what she meant, then.


  If you’re out on the water enough, pretty soon you run into a storm, and the Celtic stood up to her share. I remember coming around Port Dick one October during one storm, the worst I can remember. On Mom’s orders I lay in a stateroom below, watching through the porthole next to the bunk. First all dense, dark green water through the round, thick glass, then all dense, dark gray clouds, then all water, then all clouds, hard aport, hard astarboard the boat heeled, over and over again, hours and hours of it. I gripped the sides of the bunk in both hands to keep from being thrown to the floor.


  The wind would gust, pushing the bow off course and crosswise of an oncoming wave. The hull would rise up and slam down, rise up, slam down. Water crashed over the bow and poured down over the foredeck and the cabin, sluicing out of the holes in the gunnels only to make way for the next wave. We were as much under the water as we were on top of it most of the time. The only good news was that I was too scared to be seasick.


  At one point, I don’t remember how, I crawled off the bed and under the galley table, where I wrapped myself around the center leg. Mom came down from the wheelhouse and panicked when I wasn’t where she’d left me. When she found me, she brought me a blanket and a pillow. In later years she’d tell the story about how her kid had instinctively found the boat’s center of gravity, where the least motion was on that tossing, heaving boat.


  We ran into Picnic Harbor at daybreak the next morning. Although my mother never admitted to the danger, I noticed she was as glad as I was to gain the safety of that long, narrow, serene little bay, rimmed with dark green spruce and spindly, leafless birch, with the comforting bulk of the Kenai Mountains looming up behind. Terra firma. Dry land. I have always loved the sound of that phrase.


  Mom taught me how to steer a compass heading, moving one spoke of the wheel at a time, watching the bow for the course correction, another spoke, another wait. Seventy-five foot boats don’t turn on a dime, but once they start turning they don’t dilly-dally, either. You don’t want to oversteer and wind up hard aground on Point Pogibshi, Mom said.


  Once I saw her dock the Celtic alone. We were in port at the fuel dock, and the skipper had disappeared uptown to the nearest bar. We had to move because there were other boats waiting to fuel up. My arms were too short to reach around the piling, and I was too little anyway to handle one-inch manila line. The best I could do was stay out of the way. Mom pulled in the bow line, climbed the ladder to the wheelhouse and started the engine. With it in neutral, she banged out of the wheelhouse, slid down the ladder and raced back to free the stern line.


  She ran back up the deck, climbed up to the wheelhouse and put the engine in gear just as the bow was beginning to drift away from the dock. She put the throttle at just enough above idle to generate forward motion. When we got close to our new mooring, she threw the engine into neutral, banged back out of the wheelhouse, down the ladder and hit the stern just about the time the dock was sliding by it. She slapped the stern line around a piling and the eye over a cleat. She ran back up the deck, up the ladder, into the wheelhouse, put the engine into reverse, brought the bow back from where it had strayed, put the engine back into neutral, slammed out of the wheelhouse, down the ladder, up to the bow just in time to slap the bow line around the piling before it slipped out of reach, and back to the wheelhouse to shut down the engine.


  That was the first time I remember thinking, my mom can do anything.


  Including shoot. With twenty-ten vision she was the best shot on the boat. She insisted I learn how to use a gun, too, and bought me a little twenty-two rifle. We’d go ashore once a week so I could plink away at Blazo cans. Pull the stock in tight against your shoulder, she’d say, sight down the barrel to the little bead on the end, breathe out and hold it, squeeze the trigger, don’t jerk. I was always a lousy shot, and I hated loud noises besides, but she was very firm. What if something happened to her? I had to know how to take care of myself. That included learning how to shoot, how to build a fire, if I was lost how to follow a creek downstream to another, bigger creek, that creek downstream to a river and that river to civilization.


  We hunted moose from the Celtic, anchoring in Kamishak Bay and rowing to shore. The best year ever was when we got a moose right on the beach. None of us could believe it, no fighting the mosquitoes, no butchering in a swamp, no packing it out in pieces through miles of brush. I had blood up to my eyebrows, and I loved every minute of it because all I had to do was haul my share ten feet to the water’s edge, dump it in the skiff, and go back for more.


  We hunted ducks there, too; it was the first time Mom used a shotgun. We took the skiff into a nearby salt marsh, Mom sitting on a midships thwart, facing the stern, holding a double-barreled twelve gauge at the ready. I was watching from the bow. A flock of ducks exploded into the sky and she pulled the shotgun in tight and fired. The force of the blast knocked her into a backwards somersault that landed her head right between my feet. She blinked up at me, and when she got her breath back we both burst out laughing. She got two ducks, though. We had them for dinner, plucked, stuffed and roasted.


  One winter we trapped mink and marten in Prince William Sound, on Montague and Knight Islands. We found blueberries as big as my thumb, and Mom made blueberry syrup, blueberry jelly, blueberry pancakes, blueberry quickbread. We had to walk the trapline twice a week, and once there was a mink still alive in a trap. We shot him, and he was so shiny and pretty I volunteered to carry him back—a mistake, because he smelled worse than the bottom of an outhouse in July. They smell that way in nature, Mom said, and did not volunteer to take him from me. The best lessons are hands on.


  That winter we ran out of meat and had to take a deer out of season, a doe. She was fat, with thick, shining brown hide, long, strong, graceful legs, a soft, brown nose and neat little hooves. We hung her by her back legs from the boom and spread a tarp to catch the guts. Her big brown eyes stared at the deck. I started to cry. Mom reached around me and closed the brown eyes. After that it was better.


  One fall night we were headed for port after a successful moose hunt in Kamishak. It was a clear night; you could see all the way to the edge of the universe and round back to the other side. Nothing disturbed the surface of the water but our wake. Mom was on watch, and I stood next to her as she taught me the constellations: Orion first, the Big and Little Dippers, Cassiopeia. She set the autopilot and we went out on the catwalk so she could show me how to find Polaris. I saw a falling star. Quick, make a wish, Mom said, and I did, closing my eyes, opening them again to see another falling star and another and another. I remembered Henny Penny. The sky is falling, Mom, I said. It’s a meteor shower, she said. We stayed out there for an hour, watching the sky fall, its image reflected in the water beneath.


  I grew up believing I could do anything because my mother showed me how. She could bake bread, shoot and skin and butcher a moose, shoot, pluck and cook ducks, help maintain and run a boat, count fish, fool the Fish and Game, skin a mink and tan its hide, homeschool me the year we trapped. She could upholster furniture, sew clothes, knit sweaters, plant gardens, work as a waitress, a slimer, a canner, a bookkeeper, ground support for an air taxi, and survive three disastrous marriages. The only thing I can remember her fearing was the thought of owing money. I watched her fill out a credit application once with her hand trembling so badly she could barely print her own name.


  It is the years on the boat I remember best, though, and my mother moving through them, confident, competent, strong, always ready with a laugh and a hand to finish the job, whatever it was. Because she could do anything, I could, too.


  It was her gift to me.


  You Will Be Amazed


  Library of Congress remarks


  January 2006


  



  I’ve been asked a lot why I wrote Blindfold Game. The answer’s pretty simple.


  I’ve always wanted to write a book about the Coast Guard. I grew up in a fishing village, and the Coast Guard is a constant presence in Alaska’s life. They’re 911 for 35,000 miles of coastline, for thousands of Alaska fishermen and indeed for hundreds of tiny coastal communities too small for their own emergency services.


  They are also the first American service to promote women to command at sea, and of an armed ship at that.


  So I had my hero going in.


  The villain took a little longer, but when North Korea launched a surface to air missile that plunked down into the north Pacific Ocean a little too close for comfort, I took notice. Everyone in Alaska did.


  I was determined not to write my thriller until I had the right plot, something reasonably fresh and original. Then I read an article in Atlantic Monthly by William Langewiesche called “Anarchy at Sea.” I won’t tell you what it said but I finally had my plot.


  Now, writing is a very solitary occupation. We writers spend most of our time locked up in a room with a computer, a shelf of reference books and a Google shortcut on our desktop. But. Once in a very long while, in the virtuous pursuit of original source material, we get to do something really, really cool.


  It turns out the Coast Guard has an extensive on-line presence, including the home page of the 283-foot medium endurance cutter Alex Haley, based in Kodiak. With that name, it seemed as if destiny had stepped in, so I emailed Commander Craig Barkley Lloyd, captain of the Alex Haley, and told him what I was doing. He wrote back and said, “Come on down.”


  For a day and a half in August 2003 Captain Lloyd answered five hours’ worth of questions, ran my fanny off over his ship, and sent me to fish school and a morning briefing for Herc pilots who patrol the Maritime Boundary Line.


  And then, when I got home to Anchorage, I had an email waiting in my inbox inviting me to join them on patrol the following February, for sixteen days, in the Bering Sea.


  Okay, first thing everyone asks: Was I seasick. Yes, once, the first full day of patrol, I woke up, sat up, and threw up, pretty much in that order, and this in spite of the Dramamine I’d taken the night before. My bunkie, FSO Alice Jamison, doctored me with saltine crackers and ginger ale and two hours later I was fine.


  Later that same day I walked into the wardroom pantry and the seaman on duty was so white you could count his individual freckles. “Are you okay?” I said. “Seasick, ma’am,” he kind of groaned, and then staggered over to kneel in front of the trash can, puked, got up, blew his nose, washed his hands, and went back to work. I think that young seaman shamed me out of being seasick ever again.


  All the veteran crew members have stories about being seasick. Captain Lloyd has never been seasick, but he’s not smug about it because it doesn’t mean he never will be. As executive officer Phil Thorne told me, “There is a sea out there with everyone’s name on it.”


  But it’s not only the seasickness that is such a challenge. The constant motion of the ship doubles the difficulty of even the simplest task. On shore we’re used to doing things with two hands, and on board it’s always one hand for the ship and one hand for whatever you’re doing. I’m not walking when I’m getting around, I’m doing the polka with crewmen, bulkheads, hatches, tables, ladders, deck rails and trash nets.


  If you’re eating and the ship is rolling you’re using a fork with one hand and with the other catching water glasses, bottles of salad dressing, plates, cutlery, pitchers, and serving dishes before they hit your lap. Or not.


  You have to plan out your showers, one handful of stuff at a time, separate sets of gear for each trip, toiletries in the tray over the sink, shampoo and towels into the shower, clothes ready for when you get out, and then—damn it!—you’ve forgotten your flipflops again and you have to put your jammies back on and go get them. I’m not even going to get into the art of washing and shampooing one-handed while trying to keep under the water in a shower stall that refuses to remain upright.


  Sleeping, too, is problematic. The ship rocks and rolls and corkscrews, and creaks and moans and shudders and shakes. Between the motion and the noise you catnap if you’re lucky, but who can sleep when you have to hang onto the side of the bunk to keep from being thrown to the deck?


  And here’s a lesson for today: How to go to the bathroom in fifteen foot seas and thirty knot winds. Wait for the tilt of the deck to be in your favor, stagger across the floor and slam into the head door. Open the door and trip over the raised door sill into the bathroom, being careful to let the door clip your elbow as it swings back with the shift of the swell and the resulting tilt of the deck. Grab the handle bolted to the wall, straddle the toilet and do your business while riding the seat like the mechanical bull in Urban Cowboy. Don’t, repeat, do not flush while still seated.


  It took a day or so for me to get acclimated to the ship, and for the ship to get acclimated to me. The crew did wonder what I was doing there. The first night at dinner Captain Lloyd said, “What do you want to accomplish while you’re on board?”


  “My job is to show up and pay attention,” I said.


  “And then what?” he said.


  “Something will happen,” I said.


  “What?”


  “I don’t know,” I said, “but something will.”


  Well, I’m here to tell you that lots of somethings happened on that trip. What follows is just a taste.


  . . .


  Here’s a routine Alex Haley day.


  We’re off the west coast of the Aleutian Peninsula, a place called Slime Banks, and it’s partly cloudy and the wind has picked up. I go up to the bridge at dawn and we are literally surrounded by the lights of fishing vessels. Operations officer Scott Littlefield is calling one vessel after another, identifying boarding opportunities. He finds two, both roughly 165-footers fishing Pacific cod. By 9 a.m. we’ve got the starboard small boat in the water and are loading our first boarding team, aka Team Alpha. They board the first F/V (there is some very nice boat handling going on which is a joy to witness) and come back to pick up Team Bravo and take them to the second F/V.


  An ATON (aid to navigation) report comes in about a broken navigation light on the coast about 160 miles away. They want us to see what’s wrong with it and if we can fix it and if not to find out what it will take to fix it. Our aviators are good to go but Captain Lloyd is more cautious. What if a search and rescue case comes in? In the end, in the Coast Guard spirit of “We can do it” (the motto of the USCG is Semper Paratus, always ready), he gives the go, we retract the hangar, roll out the helo, and unfold the rotors.


  In the meantime Team Alpha calls in and says they are go for pickup so we send our small boat over to pick them up, and while we’re doing that Team Bravo calls in for pickup. The small boat brings back Team Alpha and goes and gets Team Bravo. We hoist the small boat back on board and pretty much the instant it hits the cradle the conn brings the ship onto a flight course and we launch the helo, as not one but both skippers of the boarded vessels call the ship to compliment us on the professionalism of our boarding teams.


  This all happened before lunch.


  After lunch, we brought the helo back on board, with Chief Petty Officer Curtis Merrifield, who went to try to fix the navigation light. When they get there, he tells us, they discover the light is a hundred feet in the air with no landing site next to it. The helo hovers next to the light and Chief Merrifield steps from the helo to the light, unhitches his safety line from the helo, hitches it to the light and unpacks his tools.


  “How did you get back on the helo?” the captain asks.


  “I dove,” says Chief Merrifield.


  The aviators took pictures. When I saw them I said, “No wonder some of you are buried out here.”


  . . .


  And here is a routine Alex Haley night.


  We’re north of the Pribilof Islands.


  It’s about eleven-thirty, most of the ship has turned in for the night. I’m brushing my teeth and EO Tony Erickson knocks on the door to tell me we’ve caught a SAR case.


  I shoot up to the bridge. It’s jammed with the usual suspects reflected in the glow of all the electronics screens. All four engines are all ahead full, and it feels like we’re riding a juggernaut.


  A fisherman on a longliner about 25 miles away has got a fishhook through his eye. His skipper is on the VHF with the Ops officer. He sounds tense but in control. He says they’re not set up for a hoist by helo, he’s got two masts and a guy wire running from bow to mast to mast to stern down the centerline of his ship.


  The winds are calm and the seas no more than three feet. It’s full dark, no moon yet, Orion looming large on our starboard bow. By now everyone who is always there during an incident is present, the Captain, XO, Ops, Chief Petty Officer Ross, Petty Officer Brown, BM3 Elwell and BM2 Gourley. HS1 “Doc” Brouhard, the ship’s corpsman, stands by for medical assessment and recommendations. The aviators are piped to the bridge. Lieutenant Chris Nolan is the helo communications operator, what you’d call the tower if you were on shore. Lieutenant Vince Jansen is the landing signals officer, or air traffic control, down on the hangar deck.


  Everyone gathers round the Captain. The longliner’s skipper repeats that he is not set up for a hoist by helo and is clearly apprehensive at the prospect. First option discussed is to lower a boat, drive over to the longliner with Doc and an EMT on board, lower the injured man into the boat, bring him back to the Alex Haley, stabilize him, and helo him to the clinic on St. Paul.


  Our aviators, LT Leary and LT Eason, ask how long the longliner is. The answer is 170 feet. They are confident that in 170 feet they can hoist from somewhere, guy wire or no. The XO, playing devil’s advocate, points out if they get there and they can’t hoist, it’ll take that much longer for us to lower a boat and bring the injured man on board.


  Meanwhile Ops is getting the name and age of the injured man from the longliner’s skipper to forward to the St. Paul clinic, calling the longliner’s agent in Dutch Harbor to apprise her of the situation, and calling Anchorage to arrange a Lifeflight from Anchorage to the clinic.


  The longliner skipper says it’s a three-inch J-hook with the bale still attached. The shank is bent and he doesn’t know where the hook and the barb are. He’s padded it with gauze and tape and he doesn’t want to mess with it any further. Nearly everyone on the bridge from the Captain on down yells “Don’t touch it!” Or thinks it loudly.


  Everyone has weighed in pro and con, we’ve got all the info we’re going to get. The Captain calls it, we’re go for helo launch with night vision goggles. The aviators head for the hangar deck, the XO takes the conn, PO Brown calls out range and bearing. The hangar is retracted, the helo rolled out and the rotors unfolded, after which we dim all the lights, as even a penlight can cause the night vision goggles to white out.


  We launch and the helo lifts off to port and roars past our bow, almost invisible against the night sky. The Alex Haley continues running full ahead for the longliner in case they aren’t able to hoist and we have to launch a boat after all.


  We monitor communications between the helo and the longliner. The helo has the longliner douse some of their lights and requests that the injured man be brought to the port side of the longliner’s stern, and to get him in the basket when they drop it.


  I’m staring through the bridge windows, straining to see in the dark, and I see a tiny light move off the larger light on our starboard bow. “They’re off,” someone says.


  No one cheers out loud but there is a huge exhalation of breath all over the bridge.


  There is relief and gratitude in the longliner skipper’s voice when he thanks us for our assistance. “I didn’t know you could do that,” he says.


  In all, it took about ninety minutes from the time the call came in to the time we heloed the injured man off the longliner. To my admittedly uneducated eye, it was a textbook operation from start to finish.


  . . .


  At this time, these guys have been at sea ten days. A third of them are new to the ship. Some of them are fresh out of boot camp. Some of them have never been on a boat before in their lives.


  And I’ve never seen my tax dollars better spent.


  I was on board the Alex Haley from February 4 to February 19, 2004, and I know that I sound like a recruiting poster when I talk about it.


  All I can tell you is that this is what I saw, and that if I were 18 again, this is where I’d want to be. I’d get to work with a bunch of smart, capable people, I’d get to play with large, powerful toys, I’d literally get to see the world from Alaska to Antarctica and all points in between, and, best of all, I’d be helping people and saving lives.


  Joining up might not even interfere with me writing books. Look at the name on the cutter I sailed on.


  And about Alex Haley, our ship’s namesake.


  . . .


  Before he wrote Roots he was a Chief Petty Officer in the US Coast Guard for twenty years. There are photographs of him in the crew’s mess, and in the Chiefs’ mess there is a large wooden hat rack presented to the USCGC Alex Haley by “the Baltimore Chiefs” in 1999. On it there are brass hooks for the Chiefs’ hats, including one hook labeled for Alex Haley, which is never used.


  The Alex Haley motto is a saying of the man himself: “Find the good and praise it.” I am informed that Chief Haley’s other saying was, “We’re screwed again,” but I am entreated not to have heard this.


  Too late.


  . . .


  When Captain Lloyd wrote to tell me that I could go on this patrol with the Alex Haley, I wrote back and told him I’d try not to gush but that I was very excited. He wrote back four words: “You will be amazed.”


  One morning on the bridge I heard a young lee helmsman, standing watch at the throttles which control the Alex Haley’s 6800 horsepower, say, “This is so cool.”


  You’re right, kid. It is.


  . . .


  One last thing.


  I ran the plot for Blindfold Game by Captain Lloyd the first time I met him, quaking in my shoes because I thought for sure he was going to laugh me off of his ship.


  Instead, he gave it some thought, his eyes fixed on a point somewhere beyond my left shoulder.


  After a long, and for me agonizing moment, he looked back at me and said, very soberly, “You know, Dana, that’s not all that far-fetched.”


  Low Tide and Libraries


  I can’t remember a time when I did not read.


  My first memory is of my mother’s forefinger slowly skimming beneath the words, “Once upon a time, in a faraway land, lived a beautiful princess named Snow White. She had skin as white as snow, lips as red as blood, and hair as black as ebony.”


  It was years before I knew what the word “ebony” meant. It didn’t matter. The very sound of it—EH-bone-ee—was intoxicating enough.


  In that moment, I fell in love with words, and I have never fallen out of it.


  Growing up I lived on a boat, a 75-foot fish tender named the Celtic, that spent her winters tied up to the old fuel dock in Seldovia. Getting on and off the Celtic at low tide remains one of my least favorite memories of that time. Especially in the dark, and in the winter, when the forty-two foot ladder was encrusted with barnacles on the bottom and rimed with ice at the top.


  It was, in fact, low tide that Monday night the October I was maybe eight years old, when my mother dragged me up that damn ladder to the dock and down the boardwalk to the city hall building. In the basement of the building was one small, musty room, so jammed with shelves and tables overflowing with books that you had to turn sideways to get between some of them.


  In one corner there was an L-shaped shelf filled with picture books, and two small chairs occupied by two first graders spelling out Green Eggs and Ham, with every now and then a rousing chorus of “I do not like them, Sam I am!” Their parents, still dressed in the rubber boots and head scarves of the cannery worker, were across the room browsing through Samuel Shellaberger and Angela Thirkell.


  In the center of the room was a desk piled high with books, and at this desk sat a woman. She was small and slender, and wore a flowered house dress with a lace-edged apron over it. Her graying hair was pinned up in soft curls, and her shrewd blue eyes looked at me over the tops of half glasses.


  Her name was Susan Bloch English. Her grandfather, Adam Bloch, had settled in Seldovia in 1884. She was our postmistress. She also founded the Seldovia Public Library, and for many years she alone kept it going. It was open once a week, on Monday nights, for three hours, seven to ten. Because there were so few books, each patron could check out only four at a time.


  I in my innocence thought four books at a time was a universal standard held by all libraries, until years later I moved to Anchorage, and a librarian at the Granville Gardens branch saw me dithering over which books to take home. She suggested simply, “Why don’t you take them all?” I could hardly conceive of such bliss.


  That October evening, my mother introduced me to Susan, said that I was reading on my own, and that I seemed to have moved beyond picture books. Susan looked me over with those shrewd blue eyes, and suggested, “Well, Joan, why don’t we try her on some Nancy Drew?”


  Half an hour later I was curled up in my chart room bunk, book open to the first page of The Clue in the Old Stagecoach.


  I finished The Hidden Staircase after dinner the following night.


  Mom said, “Maybe we’d better check out four books next time.”


  Eventually, since I was such a fast reader, Susan broke her rule and let me take home eight whole books at once. I was the only kid my age in Seldovia who could. I could barely carry them all in my little girl arms, let alone get them down the ladder to the Celtic, so I’d stand at the top of the dock and howl for Mom to come out on deck so she could catch them and I could climb down safely. If Susan had only known, I’m sure she would have made me read them there, in the library.


  Let me here quote from Miles Harvey’s Island of Lost Maps on the subject of librarians:


  
    What a vapid job title our culture gives those honorable laborers the ancient Egyptians and Sumerians variously called Learned Men of the Magic Library, Scribes of the Double House of Life, Mistresses of the House of Books, or Ordainers of the Universe.


    Librarian—that mouth-contorting, graceless grind of a word, that dry gulch in the dictionary between libido and licentious—it practically begs you to envision a stoop-shouldered loser, socks mismatched, eyes locked in a permanent squint from reading too much microfiche.


    If it were up to me I would abolish the word entirely and turn back to the lexicological wisdom of the ancients, who saw librarians not as feeble sorters and shelvers but as heroic guardians. In Assyrian, Babylonian, and Egyptian cultures alike, those who toiled at the shelves were often bestowed with a proud, even soldierly title: Keeper of the Books.

  


  That was Susan, my Keeper of the Books. I lived for Monday night, and Susan, and what was waiting for me on her shelves.


  I dove headfirst into reading and from that moment on scarcely paused to draw breath. I read everything, in bulk, indiscriminately, whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted. From the time I was eight until the time I turned thirteen, when boys suddenly became almost as interesting as books, I read the collected works of Georgette Heyer and Nevil Shute and D.E. Stevenson and Jane Austen and the Brontës and Taylor Caldwell and a hundred other writers whose names have long since faded from my memory. I traveled to Cathay with Walter and Tristram, I ran away with Penny, Nick and Ben on the Hardalee, I fought for the Venus Republic alongside Don Harvey. I wintered at Snedeker’s on the Oregon Trail with Jim and Emma, I traveled Middle Earth with Bilbo and Frodo, I climbed the Matterhorn with Richard Halliburton, I flew the Atlantic with Charles Lindbergh.


  I didn’t only attend school at Seldovia Elementary, I went to school with Anne in Avonlea and Laura in de Smet and Karen in Cougar Canyon. I was on a voyage of discovery, into worlds real and imagined, with heroes I came to love and admire and villains I came to despise and detest, and my life was all the richer for it. The library was my lifeline to the outside world, a world so remote from Bush Alaska that to this day we call it Outside, with a capital “O.”


  The year I was in the fifth grade we took the Celtic to Prince William Sound and trapped mink and marten for the winter. Mom filled a cardboard box as big as I was with every cheap paperback book she could get her hands on. I read every book in it, and when we stopped at remote canneries Mom would lug the box on shore and trade for new ones with the caretakers. I’ll never forget reading Thomas Costain’s The Moneyman that year, I was fascinated with Valerie’s clothes and terrified she was going to be wrongly convicted for poisoning Agnes Sorel and I kept asking Mom “What’s going to happen to Valerie? Is she going to be all right?” Mom would smile and say, “Keep reading and find out.” I realize now she was much happier with me inside with my nose in a book, instead of outside on deck tripping over a cleat and falling overboard.


  We moved on shore for good when I was in the eighth grade. By then, I had grasped the concept that one could own books as well as check them out. There was no bookstore in Seldovia, and there wasn’t one an hour’s boat ride across the bay in Homer, either, so I saved my baby-sitting money and ordered them by mail from Shorey Book Store in Seattle. My first title, my first very own book was Nancy and Plum by Betty MacDonald. I still have it, shelved among the M’s in the fiction section of my very own personal library, nine sets of shelves and counting. And, oh yeah, I don’t have to climb a forty-two foot ladder to get to it.


  I was probably twelve or thirteen when I discovered the didactic methods of the scholar, and decided to organize. From henceforward, I would read alphabetically, starting with the A’s and going right through to the Z’s. I couldn’t skip, I had to read everything, whether I liked it or not, and whether I understood it or not.


  This uncensored bibliography did give my mother and Susan occasional pause. For example, when I returned Margaret Landon’s Anna and the King of Siam and at age twelve exchanged it for D.H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover. Years afterward my mother confessed to clutching when I brought that book in the door, and she made sure she was there when I turned the last page and closed the book. I don’t remember it, but she swore that she asked me, oh so casually, what I’d thought of it, and that I had replied, “I don’t know, kinda boring.”


  Mom never read over my shoulder. She never censored what I read. She did read most of the same books, so we could talk about them.


  As you will have already guessed from the titles I’ve cited, I read popular fiction, mostly, whatever was published in mass market paperback in the 50’s and 60’s, because back then nobody in rural Alaska had any money to spend on luxuries like new books. As a consequence, I developed a life-long appreciation for the strong narrative line, thumping in the background like the bass guitar in a rock and roll band. I have no tolerance for stream of consciousness, circular storytelling, therapy as literature or true confessions, all of which seem to permeate modern fiction today to a horrifying degree, along with an egregiously purple prose style. I like Annie Proulx but god forbid she writes a sentence you can parse. I’ve sworn off reading any more self-indulgent memoirs about horrible childhoods—I think Angela’s Ashes was when the worm turned—and I particularly loathe self-help books, which is a pity, since if I wrote one I’m pretty sure I’d be on the New York Times bestseller list tomorrow. How does The Kate Shugak Diet Book sound? Moose is much leaner—and tastier—than beef.


  But because I don’t like them doesn’t mean I think these books shouldn’t be published, and it doesn’t mean I think you shouldn’t have them on your shelves for other people to read. The First Amendment says we can print anything and we can read anything. The Bible says there is wisdom in many counselors.


  Nevil Shute is not the greatest master of the craft of fiction who ever raised a pen, but he is by far and away one of the best storytellers ever to draw breath. I know that one of the greatest gifts I was ever given was the freedom to discover this for myself.


  It’s why I’m standing here, speaking to you, today.


  I suppose it was inevitable that I would become a writer. When you read that many stories, you develop an ambition to write your own. So I wrote stories, beginning as soon as I knew how to write. On the Celtic, I wrote stories about normal children who lived on shore, and made my mother read them.


  In junior high, teacher Glenn Winklebleck made me read Shakespeare and like it. I fell in love with the English language all over again, and wrote essays over-flowing with verbiage on the subject of Shakespeare’s plays, all ruthlessly red-lined by Mr. Winklebleck, the best editor, incidentally, I have ever had, before or since.


  Under the driving force of my sophomore English teacher, Virginia Parks, I wrote a history of Seldovia from material collected by the other students from interviews with elders.


  As a senior, I was named editor of the school newspaper, which meant I got to travel with the basketball team and report on away games from far-flung, exotic locales such as Ninilchik, and Kenai.


  When I graduated from high school in 1969, I moved to Anchorage to go to college. The destination of choice was always and forever the downtown library. They moved it around a lot, but I always found it again in the end, and would sit elbow to elbow with some old guy in from Tyonek, smelling of wood smoke as he snored gently under a newspaper, and I browsed through an encyclopedia article on Ireland, or read from quotation to quotation in Hamlet, or tried to figure out the mechanics of sex from Harold Robbins, who was always irritatingly euphemistic on the subject.


  If she’d known, my mother would have said, better for me to try to figure it out in fiction, than to try it out in fact, and of course she would have been right.


  In college I wrote for the school newspaper, and ended by majoring in journalism, an excellent subject for a wannabe writer to study because it teaches you how to research and how to write on deadline, the two most essential tools in the writer’s toolbox.


  Unfortunately, an equally essential skill of the journalist is the ability to ask the hard question, which I did not have, and never did develop. So when I graduated, instead of going to work for the Anchorage Times as a copy editor, I went to work on the TransAlaska Pipeline. In 1976, I went to work for British Petroleum in Prudhoe Bay, and there I stayed for six years, partly because they kept promoting me to better jobs at higher pay, and partly because I was having way too good a time going to Hawaii a lot.


  As I was learning the workings of the oil field from bottomhole to Pipeline Milepost Zero, I contributed to “Letters from the Bush” in We Alaskans, and wrote travel articles, and made periodic lunges at the beginnings of the Great Alaskan Novel. And I continued to read, voraciously, new authors and old favorites alike.


  In 1982 I turned thirty, and began to give serious consideration to what I wanted to be when I grew up. The hard question, which I found so difficult to ask strangers in search of a story, I began to ask myself. My hard question, when it came, was simple. Did I want to turn sixty without ever having tried to write seriously? The answer was equally simple. No.


  So I quit BP and went back to school, receiving my master’s degree in fine arts from the University of Alaska, Anchorage in 1985. My goal was to sell a book, just one book, before I completely ran out of Slope money. I barely made it, when Ace Science Fiction bought Second Star in 1990 and published it in 1991.


  On the way to becoming a paid writer, as opposed to an unpaid one, I like many of my fellows worked a lot of different jobs to pay the rent. I have worked as an egg grader in a salmon cannery, a Kelly girl, a teaching assistant, an innkeeper, a reader for an executive director too busy to read her own mail, a communications operator and a public relations representative, which is a combination flack and tour guide.


  But by far and away the best job I ever had was working in the library. For six months in 1992 I helped shelve books at Loussac Library in Anchorage. My personal best was five carts in four hours. It was warm, it was dry, and I was surrounded by books. Now and then I’d exceed the limits of my responsibilities by running cell phone talkers out of the history stacks. I especially liked shelving in the young adult section, where between carts I’d watch kids trail in at the ends of their parent’s hands. Tony Johnston describes this first library experience in her young adult novel, Any Small Goodness:


  
    It’s our first time at the library. Even though


    I’m kind of old, I’m clutching Mami’s hand—


    and maybe she’s clutching mine a little, too.


    For my whole family, la biblioteca


    is a place of reverence. Where you’re courteous.


    And quiet. And read books that lift you up.


    The library is a place where you can better your life.


    And the librarian? Like an angel, wings pressed


    like white ferns under her sweater.


    A being close to God.

  


  When I returned to the library a published author, I came to it as a researcher. As far as I’m concerned, reference librarians sit at the right hand of God.


  You see this pin I’m wearing? It’s a storyknife. I wouldn’t be wearing it if it weren’t for the Loussac Library and in particular two reference librarians who work in the Alaska Room. The Ordainers of this particular Universe are Dan Fleming and Bruce Merrill.


  I was in the middle of researching Dead in the Water, the third Kate Shugak mystery, and I was looking up soapstone carving for some reason which totally escapes me today. I was paging through the journals of one of the early explorers when I stumbled across a picture of a storyknife.


  The accompanying text said that young unmarried women of the Yukon-Kuskokwim River delta used storyknives, carved from bone or wood or ivory or sometimes baleen, to draw stories in the sand of the riverbanks for their younger siblings. The stories usually featured tales of children who disobeyed their parents, and were subsequently killed and eaten by monsters.


  Being a storyteller myself, I was naturally intrigued. I couldn’t find anything else in reference to storyknives and yelled for help. Dan and Bruce spent hours going through reference works and files and data banks (a scene I commemorated in Blood Will Tell, the sixth Kate Shugak novel) before they managed to unearth one two-part article on storyknives in an obscure arts publication out of New York City. They located a copy at the Consortium Library on the UAA campus.


  I have to tell you just a little bit about what the article said. All storyknife stories begin with a drawn circle, meaning the world, or the village, or, simply, home. There are symbols for male and female characters, none of whom may speak in the story until their mouths have been drawn in. Each time the character speaks, a small, straight line appears next to his or her head to indicate who is speaking.


  I was born and raised in Alaska and I had never heard of a storyknife before this. I called my friend, Kathy, an Aleut from Seldovia, and discovered that she had never heard of one either. We felt so ripped off. How come nobody had taught us storyknifing when we were kids?


  When A Cold Day for Murder was nominated for the Edgar award, my publisher flew me to New York to attend the ceremonies. Kathy came with me. Just before we went downstairs to the banquet, she gave me this storyknife, which she had specially commissioned from local artist Rick Lonsdale, who copied it from one in the Anchorage Museum.


  I was wearing it when I won the Edgar award for A Cold Day for Murder. I wear it now at every public appearance as an author. It’s my amulet, my talisman, and each time I put it on I think of all the young Yupik girls who tell stories on riverbanks to their sisters and brothers.


  There is an axiom that nothing in a writer’s life is wasted, that everything is grist for the novelist’s mill, or, as Alice McDermott puts it, “A good writer sells out everybody she knows, sooner or later.” Those of you acquainted with my work will know that several of my novels feature storyknifing, Dead in the Water and So Sure of Death and Red Planet Run. It’s my way of paying homage to all the Alaskan storytellers who have gone before me. And I have to thank the library for it.


  If I hadn’t worked on the North Slope for six years, if I hadn’t, as a part of my job, had to learn the workings of the oil field from bottomhole up, I would never have had the confidence to write science fiction.


  If I hadn’t been raised in Seldovia, where the only law I saw was when the state trooper flew in from Ninilchik, I would never have had the confidence to write about a detective living in Bush Alaska.


  And, if I had not been milkfed the written word from before my eyes could distinguish one letter from another, I would never have had the skills to do either.


  I have a confession to make.


  After going through all of the Nancy Drews on Susan’s shelf in about a month, I didn’t read mysteries much. My mother loved mysteries, especially those of British authors, including Ngaio Marsh, Dorothy L. Sayers, and Agatha Christie. Perhaps, in the perverse way of children, because she did, I wouldn’t. It took her twenty-one years of patient persistence to get me to read Josephine Tey’s The Daughter of Time.


  It was a revelation. To this day, The Daughter of Time remains the finest crime novel I have ever read, and one of the finest novels of any kind. In it, a policeman is confined to a hospital bed, literally unable to sit upright, and from that bed he solves a double homicide committed four hundred years before. The crime scene is sixteen generations out of date, there is no surviving forensic evidence, and the chroniclers of the time only prospered through patronage, which could and did color their reporting.


  And yet, Tey’s hero prevails.


  In that moment of epiphany, I realized you could do anything in crime fiction, so long as A) there was a mystery, and B) by the end of the book that mystery was solved.


  You could set a mystery in Egypt at the turn of the last century, or Rome in 71 A.D., or perhaps even on a homestead in the Alaskan Bush today. Your detective could be a little old spinster who knitted nonstop and compared a cold-blooded killer to the butcher’s apprentice, or a smartass private eye in a snap-brim fedora in headlong pursuit of a ceramic fowl, ebony in color, or an ex-investigator for the Anchorage D.A.


  When I read The Daughter of Time for what was probably the fiftieth time, and when Alan Grant had cleared Richard III’s name yet again, I thought, “I wonder if I could write a mystery.”


  By that time, after extensive reading in the genre working up from Nancy, Frank and Joe to Travis, Kinsey, and Cadfael, I knew that most detectives were loners, with barely a working relationship between them. I knew that a lot of them weren’t even professional police officers but instead Flavian imperial agents and archaeologists and jockeys and salvage consultants and monks.


  And librarians.


  I knew that most of these were cordially disliked by their official counterparts on the police force, but not all. I knew that despite their all too frequently cynical and world-weary surface they shared a rock bottom resolution to fight for the right.


  And I knew that some dressed in bustles and others in togas, and, yes, some even in blue jeans and tennis shoes.


  I knew them all, because their stories were on the shelves of the library, of Susan’s library in Seldovia, of the Anchorage libraries, of the UAF and UAA libraries. There they were, right on the shelves, waiting for me to read them when I was ready.


  A while back my editor asked me to come up with a line that would complete a sentence beginning “A library is... ” for the back of a T-shirt book distributor Ingram’s was going to make. I still have the T-shirt. On the back Sherman Alexie says, “A library is a church where every book is my own personal Bible.” Jennifer Crusie says, “A library is the only place I know where I can always find passion, mystery, suspense, true love, and a no-fail recipe for turkey gravy.” And Dana Stabenow says, “A library is what keeps us a step ahead of the apes.”


  It does. It does if we read, and if we teach our children to read. Let me leave you this evening with these remarks by David Owen, from his book The First National Bank of Dad, on why we should.


  
    Children who are read to regularly from early ages develop lifelong skills that can’t be acquired from a VCR or the Disney Channel. They become better listeners and find it easier to pay attention in school. Their vocabularies grow rapidly, and grammar seems less mysterious to them. They don’t immediately lose interest in any idea that is harder to grasp than a television commercial. They develop the patience to follow a complex problem to its solution. They become better writers all by themselves, through their ample powers of imitation… Good readers do better in school, score higher on standardized tests… attend better colleges, hold more interesting jobs, write more persuasive legal briefs, make better conversation, and become less and less likely to gripe about being bored… Most of all, children who grow up immersed in books develop the ability to answer their own questions… Gradually, they acquire a skill shared by the greatest scholars in the world: the ability to educate themselves…

  


  Were it not for my mother reading to me from before I could focus my own eyes on the page, were it not for the series of libraries in my life, and the magnificent Scribes of the Double House of Life, those Mistresses and Masters of the Houses of Books, not only would I not be a writer, I wouldn’t be a reader, and the horror of that possibility is too much to contemplate, even for someone who writes crime fiction.


  A Tribe of Writers


  For the 2011 MWA Edgar Awards program


  



  The phone rang in February, 1994.


  “Dana!” my editor cried. “You’ve been nominated for an Edgar!”


  “Great!” I said. “What’s an Edgar?”


  There was a moment of silence, followed by a spluttering explanation. The Edgar Awards were to crime fiction what the Academy Awards were to film. Then a tentative, “You know what an Academy Award is, don’t you?”


  They were also, my editor said, flying me to New York City for the Edgar awards ceremony. When I figured out I had to dress up for it, I nearly said I couldn’t go. For one thing, I was broke, and for another, I don’t do dress-up. Not unless it’s at gunpoint.


  Which this pretty much was, so down I went to Nordstrom and found a pair of dress slacks with pockets (very important) on the sale rack. A top to match was much harder. I finally found a dress that fit my budget (seventy percent off) and took it home and cut it off to just below waist length. From J.C. Penny I got a couple of fake gold chains and, a la Coco Chanel, hemmed them inside the bottom of what was now a top. My black flats were from Payless and I found a pair of flashy rhinestone earrings in a junk shop.


  I was ready.


  So there I was in May, in the Edgar hotel in a corner room with a view all the way to Ohio. My best friend Kathy abandoned her husband and family to support me. The afternoon of the awards ceremony was sunny and warm and she said, “Statue of Liberty?”


  We grabbed a cab to Battery Park and a ferry to Liberty Island. At four o’clock we boarded a very full, very slow ferry back to Manhattan over oily flat seas, the saucy tang of diesel very much in the air. People were sick over the side. I was not one of them, barely.


  Back at Battery Park, we discovered that, A, four o’clock was also the time that nearby Wall Street shut down, so cabs were very thin on the ground, and B, it was shift change for what cabs there were and they weren’t taking fares that didn’t point them towards home anyway.


  We waved down cab after cab, only to have them say “Nahhh” when we told them where we were going. I started to think that if we ever did get a cab I should just head for the airport, because my publisher was footing what had to be a pretty spectacular bill and they were going to hurt me pretty badly when I didn’t show up at the awards ceremony to graciously lose in person.


  Finally, in an action imaginable only in a BFF, Kathy leaped in front of a cab going the average New York City speed limit of 103 MPH and forced it to a literally screeching halt. She marched around to the driver’s side and said, “You will take us to our hotel.”


  He was so scared of her he did.


  My first mandatory appearance was at the 5:30 p.m. reception. We came out of the elevator on our floor at 5:15 p.m., undressing as we ran toward our room. We didn’t even have time for showers, so I did a quick swipe with a wet washcloth and threw on my bargain-basement couture and back to the elevator we went.


  Everyone at the reception was dressed like they had just wandered off the set of Dynasty. I met a lot of people at the cocktail party and the banquet and after the ceremony, including, I am reliably informed, Barbara Peters. I don’t remember any of them. Including Barbara Peters.


  The one distinct memory I have of that evening lends to the general feeling of unreality. Donald Westlake was the grandmaster that year, and he called us his tribe. He said it twice, and thumped the podium, to make sure we got it. All the writers in the room were his, Donald Westlake’s, tribe.


  Up until then little Dana Stabenow from Seldovia, Alaska had been a clan of one, and suddenly, I had family. Starting with the progenitor of Dortmunder.


  And then they called my name. From. Up. There.


  By that point I wasn’t really in my body, but, sunburned, sweaty, seasick, clad in cut-off dress and rhinestones, I wobbled up on stage and grasped in a shaky hand an award the existence of which I had been completely unaware only three months before.


  Channeling Holmes


  Introduction to the Mystery Writers of America program guide for the 2012 Edgar Awards


  



  Channeling Holmes


  Aren’t we all?


  The Sherlock Holmes canon has long been subject to assiduous mining by laborers in literature and film. Steve Hockensmith says, “Holmes has fought Martians. Holmes has fought zombies. Holmes has fought dinosaurs. Holmes has fought Nazis. Holmes has fought icky Lovecraftian yuck-gods. Holmes has fought the fiendish Fu Manchu. Holmes has fought Dracula... a lot! Like, maybe not as often as he’s fought Jack the Ripper—would those two just get a room already?—but at least half a dozen novels have chronicled the master sleuth’s battles with the count.”


  Leslie Klinger says, “I was fascinated to discover that for more than sixty years, people had been studying the Holmes stories, hunting down obscurities, wrestling with problems, and most importantly, playing what I later learned was called ‘the Game.’”


  “There’s always a market for Sherlockian scholarship,” says Barbara Peters.


  I just read where CBS is bringing Holmes back in a new television series called “Elementary,” only this time they’re setting it in New York City, with—wait for it—Lucy Liu playing Watson.


  This guy just won’t die. Why is that?


  Kristin Katherine Rusch says it’s because Watson is the narrator. “If Sir Arthur Conan Doyle had written his famous stories from Holmes’s point of view, readers wouldn’t have tolerated it, just like most of us wouldn’t have tolerated Holmes in our lives at all,” she says. “No matter how brilliant he is, the man is also insufferable.”


  Peter Abrahams agrees: “One of the most important decisions Conan Doyle made—consciously or not—was to write the Holmes stories in the first person. Watson is a character who just keeps growing on you, and the concept—to show the action of the great man through the eyes of a decent and fair-minded haut-bourgeois—works beautifully.”


  So, it’s Watson. Agreed. But it’s so much more.


  Carole Nelson Douglas says it’s character, as in this of Irene Adler: “The only woman to outwit Holmes had to be his moral equal, a woman with too much integrity to be anyone’s mistress but her own.”


  Lyndsay Faye says it’s craft. “More than any other writer I have ever had the privilege of admiring, Conan Doyle knew the value of absent space.” As in that infamous dog who didn’t bark in the nighttime.


  Jan Burke says, “I love his client list.” Think about it. Who else works for the King of Bohemia?


  Toni L.P. Kelner says it’s family, as in bequeathing Holmes to the next generation. “It was December, and I’d handed the day’s mail to Daddy. One envelope was clearly a card, and after he opened it, he grinned and handed it back to me. It was signed John H. Watson. Then, before I could say anything, he showed me the London postmark on the envelope. All I could think was, “Doctor Watson sent us a Christmas card!” Donna Andrews, too, inherited Holmes: “One fateful day, [my father] brought home The Return of Sherlock Holmes.”


  I’d say it was family, too, but then my favorite character was always and ever will be Mycroft, Holmes’ older, smarter brother. Who has himself been spun off as a character a time or two. I first encountered Mycroft outside the Canon in Robert A. Heinlein’s The Moon is a Harsh Mistress. Mike is a computer, oh, a sentient one, of course, and a formidable general in the fight against Earth tyranny.


  Watson, character, craft, clients, computers. Librarian David Wright says, “[Some] will simply give in to the gravitational pull of a truly mythic character; a cornerstone of cultural literacy.”


  I’ll go along with craft. Conan Doyle was a maddening tease. He had Watson name-dropping cases all over the place, as in the beginning of The Adventure of the Speckled Band, when Helen Stone says to Holmes:


  
    I have heard of you


    from Mrs. Farintosh,


    whom you helped in the hour


    of her sore need.

  


  And that’s the last we hear of Mrs. Farintosh. I’ll go along with characterization, too. Doyle was also a master at writing villains, as in Dr. Grimesby Roylott, of Stoke Moran, again in The Speckled Band.


  
    When a doctor does go wrong


    he is the first of criminals.


    He has nerve and he has knowledge.

  


  Which is fun anyway you look at it. Conan Doyle was himself a doctor. Holmes was modeled on one of Conan Doyle’s university lecturers, surgeon Joseph Bell. Fu Manchu was a doctor, or so he claimed. Hannibal Lecter, M.D.


  Infuriating, insufferable, made human by Watson, deemed infallible by his clients, with a clearance rate that would turn any CSI detective pea green with envy, and a treasure to be handed down from one generation to the next for what looks at this point like perpetuity. Laurie R. King says, “As readers, we may not want to be Holmes—may not even want to be around him much—but we rest better knowing he is there.”


  Which is why crime fiction writers, hard-boiled and cosy alike, are always channelling our inner Holmes. S.J. Rozan says, “Present him with a bizarre and seemingly random set of facts, and he’d make sense of them.


  “Every time.”


  A Son of Martha


  “The doctor said if he had to make a bad guess, it’d be Lou Gehrig’s disease.”


  It was January, 1998. We were sitting in Dad’s living room in Airport Heights. I couldn’t look away from him. I think I was afraid he would vanish if I did. He couldn’t meet my eyes.


  I didn’t meet my father until I was fourteen, as my parents had split up when I was six months old. It wasn’t quite a Spenard divorce—everyone lived—but they didn’t speak again until I needed to go to a dentist. There wasn’t one in Seldovia, so she called him in Anchorage and said, “Dana’s coming up to get her teeth fixed, and by the way, you’re paying for it.” In the interim, I never got so much as a birthday card, a Christmas present, child support. I was really angry about that later on for, oh, about five minutes, but by then I’d fallen head over heels in love with him and what the hell.


  The first time I saw him was when he met my plane in Anchorage. He was six feet four inches tall, with pale skin that went red and peeled in the sun, bright blue eyes and a thick mane of white-blond hair of which he was very proud. Later when his friends started balding and he didn’t, he’d make them take their caps off in his house.


  I came off the plane and across the tarmac and he said, “Dana?” He had big hands and a bigger voice, deep, carrying, resonant. For years my friend Kathy and I had imagined me meeting my father, and now here was this tall, handsome god claiming to be that man. That afternoon in Anchorage his pedestal was ready for mounting, it was very high, and he looked great on it.


  I got my teeth fixed and came home, and we saw each other off and on after that. When I graduated from high school and Mom and I moved to Anchorage so I could go to college, Dad bought me a car, a 1964 Ford Falcon. Like every car he ever bought in his life, it needed work, but he was a master mechanic, and he always had privileges in whatever shop he was currently working. We took the Falcon down there together, where he taught me how to change the oil and the spark plugs, adjust the points and do a lube job. You learn a lot about a man in spending time with him under a car. We were changing out the oil filter when he mentioned his brother Danny, and how I was supposed to have been a boy named Dan. Until then I hadn’t known I’d had uncles. I inquired further, and discovered that I’d had three, all dead by the time I met Dad, Danny in a dynamite explosion when they were both working on the Seward Highway, Jim of Hodgkin’s disease, Tucker of wounds suffered in World War II.


  I learned that he had been born in Murray, Idaho, and his mother lived there until she died. He went back to visit often. His appearance signaled the arrival of the designated driver, and he would bring home uproarious stories of taking Grandma Stoner and my great-aunt, Ruth Aulbach, on road trips that began in Murray and ended in Spokane.


  I wasn’t smart enough to wonder why his mother’s name was Stoner instead of Stabenow. When I was twenty, he told me. Ruth’s brother, Nathan, was my grandfather, but he had not married my grandmother. She had married somebody named Stabenow to give Dad a name.


  I was about to burst out laughing when I noticed he was pretending to root through a one-pound Darigold butter can for the right nut to thread on a bolt. He wasn’t laughing. He was embarrassed, and ashamed. It was a thunderbolt to me, that this big, strong, confident, utterly capable man could be embarrassed by or ashamed of such a thing, but for someone born in 1925 illegitimacy was no joke.


  He never spoke of it again. I still don’t know where the “Stoner” came from. It was only later that I recognized the pattern common to so many who come to Alaska to build a new life. That life began at the Beaver Creek border crossing. Anything that happened before was irrelevant. Anything that happened after was history. Dad was a master practitioner thereof.


  This much I know: Too young to volunteer, Dad got Grandma Stoner to sign him into the Merchant Marine just before the end of World War II. He was wounded off Okinawa in 1944, he thought by flak from one of our own anti-aircraft guns. “Shot in the ass by friendly fire,” was how he invariably put it, and it made a better story anyway. He was still in the Merchant Marine when he came to Alaska the first time in 1945 on board a Liberty ship. He returned for good in 1947 on the Alaska-Canada Highway. In those days, the RCMP stopped travelers at the Canadian border to check their supplies. “You were supposed to have two fan belts and a fuel filter and extra oil and water and gas and food and a bunch of other stuff,” Dad said. The Mountie looked in the backseat of the Lincoln Zephyr, where Dad and his friend Omar “Mac” MacDonald had twenty gallons of gas, four cases of beer and two boxes of cheese crackers. “Shit, boys,” the Mountie said, “if anybody makes it through, you will,” and waved them on.


  From the time he hit Alaska Dad was never out of work. He started out as a laborer and worked his way up to master mechanic. He worked for Emil Usibelli and Cap Lathrop, helped build the Seward Highway, worked at the Independence Mine the last winter it was open. He worked in the Susitna gas fields, although he hated taking a helicopter to work; he was a fixed-wing man all the way. He drove a Cat train to Rampart in 1959, he worked the TransAlaska Pipeline, helped haul fill for half the subdivisions in Anchorage. When I was looking for a house in 1996, we’d turn a corner and he’d say, “Oh yeah, I helped lay the fill here. Check the wallboard, see if it’s cracked.”


  One of the last things he said to me was, “I’ve always taken too much pride in a job well done to worry about my self-esteem.”


  Well, when he was on the job, sure. He held the world record in getting fired, but that was because hunting and fishing and flying were more important to him than rebuilding the engine of a D-6 for Chugach Electric. In the fall, he’d call and say, “Hey, kid! I’m going hunting!” and I knew not to worry if I didn’t hear from him for six weeks instead of the three he had said he would be gone. “I was looking for work when I found this job,” he said every time he got fired, and he was never out of work for any longer than he wanted to be.


  He got his pilot’s license at forty-two and from then on never owned less than one plane. “You can only fly one at a time, Dad,” I pointed out when he acquired a Cessna 180 to go with the Piper Super Cub and the Cessna 172. “Yeah, but we can be in Naknek in an hour,” he said. The phone would ring and it’d be ”Hey kid! I got a new plane! Wanna go for a ride?” I’d meet him at the Lake Hood seaplane base or Merrill Field and we’d fly down to Polly Creek to go clamming or to Seldovia to visit friends or to Cordova to meet the shrimp boat or through Lake Clark Pass because it was there.


  One sunny afternoon we took the Cub down the west side of Cook Inlet, sightseeing, looking at grizzlies fishing the Little Su, not flying too low over Tyonek. We landed to refuel and when we got back in the air the gas fumes from the funnel filled the cabin. I lasted as long as I could and then I smacked Dad on the shoulder and said, “Put her down! Now!” Dad hated anybody puking in his planes—during a previous flight he made a friend throw up into his own hip boot—and we plunked down on the bank of the Little Su and I bailed out before we’d stopped rolling.


  Someone saw us make that abrupt descent and landing, saw a woman jump out followed by a man, and took down the Cub’s tail number. Three days later Dad called. “Hey, kid! You still alive? Good! The FBI wants to talk to you.” This turned out to be the time of the Robert Hansen serial killings, and for a few sweaty hours one afternoon Dad was a possible suspect. “Took your time getting over here,” Dad said when he answered the door. “Well, yeah,” I said, and we both laughed.


  Dad loved a joke, and he never loved a joke so much as when it was on him. The first time he wrecked a plane I asked him what happened. “It was a problem of vision,” he said. “I had my head so far up my ass I couldn’t see a thing.”


  He married four times. Although he would have denied it, he was a romantic. He liked to be in love, and he never lacked for female company. I understood the attraction he held for women. I also understood the divorces. Wives might change but his drinking and hunting and flying buddies never did, and they always came first.


  It’s easy to typecast these Alaskan old farts, easy, but a mistake. Dad tithed to the Republican Party the way some people tithe to a church—I once saw a card inviting him to dinner at the Reagan White House—but one evening we were watching the news and a story came on about abortion protesters blockading a women’s health clinic. The lead organizer was a man, and after the reporter interviewed him Dad said, “He can’t get pregnant. It’s none of his fucking business.” You could have heard my jaw drop downtown.


  He was always surprising me. I was raised with a half-Aleut, half-Filipino family in Seldovia. The first time I met Dad he used the word “nigger.” I was shocked, and I told him my friend Kathy was coming to visit me and that she had brown skin. He wasn’t going to call her a nigger, was he? I was so in love with my brand-new father, and so hurt by this most grievous fault in him, and I was so afraid that my friend’s feelings would be hurt, too. He heard me out in silence, and when Kathy came he never treated her with anything but respect and afterward, genuine affection. Years later, long after I’d forgotten the incident, he told that story on himself, in company, to friends who were just as rednecked and bigoted as he was, watching me with a grin as he did so.


  There was never a time when I could pigeonhole him, label him, file him safely away. He was always surprising me, always.


  He wasn’t religious, although he hoisted more than a few with Father Mike and he often told the story of watching Father Mike beat the shit out of a guy who had been beating on his wife the night before. He avoided all church services except his own weddings. “What’s the matter with them people?” he said once in what looked like genuine bewilderment, after he’d watched a news story on the Middle East. “They’re neighbors, for Christ’s sake, you’d think they could think of something better to do than shoot at each other.” His view was that the bullets would be better spent shooting caribou, or ptarmigan, or moose, although he stopped hunting moose when he started flying a Super Cub. It was a practical decision. You can’t fit a whole moose into the back of a Super Cub. You can a whole caribou.


  There was nothing Dad loved more than getting a bunch of friends together and cooking them food he’d killed himself, although he was never satisfied with the result. I remember one evening eight of us were eating ptarmigan he’d sautéed in butter and baked in wine and that tasted of nectar and ambrosia. He took a bite and made a face. “Needs something else,” he said. Whatever he cooked always needed something else, and I never figured out if he said it because he believed it or because he enjoyed the outcry that always followed. Maybe it was a little of both. One of the worst moments after he became ill was one evening when he said in real despair, “I can’t even pick up a goddamn frying pan.”


  He liked verse, and after he died I leafed through his copy of Kipling’s collected works. One of the dog-eared pages was “The Sons of Martha.”


  
    It is their care in all the ages to take the buffet and cushion the shock.


    It is their care that the gear engages; it is their care that the switches lock.

  


  A son of Martha, that was Dad. He could turn his hand to anything. He annualed his aircraft engines himself. He designed my raised-bed garden. He rebuilt a boat and used it to poach moose on Elmendorf. He turned a defunct gold mine into a fishing lodge. He recovered seven Nodwell tractors abandoned in the Bush by a USGS survey team and rebuilt them and sold them. Every year for twenty years he flew Outside, bought a used car, drove it back up the Alcan, rebuilt it in Anchorage, and sold it at enough of a profit to pay for his trip. His was the care that the gear engages. He made things work.


  Lying bastard, he promised me he’d live to be 103. He died instead at 71, after a year’s steadily increasing debilitation from some disease the doctors were never able to diagnose, and I can’t even be angry at him that he reneged on our deal.


  But that pedestal I put him on when I was fourteen? It’s still there, and it’s still pretty high.


  Say Yes


  Commencement address at Kenai Peninsula College


  



  Director Turner, Chancellor Case, faculty, staff, proud moms and relieved dads, members of the 2013 graduating class of Kenai Peninsula College.


  First of all, congratulations.


  Congratulations to the father-son graduating team of Robert and Chris Pepper, congratulations to Debra Miller who earns her GED and her AAS on the same day, congratulations to Danna Spring, who follows her mother and her brother as valedictorian. Overachievers R Us in that family, evidently.


  Congratulations to the process and petroleum technology graduates, and to the occupational health and safety and paramedic graduates, and to the general program and computer electronics and computer info and digital art and general business and industrial process graduates, and congratulations to the lone corrections graduate, and a big congratulations to the 70 GED graduates—you’ve made it this far, don’t stop now!


  Today you prove you finish what you start.


  You have also earned a degree, which contains the singular virtue of permanence. You can’t lose it, it can’t leave you, it can’t divorce you, it won’t die on you, it’s yours for life. Well done.


  . . .


  Some of you may remember a little film from last year called Pitch Perfect.


  A college freshman joins an a capella group at her university. It’s a story you’ve seen a hundred, a thousand times before: Girl gets boy, girl loses boy, girl gets boy back. But how does she get him back?


  She risks it all on one song. She not only risks it all, she risks it in front of all her friends, in front of her father, in front of an auditorium full of people, in a situation where she is literally being judged for her performance.


  “Don’t you forget about me,” she sings. “Don’t you forget about me,” and then having got his attention she pushes him, again right there in front of god and everybody, in front of her peeps, her dad, the entire a capella community, she sings “Will you walk on by, will you call my name? Will you walk on by, will you call my name?”


  It’s a Hollywood movie, he calls her name. But if she hadn’t asked the question, he wouldn’t have had the opportunity to say yes.


  So here’s the takeaway from this little pop culture lesson.


  



  1. Don’t go safe.


  I left a job on the North Slope that paid $64,000 a year to go back to school. That was a lot of money then. It would have been a lot safer to stay right where I was.


  But I didn’t go safe. I left that lovely salary and all those lovely cradle-to-grave benefits and went back to school and got my MFA in 1985. It took me five more years to write and sell my first book, for the princely sum of $3000. You do the math. It would be another three years before I earned enough to afford my own apartment again.


  But look where I am today. Successful enough that you wouldn’t leave me alone until I came to speak at your graduation. [Note: The KPC students’ association kept asking until after three years they finally wore me down.]


  Don’t go safe.


  



  2. Go big, go bold.


  The best thing my writing ever earned me was the first thing my writing ever earned me, a residency at Hedgebrook Farm, the writers retreat for women on Whidbey Island in Puget Sound. It was the first time anyone ever acted like writing was a real job.


  I have some view property in Homer. My newest project is Storyknife Writers Retreat, also known as Hedgebrook North. It will take a million dollars to build and twenty million to endow. Those are big, bold numbers, all right. Failure is most definitely an option.


  But I’m going to try anyway, because if I don’t try, there is no possibility of success.


  Go big, go bold.


  



  3. Don’t be afraid to fail.


  Three years ago, I had 16 books out of print. My webmaster, a guy by the name of Scott Gere, FYI a Kenai guy, said, “Let’s publish them as ebooks.”


  Neither of us knew what we were doing going in, and the learning curve was very steep. Scott fronted the labor and the costs, to the tune of $4500 a book. For twelve of the longest months of my life I was terrified that the project would fail utterly, and that his business would be tens of thousands of dollars out of pocket and, worse, I would have destroyed the best and longest term business relationship in my life.


  Nine months after he uploaded those ebooks for sale? I paid off my house, and Scott’s business is now entirely debt-free.


  Don’t be afraid to fail. Or go ahead, be afraid, but do it anyway.


  



  4. Ask.


  Ask. Them that asks, gets. Understand that you won’t always get a yes in reply. I have coined a phrase, “To be a writer is to embrace rejection as a way of life.” For years I’ve wanted to write an historical novel about Marco Polo’s granddaughter traveling the Silk Road west between the years 1322 and 1327. Every single print publisher I’ve approached to publish it has said, “MMMMMyeah, no.” None of them want to take a chance on “diluting the Stabenow brand.” I won’t even mention the rabid Kate Shugak fans who only and ever want another Kate Shugak book, world without end, amen.


  So I’m going to write my historical novel anyway, and Kenai guy Scott Gere and I are going to publish it originally in e, and we’ll just see, won’t we, if I “dilute my brand,” or if I kick the crap out of conventional publishing wisdom.


  I’m asking my fans to trust me to write something different that they will enjoy just as much as the Kate Shugak series. Again, the possibility of failure looms large and threateningly on my horizon, but, again, if I don’t try? I’ll never know if I could have succeeded.


  Ask.


  



  5. Say yes to everything.


  I was on a plane into Shannon, sitting next to two young men who had just graduated from high school. Their bikes were in the cargo hold and they planned to spend the next month cycling around Ireland. We talked about where they should go and what they should do, and in the end, as we were deplaning I said to them, just off the cuff, “The Irish are the most hospitable people on the planet. Say yes to everything!”


  Everyone within earshot, most of them Irish, turned around and looked at me, and smiled.


  So allow me to repeat that here today. Say yes to everything! My friend Don said, “Go meet my folks in Ireland” and I said “Yes!” and found another family. My friend Sharyn said “Want to go to Turkey?” and I said “Yes!” and wound up in Peru. (Long story.) My friend Kathy said, “Apply for the Hedgebrook residency!” and I said “Yes!” and had the best writing experience of my life. My dad, a Bush pilot, was always saying, “Hey kid, wanna go for a ride?” and I never said no, and one time it almost got him arrested in place of Baker Bob. (Another long story. But a really good one.)


  Say yes to everything. The only regrets I have are the times I said “No.”


  . . .


  I leave you today with the words of the immortal Jesse J.


  
    It’s not about the cha-ching cha-ching


    It’s not about the ba-bling ba-bling


    Forget about the price tag


    You just want to make the world dance

  


  And you want to make it dance to your tune.


  So get off your butts and get out there and make the best life you can. It’s the only one you’ve got. Don’t waste a minute of it.


  Tick tock.


  And again, congratulations!


  Voices: A Celebration

  of Alaskan Women


  By Dana Stabenow and Janice Weiss


  
    Note to Readers:


    Stage directions are in italics in brackets. Please do not read them aloud.


    Words in lower case letters in brackets are part of the text. Please do read them aloud.


    Pronunciation aids are also in brackets. Please read them aloud while rehearsing, but not during the performance.


    It may help to highlight the text assigned to you.


    Thank you.

  


  Narrator: Their voices echo down through the centuries.


  They are hunter and homesteader and healer, civil rights activist and air evacuation nurse, environmentalist and engineer, madam and miner, all of them women.


  Their past begins thousands of years ago with the emigration of Asian tribes over the land bridge into North America, when an elder might have spoken these same words of advice Mary TallMountain gives to the young women of her tribe.


  SPEAKER 1:


  
    To a Young Warrior Woman:


    keep an open countenance


    stand lance-straight


    run like deer


    speak with sun and star


    consult wind


    interpret signs


    shield creatures


    children


    and elders


    know truth, be just


    cherish wisdom


    love strongly


    your people are proud

  


  Narrator: From the time before, when history was a matter of one generation telling stories to the next and trusting to their children’s memories to keep them true, a tale has come down to us of one such woman warrior, named Chalavaluk [Cha-LAH-vah-luck].


  SPEAKER 2: “My great-grandmother… was a beautiful woman. She was the only girl in the family. Her parents loved her dearly. Like a male child she was taught to hunt…


  “… one day when she was out checking her snares for ducks, she met an older man who had come to her village from St. Michael for a visit. As she was paddling her kayak she passed him by quickly, and to her surprise he didn’t seem to notice her skill or her beauty. All afternoon she felt indignant about this man who had failed to notice her…


  “He stayed at the village for a long time and Chalavaluk’s parents seemed to like him. He appeared to feel at home in her village and she saw that he was a good, lively dancer… She appreciated his skill at hunting the sea mammals, and when he returned the following year, they were married… ”


  Narrator: Soon, Chalavaluk was pregnant. To her it did not matter whether she bore a baby boy or girl, but she knew that to her husband and family a baby girl would be unwelcome.


  SPEAKER 2: She heard her mother announce the birth of the baby girl in a whisper: “Agnak [AG-nak], Chalavaluk!” Both women trembled as they recalled what the chief of Pastolik [Pass-TOE-lick] had said: “All female infants shall be killed this year. There is not enough food for the people this year.”


  Narrator: It was the mother herself who was expected to carry out the dreaded task of destroying her girl baby when the occasion arose. After her mother had left, Chalavaluk nursed her baby, whom she named Chikuk [CHEE-cook]. Her love for her first-born child was so great that now nothing else mattered.


  SPEAKER 2: In the morning it was quickly heard throughout the village that Chalavaluk had disappeared, leaving her child in the tunnel entrance of her parents’ igloo.


  The village council decided to save Chikuk’s life in exchange for the loss of her mother. Chalavaluk’s self-sacrifice in seeking a way to save her baby signaled an end to the custom of infanticide in the village.


  Narrator: Chalavaluk’s story has a happy ending. She stows away in a sailing umiak [OOM-ee-ack] beneath a cargo of sealskins, and begins a new life in the village of Wales.


  . . .


  Narrator: This story comes from Ticasuk [TEE-cah-sook], also known as Emily Ivanoff Brown, a descendant of Chalavaluk.


  [PAUSE—INHALE AND COUNT ONE ONE-THOUSAND]


  Not long after the 1867 Alaska Purchase, the territory suffered its first tourists.


  SPEAKER 3: Could travel books be far behind?


  Narrator: No. In 1890 Septima [SEP-tee-mah] M. Collis published an account of her voyage up the Inland Passage, in which she advised a friend on dressing for the rigors of arctic travel.


  SPEAKER 3: My dear Amelia… Dress yourself at the start in a sensible, inexpensive cloth travelling suit, of ordinary warmth; let it fit comfortably and not fashionably—you know what I mean…


  Of course, you will take a proper supply of warm under-garments, and then be sure to add, if they are not already in your portmanteau, the following indispensables:


  A long fur-lined cloak and an ulster (not a heavy one), which can be put on in a hurry and made to counterfeit an entire costume; otherwise you will be very apt to miss exquisite bits of the ever-changing scenery, because you “are just lying down for a nap and are really not fit to be seen” when some kind friend calls you to run across to the starboard side to see a thousand feet of cascade, visible only for a few minutes, as the boat speeds past it…


  A warm muff: you will find lots of muffs on the ship, no doubt, but they all keep their hands in their trousers’ pockets, [PAUSE FOR LAUGHTER] and you will sometimes wish you had pockets, too, unless you wrap your little fingers as I suggest.


  Narrator: Yes, as Irene Ryan once said, “The pioneer women of Alaska—not all of them were dance hall girls known as Lou.”


  No, indeed. One of them was named Kate. Klondike Kate.


  Often called the “Queen of the Klondike,” Kate Rockwell was born in—take your pick—1880, 1892, or 1900; since she claimed to be various ages throughout her lifetime, her date of birth continued to inch forward. While dancing and singing in variety theaters in Seattle and Victoria, Kate heard about the Gold Rush in the Yukon.


  SPEAKER 4: “I was wild to reach the gold country. The Northwest Mounties stopped women from going down the rapids to Whitehorse… but I went anyway, dressed in boys’ clothes—down through the Whitehorse rapids, down the boiling river.


  “I worked in Dawson for two years. We made lots of money and we saved it. It was not uncommon for me to take in $500 an evening in percentages for drinks and dances… I was never a gold digger. The men threw their gold at my feet when my dances pleased them. And I made more than $30,000 in less than a year.”


  Narrator: Of course, Klondike Kate could not have strutted her stuff in Dawson had not another Kate, Kate Carmack, first camped next to Rabbit Creek on August 17, 1896, in company with her husband George, her brother Tagish Charley and friend Skookum Jim.


  What’s that you say? But it was George Carmack who first discovered gold in the Klondike? Not so, say we.


  SPEAKER 5: There are several stories as to what happened that morning. One has it that Kate went up the bank of the creek in search of firewood, brought back a dead birch tree and George spotted gold in the dirt clinging to its roots.


  SPEAKER 6: A second story says that Kate noticed the gold first. She went down to the creek for firewood and pulled up a small shrub growing in black sand. She started to shake the sand from the roots when a gleam of color caught her eye. She stooped to examine it and there discovered traces of the gold.


  SPEAKER 7: A third story claims firewood had nothing to do with it. Kate fried some fish for breakfast that morning, and afterward took her skillet to the creek, to fill it with dirt and water to clean it prospector fashion. As she washed it out, color sparkled in the bottom. Shouting, “George! George! We’ve got it!” she rushed up the bank to the waiting men.


  Narrator: Keeping in mind how much time we’ve all spent at our kitchen sinks elbow deep in greasy water, how many in favor of the gold in the dishpan hands story?


  All SPEAKERS: Aye!


  Narrator: So moved. From this day forward, be it known that [WITH EMPHASIS] Kate Carmack, not George, started the Klondike Gold Rush in the bottom of her breakfast skillet.


  [PAUSE FOR LAUGHTER]


  Skillets weren’t the only kitchen utensils to know the weight of gold.


  SPEAKER 8: “One day the children came running to tell me to come quickly to the mine. I thought someone had been hurt, so hurried out with my mixing spoon in my hand, but in the hole everyone was laughing, and when I went down they showed me a pocket of pure gold.


  “I scooped up more than a thousand dollars with my mixing spoon.” —Mary W. Johnson


  Narrator: One woman dug her own gold, long before the strike on the Klondike was thought or heard of. She travelled alone, too.


  SPEAKER 1: In 1874 when the captain at Fort Wrangell heard Nellie Cashman was going to the Cassiar Mines, he advised her against it. She thanked him for his advice, but the next the captain heard of her she had been gone a week.


  A storm arose, and the captain sent two soldiers out to search for her. Miles up the Stikine [Sti-KEEN], they found her camped on the bank, cooking supper and whistling. She invited them to tea and a trail meal. When they explained their mission she thanked them and assured them that she was well able to take care of herself.


  They decided that she was.


  . . .


  Narrator: In the years between world wars, Alaska women continued to fill traditional roles. Of course, some roles were more [WITH EMPHASIS] traditional than others. Dolly Arthur was once such traditionalist, and she practiced her profession on Creek Street, in Ketchikan, which was said to be the only place in the world where both the fish and the fishermen went upstream to spawn.


  SPEAKER 2: “I liked it here because the men came in bunches. It was a good place to make money. It seemed wherever I was, I was making money. I was hardly ever mistreated, you know. Most men are gentlemen if you are decent with them. I was always a ‘straight’ girl, I didn’t drink and was careful to keep myself clean. I guess men thought I was fun and attractive because I always seemed to have more [WITH EMPHASIS] friends than the other girls on Creek Street. I could never get along with other girls, you know. But I never had any trouble getting along with men. They liked me and I liked them.”


  Narrator: Dolly spent the fishermen’s money for him. Up north in Nome, Cordelia Noble was helping the miners make and keep theirs, or at least until Dolly’s northern colleagues got hold of them.


  SPEAKER 3: Cordelia arrived at the gold camp on the Seward Peninsula in 1906. She was two things: an excellent court reporter and a woman who could be trusted. Men with fortunes to win or lose in litigation confided their secrets to her to be put on paper and never had to worry about her divulging those secrets, even though she was often offered vast sums of money in exchange for her knowledge. She made an honest fortune, but the money brought her only a short time of happiness. Her obituary in a Seattle newspaper on November 14, 1918, said it all.


  SPEAKER 4: “A brilliant, caring, adventurous young girl won her way by grit and ability alone to a dazzling share of the careless wealth that came so easily from the Nome sands in the early days. She traveled in splendor all over Europe and the Orient, returned with her fortune spent to make another, and found the golden days of easy money gone forever. With acquired tastes and habits that only wealth could satisfy she struggled for a year to regain a position where that wealth would be possible to her. Thursday night she paid out the last of her money with a smile and jest, then shot herself dead in her room in the Seattle Hotel.”


  [PAUSE]


  . . .


  Narrator: Traditional Native ways still held sway in most Bush communities. In 1908, a baby girl was born in Kotzebue, and perhaps thanks to Chalavaluk, Della Keats lived to tell us about it.


  SPEAKER 5: “Daddy finish making special hut from wood and moss. My mom deliver me that day. No helper. Dad kneels down on moose skin outside hut. Kept hut warm with rocks from fire. She sits when she have labor. Push down with hands under rib cage. It gets hard. She waits for placenta. She put me on her stomach; wiped me with moss. She cut cord with ulu [OOO-loo] knife and tie with moose sinew. She use ash from dead willow tree as powder to heal. It never get infected.


  “I ask my mom, You cut my cord with same ulu you use to cut fish?


  “She said, Yes, it was clean.


  “We both laugh.”


  . . .


  Narrator: The tide from Outside continued to flow, and carried along on that flow was a woman with a severe case of wanderlust—Nellie Neal Lawing.


  SPEAKER 6: When she was 14, Nellie’s mother died and left her the care of 11 brothers and sisters. When her father remarried two years later, she headed West and kept on going, until she reached Seward in 1915. She had two suitcases and $35; she was five feet tall and 21 years old.


  SPEAKER 7: Her talent as a hostess and her ability to shoot and cook her own meat got her a job as a cook. Soon, she owned her own roadhouse, Grandview, at Mile 45 on the new Alaska Railroad. After the railroad was completed, she moved as cook to a mining camp, and there the short, wiry woman captured a black bear and named him Mike. Mike met an untimely end, and Nellie wrote a poem about it.


  SPEAKER 6:


  
    Into the old barn I put my pet bear;


    Went down to feed him and he was not there.


    Then going down the trail to search,


    A brown bear for me made a lurch!


    Then for the barn I made a wild run,


    I raced with death and scarcely won.


    He wounded me and killed my pet.


    Six shots from me: he paid the debt.

  


  Narrator: Orah D. Clark was a pioneer of a different kind. After working as a teacher in Vancouver, Washington, Orah came to Alaska in 1906. She taught in Kodiak and Tanana, and then in 1914 went to Columbia Teachers’ College in New York to earn a master’s degree. She returned to Alaska in 1915 and became superintendent of a new school in the tent city of Anchorage.


  SPEAKER 6: “I didn’t last long as a principal in Anchorage. There were two men on the school board then; one was a German who didn’t believe in having a woman principal. When a call for help came from Susitna, a Native village near Palmer, I decided to go back to teaching the friendly Indians.


  “At that time in Susitna there was a sawmill and a trading post for the Cache Creek Mines area, since Susitna was the head of the freight mining barges. I got along well with Mr. Nagley, the owner of the trading post, and there was no one around to object to the way I ran the school.”


  Narrator: Like Orah, Lydia Fohn-Hansen ran into her share of sexism. Like Orah, she found a way around it.


  SPEAKER 7: Lydia arrived in Alaska in 1925, having been hired by Charles Bunnell [buh-NELL] to teach home economics at what was then the Alaska Agricultural College in Fairbanks. He hired another woman at the same time for the same position, for fear one of them would marry at mid-term and leave teaching.


  SPEAKER 8: In 1927 Lydia did marry, and although the unwritten policy was that married women should not be allowed to teach, she was not dismissed. She was just never mentioned in print as being a member of the faculty.


  SPEAKER 7: Lydia travelled all over the state for months at a time, hauling her canning, sewing, and weaving equipment with her. Lydia was one of the first to spin and weave musk ox wool. Her husband, Hans, wore a scarf she had woven to Seattle and took hundreds of orders for musk ox wool articles. Lydia recruited village women to knit the unique wool, soft as cashmere and very warm, and sent their products all over the country for resale.


  SPEAKER 8: The year after the Director of Extension Services at the college had almost refused to reimburse Lydia’s expenses for travel by plane, on the grounds that air transportation was “inappropriate for women,” the Agricultural College passed a new ruling even more discriminatory, which stated that “a woman could not be hired if her husband was employed.”


  Narrator: Lydia wrote in her diary, “A backward step. Why not make a ruling that men with independent incomes not be allowed to work. What a lot of muddled thinking.”


  SPEAKER 7: Following her husband’s death in 1949, she returned to the Extension Service where she stayed until 1959. In 1954, the University of Alaska granted her an Honorary Doctorate of Humanities, the first woman ever to receive it.


  . . .


  Narrator: If there was struggle for women in Alaska, there was also opportunity. One woman who knew how to seize an opportunity was Irene Ryan.


  SPEAKER 1: After living in Alaska for a few years and working low paying jobs, Irene knew she had to have more education if she were going to make more money. Her father was an oil driller and she knew what kind of land formations signal oil. She had recognized the sedimentary basins in Alaska as similar to those she had seen growing up in Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, and Wyoming, and so in 1934 she entered the New Mexico School of Mines to study Micro-Paleontology.


  SPEAKEr 2: “It was a strictly male school, and I was met by a delegation who informed me I could attend if I agreed to three things—first, I would open my own doors, second, I would furnish and light my own cigarettes, third, I would not hear any offensive language. I agreed… I was the first woman to graduate after 50 years of men in the New Mexico School of Mines.”


  Narrator: Irene returned to Alaska and applied to the Civil Aeronautics Administration for the position of engineer in charge of building airfields.


  SPEAKER 2: She was hired as a stenographer.


  SPEAKER 1: But, after six months, the waste of her education and ability was recognized and she was put in an engineering position for designing plans for 30 airfields and communication towers throughout the territory. She went on to become an independent consultant for petroleum exploration, and a state senator.


  SPEAKER 2: No, not all Alaskan women were ladies known as Lou.


  [PAUSE]


  . . .


  Narrator: Nowhere on earth was remote enough to elude the effects of World War II, not even Alaska.


  One Alaskan woman was even taken as a prisoner of war.


  SPEAKER 2: Sixty-two year old Etta Jones was a schoolteacher for the Bureau of Indian Affairs. She and her husband, Charles, who operated a government radio and weather reporting station, had been on the Aleutian island of Attu for only eight months when the Japanese invaded on June 7, 1942. Charles was taken for a spy and died under questioning. Etta was transported to Japan and disembarked on June 21 in Yokohama, where she was eventually interned in a prison camp twenty miles outside the city with eighteen Australian nurses captured in the South Pacific.


  There they remained for three years.


  SPEAKER 3: “The Japs were really very nice to me. They called me the ‘Oba San,’ which means the ‘aged one,’ which was considered a title of great respect… To pass the time, we knitted little silk bags for Jap soldiers to carry religious pictures in. They paid us three sen for each bag. This amounted to 1 1/2 cents American money.”


  SPEAKER 2: Her captors prevented a Red Cross representative from visiting them until July 3, 1945, the first the Swiss representative said he had heard of the camp.


  One day in August the Japanese cook told them that the war was over. “One bomb,” he explained, “had killed too many people.”


  Etta boarded a transport plane outside Tokyo on September 1st and made her way home via Okinawa, Manila, Guam, Kwajalein [KWA-jah-lain], Hawaii, San Francisco and Seattle.


  SPEAKER 3: She never returned to Attu. Nothing was found of her husband but an old shoe identified as belonging to him.


  . . .


  Narrator: The Aleutians are legendary for bad weather. In World War II, wind, fog and extreme icing conditions made flying a hazardous undertaking at best. But there was fighting going on, soldiers were being wounded, and for medical treatment they had to be evacuated to Elmendorf Field in Anchorage.


  Essential to their care were five air evacuation nurses stationed at Elmendorf with the 805th Medical Air Evacuation Squadron. They arrived in Alaska on April 30, 1943, when the Japanese were still entrenched on Attu and Kiska. By war’s end, they would accumulate four million air miles and attend more than 3,000 wounded, all without losing a single patient.


  SPEAKER 3: Lt. Alta Mae Thompson logged a mission involving the transfer of 18 patients from Adak [AY-dak] to Elmendorf, a distance of 1,250 miles, at that time requiring 8 to 10 hours’ flying time.


  Eight to 10 hours under optimum conditions, that is. Alta Mae’s flight operated under anything but.


  Her patients and plane were ready to take off from Adak on the morning of September 9, 1943, but a storm raging off Umnak [UM-nack] caused a 2-day delay.


  By September 11 the storm had abated and the patients were loaded onto the C-47. The door of the plane did not fit properly and in the air a steady gale of rain and wind flowed in between door and jamb.


  SPEAKER 4: “The flight was very rough,” said Alta Mae, “and I was concerned about the safety of the patients.” She piled blankets around the patients nearest the door and gave her parka to another.


  SPEAKER 3: The weather got worse. Trying to dodge it, the pilot descended to 50 feet. All of the patients became airsick. The pilot climbed to 13,000 feet. The cabin temperature dropped to 20 below.


  They landed at Umnak in a 40-mile an hour crosswind. They flew on to Naknek [NAK-neck] and were grounded overnight. In the air again the next morning, turbulence forced their immediate return.


  A high-altitude flight was considered, but it would have required leaving three patients with mastoid, jaundice and sinus conditions behind. Alta Mae said no.


  SPEAKER 4: “Since these three men were in need of care and had gone through so much, I decided it would be better to wait a few hours for more favorable weather.”


  SPEAKER 3: During their wait, nurse and patients were treated to the sight of a plane crashing and burning on the runway.


  Finally, the next morning their plane got in the air and into Elmendorf without further mishap.


  SPEAKER 4: In her report, Alta Mae wrote, “Mission completed, after two days, 2 hours and ten minutes.”


  . . .


  Narrator: The Women’s Army Corps was also a presence in Alaska during the war, in Fairbanks, where they assisted in the ferrying of Lend-Lease aircraft to Russia. Their equipment issue prepared them for the worst.


  SPEAKER 4: One: long-sleeved and long-legged olive drab winter woollies;


  SPEAKER 5: Two: two wool shirts to be worn one above the other, with necktie;


  SPEAKER 6: Three: olive drab wool liners, similar to ski pants, short in the leg and baggy in the waist, to be worn with pile-lined jacket liner weighing an approximate seven pounds;


  SPEAKER 7: Four: an outer field jacket and outer waterproof ski pants;


  SPEAKER 8: Five; a hooded pile-lined parka.


  SPEAKER 1: Footgear consisted of three pairs of stockings, two woolen, within black felt ankle-high boots of one size: tremendous. Over these went heavy Arctic black-buckled boots with platform soles. Two pairs of trigger-finger gloves completed the chic ensemble.


  Narrator: Not quite up to Septima’s shipboard standard of Victorian fashion, was it?


  SPEAKER 2: To add insult to injury, the WACs arrived in Fairbanks in full dress—in April.


  [PAUSE]


  . . .


  Narrator: With the war won, Alaskans’ attention turned to the fight for statehood, and to civil rights.


  SPEAKER 3: One of the most eloquent civil rights activists of her time was Elizabeth Peratrovich (Per-AH-tro-vich), a Tlingit from Angoon [An-GOON]. Grand President of the Alaska Native Sisterhood, she saw the Alaska Territory’s Anti-Discrimination Act go down to defeat before the territorial legislature in 1943, and again in 1944.


  SPEAKER 4: In 1945 it passed the House 19 to 5. The vote in the Senate was expected to be close. Territorial Governor Ernest Gruening [GREEN-ing] witnessed the debate, and writes that the bill was violently opposed by Senator Allen Shattuck of Juneau.


  SPEAKER 5: [WITH VENOM] “Far from being brought closer together, which will result from this bill, the races should be kept further apart. Who are these people, barely out of savagery, who want to associate with us whites with five thousand years of recorded civilization behind us?”


  SPEAKER 6: Senator Frank Whalley of Fairbanks also opposed the bill, saying that he did not want to sit next to Eskimos in a theater; they smelled.


  SPEAKER 4: Seated in the gallery, Elizabeth Peratrovich rose to her feet and asked to be heard. Her request was granted. She crossed the floor and sat next to the senate president on his raised platform.


  SPEAKER 7: [CALM AND DIGNIFIED] “I would not have expected,” she said, in a quiet, steady voice, “that I, who am barely out of savagery, would have to remind gentlemen with five thousand years of recorded civilization behind them of our Bill of Rights.


  “When my husband and I came to Juneau and sought a home in a nice neighborhood where our children could play happily with our neighbors’ children, we found such a house and had arranged to lease it. When the owners learned that we were Indians, they said no.”


  SPEAKER 8: Elizabeth went on to give other instances of the discrimination she had encountered. “She was a beautiful woman,” Gruening writes, “her intelligence was obvious, her composure faultless, and her plea could not have been more effective. When she finished, there was a wild burst of applause.”


  SPEAKER 6: Senator Shattuck coldly inquired, “Will this law eliminate discrimination?”


  SPEAKER 7: With no hesitation Elizabeth replied, “Do your laws against larceny, rape, and murder prevent those crimes?”


  SPEAKER 1: The Senate passed the bill 11 to 5. Governor Gruening signed it into law on February 16, 1945.


  Narrator: And in 1989, the state of Alaska declared February 16 Elizabeth Peratrovich Day.


  SPEAKER 1: Blanche Preston McSmith continued the fight for equality.


  SPEAKER 2: “We ran into bigotry head-on when we came to Anchorage in June of 1950. No one would rent a nice house or an apartment to Blacks. There were houses for sale but no bank financing available, and the white owners refused to carry mortgages for the ‘coloreds.’ Most Blacks had small hope of getting jobs that they were well qualified to hold.


  “I remember the day William and I deposited our savings at the local bank, I asked the bank manager for an employment application. Without asking me for my qualifications his answer to my request was a curt, ‘We have no openings for janitors right now.’”


  SPEAKER 1: This incident and others prompted Blanche and ten other people to found a local branch of the NAACP. Their aims were to open jobs and residential areas to people of color and to integrate public places.


  Narrator: When Blanche was appointed to the Alaska Legislature in 1959, she introduced the first bill calling for a Civil Rights Commission.


  [PAUSE]


  All over Alaska, women were finding their voices.


  SPEAKER 2: “One of the biggest shocks of my life was when I discovered white men are not gods.” —Jewel Jones


  SPEAKER 4: “I didn’t know I was underprivileged until the missionaries told me.” —Clare Swan


  SPEAKER 5: “My main advice is don’t get married until you feel confident that your husband is willing to be responsive to your position. Don’t marry someone who feels like a hero when he takes the garbage out.” —Dorothy Awes Haaland


  SPEAKER 6: “I’m not satisfied with awareness, I want action.” —Emma Widmark


  SPEAKER 7:“ Too often women think if it doesn’t look easy at first, it must be too complicated for them. It’s not too complicated; otherwise men wouldn’t be able to do it. —Barbara Dale


  SPEAKER 8: “St. Jude is the patron saint of otherwise impossible causes. When I first came I thought, ‘That is a great name for a church with a woman priest in North Pole.’” —Reverend Jean Dementi


  SPEAKER 1: “Mom said, ‘We’ll get you some shoes.’ Maybe not new shoes, maybe hand-me-down dresses and shoes, but we were equals. And she always pounded that into my head, that I was no less than anyone else.” —Georgianna Lincoln


  SPEAKER 2: “My mother had the greatest influence on me. She was out walking from house to house to see who needed what. I grew up with that. One day when I became a woman, she said to me, ‘After I am gone, I can see you doing my work.’ What would I be doing, helping all these people, I thought.” —Barrow magistrate Sadie Neakok [KNEE-ah-cock]


  . . .


  Narrator: And some of these women were seeking public office.


  SPEAKER 3: Nell Scott of Seldovia (Sell-DOH-vee-ah) was the first woman elected to the Territorial Legislature, in 1936. The principal plank of her platform was the abolition of fish traps. Her goal would not be realized until statehood, in 1959.


  SPEAKER 4: Lisa Rudd of Anchorage was elected to the State House in 1975, and her priority was the education of handicapped children.


  SPEAKER 5: “When I was in the legislature a woman invited me to visit a small program—an infant learning program—where she was a teacher in Anchorage. It was based on the recent recognition by professionals who work with retarded children that retarded and physically handicapped babies, just like normal babies, are more receptive to learning during the first three years of their life than at any other time. Rather than let these babies lie in their cribs until they are ‘old enough to train,’ a few organizations had started working with them from birth, teaching them how to grasp things, how to balance themselves, and to respond to voices.”


  SPEAKER 4: Lisa decided that every retarded or handicapped baby in Alaska should have the opportunity that those babies in Anchorage were having.


  SPEAKER 5: “So I introduced a bill in the legislature, and pushed and prodded and cajoled and shepherded it through to passage.


  “Three years later I travelled to Fairbanks and met a couple who were the adoptive parents of a 2-year-old, a fetal alcohol syndrome baby. But, the parents told me, because of the Infant Learning Program, their son had made far more progress than had been thought possible at his birth, and his parents had gained the skills and knowledge necessary to understand his problems and help him try to overcome them.


  “I just glowed.”


  . . .


  Narrator: Meantime, Nell and Lisa’s constituents were wresting a living from land and sea. Nell M. Garletts was a Southeast fisherwoman.


  SPEAKER 6: “There was a hard winter followed by a harder spring. Finally Jess went into town to borrow two dollars to tide us over. I asked him not to spend it until the next day, when we’d all get up early and try our luck once more.


  “We rowed down along the big bluff on the way to Three Islands with a heavy sea running. I felt rather faint from too little food for too long, and suddenly my line jerked from the little stick on the gunnel, and started whirring off my wooden reel at a great rate. The instant I got the line in my hands I knew I had a good-sized fish. How I trembled from excitement and fear that I might lose him! He made four long runs before I could get him close enough to strike a telling blow between his eyes and drag him into the boat.


  “That fish weighed 25 pounds dressed, and I got 22 cents a pound for him. I’d caught 40- and 50-pound fish at Cape Mudge on the light tackle we used there for coho, but never before nor since had a fish looked so big to me! He meant butter, sugar, a cabbage, some potatoes and coffee.”


  Narrator: Trapping was Nisha Elwell’s profession, although not necessarily her delight.


  SPEAKER 7: “What if you had a whole family of skunks parade across your bed the first night of your honeymoon?


  “Have you ever skinned out a wolverine and found you had caught a flock of cooties and fleas from the dead animal? Have you ever carried a dead mink home in your parka pocket and had it come to life, claw wildly up across your shoulder after you got inside your kitchen, and go leaping around knocking all the utensils off your shelves and hiding under all the furniture?


  “How could young love thrive when steeped in such high aroma? Well, money smells good, too.


  “But I’d not advise the average honeymooners to go in for skunk trapping, for as a regular business, it stinks.”


  Narrator: Shirley Stoddard, a reluctant homesteader, was even more blunt.


  SPEAKER 8:“ Back to nature? The Simple Life? Doing what our forefathers did?


  [WITH EXTREME EMPHASIS]. Why?”


  . . .


  Narrator: The simple life was not what Mary Carey had in mind when she drove the Alcan alone in 1962, stopping in Talkeetna to became the new schoolteacher. It was not what she had in mind when she accompanied glacier pilot Don Sheldon on flights up Denali so she could write newspaper stories about geological and climbing expeditions, mountain storms, and air rescues. And it was certainly not what she had in mind while reporting the March 27, 1964 earthquake, camera in hand.


  SPEAKER 1: “Knowing that local and outside reporters would cover the Anchorage area first, I decided to try to get as far away as I could. I don’t mind saying I used every trick in the book and then conjured up some before getting into the harder hit areas.”


  Narrator: She won’t say who, but Mary knew somebody who knew somebody who knew somebody else that got her a seat on a five-gallon milk can aboard an emergency flight to Kodiak, where the tsunami had killed 19 people and washed the villages of Afognak, Old Harbor and Kaguyak from the map. From there she finagled a flight to Seward.


  SPEAKER 1: “As our plane circled Seward, I could not have recognized the town except for the fact that I knew it was Seward. Only Resurrection Bay, far out, looked the same …”


  There were thirteen deaths inflicted by submarine landslides and waves up to thirty-six feet high. About thirty seconds after the quake was felt in Seward, some four thousand feet of waterfront slid into Resurrection Bay, taking with it docks, warehouses, fuel storage tanks and the small boat harbor. There were several waves over thirty feet high, which were followed by ground swells. A freight train and railroad docks just disappeared, as did about seventy percent of Seward’s industry, almost immediately. Large fuel storage tanks along the waterfront quickly ignited, spilling blazing fuel which spread rapidly along the shore line and out into the bay.


  Narrator: From Seward Mary went to Valdez, where only two fishing boats survived of the entire fishing fleet, and then to Portage, where she infuriated the National Guard by hiking in twelve miles over broken pavement and fallen bridges, and was trapped by an incoming riptide bearing very large ice bergs on its crest.


  SPEAKER 1: If there is a bigger fool than a reporter, it must be a photographer…


  . . .


  Narrator: In 1967, three years following the Great Alaskan Earthquake, the state celebrated its recovery from quake and tsunami side by side with its centennial purchase from Russia by the United States.


  In Wasilla, Dorothy Page was named president of the Wasilla-Knik Centennial Committee.


  SPEAKER 2: Her primary task was to organize an event to celebrate the centennial. She decided “to stage a spectacular dog race to wake Alaskans up to what mushers and their dogs had done for Alaska. We wanted to pay them a tribute.”


  Dorothy ran into Joe Redington Sr. at the 1966 Willow Winter Carnival and tried the idea out on him. Redington had for some time been lamenting the disappearance of sled dogs from Alaskan life, but he didn’t know what to do about it.


  Until he met Dorothy Page.


  Narrator: And so the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race was born. In 1974, the first women racers, Mary Shields and Lolly Medly, finished 23rd and 24th.


  SPEAKER 2: Skeptics who did not believe a woman could travel without help along the trail had to deal with the fact that a few days after the race, Mary turned around and started mushing for home. She was planning to mush all the way, but spring thaw caught her in Galena, a measly 441 miles up the trail.


  . . .


  Narrator: In 1968, oil was discovered at Prudhoe Bay, and women as well as men flocked north for high-paying jobs. Often there were less than ten women in a construction camp of a thousand men, all working nine weeks on and two weeks off.


  A poem and a letter written to the Campfollower, Alyeska Pipeline’s weekly newsletter during construction, illustrate the tensions of the time. The poem appeared September 24, 1975.


  SPEAKER 3:


  
    The Belles of Franklin


    



    To the beautiful girls at Franklin Bluffs


    Who walk around with huffs and puffs


    Your skin so fair, your beautiful hair


    In just one day you know you’re rare


    You’re the belle of the ball, head high, standing tall,


    To most of the men you say nothing at all,


    After 9 great weeks of attention and bliss


    On R & R you find you’re just another Miss.

  


  Narrator: The poem was signed, understandably, Anonymous.


  The response to it was, equally understandably, also anonymous. It appeared two weeks later, on October 8.


  SPEAKER 4: Dear Editor: This is a personal response to the poem “Belles of Franklin”… I am not here to entertain men. I am here to work—to make money—like everyone else… I try to be friendly to everyone but it is a strain for me to relate to several hundred men…


  It is not, as one may think, absolute heaven living and working in an environment where the ratio of women to men is so small. It is unfair to classify and judge us all—I don’t feel so special. I am insecure and homesick and doing the best I can handling this new and different lifestyle.


  Narrator: The decade began with Prudhoe Bay, the biggest single-project exploitation of Alaskan resources in the history of the state, and ended with ANILCA, the biggest single victory of conservationists in the history of the nation.


  Mark Hickock, a founder of Sierra Club’s Alaska chapter, led the fight from her house.


  SPEAKER 5: “It was called the Maps on the Living Room Floor and Debating Society because there were never enough tables to put the maps on. Most of us were down on the floor as a result…


  “In 1968… I sent letters out through the Wilderness Council all over the state to ask people to evaluate their areas so that our little council could create an Alaska matrix map.


  “(Eventually) the Interior Department had to go to work to propose their own final withdrawals, and [TRIUMPHANTLY] they all started out with our map!”


  Narrator: The Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act was signed into law in 1980, dedicating one hundred three million acres for new parks, forests, wildlife refuges and wild and scenic rivers.


  SPEAKER 5: “Those were very exciting days. We did something quite marvelous. And it isn’t just that one person did it. Many, many people worked on those maps and studies and somehow we moved a mountain.


  “I think that everybody needs to leave something to make the world better.”


  Narrator: Della Keats would have agreed with Mark. An Inupiat [i-NOOO-pee-yat] from Kotzebue, known all across northwest Alaska as Pukyuk [PUCK-yuck], Della was a healer who practiced wellness through traditional healing.


  SPEAKER 6: “When I was raised, happy all the time, no accidents, no worriness. Happy to make a living outdoors. There were no councilmen or missionaries.


  “But these old people in our culture, they were helping each others. When somebody gets sick, they helping each others. They have no medicine in early days, yet healthy all the time.


  “Right now they can’t go without aspirin.”


  Narrator: All her life, Della passed on the skills her mother had taught her to students, helpers and patients.


  SPEAKER 6: “I love to teach the young people. I don’t want to keep something secret for myself. I want everyone to know. I tell them not to forget what they’ve learned from their grandparents. I open my ears when I get to village. I listen for young people who want to learn what us tribal doctors do.


  [SADLY] “But young people don’t ask much.


    “If a person comes to you for help, make soft questions to him. That way he’ll love you, and you’ll love him. If we love each others, try to help each others, it all works right. We will be happy like in early days.”


  Narrator: Della Keats worked hard to see that her mother’s traditions did not die with her.


  Arliss Sturgelewski writes, “A part of involvement is always hard work, a balancing of equities and difficult decisions. There are no simple answers—things don’t come and doors don’t open simply because you wish them to.”


  Hard work is not something Arliss shies away from, either.


  SPEAKER 7: “The first and most positive influence on my life was my mother. She was an educated woman and a community leader during a time when women were not expected to speak up on issues of importance.


  “My father… felt that with three boys ready to go into the family business, it would be unnecessary for me to go to college. [WITH SARCASM] Besides, I would just get married anyway!


  “(So) I worked my way through school as a hasher on a dam project being built on the Skagit [SKA-jet] River. It was difficult in those years, but I persevered and graduated with a degree in economics and business from the University of Washington.”


  SPEAKER 8: She had also completed a course of study in accountancy, but was told she could not take the CPA examination because women were not able to take jobs as auditors, since they could not travel as men could.


  Narrator: Does the name Lydia Fohn-Hansen ring a bell here?


  SPEAKER 7: “I think these early experiences have made me aware of, and sensitive to, the barriers women face. It was very difficult for women when I first went into the work force. The opportunities were so few, and we were all thrown into this little place where there wasn’t any room for personal growth, no career ladders, and no real encouragement.


  “That is all changing now and I find women helping women everywhere.”


  Narrator: As a legislator, Arliss fought the good fight from within the system. As a Native elder, Katie John fought just as hard from outside it.


  SPEAKER 8: In 1964 the Fish & Game shut down subsistence fishing at Batzulnetas [BAT-zull-NEAT-us], and the Native fish camp there was abandoned. Twenty years later an Ahtna Athabascan, Katie John, and other villagers petitioned to have the area reopened. The government turned them down. Katie sued.


  SPEAKER 1: “I don’t like park rangers or game wardens coming in here telling us what to do like they own everything.


  “I think about how we used to live. We move around all the time, we don’t stay in village year-round. We had to go out there… we just go camping every place, maybe 50 miles, 100 miles out walking to go hunting.


  “Today… you go pick blueberries, you jump in the car to do it.


  “When I’m gone, how are my grandchildren going to live? They got to have some way. They got to remember the way I learned. If they don’t, they’re going to be lost and don’t know where they are. That’s why I’ve got to do it—for all my grandchildren and great-grandchildren and my great-great-grandchildren.


  “I don’t do this for myself. I’m too old for that now. I’m thinking about the many days ahead.”


  SPEAKER 8: In 1995, Katie John won her suit.


  [PAUSE]


  . . .


  Narrator: [SOFTLY] Listen. Can you hear them?


  [PAUSE]


  Can you hear the voices?


  SPEAKER 1: Hunter? Homesteader? Healer?


  SPEAKER 2: Miner, and madam?


  SPEAKER 3: Civil rights activist, and air evacuation nurse?


  SPEAKER 4: Court reporter, and dance hall girl?


  SPEAKER 5: Environmentalist, engineer, and elder?


  SPEAKER 6: Musher, and legislator?


  SPEAKER 7: Poet, prisoner of war, pipeline worker?


  SPEAKER 8: Trapper, tourist, teacher, tribal chief?


  [PAUSE]


  Narrator: [STILL SOFTLY] We will leave you now, with these voices echoing in your ears.


  But we won’t say goodbye, because as Mary TallMountain tells us, “There Is No Word for Goodbye.”


  SPEAKER 1: [SLOWLY AND SOLEMNLY, NO MATTER HOW TIRED YOU ARE]


  
    Sokoya [So-KOY-ah], I said,


    looking through


    the net of wrinkles into


    wise black pools


    of her eyes.

  


  SPEAKER 2:


  
    What do you say in Athabascan


    when you leave each other?


    What is the word


    for goodbye?

  


  SPEAKER 3:


  
    A shade of feeling rippled


    the wind-tanned skin.


    Ah, nothing, she said,


    watching the river flash.

  


  SPEAKER 4:


  
    She looked at me close.


    We just say, Tlaa [KLAH-ah.


    That means,


    See you.


    We never leave each other.


    When does your mouth


    say goodbye to your heart?

  


  SPEAKER 5:


  
    She touched me light


    as a bluebell.


    You forget when you leave us;


    you’re so small then.


    We don’t use that word.

  


  SPEAKER 6:


  
    We always think


    you’re coming back,


    but if you don’t,


    we’ll see you some place else.


    You understand.


    There is no word for goodbye.

  


  [PAUSE]


  Narrator: We’ll see you someplace else.


  Thank you, and goodnight.


  . . .


  All of the stories and quotations collected herein were found by assiduous digging in the Alaska Room of the Z.J. Loussac Library, with help from Dan Fleming and Bruce Merrell. Many more stories can be found in the same place.


  



  Sources include:


  Alaska Life Magazine


  Alaska Native News Magazine


  Alaska Native Women Leaders by Reverend Michael Joleska


  Alaska Sportsman Magazine


  Alaska Magazine


  Alaska Woman Magazine


  Alaska Women Magazine


  Alaska Nellie by Nellie Neal Lawing


  Alaska—Not for a Woman by Mary Carey


  Alaskans: Life on the Last Frontier by Ron Strickland


  Anchorage Daily News


  Anchorage Times


  Dolly’s House by June Allen


  The Campfollower published by Alyeska Pipeline


  The Klondike Fever by Pierre Berton


  The Light on the Tent Wall by Mary TallMountain


  Many Battles by Ernest Gruening


  Profiles in Change: Names, Notes and Quotes for Alaskan Women by Ginna Brelsford


  The Roots of Ticasuk by Ticasuk (Emily Ivanoff Brown)


  A Woman’s Trip to Alaska by Septima M. Collis


  Dana on Writing


  Writing North of the Fifty-three


  For inclusion in the program for Bouchercon 1996 in Seattle.


  
    

  


  For years I tried to get an agent because “everybody” told me that the way the publishing game worked was you got an agent who then got you a publisher.


  “Everybody” didn’t tell me that if you’re trying to get an agent from Alaska, the difficulty compounds geometrically, like interest owed to a loan shark. My manuscripts returned regularly like little homing pigeons accompanied by letters which read, “Alaska? Where is that?” and “Alaska? Is that, like, you know, a state?” My favorite letter came from an agent who said, “Your manuscript is wonderful and I would love to represent you; unfortunately, I only represent American authors.”


  It’s funny now. It wasn’t then. I sobbed out the whole story on my friend Kathy’s shoulder, and she took drastic action, hauling me thirty miles down the road to the Double Muskie and pouring half a bottle of Gran Marnier in me. On the way back to town we stopped at the Bird Creek Campground and had a ceremonial bonfire of all my rejected manuscripts and rejection letters.


  I wound up getting a publisher first and an agent after, but the, let’s say the distinction of coming from Alaska continues to present me with interesting experiences. Like on the book tour when I went into Oregon Public Radio and the host greeted me with a bellowed, “WELL I SEE SUSAN BUTCHER JUST KILLED ANOTHER DOG!”


  This guy, who I caught on right away was an animal rights activist, carried on and on about how he owned dogs and he didn’t kill any of them and how the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race was an ABOMINATION and a DISGRACE and anyone who condoned it was a MURDERER. Well, he was between me and the door, so this murderer rode it out for ten long minutes, at which time he turned on the tape and into a rational, amusing, intelligent man, who had actually read A Cold-blooded Murder and was prepared to discuss it in an amiable and informed manner. We spent a delightful half hour taking about Alaska and writing and Kate Shugak and the Edgar award, one of the best interviews I’ve ever had.


  But I was glad to get out of the room before the third person who occupied that body showed up.


  Here’s something of which you were previously unaware. I certainly was, and it’s this: Any Alaskan author on tour is regarded as an expert on any Alaskan subject. It doesn’t matter that I’m as white as you can get without bleach, I’m supposed to know all about Alaska Natives. It doesn’t matter that it’s been twenty-one years since I set foot in Prudhoe Bay, I’m supposed to know all about oil fields. It doesn’t matter that it’s been twenty-five years since I was on a fishing boat in the Gulf of Alaska, I’m supposed to know all about the long-term effect of the Exxon Valdez spill on Copper River kings.


  It’s not stupidity, it’s ignorance. They simply have no idea of the economic or social or cultural realities of Alaska. They think of Alaska and they think of bears and Denali, and that’s about it.


  Take distance. You say to them, Alaska is twice the size of Texas. They say, uh-huh. You say to them, if you lay a map of Alaska over a map of the contiguous forty-eight states, Alaska overlaps both borders and both coasts. They say, uh-huh. You say to them, Anchorage is four time zones and five thousand miles away from New York City. They say, uh-huh.


  It’s not easy being an ambassador for your state when either they don’t believe a word you say, or they simply have no point of reference with which to make what you’re telling them make sense. They want to know what it’s like to climb Denali, and mush the Iditarod, and harpoon a whale, and by the way, what’s up with those Indians using exploding harpoon heads, anyway? I admit that time I did lose my temper enough to reply, “Maybe they think they need an edge against something that weighs a ton a foot. And by the way, don’t come to Alaska and call an Eskimo an Indian. Not a good idea.”


  So my job was bad enough already, and then George W. Bush got elected, and one of his planks was opening ANWR to oil exploration. My last two book tours, I have not been able to step outside the state without being pounced on by someone who wants to know all about ANWR.


  It began with fans at the Poisoned Pen my first evening on tour. How did Alaskans feel about ANWR? I took a deep breath, and said, “Which Alaskans? The Inupiat on Kaktovik? The Gwichin in Arctic Village? The fishermen in Cordova? The people laid off in BP’s latest RIF? The National Park Service wildlife managers? The members of the Arctic Slope Regional Corporation? The legislature in Juneau? The governor? Senator Ted Stevens? Wildlife biologist Rick Sinnott? Mike Doogan? Paul Jenkins?”


  The guy sitting next to me on the plane from Phoenix to Pittsburgh the next morning said, “Where you from? Oh, Alaska. What do you think about ANWR?” The television host in Connecticut said, and live, on the air, too, “You’re from Alaska. What do you think about ANWR?” The clerk at the hotel in Washington, D.C., looked at my registration form and said, “Oh, you’re from Alaska. What do you think about ANWR?”


  From agents who don’t know where or what Alaska is to radio hosts who have never seen a dog team fight itself to get into the traces to people who just want to know a little bit more about ANWR than CNN is telling them, everybody has their own opinions about Alaska, always strong ones, and often erroneous. I admit that sometimes my books don’t help. In Dead in the Water I referred to “pewing” fish, and while I was on another tour Outside a reader demanded to know what “pewing” was, she thought a “pew” was something you sat on in church or said when you smelled a skunk. Those too, I said, but a pew in this case was a wooden handle, like a shovel or a rake handle, with a sharp metal prong on one end that deckhands used to stick into salmon to lift them from the fishing boat onto the tender, a bigger boat which would then take the fish to the cannery.


  She was horrified, and I hastened to add that the fish were dead by then, and further that I was dating myself by using “pew” anyway, as pews are no longer in use and fish are now transferred by hand by deckhands wearing monkey gloves. Whereupon she shrieked, “You mean you use gloves made out of monkeys?” and stormed out, presumably straight to the nearest chapter of the ASPCA. I’m sure she was next in line, behind the Oregon radio show host.


  And then there was my editor, who was shocked, shocked by a scene I wrote in Play With Fire describing an eagle swooping down and carrying off a tourist’s pet poodle. How could I? she demanded, how could I write something so sick? and she warned me that I would get nasty letters from the Humane Society.


  What with the radio host and the ex-fan, nasty letters from the Humane Society seemed pretty much a given at this point, so I wrote back and said I was only describing something that had in fact taken place in the Alaskan Bush that very summer, fortunately for all of us with a representative of the media at close hand, who reported it in loving detail on the front page of next morning’s newspaper.


  Hey, to an eagle protein is protein, and if it doesn’t move out of the way fast enough it winds up on the eaglets’ lunch menu. Nature Red In Tooth And Claw, and why were those tourists in Alaska in the first place?


  It ain’t New York.


  It is a state, though. Has been since 1959.


  And—what do you think about ANWR?


  Thank you.


  . . .


  Bouchercon is the largest mystery convention there is, a gathering of two thousand people, mostly mystery fans who want to meet their favorite authors.


  There are other, smaller mystery conventions, including Murder in the Midwest in Omaha, Cluefest in Dallas—in August, I’ve been invited, I will never go—and Left Coast Crime.


  Sweat Equity


  Oklahoma Writers Federation 2010 Conference


  Keynote speech on Online Marketing Campaigns for Books


  



  When Dan Case invited me to give the keynote address at this year’s OWFI conference, he told me the typical OWFI audience wants to hear “how the keynote speaker got here.” I’m tempted to say “American Airlines” and hit the bar.


  One of my favorite quotes about the craft of writing is from Frederic Raphael in After the War. “And how is your writing going, Michael?” a character says to the protaganist, an author, who replies, “Still from the top of the page on down, Mrs. Raglan.”


  That’s how I got here. I started by putting one word after the other on the page, moving from the top of the page on down. Twenty-five novels, 20 short stories and essays, 50 Alaska Traveler columns and multiple feature articles for Alaska magazine, hundreds of blog posts in, I am here to tell you that, contrary to too many comments I have heard over the years, there is nothing mystical about writing a novel and having it published.


  There is no code word, no magic button, no secret handshake. It is sweat equity. It is the butt in the chair and the hands on the keyboard. It is meeting deadlines for delivery, and deadlines for edits, and deadlines for copyedits, and deadlines for passproofs. It is signing 400 tip-ins. It is being unfailingly pleasant to the two retired teachers who show up for your appearance at Vroman’s in Pasadena, and it is staying to sign the last book for the last person in line when 200 people show up at the Poisoned Pen in Scottsdale, no matter how long it takes, and no matter how early your flight is the next morning.


  That’s how I got here.


  You were already inspired enough to come here, to attend craft panels, to meet agents and editors, to talk shop with your fellow writers. Good for you, good first step, you don’t need a motivational speech.


  Instead, how about I talk about something that is becoming more important to aspiring authors and published authors alike with every passing day. You heard them talking about it during the editor’s panel this morning. It is in fact one of the first questions you’ll be asked by a prospective publisher, and it’s one of the first things your agent will recommend.


  Once, in a business of writing workshop, one of the attendees asked me how much she could expect from her publisher in the way of promotion. “Nothing,” I said then, and I repeat it again today: “Nothing.”


  This isn’t because publishers are inherently evil, or incompetent, or oblivious. The reality of the publishing world today is that they are operating on an archaic business model under increasing attack, one that calls for them to put five million dollars into a nation-wide ad buy for Janet Evanovich, and maybe $2000 into one ad in Alaska magazine for Dana Stabenow. None of this is helped by the hysteria in New York over the advent of the ebook. You’d think a new delivery device hadn’t come along since Gutenberg.


  That’s just the way it is. Until something changes, your publisher is always going to spend the bulk of their promotional dollars on their biggest sellers.


  Now, you can stamp your little foot all you want and fume over the unfairness of throwing unlimited promotional dollars at writers who obviously don’t need it, but throwing a hissy is unproductive at best, and at worst gives you a reputation in New York City that you don’t want. The publishing industry is made up of a relatively small group of people, and all those people do lunch and attend trade conventions, and they talk to each other.


  I am reminded of a story about an editor sitting in a Bouchercon bar next to another editor, and both of them are extolling this wonderful new book fresh out of their respective slush piles. The more they talked, the more similar the book sounded. Turned out it was the same book, whose author had made simultaneous submissions of his novel in spite of both publishers saying clearly and distinctly in Writer’s Market and on their websites that they didn’t accept simultaneous submissions.


  That author was not published by either of those editors. I heard this story first hand about ten years ago from one of those editors, and I’m not sure he’s published yet.


  So, absent the option of throwing a hissy fit and blackening your name in New York, what you can do instead is take direct, positive action, employing as much time as you can spare from your main job (which is writing a good book, and forget that at your peril) and spending as much money as you can afford in putting together your own promotional campaign.


  This isn’t as intimidating as it sounds, and it isn’t as expensive as it sounds. Because today we’ve got the Internet, and if you can type well enough to write a book, you can type well enough to promote it online.


  I submitted the final draft of the sixteenth Kate Shugak novel, Whisper to the Blood, in the spring of 2008, at which time my publisher told me that for an author tour they were sending me to do Nancy Pearl’s Book Lust show in Seattle, to launch the book on publication day at the Poisoned Pen in Scottsdale, to sign the book at Title Wave Bookstore in Anchorage, and they were taking out an ad in Alaska magazine. And that was it.


  I was grateful. They could have done “Nothing.” That’s happening to a lot of my friends. I could have left it at that, let Whisper to the Blood sink or swim on its own, not look for new readers for the Kate Shugak series. Instead, I decided I was going to pick up the promotional slack, and that I was going to do it online.


  I’d done this the hard way, the real world way, once before. In 1998 Fire and Ice, the first Liam Campbell novel, was going to be dropped on the market with no publicity from my publisher whatsoever. I believed in that book, I believed it deserved better, so I spent $6,000 of my own money and countless hours of my own time in an effort to get the word out. I sent cover flats and bookmarks and postcards to every single indie bookstore in the U.S. I could find an address for, and I made a series of personal appearances beginning with Bouchercon in Philadelphia and barnstorming my way back home. I spoke in front of every group and at every bookstore that didn’t get out of the way fast enough. The Milwaukee Barnes & Noble? I was there. The Minneapolis chapter of the Romance Writers of America? I was there. The Madison Rotary Club? I was there. The Seattle chapter of Sisters in Crime? I was there.


  The result? Fire and Ice was in a fourth printing before I got home. Subsequently, it got the initial print run of the next three books in the series up to 16,000, which was a lot better than the original 9,000-copy initial print run of the first one.


  Ten years later, I didn’t have the time or the money or the energy to do that again. This online campaign for Whisper to the Blood would be different. First of all, I didn’t know what I was doing, so it would be a throw-everything-at-the-wall-to-see-what-sticks effort. And it had the distinct advantage of most of the work being done at home, on my own computer, attired in my pajamas, a mug of Captain’s Roast Tsunami Blend at my elbow.


  I began by posting the first four chapters of Whisper to the Blood to my website, one chapter a month, for the four months preceding publication.


  At the same time, I ran a contest to give away one ARC (Advanced Reading Copy) to a fan every month. I announced the posting of the excerpt and the winner of the ARC each month in a newsletter.


  I made a book trailer, my first, “the Kate Shugak series (abridged)” and posted it to YouTube. I wanted to do something more than the average book trailer. Also, it had been two years since the last Kate Shugak novel had come out and I figured some remedial Kateology for the fans couldn’t hurt. I wrote the script and hired a local videographer to shoot me speaking the lines sitting at my desk, and then he took it home and edited it. I posted it to YouTube and announced it on my website and in a newsletter.


  It seems like every time my personal book club reads a book, there is a Reader’s Guide in the back, so I wrote one for Whisper to the Blood and posted it to my website. I wrote a Teacher’s Guide, too. I get a lot of fan mail from teachers.


  I wrote a mini short story set in the Kate Shugak universe between the last book, A Deeper Sleep, and the new one, and posted it to my website. It was a ten-manuscript page character sketch connected by the thinnest of plot lines about four recurring characters in the Kate Shugak novels. It had the unexpected benefit of teaching me more about those characters, which will pay off in subsequent novels in the series.


  Pre- and post-publication, I guest blogged on Moments in Crime, 49 Writers, and Jungle Red Writers. My mother taught me that a knitting pattern doesn’t count until you have made the item at least three times. I am the greenest writer you ever met, I reuse and recycle every short piece I write. Six months after I blogged for Moments in Crime, I ran those pieces on stabenow.com. When you’re solicited to write short pieces for whatever publication, online or off, be thinking where else you can post them. At the very least, after a decent cooling off period, post them to your own website.


  Post publication, I did an online chat with the Danamaniacs, my fan club. The Danamaniacs wouldn’t exist without my website, http://www.stabenow.com. You have one, right? A website, a place for fans to go? No? Then start a blog on Blogspot, it’s free, and make sure its URL is on the signature of your email, on your bookmarks and business cards, at the end of the author bio on the back flap or page of your book, on your Zazzle products, and everywhere else you can think of. There is no point in designing an online promotional campaign if you don’t have an online presence. And my whole point here this evening is to convince you of the necessity of an online presence.


  Other things I do online. I have a Zazzle store, where I designed and fans can buy a “Friends of Mutt” T-shirt. The URL of my website is on the back of the T-shirt. It’s on the cards, too, and the mugs, and the bags. I make a little money whenever one of these products sells, and that money pays for prizes I give away to Danamaniacs.


  I review books on Amazon, although lately more often on Goodreads.


  I have created two Love it! Lists on Vibrant Nation, “10 Hot Books for Cold Nights” and “10 Books That Make Me Want to Quit Writing,” and when Vibrant Nation wants to link to anything I put up on my website I say “Sure!”


  I have RSS’d the website feed of stabenow.com to my Amazon page, to my Facebook page, to my Goodreads page, my LinkedIn page, my Alaska Sisters in Crime page, my Ravelry page. You can upload videos to these sites too, so I have dutifully uploaded “the Kate Shugak series (abridged)” to all of them as well. Every now and then I repost the video to my Facebook page, because I always have new Facebook friends who haven’t seen it.


  From my website there are links to all of the above, as well as to my entry on Wikipedia, to my photo album on Flickr, and to my Zazzle store.


  Now. Contrast all of the above with the two live and in person events I did for Whisper to the Blood, one at the Poisoned Pen Bookstore in Scottsdale, where we launched the book, and one in Anchorage at Title Wave Bookstore, where I signed for the hometown team. That’s it.


  So. Did the online campaign work?


  You tell me. The week following publication, Whisper to the Blood hit the New York Times extended best-seller list.


  You know the first thing I did? I sent a newsletter to the fans, thanking them for their support. Your first tribute always is to the people who got you there.


  Okay. That was last year, the everything-that-stuck campaign. I learned a lot. I looked at the numbers on Google Analytics, which counts the hits and page opens on stabenow.com, and on my webmaster’s site, which tracks the numbers for my newsletter, in particular which links are clicked and how many times. I paid attention, and I learned what worked.


  So this year, for A Night Too Dark, the seventeenth Kate Shugak novel, I posted four excerpts, although I don’t think I’ll do that again. According to the stats, enough people aren’t clicking through to read them. It just doesn’t justify the time it takes me to put them up and make them easy for you to read. Next year, maybe one excerpt, or maybe another short short between-the-books story, but not both.


  I gave away four ARCs to fans. I will continue to do that so long as I can successfully chisel ARCs out of my publisher. ARCs are expensive, they are even more expensive to produce than finish copies, but everyone likes prizes. And the Danamaniacs have made it clear that they love to be able to lord it over their fellows by getting to read the book before everyone else.


  I wrote a Reader’s Guide for A Night Too Dark. I didn’t write a Teacher’s Guide. The feedback from Whisper to the Blood justified one, but not both.


  I let “the Kate Shugak series (abridged)” video run as is for another year. Maybe I’ll update it next year, or maybe I’ll film another, title-specific trailer. Maybe I won’t. Last time I looked, it had about 5,500 views, which I’m told is pretty good for a book trailer, and the comments have been very positive. It will stay up there promoting the whole Kate Shugak series into cyber-eternity, but while making it was fun, it was also expensive and time-consuming. I like a return on my efforts, and I’m not convinced that book trailers translate into books sold.


  I sent out five newsletters to the Known Readers Club, one on the first of each of the four months leading to publication day, and one on publication day. Each newsletter had active buy links to the actual A Night Too Dark book pages on the websites of each individual bookstore I was signing at, and on Amazon.com.


  So. Four excerpts, five newsletters, four ARC giveaways, and one Reader’s Guide, all generated from my home office, written by me, in my pajamas. And you know what happened? A Night Too Dark hit the New York Times extended best-seller list. A quarter of the effort of the first online campaign, with the same result.


  Remember this if you remember nothing else from my speech tonight. It turns out that an active buy link in a newsletter targeted at people who really want to get it is the most effective means of selling your book.


  This only makes sense. People have busy lives. Fans want to be reminded when my book comes on sale, and they’re grateful for any shortcuts I can give them to getting their copy.


  So my advice to you? Start an e-newsletter, and start collecting email addresses for it now. The Known Readers Club subscriber list for http://www.stabenow.com has 5,559 subscribers, a list that has been painstakingly assembled over a period of fifteen years, which is just about how long I’ve had a website.


  I learned a new word today, in the editor’s panel. “Platforming.” First time I knew all this random effort I’ve been directing at online promotion had even been dignified by its own name.


  I tweeted about it. And my Twitter feed is subscribed to my Facebook status.[Update on 8/27/12: Facebook no longer allows you to import Twitter or blog feeds, but you can still manually import tweets and posts.]


  I repeat. There is nothing mystical about writing a novel and having it published.


  There is no code word, no magic button, no secret handshake. It is sweat equity. It is the butt in the chair and the hands on the keyboard. It is meeting deadlines for delivery, and deadlines for edits, and deadlines for copyedits, and deadlines for passproofs. It is, first of all, and don’t you forget it, writing a good book. And then it is networking on line, on your website, on Twitter, on Facebook. It’s also trying to keep up with the next new online thing. I just learned a new word today. I’ll try to learn another one tomorrow.


  And that’s how I got here.


  Eureka Moments


  Written for The Arvon Book of Crime and Thriller Writing 2012


  



  Writing successfully is sweat equity. Butt in the chair, hour after hour, grinding out sentences and paragraphs and pages, none of which, one is grimly aware, may make the final cut when it comes time to edit.


  That is especially true of crime fiction, because, really, how many different ways are there to kill someone? And how many different motives can there be? In the end it all comes down to money and sex. At most a writer can create an original variation on a tried-and-true theme.


  Crime fiction series are, pardon me, deadliest of all. Here we have the same character on yet another case, investigating the same kind of mayhem (Knife? Gun? Blunt instrument?) following the same kinds of clues (Entry wound? Caliber of ammunition? Blood splatter?) to the same kind of perpetrator (Murderous.).


  Something that helps me down the narrative road is that one small, seemingly insignificant detail, written in simply to set the scene. Sort of like the spoon in the place setting when the menu doesn’t include soup. Sometimes it’s pretty, sometimes amusing, but it was not as originally written in any way associated with My Master Plan.


  Take Restless in the Grave, the nineteenth Kate Shugak novel. Kate’s undercover, looking for somebody ept enough to back the screw off an oil filter on a Piper Super Cub just enough for it to come off in flight, thus causing the plane to crash and killing the pilot. This kind of ept is pretty thick on the ground in Alaska, however, and matters are not helped by the lack of esteem in which the deceased was held by pretty much everyone who ever had anything to do with him. So Kate’s really going to earn her fee this time.


  She has wangled her way into the mother-in-law apartment over his garage with an eye toward getting into the house and tossing his office. Yesterday I described the apartment, adding in details of what I’ve seen in real apartments created over real Alaskan garages. This fictional apartment was recently built, and it has some leftover construction materials stored in it, as well as some fishing and camping gear and a chest freezer. Nobody in Bush Alaska ever throws construction materials away, and a chest freezer is a staple of Alaskan life, necessary especially in small Bush towns and villages where a lot of people hunt subsistence. This chest freezer is empty and unplugged, stored because it’s too old to sell but too good to throw away.


  Today Kate headed for her undercover job as a waitress at the local watering hole. She’s late coming home, as I shut that bar down at about two a.m., by which time all but the most sincere drinkers should be in bed. She slipped into her landlady’s house and headed for the office, where she found some interesting records that may or may not have something to do with the landlady’s husband’s murder.


  She got away clean, which may have led to a certain amount of, shall we say, overconfidence, and headed back to her apartment, accompanied by her sidekick, a half-wolf half-husky dog named Mutt. The staircase up to the door of the apartment over the garage is narrow and Kate had to get to the door first to open it, so she went in first. Whereupon someone who had the same idea she did only to find out more about her drops a gear bag over her head and throws her in the freezer and slams the lid down.


  A second later the freezer opens again and Mutt is dropped in on top of her, and the lid slams down on both of them.


  I had absolutely no idea why that freezer was in that apartment until that moment.


  It is often these small “Eureka!” moments that make the writing life worth living.


  Boots on the Ground


  



  For the Poisoned Pen Conference


  Biltmore Hotel, Phoenix


  2012


  



  Sometimes research is easy.


  When I lived in Anchorage my house was right under the traffic pattern to the seaplane base of Lake Hood. One day my father was helping me with something in my back yard and a Cessna 206 was taking off with its engine at full and it was really loud. My father, a Bush pilot, scowled up at it and said, “There is the sound of someone not flying their own plane.”


  I pointed at him and said, “You just wrote the first line of my next book.”


  Dad was always my first resource for all things Alaskan, planes, guns, who really killed who back in the day, where they were probably buried. All I had to do was pick up the phone.


  Sometimes research is not that easy, but it sure is cheap. Two ridealongs with the US Coast Guard, one sixteen days in February 2004 in the Bering Sea, and the second seven weeks in the eastern Pacific Ocean in 2007, and all it cost me was airfare to the debarkation ports and my food while I was on board. I got to go on a courtesy call on another cutter in the Bering Sea, I got to jump off the side of the ship in 8,000 meters of water, I got actually a helo off the hangar deck, and I got two novels out of it, one of which hit the New York Times bestseller list. Cheap at a thousand times the price.


  Sometimes, research is serendipity. In 1999 Alaska magazine approached me to ask in diffident tones that invited a response in the negative if I’d like to travel around Alaska and write about it. On their dime. For five years I did, which produced fifty monthly columns about places in Alaska many of which I never would have been able to afford to go to on my own, and many of those places wound up in the Kate Shugak and Liam Campbell novels.


  For example, I went to Bethel in western Alaska to write a column about C’Mai Fest, an annual Alaska Native dance festival that features dance groups from all over Alaska, from Canada and from Outside. Sometimes groups come from Hawaii, and New Zealand. So, Kate dances with the aurora at the end of A Fatal Thaw, and Bering, my name for Bethel, is where she runs after the traumatic events of Hunter’s Moon, and is where Chopper Jim finds her again and from where brings her home.


  I went to Kotzebue to see the Kobuk Valley National Park and the yellow sand dunes that look like Lawrence of Arabia is going to come galloping over them on a camel, and all this above the Arctic Circle. And Kotzebue became the setting of a Liam Campbell short story, “On the Evidence.”


  Sometimes? Research is difficult and expensive as hell. I spent this April in Europe, studying anything and everything that pertained of the years 1323 to 1330 in Venice, Paris, Chartres, Troyes, London and Nottingham. Previously, I spent three weeks in 2005 in China traveling the Silk Road, two weeks in Turkey in 2011 seeing everything classical and medieval on offer, and in 1987 I went to Les Baux, all this in support of an historical novel about Marco Polo’s granddaughter traveling the Silk Road west, from China to England from, you guessed it, the years 1323-1330.


  How did this happen? I read The Adventures of Marco Polo and never recovered. I love maps, and the first thing I did was try to trace his travels on a map, and then I spent a lot of time and money trying to get to as many places on those maps as I could afford.


  Because I tend to read in subjects, after I read Marco Polo I then read a bunch of other books about that time, and discovered trouveres, and pilgrims, and Venetian merchants, and every European nation’s whipping boy, the Jews, and the Knights Templar, and mapmakers, and aristocratic French lady pirates, and chuggis. There’s at least one of each in my novel.


  You’ve all heard that old saw, the writer’s dictum, “Write what you know.” Okay, true so far as it goes. Two caveats, however.


  First, I’ve written books set in near-earth orbit, the asteroid belt, and on Mars. I know it will come as a great shock to you all to learn that I haven’t been to any of these places. I didn’t have to not breathe the air of Mars to write convincingly about its surface in Red Planet Run because NASA very kindly got there before I started writing and sent back lots of great pictures and maps for me to look at.


  The point is I did look at them. I had to do my due diligence in availing myself of all extant research, and so does every writer, no matter what her subject and no matter how extensive and exhaustive that research is. “What you know” is what you see for yourself and what you can look up in books and on credible online sources. Sloppy research is productive only of an unconvincing narrative, and you better believe readers notice that kind of thing.


  Second. Research is a very seductive occupation. You can spend the rest of your life looking stuff up. I can open a dictionary to look up Gog and Magog, and half an hour later be reading the definition of narthex, with stops at provost, barkentine and tricostate on the way. Research is a siren song, and comes a time to stop up your ears with wax and trim your sails between the Scylla of cinquefoil and the Charybdis of Cinque Ports, and come safely home to harbor, where your keyboard awaits.


  At this point, my personal reference library for my historical novel, collected from new and used bookstores, street sales, boot sales, flea markets, museum stores, and online sources over a period of sixteen years, now includes at a conservative estimate,116 books, like for example, Sharan Newman’s The Real History Behind the Templars, anything ever written by Frances and Joseph Gies, not one, as I recently discovered, but two copies of Madeleine Pelner Cosman’s The Medieval Word Book (Oops) and a 1937 edition of The Adventures of Hajji Baba of Ispahan by James Morier, found in an estate sale in Ireland, which includes fabulous color illustrations of zaftig harem girls with captions like “Your eyes have made roast meat of my heart.”


  Also in my reference library are:


  Professor Bonnie Wheeler’s Great Courses audio recording of ‘Medieval Heroines in History and Legend’ on CD


  —a dozen travel documentaries on DVD, from the Silk Road to a tour of Jerusalem to a history of Venice


  —countless historical novels


  —some children’s coloring books (‘Je colorie les Chateaux Forts’ being my favorite)


  —a bunch of recommendations for reference works from Sharon Kay Penman


  —and my very own personal on demand reference librarian.


  It is indeed now time to stop researching and start writing Silk and Song. I’ve read, I’ve studied, I’ve traveled to as many places as I have had time for and as I could afford.


  I’ve done my due diligence. Time to write.


  Going Independent


  



  Michael Stackpole, author and faculty member of ASU’s Desert Nights Rising Stars’ Writers Conference, asked me to write about my experience in moving from traditional to independent publishing for an online lecture for the DNRS 2016 conference.


  
    If you can’t take a little bloody nose,


    maybe you ought to go back home and crawl under your bed.


    It’s not safe out here.


    It’s wondrous, with treasures to satiate desires both subtle and gross.


    But it’s not for the timid.


    —Q, Star Trek:TNG

  


  Two things.


  By 2009 I had sixteen books out of print (OOP). I begged, repeatedly, for my publishers in NYC to bring those books back into print and they, repeatedly, weren’t interested. Not in e, not in print. Nothing to see here, move it along.


  And I wanted to write an historical novel about Marco Polo’s granddaughter traveling the Silk Road west between the years 1322 and 1327. Again, zero interest. “We don’t want to have to re-invent the Stabenow brand.” A direct quote.


  I tried my hand at uploading seven of my OOP titles to Kindle with $25 covers I bought from an indie artist, but the uploading of books to Kindle wasn’t a perfect process, that about halfway through the text turned it to gobbledygook. My own fault, as I’d only gone in about thirty pages on each book to see if all was well. A Danamaniac alerted me and I took all seven books down that day and left them down. I didn’t want to divert any more time from the writing, and quality publishing takes a lot of time.


  I’d been bemoaning all this to Scott Gere, a web designer who has been my webmaster ever since I’ve had a website, and one day he interrupted me in mid-moan. “You write. I’ll do the grunt work.”


  
    Neither one of us knew squat about self-publishing or hell, even publishing. Scott’s mom and Scott, too, had been newspaper editors in a past life and I had my experience as an author at three traditional publishing houses, but that was about it. What followed was an intensive educational experience, not to mention a really scary time.

  


  Kris Rusch and Mike Stackpole had been self-publishing for years. I knew them both and neither one of them could figure out why I didn’t just do it already and they weren’t shy about saying so. So what the hell, yeah, let’s give this a shot.


  
    The books were just sitting there, not earning anything. No, sales of used books don’t generate revenue for authors. Contain your shock.

  


  One smart thing I had done from the beginning of my career (on the excellent and forever after cherished advice of Greg Bear) was to monitor the publication status of all my books and to get the rights back to them the instant they were declared out of print.


  
    It is far more difficult to retrieve your rights now because ebooks never go out of print and you have to make a case to your publisher that sales have dropped to the point where they are willing to revert your rights. How few copies of ebooks sold defines an ebook as being out of print? Answer: To be decided upon after much agent/author/publisher bloodletting, and not anytime soon.

  


  But I had the rights to my books, or to those sixteen OOP in my backlist. What I didn’t have was the digital files of the final drafts. The publishers had those and I didn’t bother asking for them. Scott says, “We outsourced scanning to India a couple times at the very beginning, but the results were so horrible we ended up doing all the rest in-house. That meant buying the hardware and software, chopping the spines, and scanning those suckers ourselves.”


  
    And I didn’t have to do any of that, which was worth his share all by itself.

  


  Then the books had to be designed for ease of reading in e, and covers made which looked as good as thumbnails on the Amazon website as they did full size, and the passing of the text beneath many more pairs of eyes. Despite our best efforts errors persisted in the text, frustrating the hell out of everyone concerned. Scott finally put a note in the back of every book.


  
    Gere Donovan Press is committed to producing the highest quality ebooks possible. If you encountered any obvious errors, typos or formatting issues in this text, we would appreciate your bringing them to our attention, so that the next edition can be improved for future readers. Please email press@geredonovan.com, stating the name of the ebook, the type of device you are reading it on, the version (see copyright page) and the details of the error.

  


  We were crowdsourcing edits, and we got them, and we’re still getting them. The thing we find most interesting about this process is that every single reader is so astonished and grateful to even hear back from a publisher at all.


  
    Traditional publishers have traditionally made no effort to connect with the people who buy their end product. Consider it a gift, a door left wide open for the indie author to walk right through via website, newsletter, and social media.

  


  The deal Scott and I made was I write the books and Gere Donovan Press does the cover art, book design, edits, uploading the books to the various e sellers, and collecting and disbursing royalties, if there were any, which was not so far as we knew a sure thing and certainly hadn’t been my experience in publishing that far. We agreed to split the take 75/25, 75 percent for me, 25 percent for him. His production and bookkeeping costs, $2500 per ebook, would be paid out of royalties earned. I was so terrified he was going to go into the hole doing all this work on spec that I did my level best to talk him into taking more, but he stood firm at 25 percent.


  
    If an ebook costs five bucks and you self-publish it on Amazon, your share is 70 percent of the list price, or $3.50, which is standard Amazon payout for a book at that price. Price a book at 99 cents, that payout is reversed. Amazon wants you to make money because then they do, too.

  


  The Kindle had made the commercial sale and reading of ebooks commercially possible in 2007. It was a capable, utilitarian device, built strictly for the reading of ebooks. Early adopters, those people prone to buy the next new thing no matter what it is, jumped on it and loaded up every last one of their favorite books in their favorite series. Other consumers looked on, thinking they might get into that someday. Then in 2009 Apple introduced the iPad and people were like “Oh yeah, gimmee me some of that right now” and ebook sales went baaaaZOOOOOOM.


  And right after that was when my ebooks went up. The first of my sixteen OOP books, Fire and Ice, the first Liam Campbell novel, came back into print as an ebook on Kindle, Nook, and iTunes in November 2010. The last one of the sixteen and the ninth Kate Shugak novel, Hunter’s Moon, went up in October 2011.


  
    We didn’t do Kobo until their market share was worth the labor involved, which would be a couple of years down the road.

  


  From the beginning I told Scott we were going to give away the first book in every series and his hair did not turn white. I’d read Chris Anderson’s The Long Tail and Free and I believed and still believe absolutely in the power of the free, the power of a free book as a gateway drug to suck readers into buying the rest of the series. If they don’t like it, no harm, no foul, and they can’t even be mad that I made them spend any money on it. If they do like it, readers generally tending to like more of what they liked before, I can ring up as many as fifteen more sales to that reader, and more than that when I write more.


  
    Update on June 28, 2019–That said, we learned that there comes a time when you’ll put a price back on the free book. Your download and sales figures will tell you when.

  


  And as for the long tail? I’m betting everything on the long tail providing for me in my old age. One of the beauties of ebooks is that they are on sale forever, just sitting there waiting for a new reader to stumble across them. Even if you’re only making a few bucks per e-title, that’s still revenue coming in, and the more titles you have for sale, cumulatively the more revenue they will produce. A big backlist of independently published ebooks is going to be more productive of revenue for you than traditional publishing is in your best decade with them if you aren’t Stephen King.


  
    iTunes understands the power of the free and always let us give away whatever we wanted to. Kobo follows their example. Amazon will let you give a book away if you let them think it’s their idea. Barnes & Noble didn’t then and still hasn’t allowed us to give any books away. [Update on 9/20/16.] As of my last indie ebook publication, The Land Beyond on October 31, 2015, B&N still hasn’t figured out how to do pre-order links for indie published books either, and it took them at least a day after the publication date for their buy link to go live. It’s really no wonder they’re going broke.

  


  All of my most dire forebodings were utterly confounded. I can’t remember how many of the Kates hit the Amazon.US bestseller list but three of the Kate Shugak novels wound up on the Amazon.UK bestseller list on the same day. My income quintupled and in September 2012 I paid off my mortgage, which I had not a hope in the world of ever doing just a year before.


  I think it was also right about this time that my traditional publisher made me an offer for two more Kate Shugak novels. It was very generous, well above the previous contract’s terms, but they wouldn’t budge from 25 percent e-royalties, as in 75 percent to them, 25 percent to me, and my agent’s 15 percent commission came out of my share.


  Let me totally dumb this down for you. Say I have an ebook for sale on Amazon for $5. If it’s just me, publishing my own stuff, I get 70 percent, or $3.50 for each copy sold. If I let my publisher sell it, they get 75 percent of that $3.50, or $2.62, and I get $.87, less my agent’s 15 percent commission, 13 cents, making my pre-tax gross income from a traditionally published $5 ebook–ta dah! Seventy-four cents.


  $.74, or $3.50. However shall I choose.


  And they weren’t interested in publishing Silk and Song, either, and I was still very interested in writing it. So I said no thank you to the offer and went on to write my historical trilogy, which is now complete. [Update on February 27, 2017: Head of Zeus in the UK are publishing the three Silk and Song novels as a single hardcover in December of 2017.]


  Silk and Song will very probably never be professionally reviewed, never be in a library, and never sell as many copies as the Kate Shugak novels. So what? I will earn more than double the amount on each copy of Silk and Song sold, even after splitting the take with Scott 75-25. The joyous truth is that I make more money selling fewer books when I publish independently, and sales will only accumulate from pub date into infinity.


  
    The one essential thing I did for Silk and Song other than write it was hire a professional editor to edit my books. All my books have been vastly improved by rigorous editorial review. No, you can’t edit your own books. No. Listen to me: NO, you CAN’T.

  


  Of course I came into the indie game with advantages. Sixteen out of print novels, at least nine of which the fans had been looking for for years, generate an instantaneous backlist and the potential for bestseller presence which in itself garners more attention and more sales.


  
    I’m published in England, France and Italy now entirely due to the presence of the Kate Shugak novels on Amazon.UK’s e-bestseller list. My traditional publisher was never able to make that happen.

  


  My traditional publishers had done some publicity and I had worked my butt off filling in their blanks so I already had a fan base, including the Danamaniacs. I do have a social media presence, this website, and an author Facebook page but none of them sell books, and nowadays Facebook seldom lets you, the liker, see what me, the poster, is saying, unless me the poster pays for it. I’ve tried Facebook ads a couple of times. Google ads, too. Don’t bother.


  
    Next month I’m sponsoring the podcast transcript posts on Smart Bitches Trashy Books. That’s a targeted audience that the writer either tells me is effective of clicks, and possibly even sales. We’ll try anything once. Oh, and the book the ad will advertise? Everything Under the Heavens, the first novel in the Silk and Song trilogy, which is now—wait for it—free. Just not on Barnes & Noble. [Update on February 27, 2017–wouldn’t do that again, either.]

  


  And I have a newsletter which as of last October passed 10,000 subscribers. It is by far my most effective means of being heard above the noise. These are people who want my news in their inbox. It took twenty years to accumulate that number of subscribers. Start now.


  [Update on May 23, 2016–There is now a federal class action lawsuit pending against Simon and Schuster alleging S&S are cheating their authors out of ebook royalties. Read about it on The Passive Voice. I’ve been waiting for something like this and I hope they win big. It is unconscionable and indefensible for the packager/marketer to make three times as much as the creator. By not sharing the wealth more equitably traditional publishers are presiding over the death of their own industry.]


  Some last words for the aspiring indie author:


  



  1. If you decide to publish independently, don’t publish via Kindle Unlimited, or at least don’t put all your books there. We tried it with a few titles, and as Scott says, “We made a few hundred extra dollars with Amazon—but lost thousands because their exclusivity requirement meant we had to shut those titles down at Apple, B&N, and Kobo.” Exclusivity is not a sales engine. Publishing independently means selling independently, too, or it does if you want to make money at it.


  2. That said, Amazon is the eight hundred-pound gorilla in the e-publishing room. They account for as much as three-quarters of my sales in any given month, traditional or independent. They are constantly reinventing their own wheel and if you want to stay on the ride you have to pay attention. We at least tried KU. Like I said, we’ll try anything once.


  3. Start going to writers’ conferences, and join a writers’ association. Even a small conference, like the Kachemak Bay Writers Conference in my home town will bring in an editor and an agent from traditional publishing, and more of them are beginning to feature independently published authors, too. For a writer’s association I recommend Sisters in Crime for their monthly SinCLinks and for their invaluable biennial Publishing Summit reports, and there is no organization more determined to see aspiring authors published than RWA (Romance Writers of America). Both organizations offer a wealth of information vital to the aspiring author in any genre.


  4. Hang out on The Passive Voice, and try to read through all the comments, too. Indie/tradpub industry Names comment there often and with gusto, and Passive Guy is great with the links. It is the one essential aggregator of indie/tradpub publishing news you need to stay au courant. [Update on 4/26/16 and apropos of both Passive Voice and KU] See also Kris Rusch’s blog, Hugh Howey’s blog, and Joe Konrath’s blog. All three are successful independently published authors known for deep, articulate dives into industry issues and all have large, well-informed commentariats.


  5. And finally, and possibly most importantly: In dealing with traditional publishers, if deal you must, commit these words to memory:


  
    Never attribute to malice


    what you can reasonably attribute to stupidity.


    



    —scifi author Raymond E. Feist


    from a series of columns he wrote on publishing contracts for the SFWA Bulletin

  


  
    A Cold Day for Murder


    The Edgar-award winning beginning to the long-running Kate Shugak series.

     


    
      [image: A Cold Day for Murder]

    


    

    Available from all major ebooksellers.

    Here’s how it begins:


  


  THEY CAME OUT OF THE SOUTH late that morning on a black-and-silver Ski-Doo LT. The driver had thick eyebrows and a thicker beard and a lush fur ruff around his hood, all rimmed with frost from the moisture of his breath. He was a big man, made larger by parka, down bib overalls, fur mukluks and thick fur gauntlets. His teeth were bared in a grin that was half-snarl. He looked like John Wayne ready to run the claim jumpers off his gold mine on that old White Mountain just a little southeast of Nome, if John Wayne had been outfitted by Eddie Bauer.


  The man sitting behind him and clinging desperately to his seat was half his size and had no ruff around the edge of his hood. His face was a fragile layer of frost over skin drained a pasty white. He wore a down snowsuit at least three sizes too big for him, the bottoms of the legs coming down over his wingtip shoes. He wasn’t smiling at all. He looked like Sam McGee from Tennessee before he was stuffed into the furnace of the Alice May.


  The rending, tearing noise of the snow machine’s engine echoed across the landscape and affronted the arctic peace of that December day. It startled a moose stripping the bark from a stand of spindly birches. It sent a beaver back into her den in a swift-running stream. It woke a bald eagle roosting in the top of a spruce, causing him to glare down on the two men with malevolent eyes. The sky was of that crystal clarity that comes only to lands of the far north in winter; light, translucent, wanting cloud and color. Only the first blush of sunrise outlined the jagged peaks of mountains to the east, though it was well past nine in the morning. The snow was layered in graceful white curves beneath the alder and spruce and cottonwood, all the trees except for the spruce spare and leafless, though even the green spines of the spruce seemed faded to black this morning.


  “I gotta take a leak,” the man in back yelled in the driver’s ear.


  “You don’t want to step off into the snow anywhere near here,” the driver roared over the noise of the machine.


  “Why not?” the passenger yelled back. A thin shard of ice cracked and slid from his cheek.


  “It’s deeper than it looks, probably over your head. You could founder here and never come up for air. Just hang on. It’s not far now.”


  The machine lurched and skidded around a clump of trees, and the passenger held on and muttered to himself through clenched teeth. The big man’s grin broadened.


  Without warning they burst into a clearing. The big man reduced speed so abruptly that his passenger was thrown forward. When he hauled himself upright again and looked around, his first impression of the winter scene laid out before him was that it was just too immaculate, too orderly, too perfect to exist in a world of flawed, disorderly and imperfect men.


  The log cabin in the clearing sat on the edge of a bluff that fell a hundred feet to the half-frozen Kanuyaq River below. Beyond the far bank of the river the land rose swiftly into the sharp peaks of the Quilak Mountains. The cabin, looking more as if it had grown there naturally rather than been built by human hands, stood at the center of a small semicircle of buildings. At the left and slightly to the back there was an outhouse, tall, spare and functional. Several depressions in the snow around it indicated it had been moved more than once, which gave the man on the snow machine some idea of how long the homestead had been there. Next was a combined garage and shop, through the open door of which could be seen a snow machine, a small truck and assorted related gear. He found the sight of these indubitably twentieth-century products infinitely reassuring. Next to the cabin stood an elevated stand for a dozen fifty-five-gallon barrels of Chevron diesel fuel, stacked on their sides. Immediately to the right of the cabin was a greenhouse, its Visqueen panels opaque with frost. Next to it and completing the semicircle stood a cache elevated some ten feet in the air on peeled log stilts, with a narrow ladder leading to its single door.


  Paths through the drifts of snow had been cut with almost surgical precision, linking every structure to its neighbor. The resulting half-circle was packed firm between tidy berms as level as a clipped hedge. One trail led directly to the wood pile, which the man judged held at least three cords, split as neatly as they were stacked. Another pile of unsplit rounds stood next to the chopping block.


  There were no footprints outside the trails. It seemed that this was one homesteader who kept herself to herself.


  The glow of the wood of each structure testified to a yearly application of log oil. There wasn’t a shake missing from any of the roofs. The usual dump of tires too worn to use but too good to throw away, the pile of leftover lumber cut in odd lengths but still good for something, someday, the stack of Blazo boxes to be used for shelves, the shiny hill of Blazo tins someday to carry water, the haphazard mound of empty, rusting fifty-five-gallon drums to be cut into stoves when the old one wore out, all these staples were missing. It was most unbushlike and positively unAlaskan. He had a suspicion that when the snow melted the grass wouldn’t dare to grow more than an inch tall, or the tomatoes in the greenhouse bear less than twelve to the vine. He was assailed by an unexpected and entirely unaccustomed feeling of inadequacy, and wished suddenly that he had taken the time to search out a parka and boots, the winter uniform of the Alaskan bush, before making this pilgrimage. At least then he would have been properly dressed to meet Jack London, who was undoubtedly inside the cabin in front of him, writing “To Build a Fire” and making countless future generations of Alaskan junior high English students miserable in the process. He would have been unsurprised to see Samuel Benton Steele mushing up the trail in his red Mountie coat and flat-brimmed Mountie hat. He would merely have turned to look for Soapy Smith moving fast in the other direction. He realized finally that his mouth was hanging half-open, closed it with something of a snap and wondered what kind of time warp they had wandered through on the way here, and if they would be able to find it again on the return to their own century.


  The big man switched off the engine. The waiting silence fell like a vengeful blow and his passenger was temporarily stunned by it. He rallied. “All this scene needs is the Northern Lights,” he said, “and we could paint it on a gold pan and get twenty bucks for it off the little old lady from Duluth.”


  The big man grinned a little.


  The smaller man took a deep breath and the frozen air burned into his lungs. Unused to it, he coughed. “So this is her place?”


  “This is it,” the big man confirmed, his deep voice rumbling over the clearing. As if to confirm his words, they heard the door to the cabin slam shut. The other man raised his eyebrows, cracking more ice off his face.


  “Well, at least now we know she’s home,” the big man said placidly, and dismounted.


  “Son of a bitch, what is that?” his passenger said, his face if possible becoming even more colorless.


  The big man looked up to see an enormous gray animal with a stiff ruff and a plumed tail trotting across the yard in their direction, silent and purposeful. “Dog,” he said laconically.


  “Dog, huh?” the other man said, trying and failing to look away from the animal’s unflinching yellow eyes. He groped in his pocket until his gloved fingers wrapped around the comforting butt of his .38 Police Special. He looked up to find those yellow eyes fixed on him with a thoughtful, considering expression, and he froze. “Looks like a goddam wolf to me,” he said finally, trying hard to match the other man’s nonchalance.


  “Nah,” the big man said, holding out one hand, fingers curled, palm down. “Only half. Hey, Mutt, how are you, girl?” She extended a cautious nose, sniffed twice and sneezed. Her tail gave a perfunctory wag. She looked from the first man to the second and seemed to raise one eyebrow. “Hold out your hand,” the big man said.


  “What?”


  “Make a fist, palm down, hold it out.”


  The other man swallowed, mentally bid his hand goodbye and obeyed. Mutt sniffed it, looked him over a third time in a way that made him hope he wasn’t breathing in an aggressive manner, and then stood to one side, clearly waiting to escort them to the door of the cabin.


  “There’s the outhouse,” the big man said, pointing.


  “What?”


  “You said you wanted to take a leak.”


  He looked from dog to outhouse and back to the dog. “Not that bad.”


  “That’s some fucking doorman you’ve got out there,” he said, once he was safely inside the cabin and the door securely latched behind him.


  “Can I offer you a drink?” Her voice was odd, too loud for a whisper, not low enough for a growl, and painfully rough, like a dull saw ripping through old cement.


  “I’ll take whatever you got, whiskey, vodka, the first bottle you grab.” The passenger had stripped off his outsize snowsuit to reveal a pin-striped three-piece suit complete with knotted tie and gold watch attached to a chain that stretched over a small, round potbelly the suit had been fighting ever since his teens.


  She paused momentarily, taking in this sartorial splendor with a long, speculative survey that reminded him uncomfortably of the dog outside. “Coffee?” she said. “Or I could mix up some lemonade.”


  “Coffee’s fine, Kate,” the big man said. The suit felt like crying.


  “It’s on the stove.” She jerked her chin. “Mugs and spoons and sugar on the shelf to the left.”


  The big man smiled down at her. “I know where the mugs are.”


  She didn’t smile back.


  The mugs were utilitarian white porcelain and the coffee was nectar and ambrosia. By his second cup the suit had defrosted enough to revert to type, to examine and inventory the scene.


  The interior of the cabin was as neat as its exterior, maybe neater, neat enough to make his teeth ache. It reminded him of the cabin of a sailboat with one of those persnickety old bachelor skippers; there was by God a place for everything and everything had by God better be in its place. Kerosene lamps hissed gently from every corner of the room, making the cabin, unlike so many of its shadowy, smoky little contemporaries in the Alaskan bush, well lit. The plank walls, too, were sanded and finished. The first floor, some twenty-five feet square, was a living room, dining room and kitchen combined; a ladder led to a loft that presumably served as a bedroom, tucked away beneath the rear half of the roof’s steep pitch. He estimated eleven hundred square feet of living space altogether, and was disposed to approve of the way it was arranged.


  An oil stove for cooking took up the center of the left wall, facing a wood stove on the right wall, both of them going. A tall blue enamel coffeepot stood on the oil stove. A steaming, gallon-size teakettle sat on the wood stove’s large surface, and a large round tin tub hung on the wall behind it. A counter, interrupted by a large, shallow sink with a pump handle, ran from the door to the oil stove, shelves above and below filled with orderly stacks of dishes, pots and pans and foodstuffs. A small square dining table covered with a faded red-and-white checked oilskin stood in the rear left-hand corner next to the oil stove. There were two upright wooden chairs, old but sturdy. On a shelf above were half a dozen decks of cards, poker chips and a Scrabble game. A wide, built-in bench ran along the back wall and around the rear right-hand corner, padded with foam rubber and upholstered in a deep blue canvas fabric. Over the bench built-in shelves bore a battery-operated cassette player and tidy stacks of cassette tapes. He read some of the artists’ names out loud. “Peter, Paul and Mary, John Fogerty, Jimmy Buffet,” he said, and turned with a friendly smile. “All your major American philosophers. We’ll get along, Ms. Shugak.”


  She looked perfectly calm, her lips unsmiling, but there was a feeling of something barely leashed in her brown eyes when she paused in her bread making to look him over, head to toe, in a glance that once again took in his polished loafers, his immaculate suit and his crisply knotted tie. He checked an impulse to see if his fly was zipped. “I wasn’t aware we had to,” she said without inflection, and turned back to the counter.


  The suit turned to the big man, whose expression, if possible, was even harder to read than the woman’s. The suit shrugged and continued his inspection. Between the wood stove and the door were bookshelves, reaching around the corner of the house and from floor to ceiling, every one of them crammed with books. Curious, he ran his finger down their spines, and found New Hampshire wedged in between Pale Gray for Guilt and Citizen of the Galaxy. He cast a glance at the woman’s unresponsive back, and opened the slim volume. Many of the pages were dog-eared, with notes penciled in the margins in a small, neat, entirely illegible hand. He closed the book and then allowed it to fall open where it would, and read part of a poem about a man who burned down his house for the fire insurance so he could buy a telescope. There were no notes on that page, only the smooth feeling on his fingertips of words on paper worn thin with reading. He replaced the book and strummed the strings of the dusty guitar hanging next to the shelving. It was out of tune. It had been out of tune for a long time.


  “Hey.” The woman was looking over at him, her eyes hard. “Do you mind?”


  He dropped his hand. The silence in the little cabin bothered him. He had never been greeted with anything less than outright rejoicing in the Alaskan bush during the winter, or during the summer, either, any summer you could find anyone home. Especially at isolated homesteads like this one.


  He swung around and took his first real look at the woman who wasn’t even curious enough to ask his name. The woman who, until fourteen months ago, had been the acknowledged star of the Anchorage District Attorney’s investigative staff. Who had the highest conviction rate in the state’s history for that position. Whose very presence on the prosecution’s witness list had induced defense lawyers to throw in their briefs and plea-bargain. Who had successfully resisted three determined efforts on the part of the FBI to recruit her.


  Twenty-nine or thirty, he judged, which if she had had a year of training after college before going to work for Morgan would be about right. Five feet tall, no more, maybe a hundred and ten pounds. She had the burnished bronze skin and high, flat cheekbones of her race, with curiously light brown eyes tilted up at her temples, all of it framed by a shining fall of utterly black, utterly straight hair. The fabric of her red plaid shirt strained across her square shoulders and the swell of her breasts, and her Levis were worn white at butt and knees. She moved like a cat, all controlled muscle and natural grace, wary but assured. He wondered idly if she would be like a cat in bed, and then he remembered his wife and the last narrowly averted action for divorce and reined in his imagination. From the vibrations he was picking up between her and the big man he would never have a chance to test his luck, anyway.


  Then she bent down to bring another scoop of flour up from the sack on the floor, and he sucked in his breath. For a moment her collar had fallen away and he had seen the scar, twisted and ugly and still angry in color. It crossed her throat almost from ear to ear. That explains the voice, he thought, shaken. Why hadn’t she gone to a plastic surgeon and had that fixed, or at least had the scar tissue trimmed and reduced in size? He looked up to see the big man watching him out of blue eyes that held a clear warning. His own gaze faltered and fell.


  But she had noticed his reaction. Her eyes narrowed. She lifted one hand as if to button her shirt up to the collar, hesitated, and let it fall. “What do you want, Jack?” she said abruptly.


  The big man lowered his six-foot-two, two-hundred-and-twenty-pound frame down on the homemade couch, which groaned in protest, sipped at his coffee and wiped the moisture from his thick black mustache. He had hung his parka without looking for the hook, found the sugar on the right shelf the first time and settled himself on the softest spot on the couch without missing a beat. He looked relaxed, even at home, the suit thought. The woman evidently thought so, too, and her generous mouth tightened into a thin line.


  “Parks Department’s lost a ranger,” the big man said.


  She floured the counter and turned the dough out of the pan.


  The big man’s imperturbable voice went on. “He’s been missing about six weeks.”


  She kneaded flour into the dough and folded it over once, twice, again. “He couldn’t have lost himself in a snowstorm and froze to death like most of them do?”


  “He could have, but we don’t think so.”


  “Who’s we?”


  “This is Fred Gamble, FBI.”


  She looked the suit over and lifted one corner of her mouth in a faint smile that could not in any way be construed as friendly. “The FBI? Well, well, well.”


  “He came to us for help, since it’s our jurisdiction. More or less. So as a professional courtesy I sent in an investigator from our office.”


  The woman’s flour-covered hands were still for a moment, as she raised her eyes to glance briefly out the window over the sink. Gamble thought she was going to speak, but she resumed her task without comment.


  The big man looked into his coffee mug as if it held the answers to the mysteries of the universe. “I haven’t heard from him in two weeks. Since he called in from Niniltna the day after he arrived.”


  She folded another cup of flour into the dough and said, “What’s the FBI doing looking for a lost park ranger?” She paused, and said slowly, “What’s so special about this particular ranger?”


  The big man gave her unresponsive back a slight, approving smile. “His father.”


  “Who is?”


  “A congressman from Ohio.”


  She gave a short, unamused laugh and shook her head, giving the suit a sardonic glance. “Oh ho ho.”


  “Yeah.”


  Gamble tugged at his tie, which felt a bit tight.


  “So you sent in an investigator,” she said.


  “Yes.”


  “When? Exactly.”


  “Two weeks and two days ago, exactly.”


  “And now he’s missing, too.”


  “Yes.”


  “And you don’t think both of them could have stumbled into a snowdrift.”


  “No. Not when the investigator went in specifically to look for the ranger.”


  “Maybe it was the same snowdrift.”


  “No.”


  “No.” She worked the dough, her shoulders stiff and angry. “And now you want me to go in.”


  “The feds want the best. I recommended you. I told them you know the Park better than anyone. You were born here, raised here. Hell, you’re related to half the people in it.”


  She sent him a black, unfriendly look, which he met without flinching. “Why should I help you?”


  He shrugged and drained his cup, and stood to refill it. “You’ve been pouting up here for over a year. From what I read outside just now you haven’t left the homestead since the first snow.” He met her eyes with a bland expression. “What’s next? You going to give the spruce trees a manicure?”


  Her thick, straight brows met in a single line across her forehead. “Maybe I just like living alone,” she snapped. “And maybe you should get out of here so I can get on with it.”


  “And maybe,” he said, “you could use a little excitement right about now. At least looking for a couple of missing persons would give you the chance to talk to someone. Taken a vow of silence, Kate?” In spite of his outward appearance of calm, the big man’s tone was barbed.


  Her hands stilled and she fixed him with a stony gaze. “Dream on, Jack. I’ve got my books and my music, so I’m not bored. I run a couple traps, I pan a little gold, I bag a few tourists in season and raft them down the Kanuyaq, so I’m not broke. I guided a couple of hunting parties this fall and took my fee in meat, so the cache is full. I won’t starve.” The corners of her mouth curled, and she added, her words a deliberate taunt, “And Ken comes up from town every few weeks. So I’m not even horny.”


  The big man’s jaw set hard, but he met her eyes without flinching. Gamble shifted in his seat and wished he’d never insisted on coming with Morgan to this godforsaken place, living legend or no. He cleared his throat gently. “Listen, folks,” he said, examining his finger-nails, “I get the feeling that if I weren’t here the two of you would either duke it out or hit the sack or maybe both, and maybe that would be a good thing, but at this moment I don’t really give a flying fuck about you or your personal problems. All I want is to get the Honorable Marcus A. Miller, representative of the great state of Ohio, off my goddam back. Now, what do you say?”


  The flush in her cheeks could have been from the heat of the stove. She held the big man’s gaze for another long moment, and then whipped around and kneaded vigorously. “There’s nothing you have I need or want, Jack, so don’t ask me for any favors. You won’t be able to pay them back.”


  The fire crackled in the wood stove. Kate divided the dough into loaves and opened the oven on the oil stove to check the temperature. Gamble got up and refilled his coffee cup for the third time. The big man stirred, and said into the silence, “You busted that bootlegger for the Niniltna Corporation.”


  There was a brief pause. “That was different.”


  “Kate—”


  “Shut up about that, Jack. Just—shut up about it. Okay?”


  Into the following silence Gamble said gently, “We’ll pay you.”


  She shrugged.


  “Four hundred a day and expenses.”


  She didn’t even bother to shrug this time.


  The big man finished his coffee and motioned for the other man to do the same. He set both cups in the sink, standing next to her without looking at her. He worked the pump and rinsed them out and placed them upside down in the drainer. He dried his hands and pulled down his parka. Before shrugging into it, he reached into a deep pocket and pulled out a manila folder, which he tossed on the table. On his way out he paused at the door, glanced over his shoulder at Kate, up to her elbows in bread dough, and smiled to himself.


  The woman’s voice came out low and husky. “Jack.”


  He paused on the doorstep.


  “Which investigator did you send in?” It was a question, but she didn’t sound curious. She sounded as if she already knew.


  He lifted the latch and opened the door. “Dahl went in.” He paused, and added gently, “He had the most bush experience, you see. All that personal, one-on-one training you gave him.” He stepped outside and said over his shoulder, “I left the ranger’s file on the table. Get Bobby to call me when you have something.”


  · · ·


  Outside, Gamble looked at him and said, “Where’d she get that scar?” Jack busied himself with the starter on the engine, and Gamble repeated, “Morgan. Where did she get that scar?”


  The other man sighed, and said flatly, “In a knife fight with a child molester.”


  Gamble stared at him. “Jesus Christ. That part of the story is true, then?”


  “Yeah.” The big man’s eyes were bleak.


  “Jesus Christ,” Gamble repeated. “What happened?”


  Jack unscrewed the gas cap and rocked the snow machine back and forth, peering inside the tank. “Somebody made an anonymous call to Family Services, reporting a father of five to be a habitual abuser of all five children. They called us. Kate went to check it out and caught him in the act with the four-year-old.”


  Gamble closed his eyes and shook his head. “You nail the perp?”


  Morgan unhooked the jerry can from the back of the machine and emptied it into the gas tank. “He’s dead.”


  Gamble’s sigh was long and drawn out. “Uh-huh.” He stared at the cabin. The sun was out by now, but he felt cold all the way through. “When did this happen?”


  “Fourteen months, thirteen days.” The big man thought for a moment, and added, “And seven hours ago.”


  Gamble stared at him. “You’re sure about the time frame?”


  The big man’s ruddy cheeks darkened a little. It could have been the cold. He didn’t answer.


  Gamble thought for a moment. “That would have been about the time she left the D.A.’s office.”


  “About.”


  “Disability?”


  “Nope. Quit.” Morgan replaced the gas cap and gave it a final twist. He raised his eyes to stare at the closed cabin door, before which Mutt sat, alert, motionless, looking at them with her ears up and her yellow eyes unblinking. “She walked out of the hospital the next day and tacked a letter of resignation to my door with the knife she took off the perp.”


  “Jesus Christ,” Gamble said for the third time.


  “Yeah,” Jack said. “Hell of a mess. His blood was still all over the blade.” He shook his head disapprovingly. “Lousy crime scene inventory. APD should never have let her leave with it.” The big man looked steadily at the cabin, as if by sheer will his gaze would penetrate the walls and seek out the woman inside. “She used to sing.”


  Gamble maintained a hopeful silence. It was the first remark Morgan had made all day that Gamble hadn’t had to drag out of him.


  “She knows all the words to every high sea chantey ever written down,” Morgan said softly.


  Gamble waited, but Morgan said nothing more. He started the engine and they climbed on the snow machine. Over the noise of the engine Gamble shouted, “Well?”


  Morgan looked back at the cabin. “She’ll do it.”


  Gamble snorted.


  “She’ll do it,” the big man repeated. “Roll those snowsuit legs down or your feet’ll get frostbite. And next time for chrissake bring some goddam boots.” He pushed off with one foot and the machine began to slide forward.


  “It’s your call, Jack, but are you sure we shouldn’t find someone else to do this job?” Gamble persisted. “You sure she’ll look for them?”


  “I’m sure,” the big man said. His certainty did not sound as if it gave him any joy.


  · · ·


  Jerking awake at three the next morning, fleeing dark dreams of an endless procession of frightened, bleeding children begging her not to hurt their parents, Kate, sweating, trembling, swearing loudly to drown out the blood pounding in her ears, came to the same conclusion. The hauntings would continue no matter what she did; she knew that already. But for a time, perhaps, the ghosts would take on a different shape, mouth different words, stare accusingly for different reasons. It was enough.
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    Here’s how it begins:


  


  LIAM BOARDED FIRST and watched the rest of the passengers troop down the aisle. It was a full load, a disparate group that he had already typed and cross-matched with their potential for future crime.


  There was the Alaskan Old Fart, short, dark, a grin one part mean to two parts pure evil, who had poacher written all over him. There was the tall man with a shock of white hair and his green-eyed daughter, who would both of them have helped the Old Fart skin out whatever he took whenever he took it, but only so much as they could use in a winter. There was the Moccasin Man, tall, loping, clad in fatigues and beaded buckskin moccasins with matching belt pouch that Liam instantly pegged for growing wholesale quantities of marijuana in his back bedroom, and the Hell’s Angel, Moccasin Man’s sidekick, barrel-shaped beer belly, black leather boots with a shine on them to match the one reflected by his shaved, bullet-shaped scalp with a meth lab in his spare room. The Flirt, on the other hand, should have been arrested for incitement to riot the second after she’d stepped out in public that morning: she wore a red silk shirt with no bra beneath it and a long skirt that accentuated the deliberate sway of her very nice ass. Moccasin Man had demonstrated an immediate and obvious admiration for that sway, and had been granted the privilege of escorting the Flirt to her seat.


  The rest of the manifest wasn’t as interesting. There was the Bush couple, a nondescript husband and wife who looked like card-carrying members of the proletariat who took their seats and melted into the bulkhead. They were followed by a family of five, white father, Yupik mother, and three small children, one still nursing, a tall, spare, grizzled man who had looked long and hard at Liam and who had almost spoken to him in the terminal but then appeared to think better of it, a plump woman who just missed being grandmotherly by two streaks of ice blue eye shadow and a slash of maroon lipstick, and the airline’s station manager for King Salmon, who curled up in the front-right-hand seat and promptly went to sleep, snoring loudly enough to be heard over the engines.


  Liam envied him deeply. He himself was occupied with holding the fourteen-seat Fairchild Metroliner up in the air by the edge of his seat as they rose smoothly over Knik Arm and banked south down Cook Inlet. It was half past three o’clock on the afternoon of May 1. Breakup was late, temperatures still dropping to or below freezing at nights, stubborn ice ruts refusing to melt from the roads, snow clinging obstinately to the Chugach Mountains. It wasn’t the only reason Liam was glad to be leaving Anchorage behind, but it would do, and it was almost enough for him to forget that he was ten thousand feet up in the air.


  Almost.


  Within minutes they were out of the low-lying clouds clustered over the Anchorage bowl, and mountains Denali and Foraker loomed up on the right. Foraker looked like a square, stolid Norman keep, and Denali like a home for gods. Susitna and Spurr were beneath them, the Sleeping Lady undisturbed beneath her lingering white winter blanket, Spurr worn down to three or four lesser peaks by an average of one eruption per decade. Redoubt, a once perfect cone blown to a shark’s tooth, barely registered through the window before the plane banked right and southwest. Liam swallowed hard.


  Now it was the Alaska Range, an entire horizon filled with sharp, unfriendly peaks, and no place that he could see to land safely. But there was for a miracle little turbulence, and the smooth ride and the drone of the engines eventually dulled him into an unexpected, uneasy doze, where his subconscious, that sly, slick bastard, was lurking, loitering with intent, just waiting to raise his viperous head and hiss a reminder that Liam had yet to call his soul his own. A jumbled mass of images fast-forwarded in front of him: laughing, loving Jenny with the light brown hair, his father’s implacable eyes, Charlie’s gap-toothed grin. Alfred and Rose, faces dull with grief and despair. That old black Ford sedan stuck on the Denali Highway, the bodies huddled together in the backseat for a warmth that failed them in the end. The disappointment and determination on John Barton’s face. Dyson groveling on his knees, begging for his life.


  She was there, too, of course, the brown-eyed, blond-haired witch. Once again she turned and walked away, down the street, around a corner, and out of his life, and once again the grief of parting jerked him up in his seat with a jolt, heart pounding, palms sweaty, the loss as sharply felt as if he had suffered it yesterday. They were descending, and the clouds had closed back in and brought turbulence with them. Liam looked out the window, where a thin line of frost was forming on the leading edge of the wing, and he welcomed the distraction the terror of the sight brought him.


  He watched the line of frost attentively, until they came out of the clouds at seven thousand feet and it vanished and the Nushagak River and Bristol Bay came into view. To Liam it looked like the approach to heaven, an image enhanced by the golden rim of sunshine shining through the gap between the clouds and the vast expanse of gray water that took up the whole southern horizon.


  Ten minutes later they were on the ground, at the end of a paved runway six thousand feet in length; plenty long enough for 737s loaded with herring roe and salmon, the reason for the city of Newenham’s existence, the raison d’être of Bristol Bay, and, at least indirectly, the cause of Liam’s new posting.


  Congratulations, he thought. You’re a trooper. Again. He’d removed his sergeant’s insignia from his uniform before he’d left Glenallen, and had it cleaned twice to fade the marks where it had been. With luck, no one would know. His uniform was packed in a bag stored in the hold. All the pictures on the news had been of him in his uniform; he wanted to avoid recognition for as long as possible.


  The Metroliner turned off onto the taxiway. In a voice that carried to the back of the cabin, the pilot said, “What the hell!” and they screeched to a halt, the engines roaring a protest. Everyone was thrown forward against their seat belts, and some who had unbuckled too soon found their faces right against the backs of the seats in front of them. By the time Liam got his heart restarted, the pilot had shut down both engines and the copilot had the door open and the steps let down. Liam unbuckled his belt with shaky hands and was on the ground right behind him.


  The Newenham airport was ten miles south of Newenham proper, forty miles short of Chinook Air Force Base. It was of recent construction, not five years old, and replaced the previous airstrip, which, if it had held true to old-time Bush construction, would have run either parallel to or right down Main Street, where people could step out their front doors and onto a plane. Nowadays they built Bush airstrips ten to fifty miles away from the town, forcing everyone to buy cars to get back and forth.


  A series of prefabricated corrugated steel buildings of various sizes marched unevenly down one side of the runway, opposite a wide gravel area dotted with tie-downs. A third of the tie-downs were occupied by small planes of every age and make, some big, some small, most with two wings and a propeller, some with four wings, some with two propellers, some with wings made of fabric stretched over aluminum tubing, some built of aluminum from the inside out. Most of them looked neat and ready to fly and some looked like they would drop right out of the sky, providing they got up into the air in the first place.


  They all looked alike to Liam. They were planes. He didn’t need to know any more, thank you.


  The buildings consisted of a terminal and hangars, offices for air taxis and a Standard Oil office with a tank farm looming up in back of it, and a couple of aviation parts stores and a tiny little log house that would have looked like a cache without the stilts that bore a sign proclaiming it YE OLDE GIFTE SHOPPE.


  Small planes buzzed overhead on takeoff and landing. There was another small plane pulled around in front of the Standard Oil pumps, a red one with a pair of wings that looked larger than its fuselage and white identification letters down the side ending in 78 ZULU. Liam’s heart gave an involuntary thump, and then his eyes dropped to the ground in front of the aircraft.


  “Oh my God!” the near-miss grandmother said from the top of the Metroliner’s stairs.


  A body lay on the ground, a bright red circle spreading rapidly from beneath its head, or where its head used to be. The propeller of the little plane was stained the same bright red.
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  MY FULL NAME IS Esther Natasha Svensdotter but if you want to live you’ll call me Star. Star is what Esther means, it was the first word I ever said, and when I’m feeling romantic I like to say that among the stars is where I live.


  It was the first day of the new year and ten minutes out of LEO Base the gee forces on the Ted Taylor Express were discouraging to both my stomach and my disposition. I moaned a little. No one in the cockpit paid me any attention. I moaned a little more. Crip, the lean, graying captain of this happy ship, turned from his console to give me an unfeeling grin. “Happy New Year, Star.”


  I opened my eyes with an effort and gave him what I hoped was a damning glare. “Yeah, right, you asshole. Welcome to the twenty-first century.”


  “Hang in there. It’s time to give us another boot.” I swore at him feebly. He gave a fiendish laugh in reply. His right hand gripped the lever rising up between his seat and the copilot’s. “Ready to boost?”


  “Ready, Captain,” she replied crisply.


  “Okay, kick it!”


  I held on to my liver and followed the propulsion process in my mind. When Crip hit the glory button one of the bombs–pardon me, Colony Control prefers that we refer to them as ECFCPCs, or Express Class Freight Carrier Propellant Charges—anyway, at boost one of the bombs in the fuel bay was expelled by compressed nitrogen and ignited about a hundred feet below our ship’s pressure plate. The controlled-velocity distribution of hydrogen pushed against the plate and we bounced farther away from Terra. I moaned again. The piston shock absorbers between the payload and the fuel bay took most of the blow, but it was still a bouncy ride.


  I was riding the bare duralumin jumpseat against the cockpit aft bulkhead. Crip and his copilot and navigator were between me and the only port on the Taylor. There wasn’t much of a view, black and more black. I didn’t care. After two interminable weeks of kissing babies on Terra I didn’t care what kind of infernal machine got me there, all I wanted was home. I closed my eyes and tried to forget how cold, how hard, and how small the jumpseat was.


  My hair woke me up. I had forgotten to bind it that morning like I always do first time up and out after a spell downstairs. In the zerogee it was floating around my face in a tangled mass, and the ends were getting in my ears and up my nose and in my eyes. I sneezed, like I always did, and, silently cursing my own vanity in refusing to get it cut, fumbled in my pockets for a hair ribbon or a piece of string. When I finally had the blond mess braided back and the end secured with a length of the gray tape found on any self-respecting spaceship’s flight deck, the view through the port had improved immeasurably. I gave a sigh of pure joy and I could the hear the smile in Crip’s voice when he spoke without looking around. “Not bad, huh, Star?”


  Not bad? Home had never looked so good. At first it was only a smooth, slender twinkle in the far distance, to the right of Luna and dimmed by her radiance. As we approached it filled the port, no longer a smooth column but a hexagonal cylinder. Against the blackness of space the rotating sides reflected the sun’s light in sharp, glittering bursts. The solar mirrors flared out from one end like the skirts of a girl at her first dance. Stabilizers, antennae dishes, handgrips, tool racks, and airlocks protruded from a surface already lumpy with an uneven layer of porous moon rock—LIMSH, courtesy of Colony Control, or Lunar Insulating Material for Space Habitats. Acronyms are Colony Control’s life.


  Home again, home again, jiggety jig. Home was Ellfive, and Ellfive was the first of two planned space colonies circling Lagrange Point Five, maintaining a stable orbit between the conflicting gravitational pulls of Terra, Luna, and Sol, traveling sixty degrees ahead of Luna as the third point of an equilateral triangle of which the other two points are Terra and Luna. I had to swallow hard. The sheer immensity of the mere idea of Ellfive, when I had time to think about it, made me feel the size of a gnat and about as significant. But home is where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in, gnats and all. I shifted in my seat, straining at the harness with my feet braced as if I could help push the ship in quicker.


  Crip warped in closer to the North Cap, its six-and-a-half-kilometer diameter dwarfing the Taylor, and the transmitter erupted with the traffic-alert whistle that sounded like the combined efforts of a stall signal on a Super Cub, air squeaking out of a balloon, fingernails scraping a blackboard, and teeth biting down on aluminum foil. Cockpit crews hate the whistle and curse me en masse for requiring its installation on every ship doing business with Ellfive, but it is a clamor impossible to ignore and so admirably serves its purpose. “Ahoy the Taylor, ahoy the Taylor, this is Ellfive Traffic Control.”


  “Go ahead, Control,” Ariadne responded from the navigator’s console.


  “Be advised, there is a hold on your docking, Taylor, I repeat, a hold on your docking. Proceed immediately to Transient Parking Area Number Three. You are cleared for approach and orbit.”


  Ariadne swore roundly and fluently, the harsh words sounding worse in her musical contralto, and looked around at Crip. “Ellfive Control, this is Captain Young, commanding the Taylor. What’s the problem, Bolly?” he said. Over his shoulder I watched him bring up the approach vectors for the Warehouse Ring on his screen and punch in the coordinates. The maneuvering thrusters kicked in, sounding like incoming mortar fire outside the hull. The old girl shuddered once in protest and began changing direction slowly. “I say again, Bolly,” Crip repeated, “what’s the problem? Are we early?”


  “No, you’re not early, Crip, the Thunderbird is late and the hangarlock won’t be free for at least another hour.”


  I could see Crip’s shoulders stiffen, but his voice remained calm. “Ellfive Control, are you aware that we have the boss on board?”


  The traffic controller’s voice was no less grim than his own. “We know, Crip. The Thunderbird’s captain insists she is unable to pull back from the lock for another hour.”


  In moments we were stationary, floating free in Park Three, still sixteen klicks from home. Crip hushed his mike and swiveled his seat to speak to me. His voice was polite and furious. “This is the third time in a month the Patrol has put me behind schedule, Star. Just what the hell is going on?”


  “It’s not your fault, Crip,” I said, fighting back my own annoyance. Annoyance does not sit comfortably on top of a hangover in zero gravity. “It doesn’t have anything to do with you.”


  He looked at me, frowning, but his crew was there so he said merely, “We could rustle up a solarscooter for you.”


  I shook my head and immediately regretted it. “I’ll ride in with you.” I sat back in that Iron Maiden of a jumpseat and tried to get comfortable.


  Unfortunately, the Taylor had not been built with my comfort in mind. The entire vehicle was 125 meters long and looked like the bishop piece from a chess game, with an aft pusher plate that was 57 meters across. We rode up front, with the freight modules between us and the fuel storage, and the freight modules and fuel storage and the pressure plate between us and ignition. It never felt like nearly enough of a safety margin. After Hiroshima and Pyongyang there wasn’t enough room in the universe to put between me and fission. Once they work the kinks out of the Martin-Bond deuterium-helium fusion nuclear pulse rocket, or figure out a way to make solar propulsion push a spaceship along at speeds comparable to that of an Express, I’m jumping the fission ship.


  Still, we were lucky to have the Express ships, and no one knew it better than I. When The War of the Worlds nonsense broke out in 1992 after Odysseus II intercepted the message from Betelgeuse, the absolute necessity of fielding some kind of force into space to act as a Terran reception committee became obvious to those of the most limited intelligence, and even to a few congressmen. Some bright soul remembered a plan by General Atomic in the late 1950s to build a ship powered by nuclear bombs that would put payloads larger by a factor of two or even three on Luna than would a chemical rocket of the same mass at launch. Congressional leaders in their infinite wisdom fell on Project Orion with loud hosannas and began to hurl funding at it in that odd but seemingly innate American conviction that enough money can cure anything. In the resulting rush to construction plans for padding crew seats were inexplicably lost.


  Two interminable hours and seventeen minutes later the Taylor docked, its nose nuzzling comfortably into the North Cap hangarlock. The little man inside my head had set aside his piledriver in favor of a meat tenderizer but was still thumping away with unflagging energy. I couldn’t unstrap fast enough. “Very nice trip, Crip, as always,” I said, turning to pull myself through the hatch.


  “Liar,” he said, his usual good humor restored with our safe arrival. “You didn’t think so.”


  “My stomach didn’t think so,” I protested. “Stop by for dinner next trip.” I could see a polite refusal forming and added, “I’ll get Charlie to whip up something.”


  He brightened perceptibly. “In that case I accept.”


  I slapped a bicep with one hand and jerked my forearm in his direction. He saluted smartly in return. I waved good-bye and pulled myself down into the payload bay, an immense cavern stripped to the essential shell, stark and bare and filled with freight strapped into nets, most of it mining equipment bound for the Trojans on the next SeaLandSpace freight tender. I didn’t mind the lack of passenger amenities; the Taylor was an Express-class cargo ship, not some posh TAVliner where flight attendants served sake nonstop from Tanegashima Spaceport to Tranquility Base, discounts available for frequent flyers. And the truth was that if necessary I would have ridden a mass capsule home today.


  The polysteel diaphragm of the North Cap’s transitional hatch enclosed the Taylor’s bow, the atmosphere pressured up, and the cargo door dropped down slowly to become a ramp. I could see the arm of a Clark hoist floating outside, surrounded by a dozen waiting longshoremen in heavily padded overalls. I pulled myself down via the handholds and the three other passengers followed me out. One of them was a big dark man in a scruffy gray flightsuit too short for his arms and legs and too tight in the butt. He had yet to learn that you don’t use your legs in zerogee and he kept getting tangled up with himself and anything else that got in his way. It’s always a surprise to me how much one human being can fill up an entire cargo bay, if the cargo bay is on Ellfive and the human being is an Ellfive cheechako. He looked like he was headed for Neptune when one of the longshoremen finally took pity on him and took him in tow with a boathook.


  “Where the hell do they get these guys?” Jerry Green grumbled behind me. “I’ll bet that jerk’s never had on a p-suit in his life.” He sighed a deep, sad sigh. “It’s not like the old days. Star.”


  I agreed, hiding a grin. Jerry, an aerospace engineer at Daedalus Flight Service, had been on Ellfive for all of eighteen months and was returning from his first R&R downstairs. He’d been quarantined at LEO Base for ten days for displaying cold symptoms at transfer, and the food at LEO Base had never been anything more than edible. Jerry, whose nature and mass were normally Dionysian in character, was today looking lean, hungry, and definitely unhappy. “Who is he, Jerry, do you know?”


  “New rent-a-cop, somebody said,” Jerry replied.


  “Oh, no,” I said.


  “What?”


  “It couldn’t be,” I said to myself.


  “Probably not,” Jerry said. “It couldn’t be what?”


  The zerogee cheechako being towed briskly into the hangar at the end of a boathook couldn’t possibly be the new security supervisor. Helen hadn’t found a replacement yet or she would have notified me, I assured myself, and then the lead longshoreman gave the all-clear. I forgot the cheechako and Jerry and grabbed handholds straight across the floor to the barrel lock. I pulled myself in one side and rolled out the other into the waiting arms of Simon and Charlie. Simon grabbed me by the nape of the neck, brought me right side up, and said deliberately in his basso profundo voice, “Good to see you again, Star.” We shook hands in formal greeting. It was about as formal as he got, but Simon always shook hands. “How was the trip?”


  “The usual.”


  Simon examined me closely. “You are not quite your usual bubbling and effervescent Valkyrie self, Star.”


  “Who is?” I said, annoyed.


  “Too much welcome?” Charlie asked, regarding me with a sapient eye.


  “Nine Rotary Club luncheons, twelve Chamber of Commerce dinners, fourteen pep rallies, and, so help me, a parade. With fireworks,” I added when Charlie snickered. “But that should be the last of them. Helen promised me no more goodwill tours before commissioning. Please God, let’s get down to where I can swallow.”


  “Did you go home?”


  “Yes.”


  “And?” my sister demanded. “How’s Mother?”


  “Mother’s fine. Thinner, and she looks tired, but otherwise okay. I wish—” I stopped.


  “What?”


  I shook my head. After forty-two years of unarmed sibling combat Charlie knew when to leave well enough alone, and this time actually managed to. What I wished was that there were some way to get Mother more food. Her arm, lifted in farewell, had been almost frail outlined against the clear, pitiless light of an Alaskan winter morning, and I had been thinking of little else since Onizuka Spaceport.


  We crossed to a pullbelt, each snatching at a handle as it passed by, and began moving rapidly down the inside of the endcap toward the north end of Valley One. The gravity slowly increased, until my braid lay heavily on the back of my neck. The moment I was able to put my feet down and ride the belt upright. I remembered, “Damn!”


  “What?” Simon said behind me.


  “I forgot my pack.” I half turned to go back.


  “No problem,” Simon said. “It’s Rex’s shift. He’ll give it to me.”


  I hesitated. It was my own rule that explicitly ordered that every incoming passenger identify his or her own luggage in person before it be allowed inside Ellfive proper.


  “Rank does have its occasional privileges,” Simon reminded me.


  “Stop being so damn conscientious,” Charlie said roughly. “You look like hell. Simon’ll get it.”


  The little man with the sledgehammer switched into a lower gear and settled the matter. “All right. Go ahead.”


  Simon hopped nimbly across to the up pullbelt; Charlie and I continued down. “What have I missed while I was gone?”


  “Not a lot,” Charlie said cheerfully. “Impossible as it may seem, we managed to struggle on without you. Construction on Shepard Subdivision has fallen a little behind schedule but Roberta says they should be ready by February first.”


  “Good.” We rode the escalator down to O’Neill Central, getting off on the corridor that ran by my office. The civilizing influence of full gee was mine once more. “Never let it be said that man wasn’t meant to live in anything less than full gravity,” I said, and stretched luxuriously. “At least never let it be said to me.” I headed for my desk and thumped the viewer controls. “Archy?”


  “Boss! It’s about time you got home! Simon and Elizabeth are all wound up in plans for this mass transfer gadget they dreamed up. Bo-ring. I—”


  “Archy, signal Orientale that I want to talk to Commodore Lodge. Now.”


  “Nice to see you, too, boss,” Archy said with what sounded like real indignation, and Lodge’s regal head and starred shoulders filled the viewer forthwith. His hair as usual was impeccably coifed, and I wondered yet again how he kept it from floating around in the one-sixth lunar gravity. Most Loonies shaved their scalps or at the very least cropped their hair short to avoid the fuss. “Greetings, Star,” he said primly. “Welcome home.”


  “Welcome home, my ass, Grays,” I said. “Let’s cut out the bullshit.”


  He grinned. It was a wide, white, attractive grin, warm and friendly and infectious. A funny thing about that grin, though, the longer I looked, the longer his canines got. “What can I do for you, Star?”


  “You can make your Ellfive liberty shuttles shove off on time from the North Cap hangarlock, for starters,” I snapped.


  Lodge’s grin seemed to freeze in place. He wasn’t used to being reprimanded by anyone of less rank than the Secretary-General of the American Alliance. He didn’t like it, not one little bit, and wasn’t that just too bad. I said, “Crippen Young says the Patrol’s shuttles are making a habit of being in the way. In the way of inbound Express ships, in the way of LIMSH tenders, in the way of solarscooters, in the way of mass capsules. In fact, Grays, the only way your people seem able to get out of is their own. It is not an inspiring sight, according to Crip. Makes him lose faith in the legendary competence of Patrol pilots. Says he’s thinking about making a formal complaint to the Aerospace Pilots Association.”


  It may have been wishful thinking on my part but I thought the commodore flushed slightly. “That’s Crip’s opinion,” he said with a contempt that somehow made him seem less handsome. “What can you expect from a civilian pilot?”


  “I expect him to meet his scheduled departure times, and he does,” I said. “Let me make myself clear, Grays. Your people screw up one more docking schedule in Hangar One, and I’ll make it SOP for every in-bound Patrol vehicle from troop carrier to liberty shuttle to the admiral’s gig to take on an Ellfive-certified pilot at the Warehouse Ring. And I’ll bill Orientale for the service.” I shut down the circuit with my fist and put both hands up to massage my temples. “Oh, God. Is my head still on?”


  Charlie regarded me with pursed lips and a disapproving expression. “Something tells me it was more than the Soldotna High School Marching Band that put that lovely chartreuse color into your cheeks.” I growled something or other and she said firmly, “Take a light hit. That’ll make a start at getting your body clock back on schedule.”


  “How many candles?”


  She shoved me inside the booth that stood in one corner of my office. “I’ll do it, I’m the doctor.” Short people spend much of their lives with cricks in their necks from trying to look everyone else directly in the eye. This makes them domineering, cantankerous, and natural physicians. I muttered, but let her close the door and set the gauge while I fumbled with the goggles.


  “All set?”


  I adjusted the goggles. “Green light.”


  There was a click and a thud and a low whine. I closed my eyes as what felt like a billion candlepower irradiated my poor abused carcass and theoretically rearranged my biorhythms into something approaching normality. Much better than drugs for depression, ship lag, and fatigue, Charlie declared. Well, maybe. My head hurt about the same, before and after. “There should be a law against after-dinner toasts,” I said, emerging and pulling off the goggles, “with the penalty for offenders death by drowning in a butt of malmsey.” I looked toward the window and felt better at once.


  Charlie looked from my face to the view and back again. “Why did you want a window that faced inside anyway, Star? You’ve always been such a stargazer.”


  “Outside whizzes by once every two minutes,” I said. “Makes me seasick. Besides, when we put on spin there was more free-floating construction debris outside than there were stars. And besides that”—I waved a hand toward the window—“that view’s why we’re here, after all.” I sat down behind my desk and accessed the screen. “Archy?”


  “Yo.”


  “Bring up the Hewies, will you?”


  “Can do.”


  A yellow circle with a dot in the middle of it appeared on my viewer, displayed on a black background. At equidistant points around this circle smaller circles blinked steadily, representing the monitoring satellites of the Helios Early Warning System. The display held for a few seconds, to show all twelve monitors up and running. I punched a button and it was replaced by a rolling readout of the current atmospheric conditions on Sol, monitor by monitor.


  “We’re only into the fourth year of Cycle 23,” Charlie said at my shoulder.


  “I never take Sol for granted,” I replied. Not anymore, not ever again. Monitor Seven was showing some turbulence. “Archy? Put in a call to Mitchell Observatory.” I waited, and Sam’s face came on the viewer. “Sam? I’m looking at the Hewie display. What’s this I see on Hewie Seven? Area—uh—378?”


  A long-suffering sigh gusted down the commlink. “And hello to you, too, Star,” Sam Holbrook said. “Welcome home.”


  “Never mind that, what about this reading?”


  “What about it?” he said testily. “It’s not a flare, it’s not even big enough to qualify as a solar incident. We’re keeping an eye on it. Why else did you shanghai me out of my nice comfortable chair at Stanford?”


  “To keep both eyes on Sol and anything else that wanders into view,” I said. “And I didn’t shanghai you, you volunteered. Thanks, Sam. Keep in touch.”


  “Do I have a choice?” he snapped. My viewer went dark.


  I looked at Charlie. “Do I need to access Blackwell?”


  “Nah. I medivacked a couple of space-happys, is all. And I’ve been treating a Frisbee chemist who hasn’t been keeping up on his full gee workouts. He’s got a mild case of hypercalcemia but we caught it in time. He should be back to work in a couple of weeks.”


  “What about that rigger, Charlie?”


  “Thanks, Arch, I forgot. I’ve got a rigger on the ward who ripped his p-suit glove on the framework of Island Two. He’s being fitted for a three-finger prosthesis.”


  “That it?”


  Charlie smiled her Cheshire cat smile. “Well, I do have an electrical engineer new hire yelling about violation of his civil rights.”


  “He doesn’t want to pee in a bottle,” I guessed.


  “I don’t care what people say about you, Star, you are too average bright.”


  “You know the policy, Charlie. If he refuses a pre-employment bodily fluids test, and won’t agree to random sampling during his employment, kick his application out. And don’t make a secret of it, either, downstairs or up.”


  “And his civil rights?”


  Vacuum is unforgiving as hell. Working in it requires, above all else, a clear head and steady hands. “I don’t give a damn about his civil rights.”


  “He will be made aware of that fact.”


  “Good. That it?”


  Charlie regarded me thoughtfully. “Has anyone ever called you overly conscientious?”


  “No,” I said in genuine surprise. “I don’t think so.”


  “How about a long-nosed, interfering bitch?”


  I had to grin. “Only you. But a little learning is a dangerous thing.” To prove my point I accessed Demeter, the agronomy program. Demeter informed me that the first batch of Apis mellifera had tested the subgee waters of an Express cargo bay with all six sets of toes and had died immediately thereafter of, as near as anyone could figure out, sheer indignation. “A honeybee in zerogee is an unhappy honeybee,” I said, sighing.


  “Why do we need the damn things, anyway?” Charlie said. She had a tendency to levitate, loudly, in the presence of any creature with six or more legs. When we were kids she swelled up to twice her normal size if a mosquito so much as sneezed in her direction. I sometimes suspect Charlie’s main motivation for spacing was the lack of insect life in vacuum.


  “The agronomics experts engineered a specific number of pollen plants into the farming toroids,” I said, for the two or three hundredth time, “and hand pollination is a bitch—it’s boring, time-consuming, and hell on the lower back.” I read further. “Interesting. Even if they survive the flight, the bees don’t seem to be able to fly.”


  “They’re not supposed to be able to fly at full gee on Terra anyway,” Charlie said.


  “Aerodynamically speaking, no,” I agreed. “You’d think they would take to subgee the way a TAVliner does to orbit. But they don’t, it says here. I love my job.”


  Just then the office door slid open and Simon came in with a face like Zeus making ready to hurl a thunderbolt. He was followed by two massive security guards who dwarfed the little man clutched firmly between them.


  “You’d better look at this,” Simon said without preamble, and held out my opened pack.


  I looked, and felt the bottom drop out of my stomach. Tucked in between my tattered plastiback edition of The Riverside Shakespeare and a dozen skeins of báinín was a small cube of gray explosive, a modest detonator, and a timer set for half an hour later. “Looks like a bomb,” I said.


  “Nothing gets by you, Star,” Simon said.


  My eyes were burning and I rubbed them with the heels of my hands. It helped, but not much. “Well, at least it’s not ticking.”


  “Not very funny. Star,” Charlie said, looking at the little man without expression. From experience I knew she was not really seeing him, that for her he had already ceased to exist.


  “No,” I agreed. “Not very funny. Where did you find him, Simon?”


  “Rex saw him fussing around your bag up in Cargo. You know Rex. He tailed him into the men’s room and caught him slipping it into your pack.”


  I lifted my head to stare across my desk at the little man. Why are fanatics always so short? The eyes are always the same, too, the kind of eyes that see only what they want to see and no more because it might interfere with their vision of what should be. The Luddites didn’t have a lot of time to spare for what actually was. The name stenciled over the left pocket of his immaculate jumpsuit, so immaculate that it must have been stolen right off the Supply rack, was J. Moore. I made a mental note to ginger up the security around Supply. There was as yet no fear in his face, only pride of purpose and a fervent desire to immolate himself upon the altar of his cause. “Well, Mr. Moore, or whatever your name is,” I said, keeping my voice even, “have you anything to say for yourself?” I was miserably aware that it would have been more appropriate if I had asked him if he had any last words.


  He did, of course. They always do, the Luddites. His shoulders were back, his chin was up, his syntax perfect and perfectly demented and impossible to reproduce. Moore believed his was a holy mission—“God has sent me to you.” He made no attempt to deny his culpability—“It was all my idea, I built the bomb and I brought it up and I waited until Svensdotter came back and I put it in her luggage.” I had no reason to think he was lying. That unimaginative little lump of explosive, with no attempt to disguise it, was proof positive. An engineer would have thought up something much more difficult to detect, and the Luddites never wasted the few engineers they managed to entice into the theological fold in actual execution of a plan. Shortsighted, ignorant, and bigoted, they weren’t stupid. Moore moved from method to motivation—“This must stop, this abandonment of Mother Earth, this adoration of the false god of technology.” He begged us to see the light before it was too late, before the human race had trapped itself in a future that was as unnatural as it was abhorrent, he didn’t say to whom.


  I watched him preach on, only half listening. I’d heard it all before. The Luddites had been trying to destroy Ellfive for years, in the beginning on the floor of the American Alliance Congress, and then in more direct fashion, as with the barely aborted sabotage of the unfolding of the first solar receptor, and ending most recently with the murder of an astrophysicist who had, ironically, spoken out against the construction of Ellfive. Not to mention the last time they tried to knock me off. You’d think I’d be used to it by now.


  “So what are you going to do, Svensdotter?” Moore said at last with what I was sure he felt was magnificent scorn. “Get your goons to take me out and shoot me?”


  The Luddites had what someone once called the one-syllable view of life. Yes, no, black, white, good, bad. If only it were that simple. I fought back a wave of nausea. Charlie, Simon, and the guards were motionless, staring anywhere but at either of us. “I couldn’t shoot you even if I wanted to, Mr. Moore. If you had done your homework you’d know there is nothing to shoot with at Ellfive, and as long as I’m boss here there never will be.”


  Something of our tension seemed to penetrate his self-absorption then, and his eyes darted around the room. “I want a lawyer. I want to be charged.”


  I raised my head and looked at him. His features were small and pinched. “This isn’t Terra, Mr. Moore. There are even fewer lawyers on Ellfive than there are weapons.”


  He stilled finally and stared at me, uncomprehending. I elaborated. “There are no lawyers. There is no judge, no jury, and no appeal. Until commissioning, I am the law on Ellfive. And the law, Mr. Moore, as provided by the Ellfive charter, demands immediate execution of a sentence in kind to the offense. Article II, paragraph three, subsection one.”


  I set my teeth and my knees and got up to go around the desk. I nodded at the two guards who stood on either side of the little man. They stepped back. Simon didn’t. I gave him a look that allowed as how I didn’t need a whole lot of help with someone shorter than Charlie and whom I probably outweighed by twenty-five kays, and I was right. It wasn’t difficult to take one of Moore’s arms and bend it up behind his back. I put my other arm in a choke hold around his neck, for insurance. I had to bend over a little to get the right leverage. I forced him step by step out the door, the guards flanking me on either side, Simon bringing up the rear. Charlie stayed behind. She always did. I wished I could.


  Rex was leaning up against the wall of the corridor, looking mean and suspicious. Rex Toranaga, straw boss of the North Cap security crew and a descendant of samurai warriors by way of the Maui cane fields, had a naturally mean, suspicious face and an equally mean and suspicious nature. I liked him, not least because I knew he wasn’t hanging around waiting for his quota of gratitude. When he saw where we were headed he gave one nod of grim approval and went back to work. Other people passed our little procession. A few of them glanced at us and then as quickly away, as if they had committed an act in questionable taste. Out of the corner of my eye I could see that one of the guards was a little green around the gills. I didn’t blame her. In thirteen years I had had to space eleven people, four at Copernicus Base on Luna and seven at Ellfive. If I wouldn’t let myself remember their names, their faces were imprinted forever on my retinas. I clutched at the little man with sweaty hands and forced him on.


  Airlock OC-3 was a scant New York City block from my office, a small room with spacesuits in various states of age and repair hanging from hooks on all three walls. The fourth was given over to the airlock. The room stank of stale sweat. Moore started to make little gobbling noises when Simon cycled the lock. He managed to sink his teeth into my forearm, right through my sleeve, and rip off a good-sized strip of skin. He started to scream when I shoved him inside and slammed the hatch. I didn’t look and I tried not to listen but while the atmosphere in the lock was bleeding off he made enough noise for a shower full of people at Auschwitz. When the lock cycled back I had to lean on the flusher for several minutes.


  Back in my office I dismissed the guards and went into the john to throw up and change into a clean jumpsuit. When I came out Charlie had her bag open. “Sit,” she said sternly, pointing to my chair. When my sister gets in these Hippocratic moods, you can either go along with her or you can coldcock her and carry on. The problem with door number two is that eventually she wakes up. I sat. She zapped my wound with an asceptiwand and smoothed on a layer of shamskin. “That should fall off in a few days.”


  “Thanks, Dr. Quijance,” I said, flexing my arm and wincing. “Let us hope the little bastard wasn’t hydrophobic.” I rubbed my forehead and said wearily, “Got anything for this headache?”


  She rummaged around in her bag and handed me two capsules without comment. I broke them under my nose one at a time and inhaled. The sharp aroma swarmed into my sinuses like a relieving army and the steady throb behind my eyes eased up. “Archy, front and center.”


  “Yo.”


  “Archy, send a message to Colony Control. Tell Ricadonna I want that new security supervisor up here as in yesterday. You can make the language as nasty as you want.”


  A bang on the door interrupted his reply and in marched a stocky little woman in her fifties or thereabouts. She had a full head of flaming red hair, a tiny butterfly tattoo at the corner of one eye, and the inevitable squeebee hooked to her belt. “And so it’s the bloody-minded Luddites again, is it now? Then it’s a drop of the mountain tay you’ll be needing, Star,” she said without ceremony. She unhooked the squeebee and handed it over.


  I took the bottle, only because I knew it would bring on one of Paddy’s redheaded mads if I didn’t. I uncapped it, sent up a small prayer, and drank. It went down like liquid oxygen. I wheezed a little, suppressed a gag, and felt hot beads of sweat pop out of every pore. Paddy looked me over appraisingly, gave a satisfied, less-than-maternal nod, recovered her squeebee, and marched out again.


  “What does she put in that stuff, anyway?” Simon asked.


  “I’ve always been afraid to ask,” Charlie admitted.


  “You’re responsible for the health of the crew on this project,” he said, a little pompously. “That stuff is poison, it has to be. You should shut her down.”


  “Be my guest.” Charlie waved an expansive hand. “Tell Paddy she can’t brew her poteen. When she stops laughing, you can track down her still. I figure it’s hung on the outside of any one of a thousand Ellfive airlocks. Not including the Frisbee, of course. Or either Doughnut.”


  Simon subsided, mumbling, and I said to my second in command, “Is there anything urgent I should take care of right away?”


  “No, I don’t think so,” he said. “Not anything that can’t wait until tomorrow, anyway.”


  “Good. Why don’t you head on home, then?”


  They rose and then hesitated, exchanging one of those comprehensive looks that couples use to communicate with after they’ve been married for eleven years. Simon cleared his throat and spoke to a nonexistent spot somewhere over my left shoulder, his rumbling voice carefully devoid of any feeling that I might mistake for sympathy. “You sure you wouldn’t like to spend the night at our place? Elizabeth’s been talking of nothing but Auntie Star coming home for the past two days.”


  “I’ll be all right.”


  “You’re sure?” Charlie said in the same tone of voice, also to the nonexistent spot.


  “Goddammit, Charlie, I said I’m all right.”


  “You don’t look even close to all right to me.” She was going to say more until Simon placed a firm hand over her mouth and said to me, “Elizabeth took Hotstuff back to your place this morning. She looks ready to pop—Hotstuff, I mean, not Elizabeth—so you might find yourself up to your ankles in baby cats when you get home.”


  From somewhere I dredged up a wan smile. “I can hardly wait. Now get out of here. Give Elizabeth my love and tell her I’ll see her soon.”


  The firmness of my voice must have convinced them both. They left. “Pull up the drawbridge, Archy,” I said.


  “Consider it done, boss.” I heard the bolts in the door slide home.


  My knees unlocked and I slumped down into my chair. I silenced my communit and set my viewer to store any incoming calls. My hand was trembling so much it took me three times before I could set the correct code.


  Who would have thought the little man to have had so much blood in him?


  
    You can find the rest of Second Star, along with other Star Svensdotter novels wherever fine ebooks are sold.
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