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Under the Influence
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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.
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If you enjoyed “Under the Influence,” we think you’ll like Blood Will Tell. It’s a novel in the popular Kate Shugak series by Dana Stabenow, and it’s now available as an e-book at stabenow.com.



 


Blood Will Tell

THE BAD NEWS was the blood in her hair.

The good news was that it wasn’t hers.

The day before, the bull moose had walked into the homestead clearing like he owned it, the same day hunting season opened on the first year in six Kate had drawn a permit, on the first year in ten the feds had declared a hunting season in her game management unit. On a potty break from digging potatoes, she was buttoning her jeans in front of the outhouse when the sound of a snapped branch drew her attention. She looked up to find him head and shoulders into a stand of alders whose dark green leaves had just started to turn. For a moment she stood where she was, transfixed, mouth and fly open, unable to believe her luck. One limb stripped of bark, the moose nosed over to a second, ignoring her presence with what could have been regal indifference but given the time of year was probably absolute disdain for any creature not a female of his own species.

He’ll run when I move, she thought.

But I have to move; the rifle’s in the cabin.

But if I move, he’ll head out, and then I’ll have to bushwhack after him and pack him home in pieces.

But he can’t outrun a bullet.

His rack was peeling velvet in long, bloody strips, and as he chewed he rubbed the surface of his antlers against the trunk of a neighboring birch. He looked irritated. Before long, he would be looking frenzied, and not long after that manic, especially when he caught a whiff of the moose cow that had been summering along the headwaters of the creek that ran in back of Kate’s cabin. It was late in the year for either of them to be in rut, but then Kate had never known moose to keep to a strict timetable in matters of the heart.

If I don’t move soon, she thought, Mutt will get back from breakfast and then he will run and this argument you’re having with yourself will be academic.

The bull was a fine, healthy specimen, three, maybe four years old by the spread of his rack, his coat thick and shiny, his flanks full and firm-fleshed. She figured four hundred pounds minimum, dressed out. Her mouth watered. She took a cautious, single step. The ground was hard from the October frost, and her footstep made no sound. Encouraged, she took another, then another.

The .30-06 was racked below the twelve-gauge over the door. She checked to see if there was a round in the chamber. There always was, but she checked anyway. Reassured, she raised the rifle, pulled the stock into her shoulder and sighted down the barrel, her feet planted wide in the open doorway, the left a little in advance of the right, knees slightly bent. She blew out a breath and held it. Blood thudded steadily against her eardrums. The tiny bead at the end of the barrel came to rest on the back of the bull’s head, directly between his ears. Lot of bone between her bullet and his brain. Moose have notoriously hard heads. She thought about that for a moment. Well, what was luck for if it was never to be chanced? “Hey,” she said.

He took no notice, calmly stripping the bark from another tree limb. “You must lower the average moose IQ by ten points,” she said in a louder voice. “I’m doing your entire species a favor by taking you out of the gene pool.” He turned his head at that, a strip of bark hanging from one side of his mouth. She exhaled again and the bead at the end of the rifle barrel centered directly on one big brown eye. Gently, firmly, she squeezed the trigger. The butt kicked solidly into her shoulder and the report of the single shot rang in her ear.

He stopped chewing and appeared to think the matter over. Kate waited. He started to lean. He leaned over to his left and he kept on leaning, picked up speed, leaned some more and crashed into the alder, bringing most of it down with him. The carcass settled with a sort of slow dignity, branches popping, twigs snapping, leaves crackling.

As silence returned to the clearing, Kate, not quite ready yet to believe her eyes, walked to the moose and knelt to put a hand on his neck. His hair was rough against her skin, his flesh warm and firm in the palm of her hand, his mighty heart still. She closed her eyes, letting his warmth and strength flow out of him and into her.

A raven croaked nearby, mischievous, mocking, and she opened her eyes and a wide grin split her face. “Yes!” The raven croaked again and she laughed, the scar on her throat making her laughter an echo of his voice. “Hah! Trickster! I see you by the beak you cannot hide!”

He croaked again, annoyed that she had penetrated his disguise so easily, and launched himself with an irritated flap of wings to disappear over the trees into the west.

“All right!” She charged into the center of the clearing and broke into an impromptu dance, chanting the few words she remembered of an old hunting song, holding the rifle over her head in both hands, stamping her sneakered feet on the hard ground, not missing the drums or the singers or the other dancers, beating out the rhythm of a celebration all her own. She tossed her head back and saw Mutt standing at the edge of the clearing, a quizzical look in her yellow eyes. Kate dropped the rifle, let out a yell and took the gray half-wolf, half-Husky in a long, diving tackle. Mutt gave a startled yip and went down beneath the assault. They rough-housed all over the clearing in a free-for-all of mock growls from Kate and joyous barks from Mutt that ended only when they rolled up against the side of the garage with a solid thump that robbed them both of breath.

Kate rolled to her back. The sky was a clear and guileless blue, the air crisp on an indrawn breath. A fine sheen of sweat dried rapidly on her skin. It was her favorite time of the year, October, in her favorite place in the world, the homestead she’d inherited from her parents, in the middle of twenty million acres of national park in Alaska, and with one bullet fired from her front doorstep she had just harvested enough meat to last her the winter, with enough left over to share with Mandy and Chick and Bobby and Dinah and maybe even Jack, if he behaved. She laughed up at the sky. Mutt lay panting next to her, jaw grinning wide, long pink tongue lolling out, and seemed to laugh with her, loud whoops of jubilant laughter that rollicked across the clearing to where the old woman stood.

The sound of a low cough cut the laughter like a knife. Mutt lunged to her feet, hackles raised. Kate jerked upright and stared across the clearing.
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Copyright

If you downloaded this book from a filesharing network, either individually or as part of a larger torrent, the author has received no compensation. Please consider purchasing a legitimate copy. They are reasonably priced and available from all major outlets. Your author thanks you.

 

This digital edition (v1.0) of “Under the Influence” was published by Gere Donovan Press in 2011.

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
  


Errata

Gere Donovan Press is committed to producing e-books of the highest quality. If you encountered any errors, typos, or formatting issues in this text, please bring them to our attention, so that the next edition may be improved for future readers.

Please email press@geredonovan.com, stating the name of the e-book, the type of e-reading device you have, the version (see copyright page), and the details of the error. Because e-readers paginate differently, an excerpt of the passage (a sentence or two) containing the error would be most helpful.

If you are experiencing difficulty with the display or function of the e-book, we suggest you first contact the vendor from whom you purchased it, to ensure that you received a complete, uncorrupted file.
  

images/calibre_cover.jpg
z
Under the

Influence





images/00001.jpg
z
Under the

Influence





