
  
    
      
    
  


  Wreck Rights


  Dana Stabenow


  


  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 carseat 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 subsistance 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.


  


  Excerpt
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  So Sure of Death


  “NOW, THERE IS THE SOUND of someone not flying his own plane.”


  “Shut up and breathe.”


  Wyanet Chouinard sank obediently into a modified Horse Stance as the float plane roared overhead. She was a grown woman, the owner and proprietor of her own air taxi service and the mother of a soon-to-be-adopted son. She didn’t have to take orders from anyone, but she would from this one old man.


  The old man was Moses Alakuyak, short, thick through the chest and shoulders, with his Yupik mother’s brown skin and flat cheekbones and hints of his unknown Anglo father in his height, in the high bridge of his nose, the roundness of his eyes, the suppressed curl and color of his hair. Some called him a shaman. Some called him a drunk. On occasion, he was both, and neither.


  This morning he was a teacher of tai chi, a sifu, and he demanded his student’s full attention and submission. He got it, too, the little despot, Wy thought without rancor. He was standing to her left and a step behind. She could feel his eyes on her, checking the level of her hands, the depth of the cup of her palms, the tilt of her chin, the angle behind her bent knees, the straightness of her spine, the focus of her eyes.


  “Lower,” he said. “How’n hell you supposed to strengthen your thigh muscles for the real work if you don’t push them in Horse Stance?”


  She made a silent and anatomically impossible suggestion as to where he could put his Horse Stance, and bent her knees, which after ten minutes were starting to tremble, to a deeper angle. Her center of gravity seemed off, and she swayed back an inch or so. There. She was supposed to feel the balls and heels of her feet rooted to the earth, the crown of her head suspended from a string. Root from below, suspend from above. Her breathing deepened. Her eyelids lowered, her gaze unfocused on the horizon.


  The sneaky little son of a bitch waited until she was completely engrossed in the first position of the Yang style of tai chi chuan before he brought out the big gun. “How long you gonna wait before you talk to Liam again?”


  She couldn’t control the start his words gave her, but she could — and did — bite down on her verbal response. She said nothing, trying to recapture the peace of mind that had been hers only moments before.


  “It’s going on three months, Wy,” Moses said. He stood upright and walked around to face her. “Too stubborn, is that it? Too damn proud to make the first move?”


  She stayed in position, staring straight ahead as if she could bore through his skull with her eyes. If only.


  He waited. He was good at it. It was six a.m. on a sunny Sunday morning in July. The birds were singing or honking or chirping or croaking. At the foot of the cliff the massive Nushagak River moved by with stately unconcern. Wy had a six-week contract to fly supplies into an archaeological dig ten miles west of Chinook Air Force Base. Moses had volunteered to take Tim to his fish camp upriver for the silver run, away from the rough crowd of boys he had fallen in with during the school year. He’d learn to run a fish wheel, salt eggs, fillet and smoke salmon and, she hoped, realize what a rush it was to earn money of his own. Best of all, he’d be out of the reach of his birth mother, who was prone to fly in from Ualik and, after a night at the bars, shove her way into Wy’s house and demand Tim’s return, even if the last time he’d been in her custody he’d wound up in the hospital, broken, bruised and bleeding.


  All in all, the next month looked positively rosy, especially when she compared it to the previous three years. She was marginally solvent, content in her work and her family, and if the lawyer handling Tim’s adoption called a little too frequently for more money, it was summertime and the flying was frantic. She could hear the cash register ringing on every takeoff and the cash drawer sliding out on every landing.


  So what if it was three months since she’d spoken to Liam Campbell? There were other fish in the sea, and in particular, there were a whole hell of a lot of other fish in Bristol Bay, with and without fins. The small voice that pointed out that she had allowed only Liam to swim up her stream and spawn could and would be ignored. She was content. She used the word like a mantra. She didn’t need anything more — or anyone else — to complicate her life.


  Wy became aware that her teeth were clenched so hard that her jaw ached, and made a conscious effort to relax.


  Moses, naturally, persisted in attempting to suck the well-being right out of her. “You want him. He wants you.” Her sifu snorted. “And it sure as hell ain’t like you’re getting it anywhere else.”


  “I have Tim to consider.” Her voice had a pronounced edge to it.


  Moses pounced. “Give your menfolks a tad more credit than that, Wy. Liam’s a grown man, and he had a son of his own. He knows how to handle kids. And as for Tim, hell, having a man — the same man — around on a regular basis would be a new experience for him. Would teach him all men don’t get drunk and hit. A good thing for him to learn, I’d’ve thought. Of course, that’s just me.”


  Wy felt her teeth clamp together again. “I didn’t mean it that way.”


  “Oh, really? How did you mean it, exactly?”


  Her neck got warm. “I meant that I have to look good to the adoption board. They look at your lifestyle, at your habits.”


  “Ah.” Moses gave a judicious nod. “I see. So the adoption board won’t let kids go to prospective parents who have the audacity to have healthy, normal lives of their own.”


  The warmth seeped from her neck up into her cheeks.


  Moses’ eyebrows, thick and black, rose into interrogatory points. “Anything to say about that? Besides ‘I’m sorry for trying to bullshit you, Sifu’?”


  She hadn’t.


  “Good,” he said briskly. “On your feet.”


  She rose shakily to her full height, five feet eight inches; five inches taller than Moses, not that it ever seemed like that much of an advantage. Her dark blond hair, streaked with gold by the summer sun, had come loose from its ponytail. Thankful to have something to do with her hands, she made a business out of tying it up again. That done, there was nowhere to run. She blotted her forehead on her sleeve and sought refuge in work. “I’ve got an early morning flight, I’d better get going.”


  “You said some harsh things to each other in May,” Moses said to her retreating back. “Hurtful things. Especially you.”


  That did it. She spun around, her face furious with anger, shame and guilt. “I handed him my heart and he ate it for lunch. I am not on the dinner menu!”


  Pleased with what she felt was a splendid exit line, she turned to march up the stairs and into her house.


  From behind her she heard Moses’ voice, acerbic and irascible as always. “How about dessert?”


  The slam of the door was his answer.


  The old man sighed and shook his head. “Youth is wasted on the young.”


  He waited for the voices to kick in. For a change, they didn’t. Mostly they were insistent, forceful, regular spiritual bulldozers, determined to make him a legend in his own time.


  He stepped to the edge of the cliff and looked at the beach below, strewn with boulders and tree trunks, the occasional fifty-five-gallon drum, the odd Styrofoam cooler. It wasn’t that far down, but far enough. He could shut the voices up for good. That option had always been open to him, from the time he first heard them when he was twelve and they made him tell his mother that his father was going to kill her. She didn’t listen, of course, no one ever did, but that didn’t make the voices let up any.


  They seldom told him anything straight out, though, and they had a marked tendency to be both insistent and peremptory. Sometimes he wondered if, in seventy-eight years of a very full life, he had perhaps acquired enough wisdom to make his own judgments, his own rulings, his own estimates of what kind of trouble his extended family, stretching from Newenham to Nome, needed his help to get out of.


  Not that anyone ever looked happy when they saw him coming. Foresight, the open eye that looked inward to the future, was more of a curse than a blessing. Uilililik, the Little Hairy Man who snatched up children and took them away, never to be seen again, was more welcome in the villages than he was.


  He thought of Cassandra, and sighed again. Doomed forever to tell the truth, and equally doomed forever to be disbelieved. She’d died young. Lucky for her. He stepped back from the edge of the cliff, from the fifty-foot drop to the vast expanse of southward-moving water. It wasn’t the first time. It wouldn’t be the last.


  As he walked around the old but well-maintained house set twenty-five feet from the cliff’s edge, he thought about the float plane on a short final for the elongated, freshwater lake that served as Newenham’s seaplane base. Wy had been right; that had definitely been someone not flying their own plane. There was no need to be at full RPMs on final; it didn’t do anything but make a lot of noise and move up the time for an overhaul. Hell, there was no need to be at full RPMs after takeoff, or at least not for long. Once the plane was in the air the pilot should back off on the throttle and the prop pitch. If he didn’t, the mini-sonic booms generated by the tip of the prop exceeding the speed of sound were enough to rattle windowpanes for a mile in every direction. The sound was a dead giveaway that the guy or the gal on the yoke didn’t have to pay to fix his or her own engine. Or had enough money not to care about maintenance costs.


  But this pilot — ah, now, this pilot. Moses smacked his lips and grinned. There had been a gold shield on the pilot-side door, bright with gilt. Wyanet Chouinard might fancy herself content with her life, but she was about to receive a first-class wake-up call. Good.


  Meanwhile, he squinted at the sun. Seven-thirty, he estimated, give or take five minutes. “About time for a beer.”


  He might not be able to drown the voices, but he could and would drown them out, at least for a time.


  · · ·


  
    
  


  He heard Charlie crying and sat up to go to him. A solid object whacked him in the forehead. “Ouch! Shit!”


  Liam Campbell sat in the narrow bunk, rubbing his head. While his vision cleared, he remembered that he was still sleeping on board a twenty-eight-foot Bristol Bay gillnetter that had seen better decades. Since moving onto the Dawn P, he had begun to think longingly of his office chair, which had served as his bed for the first month of his posting to Newenham, in spite of the fact that the chair had a tendency to roll out from under him at three in the morning. At least his office had a higher ceiling than the low bulkhead on this frigging boat. And it didn’t smell like an old, wet wool sock.


  The pain in his forehead faded and he remembered what had woken him: the sound of his dead son’s tears. Before the sense of loss could take hold and pull him under, as it had too many times before during in the last two years, he swung his feet to the floor, and swore again when he splashed down into a half inch of water. His office didn’t need its bilge pumped out every morning, either.


  This was all Wy Chouinard’s fault. He wasn’t sure why, but if he gave himself some time he was sure he could come up with three or four excellent reasons.


  He struggled into sweats that felt clammy against his skin and stamped up to the harbormaster’s office, where the public shower was, for a change, empty. He stood a long time under hot water, and felt marginally better when he came out. Shaved and with his uniform on, he felt almost human again. He checked the knot of his tie, smoothed the line of his left lapel and stepped back for a critical survey of as much of him as he could see in the square little mirror hung over the sink.


  The uniform was barely three months old, and tailor-made back in Anchorage. He would have hotly denied that he liked what the uniform did for his looks, but he put it on and his shoulders straightened, his spine stiffened and his chin went up. He’d wanted to be an Alaska state trooper from the time one had visited his fifth-grade class at Chugach Elementary, and nothing that had happened to him since, not even the deaths in Denali Park, had changed the feeling of pride he took in donning the uniform. It was fabric, that was all, a mixture of cotton and wool and synthetic fibers, a slack bundle of blue and gold on the hanger; but on him, it was a tacit investment in the might and majesty of the law.


  He plucked a piece of lint from the bill of his cap, pulled it on so that the bill was at precisely the right angle over his eyes and emerged onto the dock to come face-to-face with Jimmy Barnes, the Newenham harbormaster.


  Most days, Jimmy looked as if he should have been wearing a red suit with big black boots, with a white beard down to his waist. This morning, his usually rosy round cheeks were pale. Liam’s hand dropped instinctively to the polished butt of the nine-millimeter Smith and Wesson automatic holstered on his right hip. “What’s the matter, Jimmy?”


  “I got an emergency call. A boat was found adrift off the coast about halfway between here and Togiak.” He swallowed hard, as if convincing his stomach contents to stay where they were. “Crew of seven. All dead.”


  “Seven?”


  Jimmy nodded. “Seven.”


  Christ. Liam absorbed this in silence. “Who found it?”


  “The Jacobsons on the Mary J were drifting just outside of Metervik Bay. They saw the Marybethia come out of Kulukak on the tide. They didn’t think anything of it until it got closer. Larry said you could see she wasn’t under power, and then when they got closer you could see the burn marks on the cabin. She was low in the water, too.”


  “Burn marks? It had been on fire?”


  Jimmy nodded, looking sick, and Liam understood why. On a boat, there was nothing worse than a fire. On a boat in Alaskan waters, which were an average temperature of forty degrees and where hypothermia set in after two minutes’ immersion, it was especially deadly. Nowhere to run, no place to hide. “Didn’t they have a skiff, or a life raft?”


  Jimmy nodded. “Both. The skiff was tied off to the stern, and the raft hadn’t been popped. Maybe the fire burned too fast. Maybe they were all asleep, and died of smoke inhalation.”


  “Where is the boat now?”


  “Larry and his dad towed it into Kulukak Bay. It’s tied up to a slip in the small boat harbor.”


  “Can you fly in? Is there a strip?”


  Jimmy nodded. “A long one. There’s a road to a gold mine a couple of miles inland. They fly supplies into Kulukak strip on a Here at least once a week.”


  “Okay. Thanks, Jimmy.” Liam pulled the billed cap with the Alaska State Troopers insignia on the brim low over his eyes and headed for the line of vehicles parked between the two docks leading down into the boat harbor. The white Blazer with the same insignia on the door as his cap was midway down the row.


  He didn’t start the engine at once. What would be the best way to approach her? It didn’t have to be personal; he was a state trooper, she was a pilot, there was a case, he needed a ride, the state paid top dollar. Pretty simple.


  Except that nothing was simple when it came to Wyanet Chouinard. Perhaps it would be best to keep things formal. A phone call from his office, instead of a knock on her door. A door that could be slammed in his face. Of course, she could hang up on him, too.


  He drove to the post, a small, neat building with a parking lot out back enclosed by a twelve-foot chain-link fence. When he had arrived in Newenham that spring the lot had held a sedan, a pickup and a dump truck. The Cadillac Seville had been sold at auction for restitution of a fine imposed on its drug-dealing owner, and the International pickup had been ransomed by an angry fisherman who had thought parking in a handicapped zone was his god-given right. Liam still hadn’t been able to find out who the dump truck belonged to, or why it had been impounded. It had since been joined by a gray Ford Ranger pickup with 103,000 miles on it, the vehicle of one Gust Toyukak, who had drunk and driven one too many times. License and truck both had been deemed forfeit by the local magistrate. The pickup would be sold at auction later that year.


  He walked up the steps and opened the door.


  There was someone sleeping in his chair. Shades of Goldilocks, although this Goldilocks was older and a brunette. The chair was tipped back and her feet were crossed on his desk. She was in uniform, dark blue pants with gold stripes down the side seams, long-sleeved lighter blue shirt with dark blue pocket flaps, dark blue tie. If he was not mistaken, the uniform of his own service.


  He stepped inside and let the door shut, loudly. The woman sat up with a jerk, took Liam in with one glance and popped to attention. “Trooper Diana Prince, reporting for duty, sir.”


  She was almost as tall as Liam was, at least six-one, and that before her boot heels. With her boot heels she looked him straight in the eye. Everything else was height-weight proportionate, in spades. Her eyes were a clear gray and thickly lashed, her black curls were cropped short and her pale skin looked susceptible to sunburn. There was a set of suitcases stacked near the door, maroon leather, bulging at the sides.


  “I’m sorry, sir, I overnighted in Lake Clark on the way down from Anchorage and left pretty early this morning. I guess I was tired when I got in.”


  “How’d you get in the door?”


  “Mamie at dispatch has a key. Sir.”


  “Hold the sirs, I’m a trooper just like you,” Liam said.


  Maybe now. She didn’t say the words out loud, but they hovered in the air regardless. She knew his history, all right.


  Just as well. Better she should know the story going in, how Liam had been busted down from sergeant to trooper because five people had frozen to death in Denali Park on his watch. He hadn’t been the trooper who had made the decision not to check out the call, but the two troopers who had worked directly under his supervision had, and someone’s head had to roll to satisfy the community’s not altogether unjustified cries for blood. So Liam had been broken in rank and transferred in disgrace to Newenham, a town of two thousand on the southwestern edge of the Alaskan coast. The next landmass over was Siberia, and Liam was well aware of the inference to be drawn.


  It had taken thirty-six hours for that family to die, and for the troopers not to respond to repeated calls reporting their disappearance. It had not been the Alaska State Troopers’ finest hour, and Liam felt very much on probation in his new posting. It didn’t help that the dead were Natives, and that a large portion of the population of Newenham and its environs was also Native.


  All this Trooper Diana Prince would know, and probably more. It seemed to Liam as if the last two years of his life had been lived largely on the front pages of every daily newspaper in the state; the automobile accident, Jenny’s coma, Charlie’s death, the trial, the drunk driver’s second arrest by none other than the surviving member of the family, Liam himself. The deaths in Denali were the nadir of three horrible years, all of which made for fine reading in the Sunday papers, oh yes indeed.


  He pulled himself together. “John Barton brief you on the post?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “It’s Liam. Call me Trooper Campbell in front of civilians.”


  “All right, s— Liam. I’m Diana.”


  She smiled, and it was a revelation, a broad, thousand-watt beam that lit her eyes and transformed her face into that of a little girl’s — enthusiastic, energetic, optimistic, all illusions intact and trumpeting a touching allegiance to truth, justice and the American way. She probably still believed in honor. She was undoubtedly willing to lay down her life for duty. “When did you graduate from the academy?” Liam said.


  “Last year,” Diana Prince said promptly.


  How the hell did you get a seven-step posting? Liam wondered, and knew without having to ask. Newenham was a Bush posting, which meant troopers assigned to it received a seven-step pay increase in recognition of the fact that they were living and working in the back of beyond. Because of the high pay, and because retirement was calculated on the last years you worked, these posts were competed for fiercely by troopers with enough seniority to make it stick.


  Newenham was an exception. The previous first sergeant assigned to the post had publicly screwed up a very high profile case, and then capped his activities in the area by impregnating the trooper also assigned there. He should have been removed from his posting immediately; that he was not was due to favoritism within the good-old-boy trooper hierarchy. Corcoran had lasted ten years in Newenham, to the outrage of the community and the detriment of the troopers. By the time he left, the sour smell of the posting was evident as far away as Juneau.


  At minimum staffing, a post this size should have had a first sergeant and two troopers assigned to it. In the three months since Liam’s arrival, Liam had been it.


  No, Newenham was not the usual seven-step plum. Nobody wanted to take it on. The more superstitious among the force might even have said it was bad luck to be posted there. His boss, Lieutenant John Dillinger Barton, supervisor of Section E and Liam’s boss both in Glennallen and Newenham, had sent Liam to Newenham for two reasons: one, to tuck him safely out of sight until the fallout from the Denali debacle had deteriorated to a less toxic level, and two, in John’s words, “to take the fucking hoodoo off that posting.”


  And now here was Trooper Diana Prince, John’s latest exorcist, all fresh-faced and newly minted and ready to go out and be a hero. Liam made a mental resolve to go through any doors second. “How’d you get here?”


  “I flew.”


  “Commercial?”


  She shook her head. “I brought in one of the new Cessnas.”


  His gaze sharpened. “Floats or wheels?”


  “Floats. The gear’s coming on Alaska Airlines.”


  Shit, Liam thought. No need to call Wy now. A couple of hours alone in a plane in the middle of nowhere promoted personal intercourse. A flight to — where had it been? that murder-suicide in Dot Lake? — was how they had first met. “Good,” he said, tearing himself from that memory as well. He resettled his cap on his head and sternly quelled the rumble of queasiness that always precipitated his reluctant rise to any altitude above sea level. “Let’s go.”


  “Where?” she said, following him out the door.


  “Kulukak.”


  “What’s there?”


  “Bodies.”
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