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Extraordinary acclaim for Dana Stabenow’s Kate Shugak mystery series

“Dana Stabenow excels at evoking the bleakness and beauty of the far north.”

—Seattle Times/Post-Intelligencer

“Stabenow’s stories…are lifted out of the ordinary by her splendid evocation of the Alaskan frontier, beautiful but dangerous, and its idiosyncratic and intriguing inhabitants.”

—San Diego Union-Tribune

“One of the strongest voices in crime fiction.”

—Seattle Times

“Alaska’s finest mystery writer.”

—Anchorage Daily News

“Stabenow is completely at ease with her detective and her environment. The Alaskan wilderness is as much a character as any of the realistic, down-to-earth folks who people her novel.”

—Dallas Morning News

“Stabenow’s…books are always welcome for their Alaskan scenes and their true-to-life characters.”

—Rocky Mountain News

A TAINT IN THE BLOOD

“A powerful tale of family secrets to include murder and blackmail.”

—Midwest Book Review

“Every time I think Dana Stabenow has gotten as good as she can get, she comes up with something better.”

—Washington Times

“If you haven’t discovered this splendid North Country series, now is the time…Highly entertaining.”

—USA Today

“A Taint in the Blood, like its predecessors, can be read on two levels—as a cleverly executed thriller with an intriguing protagonist or as a fascinating exploration of an exotic society with its own unique culture. Either way, you can’t lose.”

—San Diego Union-Tribune

“Full of strong story and sharp description…as perfect a description of a spoiled wilderness as any I’ve read that it deserves to be noted as one of her best…What makes Stabenow stand out is the way she plants us firmly in the soil of Alaska.”

—Chicago Tribune

“With escalating suspense and Kate’s sensuous new love affair with Alaska state trooper Jim Chopin, this book reveals previously hidden depths of Kate’s personality. New readers will be enthralled by Stabenow’s latest read, a standout in the mystery genre.”

—Romantic Times

“Promising intrigue.”

—Kirkus Reviews

A GRAVE DENIED

“Stabenow is a fine storyteller, but it is her passion for the Alaskan landscape and the iconoclastic people who inhabit it that fires this series and lifts this latest entry to its pinnacle.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“The skillful Ms. Stabenow has created a believable, well-defined character in Kate and placed her in a setting so beautiful that the crimes she investigates seem almost sacrilegious…This is Ms. Stabenow’s thirteenth Kate Shugak novel, and they just get better and better.”

—Dallas Morning News

“A gifted few are able to employ the setting as something more, an ingredient that adds texture and tone and lifts the story out of the commonplace and into the rare…To these, add Dana Stabenow…This is the thirteenth volume in the Kate Shugak series, which, unlike many, keeps improving with age—due in large measure to Stabenow’s splendid evocation of the Alaskan landscape.”

—San Diego Union-Tribune

“The characters literally come alive to bring you into this fast-paced thriller, which will keep you turning the pages of this high-voltage mystery.”

—Rendezvous

A FINE AND BITTER SNOW

“Among the series’s best.”

—Booklist

“The twelfth in a series that truly evolves…Rich with details about life in this snowbound culture, the story moves at a steady pace to a classic ending.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Stabenow uses the merciless magnificence of her state to create a stunning backdrop for her intense and intelligent mysteries.”

—St. Petersburg Times

“An intelligent crime novel that reflects both [Stabenow’s] love of wilderness and her understanding of the complex questions of profit versus the purity of the frontier.”

—Dallas Morning News

THE SINGING OF THE DEAD

“With well-drawn characters, splendid scenery, and an insider’s knowledge of Alaskan history and politics, this fine novel ranks as one of Stabenow’s best.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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Author’s Note




There is an actual Hiland Mountain Correctional Facility in Eagle River, Alaska, but it and the people who work and reside there bear no resemblance to the people in these pages. Besides, Janice does a better job of giving people a second chance at life than any imagined character ever could.

The reminiscences of my fictional character Morris Maxwell are inspired by those of Joe Rychetnik, a Renaissance man who was, among many other things, a pilot, a territorial policeman in Alaska, and a photographer for National Geographic magazine. He died in 2003, damn it, but you can still get to know him and prestate-hood Alaska through his books. Begin with Bushcop.







All the rings and the relics encrusted with sin
—And the taint in a blood that was running too thin.

—“Sale,” Theodore Roethke
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“I’ll get it,” Kate said, and fetched the Crisco forthwith.

Auntie Vi eyed her. “Your auntie not that old, Katya.”

“I know, Auntie,” Kate said. “But I was closer.”

She had, in fact, been in the next room at the time, but Auntie Vi, exercising monumental, not to mention unnatural, restraint, forbore to comment.

 

“I can do that,” Kate said, taking the scraper out of Old Sam’s hand. The Freya was in dry dock, where her hull had been drying out above the high-tide line in preparation for a new coat of copper paint.

Old Sam took the scraper back. “I can do it myself.”

“I know, but I can help,” Kate said, reaching for the scraper again.

Old Sam warded her off. “Yeah, and the next thing I’ll be listening to you whine about getting the goddamn copper paint outta your hair. Now you get outta mine, girl.”

 

“I can do that,” Kate told Bernie, and took the bar rag out of his hand.

“You know that’s what I do,” Bernie said, watching her with a wary eye.


“I know, but I’m here,” Kate said, chasing an elusive drop of beer.

“You certainly are,” Bernie said, and went to pour himself a beer, an event almost unheard of in the annals of the Roadhouse, then sat down at a table, an event unparalleled in memory of man.

 

“Oh, shut up,” she told Harvey Meganack at the July board meeting. “You know Billy’s right. Any moron knows there’s no way the shareholders are going to vote to open up Iqaluk to drilling anyway.”

Harvey’s face turned a dark and unbecoming red.

There was a collective suck of indrawn air around the conference table in the Niniltna Native Association’s boardroom, followed by a thud as the forelegs of Billy Mike’s chair hit the floor. “You know, Kate,” he said, “I really appreciate you dropping by.”

He propelled her to her feet and frog-marched her to the door.

“I was just trying to—”

“Come back anytime,” he said, closing the door in her face.

 

“That’s nice of you, Kate,” Ruthe Bauman said, looking askance at the cord of wood stacked next to the back door of her cabin. “It’ll go real well with the five cords I already ordered from Darryl Totemoff.”

“You can never have too much firewood,” Kate said.

Ruthe looked down into Kate’s earnest face. “No,” she said, “I suppose you can’t.”

 

“Give her to me,” Kate said, stretching out her arms.

Bobby glared. “I can diaper my own damn daughter!” he bellowed. “What the hell’s got into you, Shugak, the Red Cross? Jesus!”


Hurt, Kate said, “I just wanted to help.”

“Well, stop it!” Bobby said. He rolled his chair over to Katya’s changing table. Katya stared at Kate over his shoulder, blue eyes blinking at Kate from beneath a corkscrew assortment of black curls.

Kate went to stand next to Dinah. “I could dry those dishes for you,” she said in a small voice.

“You can wash them, dry them, and put them away if you want,” Dinah said amiably.

Brightening, Kate took the sponge and waded in.

“What in hell is going on with that broad?” Bobby demanded of his wife, soul mate, and chosen partner in life when the sound of Kate’s truck had faded across the Squaw Candy Creek bridge. “I can’t lift a hand in my own goddamn house! For crissake, Dinah, I’m not some cripple!”

“I know,” Dinah said soothingly. In fact, he was missing both his legs below the knee, souvenir of a land mine in Vietnam, but it wasn’t as if it slowed him down much. Or at all.

Bobby settled Katya into her crib for her afternoon nap. Katya, infuriatingly, stuck her thumb in her mouth and her butt up in the air, gave a deep, satisfied burp, and promptly fell asleep. “She never does that for me,” Dinah said enviously.

But Bobby was not to be distracted. “So what’s wrong with her?”

Dinah deduced correctly that he wasn’t speaking of their daughter. His face—taut black skin stretched over high cheekbones, a broad brow, and a very firm chin—bore an anxious expression, which didn’t become him, mostly because she’d never seen it before. Her heart melted, and she subsided gracefully into the lap that there was enough left of his legs to make. “I think it’s her house.”

He was honestly bewildered. “Her house?”

“The one the Park built for her. I think she feels like she owes us.”


He still didn’t get it, but he was calming down. He tucked a strand of white-blond hair behind her ear. “Why us?”

“Not just us us,” Dinah said. “Everybody in the Park us. Everyone who had a hand in the construction and the furnishing thereof anyway. And the purchase of materials for.”

“Oh, sure,” Bobby said after a moment. “I get it. Her cabin burns down and the Park rats build her a new one, so she turns herself into a one-woman version of the Salvation Army, with a little Jimmy Carter thrown in?”

“All summer long,” Dinah said, nodding her head. “Billy Mike told me he had to throw her out of an NNA meeting before things escalated into a shooting war.”

Dinah was happy when Bobby grinned and then threw back his head and laughed out loud. “I’d like to have been a fly on the wall that day.”

“Yeah, Billy said Kate kept insisting on telling the truth, out loud and in front of God and everybody. Said it took him a month to calm the board down to where he could get a decent vote out of them.”

Bobby shook his head. “How long do you think she’s going to keep this up?”

“I don’t know. Edna told me Kate got her and Bernie a counselor so they could work on their marriage. Annie Mike says Kate’s been calling in favors all the way up to the state supreme court to help out with Vanessa’s adoption.” Dinah paused, and said with a straight face, “I hear tell she took Keith and Oscar fishing for reds down at the aunties’ fish camp.”

Bobby stared at her with an expression as close to awe as his face could humanly manage. “You gotta be shittin’ me, Cookman.”

Dinah shook her head, grave as a judge. “I shit you not, Clark. She camped out with them, and then she took them into Cordova, where she treated them to breakfast at the Coho Café.”

Bobby whooped so loudly this time that Katya grumbled and wiggled her butt. There were actual tears of mirth in Bobby’s eyes. “Did they hit on any of the fishermen?”

“Not that I’ve heard.”

He wiped his eyes. “She’s gonna help the whole friggin’ Park into an early grave is what she’s gonna do.”

Dinah grinned. “If someone doesn’t help her there first. I also hear tell that she was sitting in on one of the aunties’ quilting bees at the Roadhouse the other night.”

There was a moment of dumbstruck disbelief. Bobby’s jaw might even have dropped.

“She sewed the quilt they were working on to her jeans.”

This time, his whoop was so loud, Katya did wake up.

 

“Okay,” Old Sam said. He took a deep, calming breath and removed the boat hook from Kate’s hand.

“But Uncle—”

“Go to the galley,” he said. “Write fish tickets.”

“But—”

“Go. Now.”

Old Sam didn’t sound calm that often, and when he did, it always presaged a force 10 storm. Johnny held on to his pew with both hands, watching with wide eyes as Kate obeyed orders, and spent the rest of the sunny August afternoon stuck at the galley table, writing fish tickets for fishermen who were always absolutely certain that they had delivered half a dozen more reds than Old Sam had counted when they were transferring them to the Freya’s hold. Even Mutt deserted her, preferring the open air on the bow to the claustrophobic confines of the galley. Miserable, Kate didn’t blame her.

When the period ended and the last fisherman cast off, Old Sam fired up the engine and they left Alaganik Bay for the cannery in Cordova. Johnny hid out in the chart room, nose stuck assiduously in a beat-up paperback copy of Zenna Henderson’s Pilgrimage. They could have used a Presence on the Freya, was what he was thinking.

Old Sam didn’t say a word to Kate the whole way, even when she brought his lunch to the bridge. It was a corned beef sandwich, too, with lots of mayo and mustard and a layer of lettuce thick enough to choke a horse, served on homemade sourdough bread, his favorite sandwich in the whole entire world.

Still in silence, they delivered their fish, took on fuel, and found their slip in the boat harbor. Shitting Seagull waved from the harbormaster’s shack and disappeared, leaving Kate to wonder why he hadn’t come down to say hi like he always did. She had a bit of walrus tusk that she’d scored from Ray in Bering, part of a gift package she’d received from the Chevak family. She should probably head on out to Bering sometime soon, come to think of it, see if Stephanie was the youngest astronaut in NASA yet, and if she wasn’t, to sit down and help her figure out a career path to get her there.

In the meantime, the walrus tusk would go to Gull, who carved ivory whenever he got his hands on some, and sold the results through a gift shop in Anchorage. If they hadn’t already been presold to Andromedans who’d stopped in town on a joyride from the Great Spiral Nebula. Kate pulled the last knot tight and climbed the ladder to the wheelhouse.

“Hold it,” Old Sam said. He was still sitting in the captain’s chair, tilted back against the bulkhead.

She paused. “What’s up, Uncle?”

He cranked his head around the door into the chart room. “You?”

“Me?” Johnny said.


“You. Uptown. Go visit your girlfriend.”

“I don’t have a girlfriend,” Johnny said.

“Find one.”

Johnny delayed long enough to mark the page in his book, and vanished.

Old Sam pointed at a stool. “You,” he said to Kate. “Sit.”

She sat. “What?” she said. She craned her neck to see Johnny hotfooting it down the float toward the harbormaster’s shack. Probably going to ask Gull what alien ships were moored in transient parking this week. Last time they were there, it had been Cetaceans. Or maybe a bureaucrat from the Council of Planets on a regular inspection, driving Gull nuts with demands for colder water to cool the drives. She kind of lost track of Gull’s hallucinations after a couple of trips into town.

“You’ve got to get a grip, Katya,” Old Sam said.

The lack of the usual bombast and profanity, plus the use of her family name, pulled her gaze back to the old man. Honestly bewildered, she said, “A grip on what, Uncle?”

“You’re gonna mother us to death, whether we want you to or not,” he said. “And mostly we don’t.”

“I—what?”

“So we built you a house,” he told her. “Ain’t nothing we wouldn’t have done for any of us in the same situation, specially if there was a kid involved. I know, I know,” he said, holding up a hand to ward off her protestations, “you always pay your debts. It’s one of the qualities that make you a marginally acceptable human being.”

Overwhelmed by this unaccustomed amount of praise heaped all at once upon her head, Kate remained silent.

“The thing you don’t get,” he said, fixing her with a stern and piercing eye, “is that you don’t owe us squat. Shut up.”

Kate closed her mouth.

“One of our own lost her home. We, her family, friends, and neighbors, replaced it with a couple days’ labor and, when it comes down to it very little cost to ourselves.”

“The house kit—the materials had to cost a lot,” she said immediately.

“Most of it was donated,” he said. He paused, the wrinkles on his face creasing and uncreasing as he fought an internal struggle. “The fact is, for whatever misguided reasons of their own, a lotta people in the state think they owe you, and most of ’em were willing to kick in to get you under a roof again. Not to mention that it’s good politics for people who do business in the Bush to be nice to a Shugak from the Park.”

There was a long, weighty silence. Everything he’d said was true, and, what was worse, Kate knew it. Still.

“What?” he said.

She couldn’t help herself, she actually squirmed. “I hate owing anyone, Uncle,” she blurted out. “I hate it. Especially those people who helped out because I’m Emaa’s granddaughter.”

“Yeah, well, suck it up,” he said, unimpressed. “Stop trying to run everyone’s life and start taking care of your own, including that boy of yours.”

She looked up quickly. “Is Johnny in trouble?”

He said unblushingly, “What fourteen-going on fifteen-year-old isn’t in trouble? I’m telling you to start minding your own business instead of everyone else’s. Starting right now, with mine. I ain’t yet so goddamn decrepit I can’t pew my own goddamn fish.”

Kate turned as red as Harvey Meganack. “I’m sorry, Uncle,” she said in a small voice.

“You sure are,” he said, and cackled when her eyes narrowed. “Now I’m writing up my tender summary like I always do, and so far as I know, I ain’t yet lost the ability to perform long division. You got it?”

“I got it, Uncle,” she said, and slunk aft to her stateroom, changed into clean clothes, and slipped down to the float to hotfoot it up to the harbormaster’s shack, where Gull was regaling Johnny with an account of the eating habits of the Magelleni. They liked their food still trying to get away, it appeared. Neither of them seemed exactly overjoyed to see her, and after a few moments, she went uptown, where the streets seemed to be markedly empty in every direction she turned.

She looked down at Mutt, who looked back, ears up, tail waving slightly. Mutt didn’t look that intimidating. Well, as unintimidating as a 140-pound half husky, half wolf could look. Couldn’t be her clearing the streets.

Kate was forced to admit, if only to herself, that Old Sam might have a point.

She thought of the two-bedroom, two-bathroom home, now outfitted with electricity and running water, sitting where her cabin had been, before a murderer had set it on fire, hoping she was inside. The cedar prefab house was so new it made her teeth hurt, so clean she was afraid to let Mutt get hair on the rug, so large she imagined an echo when she spoke.

Well, okay, maybe it didn’t echo. But it sure as hell was big compared to what she was used to, with all the room in the world for her newly adopted son, Johnny, an orphan of his father’s death and his mother’s neglect.

She climbed the hill past the old high school and found a spot to sit and look at the view, narrow Orca Inlet, Hawkins Island, Hinchinbrook Island, outlined in orange and red and hot pink by the setting sun. To the east, tiny Mummy Island stood out in bold relief; to the west, the passage to Prince William Sound. It was beautiful, but suddenly she longed for her own place in the world, the clearing filled with a semicircle of buildings surrounded by wildflowers and diamond willow and spruce and alder and birch. Mutt sat next to her, leaning against her side, a warm, solid, reassuring weight. Kate knotted a hand in Mutt’s ruff and felt three months of tension begin to gear down, one ratchet at a time.

Three notes sounded in the still evening air, a pure descending scale. She cocked her head to hear them better when they repeated.

“Okay, Emaa,” she said softly in reply. “Time to go home.”

She’d see out the red season, but after that, it was back to the homestead. If it was an unfamiliar roof, a roof lacking in any family history whatsoever, at least it was hers.

Besides, she thought, getting to her feet, it was more than time to continue her bedevilment of Sgt. Jim Chopin.

She smiled. It was more a baring of teeth than an expression of amusement, and if Jim had seen it, the marrow would have chilled in his bones.

Oh yes. Kate Shugak had plans for Jim.

 

The red run petered out the third week of August and George Perry flew into Mudhole Smith Airport to fly Kate and Johnny back to the Park. He was very businesslike, cutting short Kate’s attempts at conversation on the ground and becoming totally absorbed in the controls of the Cessna once they were in the air. He’d even been perfunctory with Mutt, who seldom met a man she didn’t like. Finally, Kate said, “It’s okay, George. You can relax.”

She was riding shotgun, and she could feel him stiffen next to her. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Sure you do,” she said. “I’m done trying to reorganize Chugach Air Taxi. Although I do think you should call Jake Baird over to Bethel. He’s got some ideas he could pass along. But”—this as he began to stiffen again—“I’m done trying to do it for you. I promise. It’s your business, hands off.”

“Seriously?”


“Seriously.” She took a deep breath. It was never easy for Kate Shugak to admit she’d been in the wrong, especially when she wasn’t absolutely sure she had been. “I got a little off there for a while. It freaked me out, you guys building that house for me and all. I felt like I had to pay you back.”

“All of us, all at once,” he said. He glanced at her. “Is it true you went to one of Marge Moonin’s Tupperware parties?”

“Oh hell,” she said, and had to laugh. “I hosted one in my new house.”

When he stopped laughing he said, “I would have paid good money to have seen that.”

“If I’d known that, I would have charged admission,” she said, and the rest of the flight went much more smoothly, both in the air and inside the cabin.

On the ground in Niniltna, she endorsed her paycheck from Old Sam and handed it to George, who would take it to the bank in Ahtna. “Half in savings, half in cash,” she said.

He stuffed the check into a random pocket. “Okay. You going to be back in town anytime soon?”

She shook her head. “Just to get the rug rat registered for school and that’s not until next week. If you see Auntie Vi, give her the cash. If not, just hang on to it.”

“Okay.” He took a chance. “Good to have you back in your body, Shugak.”

She laughed. “Good to be back in it, Perry. Later.”

The red Chevy pickup was parked next to George’s hangar. She and Johnny tossed their duffels into the back. Mutt jumped in next to them with a joyous bark, tail wagging furiously. The engine started on the first try.

Kate grinned at Johnny. “It’s good to be home.”

He grinned back. “Yeah. I like Cordova, but…”

She nodded. “It’s a city.”


He nodded. “Too many people.”

“Two thousand and more,” she said, nodding.

They both shuddered. Mutt barked encouragement from the back, and Kate put the truck in gear and they started the last leg home.

The gravel road from Niniltna was rough, the remnants of an old railroad bed graded every spring by the state and then left to fend for itself until the following year. Every now and then a remnant of its former life surfaced as a railroad spike in someone’s tire. The tracks the spikes had held together had been pulled up by the owners of the Kanuyag Copper Mine, the rapidly decaying ruins of which lay four miles beyond Niniltna. The ties had long since been scavenged by Park rats and used to surface access roads, fence gardens, and serve as the foundation for more than one house.

It was going on sunset when they turned onto the game trail that led to Kate’s homestead. It was a little wider and less rough than it had once been, due to all the traffic down it the previous May, but the indefatigable alders were coming back fast and now whispered at the windows of the truck as it went by. Kate saw the steep, neatly shingled roof of the new house first, and the late-evening sunshine made the river of windows down the front gleam a bright gold, repeating the warm blond surface of the shaped cedar logs and glinting off the railing surrounding the deck that ran all the way around the house. The sight of it seemed to soften the jagged peaks of the Quilak Mountains rearing up behind it.

Kate was so mesmerized by the sight that she nearly rear-ended the royal purple Cadillac Escalade parked square in the middle of the clearing, equidistant from the half dozen buildings that formed a semicircle around the edge. She slammed on the brakes and she, Mutt, and Johnny all pitched forward.


The view was not further improved by the sight of the woman sitting on the deck.

Johnny swore beneath his breath.

Kate swore out loud.

“Who is she?” Johnny said, sounding as surly as Kate felt.

“I don’t know,” she said, and slammed out of the truck.

“Kate Shugak?” the woman said, rising to her feet as Kate all but stamped up the stairs.

“Who’s asking?” Kate said, not caring how unfriendly she sounded.

“Charlotte Muravieff,” the woman said without a blink. “It’s nice to meet you, finally. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

She was a woman in her mid-forties and her face had that carefully tended look that only the rich can achieve. Her hair was as bright a gold as the sun setting on the windows behind her, and her eyebrows had been dyed to match. She was elegantly, almost painfully thin, and she wore what Nordstrom probably considered proper for one of the few outings that wouldn’t include a trip to the spa—khakis tailored to fit well, but not so tight as to be called vulgar, a hand-knit sweater of 100 percent cotton over a button-down shirt of the softest linen, the shirt one exquisite shade of blue darker than the sweater, and perfectly knotted brown leather half boots, polished until they reflected the setting sun as well as the house’s windows. The bootlaces might even have been ironed. Kate didn’t recognize the couturier, but the whole ensemble reeked of a platinum card with no credit limit and no expiration date.

Kate took the hand automatically. The nails were well-shaped ovals, gleaming beneath a coating of pearlized polish. Kate was made aware of the rough calluses and ragged hangnails on her own hands, which accounted for at least some of the pugnacity displayed in the jut of her chin. “Charlotte Bannister Muravieff?”


The woman nodded, and looked at Johnny over Kate’s shoulder and gave him a dazzling smile. “You must be Johnny Morgan.”

Both Kate and Johnny bristled at this unearned assumption of familiarity. Muravieff saw it and, in an obvious attempt to forestall an immediate eviction, said to Kate, “Could I speak to you privately?”

Kate had had a very long summer, most of which, yes, had been of her own making, but still. She wanted a long, hot shower in her brand-new bathroom. She wanted to make moose stew in her brand-new kitchen. She wanted to curl up with a good book in her brand-new armchair, and she wanted to turn in early for a long, uninterrupted night’s sleep on her brand-new bed in her brand-new loft. She had determined to have all these things, while at the same time quelling the uneasy conscience that told her she hadn’t earned them, didn’t deserve them, and didn’t really own them, and that was, in fact, the root of most of her actions over the past three months.

In consequence, her voice might have been a trifle brusque. “For what purpose?”

Muravieff looked at Johnny. He folded his arms and met her gaze with a hard stare. Muravieff looked back at Kate and found no softening there.

She took a deep breath, and let it out with a long, defeated sigh. The “to the manor born” pose vanished, leaving behind a middle-aged woman whose expensive clothes, authentic jewelry, and makeup by Clinique could not disguise an exhaustion that seemed as if it had been accumulating not just over the day but over decades. Though the wounds were not visible, she looked beaten, emotionally, spiritually, and physically.

“I want you to get my mother out of jail,” she said.
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Johnny was in the shower in the three-quarter bathroom downstairs, and from the sound of things he wasn’t coming out anytime soon. Proscribed by the unwritten law of Park hospitality from booting out even an uninvited guest without offering them refreshment first, Kate had made a pot of coffee and unearthed a package of very stale Oreo cookies. She punched holes in her last can of evaporated milk, filled the sugar bowl with the last grains from the bag, and added both items to the growing list stuck to the refrigerator door.

The refrigerator door. It was still hard to believe that those three words had any real meaning to her life. She would still order groceries twice a year, spring and fall, but now she could get a half-gallon container of half-and-half, and if it didn’t last a month, at least it wouldn’t go sour before she used it up.

She paused in the act of pouring Muravieff’s coffee. Maybe she should get a freezer. She had a back porch with an overhang now, not to mention an exterior plug-in. No more climbing the ice-encrusted pole ladder to the cache in the dead of winter when she wanted roast moose for dinner. Wow. She sat down quickly, before her legs gave out, and poured her own coffee.


It took both of Charlotte Bannister Muravieff’s frail wrists to lift the heavy porcelain mug, which looked like it had been hacked out of the side of a bathtub. She took a cautious sip and, it appeared to Kate, by force of will refrained from wincing. Kate liked her coffee strong enough to smelt iron. She took Muravieff’s mug and emptied half of it into the sink. She’d had a sink before, so that wasn’t as big a thrill as opening her refrigerator door or listening to the shower. She wondered if the propane tanks would hold out, and if there was some way she could cut off fuel to the hot-water heater before that happened. Preferably while Johnny was still in the shower with the water on full.

Meanwhile, the silence around the table began to grow heavy. Kate shoved the half-full mug toward Muravieff again. “Try it with some milk.”

“Thank you,” Muravieff said in a faint voice, and stirred in three spoons full of sugar, as well. Her impeccably plucked brow smoothed out after the next sip, and she even went so far as to pick up a cookie. When Kate cleared the table after Muravieff left, the cookie was still there, nibbled around the edges to the frosting and no further. You can never be too rich or too thin, some divorcée had once said, and Muravieff seemed to be taking the dictum to heart. The rich only listened to the other rich.

Kate hooked a toe beneath one of the four matching dining chairs that surrounded her table like the advance troops for an upscale interior decorator and crossed her feet on the seat. She had her shoes off, she told herself, and it was her damn house. “Ms. Muravieff—”

“Charlotte, please.”

“Okay, Charlotte, and I’m Kate. You want me to get your mother out of jail. I’m guessing she’s been convicted of a crime, as opposed to just having been arrested?”

“Yes.”


“What was she convicted of?”

Charlotte hesitated, licked suddenly dry lips, and said in a low voice, “Murder.”

With difficulty, Kate refrained from rolling her eyes. “Who did she kill?”

“She didn’t kill anyone.”

Kate realized that she was dealing with someone who actually believed in the benefit of the doubt. “Okay, who didn’t she kill?”

Again, Charlotte hesitated. She dropped her eyes to the mug clamped between her thin fingers. This time when she spoke, her voice was so low that Kate couldn’t hear her. “I beg your pardon?”

Charlotte raised her eyes. They were her best feature, large, gray-green, and thickly lashed. The gold of her hair made a nice frame for them. Probably Charlotte’s stylist had already pointed this out to her, so Kate didn’t. “My brother,” Charlotte said finally.

Kate stared. “I beg your pardon?”

“My mother was convicted of killing my brother.”

Kate absorbed this in silence for a moment. Okay, even she had to admit that this was a bit out of the ordinary. If anything, it made her even less inclined to listen to Charlotte’s sob story, but the other woman was still drinking Kate’s coffee, so she said, “How?”

“They said she burned down the house with him in it.”

Arson, Kate thought. One of the easiest crimes to detect, given the current state of forensic technology. It was next to impossible to hide even the most minuscule remnants of a timer, no matter how unsophisticated, from an experienced arson detective with a good lab tech behind him, to say nothing of the dogs trained to sniff out accelerants. “How did they decide it was her?”

Now that the worst of the story was out, Charlotte was eager to speak. “It was mostly circumstantial. She lived in the house with us, she’d just taken out insurance policies on all our lives—”

“All?” Kate said.

“All three of us.”

“There was a third child?”

“Yes, my other brother, Oliver.”

“Where was he?”

“He was in the house, too.”

“But he survived.”

“Yes. He got hurt getting out, but he survived.”

“Where were you?”

“I was with my mother. We were coming home from my uncle’s house. There was a party that went on a little late.” Charlotte paused. It was obvious that the memories were painful. “When we pulled into the driveway, the house was already on fire. And then Oliver fell out of one of the upstairs windows.”

Kate was forcibly reminded of the night the previous May when she had driven into her clearing and found her cabin on fire. The cabin her father had built for her mother, the cabin in which she had been conceived and born, the cabin where she had lived most of her life following their deaths. Johnny had been camping at the Lost Wife Mine, or she could have come home to something far more horrible than a pile of smoldering embers. In spite of herself, she sympathized with the pain she saw in Charlotte’s eyes. “Was he badly injured?”

“Yes. His right leg shattered on impact. He still limps.” Charlotte’s voice was stronger now, the words coming as if by rote, as if she had said them too many times before. “It wasn’t until the next day, when the firemen were able to go into the ruins, that they found William’s body. We were hoping he’d slept over at a friend’s house and just hadn’t heard about the fire at home.”


“One thing I don’t understand,” Kate said. “You’re not exactly a kid, and I’m assuming your brothers aren’t, either. What are you all doing still living with your mom?”

Charlotte looked surprised. “Oh, we aren’t.”

“Well then, I really don’t understand,” Kate said. “Were you all home on a visit? Did this happen over the holidays, or what?”

“Oh, no,” Charlotte said, “it was in the spring.”

“This last spring? April, May?”

“Oh, not this spring. The fire and my brother’s death happened thirty-one years ago.”

Charlotte said it in such an offhand way that it took a moment for her words to sink in. They caught Kate with her mug halfway to her mouth. “You,” she said finally, “have got to be kidding me.”

“No,” Charlotte said, her lips firm now, her mouth a straight, determined line. “I’m not kidding. She didn’t do it, she has served thirty years for a crime she did not commit, and I want you to get her out of jail.”

“Thirty years,” Kate said.

“Almost thirty-one,” Charlotte said.

“Oh,” Kate said, “almost thirty-one. Of course, that changes things completely.” She knocked back the rest of her coffee, ignoring the scalding slide down her throat, and blinked the resulting tears away. She got to her feet. “I’m sorry, Ms. Muravieff. I can’t help you.”

Charlotte wouldn’t get up. “You have to. I’ve asked everyone else. You’re the only one left.”

How flattering, Kate thought sourly. What, she was now the patron saint of lost causes? “Who gave you my name?” she said.

Charlotte looked up, hope kindling in her eyes. “An attorney.”

Kate was immediately suspicious. “Which attorney?”

“Brendan McCord.”


Kate took a deep and, she hoped, unobtrusive breath. “Did he,” she said through her teeth. If this was some kind of joke, there wasn’t going to be enough left of Brendan McCord, Esq., to feed to a parakeet.

On the other hand, Brendan had helped a great deal on her last case. If this was payback, she owed him. She took another deep breath, not bothering to hide this one. “Did you tell him you were coming to me?”

Charlotte nodded, beginning to tear up.

“What did he say, exactly?”

Charlotte produced a delicate lace handkerchief and caught each individual tear before it damaged her makeup. She folded it neatly and put it back in her pocket. “He said that you were expensive but that you were the best in the state.”

Well. At least Brendan wasn’t sending her charity cases. Still, her shower—always supposing she ever got a chance at the hot water—and her books and her bed were no less inviting than they had been half an hour before.

“Oh,” Charlotte said, “and he also said that you owed him one.”

Son of a bitch. There wasn’t going to be enough left of Brendan McCord to feed a goddamn earthworm.

Charlotte looked at her uncertainly. “Are you all right? Your face looks kind of red.”

“Me?” Kate said. “I’m fine. Peachy.” Just because she owed Brendan McCord one—well, several—oh hell, probably a baker’s dozen—didn’t mean she was giving up without a fight. “Did Brendan happen to mention just how expensive I am?”

Before Charlotte could answer Johnny came out of the bathroom in clean sweats, rosy, tousled and damp. He looked cheerful until he saw that Charlotte was still there.

“Is there any hot water left?” Kate said.


“Sure,” he said, and vanished into his bedroom. The door shut most definitely behind him.

There was a brief silence, broken by Charlotte. “I was thinking that you could look at the evidence. Maybe with all this new DNA technology, there would be some way of proving she didn’t do it.”

“Ms. Muravieff—”

“Charlotte, please.”

“Charlotte,” Kate said, “your mother’s been in jail for thirty years. We haven’t been a state much longer than that. Back then the Alaskan judicial system was still figuring out how to find its own ass without even a flashlight, much less two hands. Besides, we’re not talking about a cold case here. Your mother was tried and convicted. They’d have had no reason to keep whatever physical evidence they had in your mother’s case. It’ll be long gone.”

“Well, then, witnesses,” Charlotte said.

Kate didn’t know if this was loyalty or stubbornness speaking, but she admired both, which kept her response more civil than it might have been. “Same goes,” she said. “Thirty years. Some of them are bound to be dead, or just unfindable.”

“But Brendan says you’re the best,” Charlotte said stubbornly.

Exasperated, Kate said, “Why did you wait thirty years to do this?”

“She’s dying,” Charlotte said.

There was a long pause. “I see,” Kate said at last. “What does she have?”

The tears began to flow again. The handkerchief reappeared. “Uterine cancer.” She met Kate’s eyes. “I don’t want her dying in prison. I won’t let that happen.” Charlotte rummaged in her genuine-leather day pack and pulled out a checkbook. She scribbled Kate’s name, an amount, and a signature, and ripped it out and handed it to Kate.

The amount of zeros made Kate a little dizzy.

“That amount again when you get my mother out,” Charlotte said. “Plus expenses, of course.”

Kate put the check down on the table between them and pushed it across to Charlotte. She didn’t bother asking if Charlotte had that much money. She said as gently as she knew how, “This is a waste of your money and my time.”

“She didn’t do it,” Charlotte said, pushing the check back.

“Even if she didn’t,” Kate said, “even if someone else did it, and even if he or she were alive for me to find, it would be a miracle if I picked up a trail this old and this cold.” She pushed the check back at Charlotte.

“She didn’t do it,” Charlotte said, shoving the check back so hard that it slid across the table into Kate’s lap.

Johnny slammed out of his bedroom and rummaged in the kitchen cupboards for food. Fortunately, Top Ramen kept well. He started a pot of water boiling and got down the sesame oil, which also held up under benign neglect.

He was fourteen, and in spite of an avowed determination to quit school as soon as he was legally old enough to do so, Kate was equally determined that he was going to at least get a GED and learn some kind of trade before he embraced Park rathood permanently. Besides, he was showing signs of serious interest in wildlife biology, serving what amounted to an apprenticeship in the middle of one of the most prolific wildlife areas in the world, with expert supervision from people like Park ranger Dan O’Brien, geologist Millicent Nebeker McClanahan, and self-taught naturalist Ruthe Bauman. Kate nourished the faint hope that Johnny might change his mind about college. And college cost money.

She looked at the obstinate lines of Charlotte’s expression and reflected that she found herself doing a lot of things she never used to do before she became a mom.

She swore to herself. “All right,” she said, and crumpled the check in a fist and jammed it into a pocket. “You’ve got yourself a private investigator.”

The lines of Charlotte’s face eased. She was wise enough to display no triumph. “Thank you, Kate.”

“Don’t thank me,” Kate said, “please.”

Charlotte stood up. “Thank you for the coffee, then.” She hesitated. “Do you need help with a place to stay in Anchorage?”

“I have a place,” Kate said, aware that Johnny had gone motionless behind her.

“Oh. Good.” Almost timidly, Charlotte added, “When can I expect to hear from you?”

Kate stood up and started walking her out. “I just got home. I’ll need a day or two to get things arranged.”

Involuntarily, Charlotte looked over her shoulder at Johnny. “Ah.”

“Yes.”

“Of course,” Charlotte said, producing keys to unlock the monster SUV, which she would never have gotten down the trail had Mac Devlin not opened the way for the house-raising the previous May. Leaving Kate’s homestead open to every itinerant petitioner with a tale of woe.

Who locked their car in the Park.

Charlotte climbed in and started the engine. Kate walked to her door, and the electric window slid down silently.

“Do you want to get your mother out of jail because she’s innocent,” Kate said, “or because she’s dying?”

Charlotte’s lips trembled. “Both.”

The Cadillac reversed smoothly, swung wide in a circle, and vanished up the trail. Mac Devlin had cut quite a swath through Kate’s section of the Park with his D-6, but not quite wide enough for two cars to pass each other, so Alaska state trooper Jim Chopin had to pull over to wait for Charlotte to pass.

This was good, because it allowed Kate a few extra moments to collect the elements of her vamp persona and fix them firmly in place.

Dump her, would he?

Oh, she didn’t think so.
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Mutt, of course, bounced up to the white Blazer with the state trooper’s seal on the door, generating enough energy with her tail to open a portal into the fourth dimension. Kate strolled after her, and Jim, fending off Mutt’s attentions with an absent pat, watched her approach with a reluctantly fascinated eye.

Kate was only five feet tall. She didn’t have enough leg to be able to stroll toward him with that much sexual menace. Nevertheless, he felt himself taking an involuntary step back, at which he was thwarted by his vehicle. He swallowed hard and, unable to do anything else, watched her come toward him.

It was true Kate Shugak was only five feet tall. It was true that taken individually her features—high, flat cheekbones, narrow hazel eyes that slanted up just a hint and that were sometimes brown and sometimes almost green and sometimes gray, a wide, full-lipped mouth, pale gold skin with an olive tint that tanned easily to a warm honey color—were nothing that would excite a Paris designer into hiring her as a model for his next show. Her hair, thick and short and impossibly black, trimmed to her ears and swept back from a broad brow by an impatient hand, was nothing a trendy New York stylist couldn’t improve upon with a hacksaw. Her clothes, white T-shirt, faded jeans, a worn brown leather belt, thin white ankle socks, black-and-white tennis shoes, were so unself-consciously nondescript as to be almost characterless.

The scar, a thin rope of pale, knotted skin that bisected her throat almost literally from ear to ear, could not by any stretch of the imagination be called arousing. If anything, one look at that, one listen to the rusted voice that throat produced ought to have a sensible man beating feet in the opposite direction at once, if not sooner.

Instead, when she smiled at him, a wide, knowing smile that revealed a set of healthy white teeth whose incisors seemed to him to be noticeably longer than they had been the last time he’d seen them, he had an inexplicable desire to fall to his knees and bare his throat and let her suck right out of him the last drop of any bodily fluid he had on offer.

Maybe it was the way her hips moved beneath the denim, or the way the knit fabric outlined her breasts, or the way her hands curled slightly at her sides, as if in anticipation. Maybe it was the way she moved, a smooth, confident fusion of muscle and bone that did a good job of hiding the strength, the quickness, and the agility latent beneath.

He’d known other women who exuded sex. He’d known other women who had been able to slay men with a single smile.

Kate smiled at him now. “Hey, Jim,” she said, and the two words ran like a rasp right up his spine to the base of his skull.

He’d just never known one like this. Everything he had was at attention. He cleared his throat. Hormones. He was male, she was female. He’d react the same way to any woman. “Kate.”

He was helpless to stop the single syllable from sounding like a plea, and he watched her smile widen. Desperately, he sought for something to say. “I haven’t seen you around the Park lately.”

She laughed, a low, intimate sound in the increasing dusk. A strand of hair fell into her face and she tucked it behind an ear, holding his eyes all the while. “Is that what you came to tell me?” She took a step closer. “Have you been missing me?”

“No,” he said, “no, not at all. I’ve been too busy to miss anybody.”

“Really? What with?”

He tried to think of something noteworthy he’d accomplished over the summer. “Oh. Well. You know. Claim jumping. Fishing behind the markers. Hunting out of season. Rape, robbery, murder. The usual.”

She didn’t move. She didn’t look away from him, either. He started to sweat. It was getting harder and harder to remember why he’d walked away from her last May, why he’d announced an end to his ongoing pursuit, why he’d renounced his goal of getting her into his bed.

It was something about love—he remembered that much. Well, he didn’t love her, and he wasn’t going to, wasn’t going to get anywhere near it, or her, damn it.

Johnny Morgan, elbows on the railing, watched from the deck. It was pitiful, was what it was. Here was this tiny little woman, couldn’t weigh 120 pounds wringing wet, facing down this big, strong, good-looking guy, an Alaska state trooper no less, a man accustomed to command, a man who hunted down criminals and brought them to justice, a man to whom Park rats of every age, culture, and occupation looked to to lay down the law of the land. He had to be at least six two, although the Mountie hat he used to wear had made him look even taller than that, and he had to weigh two hundred pounds easy, although the bristling arsenal of badges and guns and epaulets and handcuffs and nightsticks added heft. He was good-looking, too, with heavy dark blond hair, piercing blue eyes, and strong features—jaw, cheekbones, nose. He didn’t look like a wimp, and if half of the Park gossip Johnny had heard was true, he’d had a ton of girlfriends. He just wasn’t a needy kind of guy.

Kate glided another step forward, moving in a way that reminded Johnny irresistibly of a large, powerful cat. Jim looked like cat food, inches away from leaping into his vehicle and roaring off.

Wimp, definitely.

An object lesson was what his teacher, Ms. Doogan, would have called it. No way was he ever going to fall into that honey trap, which was what Old Sam Dementieff called it. The irresistible force meeting the not-quite-immovable object was what Bobby Clark called it.

He shook his head, half in pity for a fellow man, half in shame, and went back inside. It was just too painful to watch.

Just for the hell of it, just because she could, just because her mere presence affected Jim Chopin in a manner that she had to admit she found deeply satisfying, Kate took another step forward, bringing her into physical contact. She could feel his badge, his belt, what she thought might—or might not—be his gun pressing against her. She smiled up at him and purposely dropped her voice to a whisper. “How can I…help you, Sergeant Chopin?”

“Knock it off,” he said through clenched teeth.

She blinked innocently at him. “Knock what off?” She ran one finger down the buttons of his shirt.

He caught her hand before she could start messing with his belt buckle. “Damn it, Shugak, knock it off.” He shoved past her and found a safe, Kate-free place in the exact center of the clearing, free of corners into which she could back him.

No law she couldn’t stalk him, however, pacing after him with that slow, deliberate, unmistakably predatory stride. Her hair gleamed in the last rays of the setting sun like the coat of a healthy, proud animal reveling in her prime. “Hot for this time of year, isn’t it?” she said. She pulled the tail of her T-shirt free and knotted the hem beneath her breasts, leaving a good six inches of smooth, taut, golden-skinned midriff exposed.

Jim thanked God her jeans weren’t low-riders. He wasn’t sure he had a spine that would stand up to the seductive power of Kate’s belly button.

He also felt slightly shell-shocked. It wasn’t that no one had ever seduced him before, usually with his active and enthusiastic cooperation, it was just that he’d had no idea that Kate Shugak could turn it on like this. She was always so sensible, so matter-of-fact, so businesslike. Not to mention hostile, antagonistic, and downright bitchy. It had been clear from the beginning that if she let a man into her life, it would be on her terms, and now, suddenly, she was revealing a secret identity, the Circe inside the Shugak.

He wondered if Jack Morgan had known of this secret identity. If Jack had, it would explain his willingness to cleave only unto her, even to serve out an eighteen-month hiatus in their relationship, waiting for her to come back to him.

Lucky, lucky bastard, he thought, not for the first time, and then pulled himself together. He wasn’t getting sucked into that, no matter how much—yes, he’d admit it—no matter how much he wanted her. It was just sex; that was all. Nobody ever died because they didn’t get laid. And it wasn’t like there was no one else he could go to for aid if such were the case. Laurel Meganack, for example. She’d batted enough eyelash his way to start a small tornado.

That was a plan. If there was anyone who could drive the ghost of Kate Shugak out of his mental attic, Laurel was the girl most likely.


With commendable resolution he ignored the little voice in his head that told him it had already been tried. The summer was strewn with the corpses of women who had heard on the Bush telegraph that Chopper Jim Chopin was once again open for business. The problem was that none of them seemed to hold his interest past “Hello.”

He spoke abruptly, hoping to divert her attention. “Have you talked to Dan lately?”

This would be Dan O’Brien, chief ranger for the Park, avowed Park rat, and longtime friend of Kate’s.

She didn’t exactly cease and desist in giving off pheromones, but he did sense a certain alertness that hadn’t been there the second before. “Somebody’s been trapping brown bears,” he said, his voice still sounding hoarse to his own ears.

“Have they,” Kate said, letting her eyes linger on his lower lip. She touched her own with her tongue.

He took a deep breath. “Yes, they have. Dan has found a dozen carcasses all over the Park. He says whoever it is is using cable snares.”

Kate abandoned her vamp stance for a moment. “Gutted?”

“Yeah.”

“Gallbladders removed?”

“Yeah.”

She swore.

“Yeah,” he said.

“You know who it is,” she said.

“Of course I know who it is,” he said, annoyed. “So do you, and so does Dan. Knowing and proving are two different things, as you also know very well.”

She smiled at him again. “You want me to help you prove it, or you want me to stop it? Which are also two very different things.”


“If we never had this conversation, I want you to stop it,” he said. “If we did, I need evidence.”

“Why don’t you find some?”

“I could,” he said, his jaw tight. “If I wanted to track down a judge who is most probably pulling kings out of a river somewhere in the Bush on the other side of the state at the moment. I could put together some kind of probable cause and get him to issue a warrant. And then of course I’d have to go out and serve it, and do a search, and make a list of all the property taken into evidence, and photograph the scene before and after, and put him under arrest, and transport him to Tok, because they still haven’t shipped the goddamn bars in for the cells in my brand-new Niniltna post, and all this would take me probably two days!”

His voice had been rising steadily throughout this peroration. He glared at her.

Kate laughed. It even sounded like genuine humor, as opposed to a come-on. “Okay, I’ll talk to him. Now, you can do something for me.”

He stiffened. “What?” he said warily.

She laughed again, and the siren was back. “Relax,” she said, still laughing, “I need a trial transcript.”

He was hugely relieved and at the same time bitterly disappointed. “Give me a name.”

“Victoria Pilz Bannister Muravieff.”

“Got a date?”

“How about a year? Count back thirty years.”

He stared at her. “Jesus, Shugak, we were barely a state thirty years back.”

“And I don’t want microfiche, I want it printed out on paper. I don’t think they were doing tapes back then, but who knows. I want a transcript, something I can read.”

“It’ll cost you.”

“Not me. My client.”


“You’ve got a client?”

She nodded. “I’m headed into Anchorage in a couple of days.”

He couldn’t stop himself from saying, “How long you going to be gone?”

She smiled. Oh yeah, the siren was most definitely back. “Just long enough for you to miss me some more.”

Suddenly, the real Jim Chopin stood up. He stepped forward and bent down until the brim of his cap nearly touched her forehead. “I already do.”

In real life, this was Kate Shugak’s cue to back off, to give ground, usually with dignity, sometimes in a hurry, and always with attitude.

She didn’t move. She didn’t even blush. Instead, she leaned into him until the brim of his cap did touch her forehead, and said huskily, “There’s a cure for that.”

The mouse roared and he was outbluffed into an undignified retreat. “Yes. Well. I’ll get to work on that file. You get to work on our alleged poacher.”

“I want that file by tomorrow,” she said, raising her voice as he started the engine.

He raised a hand in acknowledgment without looking around.

She watched him vanish into the trees at the edge of the clearing. Who knew chasing Jim Chopin would be so much fun?

She climbed the stairs and went into the living room. Johnny looked up from the couch and scowled at her. She halted in midstride. “Does it bug you?”

“What?”

“Jim and me.” She didn’t elaborate, but Johnny was going on fifteen and extremely intelligent.

“There is no Jim and you.”

She grinned. “Not yet.”

His frown deepened. “He’s not good enough for you.”


“Absolutely not,” she said cheerfully. “No one is.”

“What about Dad?”

She sat down next to him and looped an arm around his neck. “He almost made the grade.”

The frown eased. “Only almost?”

“Well,” she said. “I really am something, after all.”

He was forced to laugh. “You sure are,” he said, and protested the headlock and the noogie she gave him.

“We’ll drive into town tomorrow, get you registered for school.”

He was not displeased by this news, as Vanessa Cox was in town, living with her adoptive parents, Annie and Billy Mike. “You gonna get that woman’s mom out of jail?”

Kate felt for the check crumpled in her pocket. “I’m going to try. I don’t hold out a lot of hope that I’m going to succeed.”

“You’ll do it,” Johnny said with boundless faith. “You always do.”

That earned him another noogie, and he squealed and wrestled free. “Where am I staying while you’re gone?”

“I figured Auntie Vi’s. She’s got the room, and it’s close enough for you to walk to school.”

“Okay.”

She gave him a suspicious look which he met with a bland stare. “I think it stinks that your love life is better than mine,” she said.

He blushed beet red, and she laughed.

 

Bright and early the next morning, they climbed into the cherry red pickup and lurched back up the twenty-five miles of road into Niniltna. The road ran through the heart of the Park, 20 million mostly pristine acres extending from the Canadian border on the east to Prince William Sound in the south to the TransAlaska Pipeline in the west to the Glenn Highway in the north. Plus maybe a little extra all the way around. It was sparsely populated, the biggest town being Ahtna, which technically wasn’t even in the Park but which was the market town for everyone who lived there—Park rats, rangers, hunters, trappers, fishermen, farmers, mostly Native and Anglo, living in tiny villages at the confluences of rivers, on land homesteaded by great- and great-great-grandfathers when the federal government strove to justify the expenditure of $7.2 million to purchase Alaska from Russia by offering incentives to Outsiders in the form of free land. This free land was far north of the fifty-three, but it was free, and in spite of the frosty latitude, a few thousand took the feds up on it. A few thousand more stayed on after the gold rush in 1898, and a few thousand more stayed on after World War II, and a couple of hundred thousand more after oil was discovered at Prudhoe Bay. Most of them stayed around long enough to put in their twenty and then decamped with their pensions to Arizona and Hawaii.

Fortunately, Kate thought as the truck lunged into a pothole and lunged out again, most of the six hundred thousand plus people living in Alaska today didn’t live in the Park. Nope, most of them lived in Anchorage.

Oh. Wait. She was going to Anchorage.

The sun always seemed to shine when she had to leave the Park. The Quilaks loomed less menacingly on the eastern horizon, the spruce, aspen, birch, cottonwood, alder, and willow never seemed more lush and profligate, everywhere she looked an eagle or a raven or a Canada goose was taking wing. Which reminded her: She needed a new shotgun; she’d look around for one in Anchorage. Moose with their sides bulging from a summer’s browse ambled across the road looking like a filled freezer. A freezer being something else she could get in Anchorage.

She thought of the last time her meat cache had been knocked over, and the labor that had been required to put it back up again. To the uninitiated, it might look like Kate was turning her back on decades of tradition, but it wasn’t disloyalty. It was progress. Her father had always been for progress. At least she thought so, being as how he’d died when she was seven, and while she had many memories of her father, that wasn’t necessarily one of them.

A freezer. What would Emaa have said?

Kate hoped her grandmother would have hated it. She hoped Emaa would have said disapprovingly, “A cache was good enough for your father, Katya, and it was good enough for me.” But even though she hoped it, she wouldn’t have bet on it since Emaa’s house had been the first one in the village wired for electricity.

She laughed suddenly.

“What?” Johnny said.

“Just promise me you’ll never become a professional againster,” Kate told him.

He gaped at her. “A what?”

“Never mind,” she said, and they pulled into the schoolyard.

They emerged an hour later with a fistful of papers, which Kate immediately consigned to the glove compartment. “Or a school administrator,” she said, and they drove to Auntie Vi’s and knocked on the kitchen door.

Auntie Vi opened the door and promptly closed it again.

Kate sighed. “Auntie, open up. I promise not to cook anything or wash anything or fix anything.” She eyed the porch roof. “Or take a paintbrush to your soffits,” she said in a much lower voice.

The door opened again. “What you here for, then?”

Kate nodded at Johnny, duffle in hand. “I need a place to park the kid for a week or so.”

An arm reached out, snagged Johnny by the collar, and hauled him into the house. The door closed firmly behind him.


“Thanks, Auntie,” Kate said to the door.

Mutt was already in Johnny’s seat when Kate got back to the truck. “At least you still love me,” Kate told her.

“Woof,” Mutt said consolingly, and Kate drove to the airstrip. George was gone, and so was the Cessna. Okay, it was another twenty miles to the Roadhouse. “When she walked in, Bernie hid the bar rag.

“It’s okay,” Kate said, “I’m looking for information, not Mr. Clean.”

“And no more counselors. I’m not sharing with anybody else how I feel. Is that clear?”

“It’s clear.”

“I don’t want to hear any more about that goddamn house, either,” he said menacingly, or as menacing as Bernie Koslowski, the mildest of the race of mild-mannered ex-hippie draft dodger-saloonkeeper-basketball coaches could get. “We built it. You’re living in it. Deal with it.”

Kate patted the air with her hands. “I come in peace for all bear kind.”

He examined her suspiciously, and when she made no sudden moves toward the push broom, he relaxed, sort of. “Bear kind?”

“Has Kurt Pletnikoff been in lately?”

Bernie shrugged. “As much as anyone during fishing season.”

“Has he been keeping out-of-town company?”

“Come on, Kate,” he said. “You know I don’t like to gossip about my customers behind their backs.”

“I promise you, Bernie,” she said, “you’re going to have a lot more customers of the federal kind if you don’t help me now. And they won’t be as polite and refined as I am.”

He snorted. “More business for the bar.”

“Not from the locals, if Kurt continues to decimate the bear population.”


“Who says he is?”

“No one,” Kate admitted. “But according to Jim Chopin, there are degallbladdered bear carcasses all over the Park. And we all know what that means.”

Bernie would rather by far be on Kurt Pletnikoff’s bad side than Kate’s. She never forgot and she never forgave, and she was related to half of his customers and had in one way or another helped out most of the other half. Besides, Kurt’s tab was at five hundred and counting, and Bernie wasn’t in the business of loaning money. “Kurt was in here a week ago.”

“Alone?”

“He had company, looked to be of the Asian persuasion. One man, late fifties, I’d say. He had plenty of hair, but it was all gray.” Bernie smoothed back a nonexistent hairline that ended in a long gray ponytail tied back with a strip of leather.

“You know him?”

“Never seen him before.”

“He speak English, or have an accent if he did?”

Bernie shook his head. “Kurt did all the talking.”

“How long were they here?”

“One drink, couple of beers. They didn’t finish them.” Bernie looked mildly annoyed. “Alaskan Amber, too. I hate pouring good beer down the sink.”

“You notice anything else? Anything change hands?”

Bernie shook his head again. “Not in the bar.”

“Okay. Thanks, Bernie.”

“No problem. You didn’t bring the wolf in to say hi?”

Kate grinned. “She’s chasing geese.”

Bernie swore. “Not Edna’s geese, not again, Kate.”

Kate relented. “She’s in the cab.”

Bernie looked relieved. “Thank god I won’t have to stop my wife from rioting in the streets.” He plucked a package of beef jerky out of a jar on the bar. “For the wolf.”


“Thanks.”

From the Roadhouse, Kate drove back to Niniltna and the airstrip, and this time she managed to arrive at the same time George Perry touched down. He was in the act of removing his headphones when he saw her. “Oh crap,” he said, “what now?” He headed immediately for the 1966 Ford Econoline van—held together by faith, dirt, and duct tape—which served as ground support for Chugach Air Taxi’s air-freight business. He backed it around to the Cessna and began unloading boxes from the one and stacking them in the back of the other.

Normally, Kate would have given him a hand, but over the past twenty-four hours she had been made humiliatingly aware that she might have overdone it in the gratitude department. “Have you done any business with Kurt Pletnikoff lately?” she said to George’s determinedly turned back.

“Nope,” he said, tossing a box into the back of the Econoline with a fine disregard for the FRAGILE sticker on its side.

“Has he met any flights lately—say flights with unknown passengers of Asian origin on board?”

George paused. “Maybe.”

“Did he or didn’t he?”

“He might have,” George said.

Kate gritted her teeth. She wasn’t a patient person, but she was on probation and she knew it. “When might he have?”

George gave a characteristic little wiggle, something between a shrug and the Shimmy. “An Asian gentleman could have flown in last Tuesday.”

“And could he have said why he was here?”

George shook his head.

“Did he have you call a ride?” There wasn’t what you could call a cab in Niniltna, but George did have the names of people from the village who had vehicles and were willing to rent themselves out by the mile.

He shook his head.

“When did he leave?”

“That evening.”

“Did you notice if he was carrying something out that he didn’t carry in?”

“Maybe a duffel bag.”

“How big?”

“Basketball-size. Maybe a little bigger. Had handles. Dark blue. Had a logo on it.”

“What logo?”

George screwed up his face. “Can’t remember. Some sports team maybe. Not the Kings.”

As in the Kanuyaq Kings, the local high school team, and very likely the only team logo George could recognize on sight. He was dutiful in his devotion to the hometown boys, but he wasn’t the biggest sports fan. “And this was last Tuesday?”

George nodded.

“Okay,” she said. She started to thank him, then caught his eye, and thought better of it. “I need a ride into town,” she said instead.

“When?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

He thought for a moment before giving a short nod. “I can do that, if you don’t mind early.”

“I don’t mind early. Seven?”

He nodded again. “Don’t be late. I’ve got to be back here in time to bring the Grosdidier brothers home from Alaganik.”

“You can fit them all into one plane?”

He grinned, the most natural expression he’d shown her all summer. “I packs ’em tight,” he said, adding, “Don’t tell the FAA.”


She drove up to the Niniltna Native Association headquarters, a prefabricated building beneath a metal roof that positively sang in the rain and to which even the heaviest snowfall did not stick, to the imminent danger of those walking into and out of the building through the set of double doors centered most precisely beneath its eaves. It looked as if someone had let Auntie Balasha off the chain because the side of the building facing the road was engulfed in flowers of every size and hue, from nasturtiums at the road’s edge to delphiniums tethered to stakes brushing the first-floor windowsills. It was a riot of color right across the spectrum, and it made the building look as if it housed something other than the organization that oversaw and administered the moneys and lands Kate’s tribe had received as a result of the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971.

Billy, chief of said tribe, looked up from his desk when Kate walked in, and, it must be said, paled at the sight of her. Kate, weary of this reaction, held up a hand. “It’s all right, Billy. You get to help me this time.”

He failed to hide his relief. “What do you need, Kate?”

Billy Mike’s face used to be as round as his body, and his smile at least as broad. He was thinner now, paler, too, and there was a bruised look in his eyes that had not been there before and that hurt Kate to see. It was only three months since he’d lost his youngest son, Dandy, and Billy and his wife, Annie, were both still grieving. They had taken in another child, a fourteen-year-old named Vanessa Cox, who was Johnny Morgan’s boon companion and who, Kate greatly feared, was rapidly becoming rather more than that. This was in addition to the Korean baby they had adopted when Annie began to suffer from empty nest syndrome, not to mention the six children who had grown up, gone to school, and, instead of moving back home, had stayed in Anchorage, where there were jobs and bars and cable television, and who were proving remarkably dilatory in providing the Mikes with the grandchildren both of them were vociferous about wanting.

That Billy and Annie didn’t blame Kate for Dandy’s death was a mystery for which she would be eternally grateful. That they had opened their home and hearts to Vanessa, the killer’s child, was even more extraordinary, but it was a fact that Vanessa, orphaned when both her parents had been killed in a car crash Outside and then shipped to Alaska to live with her nearest relatives, was looking more like a kid and less like a prematurely aged old woman than she had since she arrived in the Park the year before.

“I’m looking for Kurt Pletnikoff,” Kate said. “He’s not in the same old cabin out on Fool’s Gold Creek, is he?”

Billy shook his head. “He moved. He came into some money when his father died. The father evidently couldn’t figure out anybody better to leave, it to. Kurt bought Luba Hardt’s property off Black Water Road and built himself a house. Sort of.”

“I didn’t know that,” Kate said. “Did Luba move out of the Park?”

“No, she just got thirsty, and Kurt happened to be standing next to her at the Roadhouse with a fistful of his daddy’s cash when she did.”

“Where’s she living now?”

“Last I heard, she was on the street in Anchorage. I got George to put the word out at Bean’s Café and the Brother Francis Shelter that when she wants to come home, we’ll foot the bill.”

“I’m going to Anchorage myself tomorrow or the next day,” Kate said. “I’ll look around.”

Billy nodded. “Appreciate it. Why do you want to know where Kurt is?”

Kate looked at him and raised an eyebrow.


He waved her off. “Yeah, I know, ask a dumb question. Don’t kill him, okay?”

“No promises,” Kate said, and left.

 

Kurt Pletnikoff’s home, if you could call it that, had been built on an elevated foundation of cement blocks around a frame of two-by-fours in a space in the middle of a thick stand of tall, heavy spruce that blocked out the sun. It was a gloomy little clearing, but neat, the wood stacked and the trash picked up.

The steps to the front and only door were made of more two-by-fours, in which there were a lot of nail pops to catch at the soles of Kate’s shoes. The building shook slightly when she knocked on the door. “Kurt?”

There was no answer.

She knocked again. “Kurt Pletnikoff? It’s Kate Shugak.”

Still no answer. She tried the handle. It was unlocked. She peered inside.

It was one room, about the size of her former cabin, with neither the loft nor the charm. The inside was even less prepossessing than the outside. A narrow iron cot with a thin mattress stood beneath the only window, a couple of green army blankets smoothed across it. A broken-down couch stood on one side of an oil stove made from a fifty-five-gallon drum. On the other side of the stove stood a table made of an old door, with two-by-fours for legs. There was a pile of magazines, nothing too sophisticated—Guns & Ammo, Sports Illustrated, Penthouse. A cupboard minus the doors had been screwed to one wall and was filled with canned and dry goods. A bag of apples, the top knotted off, sat on top of a bag of dog food.

The floor was clean, and a big galvanized garbage can sat next to the cupboard. A bowl, a spoon, and a mug were upended on a dish towel spread next to the apples.


Kate touched the bowl. A drop of water coalesced on her fingertip. She felt rather than heard motion behind her, and she stepped quickly to the left, dropping to the floor in a shoulder roll and regaining her feet in the same movement. She picked up the chair and brought the seat down on the head of the man who had been sneaking up behind her, not hard enough to knock him out, just hard enough to get his attention.

“Ouch!” the man yelled. He grabbed his head.

“Hi, Kurt,” Kate said, and put the chair down. It had been a while, and it pleased her to know that she still had the moves. Especially after she’d gotten blindsided by that shovel in May, an event she still couldn’t think of without a certain amount of shame. Mutt, galloping up to the door, her tongue lolling out to one side, surveyed the situation with an expert eye, gave a short congratulatory bark, and went back to sniffing out the moose cow and calf who had left such an intriguing scent trail crisscrossing the yard around the cabin. She wasn’t all that hungry, but like Kate she liked to know that she still got game.

Fifteen minutes later, Kurt was sitting on the bed and Kate was sitting on the chair. Two mugs of steaming chamomile tea—Kurt was into herbal teas—sat on the table, along with a box of sugar and a spoon.

“Did you have to hit me so hard?” Kurt said plaintively, rubbing the crown of his head with a careful hand. “I mean, Jesus, Kate.”

“Did you have to shoot half a dozen bears just for their gallbladders?” Kate said. “I mean, Jesus, Kurt. Where are they, by the way?”

“I worked hard for those bladders, Kate. You can’t just—”

“Yeah, I can. Where are they?” When Kurt looked stubborn, Kate surveyed the cabin. “Well,” she said, “it’s not much, but it’s home, and I have to say I like your housekeeping. Be a shame if I had to start tearing it apart.”

Kurt muttered something. “I beg your pardon?” Kate said, and sipped her tea. “This is pretty good tea. I’ll have to get some for myself.”

He stretched out one shaking hand for the other mug. She waited until he’d gotten on the outside of the better part of it. “Come on, Kurt,” she said with a patient, even kindly air, “I’m giving you a choice. I can either take them in or I can take you in.”

He looked up from his mug, hope in his eye as he fixed on the one relevant point in her dialogue. “You’re not taking me in?”

“Not if I don’t have to,” she said. She let the pleasant smile on her face fade. “Not this time. You pull this again, Kurt, and it’s federal prison for you—no passing go, no collecting two hundred dollars.”

He looked back into his tea. “I’m broke, Kate,” he said in a low voice.

“We’re all broke,” she said, “so what else is new? Being broke is part of living in the Park. You want to get rich, move to Anchorage and get yourself a job with the state.”

“You should talk,” he muttered. “You’ve got a brand-new house you don’t even have to—”

“Stop right there, Kurt.” Kate took another sip of tea. It really was quite good, soothing the instinctive embarrassment that threatened to overwhelm her at his words. He was right. With a house like that, she was nowhere near as broke as he was. She forced herself to speak evenly. “My house has nothing to do with you shooting bears to harvest their gallbladders and sell them on the black market. It’s illegal, and you know it. It’s harmful to maintaining a viable population of grizzlies in the Park, and you know that, too. And if you don’t understand that if you do this again Jim Chopin is going to have to take you into protective custody so that Dan O’Brian won’t feed your ass to those same grizzlies, you’re too stupid to live.”

He remained silent, head down.

“Where are they?” Kate said. “And don’t make me ask again.”

They were in a game bag secreted beneath a loose floorboard. They smelled pretty ripe.

Kurt watched her, glowering. She paused in the doorway, game bag in hand. “I don’t want to have to come back out here, Kurt.”

He maintained a surly silence. He wasn’t holding his head anymore, but he looked a little green. Nausea was a frequent companion to blunt-force head trauma, as Kate knew only too well, and she decided to leave him to it.

As she drove out of the clearing, she had a sinking feeling that it wouldn’t be her last visit to Kurt’s cabin.
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