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Gold.
Number 79 on the periodic table. “Au,” from the Latin aurum.

The most precious and prized of metals, used for currency beginning with the Egyptian pharaohs in 2700 B.C. and down through
the ages by all nations as the metal of choice in the manufacture of those coins of highest value, the aureus, the solidus, the ducat,
the guilder, the sovereign, the double eagle, the Krugerrand.
A malleable and forgiving metal, an ounce of pure gold can be beaten into a sheet large enough to gild the roof of a small home,
although it is more dense than lead. It doesn’t corrode, which makes it perfect for jewelry, although in its pure state it is too soft to
stand up to repeated use and so is alloyed with other metals—copper, silver, nickel, or palladium—so that a wedding ring will last
through a golden anniversary.
Gold is tasteless, although in the 1500s a Dutchman invented a liqueur called Goldwasser in which he sprinkled gold flakes.
Medieval chefs used gold to garnish sweets before sending them up to the high tables.
Gold is an excellent conductor of heat and electricity, and resistant to oxidation and corrosion, making it useful in electronics and
dentistry. It was used to plate the copper disk of recorded greetings on board Voyager 1, a hundred astronomical units out and
counting. It is included in speculative designs for solar sails for spaceships and solar collectors for space habitats. Scientists have
built gold nanospheres to work with lasers on a cure for cancer.
Gold is rare. Of all the noble metals, only mercury is more infrequently found in the earth’s crust.
Mythological gold is as seductive as gold manifest. Midas asked Dionysus for the gift of turning everything to gold with his touch,
only to discover a mixed blessing when gold food and drink proved to be indigestible. Jason’s fleece, Kidd’s treasure, Pizarro’s El
Dorado, Sutter’s Mill, Siwash George’s Rabbit Creek, Yamashita’s Buddha—in any reality, in any century gold enthralls,
enchants, intoxicates, and is the downfall of many an otherwise sensible man or woman who succumbs to its siren song.
Gold.
At last report, $940.48 per troy ounce on the world market. . . .

One

MEMORIAL DAY

Father Smith was the proud proprietor of a forty-acre homestead in the Park, along with a wife and seventeen children, all of whom
still lived at home.
Not that he would ever have admitted it, even to himself, this registered as nothing compared to the fact that he was the sole owner
of the subsurface mineral rights to his forty acres, and that said forty acres abutted Beaver Creek.
Beaver Creek hosted a very nice run of king salmon in the summer, its many small feeder creeks offering narrow, shallow gravel
beds for the salmon to lay and fertilize their eggs. It also supported a healthy population of beaver. It was one of the Park’s larger
creeks, a fifteen-mile tributary of the Kanuyaq River that rose in the northernmost foothills of the Quilaks, drained south-southwest,
and in high water was navigable to just above the Smith homestead. The creek formed the homestead’s eastern lot line.
The homestead had been previously owned by an Alaskan old fart who had staked a gold claim on Beaver Creek and had proved
up on the homestead by building a cabin there and living in it. Thirty years later, on the other side of a bad divorce, he’d been in a
hurry to vacate the premises before his ex-wife, also known as Rebecca the Raptor, nudged her lawyer into investigating the
property title with a view toward adding it to her rapidly accumulating pile of marital assets.
Father Smith had furnished the capital and Park rat Louis Deem the insider knowledge, and together they had gone equal partners
on the purchase. Things became complicated when Louis was murdered, but now, at long last, Judge Singh in Ahtna had ruled on
his petition and granted Father Smith clear title and sole ownership. “Joint rights of survivorship” was a fine, statutory phrase.
Father Smith had Ahtna attorney Pete Wheeler draw up his own will immediately afterward. Seventeen heirs, eighteen if you
counted Mother Smith, could prove troublesome to each other and to the courts, but that, Lord willing, was a long time off and not
to be worried over at present. Man proposes, God disposes.
Judge Singh had arrived at her verdict despite a feeble and barely legal protest from Louis Deem’s roommate, sycophant and de
facto coheir Howie Katelnikof, and a more ably argued but equally futile complaint by the Parks Service. Father Smith did not
consider Howie as a future problem. The Parks Service was another matter, their proprietrary regard for all lands within their
boundaries well known to Park rats, whether the property had been grandfathered in or not. Father Smith had no doubt there were
legal challenges from the Parks Service in the future. God tested the faithful in many ways.
But now it was time to revel in the present. Time now to draw up plans to extract the gold he knew was there, never mind the old
fart’s assertion that he’d never pulled out more than an ounce of dust at a time. A sluice box, perhaps, creekside. Or, dare he think
it, a dredge? A small one, to begin with, and then he’d see. God helps those who help themselves.
A smile spread beneath the thick white beard that flowed from chin to waist. His Carhartt bibs were frayed and stained, the blackand-red plaid Pendleton shirt beneath it patched and faded, and the Xtra Tuffs on his feet looked like they’d been gnawed on by
ferrets, but there was a spring in his step and a sparkle in the bright blue eyes beneath the brim of his hat. He wore the creased
and grimy leather fedora at a sober angle, as befit a man of substance and property.
He’d hitched a ride from the courthouse in Ahtna to Niniltna with Martin Shugak, who had a crush on Abigail, the eldest of Father
Smith’s daughters. In a place where men outnumbered women seven to one, that crush was shared by every other male Park rat
between the ages of sixteen and forty. Abigail, erstwhile fiancée of the late Louis Deem and the seal on the land deal between the
two men, remained uninterested. On the whole Father Smith was pleased. He wanted a suitor for Abigail who would bring

something more to the Smith table than raging testosterone. A strong back, a willingness to work, and his own Caterpillar backhoe
loader, say. By all accounts, Martin Shugak was not that man, but a ride from Ahtna to Niniltna over fifty miles of lumpy, bumpy,
unmaintained gravel road, offered for whatever reason, was not to be refused.
Martin let him off at the edge of town after trying and failing to secure an invitation to dinner at some future date. Niniltna was in the
throes of its Memorial Day celebration, which featured a parade, to be followed shortly thereafter by a potluck barbecue at the gym.
The parade began with the white Blazer with the gold shield of the Alaska State Troopers on the door moving in slow and stately
fashion up Riverside Drive, followed by a dozen veterans in clean but tattered uniforms, marching proudly out of step, with Demetri
Totemoff and George Perry carrying the flags and Bobby Clark driving Jeff Talbot’s camo Jeep with Miss Niniltna sitting in the
backseat. Someone had coached her in the beauty queen wave, elbow-elbow, wrist-wrist.
An anonymous flatbed had been commandeered by the Niniltna Native Association and was manned by the four aunties, sitting in
a half circle on upright wooden chairs, a quilt checkered with the colors of all fifty state flags spread over their laps.
Spaces between the floats were filled with every kid in Niniltna who had a trike, a bike, or a four-wheeler, dressed in their
interpretation—or their parent’s—of wounded Revolutionary War militia men bearing flag, fife, and drum. They clustered close
behind the dump truck, and some of their imitation leather jerkins were so full they were leaking lines of candies, the instantly
recognizable spoor of the eight-year-old Niniltnan during a parade.
Because Global Harvest had rolled out a gigantic dump truck, with a dozen employees of the Suulutaq Mine in the back clinging to
the sides so they wouldn’t slide out. The bed was half raised, inside which could be seen the employees standing calf-deep in
candy. They were literally shoveling it over the side, a rain of—Father Smith stooped to scoop up a handful—Jolly Ranchers
mixed with Dove Promises.
Everyone who wasn’t in the parade was watching it, and next to him Iris Meganack unwrapped one of the chocolates and gasped.
“Look!” she said, holding out the foil wrapper so people could see.
On the inside of the bright gold wrapper was the Suulutaq Mine logo, the golden sunburst with the line of mountains behind it. You
had only to raise your eyes to the horizon to see that same line of mountains repeated against the eastern sky.
“That must have cost them a fortune,” Harvey Meganack said, respect warring with envy in his voice.
“Not as much as it cost them to bring that dump truck in from the mine,” someone else said. “How the hell’d they do that, anyway?”
“Helicopter.”
“Herc.”
“Drove it in from Ahtna, hasn’t even been out to the mine yet.”
“I wonder if they’d rent it out? I got a hundred yards of Bloody Creek gravel needs moving. That puppy’d get it done in a day.”
The kids swooping down on the thrown candies paid no heed. They were too busy stripping foil and stuffing chocolate into their
mouths.
Father Smith pocketed his handful and went for more, filling both pockets and the pouch on his bibs. He was only thinking of his
kids back on the homestead.
He cheered the parade and appreciated the barbecue to the tune of three heaping plates’ worth, indifferent to or outright ignoring
the baleful glance of the four aunties who had descended from the flatbed to work the serving line. Afterward he hitched a ride up
the Step road with Oscar Jimenez, partner with Keith Gette in a greenhouse that marketed fresh greens to gourmet restaurants and
wholesale food stores as far away as New York City, and cut peonies in bulk to florists worldwide. Rumor had it that they were
partners in the carnal sense as well, which made them unnatural, godless freaks of nature and unclean to boot, not to mention no
prospect as sons-in-law.
However, he did notice that Oscar was driving a brand-new Ford Super Duty Super Cab F350 V8 Turbo Diesel long-bed pickup.
Their business must be doing well. He wondered if perhaps it wasn’t his duty to try to help Oscar and Keith through the difficult
task of accepting their true identities, to lead them from the homosexual wilderness into the heterosexual Promised Land. God
wanted to heal them. Marriage was a part of that healing process. He himself was God’s humble servant.
These musings were interrupted by the sudden realization that the leather seat felt very warm beneath his hindquarters. He
grabbed the dash, half rising, panicking at the thought that he’d wet himself.
“Sorry,” Jimenez said. “Should have warned you. Heated seats.” He flicked a switch, and Father Smith subsided, trying to hide his
embarrassment. He kept his hand on the door handle as a precaution against any assault on his virtue, as who knew what else
could be expected from someone so self-indulgent as to own a vehicle with heated seats, and he debarked the truck with dispatch
at the turnoff to his homestead. He raised his hat and gave polite thanks for the lift, because there was no excuse for bad manners,
and lost no time in hoofing it down the trail before Jimenez could offer to take him to his very doorstep.
The trail had been blazed out of the wilderness around bogs and rises with a D-6 Caterpillar tractor. Today, around the second
rise, Father Smith came upon a pickup truck parked in the middle of the trail.
This was odd, as “trail” was something of a misnomer. The route into the Smiths’ homestead wasn’t two years old, it had been
maintained even less often than the main road, and the surface was not an invitation to regular traffic. Parts of it were constantly
under water, other parts had been retaken by belligerent alders determined not to be dispossessed. To find a strange vehicle on
the trail argued one of two possibilities, that the driver was either very lost or poaching game on the Park lands that abutted the
Smith homestead.
It was an elderly Ford Ranger three-quarter ton, the bed empty, dark blue paint rusting beneath a solid layer of grime that
appeared to have been accumulated during the life of the vehicle. It had Washington State plates. Father Smith approached with
caution, pushing himself between the encroaching thicket of diamond willow just beginning to bud and the driver’s side of the
truck. “Hello?” he said.
The cab was empty. He looked around. Sparrows and chickadees were singing, crows and ravens were cawing, in the distance
he heard the incongruously cheery chirrup of an eagle. Not far enough away, brush crunched beneath the feet of some larger
animal.
He suppressed the unworthy desire for something heavier in the way of defense than the aged hunting knife in the worn leather
sheath strapped to his belt. He reminded himself that God was on his side. “Hello?” he said, raising his voice. “Anybody around
who belongs to this truck?”
No answer.
He put a tentative hand on the door handle. It wasn’t locked.
“Hello?”

Still no answer. He opened the door and peered inside.
There was a handwritten note taped to the steering wheel.
He contemplated this in silence. The truck, parked on the trail to his homestead, was in itself an anomaly. A note taped to the
steering wheel was bizarre.
He would have been less than human had he not yielded to curiosity and read it.
The note had been written in black ink with a broad nib, printed on a blank eight-and-a-half-by-eleven-inch sheet of paper in large
block letters, neat, upright, legible. The content was direct and to the point.

I am returning my body to nature.
I do this of my own free will.
Please do not look for me.

“Oh my god,” Father Smith said, with a dismaying lack of reverence. “Hello? Hello! Hello, out there!” He cupped his hands and
shouted. “Come back! Come on, nothing’s so bad that you have to do something like this! God loves you! You can come home
with me, have a meal, be with my family! Hello? Hello!”
He called and shouted for a good quarter of an hour, but only the birds replied.

Two
He had to go up to the mine,” Maggie said.
Kate went on alert. “Why, what’s going on out there?”
Maggie shook her head. “Not the Suulutaq, the Kanuyaq.”
The Kanuyaq was a dilapidated collection of buildings clustered together on the end of a mountainous pile of gravel tailings four
miles up the road from Niniltna, the remains of a copper mine whose owners had closed up shop back in 1936. It had long since
been stripped of anything salvageable, right down to the railroad ties under the tracks pulled up after the last train out. As any Park
rat could tell you, railroad ties were useful items for house foundations, raised-bed gardens, and wooden bridges in need of
resurfacing.
The Suulutaq Mine, on the other hand, was a gold mine, fifty miles south-southwest of town, inaccessible by road—so far—and a
going concern. Two years before, Global Harvest Resources Inc. had discovered forty-two million ounces of gold, as well as
commercial quantities of copper and molybdenum, on state leases in the middle of the Iqaluk Wildlife Refuge. They had, last time
Kate checked, a hundred people on site, primarily engaged in drilling core samples in a continuing attempt to define the
boundaries of a deposit that had thus far refused all limitation. They were also assembling the studies and documentation for their
environmental impact statement. When the EIS was completed, accepted by the powers that be, and ratified by all the relevant
state and federal agencies, as Kate had no doubt it would be, Global would go into production and their on-site population would
rise to an estimated two thousand.
“Abandon hope, all ye who enter the Park,” some wag had written on the Roadhouse wall in big black Marks-A-Lot letters. “Global
cometh.”
Not without effort, Kate put the thought aside. It would be years before a producing mine came to pass, years of attorneys
representing Global and the Sierra Club and fishermen’s associations and miners’ guilds and the state government arguing their
clients’ causes in one court after another. Sufficient unto the day would be the evil thereof. In the meantime, she was in search of
her errant trooper. “Okay,” she said, “what’s going on up at the Kanuyaq, then?”
“Wasillie Kvasnikof called in a report that some of the off-shift Suulutaq guys were partying up there and wrecking stuff.” Maggie
was pulling off her dress jacket as she spoke. “It’s still private property, you know.”
“I never said it wasn’t,” Kate said. “What’s with the fancy dress?”
Maggie’s mouth turned down at the corners, and she tossed the blue jacket with the Alaska State Trooper insignia on a chair.
Hurled it, more like. Mutt, standing on Kate’s right, cocked an apprehensive ear. “Since Jim is on call, I had to drive the Blazer in
the parade.”
Translated, this meant Sergeant Jim Chopin had taken the first opportunity that came his way to dump leading the parade off on
Maggie Montgomery, his clerk, dispatcher, and warden. “If you were in the Blazer, what’s he driving?”
“He went up with whoever it was that came whining into the office,” Maggie said. She wasn’t in a good mood. “You should see the
call sheet since they went into full gear out there, Kate. Nothing but trouble. We don’t even get goddamn holidays off anymore.”
Maggie didn’t often use profanity, and “out there” was understood by Kate to be the Suulutaq Mine, not the Kanuyaq. “I know. Jim
hasn’t made it home for the last three nights.” That came out a little more forlorn than she had meant it to, and she said, “Bobby
says you can’t hardly get in the door of the Roadhouse these days.”
For a moment it looked like Maggie was going to burst into tears.
“It’s jobs, Maggie.”
“I know,” Maggie said, with an emphasis that brought Mutt’s ears up. “I know,” she repeated in a more subdued tone. “It’s just that
—”
All anyone ever wanted to talk about anymore was the goddamn Suulutaq Mine and what the mine was going to do to the Park. It
was especially all anyone ever wanted to talk about to Kate, who, as the reigning chair of the board of directors of the Niniltna

Native Association, the largest governing body in twenty million acres of Park lands, might be imagined to have some say in the
matter.
My life used to be so simple, she thought now, and she interrupted Maggie without compunction. “Anybody in back?”
Maggie was hurt, and let it show by the curtness of her reply. “Petey Jeppsen. Oh, and Willard, of course.”
“Willard” was Willard Shugak, Kate’s second or third cousin, or maybe her first cousin once removed—she could never remember
which. There were a lot of Shugaks in the Park. There were a lot of Shugaks in Alaska, come to that. One thing she couldn’t and
didn’t ever forget was that Willard was Auntie Balasha’s grandson, that her daughter and his mother had been an alcoholic, which
made Willard a victim of fetal alcohol syndrome. He was a simple, uncomplicated soul with a gift for the inner workings of the
internal combustion engine. He couldn’t read a Chilton manual to save his life but he could fix anything on four wheels
blindfolded. Kate walked back to the cells.
Willard, tall for an Alaska Native and carrying an increasing amount of weight, greeted her with his trademark beaming smile.
“Hey, Kate! You come to get me out?”
“What are you in for this time, Willard?”
Willard’s beam failed and his brow creased. “I don’t know, Kate.” Short-term memory was not Willard’s strong suit. His long-term
memory was even worse.
“Were you bothering Cindy again?”
He hung his head and mumbled something at his shoes. “I don’t remember.” He peeped at her and looked away again. “Hey,
Mutt!” He reached through the bars to give Mutt a rough pat. Mutt’s tail gave a halfhearted wag.
The thing about Willard was he really didn’t remember, or he didn’t remember much. Jim had probably locked Willard up more for
Willard’s own safety than because Cindy had caught him stealing Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups from her store again. Cindy had
threatened to shoot him last time. “That Chopper Jim,” Kate said, shaking her head. “He sure can be tough on a guy.”
“He sure can, Kate,” Willard said mournfully. “He sure can. But he’s a nice guy anyway, you know?”
Kate had extensive, detailed personal experience as to just how nice Sergeant Jim Chopin, pride of the Alaska State Troopers,
could be. With an effort she kept her face solemn as she nodded back. “Where’s Howie, Willard?”
Howie Katelnikof, amateur blackmailer, professional thief, and practicing weasel, was Willard’s roommate. His one redeeming
feature was that he took care of Willard. He took good care of him, as even Kate, unwilling to grant Howie the slightest virtue, had
to admit. Howie saw to it that Willard was dressed in clean clothes appropriate to the season, had at least one hot meal a day,
even if it was nuked out of the freezer, made sure his sheets and towels were clean once a week, and, when Howie wasn’t off
stripping a carelessly parked snow machine for parts, Howie was Willard’s constant companion. Given the low life expectancy of
most FAS/FAE victims, Howie was the main reason Willard, now in his early forties, was still around. Since no one wanted to see
Auntie Balasha burdened with Willard’s care, Howie had a free get-out-of-jail card with most Park rats.
Of course, should he cease caring for Willard in the style to which the Park had become accustomed, said get-out-of-jail-free card
was liable to be revoked, immediately and without notice. “Where’s Howie?” Kate said again.
“I dunno,” Willard said. “Around somewhere.” He brightened again. “Say, Kate, you know Maggie, up front?”
“I do know Maggie, Willard.”
“She’s got some of those Girl Scout cookies, you know, the ones with the chocolate in ’em?”
Willard was always hungry and he had a fatal predilection for anything sweet. “You want some?” Kate said.
Willard nodded, his head bobbing so hard he knocked Anakin Skywalker out of his shirt pocket. His eyes went wide with dismay
and he caught the little action figure in clumsy hands just before it crashed on the floor. “Wow,” he said, patting Anakin on the head
and tucking him back into his pocket with reverential care. “That was close.” He looked at Kate. “So will you ask her, Kate?”
Cookies he could remember.
“I’ll ask her,” Kate said.
Willard beamed again.
Turning, she caught sight of Petey Jeppsen in the opposite cell. “Hey, Petey.”
Petey, lying flat on his back and staring at the ceiling, said, “Hey, Kate.”
“What for this time?”
Petey was tall and thin, with deep-set dark blue eyes, hollow cheeks, and stiff dishwater-blond hair cut short in no perceptible
style. He wore worn jeans and a dark blue fleece over a plaid shirt. His voice was deep and low and would have been pleasant on
the ear but for its suggestion of a whine. It was only a suggestion, though, a distinct improvement from the last time she’d had any
serious contact with him, when the whine was threatening to take over his entire world view.
He had closed his eyes at her question, willing her away. She stood where she was. He sighed and opened his eyes to stare at
the ceiling again. “Howie Katelnikof knew a guy who—”
“Yeah, you can stop right there,” Kate said. “Come on, Petey, you know better than to hook up with Howie for any reason whatever.
What the hell were you thinking?” Not to mention that Petey was here and Howie wasn’t. She was proud of the mercy she showed
by not pointing that out.
He took a deep breath and let it out, slowly. He sat up, slowly. He leaned forward, slowly, to rest his elbows on his knees. He
raised his head to look at her, slowly. “What the hell else am I supposed to do, Kate?”
“Get a job?” Kate said.
He snorted, but there wasn’t much life in it. “Nobody wants to hire a felon.” He was gathering steam and in spite of the subject
matter she was glad to see there was some life left in the kid. He was only—what? Twenty-two? Twenty-three? “Nobody wants to
hire a felon, or rent them an apartment, or make a car loan to one, either.”
Have you ever been convicted of a felony? The question was on every job application, every loan application, every rental
agreement. “There are programs,” she said. “Your probation officer—”
He laughed. There was no amusement in the sound. “My PO. I check in with him once a week just so he can tell me how
worthless I am. Yeah, he’ll get me set up with a program, all right. He probably gave my name to Howie when Howie went looking
for someone to help him clean out that garage. And his first call right after that was probably to Chopper Jim.”
“Your folks—”
“No,” he said, his voice rising. “They told me never to come back. I don’t want to, anyway. I’ve had about all I can stand of
preaching.”
The Jeppsens were born-again Christian fundamentalists who had moved to the Park twenty-some years before. Except for a

dispute with the Kreugers over a common property line that had escalated into a shoot-out at the Roadhouse four years before,
and a Jeppsen sister named Bonnie who had aced a Krueger out of the postmistress’s job, the Jeppsens generally tended to stay
down on the homestead. Kate knew them by sight, and because of Bernie’s bitter comments about being deprived of a potential
starting forward for the Kanuyaq Kings she knew that Petey had been homeschooled, but that was about it. “You should have—”
“I know that, Kate,” he said, angry now. “You don’t have to say it, I know what I should have done. I said so, in court. I testified
against the other guys. I thanked Judge Singh for the short sentence and I promised her I’d walk the straight and narrow when I got
out. But I can’t get a job, which doesn’t matter because I don’t have any way to get to it, and I don’t have anywhere to go after the
job’s done for the day anyway. What the hell, I might as well go back to jail. At least I’ll have a bed and three squares.”
He flopped back on the cot and put his arm over his eyes.
“You won’t forget about those cookies, will you, Kate?” Willard said, anxious.
She turned and walked to the outer office. “Maggie, could Willard have some of those—” She was interrupted by the door opening.
Auntie Vi walked in—with something less than her usual bounce, Kate noticed—followed by another woman, a stranger to Kate.
She was tall, at least five ten, and slender with a smooth fall of dark blond hair that cupped her chin in a controlled wave. Her
forehead was high and narrow, her eyes were an indeterminate blue, her nose long and thin, and her mouth straight and firm. She
wore a black Windbreaker with the Suulutaq sunburst embroidered on the breast.
Her eyes considered Kate, passed on to Maggie and took in the uniform shirt. “Are you the trooper dispatcher?”
“Yes. Maggie Montgomery.”
“Holly Haynes. I work for Vern Truax out at the Suulutaq Mine.”
Kate and Maggie exchanged glances. “Superintendent Vernon Truax?”
Haynes smiled. “That’s my boss. I’m the staff geologist, and Vern’s number two. I understand you’re also a notary public?”
Maggie nodded. “Yes, I am.”
“Great,” Haynes said. “Ms. Moonin and I have a bill of sale we’d like to have notarized.” She looked at Kate. “Wouldn’t hurt to have
a witness, Ms.—”
“Shugak,” Maggie said. “Kate Shugak.”
Haynes’s hand in Kate’s was cool and smooth, her nails clean and clipped, her cuticles neat and under control. “Kate Shugak,”
she said. “The same Kate Shugak who is chair of the board of directors of the Niniltna Native Association?”
“There’s only one,” Maggie said, and maybe only Kate heard the “thank god” that was implicit at the end of her sentence.
“Good to meet you,” Haynes said. “I’ve heard a lot about you, I’ve been looking forward to it.”
Kate released Haynes’s hand and looked at Auntie Vi. “What are you selling, Auntie?”
Auntie Vi’s face was a sight to behold, the expression on her round, wrinkled face registering such a complex mix of emotions that
Kate was hard put to identify them all. Fear, triumph, relief, defiance, and that was just for starters. Was it actually, physically
possible for Auntie Vi to feel embarrassment? Kate would have bet large against it, and she would have lost.
“I sell mine my boarding house,” she said.
Auntie, what the hell are you doing?”
Kate had pulled Auntie Vi into Jim’s office and closed the door behind them.
“I sell mine my boarding house.” The diminutive eightysomething stood straight as a board, looking rather as if she were facing a
firing squad of one.
“Okay,” Kate said, “I got it the first three times you said that. Why?”
Auntie Vi tried for an insouciant shrug and almost pulled it off. “They pay my price. No haggle, I ask, they write check.” She pulled
a piece of paper from her pocket and brandished it.
The number of zeroes on the end of the amount made Kate blink. “Didn’t they want an appraisal, or an engineer’s report?”
Auntie Vi shook her head. “They need beds for mine workers going in going out. Get stuck because of weather maybe, got
business in Niniltna maybe, only house in town with enough beds for sure.” Head jerk toward the outer office. “She say save them
money to buy instead of rent. She ask price. I tell her. She write check.”
Kate’s mouth opened and closed a few times with nothing coming out, which pretty much expressed her immediate reaction. Viola
Moonin, lifetime Park rat, one of the original founders of the NNA, one of the grand dames of her mixed tribe of Aleuts,
Athabascans, Tlingits, Haidas, and one lone Tsimshian. Not to mention the stray infusions from Scandinavia, Eastern Europe,
Africa, Asia, and South America. Subsistence fisher, hunter, trapper, net mender, world-class quilter, and all-around entrepreneur,
owner and proprietor of the village of Niniltna’s first and only bed-and-breakfast establishment.
Viola Moonin, one of the four aunties, the de facto moral center of the Park, the court of its first and last appeal, and for a brief
moment mercifully past, its Star Chamber.
Viola Moonin, the first to speak out against the Suulutaq Mine and the danger it represented to the environment and the lifestyle of
the Park.
Viola Moonin, the first to sell out.
Outside the door Kate heard Mutt give a whine with the hint of a growl on the end of it, audible enough that she must have her
nose jammed into the crack. Mutt didn’t like being shut on the other side of any door between her and Kate. “What are you going to
do?” she said.
Another jerk of the head. “Run it for them. They pay me.” Auntie Vi smiled, and the resultant baring of teeth engendered a
remarkable resemblance to the half husky half wolf on the other side of the door. “They pay good.”
Haynes and Maggie turned their heads when the door to Jim’s office opened again. Mutt thrust her nose beneath Kate’s hand and
the feel of that thick gray pelt against her skin steadied her. She took a deep breath and looked at Maggie. “She’s made up her
mind. It’s a fair offer. Let’s get this done.”
Maggie notarized the bill of sale, Kate witnessed it, and Maggie made copies for everyone.
Kate folded hers into quarters and was tucking it into a hip pocket when the front door opened again. All four women looked
around and beheld Father Smith, who removed his stained leather hat with undeniable grace. “Ladies.”
“Mr. Smith,” Maggie said, accent on the honorific. Kate nodded, Auntie Vi stared right through him, and when no introduction was
forthcoming Haynes said, “Holly Haynes, Suulutaq Mine.”
“Father Smith of Beaver Creek.”

In spite of his attention to his manners Father Smith looked less affable than usual. In fact, Kate thought, he looked downright
worried.
“How can I help you, Mr. Smith?” Maggie said.
“I found an abandoned truck on the road into my homestead,” he said.
They listened to his story in silence. Maggie looked at Kate. “I don’t know when Jim’ll be back.”
“You go find that one now or dead him,” Auntie Vi said. “Maybe dead already anyway.”
Haynes’s eyes widened, but as usual Auntie Vi had summed it up in a manner that would have pleased Strunk and White. “When
was the last time you were down that road, Mr. Smith?” Kate said.
He thought. “Ten days ago.”
“Your family been into town since you been gone?”
He shook his head. “I doubt it. Nothing to come into town for.”
He met her eyes with a bland expression, and whatever opinions Kate might have had about his family’s need to leave their
remote homestead she had learned the hard way last year to keep to herself. “So, the pickup might have been abandoned there
an hour after you left,” she said.
He nodded.
“Or an hour before you got there.” Kate looked at Maggie. “I’ll go get a Grosdidier, and then we’ll go up and get Dan O’Brian.” The
four Grosdidier brothers were the Park’s EMT team, and Dan O’Brian was the Park’s chief ranger.
Maggie nodded. “I’ll tell Jim what’s up when he gets back.”
The Grosdidier driveway was full so Kate had to park on the road. Smith waited in the pickup. Mutt followed Kate.
It was a two-story, two-bathroom, four-bedroom house, typical of the post–log cabin construction boom in the Park in the midseventies. It was always cheaper to go up, requiring a smaller foundation in construction and less in the way of heat in operation.
A detached garage the size of a small hangar stood to the left. Both buildings fronted the river. An aging but sturdy dock was built
on the bank, to which was moored a thirty-six-foot drifter named Audra Sue, resplendent in a brand-new coat of white paint. Kate
paused with her hand on the door for a closer look. Yes, the brand-new red trim line began at the bow with a square cross. She
had to smile.
She pushed open the door and stepped into a small room crowded with mismatched chairs that had all seen better days. A large
empty wooden spool sat in the middle of the room, laden with magazines ranging from Guns & Ammo to Cosmopolitan. The
Redbook issue facing Kate’s direction had a picture of the original Charlie’s Angels on it.
Kate had barely enough time to see that several of the chairs were occupied before a small form impacted her legs with such force
she almost went over backward. “Kate! Kate! Kate!”
“Katya!” She scooped up the four-year-old and tossed her in the air.
Katya laughed her delightful chuckling laugh. “Do it again!”
Kate did it again and then set her down with a grunt. “You’re getting too big for shot put, girlfriend.”
Katya was promptly attacked by Mutt, who used her nose to roll Katya around the room. Katya giggled some more, and squealed
when her South Park T-shirt rode up and Mutt’s wet nose pressed against her bare back.
Kate smiled at Dinah. “Hey. The brat okay?”
Dinah, a wispy, blue-eyed blonde, Bobby Clark’s wife, Katya’s mother, and a practicing videographer, looked up from Time
magazine’s special report edition on the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, to smile and shake her head. “She needed her polio
booster.”
“Where’s Bobby?”
“On the air.”
“Oh yeah? What frequency?”
Dinah shrugged. “You know it changes every day.”
“I know.”
Eknaty Kvasnikof was there, elbow resting on the arm of his chair, holding a hand wrapped in a bloody piece of cloth straight up.
He nodded. “Kate.”
“Natty.” She nodded at his hand and raised her eyebrows.
He grimaced. “Working on the engine. Trying to work a bolt loose.” He shook his head.
He looked tired, and there was an anxious crease in his forehead. A recent graduate of Niniltna High, Eknaty was skippering the
family drifter for the first time this summer. He was the oldest, there were five younger sisters and brothers back home, and a father
with lung cancer.
Kate thought for a moment, while Mutt stepped up and pushed her nose beneath Natty’s hand. He rubbed her ears, a faint smile
lightening his features.
“Would Willard be any use to you, Natty?” Kate said.
Natty looked up. “Jesus, Kate.” It was all he said, but it was heartfelt.
She nodded. “He’s up the post. Tell Maggie I said to release him into your custody. You have to keep him working, you
understand? You can’t let him stray off on his own, you’ve got to keep tabs on him.”
Natty looked uncertain. “What about when the job’s done?”
“We’ll worry about that then. Shouldn’t be a problem so long as you keep him in cookies and candy bars. Keep him busy and out
of trouble, and he’ll keep your engine purring like a cat on overtime.” Her hand rested on his shoulder for a brief moment. She
turned to the woman sitting a few chairs down. “Ulanie.”
Ulanie Anahonak was a thin, tense woman with scant dark hair, a sallow complexion, and a gaze so intense Kate had often
wondered if she were myopic. “Kate,” she said, and turned back to leafing through an issue of Ladies’ Home Journal with Nancy
Reagan on the cover.
The door to the clinic opened and Matt Grosdidier’s voice was heard. “If you’d come here right away, Phyllis, right when you knew
—”
“I told you, I didn’t—” The woman’s tearful voice came to an abrupt halt when Phyllis Lestinkof turned her head and met Ulanie
Anahonak’s eyes.
There was a brief silence that felt somehow uncomfortable, although Kate did not know why. “Hey, Phyllis,” Kate said.

Phyllis looked away from Ulanie, it seemed with something of an effort. Her smile was strained. “Hey, Kate.” A plump young
woman with a round, brown face and hair in a pixie cut that made her look like a post–Frank Sinatra Mia Farrow, if Mia had been
Aleut, Phyllis was, for a miracle, sober. She didn’t look happy, although Kate hoped it wasn’t because of lack of alcohol.
Phyllis glanced at Matt and flushed. She took a deep, albeit shaky breath and summoned up a smile, looking straight at Kate and
only at Kate. “Nice to see you,” she said, “gotta go, Auntie’s waiting on me.”
The door closed softly behind her on its hydraulic hinge.
“Kate,” Matt said. “What’s up?”
He met her eyes with apparent frankness, but she noticed he was showing a little color, too. She refrained from casting a
meaningful look at the door that had closed behind Phyllis Lestinkof and said instead, “Got somebody lost in the woods up near
the Smith place. I want a Grosdidier to go with when we go looking for him, in case he’s hurt when we find him.”
Matt blinked at her, tilted his head back, and raised his voice, already a fine, stentorian baritone. “Mark, Luke, Pete! Get the lead
out, let’s clear the waiting room.”
Thirty minutes later Eknaty had stitches and a bandage and Katya a red spot on her upper arm and a cherry lollipop. Ulanie had
departed on Phyllis’s heels without treatment or explanation. The four Grosdidier brothers, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and Peter, took
no notice, they were too busy hoping out loud that they’d find the driver of the truck alive. Barely alive, preferably, with multiple
open wounds. Broken bones would be a bonus, an open fracture best of all, multiple open fractures nirvana. They checked the
massive aluminum tool chest bolted in the back of their fire-engine-yellow (custom painted) Chevy Silverado, in which was stowed
a vast array of medical paraphernalia that for all anyone in the Park knew included a cure for cancer. For sure no Grosdidier had
ever dived inside it and come up at a loss for what was needed at the scene. The Niniltna Native Association had paid for most of
it. Kate had a sneaking suspicion that the NNA had paid for the Silverado, too, but she’d never had the heart to go back and look
at the records to be sure.
“All present and accounted for!” Mark said.
“Lock and load!” Luke said.
“Let’s roll!” Peter said.
Matt said, “Okay, boys, let’s saddle up.” The four of them piled into the two bench seats of the extended cab, Matt as usual at the
wheel, and if they could have peeled out they would have. As it was, gravel sprayed the wall of the garage and everything hanging
on it received yet another layer of chips and dings. They stayed on Kate’s bumper all the way up to the Step, where the two-car
convoy parked in front of the group of prefabricated buildings that made up Park headquarters. Tucked against a Quilak foothill,
the Canadian border at their back and the Park rolling out before them in all its glory, the view was superb out of any window. The
Step, a wide, level ridge running north-south, had enough room for a dirt strip big enough for a Cessna 180 to get out with a full
load of confiscated bear bladders, moose racks, walrus tusks, and fur pelts illegally harvested from wolves, wolverines, beaver,
mink, and marten.
Dan was in his office.
He was not alone. Standing, or rather slumping across the desk from him, was a sad sack of a guy, midforties, brown hair and
eyes, medium height, medium build, with a chin and a waist that both showed distinct signs of regular meals. His chin also bore
trace evidence of having tried to grow a beard but it just wasn’t in the cards. His Carhartt overalls were worn at the elbows and
knees and looked as if they had begun life on a far smaller man. His boots were used, the toe of the right boot having been
punctured with what might have been the claw of a hammer, or maybe a hatchet. He carried threadbare musher gloves leaking
down feathers that when donned would reach to his elbows and a flapped cap with the right earflap missing.
He was arguing with the chief ranger. Any Park rat could have told him that was a lost cause. “You want to hike up to Bright Lake?”
Dan said. “At this time of year? With the snow still twelve feet deep in some places? Why?”
“I like the name,” the guy said.
Dan was rendered momentarily speechless.
“It doesn’t matter where I want to go,” the guy said. “You told me to come back when I got geared up. Well, here I am, all geared
up.”
Dan surveyed said gear, which looked like it had been excavated from the nearest trash pile, and didn’t bother to hide his
contempt. “Mr. Davis, you said you wanted to spend a month covering a hundred miles in the Park. I’m telling you that, uh, gear
you’ve managed to scare up from god knows where won’t last you fifty feet.”
“You saw my tent,” the guy said, “it’s a good one.”
“It was a good one,” Dan said.
“And I’ve got an emergency locator transmitter.” This last was said with a good deal of pride.
“Yeah,” Dan said, “well, I’m not signing any permit for you just so I can come haul your ass out when you stumble into trouble,
which sure as shit you will, and set off your ELT, which also sure as shit you will. Now get out of my goddamn office, and don’t
come back until you’ve got a fucking clue as to what you’re doing!”
Kate thought of Maggie. Happy Memorial Day, everybody.
Davis, red-faced and sullen, clumped past Kate and the Grosdidiers without speaking. His boots weren’t laced and they must have
been too big because one of them almost slipped off his foot. He tripped on the threshold and the Grosdidiers might have had their
first Kate-related case of the day then and there if Pete and Matt hadn’t caught him and set him upright again. He yanked his arms
free of their grasp and clumped off without a word of thanks.
Dan looked around and acquired Kate as a target. “And what the hell do you want?”
A little over medium height, thickset without being fat, red hair cut in a buzz, and bright blue eyes glowering from beneath a shelf of
a brow, the chief ranger of the Park was not to be trifled with in this mood. She told him what the hell she wanted without excess
verbiage. The Grosdidier boys kept their mouths shut. It seemed safest.
“Fuck me,” Dan said, his mouth a tight line. “Not another one.”
“Another one?” Kate said. She didn’t want to set him off again but this sounded interesting. And possibly relevant.
“Happens all over the national parks, people thinking they can walk in and just disappear. They’re right, mostly, but what they
don’t figure is that we have to go look for them anyway. Clueless assholes.” The last two words were almost a shout and appeared
to be directed at the now empty door. He got to his feet. “Show me on the map.”
A map of the Park covered most of one wall of Dan’s office, color-coded for ownership—federal, state, Native corporation, urban,
private. The yellow dots signifying land privately owned were barely visible in the sea of green that represented federal parks and

wildlife refuges. Smith found the Step road, traced it down to the turnoff, and stopped about half an inch in.
Dan’s sigh was heartfelt. “Great,” he said, “just dandy.” He tapped a red pin. “Eddie saw a grizzly male thereabouts a couple of
days ago. Big one, he said, he figures record size, gorgeous golden brown hide.”
“Thought Park rangers weren’t supposed to think about Park bears in terms like ‘record size’ and ‘gorgeous hide,’ ” Kate said.
Dan snorted. “Yeah. Like monks don’t think about sex.” He strapped a .357 to his waist and reached for the .30-06 in the gun rack
next to the door. “Let’s go.”
The convoy of trucks rumbled down the hill and pulled up in back of the abandoned pickup an hour and a half later, good time due
to the still semifrozen state of the road.
Kate found the registration in the glove compartment. “Dewayne A. Gammons,” she said.
“ ‘Dewayne’?” Mark said.
“ ‘Gammons’?” Luke said.
“What’s the A stand for?” Peter said. “Aloysius?”
The Grosdidiers snickered en masse.
The glove compartment yielded further the vehicle handbook, a square of foil that proved to be a Trojan condom with a three-yearold sell-by date, and a box of cinnamon Tic Tacs with two left. A more extensive search beneath and behind the bucket seats
turned up an empty pint of Windsor Canadian, a lug wrench, an oil filter still in its box, an air filter ditto, a book of matches from the
Ahtna Lodge, a Suulutaq Mine flyer extolling Global Harvest’s environmentally friendly policy that looked as if it had been used to
swab oil from a dipstick, and a single round of ammunition.
The cartridge was maybe an inch long. Kate wasn’t a gun nut, with two weapons to her name, the 12-gauge shotgun in the rack
next to the door back home and the .30-06 in the gun rack in the cab of her truck. This was a much smaller cartridge for a much
smaller weapon. She handed it to Matt, who flattened his hand and cradled it in his palm. The Grosdidiers crowded around.
“CCI,” Mark said.
“Twenty-two,” Luke said.
“CB Long,” Peter said.
They looked up at Kate and said in a chorus, “Girly gun.”
“Or a kid’s,” Matt said, handing back the round. “Rifle or revolver, not designed for auto or semiauto. Range maybe a mile with a
tail wind. Not a lot of oomph, not very loud, used mostly for plinking and taking out your local feral squirrel. Six, six-fifty a box, a
hundred rounds per.”
“And, you’ll notice, not fired,” Dan said. “Probably dropped it when he was trying to load the gun so he could shoot himself. Really
sucks how that didn’t work out. Can we go find this jackoff now or what?”
He looked at Kate. She wasn’t listening to him, her head cocked, concentrating. “Did you hear that?” she said.
His head whipped around and he looked hard at the dense wall of brush lining the side of the trail. One hand unsnapped his
holster, the other half-raised his rifle. “What?”
They all listened then. An eagle called in the distance, a full, piercing cry, answered by a raven’s malicious croak nearer by.
“Nope,” Matt said, “didn’t hear anything.” He didn’t make fun of Dan’s nervousness. None of them did. No Park rat with the most
minimal sense of self-preservation would dream of making fun of anyone on the alert for hungry bears in the spring.
“I don’t know,” Kate said, “I thought I heard a shot.” She looked at Mutt, who had those parabolic antennas that passed for her ears
up and scanning for intelligent life in the universe. Alert but not alarmed. Of course a gunshot in the Park was like the smell of
dope at a Jimmy Buffett concert, familiar and expected. “Probably my imagination.”
She bagged and tagged the bullet, more because she knew what Jim would say if she didn’t than from any real conviction that the
unspent round was evidence of anything other than a strong tendency toward melodrama. Odds were that somewhere between
the truck and wherever he was now, Mr. Gammons had rediscovered the will to live. There was a story she remembered reading
about people jumping off the Golden Gate Bridge who had survived, every one of whom reported having changed their minds on
the way down.
On the other hand, it was spring, the moose were in calf and the bears were up and hungry. There were plenty of ways to die in the
Park without shooting yourself. “Okay,” she said, “which way, do you think?”
They surveyed the thick, impenetrable brush with less than enthusiasm, even the Grosdidiers. Bushwhacking was not a fun way to
spend an afternoon. “Let’s spread up and down the road,” Kate said, “look for where he went in.”
Luke found crushed fireweed and a bent alder branch about ten feet from the pickup’s front bumper. Mutt took point, nose sensing
something the rest of them would never be able to smell. Kate, holding her .30-06 at the ready in front of her, went in next, followed
by Dan and the brothers. Smith, with the smug air of one who had done his duty by God and country, had left them to finish his
interrupted walk home.
It was a still day, and clear, the sun well into its daily twenty-hour journey around the summer horizon. The spruce were thick here,
but they were dying from the spruce bark beetle infestation, too, which meant a lot of them had fallen over, or tried to. It didn’t make
the going any easier, and the third time they’d had to get down on their hands and knees to crawl beneath a horizontal trunk there
was increasing skepticism displayed concerning Mutt’s trailing abilities.
“Just don’t let her hear you say that,” Kate said.
“Yeah, but who works this hard to off themselves?” Luke said.
“Yeah, what’s wrong with a nice little bullet to the head?” Mark said.
“Yeah, and you realize we’re going to have to pack this fucker out when we find him,” Peter said.
“Maybe he’ll be able to walk,” Matt said, without much conviction.
“Could be worse,” Kate said. “At least it’s too early for mosquitoes.”
But they were all thinking about that gunshot Kate thought she’d heard.
The going was rough and got rougher. They stumbled through patches of ice and snow that the shade from the forest had hidden
from the sun. The rest of the time the surface beneath their feet ranged from bare, frozen ground to wet moss. Everyone’s jeans
were soaked to the knees, and Matt, who had a particularly fine head of hair, had lost some of it to clawing spruce limbs. More
comments were made, most of them profane.
Kate, the smallest of them and therefore the quickest through the underbrush, said, “Jeez, what a bunch of whiners. You’d think
you guys had never been hunting in your lives.”
Mutt, who had been appearing and disappearing in front of Kate for the last hour, rematerialized to nip at the cuff of Kate’s jeans.

She turned, looked over her shoulder, gave a peremptory bark, leaped over a fallen tree, and vanished again. Kate clambered
over the same trunk and was suddenly and blessedly in a large clearing on the south-facing slope of a small hill. She stood there
blinking in the bright sunshine, breathing in deep gulps of cool, clean air. She felt as if she had just emerged from a long,
underwater swim.
She looked around for Mutt, spotting her at the top of the clearing, fifty feet away. Mutt was dancing impatiently in place, giving out
an occasional imperative yip. At her feet was a haphazard pile of dead brush and leaves lumped together over something else, at
which Kate was instantly certain no one was going to want to take a closer look.
The five men thrashed their way out of the brush and came to a stop behind her. “Oh man,” Matt said, spotting Mutt immediately. “I
was really hoping . . .”
“Yeah, me, too,” Mark said.
Something caught the edge of Kate’s vision and she looked around, scanning the edge of the clearing. At almost the same
moment something large started thrashing through the bush about halfway between them and Mutt.
“Oh fuck,” Dan said, followed by the sound of safeties coming off all around.
Kate was still holding her rifle in front of her but she didn’t raise it to her shoulder or sight down the barrel. Mutt hadn’t charged or
put herself between Kate and the noise.
The crashing came nearer, and the bear whose food cache they’d just stumbled on came growling and stumbling into the clearing,
bringing the better part of a dense clump of alders with him.
Only it wasn’t a bear. It was Old Sam, and he wasn’t growling, he was swearing, loudly enough to be heard all the way back to the
road. He stumbled to a halt, spit out an alder leaf, and glared at them.
“Something chasing you, Old Sam?” Dan said.
“No, there is nothing fucking chasing me!” Old Sam Dementieff, a lean and leathery old fart, near as anyone could figure ninetyfive going on forty and cranky with the wisdom of accumulated years, drew himself up and bent a fulminating eye on the ranger. “I
was looking for you. Heard you had a search party going. Figured I’d lend a hand.”
Kate looked at the toes of her wet boots with an intensity they did not merit. Matt was inspecting the straps on his pack, Mark was
whistling a happy tune, Luke was scratching at a nonexistent mark on the immaculate barrel of his .30-30, and Peter was squinting
at the cloudless sky in search of the next incoming front.
Dan eyed the well-worn, well-kept Model 70 Winchester over Old Sam’s shoulder. From years of long and usually alcoholinvolved conversations over the bar at Bernie’s Roadhouse, Dan knew that Old Sam believed absolutely in the hunter’s maxim
“Use enough gun.” The Model 70 was known to the cognoscenti as the rifleman’s rifle, and Old Sam’s had a serial number well
below 600,000, making it a drool-worthy object of desire to any hunter worthy of the name. His preferred cartridge was the .458
Winchester Magnum, which could put down half a ton of bear and an incoming ICBM with equal efficiency.
It was the half-ton bear, however, that more nearly concerned the chief ranger, steward of everything on two wings and four legs
within the twenty-million-acre Park.
Dan looked at Kate. She had her back to him, now absorbed in examining the inside of one of Mutt’s ears. The Grosdidiers had
double-checked all the equipment they carried, and had fallen back and regrouped at a safe distance.
Absent a carcass—an ursine one—there wasn’t a thing Dan could say, but he gave Old Sam a hard look anyway, just to keep in
practice. Unintimidated, his usual attitude, Old Sam gave him a hard look right back. Kate said, “Let’s see what we got here,” and
walked to the pile at the top of the clearing.
They came to a halt in a loose half circle. It wasn’t pretty, but no one humiliated themselves by averting their eyes. “Oh, great,” Dan
said, sounding more irritated than horrified.
The Grosdidiers said nothing. It was obvious that no heroic efforts at saving life and limb would be necessary today.
The brilliant spring sun shone down without mercy, illuminating a scattering of moose droppings, an eagle feather, and a jumble of
human remains.
The body proved to be in several, well, actually, many pieces. There seemed to be no head. Nothing was left of the torso but a
gaping hole, at the back of which the vertebrae, amazingly still attached to one another, could be individually counted. Both femurs
were visible through scraps of torn flesh upon which the blood had dried hard and brown. All of the bones had bite marks, and one
of the femurs had been cracked open and the marrow sucked out.
What remained had been scraped together and covered with a loose layer of dead spruce boughs, dry grass and brown leaves,
and dirt. There were claw marks all around the pile, as well as bits of clothing, a dark blue flannel cuff, the waistband of what had
been a pair of Levi’s.
Kate picked up a pair of white men’s Jockey briefs, an elastic waistband barely attached to a ripped-out crotch.
The men cringed and squeezed their knees together in a single involuntary action.
Kate let her hand drop and bent a thoughtful gaze on one particular, very large set of claw marks that had ripped through a clump
of moss campion, leaving four very clear parallel scars in the earth beneath.
“He’ll be napping close by,” Old Sam said. “When he wakes up, he’s going to want seconds.”
“I don’t know,” Dan said, “looks like he pretty much licked the plate clean on the first serving. He’s probably long gone.”
If Old Sam didn’t look at the ranger with outright contempt, he did give a comprehensive snort. The Grosdidier brothers began to
cast nervous glances around the clearing.
“Why take the chance?” Kate said. “Let’s move like we got a purpose. Get out the bags while I take some pictures.” She pulled a
digital camera from one pocket and took shots of the remains from every direction and several establishing shots to show them in
relation to the rest of the clearing. “Okay,” she said, stepping back.
The Grosdidier brothers produced heavy black plastic bags right out of the air, one each, and there was a concerted rush as
everyone leaped to pick up the body part nearest to him and stuff it in the bag. There was no reverence displayed toward the
remains and no horror or disgust, either, just a single-minded haste to finish the job and be away from the clearing as soon as
humanly possible.
“Okay,” Matt said, scooping up an arm whose hand flopped horrifically from its wrist, “that’s it.” The words were barely out of his
mouth before the four brothers had vanished one and all into the undergrowth, black plastic bags slung anyhow over their
shoulders.
“Right behind you, buddies,” Dan said to the air, and followed them.
Kate looked at Old Sam.

If it had been anyone else, any other Park rat, he might have looked conscious, ashamed, possibly even repentant, but this was
Old Sam. “I would have reported it.”
“You used somebody’s dead body for bear bait?”
“I would have reported it,” he said again.
“Yeah, sure, Uncle,” Kate said, “after you got your bear, and after you’d skinned him out, and after you’d packed out the bladder
and the meat and the hide.”
“Come on, girl.”
She looked at him in amazement. It could not possibly be that Old Sam of all Park rats was going to try to justify his behavior, and
to someone fifty years his junior at that.
And then he broke out the uncle grin, one part Gabriel to nine parts Beelzebub. “You know I don’t like bear meat.”
Kate’s search for words adequate to the purpose was futile and brief. “Oh, the hell with it,” she said. There was never any getting
one up on the old man. “Let’s just get out of here.”
Old Sam raised a critical eyebrow. “You’re crankier than usual, girl. What’s going on?”
Kate, exasperated, said, “We’re like two seconds away from vivisection and you want to have a conversation?”
She turned and got one foot out before he grabbed her arm and spun her around like a top. “I taught you better than that, girl,” he
said, Old Sam at his sternest. “You speak respectful to your elders.”
“There isn’t a bay handy you can toss me into today, Uncle,” she said. “Let’s move.”
“We’ll move when I say we move and not before, girl.” Again with the stare that seemed to see all the way through to her bones.
“That boy okay?”
“Johnny’s fine,” Kate said. “Johnny’s great.” The truth of that statement made her voice soften, and they both relaxed some. Neither
noticed when Mutt’s head whipped around. “Johnny’s a gift. Jack left me the best part of him. There’s no trouble there.”
Old Sam grew more forbidding. “Jim giving you a hard time?”
“No! No,” Kate said. “There’s nothing wrong, Uncle, or there won’t be, so long we get moving.”
Mutt’s eyes, fixed on the edge of the woods, narrowed, and the hair on her back began to rise. Again, nobody noticed.
“It’s the job then,” Old Sam said.
“It’s not the damn job, Uncle,” Kate said. “I can handle the job, and even if I couldn’t it’s only another year.”
He squinted down at her, steady dark eyes on either side of a hawk nose, that and his height handed down through four
generations from a Norwegian whaler on his mother’s side, brown skin already darker from a day in the spring sun inherited from a
series of Native ancestors starting with Park rats—and if you went back far enough there was probably some Inupiat and Yupik in
there somewhere, too. Old Sam was a mongrel, like Kate. And like Kate, he knew bullshit when he heard it.
He wasn’t hearing it now. He cocked his head and said with unaccustomed gentleness, “What is it, girl?”
He was the only one who had noticed. Or the only one who asked. “I’m just feeling, I don’t know.” She hesitated.
“What?”
“Crowded,” Kate said.
Her answer surprised them both, Old Sam because it wasn’t the one he was expecting, and Kate because she hadn’t known it
was there. She tried to make a joke of it. “The world is too much with us nowadays. It didn’t used to be.”
“Crowded,” he said. “Huh.” Old Sam looked thoughtful. “Mine getting to you, girl?”
“No!” He cocked an eyebrow at the explosive emphasis of the word. “No,” she said again. “It’ll be a good thing, Uncle. There will
be industry, and a tax base, and jobs to keep the kids home. Villages are dying up and down the river because the kids are
leaving. Chulyin, Potlatch, Red Run. There’s no one left in Tikani except for Vidar Johansen, and he’s older than you.” She
paused. “Auntie Vi sold her B and B to the Suulutaq Mine people this morning. She’s going to run it for them.”
“No shit?” He shook his head, it looked as if in admiration. “How ’bout that old broad. I hope she held them up for all the traffic
could bear.”
Kate told him about the zeroes on the check.
He whistled, long and low. “All right, Vi.” He looked down at Kate’s woebegone expression. “ ‘All change is of itself an evil, which
ought not to be hazarded but for evident advantage.’ ” That grin broke out again at her look of astonishment. “Sam’l Johnson.
What, you thought you were the only one in the family who ever read a book? Girl, I got—” He broke off, looking over her shoulder.
Kate turned to follow his gaze and beheld a Mutt who had retreated all the way back down her genome to the Jurassic era. Her
ears were erect, her hackles were standing straight up, her back was arched, and her lips were drawn back to expose all of her
teeth all the way up to her gums. Her head was sunk down between her shoulders, her front legs were spread and planted, and
she was en pointe. As if she had only been waiting for their complete and undivided attention, she let forth with something
between a snarl and a sonic boom.
Which was about when the noise registered on Kate’s consciousness, a not-distant-enough sound of brush crunching underfoot
from beyond the edge of the lower side of the clearing. It seemed to all three of them to be coming nearer, fast.
Kate looked around. The guys were long gone.
Mutt took a step forward. “No, Mutt,” Kate said as forcefully as she could. “No.”
Mutt snarled, yes, snarled at her, and Kate cuffed her once, hard on the side of her head. “Mutt! No!” Mutt whined once but she
didn’t drop and roll, and Kate knew she had to get them out of there pronto or there would be blood spilled. She didn’t want it to be
Mutt’s. She jerked her head at Old Sam. “Come on, Uncle, time to go.”
They retreated backward, away from the increasing crashing and thrashing in the bushes, the tops of which were now moving
violently, as if in a strong wind. Whatever it was was moving pretty fast, and to move that fast through that primeval old-growth
forest it had to be pretty big.
Old Sam carried his Model 70 at the ready, the business end pointed at the noise, backing up, mouth spread in a rictus of a grin, a
demonic light in his eyes the twin of the one in Mutt’s eyes. His legs were twice as long as Kate’s but he was moving half as fast.
“Uncle, come on,” Kate said through her teeth.
Old Sam spoke without looking around. “What’s the matter, don’t you trust me?”
“Not one inch,” she said.
He threw back his head and laughed, a resonant sound that rolled across the clearing and did not go unnoticed by whatever it was
that was coming down on them like a freight train. There was an immediate protest from the violently moving brush, a cross
between a pig’s squeal, chalk on the blackboard, and screaming tires on pavement. Kate had heard that sound before.

“Sounds cranky, don’t he,” Old Sam said. He was very calm. “Don’t know how comfortable I’m going to feel with that breathing
down my neck on the way back out to the road.” He looked at the shaking brush, calculated the trajectory of the force behind it, and
then made the mistake of looking at Kate. She stood there, all five-foot-nothing and 120 pounds of her, a scowl on her face that
would have put the fear into Hannibal Lecter. “Mutt,” she said, the name cracking like a lightning-struck tree, but he knew she
meant it for both of them.
Old Sam sighed, lowered his rifle, and turned to slide past Kate, moving with a swiftness and a silence remarkable for the same
man who had come crashing out of the brush an hour before. He was noticeably lacking any of the unseemly haste displayed by
the Grosdidier brothers and Dan O’Brian in their retreat, of course. It was a matter of pride.
Well, pride goeth before a fall, because Old Sam tripped over something and went sprawling flat on his face. He flung out his
hands to catch himself and lost his grip on his rifle, too, an unpardonable sin, a Park rat would rather lose his life than his firearm. It
disappeared into the edge of the forest.
“Uncle!”
“Shit,” he said, more in disbelief than in anger.
Mutt went from malevolent to hysterical, barking and growling and snapping at the air, straining forward as if against a leash. “Mutt!
No!” In a moment, Kate knew, there would be no restraining her. There was nothing else left to do, so she planted herself in front of
Old Sam’s prone form and raised her rifle, pulling the stock into her shoulder and sighting down the barrel on the tiny bead at the
end of it. Her heart was beating so fast and so hard it felt like it was going to explode out of her chest. She ignored it as best she
could and concentrated, taking in a long, deep breath, blowing it out again slowly through pursed lips, another.
There was a long, lingering moment where everything seemed to sloooooow down, to decelerate, where the world stepped on the
brakes with a firm, insistent foot. It was a moment, too, where someone seemed to have turned the volume button all the way down
to one. On Kate’s peripheral vision she could see Mutt barking savagely, spittle flying from between her teeth in an almost graceful
arc. Behind her she could sense Old Sam scrabbling to his feet. She knew he must be cursing, knew that the brush was rustling as
he searched for the Winchester, but she couldn’t hear it.
Her attention never wavered from the opposite side of the little clearing. She was ready when she caught just the merest glimpse
of sunlight on a rich shining hide before the grizzly exploded into the clearing. He was running flat out, straight at them, squealing
and growling a challenge, turf kicked up behind him by those long, sharp, deadly claws. Distantly, as if it were happening to
someone else, Kate could feel his weight hitting the ground, a steady, rhythmic vibration up through the soles of her feet. His thick,
gleaming hide rolled in loose, flapping folds around flesh diminished by a winter’s hibernation.
He couldn’t possibly have been moving that fast before, the thickness of the brush would have impeded him as surely as it would
have stopped Kate and Old Sam’s escape. Once he was in the clearing he moved at a flat-out four-gaited gallop, the hind legs
following the forelegs in a dedicated integration of muscle and bone and attitude that she would have recognized as sheer beauty
if she hadn’t been the prize at the finish line. He was the size of a Humvee, coming at her with the hammer down and armored with
teeth and claws, and she concentrated all her awareness on the tiny bead at the end of the barrel of her rifle. She blew out another
breath, and held it.
The bead wavered a little before steadying. Bead and bear’s head sprang into acute and equal focus. His head came up in midstride, some instinct as primeval as the forest behind him alerting him to the danger. For a fleeting moment their eyes met, and it
flashed through her mind that she had seen that expression or something very like it before. The eyes, dark, near together,
nearsighted, and bent on the annihilation of his target.
Looked just like Harvey Meganack when he was intent on scoring against Kate at an NNA board meeting.
She pulled the trigger without volition, an act of instinct and self-defense. As if it came from a great distance, she heard the report
of a rifle shot. After what seemed like forever felt the rifle’s butt kick into her shoulder.
The bullet penetrated eye and occipital bone and ricocheted around the inside of the skull. The bear’s head flung back with such
force that it broke his neck. His front legs went out from beneath him, but the forward motion backed by his mass was so great that
he slid the remainder of the twenty feet between them.
When his body slid to a halt, his head flopped forward. The tip of his short, blunt nose was just touching Kate’s boot.

Three
Most of the time I just love being a ranger,” Dan said. “But I admit there are days that do test that love.”
Jim saved the document and hit the Print button.
Kate had given her statement first. Then, because she was still seeing the world through a transparent veil dotted with large dull
black spots that kept fading in and out, she walked down the hill on shaky legs to the Niniltna Native Association headquarters.
Annie Mike kept a cache of Stouffer’s frozen mac and cheese in the break room freezer. Kate felt like she hadn’t eaten in a week.
She was a little closer to human again when she and Mutt walked back into Jim’s office, just in time to hear Dan say, “Do you
believe that George Perry? Saying you’d have to wait to ship the body to the crime lab in Anchorage until a later flight?”
“He got it on the plane,” Kate said.
“Sure, after you leaned on him,” Dan said, looking around at her.
“He’s a busy man these days.”
“He sure as hell is,” Dan said. “Suulutaq has him on contract, did you hear? Freight flights and crew changes every day of the
week. And did you hear about the grader?”
“No, what?”
“They’ve brought in a grader dedicated to keeping the airstrip out there level. A John Deere motor grader, six-wheel drive. And
they bought it new. Brand-new. Just like that, walked in, plunked down a check, and drove it off the lot.”
Kate looked at Jim. “Grader envy,” she said.

“Ever been on that moose trail to the Step?” Jim said.
Kate had just that morning. She desisted.
“Demetri was telling me that he wanted to go to Anchorage on Monday and George told him he didn’t have a seat open until
Thursday,” Dan said. “And Bobby said George told him he was in the market for a couple more airplanes and to spread the word.
Plus, he wanted to hire Bobby to fly for him.”
Jim pulled Dan’s statement from the printer. “Sign here.”
Dan signed.
“What was going on up at the Kanuyaq Mine?” Kate said.
Jim rolled his eyes. “Some of the guys from the Suulutaq camping out in the mess hall.”
“Doesn’t sound so awful.”
“Wouldna been, if they hadn’t brought a dozen cases of Oly with them, along with four of the local girls.”
“Which girls?” Dan said.
Kate gave him a halfhearted glare. “I thought everything up there was boarded up.”
“Yeah, well, you know how that goes. Anyway, I ran them off.”
“No arrest for trespassing?” Kate said.
Jim snorted. “What’s the point? There isn’t anyone from here to Anchorage who hasn’t been up there, sifting the ruins for
souvenirs.”
“How many people are working out at Suulutaq now?” Dan said.
“A hundred as of May first.”
“A hundred and ten, if you count the admin crew that got here in March,” Kate said.
“Bernie’s thinking of hiring a bouncer,” Jim said.
“Not a bad idea. You can barely wedge yourself into the Roadhouse these days. It has increased the fight-or-flight reflex.” Dan
reflected. “Not to mention the competition for women.”
“How many women out at the mine?” Kate said.
“Eleven,” Dan said.
Kate looked at him, an eyebrow raised.
“Yeah, okay, I’m paying attention, so sue me. I’m single and of age.” He leered.
“Sounds like Prudhoe Bay,” Kate said. She had worked undercover in the Alaskan oil fields some years back. She remembered
only too well what being the only woman in a room full of a hundred men felt like.
“I’m getting run ragged by Park rats who aren’t used to having this many people around, and who want me to lock up every second
person they meet just on general principle,” Jim said. “I’m worried about what’s going to happen when the road to Ahtna opens this
year. Going to be one hell of a summer.”
“What kind of trouble are the new mine guys getting up to? Other than trashing the old mine, that is.”
“Nothing big, at least not yet. Chickenshit stuff, drunk in public, reckless driving, trespassing, coming on too strong to the local
girls, who aren’t used to it. And whose parents definitely aren’t used to it.”
“Drugs?”
“Some, but picayune so far, retail, not wholesale.” He grinned at Kate. “We got the only aspiring wholesaler last year.” The grin
faded. “That’ll change, though. Young men and money. Recipe for recreational drug use.”
“Kate, when are we getting cell phone service in the Park?” Dan said.
Kate was taken aback by this abrupt change of subject. “How the hell should I know?”
“Since you’re the Lady High Everything around these parts these days, is how. I hear thirty-six villages in the Y-K Delta have cell
phone service now and they’re expecting to add another fifty-nine villages between Dillingham and Barrow before the end of next
year. What the hell’s the holdup with the Park?”
“Do you really want to be that much in touch with the rest of the world, Dan?”
“It’s either that or the rest of the world passes us right on by, Kate.”
“Let them pass,” Kate said.
Dan looked at Jim and spread his hands. “What’re ya gonna do?”
Jim, who had already had this conversation with Kate, more than once, kept his mouth shut.
“Did you hear Global gave the school a grant for a satellite link and a computer for every kid?”
“I heard,” Kate said.
“Starting this fall, every kid in Niniltna Public School is going to be online.” They could hear the envy in Dan’s voice. He would
have a lot easier time holding on to employees if he could offer them Internet access on the Step.
“I heard,” Kate said.
Dan grumbled. “You heard, you heard. Probably get cell phones in the Park just about the time the rest of the world is upgrading to
communicators with a universal translator.”
“Geek,” Kate said.
“Luddite,” Dan said.
“Children,” Jim said, keeping it mild. “Play nice.”
Dan looked at Kate’s mulish expression and decided he’d pushed things far enough for one day. The seed had been planted.
Now time for some fertilizer. “How about a cup of coffee and a doughnut on the Parks Service?”
“I don’t know,” Kate said, although she recognized it for the peace offering it was. She’d been charged by bears before and
suffered the same adrenaline rush followed by the subsequent enervation and the same onset of ravenous hunger. The only
remedy was massive caloric intake. “Laurel’s packing them in these days. You think we can get a seat?”
They opted to walk down the hill, and had to jump out of the way of a four-wheeler being driven too fast by a young man clearly
inexperienced in its operation, with three whooping friends hanging precariously off the back.
“I didn’t see that,” Jim said, “and neither did you.”
A booth emptied out in the Riverside Café as they walked in. They scooted into it just ahead of a couple of young men Kate had
never seen before. Mutt’s unblinking yellow gaze might have had something to do with the perceptible pause in their rivals’ step.
She waited for her humans to take their seats, and then trotted past them. Kate turned to see Auntie Balasha, who was sitting
alone at a corner table with bright fabric draped over the other three chairs. She was making change out of a gray metal cash box

for a young man holding a recycled grocery bag. Through the thin plastic of the bag Kate could see more bright fabric.
“Excuse me,” she said, and got up to follow Mutt. Auntie Balasha’s color heightened at their approach, but she smiled at the young
man as she put his change in his hand. “There, authentic Native dress perfect present for girlfriend. You come back for present for
your mother and your auntie sometime, too, okay?”
The young man mumbled his thanks and took himself off.
“Ha, Mutt,” Auntie Balasha said, and looked up to meet Kate’s eyes. “Katya.”
“Hi, Auntie,” Kate said. On closer examination the drapes of fabric resolved themselves into kuspuks, essentially a Yupik hoodie in
various lengths worn by both sexes and more often of late by Alaska Natives of all tribes. To the educated eye they bore distinct
signs of having been mass-produced. There were only three different fabric patterns and the rickrack had evidently been a bulk
purchase because it was the same on every sleeve edge and hem. Each one conformed to the same minimalist design with no
skirts and no pouch pockets. “You’re making and selling kuspuks?”
Auntie Balasha, her color still high, gave a defiant nod, and Kate realized with something of a shock that she was embarrassed to
have been caught out in mid-enterprise. “Young mens want Alaska presents for their womens,” Auntie Balasha said. “So I make
kuspuks.”
“How much you charging?” Kate said.
“Hundred dollars each.”
Kate was impressed. “All right, Auntie,” she said, in a tone she tried to make admiring rather than condemnatory. First Auntie Vi,
now Auntie Balasha.
“Handmade,” Auntie Balasha said.
“So I see.”
“Authentic Alaska Native souvenir.”
“It sure is.”
“Made in Alaska by Alaska Native.”
“No question about that.”
Auntie Balasha, relieved, relaxed into a confidential mood. “I give Laurel ten dollar each sale for table rent.” She leaned forward
and said in a lowered voice, “I talk to Thor. Maybe we open gift shop in town.” She beamed past Kate. “Ha, young man, you like?”
Kate allowed herself to be elbowed aside and returned to the booth, sliding in next to Jim. “What’s going on?” he said.
“Bloody Mary over there is taking the sailors for all they’ve got.”
Dan craned his neck to look. “What’s she selling, quilts? Oh, I see, kuspuks.” He sat back. “I should pick up a couple of those for
my mom and my sister.”
“You absolutely should,” Kate said. He was looking over her shoulder, and she looked around and saw Holly Haynes sitting at the
counter in front of a half-eaten patty melt and a mug of coffee, the mug featuring the current NNA logo, which at this distance
looked like a kindergartner’s finger painting. Kate tried not to wince at the sight, instead exchanging a nod with Haynes, who
nodded back. There was a man she didn’t know sitting next to Haynes in conversation with Demetri Totemoff sitting next to him,
but the rest of the café’s clientele were young men in their twenties, scruffy and none too clean, loud of voice and rough of manner.
They had money and they were determined to spend it, even if the only places in Niniltna to spend it were the Riverside Café,
which didn’t serve alcohol, Bingley’s one-room store, which did not sell alcohol, and the gift shop located mostly on a corner shelf
in the post office, which didn’t ship alcohol. There was no road from the mine to Niniltna and Suulutaq picked up an employee’s
airfare only when they were changing shifts, every two weeks. Since the snow had melted and the ground dried out, four-wheelers
had been sprouting like weeds from Niniltna to the Roadhouse. Kate had dark suspicions as to where the vehicles had sprouted
from, most of them involving Howie Katelnikof.
All of the miners and Park rats present were there for the only espresso drinks served between Niniltna and Ahtna. They also
lusted after the lovely and nubile Laurel Meganack, too, almost as much as they lusted after her green chile cheeseburgers.
Today Laurel wasn’t working alone. “You’ve got new talent,” Dan said, craning to see around Laurel when she brought them
menus.
“Hands off,” Laurel said. “Heather’s working out, and I’d like to keep her a little longer than the last three girls I hired. Hey, Mutt.”
They nodded at each other, woman to woman.
“Kate,” Laurel said.
“Laurel,” Kate said. Laurel was still a trifle peeved with Kate for the verbal roughhousing Kate had given her father last year during
a murder investigation, but since then they had conspired together with Auntie Vi and Matt Grosdidier for the greater good, and as
it happened for Laurel’s greater good in particular. Both Jim and Dan were aware, in their dim male way, that constraint had
existed, and that it was now gone. Good, they got to eat.
Laurel took their orders and swiveled off, a pocket Venus with thick dark hair sleeked back into a severe ponytail, a thin white Tshirt that displayed to advantage every detail of the low-cut, lacy bra beneath, and jeans that looked as if they’d been sewn to her
body. Laurel was a good fry cook and a world-class barista but she knew what brought them in the door.
“Truth in advertising,” Dan said, mesmerized.
“No misleading of the consumer there,” Jim said, rapt.
Both men recalled themselves at the same moment and gave Kate identical guilty looks.
She laughed at them.
It was an incongruous and yet somehow outrageously sexy rasping rumble of amusement. Laurel and Heather weren’t the only
women in the room worth a second look, and Kate was worth a third.
She wasn’t a classic beauty, five feet, 120 pounds, and, compared to Laurel, modest curves. Her black hair was cut very short and
gleamed beneath the fluorescent lights with an almost iridescent sheen. Her olive skin was clear and looked velvety to the touch.
Her Aleut cheekbones were flat and high and her eyes were a changeable hazel she had inherited from multiple multiethnic
forebears, beneath the eyelids she had inherited from the Asian ancestors who had crossed the Bering Sea land bridge into
Alaska twenty-five thousand years before.
Her mouth was wide and full and when she bothered it was capable of curling into a sensual smile that revealed a set of white,
even teeth that had everything to do with heredity and nothing at all to do with the dentist. On closer inspection, beneath a rounded
but very firm chin, there was a white, roped scar that bisected her throat halfway between chin and clavicle, almost from ear to ear.
The more alert might have figured out it was the cause of the husky voice and the rasping laugh. She didn’t dress to attract, clad in

jeans that fit comfortably and a cream-colored mock turtleneck beneath a navy blue sweatshirt with UAF NANOOKS on the front.
Her feet were shod in worn boots with steel toes.
An ordinary getup on an ordinary Alaskan woman. Still, that laugh sent out a siren call that appealed viscerally to the testosterone
in every male within earshot. Once heard, it was never forgotten, and men wanted to hear it again, preferably from a horizontal
position. Heads turned, eyes narrowed, butts shifted in chairs, and Jim closed his eyes and shook his head.
Conversation at the round table in the center of the room was rising in volume and the laughter was becoming raucous. Kate
watched as a pint bottle was produced from the pocket of a pair of grimy overalls and passed around the table in a stealthy
manner. She nudged Jim with her elbow.
“I’m begging you,” he said. He was seated on an inside seat with his back to the revelers, both deliberate and determined choices.
Laurel arrived at tableside, bearing their orders, appearing to him as an angel from upon high. All he wanted to do was eat and
drink his meal in peace, if not quiet.
The green chile cheeseburgers were thick and juicy and loaded, and Laurel had remembered to bring them malt vinegar for the
homemade fries. Kate, whose post-ursine enhanced metabolism had forgotten the frozen mac and cheese faster than a six-course
Chinese dinner, was seduced into devoting all of her attention to the plate in front of her. When she emerged from gustatory
heaven, the noise at the round table had risen another decibel level.
And then, as if someone had turned a switch, the noise shut off. Kate looked around to see what was going on.
Jim did not.
Phyllis Lestinkof was standing at the round table, a hand on the shoulder of one of the young mine workers. He was red-haired,
blue eyes bright in a freckled face, with an awkward ranginess of build that made him look tall even sitting down.
He shook off Phyllis’s hand and said something to his friends that made Phyllis redden. “It is, too!” she said, and reached for his
shoulder again. This time she laid hold and shook it.
This time he slapped her hand away.
The scene at the clinic that morning replayed itself in Kate’s mind, and many things were clearer now than they had been then.
She pushed her plate back.
“I’m begging you,” Jim said, without much hope.
“You’re repeating yourself,” Dan said, watching events unfold with the judicious eye of a drama critic. Did those idiots not see an
Alaska State Trooper in full regalia sitting ten feet away?
“Oh, hey, man,” one of the redhead’s friends said. “No call for that.”
“Fuck off,” the redhead said, or spat, more like. He looked embarrassed, and angry.
Several of the more prudent young men around the table pushed back their chairs and gathered their legs beneath them, ready to
leap out of the line of fire when the shooting commenced.
“No call for that, either,” the friend said, his own face reddening. He looked at Phyllis. “You okay, honey?”
Phyllis burst into tears. “It’s his, it really is, and now what am I going to do? My mother—”
“This is such bullshit!” the redhead said, leaping to his feet and in the process knocking Phyllis off hers. She fell backward with a
cry that Kate judged to be more startled than angry.
Her champion leaped to his feet to go to her aid. Mistaking this for aggression, the redhead pulled a knife.
Kate was on her feet and in between the two combatants before he was able to use it.
“Always been quick as a snake,” Dan said.
“Is there blood yet?” Jim said.
Kate blocked the knife wielder’s right hand with her left one, reached up under his right arm with her right hand, grabbed his right
wrist, stepped in closer to him, turning left and stepping to the side as she did so, and brought the hand holding the knife down
smartly. The redhead let out a startled squawk and dropped the knife before he stabbed himself in the thigh.
“Aren’t you going to do something?” Dan said.
“Not feeling the need to,” Jim said, sloshing more vinegar on his remaining fries.
Just for the hell of it, just because she could, Kate grabbed the redhead’s wrist and kept going, bending her knees and using his
own momentum to roll him forward. She was so much shorter than he was that he was forced to bend forward, over her back, to
remain attached to his arm, which he had discovered was now in an iron grip. In the split second between the moment when he
lost his balance and the moment when he fell on her she straightened her legs with a jerk, shoving her back into his torso. He
performed a half gainer with a midair twist, to land flat on his back on the table in front of Dan and Jim.
The table held but the impact jarred the entire room. Dan was pretty sure he saw some dust shake out of the join where the wall
met the ceiling.
Jim, who had moved his glass and plate out of the way in the very nick of time, said in a stern voice, “Son, you brought that on
yourself.”
Dan assisted the redhead back to his feet with a vigorous shove, but he fell forward on both knees with a double crack that made
everyone in earshot wince. Meantime, Kate heard a rustle of feet and turned to see that Phyllis’s champion had switched sides,
and in addition was making a gross error in judgment by charging in her direction with vengeance written all over his face. This
was a mistake often made by non–Park rats. When you didn’t know her, Kate Shugak seemed on first sight like such a tiny little
thing, and she was a woman at that. It was easy to underestimate her, and that, as his redheaded friend had already discovered,
was one of her biggest assets.
However, in this instance it was another woman who confounded his intent. From the counter, Haynes stuck out her foot. He
tripped and went sprawling on the floor, pancaking on his face and skidding almost to the door across Laurel’s well-waxed
linoleum. In three quick steps Kate was on him, one hand on his collar, the other on the seat of his pants.
“Allow me,” Haynes said, and opened the door. Phyllis’s erstwhile champion was hurled through it to the street outside, where he
was narrowly avoided by Galen Heideman on his four-wheeler. Galen’s sharp and succinct comments on this surprise impediment
to lawful traffic were clearly audible through the open door.
“You were saying?” Jim said.
Dan was laughing too hard to speak.
“By the way, Ned,” Haynes said to the young man sprawled in the dirt, “you’re fired. And so are you, Jason,” she said as Kate
assisted the redhead out the door, too. Haynes turned to run a considering eye over Ned and Jason’s remaining friends, who
divested themselves of their chairs and the café in short order.

