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	About the author

	Mark Wilkinson has worked as a writer and editor for publications and other organizations. Drawing on his experiences in Alaska, he has written stories that give readers an insight into life in the state. His books include Iced in Alaska, Downed in Chena, and Slain in Skilak. His fourth book, Hunted in Alaska, is published by Polar Passion in French and English.

	 

	Disclaimer

	Hunted in Alaska is a work of fiction. The characters and events portrayed in the book Hunted in Alaska are fictitious. Any similarity to real people, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author Mark Wilkinson. 

	 

	 


Prologue: Kenai River

	Kenai Peninsula, Alaska, 1992

	 

	Steady humming came from the metal detector as it swept across the ground. A slight warble in the sound caught the attention of the man operating the device. He made quick short swings to zero in on the object found by the machine. When he had it, he kicked the spot with a heavy boot to tear up the frozen soil and then dug a hole with a small hand shovel. This time it was only a bottle cap, nothing of great value. 

	George Roberts added it to the other items in his canvas sack for trash, and then continued searching. He was working the exposed bed of the Kenai River. Winter had frozen its tributaries, reducing it to a stream that coursed through a narrow channel along the opposite bank. He could hear the babble of the water, the rush of the wind in the trees still burdened with snow, and the crunch of his boots on the icy ground. He gave these things little attention, however, as his focus was on the detector and the way ahead. 

	In summer, the Kenai was more than 50 feet wide and several deep at this spot. Sport fishermen lined its banks, casting their lines repeatedly in dogged pursuit of salmon. They often snagged submerged objects such as rocks and trees, losing more hooks than catching fish. When the water receded in winter, treasure hunters like George searched the riverbed for the lost fishing tackle and other precious objects. 

	Today George had uncovered several beer cans and the bottle cap. He always found such things and carried a sack for them. He had also gotten a few good fly hooks. He would clean them back at his cabin and sell them to a local tackle shop, which in turn would sell them as new to customers for much more. 

	George’s cabin was in a small community next to the river. He had retired there about ten years before. He had served in the US Air Force as an airplane mechanic, and then did the same work at an airport in Homer, Alaska. When he finally quit for good, he moved to the community with Pam, his wife of more than forty years. 

	Their place wasn’t a traditional cabin. It was a small, white house with modern appliances and indoor plumbing. It was also big enough to accommodate relatives and friends when they visited. Things were getting slower for the couple as they aged, but they lived in a healthy environment and there was much to do in the area. George fished the river in the warm months, hunted moose in autumn, and did metal detecting, car restoration, and other hobbies in winter. His wife had her groups for choir, sewing, and civic work, which included organizing voting in their area and helping the growing number of homeless people. The couple stayed busy throughout the year. 

	As George continued down the riverbed, it started to narrow. He soon found himself scanning a bank. Snow covered much of the ground, giving him false readings on his machine. He rounded a bend and saw Eagle Creek ahead. This was one of his favorite spots for finding lures. An overturned boat lay half buried in silt where the stream met the Kenai. Hooks easily snagged the wooden wreck in summer when it was fully submerged. After the water receded in winter, George could walk right up to the vessel. He had taken several good hooks from it about a week ago, but many more still clung to it. 

	Suddenly movement nearby caught his attention. He cautiously turned to look and saw a moose. He was relieved that it wasn't a bear, as the hungry animals would soon start emerging from winter hibernation. The moose stood about seven feet tall, and its dark brown coat made it virtually invisible among the trees. It took a mouthful of twigs from a branch and stared at George as it chewed. The man looked back to size up the beast. He could fill a large freezer with its meat. These animals were territorial, so George made a mental note to come back here for this guy in September, during the hunting season.

	He returned to his detecting. It was just below freezing outside, and he was starting to feel the cold through his thick winter clothing. These days he wore a reflective orange safety vest. Someone had shot at him the previous year. In apologizing, the hunter claimed the detectorist looked like a bear. Now George wore the vest whenever he was out to avoid attracting bullets. 

	He heard yelps from his machine and kicked up a rusty nail, which he put in his sack as he approached the boat. When he reached the wreck, he set the detector on the ground and took a moment to rest. It was quiet here. No one else was in sight. He could be the only human for miles and possibly the only person on the river that day. 

	He looked at the boat. It was grayish brown, flat, and about eighteen feet long. It had once served as a ferry, carrying mostly fishermen at the Russian River crossing far upstream. It broke free one day and drifted downstream with people still aboard. The passengers got off before the boat reached a series of rapids, where boulders battered its hull. It finally flipped over and sank, coming to rest at Eagle Creek. No one had ever tried to recover it, so it remained here gathering silt and debris. 

	George started to walk around it, looking for salable fly hooks. They had to be free of rust, and their feathers still colorful and unbroken. He found a few and pulled them loose with a pair of pliers that he carried for this purpose. He worked his way back to the detector and decided to run it over the ground around the boat. Usually, he didn't use it here because he could easily collect hooks from the hull. 

	As George rounded the bow of the ferry, the detector grew louder. It had a small dial meter that showed the type of metal, and its needle was pegged in the nonferrous range. It could be gold, George thought. He moved the detector back and forth until he pinpointed the source, and then kicked the ground and dug with his shovel. He scooped away dirt and gravel until he saw something reflective. Kneeling next to the hole, he gently pushed aside the silt still covering the object. A gold watch gradually appeared. Excited, George tried to pull it free from the ground, but the remains of a human wrist held the timepiece in place.

	 


Chapter 1: The Body

	 

	The sun had all but abandoned the Kenai Peninsula. Not even a bright dot showed its location in the overcast sky. The cloud cover fluoresced with sunlight during the day, and its subdued lighting drained the colors from the land, painting the world shades of gray. 

	Susan Campbell was northbound on the Sterling Highway, looking for the road to the Eagle Creek campground. The trees had been cut back from the edges to ensure a safe corridor should a forest fire sweep through the area. The open ground on either side was carpeted in deep snow that was black and gray. Nearby active volcanoes dusted the region with ash throughout the year. The gritty powder covered the snow, leaving it dirty and quick to melt when the temperatures rose. 

	The road that Susan sought was unmarked and hard to spot in the weak light. It was about a mile before the King Salmon tackle shop. As the store came into view, the Alaska state ranger cursed because she had missed the turn. When she reached the store, she veered into its parking lot. The place was closed and unplowed in winter. The deep snow slowed her green SUV, which bounced hard on its stiff four-by-four suspension. She turned it around and got back onto Sterling to return the way she had come. 

	Up ahead, a small red and white plane flew low across the highway, descending toward a short runway just behind the trees. The road she wanted also accessed the airfield, so she took the next turn in that direction. Cars had rutted the lane, which felt like a riffle board under her tires. She passed the plane as it landed, and then turned left at a T-junction. Tall spruce trees stood on either side as she rounded a long bend. 

	Soon she was at the barrier gate to a cabin community. Established in the late 1970s, the housing development sat next to the Eagle Creek campground and was full of small, single-story homes. A state trooper was standing at the entrance, looking stoic in a blue parka and uniform, and an issued fur hat. He lifted the bar with a remote control as she approached and waved her through. She stopped as she came abreast of the officer and cranked down her side window. 

	— How's it going? she asked, trying to stay friendly with the local troopers.

	They were the people who had her back when a major crime was committed in her area. If she came across someone selling drugs, stealing a car or shooting a gun illegally, she called them. 

	— All right, ma’am. And yourself?

	Susan had met him a few months before but couldn’t remember his name. He had recently left the army and still had the manners of a soldier. He called her ma’am and had to resist the temptation to salute her. 

	— Running late. I missed the road. 

	— We all did, he said while lowering the gate behind her. It needs a sign. Everyone's down at the river. 

	She nodded and continued driving into the community. Most of the roads in the area didn’t have signs because snowplows knocked them down in winter. The state had experimented with different ways to solve the problem. The most affordable solution was to go without. People had to rely on locals for directions, and places like the King Salmon had become landmarks. 

	As Susan neared the riverside, she watched the yellow hydraulic arm of a large mobile crane stretch toward the sky. She passed between two cabins and saw police vehicles in a parking area near the construction machine, whose steel tracks had torn deep ruts into the ground. Her car bounced stiffly as she drove over them. 

	She pulled into a spot next to a patrol car bristling with lights and antennas. After getting out and locking her SUV, she walked toward a group of law officers watching the crane. One of them called her over. She recognized him as Martin Sutter, the head officer at the trooper station in the city of Kenai. Lean and clean-cut, he wore his standard blue uniform for that time of year, with a short jacket, yellow-striped pants, and a fur hat. Pinned to his chest was his metal badge, which looked shiny and just polished. 

	Martin had worked out of the Kenai station for nearly a decade. He joined the Alaska troopers in the 1970s after leaving the US Marines. He trained at the academy in Sitka and then worked at various posts throughout the state. He finally got enough seniority to manage a station and was assigned the one in Kenai. His territory covered most of the peninsula, which was bigger than some states. 

	— Been waiting for you, he said to her.

	— I missed the road.

	The trooper nodded knowingly.

	Standing next to him, Susan looked small and shabby. Tailored for a man, her uniform was sizes too big. Her pants were baggy and gathered atop her scuffed hiking boots. She wore a stained ranger hat over her reddish-brown hair, which hung in a ponytail in back. Instead of a green service parka, she had on her favorite blue and white ski jacket. She always kept it unzipped because it bunched up on her revolver in its holster on her hip. A large magnum, the gun was mainly for big animals, like bears or moose. Leaving her jacket open also made it easier for her to climb in and out of her tall vehicle. She wasn't wearing any makeup, as she felt she didn't need it for her job. Months without sunlight had turned her face pale, and her facial features were like holes in a white mask. Only the freckles on her nose and cheeks gave her face character. 

	— We're pulling the old ferry out of the riverbed, Martin explained as he watched the crane.

	She looked beyond him and saw people securing a thick tow strap around the bow of the boat. A hook at the end of a cable descended toward them from the tip of the crane arm. Someone grabbed the hook and attached it to the strap. The winch in the crane started reeling in the cable, which tightened under the weight of its load. After a moment, the ferry broke free from the ground. Dangling in the air and slowly spinning, it was carefully moved toward a large flatbed truck.

	Martin turned to look at Susan.

	— How long has it been here? 

	— Years, maybe decades. It's from the Russian River crossing. It broke loose and floated down here. People often complained about it. It took their hooks and damaged their boats.  

	He nodded slightly as his gaze returned to the ferry.

	— Why wasn't it ever removed? 

	Susan shrugged, not wanting to comment on the politics of managing the river.

	— Officially, I don't know. Unofficially, I'd say costs have stopped us. There are numerous wrecks like this in the Kenai. Removing them would cost millions. That’s money better spent on campgrounds and service roads. 

	Her eyes fell to the cab of the crane. She knew the operator inside. He was dressed in brown construction clothes and a billed cap from the maker of the machine. She walked over to him with the trooper behind her. 

	— Hey Mike, she yelled at him over the din from his vehicle.

	He nodded and returned a hello as he started to position the boat on the flatbed.

	— What are you getting for this job?

	Mike blinked and glanced at her quickly. He didn’t expect the question and needed to concentrate on maneuvering the boat. 

	— Ah, I don't know. Maybe 25,000. The crane was in storage for winter. I had to pull it out and get it started. Fuel, transportation and other costs. I'm getting 80 an hour to operate this thing. Same for Dave. He's driving the flatbed. 

	Susan looked at the trooper, whose face was blank with shock. He hadn't considered the cost when he asked for equipment to move the boat. He had a set annual budget and $25,000 was going to be a big hit. 

	— That's probably why, she offered. There are sunken boats up and down the river. The state doesn't have the money to remove them. 

	Susan and the trooper walked down to the riverbed. People were cleaning mud from the body and starting to examine it. She recognized one of them as Gregg Sprise, the coroner for the city of Kenai. He was also a general practitioner at the local hospital. He had a white lab coat on over a thick parka and could barely bend to check the remains. Wearing disposable gloves, he pulled a black wallet from the victim's clothes and flipped it open. He squinted behind his thick glasses to read the contents. Then, he looked up to find Martin and walked over to him. 

	— It's Chinese or something, he said as he showed the wallet to the trooper.

	Susan also looked and saw a photo ID with an icon of a shield emblazoned with something in a foreign language and the word Police. 

	— It's Korean.

	When Martin and the coroner looked at her, she added that she knew a Korean family. 

	— So, we may have a Korean police officer, Martin observed. Why is he here? 

	Gregg put the wallet in a transparent plastic bag and then handed it to the trooper before returning to the corpse. Its face was uncovered and most of its flesh was gone. Decay and river creatures had fed on it. The body was in sturdy outdoor apparel. The deceased wore a jacket, and the coroner found a hole in its chest near the right shoulder. 

	— Shot, but it didn’t pass through, Gregg observed, poking a finger into the hole and feeling a bullet inside. Probably what killed him. I have to do an autopsy to be sure. 

	He continued checking the pockets of the jacket and found a photograph. It was water-damaged, but the image was still clear. He turned it over to look for an inscription and then gave it to Martin after putting it in an evidence bag. 

	— Pretty, commented the trooper as he handed the photo to Susan.

	The image showed a young Asian woman. She was smiling at the camera and making a peace sign with her fingers. Susan automatically mimicked the gesture with her free hand as she turned over the photo. On the back was handwriting in Korean. 
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