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Chapter 1

 


It makes no sense to finish a journey from
New Mexico to Alaska by driving south, but that’s the way it is. Or
at least the way it happened for me as I reached the outskirts of
Skagway, scanning the unfamiliar scene—seaport, mountains, ocean
vessels—looking for a heliport where my husband should be awaiting
my arrival. There it was, a flat stretch of tarmac with a
half-dozen helicopters sitting like inactive insects resting on
bright yellow H’s on the ground. I pulled over near them, spotting
our JetRanger’s familiar blue and white paint scheme among the
others, and looked at the pickup truck’s trip odometer before
shutting off the engine. Three thousand and ten miles from home. It
felt so good to get out of that vehicle.

The dog apparently agreed. Freckles hopped to
the ground and ran circles around me. Drake had been sitting around
the FBO awhile; I saw him walking toward me across the airstrip
from the tiny fixed base operator’s office with a shorter male
figure beside him. We’d made the journey more or less together,
switching off between who drove and who flew every couple of days.
I will make note here that he cheated near the end, by cutting off
the final big loop into the Yukon and flying straight west from
Morley Lake while I drove the paved two-lane the rest of the
way.

Alone with his aircraft he could have done
the journey cross-country in half the time, I felt sure, but we’d
plotted a course that would take us through towns where he could
get jet fuel and I could count on a comfy hotel bed each night. We
managed it in eight semi-grueling days, although I certainly
couldn’t whine about the spectacular scenery. You really can’t
believe this place until you’ve seen it.

“Hey, babe,” he said. “What took you so
long?”

I growled and he gave me a wink. He turned to
the man beside him.

“This is Chuey Martinez, hon, head mechanic
for Kerby’s operation.” He stood half a head shorter than Drake’s
six feet, and was slightly on the stocky side, with dark hair
showing at the edges of his ball cap.

“Only mechanic,” Chuey said with a
smile that showed square, even teeth. “But two ships aren’t all
that hard to manage.” He stuck out his hand and the warmth of it
reminded me that my own hands, along with my arms and face, were
quite chilly.

I reached back into the pickup for my fleece
jacket. When we had packed our things in Albuquerque, where the
June weather consisted of unrelenting sunshine and temperatures
well into the nineties, it was hard to imagine that I would want
thermal underwear, turtlenecks and a coat. Drake, however, had a
lot of mountain flight experience and lives with a motto that you
can never take too much warm clothing. Catching sight of a large
round thermometer on the side of the building, I had no trouble
believing the fifty-five degree reading.

Chuey caught me looking. “When the sun drops,
be ready. It’s supposed to be forty-five tonight.”

Even Freckles must be feeling it. She’d
settled beside me and was leaning against my legs.

“Have you touched base with our landlady
yet?” I asked Drake.

He shook his head. “Didn’t have her number.
Plus, Kerby’s been briefing me ever since I got here. His first
group will be ready to head out in the morning.”

Kerby Allen was the owner and operator of a
business here called Gold Trail Adventures. We’d been shifted over
to him when our original job of hauling seismic crews fell through.
Secretly, I thought taking people out to look for gold sounded way
more exciting than hauling loads of heavy equipment anyway. Once we
settled into our rental house I would find out the rest of the
details from Drake. I pulled a folder out of the glove compartment
which held all our travel information.

“Roberta Gengler,” I said. “That’s her name,
and I have the address and phone number right here.”

I had begun looking for housing last fall and
was a little surprised to find that many properties were already
leased for the coming summer. It seemed that Skagway, where the
normal population was fewer than a thousand, tripled in size with
seasonal workers and gained tenfold when the cruise ships were in
port. I’d snagged the first place I could get that was an actual
house and allowed dogs; many of the seasonal workers were lucky to
find dormitory-style housing provided by their corporate
tour-company employers or a room in someone’s home. Some of the
brave college-aged ones tried tent camping, but I knew good and
well I would not be up for that for the span of our four-month
contract. It was probably too much to hope our place would be
charming; we’d be happy if it was comfortable and
weather-tight.

“Berta’s a good gal,” Chuey said. “I think
you’ll like her. And she’s got a daughter that’s not bad at all.”
He gave a little eyebrow-wiggle in Drake’s direction.

“Let’s give her a call, see if we can unpack
the truck before dark,” I suggested.

Chuey noticed the town map in my folder and
stepped closer to point to it. “Here’s Berta’s place. I think the
rental is also on State but I’m not sure. Grocery is right here.
Gas station there.”

The town was laid out on a neat grid, five
streets wide and nine or ten long, with a railroad track leading
from the dock area and going away into the mountains somewhere.
Everything Chuey pointed out was within a few blocks, easy walking
distance.

We said goodbye to the mechanic, Drake saying
he’d be back in the morning, and climbed into the truck where I
pulled out my phone and called Mrs. Gengler. Six minutes later we
were driving up outside a low cottage on Main Street, which seemed
oddly named given that the part we saw was residential. A woman
waited on the walkway that led from the street. Her short-sleeved
shirt and cotton capris attested to the fact that she was
thoroughly acclimated to Alaska summers. She wore her chin-length
brown hair in a blunt cut that framed her face with breezy curls,
and blue eyes edged with laugh lines went along with the bright
smile she sent our way.

“Charlie and Drake? Welcome to Skagway.” She
shook hands with Drake, paused a second and pulled me into a hug. I
knew I would like her when she caught sight of Freckles and knelt
to give the dog a hug too. Our brown and white spaniel/shepherd mix
can be a handful, but at a year old she’s settling down a bit. She
wagged her entire body at Roberta Gengler’s attention.

“Everyone here calls me Berta,” the landlady
said as she pulled out a small key ring. We followed as she
unlocked the front door, chatting the entire time.

“It’s two-bedroom,” she said, “even though
you said you only needed one. But I’d appreciate it if you don’t
take in another renter for that second room, not without checking
with me first. You’ve got use of the whole house. The backyard is
fenced for little-bit here.” A gentle tickle at Freckles’s
forehead. “And there’s a garage. I can’t say what-all junk might be
in there but you’re welcome to move it around if you need to. I
think your vehicle will fit inside if you like. Or just leave it in
the driveway. Doesn’t matter.”

She led the way through the living room—where
I noted a stone fireplace, small sofa and two armchairs, and a
lonely-looking plain coffee table—into a small kitchen where the
white paint seemed to have been freshly done.

“You got your basic furniture, plenty of
kitchen utensils, dishes and such. I did tell you about bringing
your own linens?”

I nodded. I’d even remembered to label the
box. With Drake’s auxiliary helicopter gear, I’d been allocated
space in the truck for our two suitcases and two boxes for anything
and everything else I might need. Considering that I was still
somewhat on call with the private investigation firm where I’m a
partner with my brother Ron, my must-haves included a computer and
an assortment of necessary business files. It didn’t leave much
space for household stuff, but then again, I felt sure I could get
any absolutely necessary item here in town.

“I live right behind,” Berta was saying,
pointing out the kitchen window toward a thicket of shrubbery and a
dark brown metal roof. “My house faces State Street. You need
anything, you can either walk around the block or just duck through
that thin spot in the bushes.” She jabbed her finger. “Just left of
that Sitka mountain-ash tree there’s a gate.”

I nodded vaguely, completely unclear which
tree she meant, hoping we wouldn’t have to go dashing for help
anytime soon.

She turned with a raised eyebrow and placed
the keys in Drake’s hand. I took it to mean this was the moment to
ask any questions.

“Internet service?”

“Yep. The router’s at my place but you’ll get
a decent signal over here. Password’s written on the inside cover
of the phone book.” She tilted her head toward the refrigerator,
where an ancient wall phone hung adjacent and an actual printed
telephone directory sat on the counter. “No movies on the computer
after seven at night. That’s my time and something about both of us
trying to watch a movie at once messes up my viewing.”

I assured her that wouldn’t be a problem as
we walked back toward the front door. Drake paused to examine the
thermostat on the wall and Berta went over a couple of quick
instructions. I was happy to see that we didn’t have to rub sticks
together or keep a woodstove burning.

Two minutes later she’d disappeared and we
found ourselves alone in our new little Alaskan abode. I stepped
over to Drake and wrapped my arms around him. It felt good to be
together on solid ground once again.

“Unless you really want to cook tonight,” he
said, knowing full well that I wouldn’t, “how about if we unload
the truck, get the dog settled in, and then find someplace that can
fill us with food and drink?”

Well, he didn’t have to repeat that
invitation.

Boxes accumulated in the driveway and we
separated the helicopter gear from those that would be going
inside. I read labels and directed them to different rooms, the
whole process taking less than an hour. It felt like early
afternoon but my stomach said ‘hungry’ and the clock told us it was
nearly seven p.m. when we finished. Drake set up the dog crate,
where Freckles sleeps at home or away, while I located her food and
filled a bowl. One thing about dogs, as long as they know they’ll
be fed, they can turn nearly anyplace into a home. Her little tummy
filled, she accepted my bribe of a treat and went happily into her
crate.

Freckles had stretched her legs by zooming
around the fenced backyard while Drake and I unloaded the truck,
but after a week on the road both of us really needed a stretch,
too. We decided to walk until we found dinner. Broadway, the main
commercial street through the center of town, was only two blocks
over so we began by heading there. It didn’t take long to find a
lively spot that combined restaurant, bar and music in a long room
filled with people who definitely looked more local than
tourist.

There was that moment when the noise level
dropped and a few dozen eyes turned toward us—the
you’re-new-in-town syndrome—but it quickly passed. After all,
residents here were accustomed to their lives being invaded by a
new crop of outsiders each day throughout a season that must begin
to feel way too long by autumn.

We found a small table against a dark-paneled
wall. The long bar in Zack’s Place was made of the same shiny dark
wood, lined with a dozen backless stools which were now at a
hundred-percent occupancy, occupied predominantly by bearded men in
plaid and women with tight jeans and equally tight Henleys. Beer in
green bottles with a label I didn’t recognize seemed the beverage
of choice. Otherwise, the room held an assortment of four- and
six-top tables and I noticed conversations freely taking place
between them. Aren’t small towns great?

“So,” I said to Drake, once we’d settled and
ordered drinks, “you’ve met the new boss ... tell me what we’ll be
doing.”

He took a swig of the green-bottled beer he’d
decided to try. “Kerby Allen started Gold Trail Adventures to
appeal to city dwellers who want to try roughing it a bit and think
they’ll get rich in the process. When you think about it, not all
that different from those intrepid souls who came up here in the
1880s for the original gold rush.”

Skagway had been the starting place for the
huge stampede into the Yukon. It had quite the colorful history but
all I’d heard up to this point was that we would take people out
gold prospecting. I’d pictured long troughs of water with a
sprinkle of gold dust seeded in, although from the brochures it
looked as if those sorts of touristy operations existed without
need of a helicopter to take the customers very far from town.

“Kerby owns some cabins up in the mountains,
various places, or maybe he’s leasing them ... I’m not sure at this
point. Anyway, each cabin is furnished and stocked with food and
some basic mining tools. We get a GPS programmed with the
waypoints, we drop the folks off. One of Kerby’s guys meets them,
gives a little orientation and shows them how to use their gold
pans, then we fly out and leave the customers to fend for
themselves for the next week or two. They buy the one-week or the
two-week ‘adventure’ depending on their stamina and budget.”

“But isn’t it risky to just leave them alone
like that?” My plate of halibut and chips had arrived and I had to
stop a second to dip one of the crisp potatoes in ketchup.

“They’ll be provided with satellite phones,
in case of emergency. If they can’t handle it, we’ll pick them
up.”

I had a hard time wrapping my head around the
idea of being left alone in the land of grizzly bears without
something more than a phone for a lifeline, but then again I’ve
sort of turned into a wuss as I’ve become a little older. My idea
of roughing it now is a twelve-inch TV in a motor home. I’ve seen
those reality shows where families struggle along, repairing their
ancient tractor or generator with duct tape and paper clips, and
there has never been the slightest appeal in that. But it takes all
kinds.

Drake was probably reading my mind as all
these thoughts flitted through, but he wisely stayed occupied with
the fish, which was so tasty that neither of us had the inclination
to fill the time with talk. I was nearly finished eating when I
looked up to see a woman about my age approaching our table.

“Hi, you guys must be Charlie and Drake. I’m
Mina.”

I must have had a blank look on my face.

“Berta’s my mom.” She tucked a strand of
straight brown hair behind one ear and held out her hand. She wore
little makeup but had a smooth complexion that certainly didn’t
require it, and I was admiring the quality of her haircut and the
golden highlights among the chestnut strands when she spoke up
again. “Welcome to Skagway.”

We invited her to join us.

“Just for a minute,” she said, taking the
third chair and setting her phone and a small spiral notebook on
the table. “I’m on deadline for a piece on how to make your garbage
cans bear-proof.” She rolled her eyes. “Wilbur hired me for the
‘crime beat’ but that’s a laugh. The worst crimes around here are
drunks peeing in alleys and, once in awhile, somebody speeding down
Alaska Street. If a real crime ever happened around here everyone
in town would know about it well before the paper came out with the
news.”

I found myself laughing but was interrupted
by Mina’s phone.

“Uh-oh, gotta go.” She glanced at the
readout, did the eye-roll thing again, told us to stay in touch,
and breezed out the door.

I turned to Drake. “Maybe we should head
back. Freckles has to be wondering what’s happened to us.”


Chapter 2

 


We walked out into the evening and I looked
at my watch. Nine o’clock and not even beginning to get dark yet.
We strolled down a cross street and turned up State Street; I
spotted a market, closed at this hour, where I would need to come
soon to stock up with food. The long day was catching up with me
and yet the light sky made it seem as if I shouldn’t be sleepy yet.
This would take some adjustment.

“I forgot to bring a book to read,” I told
Drake. “Something tells me I’ll need a bedtime story to put me to
sleep.”

He wiggled his eyebrows, although he knew
good and well that what he had in mind would invigorate me more
than make me tired.

“We could take a look in the house and
garage,” he suggested. “See if any previous tenants left reading
material behind.”

I didn’t recall seeing any bookshelves in the
house. “I suppose we should take a look at the garage anyway. If
it’s got space, I’m sure your truck would love to park inside at
night.”

The keys Roberta had given us included a
small one that fit the padlock on a rusted hasp that held together
double doors on the stand-alone garage. Drake worked it a bit,
commenting about buying some WD-40, until he got it open. The doors
swung ajar to reveal a decent-sized space. There were shelves along
one wall, while the back was crowded with a clutter of gardening
tools, a battered wheelbarrow and a lawn mower that didn’t look as
if it had run since 1953.

“I’m hoping yard work isn’t expected of us,”
Drake said, eyeing the assortment.

“By the layers of dirt and rust on this
stuff, it doesn’t look like any of it has been used in ages.”

“Well, the yard is in good shape, so Berta
must have somebody who comes by.”

I began perusing the shelves while he pushed
the lawn mower aside and estimated whether there would be room for
his vehicle. One shelf contained a warped paperboard box with a
floral pattern and a flap with a short piece of cord wound around a
bead to keep it closed. It was the only thing on the shelf that
seemed promising, everything else having to do with killing mice
and bugs or consisting of ancient life jackets and other boating
gear. I pulled the box down and blew off a thick layer of dust.

The cord crackled as I unwound it but the lid
of the box seemed to have protected the contents well. It contained
a stack of letters tied with a length of blue satin ribbon, along
with a couple of small, bound books. The postmark on the top letter
was visible but I couldn’t read it in the dim light.

“Look at this,” I said, without taking my
eyes off the box. “I don’t know if it’ll be as gripping as a Ludlum
novel but it might keep me entertained.”

“Charlie, that could be private family stuff
that belongs to Roberta.”

He was right, although clearly she didn’t
care enough to keep it at her house. But I should ask her before I
delved in too deeply. I should.

I tucked the box under my arm while Drake
re-secured the doors, commenting that he thought he could move
enough of the junk around to get his truck inside. The sun had
dipped below the hills and, true to Chuey’s prediction, the chill
in the air intensified. We scooted inside, and while Drake started
a small fire in the fireplace I made the bed in the larger of the
two bedrooms. Luckily, I had brought plenty of blankets.

The crackling flames felt good as we curled
up together on the little couch, and I soon dozed. About the time
we could have thrown on another log, Drake got up to close the fire
screen.

“You look tired.” Taking my hand, he led me
to the bedroom. He was right—this was way past my normal bedtime
and it had been a very long day. I snuggled next to him under the
covers. The mattress was wonderful and I didn’t know another thing
until the sun rose—at 2:57 a.m. I groaned and rolled over. We must
get some room-darkening curtains right away.

When I awoke the second time it was nearly
six and I actually felt refreshed. I brushed my teeth but couldn’t
find my shampoo, so I pulled on yesterday’s clothes and resolved to
finish unpacking later this morning.

In the kitchen I rummaged through my small
stash of provisions and came up with instant coffee and some sugar
packets swiped from various restaurants along the journey. One of
the lower cupboards gave me a tea kettle and the water from the tap
tasted icy and clean. I filled the kettle and set it on a burner,
wondering whether any of the cereal bars remained from our pantry
in New Mexico. Sadly, the box contained only one, which I dutifully
broke in two to share. A grocery trip would be another
must—soon.

Drake appeared at the kitchen door, looking
far fresher than I. He’d showered and shaved, and when I showed him
the scanty breakfast offering he even offered to take me out again.
On top of that, he said he would take Freckles for a walk while I
showered. Okay, I’ll admit that I needed one desperately. I used
his shampoo and even managed to find clean clothes before my
sweethearts returned.

Two blocks from our new little home we found
a café with the perky name of Tootie’s Place, which looked like the
spot to be in the mornings. The smells of coffee and bacon wafted
out the open door, and most of the tables were full. I spotted Mina
at the counter where we were to place orders; she was dressed in
layers of outdoor clothing and sturdy boots.

“Hey, Charlie!” She greeted me as if we’d
known each other for ages, and turned to introduce me to her
companions—Zack, Ross and Marta—all similarly dressed. “We’re
heading out to do the Icy Lake Trail today. Wanna come along?”

I couldn’t admit to her that nothing about an
icy lake or a trail sounded all that appealing to me, so I pleaded
work and unpacking and such, leaving her with the impression that,
otherwise, I would have loved to come.

“They seem nice,” Drake said, as we grabbed a
table after the others had left the café. “You sure you didn’t want
to go?”

I caught the gleam in his eye. He knows that
my outdoor scenery fix is best done from the seat of a nice, warm
helicopter.

“So, we meet with Kerby this morning to get
our assignment. I think he said something about today’s group being
a family of three—mom, dad and a son.”

I felt my plan to start nesting begin to fall
apart. He recognized the look of dismay.

“We can’t keep eating in restaurants every
meal,” I said, with a tilt of my head toward the prices on the
overhead menu. “We’ll spend the whole summer working and still not
take home any money. A grocery trip is a must, so shall I do it
this morning or we can both do it this afternoon?”

He’s used to my bottom-line attitude; some of
my accounting background is starting to rub off on him. Plus, he
feels about shopping the way I feel about hiking to an icy
lake.

“Drop me off to report for duty with Kerby,
you get things settled at the house. Come back out to the heliport
by, say, ten o’clock and we’ll be ready.”

By the time we finished breakfast, the
schedule gave me less than two hours but it wasn’t as if I had a
long commute to work or anything. Still, it wasn’t that I was
really needed in order for Drake to fly three people to a cabin in
the mountains. I grumbled to myself a little, but realized that
this was really a training flight for me. I would be on my own with
future flights, and I needed to know the situation. I dropped Drake
off near the FBO building, made as quick a trip through the grocery
market as is possible in an unfamiliar store, got home, stared
longingly at my suitcase full of rumpled clothing but left it for
later.

Once the food was put away, I headed back to
the airport, a routine that wasn’t unfamiliar to me. I found Drake
and another man in a pilot briefing room, standing in front of an
aviation sectional map pinned to the wall.

Kerby Allen was about sixty, with
salt-and-pepper hair, sideburns a touch long by today’s standards,
and the kind of sincere brown eyes that meant he was probably
really good at selling things. His handshake was warm and his
manner professional. Drake had told me Allen had been an Army pilot
toward the end of the Vietnam war, which gave him high marks among
other pilots. That was no easy assignment, over there. Not to
mention that he’d survived a bunch of years flying this rugged
Alaskan terrain.

“We want this to be the kind of adventure
experience that folks will go home and tell their neighbors about,
they’ll give glowing reviews on our website, they’ll rave it up on
Facebook and Twitter,” Kerby said as we settled around a conference
table near the wall map. “In the old days, men left home and family
behind and came up here to look for gold in the Yukon. The desire
for riches—that thing they call gold fever—it’s powerful and
strong. It still is. We haven’t lost that yearning for adventure,
it’s just that today we basically fall into two camps—those who get
their ‘adventure’ from a cruise ship, TV or video game, and those
who hire a Sherpa to climb Everest. Short-term fun or a real risk
of dying.

“Here at Gold Trail Adventures I want to
provide all of the real life experience, but minimal danger. That’s
why our clients have a way to contact us—the satellite phones—but
they’ll be living out at our cabins without electricity or
Internet. It’s a great way for families to bond. Plus, there’s the
very real chance for them to actually discover and take home some
gold. Each of the properties has a running stream for panning, and
several of them have nearby caves or mineshafts to explore. My men
have shored up the old mines and we’ve blocked off tributaries and
secondary tunnels where someone could get into trouble. We don’t
tell them, but we’ve seeded the sites with enough real gold to get
them started. Then they get excited and have a blast just getting
in there and going for it.”

I got the feeling some of this came straight
from the sales brochure.

“Last summer the gold adventure was so
successful that I was flying almost non-stop. It’s why I decided to
add a second ship, yours, this year.”

The fact that he had two helicopters working
was reassuring. One of us would be backup for the other, in the
event of mechanical problems or simply needing some time off. I
still wasn’t sure that a seven-day-a-week, four-month contract
wouldn’t wear our butts out completely.

“So,” Kerby said. “Here are your coordinates
for the first flight, and the family should be arriving soon.
Barney’s your contact this time, already waiting up at the cabin.
He’ll do the orientation with the clients and then you’ll fly him
back here.”

It all sounded so very organized; of course,
assuming that nothing can go wrong is usually the precursor for
exactly that.

Drake and I walked out to the flight line. He
had started the pre-flight inspection on our ship, so we completed
the few remaining tasks and were just considering a cup of hot
chocolate when a car pulled to a stop at the FBO’s front door.

Out stepped a family of three, all dressed in
Gorsuch or some other upscale clothier’s idea of what gold-panners
in Alaska would wear. Clearly, none of them had ever donned a pair
of pac boots in their lives. I watched in amazement as they pulled
three gargantuan duffles from the back of the vehicle. All of this
gear would have to be weighed; an aircraft, any aircraft, can only
hold so much and a helicopter is especially sensitive to the
restrictions. We cannot manage the monster luggage airlines
allow.

Luckily, Kerby Allen was there to meet them
at the door and he introduced us. I caught the surname—Mikowski—but
the rest went by in a blur. Kerby eyed the heavy luggage and
instructed the passengers to bring their things inside. As each bag
went on the scale, I was surprised to see that only one was
overweight. A laptop computer had to be pulled out. Joe Mikowski
grumbled, but Kerby explained that there would be no Internet
service at their cabin and he might as well leave the device locked
away safely at the office. The wife gave her husband a look and
opened her son’s bag, where she found some kind of video game. She
added that to the computer that was staying behind.

“But, Mom ...” the boy whined.

“Chandler, we all agreed. We’re doing this
adventure to spend time together, not to go off in our separate
corners and play with electronics.” Her eyes were on her husband as
she said it.

I was doing my best to think ahead to the
flight itself. Drake would be at the controls for this one, but
soon I would be taking other groups out on my own. Those mountains
were steep, rugged, and topped with snow. I couldn’t let my
attention waver.

Drake and Kerby stowed the passengers’ bags,
alongside our own survival gear. I’d already received the reminder
about how something as simple as a faulty fuel pump could result in
having to spend a night out on a mountainside until help could
come. And that was the best-case scenario. A crash landing didn’t
even bear thinking about.

In ten minutes the bags were secure in the
cargo compartment and the Mikowski family was belted into the three
back seats of the JetRanger. Drake and I were up front and I
watched carefully as he programmed coordinates for the destination
cabin into the GPS. That done, he gave a quick safety briefing over
the intercom headsets—simple things like don’t open the doors while
the aircraft is in flight. I pictured the look on Junior Mikowski’s
face as his mother had taken his video game away and thought the
reminder was well timed. The father seemed pretty subdued,
considering he was heading out on the adventure of a lifetime, for
which I was sure they had paid big bucks.

A few last checklist items and Drake pulled
pitch and we rose above the airstrip, the other helicopters and
planes growing smaller as we gained altitude. I watched as he made
course adjustments, tracking the headings shown on the GPS. He
flipped an intercom switch so that only I would hear his voice.

“We’re only about ten minutes from the cabin
if we fly a straight line but we’re supposed to give a little bit
of a tour too. The extra waypoints I programmed will take us over a
glacier and a long waterfall, and after we’ve circled those we’ll
come around.”

I couldn’t complain—there must not be one
ugly thing in this whole state, I decided as we spent thirty
minutes flying what amounted to a large circle, with snowy peaks
lined up in ranks as far into the distance as we could see. I had
the sectional map on my lap, following along, and I spotted the
trail where Mina and her friends were even now hiking to their
lunch-spot destination. Soon, with Mount Clifford as a landmark,
Drake sighted the cabin and began making a descent into a tiny
green valley. Amazing how fast you can cover territory by air;
reaching this cabin by trails from town probably would have taken
hours.

Brilliant green grass showed in contrast to
the mountains that rose all around us. A narrow stream ran out of
the hills, flowing toward the larger river we’d flown over, joining
with it to eventually reach the sea behind us. A man in dark pants
and red plaid jacket stepped into sight and began waving. His thick
beard and the fur-lined trapper hat gave him a real mountain-man
appearance. He pointed toward some orange cones set up on the
ground, our landing zone, and Drake positioned the JetRanger into
the wind and set her gently down precisely in the middle of the
demarcated area.

The red-coated man approached as Drake let
the rotor blades spool down, introducing himself as Barney, the
Gold Trail Adventures event coordinator.

“I’ll be about twenty, thirty minutes giving
the orientation,” he told Drake through the pilot-side open door.
“You and your wife can get out and walk around with us, if you
want, or just wait here. Kerby did tell you I’ll be flying back
with you?”

He asked the question as if the idea of
staying behind with the Mikowskis was scarier than dealing with a
grizzly.

Drake nodded and we climbed out. It took a
few minutes to get everyone out of their seatbelts and to unload
their gear.

“The cabin is fully stocked with food, fuel
and plenty of warm bedding,” Barney was saying to the husband and
wife. Young Chandler had immediately zipped away to the stream and
was on his knees, dipping an arm into water that had to be only a
degree or two warmer than an ice cube.

Barney picked up two of the duffle bags and I
grabbed the third, curious to see what the ‘adventure’ living
conditions would be like.

The cabin looked surprisingly comfortable. A
main room held a modern woodstove with a handy stack of split logs
nearby. The chairs and couch looked like the nice, soft kind you’d
want to sink into and a full bookcase solidified the idea that I
could be one happy camper here. A small kitchen filled one end of
the room, and Barney was giving Mrs. Mikowski a quick primer on the
use of the propane stove and refrigerator.

He waved in the direction of the two
bedrooms, then led everyone to a sort of service
porch-slash-storage room.

“Put your garbage in this sealed metal bin,”
he said with a firm look on his face, “and never, never leave any
food outside around the cabin. Not a cooler, not a half-eaten
sandwich, not a candy bar. Once the bears smell anything edible,
you’ll have ’em prowling around and they can take that front screen
door off with one paw.”

I might have imagined that both Mikowskis
went a little pale. The missus glanced out toward the stream to be
sure Chandler was still in sight.

“Now here’s your satellite phone,” Barney was
saying. “We fully charged it at the office but you got no way to
recharge it out here. It’s for emergencies only. The numbers
are right here on this label on the back. If you get on it and
start gabbing away, you’ll run it down and then you’ll have no way
to reach us. You know, for when that bear shows up.”

Mrs. Mikowski reached for the phone and
tucked it under her arm. I wondered at the wisdom of mentioning the
bears again, but maybe Barney’s experience showed that people don’t
follow instructions unless you give them a scary reason to.

He went through a little Q&A with the
guests, reassuring them that everything they needed was right here,
pointing out the supplies and how to light the woodstove. Neither
of the adults seemed to have much clue and I wondered how soon
before they would decide they’d had enough adventure and be calling
for their ride home.

As it turned out, that happened a lot sooner
than even I could have guessed. By eight a.m. on day two, Kerby
Allen was calling Drake’s cell phone, interrupting what would have
been our first great sex in the state of Alaska.

“That family of three that you delivered to
Cabin One?” he said. “They’ll need a ride back. Oh, and you’ll be
taking the police chief up there with you. Looks like they’ve found
a dead body.”


Chapter 3

 


Every thought in the world went through my
head. Did Kerby say they’d found a dead body? Or was one of our
intrepid adventurers now deceased? I was pretty sure he said
found. I held onto that thought while I threw on some
clothes and brushed my teeth. I couldn’t stand to think of someone
we’d delivered to that remote spot, now mangled by a bear, drowned
in the creek, or whatever else might befall a city slicker in the
wilderness. Was this such a great idea after all?

But by the time we arrived at the heliport,
Drake had talked reason to me. Surely Kerby would have sounded a
lot more stricken if he’d just lost a client, not to mention the
negative publicity this would cause. And he had said the
family would need a ride back. I took a deep breath as we walked
into the office.

A uniformed policeman approached—tall,
clean-shaven, gray-haired, going a little soft around the
middle.

“Drake Langston? I’m Chief Sam Branson.” He
held out a hand, and Drake introduced me, throwing in the fact that
I’m a partner in a private investigation firm back home. Sometimes
that gets a little uncomfortable; law enforcement types don’t
usually want anyone else mucking about in their cases. But Branson
only gave a nod.

“Kerby already took off,” Branson said. “We
should get there as soon as we can. Before anything gets
moved.”

Drake was already leading the way to the
JetRanger, so I tagged along and helped Chief Branson into the
front seat, untangling the shoulder harnesses for him before
climbing in and buckling myself into the back. Drake finished a
quick pre-flight inspection and joined us. As he’d told me the
previous day, flying directly there we sighted the cabin within ten
minutes.

Kerby Allen’s own red and white A-Star sat on
the ground, rotors unmoving, and a few people milled about. As we
set down, I was surprised to see that one of them was Mina Gengler.
I approached her and saw that she was scribbling furiously on a
notepad.

“Hey, Charlie! Didn’t know you’d be here,”
she said. “How about this thing? Most exciting story of the year.
Probably the decade! I can’t think of the last time someone found a
skeleton around here. Well, one not inside a crashed
airplane.”

My expression probably went blank as I
processed all that. How often did they find skeletons inside
old plane crashes, I wondered. But that, of course, wasn’t the real
story today.

My attention was drawn to a hubbub on the
front porch of the cabin, where Rhonda Mikowski was fluttering
about and jabbering like her Chatty Cathy string had become
jammed.

“I can’t handle this,” she exclaimed, for
probably the twelfth time as I walked toward the porch. “Chandler,
poor baby. He’s going to need counseling. We need to get
professional help. Now. I just have to get us home—I don’t know how
we’ll ever get over this.”

Chandler, meanwhile, in his inimitable
ten-year-old way, was equally wound up. “It was so cool!” he
said to Chief Branson. “It was, like, all these bones and a skull
and everything. And it’s laying there on the ground like this.”

He threw himself to the grass, taking a
position on his side, making his arms and legs look stiff and
adopting a fierce toothy grimace.

Chandler jumped back up. “When I get home I’m
gonna post it on Facebook. My friends are gonna be so
jealous! I knew Alaska would be cool.”

Personally, I didn’t think the kid looked
traumatized at all. He was on his way to fame and fortune at home
because of his find. But then, being childless myself, what do I
know?

Sam Branson knelt near the boy. “Can you show
me where you found it?”

“Oh, sure. It’s up in that cave.” The kid
pointed vaguely up a hill behind the cabin. “I got up this morning
and went exploring.”

Kerby had said that all caves and mines had
been checked for stability and dangerous areas blocked, but surely
his crew didn’t know this one existed or they would have found the
skeleton themselves. I may have just spotted the first chink in the
armor of his sales presentation. And if Rhonda Mikowski needed to
panic about something in today’s events, maybe it should be more
along the lines of the fact that her son had wandered into a cave
at six o’clock in the morning, unsupervised. But I kept my mouth
shut and just followed along as Chandler led the police chief
through thick bushes up the steep mountainside. Mina hustled to
catch up, and Rhonda Mikowski finally had to shut up as the
altitude became too much for her to breathe and talk at the same
time.

The entrance to the cave was obscured by
leafy undergrowth—it would never be spotted from the air—but once
the boy pointed it out, we discovered an opening, low but wide
enough for an adult to easily walk through, bent at the waist. And
once inside, the ceiling rose to where three adults could all stand
up.

“There it is,” Chandler said, pointing as
proudly as a cat who’d laid a dead mouse on the doorstep. “Just
like I found him.”

“Thanks, son. You did the right thing,
telling your dad and having him call me,” said Chief Branson.

Mina snapped a couple of pictures before Sam
gave her a look. “I’ll be keeping those for my files, for the time
being,” he said.

She sent him a frown.

“Chandler, why don’t you go on outside with
your mom,” Sam Branson said gently.

I put an arm around the boy’s shoulders and
guided him back toward the daylight. Once his mother had taken
charge, fussing over him and insisting he go back to the cabin to
lie down, I scooted back into the cave to see what the chief and
Mina were doing.

By flashlight, Branson was studying the
bones. It was gruesome in a distant sort of way, but I could handle
it as long as I didn’t dwell on the reality. Better, for now, to
keep it in the perspective that this was just like watching a show
on the Discovery Channel.

The bones had darkened to a brownish-tan.
Clothing covered most of it except the skull, hands and part of the
forearms. The bell-bottom pants and boldly patterned shirt—even
with a thick layer of dust—made me think of the fashions of the
1970s, garish and somewhat gender neutral. Could the person have
been here that many decades?

Chief Branson had asked Mina to take some
notes, cautioning her that they were for his official use and not
to be repeated in the newspaper. From what he was saying, my
observations were validated.

“Poor sucker probably got off the hiking
trail that runs along the top of this ridge,” he said. “Maybe it
was getting dark and cold, he came in here for shelter. Could have
starved to death.”

“Was that cabin here years ago?” I asked.
“You’d think he would have gone there, rather than into a
cave.”

“Nah. That place was built only about five
years ago. Kerby’s leasing it from the owner for the summer. I
don’t think there’s another dwelling for miles in any direction out
here.” He stood up and brushed dirt off the knees of his uniform.
“Well, let’s get this done. Ladies?”

It was his polite way of escorting us out.
When we got back to the cabin, Drake had already gathered the
Mikowski family and their belongings into our helicopter and was
lifting off.

“He’s bringing Jerry back with him,” Kerby
said as Sam, Mina and I approached the cabin. He turned to the
chief. “Look, I better get to my office and make sure I pacify
those folks. Doubt I can talk them into taking one of the other
cabins, so I’m probably gonna have to refund their money.” He
looked none too happy about that. “You’ll be okay here until Drake
and Jerry get here with a body bag?”

Branson nodded. “I might ought to go back up
there and shine the light around, see if there’s any other evidence
that goes along with our John Doe. Then I suppose that’s my first
order of business—find out who the guy was and notify someone.”

Kerby gave a little gesture toward us,
indicating that he would give Mina and me a ride back to the
airport. When we got there, he rushed off to speak to the
Mikowskis, who were enviously eyeing the cruise ships at their
nearby docks, and I saw that Drake was about to lift off again with
a uniformed officer in the front passenger seat.

A little at loose ends all at once, I looked
around. Mina had trailed Kerby into the office, hanging to one side
but clearly listening to his conversation, gleaning tidbits to
flesh out her news story. I didn’t believe for a minute that this
wouldn’t end up on the front page of Thursday’s edition.

I supposed that Kerby might have another
assignment for me. I could, after all, fly his ship to one of the
other cabin sites if anyone needed pickup or delivery. I probably
shouldn’t leave until I knew for sure, so I walked into the
employee break room where we’d been told we could get coffee
anytime or buy snacks from the vending machines.

“So, I heard that you’re a private
investigator,” Mina said, coming up behind me, startling me into
sloshing coffee onto the countertop that already enjoyed a
sprinkling of sugar and a few other spills.

“Uh, not really,” I said, going on to explain
that I’m the financial partner in the business; my brother Ron is
really the PI. “Once in awhile I get in the middle of things, but
it’s not usually my idea.”

“But you’ve been to crime scenes before,
right?”

Suddenly I could see where this was going,
and although I liked Mina and wouldn’t mind becoming friends, I
really didn’t want my name in the local paper my second day in
town. I stalled by taking a sip of coffee.

“Ugh, this stuff is awful,” I said. “How
about we find something that doesn’t stand up by itself? I bet you
know who has the best coffee in town.”

Either Mina also wanted a friendship, or she
knew the only way to get me to confide was to chum up. I chose to
believe that the smile she sent my way was genuine. I dumped the
bitter brew down the drain, tossed the foam cup in a trash can and
we walked out.

“Mina?” Kerby Allen was alone in his office
and signaled to my reporter buddy. “Can we talk a minute?”

I detoured right along with her.

“Listen, Mina, I know this is a big story for
you, and Wilbur’s going to be wetting his pants to run it ...”
Kerby shifted in his seat.

“But you don’t want me to embarrass you or
the mayor,” Mina said, her chin jutting out just a little
defiantly.

“Well ... yeah.” He dropped his normal
salesman smile. “All I’m asking is that you don’t name the location
or say that my company is involved.”

“Because all the locals won’t book trips with
you? Come on, Kerby, it’s the tourists you’re after anyway.”

“Yes, but you never know where that kind of
information goes. These days, with the Internet—”

“Plus,” Mina taunted, “it’s an election year
and your wife likes her job. A dead body associated with
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