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			Chapter 1

			For a drifting, Parker County Texan, after surviving my second winter in the Klondike, spring in Chicken, Alaska, didn’t impress me as warm. After months of isolation, reading books and reciting poetry to fill my time, the sun was a welcome sight.

			The sun in May shines bright sixteen hours a day. Back home, it would be in the eighties. I watched the snow dwindle. Mud and standing water filled most open areas, waiting for the ground to thaw enough to soak in.

			After the mosquitos appear, the next sure sign of spring is when the Yukon River breaks up in Dawson City. Due to happen any day, unofficially, it will mark the start of the 1960 mining season. The Fortymile area was part of the 1898 gold rush that reached Alaska in 1900. On the Alaska side of the border, it included the communities of Boundary, Eagle, and Chicken.

			I pushed my well-worn brown Stetson back and took in an enormous sky stretching from north to south, east to west, without a single cloud. Fifty-degree daytime temps thawed out the mosquitoes. They froze in midair last September, and as if resurrected from the snow by Jesus himself, they shook off the cold like a layer of trail dust and formed vampiric swarms of gray fog searching for blood.

			Swatting at the bugs, I saw scrub brush, half buried in the snow, already sprouting leaves. The pussy willows lined the banks of Davis Creek, and water peeked through and gurgled in open patches in the ice. Spring signaled a fresh beginning and a change in the course of my life.

			It started almost a year ago. After leaving Korea, I never intended to live in the cold again. Years of drifting, with no plan but to be gone from Texas, until fate changed my opinion of the frozen north in a choking breath of dust and a blink of a blue eye.

			

			My dirt-stained white T-shirt had holes in it, and my jeans did too. My slip-on rubber boots completed my uniform for the summer in the mining camp. The rest of my gear fit inside a surplus duffle bag that I had from the Army after leaving the service. This morning, I pushed back a two-year growth of dark hair on my head and face.

			Being a thinking man, I contemplated my sudden desire for substance and surveyed my new gold claim. It wasn’t much, but it was more than I held title to since the war ended. The previous succession of owners all gave up because the price of gold offered by the government didn’t pay for the cost of operations required to hold the claim. Having worked on the claim downstream, I believed there was gold on this patch. Where and how much was the question.

			Making a living above expenses proved impossible for Rosenburg, and the same was true for those before him. I figured on a low overhead operation to try and not go broke. My ambition was sparked by Amy Crockett, more than making a living mining.

			Before freeze-up last winter, Dottie, the bartender up at Chicken, told me Rosenberg quit his mine and it would be available. The place appealed to me for several reasons. First, I could walk to my current employer’s claim. More importantly, it put me a short hike to Amy Crockett’s claim.

			Acquiring this place was important enough for me to fly white-knuckled in a Super Cub with the pilot who brought in our mail. Chicken being his last stop, I bummed a ride to Fairbanks. I don’t care for airplanes; the smaller they are, the less I like them. In the Army, I always felt safer after jumping out of them.

			I arrived in Fairbanks the night before I could file, and I submitted the paperwork for the claim the following day. Like that, I became a mine owner. A huge step up from drifting laborer in my mind, and I hoped in Amy’s.

			Standing on the creek bank, I heard the growling rumble of an approaching swamp buggy over the constant hum of emerging insects. The rig belonged to the proprietor of the Chicken General Store, the town’s unofficial mayor. Most everything qualified as unofficial when it came to Chicken. Frequent visits with Gene at his store had helped me survive the winter as a caretaker on the Barnes claim.

			The rolling icebreaker bounced along the creek bed, sending water and ice flying onto the banks kicked from under the huge surplus tires made for a WWII bomber. They stood six feet high, mounted on a same era, five-quarter ton, carryall Army Dodge still painted splotchy, drab olive green.

			It was not pretty, but Gene’s rig served as the most reliable off-road, year-round transportation and taxi service in the greater Chicken area.

			The mayor I counted as a friend and one of those quirky citizens a place like Chicken attracts. Dottie said, sometime back, on an extended winter stay after too much booze, Ol’ Gene saw apparitions in the sky—things that scared him to his core.

			Nowadays, Gene listened to the Russians on his amateur licensed ham radio but told me he couldn’t decide if the Communists or aliens flew the spaceships. Whichever, it put him to watching the subarctic sky and listening intently to his radio.

			Seeing the buggy surprised me, but Gene driving a passenger more so. The passenger’s blue uniform and the Smokey Bear campaign hat, with a grizzly bear emblem emblazoned on a gold badge, marked him as an Alaska State Police officer.

			Gene’s beast blew a puff of black smoke, spewing from a vertical exhaust pipe. His buggy hummed along in granny low as it scratched onto a gravel bench near the school bus abandoned by someone before Rosenburg, and then he squealed to a halt.

			With a tinny screech of the door hinges, the state cop, a big fella, stepped out on the running board, held his hat, and jumped. He hit where it looked dry on top. The officer stood taller than my six-two and was thirty pounds heavier than me. I ate better and weighed more before arriving in Chicken; it’s been a year or so since I consumed regular meals.

			He landed, squishing mud and water up around his rubber boots. The controlled smile told me two things. First, it was a friendly visit, and second, business too. Besides, no one made the trip from Chicken up Davis Creek for sightseeing.

			“Officer Robertson, folks call me Robbie.” He extended his hand to shake, showing a lot of trust for a lawman.

			I figured Gene filled him in on my character and what little I shared about my past. Taking the offered hand, I looked him in the eye, gave it a pump, and stepped back. A proper greeting, the way Pa taught me.

			“Wyatt Peoples, sir. I don’t have the deed for this property yet, but I have the stamped paperwork saying I filed on the claim.”

			The creases around his eyes suggested a man more prone to smile than frown, but remained neutral because business came first. “I’m here to see you, but not about your claim. You know the Crocketts over on Poker Creek?”

			I glanced at Gene, who surely told him that much. “I’ve bumped into them a time or two up at Chicken, Boundary, and a couple of times in Dawson. Following the creek banks, their place is a few miles south and east of here. When I first came into this country a year ago, I went by their place and asked for work.” Unsure where this conversation might lead, I understated how well I knew them.

			Robbie nodded. The shadow from his hat moved across his face, and he swiped at the bloodthirsty insects. “Is that where you met Tim?”

			A chill in his voice made me aware there was more to the question. Tim Crockett, the mine owner’s oldest son, rated my best friend in Chicken, which topped a short list of folks. The least ambitious of the kids, he found any excuse to make a trip to town. I ran into him at Dottie’s Bar and Grill when I first arrived. He liked to talk, so when I said I needed work, he took me to the claim to meet his dad.

			I never got to speak to Tim’s dad or get a job, but I did see Amy. It wasn’t much of a meeting, and after shaking her hand, I developed the damnedest speech impediment.

			I cleared the memory. “No, sir, up to Chicken, hunting a job.”

			“Word is you’re friendly with him.”

			I tried to think of anyone who wasn’t. “Did you ever meet the guy?”

			Robbie nodded his head.

			“So, you know he’s outgoing, and most everyone is friends with him.”

			Robbie said, “Information we received is he had his eye on this place.” He barely let me finish before making his statement.

			I wondered who said so. Tim told me how to acquire a claim if the owner didn’t do his prove-up work. Besides, it is hard to believe Tim was hunting for the kind of work owning a mine requires. “Miss Dottie told me several folks hankered for this place and said to get to the claims office opening day. I didn’t ask who.” I held the state cop’s stare. “What’s this about?”

			Robbie’s eyes twitched at the mention of Dottie’s name. He pulled his head back and puffed up, showing me his authority before answering. “Tim flew into Chicken a week ago to prepare the family claim. Gene said he dropped him off near their place soon after arriving at Chicken. No one has seen him since. His brother Ricky came in two days ago, and it appears Tim never reached their mine.”

			

			I said, “I didn’t know he was in the area, and I haven’t seen hide nor hair of him here or where I stayed at Barnes’s place. Which is odd because he’s a social kind of guy.”

			“Gene,” Robbie tipped his head toward the buggy, “drove him up the road to the trailhead for Poker Creek and said he walked in.”

			The highway curved north of Davis Creek, then turned southeast toward the Canadian border and crossed the upper reaches of Poker Creek. A trail ran from their place on the south side of the river, a shortcut to the Crockett mine, and a much easier path to walk than the creek road.

			A thought occurred I didn’t like. “Bear popping season, Officer, and a Toklat grizzly passed by here a couple of times in the last week.” Hibernation ended a few weeks earlier for the brown bears, and black bears would soon appear.

			Robbie said, “It’s a thought we have to consider. I’ll be around for a while hunting any sign of Tim.”

			The winter season is hard on the wildlife, and many don’t make it. “Guessing between wolf and spring bear kills and the usual dead moose and caribou defrosting, it won’t be an easy spot.”

			After some discussion, the mayor and officer departed the way they came, planning to visit the Crocketts next. In my limited experience in the north country, below-freezing nighttime temps, encounters with bears, moose, or an accidental fall, could be fatal to a man missing for a week.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			When I drifted into Fortymile country by way of Dawson City, Alaska still hunted statehood in the summer of ’58. Last year, I survived four seasons in the Klondike, and although considered a newcomer, but not a cheechako, I was promoted by longevity to a sourdough. The joke is, sourdoughs were sour on the Yukon but lacked the dough to get out. In ’59, Alaska became a state. Law enforcement duties changed from federal Territorial Police to State Police. The same people, but still dealing with the change. Bill Egan got elected governor and took a tight grip on guiding the new government.

			Hunting a job, my first encounter with Amy Crockett caught me off guard. First, she operated a Cat bulldozer, pushing a load of gravel into the header. The earth mover crept forward and filled the air with diesel exhaust and a cloud of dust.

			The header swirled full of water, and the family crew washed the dirt into the chute. The water separates the raw minerals from the clay and flushes all the material over the riffles. The Crocketts diverted a water supply from a tributary spilling off the bluff for sluicing the gold-bearing soil. From there, it flows into a settling pond where the silty sediments drop out before the water filters into the stream.

			Late in the season of ’59, laid off from the dredge I worked on near Dawson, I went hunting for a job. I stopped at Chicken, the second place I came to seeking employment. The day I met the family, it was hot by Alaska standards and in the mid-eighties. Amy materialized out of the dust, standing on the giant machine’s track, one hand holding the engine cover.

			She barked orders at Tim and Ricky, her brothers, before turning her sparkling blue eyes on me. Her hair hung around a freckled face, dirty blonde, or maybe just dirty, matching the smudges on her jeans and denim shirt with cuffs rolled up to her elbows. A black leather belt pulled tight at the waist accented her figure. In the dust and sunlight, the most attractive gal I ever set eyes on.

			She jumped to the ground and landed with a solid thump I heard over the idling dozer and splashing water. She walked the rim of the tank like a tightrope, hopped across the chute, and lit in front of me. The top of her wavy hair came to my chin.

			She jerked off a leather glove, slapped her bare hand against her leg, and shook hands like the boss, not a hired hand.

			“Hi, I’m Amy, and I’m afraid we don’t have any work for you. I assume my brother brought you along to cut back on what little he does already.”

			Tim protested, and Ricky smiled and kept a close eye on the water as he mucked dirt into the current. I tried to say howdy, but came out, “Ugh.” The words hung up around my paralyzed tongue. A speech impediment developed right on the spot.

			My stomach rolled its eyes so hard I contemplated throwing up. Not that my gut had eyes, but my whole being felt confused and embarrassed. Tim laughed, and I hunted for a suitable rock to throw at him. Unable to speak, choked up, and humiliated, I turned and started walking to Chicken, kicking at the dirt and stomping through the creek.

			In Korea, I faced a bayonet charge of a thousand men on a frozen hill with less fear and more grace than standing in front of a woman I never met before. I hiked up the trail, kicked rocks, and smacked myself on the back of my head. The Barnes mine sat a few miles downstream on Poker Creek toward Chicken. I chatted with the line boss, Chet Robarts, and went to work for them. After meeting Tim’s sister, Chicken, Alaska felt like home.

			The only explanation? Love. A different breed than any I experienced elsewhere. With the short summer season, mining camp life didn’t leave time for socializing or romance. After meeting Amy, I couldn’t leave Chicken.

			Amy rarely left their camp except after cleaning the sluice every other Friday. Then, the family gathered their guitars and headed to Dottie’s place or Action Jackson’s bar in Boundary, and sometimes, to Eagle. On rare occasions, they trekked to Dawson to perform on stage at a gambling saloon there. Doug, Ricky, Tim, and Amy played as musical siblings. They sang folk and country tunes from memory and drew a crowd wherever they played.

			My schedule seldom meshed with theirs since my employer, Barnes, preferred his people to work daylight hours, which started early and ran almost all night in the summer. Folks say that I have a fine baritone voice when my mouth functions, but it fails me if I stand in sight of Amy.

			I stood by the bus, smiling and staring off where Gene’s 4x4 slung mud and muck up on the bank. The flathead six-cylinder engine rumbled toward the Barnes claim, and my mind wandered back to Dad’s ranch near Weatherford, where.

			I picked up reciting cowboy poetry memorized while mucking out barns and on the back of a nag horse chasing cow critters.

			When I hit Dawson in ’58, I worked on a gold dredge south and east of town. I bought a book of Robert Service poems. They came in a pocket-sized hardback. The poetry was similar to the cowboy variety. Before long, I added “The Spell of the Yukon” and other Service poems to my memorized repertoire. After hours, the dredge crew hounded me to entertain them while they ate or in the bunkhouse before lights went out.

			When Dottie overheard me spout a few lines from “The Cremation of Sam McGee” to Tim in her bar, she hired me to fill in during band breaks. Live entertainment reigned supreme since no radio, TV, or movie houses existed there. Gene owned a phonograph but not too many records.

			Dottie, I guessed to be old enough to be my mother but still a striking woman, and one I’m never too sure of. With a sharp mind for business and a curvy figure, Dottie used her intelligence and looks to her advantage. I reckon that Dot’s wit and charms swayed me as much as the next guy.

			I swung my hat around, scattering the skeeters, and jammed it over an excess accumulation of hair.

			Don’t get the wrong idea. Miss Dottie never hired traveling bands, either. Miners or laborers with musical instruments would join others and play during their free time; often, the entertainment amounted to nothing more than a jam session.

			I learned from Tim and Dottie that the Crocketts were special since they performed as a family from childhood. The four members qualified as the closest thing nearer than Dawson City to being a professional group. Like everyone at Dottie’s, they played for tips and one complimentary drink each.

			Being a fan of rustic architecture from being around ranch houses, barns, and mining camps, I marveled at the roughhewn nature of Dot’s bar. She was proud of the post and frame construction. Someone canceled an order for twelve by twenty-four inch, rough-cut timbers in Dawson. She bought the whole lot at a bargain price, trucked them in, and designed the building around using them.

			She made the floor, posts, and rafters from the beams and used them as the bones of the bar. The ceiling someone built from varnished shiplap boards with steel roofing tacked on top. The walls matched the ceiling, covered with sawmill slabs on the outside to look like logs.

			In spring, summer, and fall, the wood stove in the kitchen remained in use. On chilly days, Dottie fired up the one in the dining, dancing, drinking, and eating room. It reminded me of a hunting lodge atmosphere and smelled of cooking, pinewood smoke, cigarettes, and dirty miners. Dottie had an eye for décor and framed the windows and bar with diamond willow. Chicken’s chief and only paid mechanic, Boyd, carved it for her.

			Her entertainers used the stage in the corner, which she constructed a foot higher than the floor and made from oak boards salvaged from shipping pallets. In the summer, additional lighting was optional during the day, but they lit oil lanterns on the walls when it got dark. Dottie had strapped each one onto a shelf in case of earthquakes. A shake in ’55 knocked over a light and caused a fire that burned the previous owner out.

			One Friday night during my first season in Alaska, Dottie asked me to open the entertainment, covering for a late band. Since everyone’s first job was mining, playing came second, so Dottie accepted delays as inevitable.

			Running through a rendition of poetry, I stalled for the band. I opened with “Bessy’s Boil.” Followed them with a couple of cowboy poems I knew, and then I finished with “The Spell of the Yukon.”

			Over the past winter, I had practiced it often and felt a dual meaning in Service’s words. Bowing to my audience at the bar, I realized most of my ovation came from behind me. I turned and spotted the Crocketts, instruments in hand, waiting their turn on stage.

			As Amy passed, she said, “And here I thought you couldn’t speak.”

			I croaked, “Hi,” as I saw my face in the bar mirror turn red as a beet.

			Tim shook his head, grinning, and said, “You’re a regular Shakespeare,” and then, “Well done.”

			Their father didn’t come with them. “He went to Anchorage early,” Tim told me later, “for a doctor’s appointment.”

			

			Late last summer, I found my voice while performing around Amy, but in conversation, I still fumbled with words like “the,” “but,” and “hello.” Some patrons started calling me the Red-Faced Poet, and it stuck.

			Amy and her brothers worked with me at the area bars a few times over the rest of the summer. By the season’s end, I could form simple sentences in her presence. If she had any feelings for me, I couldn’t tell. All business at work or play, she didn’t want or require a dance partner. Tim said she had recently divorced and that I should not bring it up with her.

			Over the winter, I practiced my poetic delivery while shadowboxing or punching a bag of sand—homemade boxing gear like Dad set up in the barn. Even my sister learned to box. Us boys all fought Golden Gloves in school. I tried to pen a love poem for Amy, but I ran out of paper. Punching the bag took out frustration for having no more luck writing lyrics than trying to talk to her.

			After slapping a skeeter on my arm, I pulled the Stetson down tight and stared as the swamp buggy bounced over gravel bars and around the bend. Quiet returned, and a few magpies fussed in the distance. A lone raven passed, heading east toward Canada.

			Before walking to the Barnes mine, I kept a wary eye on the brush along the creek banks for bears or moose. While busy outdoors, I recited poetry to prevent startling either one.

			Tim worried me. I liked the guy and didn’t care for his odds. I studied the leftover junk strewn across the claim by the three or four failed attempts to make it pay since the rush of ’98. An old shot-up gold pan half buried in the sand and a broken hand rocker thrown in the willows. Along the bank, rusty piping brought water from upstream to wash gravel through an old sluice that needed repair or replacement.

			It’s been a long road with lots of bumps to end up in this spot. I left Fort Worth with my tail tucked because I brought shame to the family name.

			Dad and two uncles were lawmen. One uncle on Mom’s side got elected sheriff in Parker County, Dad retired from the Texas Rangers, and Grandpap’s youngest son rated as a legend in the Rangers.

			As a name, Wyatt pointed to the importance Pa put in law enforcement. My older brother, William Hickock Peoples, serves in the Texas State Police in Austin and is destined to be a Ranger, too. He served in the Navy at the end of WWII.

			

			History, I can’t change; but this claim is a fresh start. The mystery school bus rolled out of the factory in the early ’50s, and a near genius converted it into a mobile residence. Safer to sleep in than a tent. For added comfort, someone glued Styrene foam insulation inside to hold the heat generated in a homemade stove for heating and indoor cooking. The foam boards gave it an igloo look from the inside, only with windows.

			When I moved in, about when Tim went missing, I cleaned the bus and made a proper place for my sleeping bag and duffle. Over the winter, another miner called it quits. He sold me his two-wheel drive motorcycle. It came with garden tractor tires front and back and ran on a small gas engine. One previous owner painted it black, but I saw the factory orange where the paint wore through.

			Walking along the gravel path, I crossed the stream in a shallow spot, stumping my way to Barnes mine, wishing my motorbike was reliable. It worked any time I didn’t need to go somewhere. The last time I took it to Barnes’s, I pushed and carried it back. I ordered a tune-up kit from Sears and Roebuck.

			The big Barnes operation was to be up and running in another week, and several chores needed to be completed as part of my agreement to winter on the claim. Barnes provided grub and a small cabin with a wood stove. I split wood, cooked for myself, and stayed all winter in Chicken with a dozen other permanent residents. Another new leaf—I took the caretaker’s position to avoid trouble with booze and save money. I didn’t consider myself an alcoholic, but God blessed me with an excellent memory and cursed me with too few good ones.

			Walking the creek bank to work, I swung wide of a family of porcupines, ducked under a birch tree limb, and wondered about Tim. I decided to visit Ricky after my chores. If asked, I would help search for Tim’s body. I lived in this wilderness long enough to guess he stood little chance of being alive.
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			At the day’s end, I walked upstream on Poker Creek, following a road in the water almost as much as out. I spotted Ricky sitting at the campfire, roasting a hot dog. A can of pork and beans sat on a hot rock beside the fire.

			

			One glance at their operation with several acres of bulldozed land made me aware of what it took to create a working claim. It required laborers and equipment like their big D8 Cat, which I can’t afford. I’m five or six years away from matching their operation. A guy could pick up most of that stuff from quitters, who outnumbered start-ups.

			Ricky favored Amy’s looks, taller and without her shape, sporting a beard and a mustache. The wavy hair and color, an easy smile, and gleaming blue eyes marked them as siblings.

			He jumped from the camp chair and grabbed a shotgun when I hollered, “Howdy.” He recognized me, leaned the gun against a barrel, and welcomed me to camp.

			“Pull up a stump. Have you had a bite?”

			“Nothing since breakfast.” I dropped on a stump stool.

			Ricky dug into a canvas bag and came out with a blue-speckled enamel plate and a spoon. He handed them over. “Cut you a willow stick and toast yourself a dog. There’s bread in the sack and cold beer in the creek.”

			“I’ll drink water, but thanks.” My host used a gloved hand to pick up the hot beans and poured some on a plate. I walked to the spring with a coffee cup, dipped some water, and cut a willow branch with my knife.

			Ricky stared into the fire. After I took a seat, he said, “I guess you heard about Tim going missing.”

			Build-wise, Tim looked a lot like Ricky, skinnier with dark hair, and his facial features chiseled with harder lines, taking after his father. Amy, Ricky, and Doug, I assumed, favored their Ma, someone not as slim, with a rounder face and freckles.

			“Yes, sir. Gene brought the lawman up to my place, checking for him.”

			“They came by here also, and Officer Robbie walked up to the road on the trail.”

			On foot, the shortest distance to Chicken was to hike to the highway and take it back. A wide spot in the road made a place to park a car.

			From my claim, I could take a shortcut trail southeast over a rise to the Crockett’s. Most walking paths started as game trails, which tended to wander and not take the most direct route.

			Being hungry, I stabbed a hotdog on a stick and shoved it in the fire. I preferred charred some over slow roasted.

			“You know of any trouble Tim had with anyone?”

			Ricky sipped on his Oly and turned his head. “Wyatt, you’re sounding like a cop.”

			

			“Sorry, an old habit.”

			“How’s that?” Ricky put his empty plate on another stump serving as an end table.

			I scooped a spoonful of beans while keeping an eye on my wiener. I had talked little about my past.

			In the bush, people considered it impolite to inquire about a person’s history. Laboring in a mining camp, folks found how hard and smart you worked were more important. Everyone expected peculiarities, and lord knows, I arrived in Alaska with my fair share.

			“Before the war in Korea, my uncle hired me out of high school to serve and protect the good people of Parker County as a deputy sheriff. As the sheriff, it was his prerogative. I turned eighteen during my training. I quit a year later and joined the Army. They sent me to Fort Benning to learn how to jump out of airplanes. The wrong time for me to discover I didn’t like to fly. Then, the war broke out in Korea.

			“After I mustered out, I hired on with the Fort Worth PD. Being a veteran, tall, born in Texas, and with a famous Texas Ranger relative or two, they took me on.

			“I guess cop work is in my blood and background.”

			Ricky watched me sort of sideways. “I didn’t know you were ever in that line of work. All you ever talk about is growing up on the ranch and working around mines. You went to war, too?”

			“Back home, I had a name to live up to, a legend, and I didn’t measure up. While at Fort Worth, the war was still fresh on my mind. I had danged few memories worth hav’n from Korea. Drank too much whiskey trying to forget.”

			It’s difficult for me to forget anything since I learned to walk. My siblings and I were taught to see details and remember them. Pa asked questions about our day and wanted details. A serious lesson, he made it sound like life or death. Seeing and remembering things helped keep me and my fellow Rangers alive. Details are important, and memorization, Dad ingrained into my soul.

			Ricky stood, strolled to the water, and pulled out another cold beer. He walked as if asleep.

			Dropping into his seat, he used a can opener on a string tied to a post. He glanced at me while I wrapped a slice of white bread around the cooked dog and took a bite.

			

			He said, “Tell you the truth, when I got here, I was pissed thinking my brother ran off to Dawson or something, leaving me all the work to do on my own.”

			I swallowed and said, “Then . . .”

			He nodded. “Then I realized he never made it to the camp. I searched the trail from Chicken along the creek with the Jeep Boyd lent me, and alongside the road from his shop to the trail, but no sign of Tim. I sent word out with Gene by radio, and they pointed Robbie here from Tok to investigate. He flew into town yesterday.”

			“So, Tim had no trouble with anyone?”

			“Nothing I’m aware of until the cop said something about Tim wanting your claim, which is pure BS. Gold claims are hard work. My brother is okay, but he had plenty to do here. No way he went hunting for extra.”

			“I thought it out of character for him, when Robbie asked me about it. Dottie told me someone wanted the bus mine. She would have told Tim before me if he wanted it.”

			Ricky poked at the fire with his hot dog stick, and I finished eating. Hungry enough to eat way more, I refused when Ricky offered. My ma would have whipped me had I imposed. Not taking advantage was more than being polite. It was law at the Peoples Ranch.

			We talked about Tim and things I needed to prioritize to get my claim running. An hour or so before pitch dark, in the long twilight of spring, I said goodbye and started for the cut-through trail.

			Ricky said, “Where’s your gun?”

			“I don’t like packing the shotgun, and I don’t own a pistol or a rifle.”

			Ricky’s eyebrows raised. “Not worried about the bears?”

			I smiled, hitched my foot on a bolder, and leaned an elbow on my knee. “We’ve come to an agreement. I stay out of their way, and they won’t eat me.”

			Turning, I walked to the trail. Darker among the trees, in less than a hundred yards tramping through the shadows, I wished for my shotgun.

			The dark triggered memories of Chinese regulars who came screaming out of the night. The brutal, ruthless drive to survive left me alive, earned me a medal or two, and gave me dreams no one wanted.

			The chaplain in Japan asked if I believed in God. Sitting in a hospital bed, I told him, “I’m not a good Christian by Bible Belt standards. However, I’m sure God exists because I served my time in hell and looked the devil in the eye. If hell is real, then God and heaven must be too.”

			The trail merged with Davis Creek northeast of the claim. Out of the woods, I took a breath and turned downstream. Nearing total darkness, I splashed through a shallow channel and stepped onto a low cutbank. Gravel broke away underfoot, and I lunged forward, swearing a blue streak. The commotion startled a flock of roosting ravens and magpies.

			I froze, wary of the birds. A winter kill—I suspected they found a dead caribou. Judging by the odor, Mister Grizzle E. Bear would be here soon. I could think of no reason to investigate without a gun and some light.

			Birds give a bear room, so I thought it unlikely one hung out nearby. Still, the better plan was to leave it be.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Early the next morning, I built a fire to cook some sourdough pancakes and take some chill out of the air. Frost lined the creek bank and the outside of the bus. The sun peeked over the trees, and I heard movement upstream on the trail I had walked last night.

			I reached for the shotgun when someone called.

			“Hello, the camp.”

			Relieved to see Officer Robertson, I said, “Come on in and take a load off.”

			Robbie was dressed in his uniform, kept in military neatness. He watched me lean the gun against the bus, but close at hand. He hiked on in and held his hands out toward the fire.

			“Care for a pancake?” It meant splitting my breakfast, but etiquette was to share with visitors.

			“No thanks, Mr. Peoples, but a cup of coffee would be good.”

			That made me grin. “Just Wyatt. Mister sounds too uppity. Your stomach strong? I made it fresh the day before yesterday. When I woke up, I added some water and grounds this morning. Fixing for myself and being poor, I don’t throw it out until I can’t choke it down.”

			I found a half dozen tin cups in the bus and wiped one out with a clean rag for the officer to pour his own. “I’d say pull up a chair, but I’m fresh out, so sit on the log.”

			Robbie considered it a second and folded down in a squat, keeping his feet under him, holding his cup left-handed. He said, “I stayed in the guest house at Dottie’s last night.”

			Her guest house amounted to a converted wooden crate that a giant diesel pump had come in. She put a canvas over it and made a door in the front. It came with room for an Army cot. You could stand up in it if you stood five feet, six inches tall, or less. I stayed there a few times, but lodging in Chicken was always in short supply, and a night’s rental was steep for my wages. “Better than on the ground, I suppose.”

			He held his coffee up, and I noted an indent around his ring finger, but he wore no ring. It’s a curious thing, none of my business, but as Dad said, details are important. The officer eyed me as I flipped almost burnt pancakes. “Any line on where Tim disappeared to?”

			Robertson started to speak, nodded, and said, “Someone suggested places I ought to look.”

			I slid my pancakes off the griddle onto a plate, poured syrup from a can, and took a bite.

			The cop sipped his coffee, made a face, and waited for me. It didn’t take long. In Korea, we ate in a hurry when we had food. When I swallowed my last bite, I walked to the stream, dipped the plate in the water, scrubbed it with sand, and hung it in a tree to dry. As I reached the fire, Robbie gulped what remained in his mug and scrunched up his face again.

			I chuckled. “Gave you fair warning.”

			He stood. “I’ve drank worse, but not many times.”

			“Look, sir, I don’t mean to be rude, but I have things to do here and down at Poker Creek to earn my keep.”

			Robbie put up a hand, indicating more to the visit than bumming lousy coffee. “I won’t hold you long. I want to show you something.” He marched toward where he came from. “Leave the gun.” He stopped and looked over his shoulder, his hand close to his gun.

			I wondered at his tone. I took it as an order, not a suggestion. “I’m not sure how far we’re going, but up yonder, I ran into a bunch of ravens sitting on a winter kill last night in the dark. A shotgun might come in handy.”

			Robbie stood still, eyeing me over his shoulder. He meant it to appear casual, but his stance indicated concern, which confused me.

			“I have a gun. Leave yours and come along.”

			Robbie walked along the path, staying to one side. I noted he followed over his tracks and avoided mine from last evening. At a wet spot, he stopped and examined a footprint in the mud.

			He placed his right hand on his hip and pointed with his left hand. “Would you mind stepping alongside that print for me?”

			“Not much point. It’s my print from last night.” I wondered about what those birds found.

			

			“I don’t doubt it none, humor me.” His smile appeared friendly enough, but Robbie stayed careful.

			I stepped in the mud and then back. Officer Robertson inspected the prints. “A dead certain match. You have a chunk missing out of the heel right there.” He pointed a finger at the spot. “You must have caught it on something.”

			Turning back down the trail, he stepped off at a marching cadence. We reached the squawking birds fighting over scraps. There, Robertson turned toward the woods, pulled his pistol, a blued six-shot 38 Smith and Wesson, and fired a round into the woods, scattering feathered critters in every direction.

			He opened his cylinder, removed the spent round, put it in his jacket pocket, loaded a new one, and holstered his weapon.

			“Come here.” Robbie motioned me to follow, keeping me on his left side.

			By then, I knew what I would find and wasn’t too excited by the prospects.

			Nothing prepares you for what you experience in war or as a cop. The sight of the body in the alder brush rated among the top bad things I ever saw, and I saw a lot of awful stuff. I expected it to be Tim, but whoever, it was unrecognizable as human other than by exposed bones.

			The birds and other four-footed scavengers had ripped the clothing to shreds and eaten everything they could reach other than bone or parts they hadn’t gotten around to yet.

			“You recognize him?”

			Resting on his back, ribs and skull exposed by scavenging, I saw a hole just off-center through his breastbone. I recalled the dead I helped pick up. Yeah, I laid eyes on worse.

			“No, sir, but my guess is Tim. The size and hair color are about right.” Obviously, Robbie had discovered the remains before coming to camp, and this was why he wanted me unarmed.

			“You don’t look too shocked.” The officer’s gaunt, emotionless stare told me he had anticipated a different response.

			I swallowed and stood taller. I kept my hands down and visible and returned his gaze. “I reckon from how you carry yourself, you were in the service and, by age, either WWII or Korea, maybe both. You march and wear a uniform like a veteran. If you saw action in either place, you’ve seen worse or as bad.”

			“You were in the Army?”

			

			I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

			“Where?”

			Stepping away from the scene and the stench, I turned my back to Tim, glad Amy and her family would never have to live with this memory. For me, it’s another to add to my nightmares I lived with.

			Birds squawked and flitted from tree to tree, waiting to return to their prize. I pushed my hat back. “Korea.”

			Robbie spun around in a stiff about-face and stepped closer to me and away from the body. “And you saw worse than this.” He turned a shoulder toward the corpse.

			“Unfortunately, yes.”

			From an arm’s length away, he crowded me, but I stood my ground. “Where, exactly, in Korea?”

			Sighing, I gazed up over the trees at the bright blue sky. My mind’s eye returned to the place I never expected to leave alive. “Chosin Reservoir was the worst of it, I guess.” I lowered my eyes to the officer’s face. “What does Korea have to do with this?”

			“Nothing, I served as a reserve officer in the Air Force. We maintained and loaded arms on the planes, trying to give you guys air cover. I didn’t see a lot of combat. You’re lucky to be alive.”

			Lucky, maybe, but if lucky, it only made the guilt worse, thinking of those whose luck ran out. Even for the men I killed, following orders to kill me. Senseless for me to go down that rabbit hole again. It caused me to drink too much in the past. “Yes, sir, Tim’s lucky streak ended.”

			“I thought you didn’t recognize him.”

			I grunted a bit, put off that he thought me an idiot. “Not much left to go by other than what I mentioned, but, sir, let’s be realistic. There aren’t more than two dozen people inside fifty miles of here. By now, you’ve likely accounted for twenty-three, and unless someone else is missing, it narrows the chances to one.”

			Robbie aimed a finger at me. “I suppose I should arrest you then.”

			“Why?”

			“Suspicion of murder?”

			“Nope.” I shook my head and figured Robbie had decided as much.

			“Why should I take your word?”

			“I would go with the evidence.”

			He looked back toward the corpse as a couple of ravens hopped closer to the carnage. “And what evidence would that be?”

			

			“First, you followed my tracks from here to my place. I didn’t carry the body in there and walk back without leaving tracks. Second, the body was shot with a pistol or a rifle, smaller than a 45 caliber and larger than a .22.

			“My guess is a 38 like yours, making you a more likely suspect than me. I own one gun, a shotgun loaded with double ought buckshot.” I thought for a second. “Until yesterday, the last time I walked up here, I placed my corner markers. I didn’t come up this far. At the time, everything was covered with hard-packed snow in and near the brush before Tim arrived.

			“But he got dumped here before it melted. Snow is still under the body, blocked from sunlight. Unless he fell from the sky, there would be no tracks because they would have been in the snow, which is gone now. So, whoever killed him came from Crocketts’ camp trail or the one from the highway, which hasn’t officially opened for traffic yet.”

			“Why from the road or Crocketts’ and not up from your claim?”

			“I’m observant, and no one passed through other than the grizzly I mentioned, and it makes me wonder why he isn’t here.”

			Robbie shrugged. “They generally won’t eat humans; we must taste bad to them. Polar bears are the only ones that hunt people. The others might sample a body but generally look elsewhere for food.” The tall officer looked puzzled. “Where did you get your training?”

			“Fort Benning.”

			“Military Police?”

			“No, sir, Ranger School.”

			He smiled. “I meant your crime scene training.”

			“Deputy sheriff once, and after the war, an officer for a short stint with the Fort Worth Police.”

			Robbie frowned and glanced at Tim, then at me. “Something is up here I’m not seeing yet, but this scene bothers me. I can’t leave you here. Despite your convincing argument, you’re still a suspect. On the other hand, I need to go to Chicken and send word to the coroner and send someone to transport a body to Anchorage for autopsy.”

			“Okay, I’ll hike to Chicken for you and call for your reinforcements, but it’s a long hike, so you can plan on being here for a while.”

			“Out in the bush, it’s one murder, one officer, and no backup. We serve a big state. Have Gene guide whoever comes from Fairbanks and stand by to transport us and the body back to the airport. Tell him Alaska will pay for his time.”

			[image: A black silhouette of a crossed shovel and pickaxe on a white background.

Description generated by AI]

			I made the trip down Davis Creek to the Barnes mine, then along Poker Creek to the highway west of Chicken. At a double-time march, I took it to Gene’s in a little over two hours, arriving at the general store around lunchtime.

			The proprietor called on his ham radio and contacted the State Police in Fairbanks. Word came back that their Cessna 180 would be en route with the doctor and a body bag. A doctor seemed a bit late to my thinking, but gave us an ETA of four hours. Gene told them about the sloppy airfield conditions and asked them to land a little long where it was better packed.

			The wait left me with time to drink good coffee and contemplate who would or could have killed Tim and why.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			I considered the situation while I cooled my heels in the back of Gene’s single-story rough plank building, home to the Chicken General Store and Café. People unfamiliar with Alaskan bush communities might think the residents of Chicken would have to be insane to live there.

			Granted, being crazy probably didn’t hurt. Some eccentric people indeed lived there, and as such, I’m as qualified as any Chickenite. Since meeting Amy in Chicken, I felt at home lost in the wilderness—a place where folks tolerated civilization only to the degree it was inescapable.

			A local legend I heard from Gene was that a group of miners, the founding fathers, wanted to name the community Ptarmigan. Taking the name of a local grouse and main ingredient in homemade soups or stews and occasionally broiled or grilled over a fire.

			Among the naming committee’s combined intellect, no one could spell ptarmigan for sure. So, instead, they chose the next-best eating foul and called the town Chicken.

			I pictured the scene, having attended meetings in mining camps from Colorado to the Klondike, including Chicken. A group of guys who might not have graduated sixth grade but could build a bridge, a dam, or dig a mine tunnel but couldn’t spell crap with a mouth full. I see them sitting in makeshift chairs in a log cabin surrounding a woodstove, voting for a town name they could agree on the spelling.

			Gene said Chicken became the second incorporated community in the territory of Alaska, but after the gold rush died, they lost their status. Since then, the population wavered between as few as eight permanent residents and as many as forty-one.

			I made no effort to meet all the full-time residents. If we had a dozen, I met over half of them.

			A few people, for whatever reason, listed their residence in Chicken, but like Dottie, they owned a home elsewhere in Fairbanks or Anchorage. Dottie said she also spent several months each winter with family in Florida.

			Observing people and details was a habit my pa beat into my head as a kid, committing what I learned to memory. Dad could quote chapter and book from the Bible. He taught us to know our surroundings, understand what motivates people, and pay attention to small things—like Robbie wore a ring for a long time, and doesn’t now.

			Gene qualified as a genuine full-time resident by default. Literally every asset he owned in the world resided there with him. His favorite pastime was to take off-colored ethnic jokes and change them to tourist or cheechako jokes—a cheechako being someone with less than one whole year in the Klondike or Alaska. The jokes didn’t always translate well, and he delivered them poorly, so they did not offend anyone seriously, but everyone a little.

			After freeze-up, when the road closed and the Yukon River iced over, Gene monitored the Commies on his ham radio for entertainment. He powered it with a WWII vintage Signal Corps portable generator. The generator provided a constant drone in the background unless down for maintenance or refueling.

			Sometimes, Gene caught a Finnish AM station playing American country music on skip. He couldn’t understand the disc jockey, but Hank Williams sounded the same from halfway around the world as on a radio station in Fairbanks. During the long polar nights, the radio waves bounced off a layer of atmosphere and happened to land back in Chicken.

			Aside from concerns about Russians, UFOs, and green men, Gene fit ordinary by bush expectations and reigned as unofficial mayor and postmaster.

			Another year-round resident, Gail Richner, makes me smile. She reminded me of Mom’s older sister, a sweet old gal. Not a miner, Gail was a bit eccentric and of course, fit right in. She might tip the scale at over a hundred pounds, but not by much. Her hair was a thinning silver blonde that came with age, cut short below her ears but above her shoulders.

			Gene said she came up the Alcan from Santa Fe, New Mexico, and left an artist commune because there were too many weird people to suit her. Chicken came with its share, but not so many. Gail owned one of the nicest cabins, and she qualified as our most senior resident.

			

			Gene sold some of her art painted on canvas, rocks, tree shelf fungus, antique saw blades, and gold pans. She also made silver and gold jewelry, rings, and pendants. Some mystery surrounded her. Everyone acknowledged Gail as the wealthiest citizen of Chicken, but no one knew where her money came from.

			Staunchly independent, she sold her artworks at Gene’s store and hung paintings in Dottie’s establishment. Gene told me she did it because she ran out of room at her place and never needed the cash. Whenever the mayor took her a check for sales through his store, in all those years, she never cashed one. I don’t see her often, but I’m fond of her.

			Notorious for being as tight with his dough as bark on a birch tree, Gene was honest—a rarity among mayors. He tracked how much Gail was due and maintained it as his minimum balance, even when he borrowed during a slow year. These were traits I liked in a man, and I considered Gene a friend. I saw no fault in any man who could survive running a business in this wilderness for years.

			Then I thought of ol’ Boyd Harrison, the only person of African descent nearer than Tok, more likely Fairbanks. He would argue he came from Louisiana, not Africa, because all his people were Cajun from the bayous. A genial, lanky man, he came into the country during WWII as a member of an all-Black engineering battalion that built most of the Alcan Highway.

			After the construction ended, he went home, but the spell of the Yukon gripped his soul. He returned at the war’s end. Another unexplained but noted mystery is that Dottie and Chicken’s chief mechanic knew each other from the highway construction era before she came to town.

			The ol’ boy owned a gold claim but hardly worked it. Boyd’s mine ownership came the same way I procured the Davis Creek claim. Originally, Boyd started to work in the goldfields as a seasonal laborer. Later, he gained a reputation as a mechanic fixing mining equipment, dozers, scoop shovels, dredges, pumps, or anything with a motor, tracks, or wheels. He made a living doing those things and worked on his claim only as much as needed to keep it and his year-round home.

			The slow-talking man retained more than a little accent and inspired me to take a similar path. Boyd’s good nature found quiet ways to even the score with people who slighted him financially, his difficulties with English, or his race.

			

			Those needing a talented mechanic stayed on speaking terms with him. Word is, Gene started converting his favorite racist jokes to cheechakoes to stay on Boyd’s easygoing side or do without his swamp buggy or generator. Now, the best of friends, they argued like a pair of old biddies over the price Mayor Gene charged Boyd for goods and the cost of mechanical work, but they refused to buy from anyone else.

			Boyd lacked book learning, but he understood figures and what it cost to get a mechanic out of Fairbanks. How much he charged above or below that number was based on his assessment of your character, ability to pay, and need. Free with his time for good folks down on their luck.

			I counted Boyd as another friend, not just because my motorcycle needed work.

			After a short review of the remaining residents and possible suspects, I found none fit my idea of a killer. From my limited time as a cop, I knew a person inclined to commit murder preferred to live in big cities like Dallas or L.A.—easier places for a killer to be overlooked by the police. I couldn’t believe Tim’s killer would remain a mystery for long.

			In Chicken, everyone knew each other, and in the summer, when the temporary residents arrived for mining season, the population reached somewhere south of fifty people. It didn’t take long to find out the skinny on everyone. You learned about those you never set eyes on because, at Dottie’s, the primary entertainment aside from booze came from gossip about who arrived new into the country.

			Dottie, my favorite part-time citizen, next to Amy, owned and operated the area’s most popular and largest saloon. The best known of the seasonal residents, she came to the Klondike and Territory of Alaska during early WWII. Dottie arrived in Chicken a few years before statehood, paying cash for the burned-out building and lot.

			Boyd knew her background but stayed closed mouth when it came to her. He respected Dot’s business knowledge, and everyone knew of her influence in Alaskan politics even though she rarely participated in the mining camp pastime of arguing politics—an intelligent businesswoman.

			My mind wandered. I sipped coffee and kept it warm by setting the tin cup on Gene’s wood stove, a cast iron potbelly with claw feet nailed to the floor. I supposed that eccentric would best describe a Texas cowboy who reads poetry in the Alaskan wilderness.

			Some around Chicken might think I ran away from something, and mostly, they would be right, but what exactly, I couldn’t say. When I arrived, having money wasn’t any motivation beyond not starving to death. Being unhappy is a sight easier when you don’t need to work so hard. I generally enjoyed living here. Physical labor suits me, and I like most people, especially Amy.

			The reason I took the job with Barnes and stayed in Chicken revolved around her. The gold miner’s daughter caused a sudden urge to better myself. Those folks around I didn’t care for, I avoided.

			So why kill Tim? It had been a long time since I thought about solving crime, and never a murder, which exceeded my pay grade. Although neither Robbie nor I mentioned it, Tim died somewhere else. From the small amount of blood that soaked in the snow, he had bled out somewhere else. The remaining snow stood out as white in contrast to the body
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