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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to the hashtag #MMIW — Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women. Indigenous women are seven times more likely to be abused and murdered. And when they are reported missing, it is often ignored by police.

The horrifying story of Robert Pickton, a man thought to have murdered more than 40 women in British Columbia, is a case study in the dismissal of reports of missing women. About half of the women murdered by Pickton were thought to be Indigenous. 

Studies continue to show that the women who are most vulnerable are often the least served by our law enforcement. This story is for them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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Lieutenant Paul Kitka heard his cell phone ring and sighed. He was knee deep in muck, searching for a lost tourist. He didn’t know where the tourist went, but he wasn’t going to be a part of that search any further. He’d lost his balance on a boardwalk crossing some muskeg, and now he was stuck.

“Need some help?” The amused drawl of his partner, Joe Bob Dixon, asked. Paul Kitka wanted to smack him. But first he had to get out of the muskeg, back onto the boardwalk, and back to the car where he could get some dry clothes. To do that, he would need his partner. He resisted the urge to smack him.

The two men had become actual partners over the past two years, Paul acknowledged. Joe Bob Dixon had come to Sitka to his rescue last spring. And he’d been summoned back to Sitka repeatedly as part of the investigation into the corruption in the Sitka police force. His computer expertise was becoming increasingly recognized and valued. Paul was worried that someone was going to snatch him away from the Talkeetna office — just as he’d gotten used to the young man.

Dixon had come to Alaska from Oklahoma to work on the Slope. He’d transitioned from that to police work. Well, Paul had left Sitka for the North Slope oil companies too, before a transition to police. But why any man would continue to use two names and keep that drawl was beyond him.

He conceded Joe Bob might not be able to do anything about the red hair, freckles and the overly cheerful grin as he stood on the boardwalk and looked at his partner and his friend. Paul sighed. And yes, he thought, friend.

“Yes, I need a hand,” Paul finally grumbled. “Probably going to need more than that. Getting out of muskeg isn’t easy.”

Joe Bob put his fingers to his mouth and whistled. Paul flinched at the sound. Another officer not far away made his way toward the two men. Unfortunately for Paul, it was his boss, Captain Thomas Wyckoff.

Wyckoff sighed. “You’d think a man who grew up in Sitka would know the follies of stepping off into muskeg.”

Wyckoff was one of those ex-military men who had come up here, fallen in love with it and stayed after they got out. He still could pass muster at any rollcall on base. His hair was short, although gray now; he was square-shouldered, clean shaven, and not at all amused by the plight of his lieutenant.

“Give me your hand,” he said.

Paul did. And he did know about muskeg, he thought to himself. There were huge swaths of it around his hometown. Up here around Talkeetna too. A combination of bog, marsh and quicksand. Kids growing up in Sitka learned quickly to beware of any open space in the spruce and pine forests that covered the mountains there. He’d stumbled over a board that was sticking up.

Because his mind was on his housemate and not on the job, he admitted to himself. But he wasn’t sharing that. Nope. His mother, Professor Elizabeth Kitka, hadn’t raised him to be that foolish.

“Use your other hand on the boardwalk to push yourself out,” Captain Wyckoff ordered. “Joe Bob, grab him under his arm there and pull. And for God’s sake, don’t fall backwards into that mess.”

The problem with muskeg is that it didn’t want to let go, Paul thought morosely, as he finally leveraged himself onto the boardwalk. His right leg finally came loose with a plopping sound. Minus his boot. Because of course it did.

It was August in Alaska. Warm afternoon — which meant mid-70s — no wind. No clouds. He could see Denali clearly in all its glory. He wondered if Dace was in the air today. They were past the climbing season, but plenty of tourists might keep her grounded in Lanky Purdue’s flight service office. 

Focus, he told himself. And not on Dace.

He looked back at the way they’d come and sighed. It was a two-hour hike back to the cars. He bent over and removed his other boot. “See you guys later,” he said, and started back toward the staging point for the search at a dog trot. The mud that clung to his pants slapped at his legs as he went.

He’d only gone a few stretches of the boardwalk before he realized his partner was at his heels. “What? You think it takes two of us to get me back to some dry clothes.”

“Captain seems to think so,” Joe Bob said. “Besides, I’ve got the keys.”

Paul wanted to find a wall and thump his head against it. For God’s sake, where was his head?

“I’m not complaining,” Joe Bob said. “Searching for damn tourists who ought to have hired a guide in the first place pisses me off.”

Well yes, there was that, Paul thought. Three men in their early 30s had left their wives in Talkeetna to shop — how long that could take Paul couldn’t fathom. He could walk the entire downtown and say hello to every store owner in less than an hour. But the men were supposed to be back by 3 p.m. for their return trip to Anchorage. At 4 p.m. one of the women had called the Alaska State Patrol. She knew generally what direction the men had gone. 

The good news was they were reasonably fit men. The bad news was they were stubborn fools who had been told they should get a guide if they were going out very far. They’d brushed it off, saying they were experienced hikers.

Well, they were lost experienced hikers. And now 12 people were out here looking for them.

Ten. Because he and Joe Bob were done.

His phone went off again, and he ignored it again. He wanted to get back to the cars as quickly as possible, not listen to somebody with a problem that he couldn’t do anything about until he got back anyway.

God, he was in a foul mood.

He needed to get laid.

He snorted. Where had that thought come from? he thought sourly. Well yes, it had been awhile. And yes, he’d like to. He liked women. And women liked him. They liked him because he was in his mid-30s, of mixed Tlingit and white heritage: the Tlingit gave him black hair, and brown skin. His white mother contributed to his height, just under 6 foot. He stayed fit. But mostly he thought women liked him because he liked women. Genuinely liked them. He liked talking to them, flirting with them, even working with them. He liked getting to know them. Even when the fling was over, and he’d moved on, he remained friends with most of them. Not the tourists, of course, but the Alaskans.

But now there was his housemate, Candace Marshall. He shook his head. She’d moved in with him almost a year ago when her life had been threatened. But he couldn’t seem to figure out how to move their relationship from friends to lovers. He thought they’d broken through to a new understanding while they were in Sitka last spring. But once back here? They fell into their old routine as housemates. As friends.

He, Paul Kitka, was at a loss as to how to make a pass. There were dozens of women across the state who would laugh themselves silly at that if they knew. And he was afraid they might. Alaska might be large in terms of square miles, but it was a small town when it came to numbers of people — especially the number of women — and the amount of gossip. The problem was the stakes were so high. He wanted her love, but if she wasn’t interested — and coming from an abused marriage she might not be — he didn’t want to lose her friendship. And he was afraid he might.

“If you don’t pay attention, you’re going to end up back in the mud again,” Joe Bob observed from behind him. “Where’s your head?”

Paul ignored him, and moved a bit faster. His feet were cold and wet. His legs were too, and on top of that they were scratched. And he was pretty sure that the bugs that found muskeg the perfect environment were hitchhiking out of there on his legs. 

Joe Bob didn’t say anything further. When they got to the car, he unlocked the doors, and got in, turned on the heater. He popped the back trunk, and Paul pulled out a towel, and a pair of jeans. He glanced around the parking lot, and seeing no one, he stripped off his uniform trousers, and tossed them into a plastic bag. He wiped off as much of the muck and bugs, and God knew what all else, as he could. Then he pulled on the jeans. 

Someone whistled. “Nice legs!” A woman’s voice called from a car driving by. 

Paul grinned. A little appreciation was just what the doctor ordered. He grabbed his running shoes, closed the trunk and got into the passenger seat to put his shoes on.

Joe Bob just shook his head. “We’re miles from anywhere, and the great Kitka charm wins again,” he said laughing.

If only his so-called charm was working on the one woman he wanted it to, he thought. He realized his phone was still in his trousers’ pocket, and he pounded his head against the head rest. “Stop,” he mumbled. “Phone’s in my pants.”

His partner heaved a sigh, but he stopped and opened the trunk again. Paul hopped back out of the car, and fetched his phone. He looked at the missed call list.

“Shit,” he said. He’d missed five calls, all from Candace. “Go,” he ordered. And he hit reply on one of them.

Joe Bob looked at his face, and turned on the light bar on the car, and headed back to Talkeetna.

“What’s up?” he asked when Candace picked up. “We’re on our way back.”

“Did you find them?”

“They’re still looking, but I fell in some muskeg,” Paul said briefly. He didn’t press her. She’d tell him in her own time.

“An elderly woman came to the office; looking for you, she said. Lanky took one look at her and escorted her to the Lodge. Told me to find you ASAP. So, I’ve been trying.”

Paul frowned. “Do you have a name?” he asked.

“She didn’t give me one, and neither did Lanky. She said she flew in from Bethel yesterday. And she would only talk to you.”

“Small, Native woman?” Paul didn’t figure Dace could separate out the various tribes and groups of Native Alaskans. “Probably didn’t come up to your shoulder? Older than dirt?”

Dace snorted. “That’s an accurate if not particularly respectful description. Who is she, Paul? Lanky treated her as if she was royalty. And I’m not joking. We had royalty here during climbing season, and he didn’t treat them that respectfully.”

Actually, it could be any number of women, he thought. But they all had one thing in common. “That’s not far off,” Paul said slowly. “You’re describing an elder from one of the Alaskan bush villages. She didn’t say anything else?”

“No,” Candace said. “Just Lanky. Find Paul, get him back here now.”

“We’re on our way,” he said. “I’m going to stop at the house and clean up though. Let Lanky know I’m on my way.”

He ended the call, and looked at his partner. “Can you coax any more speed out of it?” he asked.

“When we hit the highway,” Joe Bob said. 

Paul leaned back against the headrest and wondered what would bring an elder out of the bush looking for him? It wasn’t that they didn’t leave the villages. Of course, they did. Anchorage and Fairbanks once a year. Barrow, Bethel, other towns periodically. But usually goods and services were flown into the villages, which was probably why Lanky was being so deferential. The younger people were the ones who left the villages, heading to bright lights and to jobs.

But he couldn’t think of any reason a village elder would come looking for him that didn’t spell trouble. A lot of trouble.
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His phone pinged, and he looked down at it. A text from Dace: Lanky said to tell you it’s Mary Ayek.

OK, that put a different spin on things, he thought.

Mary Ayek.

He’d first met her when he was a rookie cop, living in Anchorage, and partying with her grandson. At least, she called him that, and he called her grandmother, so it might have been literally true. But there were any number of people who were privileged to call her grandmother, including him, who had no biological relationship at all. 

John Kuliktana had been a student at University of Alaska, Anchorage. A brilliant student, although Paul hadn’t known that at the time. He also knew how to party, and in that Paul recognized a kindred spirit. They’d met at some party or another, developed a nodding acquaintanceship, then a real friendship. 

One night, John had called him in a panic. “Do you own a tux?” he asked.

“No, I don’t own a tux,” Paul said with disgust. “Who owns a tux?”

“I do,” he replied. “Maybe mine will fit you. Look, my grandmother is in town for the opening night of the symphony season, and she wants me to escort her. I can’t. I have a huge test in the morning, and I cannot do less than perfect on it. So, I need a replacement and you’ll do. You’re the only one in my circle she’d find acceptable.”

“Well, I don’t own a tux, and John? I’m a good 3 inches taller than you, so no yours isn’t going to fit. You’ll have to find someone else.” Paul didn’t go to the symphony.  He didn’t want to go the symphony and he most certainly didn’t want to escort someone else’s grandmother to the symphony.

“Rent one,” John ordered. “I’ll pay. You need to be at the Captain Cook at 7:30 p.m. She has a car and driver when she comes to town, which is good, although she might actually enjoy a ride in your Corvette.”

He hung up, and Paul shrugged. He found a tux rental shop, picked it up, got dressed and was in the lobby precisely at 7:30 p.m. Whatever he had expected, it wasn’t the Inuit woman in a designer gown who swept out of the elevator and gave him a thorough going over.

“You’ll do,” she announced. “I’m Mary Ayek.”

After that he’d seen her in Bethel wearing what she called her ‘artsy garb’ for the art fair there. And in a combination of Inuit traditional clothes and modern snow gear when she’d raced him on snowmachines across the frozen Kuskokwim River. He’d watched Mary with her dog team; she’d finished the Iditarod in her younger days.

And he’d seen her in a business suit she might have gotten at Nordstrom, although Paul suspected she had gotten it on her last trip to New York City for her annual two weeks of escape during the worst of Alaskan winter when all the new shows opened on Broadway. She’d worn that suit to the board of directors meeting of the Bethel Native Corporation. She was a director and major stockholder.

In short, Mary Ayek was one of the most powerful women in Alaska. She’d made politicians and broken them. A U.S. Senator owed her re-election to her when she’d run afoul of Alaskan politics, and Mary Ayek had martialed all the Natives to register to vote and write her name in on the ballot. She won the election — as a write-in candidate — and she hadn’t forgotten how she got there either: Mary Ayek. 

Mary Ayek’s word was practically law to thousands of people. She’d built the Bethel art cooperative into one of the premier festivals in the country. She donated liberally, sponsored dozens of “grandchildren” to attend college, and was a force to be reckoned with. She was a legend.

And she’d always been a free spirit. And yes, she had liked his Corvette when he took her for a drive up the Denali Highway at 100 mph. She had been married four times, had numerous other lovers — including a dashing pilot named Purdue, Paul thought.

Including a young cop named Kitka.

John had gone away to get his PhD in chemistry at the University of Washington. And Mary Ayek continued to request Paul escort her to things in Anchorage, and invited him to Bethel for weekends and trips. Paul had found her fascinating when he was 22. He still did. She’d ended things when he’d moved out to Talkeetna eight years ago. They’d never been exclusive. She wouldn’t have permitted that. She’d gently told him to call her grandmother, and he had known. He smiled. He’d learned a lot from Mary Ayek. Including an appreciation for the symphony.

Mary Ayek.

What brought her to Talkeetna looking for him?

“Change in plans,” Paul said, looking at the jeans and running shoes he’d put on. “I need to go to my place and change first. This isn’t a person I can meet looking like this.”

“Seriously?” Joe Bob asked. “First we’re in a rush and now you’re going to take the time to clean up? Who is this woman?”

“Mary Ayek. One of the most powerful people in Alaska,” Paul answered. “And yes, I need to be in uniform and not smelling like muskeg when I meet her. So, it’s both. Lights on. Shower and uniform. And I need to be there two hours ago.”

Joe Bob shrugged, but he kept the speed going until they hit the airfield, and then he slowed down, made a right turn and soon was parked in front of Paul’s home, a log cabin with a welcoming front porch, not far from the river. Paul was out of the car, and up the steps, in the door, and in the shower before Joe Bob could even ask if he wanted him to wait.

Ten minutes later he was back out to the car, properly dressed and groomed. 

“OK,” Paul said. He looked at his partner and shook his head. Bringing him in to meet with Mary Ayek? Not in this lifetime. “You can just drop me off at the Lodge.”

Mary Ayek was sitting in front of the windows that looked out toward the river. She and Lanky Purdue looked like they were having a good time, Paul thought, as he watched her laugh at something Lanky said. He was grinning in a way you didn’t usually associate with the gruff old bastard who was infamous for chasing away his office managers.

Not Dace. She’d been there nearly a year. A record. She just looked at Lanky with those clear gray eyes, and Lanky mumbled an apology and found something to do with his beloved planes. Purdue’s pilots practically worshiped her.

And here the cantankerous old man was flirting? Paul grinned. He didn’t blame him.

She looked up and saw him come in, and waved him over. He bent and kissed her cheek. “Mary Ayek,” he said. “It is a pleasure to see you. I hope this old man was an acceptable substitute until I could get here.”

She smiled at him. “There is no substitute for you, grandson,” she said. “But time spent with an old friend is never a bad thing.”

He sat down. The waitress brought him his usual iced tea. “What brings you way out here?” he asked. “I would have come to you if you’d called.”

“This is official business, in a way, Lieutenant,” she said more formally. She was good at indicating what role he was filling at the moment, he thought. Grandson to lieutenant? OK, then.

“How may I help?”

“My granddaughter is missing,” she said. “When her roommates reported it Sunday morning, the police blew it off, saying she hadn’t been gone long enough for it to be of concern. So, they called me. I was concerned as well. Sarah Itee is a good girl, she doesn’t go on benders, or sneak away with a man, which is what the Captain I spoke to over the phone suggested. So, I flew out this morning to discuss my concerns in person.”

She paused and toyed with the tea cup in front of her. Paul could read her easily: she was furious.

“The captain was no help in person either. In fact, he was quite rude,” she continued. She gestured to her clothes — jeans, a shirt, and a vest that had seen better days — and shrugged. “Perhaps I should have dressed up, but I didn’t realize I needed to impress the police in order for them to do their jobs.”

Paul winced. 

“So, I asked to see his supervisor, a Commander Anderson, who was quite dismissive. They could take the information, and add it to their file, he said. But she would probably turn up. A weekend fling that’s gone long perhaps. He asked whether she used drugs or alcohol? Perhaps she would return from a binge. Or, was she known to pick up strangers? Paul, this is a good, studious young woman who wants to be a nurse!”

There were tears in her eyes. This granddaughter was special to her. 

“So, I asked, how big was this file he was talking about,” she continued. “And could I see it? He said it wasn’t a paper file anymore, so he couldn’t show it to me, but it was a large file, because Native Alaskans, women in particular, disappeared all the time. They returned to their villages and didn’t tell their friends for instance.

“I asked him how many of them turned up as dead bodies?” Mary Ayek said. “He got angry and told me I had to leave now. If they received any information about Sarah, they would let her family know.”

“Family?” Lanky said. “Not you, but family?”

She nodded. “I’m not sure who that was supposed to be. But notice too, he didn’t say if they found any information? If they received any information. They’re not even going to look for her!”

Yes, she was angry, Paul thought. And she had every right to be. Even if Commander Anderson, and he knew the man, didn’t have answers, a bit of courtesy would have helped. No elder should be treated this way. And treating Mary Ayek like that would have repercussions Commander Anderson was likely not to survive. Not a great loss.

“I stopped back at the Captain’s desk, and said the Commander told me to ask him for how many Native Alaskan women were missing currently. That he could look that up,” Mary Ayek said and she laughed. “I lied.”

Paul grinned at her. Of course, she did.

“There are currently 18 Native Alaskan women between 15 and 30 who are missing,” she said quietly. “And the police aren’t even looking for them. I think even the Captain was a bit taken aback by the number. Some of them may have indeed gone home, or moved on. But the police don’t know, and apparently don’t care.”

“Anchorage is not in my jurisdiction,” Paul protested, because he could see where this was going.

“You are a Native Alaskan,” she countered. “This state is your state. You belong to it and to its people, and its people and this state belong to you in ways that Commander Anderson and the officers who work for him don’t understand.”

“Tell that to my grandfather,” Paul muttered, because having a white mother and a Tlingit father had made him an outcast growing up. Things might be better now, but not a lot. He didn’t think of himself as Tlingit, or Native Alaskan, even though he had resigned himself to the fact that the world saw him as Native Alaskan. He thought of himself as half, not white nor Tlingit. Half.

Mary Ayek ignored that. “Paul, you need to find those women, and bring them home. Sarah is not the kind of girl who has a weekend fling go long — not that I would do anything but cheer her on if she did.”

Both men grinned at her, and she smiled. 

“She doesn’t drink or do drugs. She’s not turning tricks, or whatever they call it these days. She’s a very serious and studious young woman. Something is wrong. I had someone check the hospitals and the morgue. She is not there. She didn’t go home. She is missing.”

“It’s not my jurisdiction,” Paul said again. She needed to understand this. “I cannot just go invading Commander Anderson’s jurisdiction and demand to search for her. My boss, Captain Wyckoff won’t allow that either. He has work for me to do here.”

“Then call Captain Wyckoff,” she ordered. “Ask him to come here, and I will ask him myself.”

Paul looked at Lanky for help, and it was obvious he wasn’t going to get into this. He sighed, pulled out his phone, and sent a text to his boss. 
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Paul was grateful to whatever gods were watching that his boss knew who Mary Ayek was and the power she could wield if she chose. When he joined them, he was courteous, even respectful. 

And Mary Ayek was flirtatious. Paul rolled his eyes. Of course, she was. She was probably in her late 70s by now, he thought, but he could be off by a decade either way. But he was sure she had a man back home, and she would still welcome a fling with this new man. A tall, well-groomed, respectful man in his 60s? Of course, she would. He sighed. He knew what was coming. He was going to be sent to find these missing women.

And truth be told, he was worried. That seemed like a lot of young women who were unaccounted for — not that the police department had tried. And that made him furious, just as it had Mary Ayek. What the hell?

She repeated her story for Captain Wyckoff. He looked grave. “I wish one of these young women had some tie to Talkeetna and this district, Ms. Ayek,” he said. “Then I would be happy to assign Lieutenant Kitka to this. As you say, it is troubling both in the number of missing women and in the disinterest you encountered. But without that link to my district, my hands are tied.” 

Paul closed his eyes. You bastard, he thought.

Mary Ayek grinned at Thomas Wyckoff as if he had done something especially smart. “I failed to mention that? Sarah told her roommates that she was thinking about heading up here. But she has failed to arrive. And she hasn’t returned either.”

Paul just looked at his Captain. Wait for it, he thought. Here it comes.

“Well then by all means, we’ll begin an investigation immediately,” Captain Wyckoff said. “Paul? We found those missing tourists. Perhaps you can find Ms. Ayek’s missing granddaughter next?”

“Yes, sir,” he said. 

Lanky smiled. “I sent Dace a text to join us,” he said. “I thought she’d like to meet Mary, and I’m sure Mary would like to meet Dace. So, supper? Thomas? You’re welcome to join us.”

He hesitated.

“Please do,” Mary Ayek invited. “I’m here for the night. Lanky has promised to fly me home tomorrow.”

“It will be my pleasure,” Thomas Wyckoff said.

Paul was sure it would be. He met Lanky’s eyes, saw the same amusement there, and smiled briefly, before getting up to greet Dace as she entered the dining room.

For all of his angst over their relationship, seeing her like this warmed Paul’s heart. When he had first met her, she had been pulled in upon herself, making her look smaller than she was, as if she had survived by not being noticed. This woman had gained some confidence. She stood taller, looked around with curiosity, and she smiled with pleasure when she saw him. Still 5-foot-6, still had those gray eyes and that clear, almost colorless complexion. And she still had the brown hair in a braid down her back. He itched to be the one who undid it and then re-braided it in the morning. 

He smiled back, and when she approached, he held out his hand, before turning to Mary Ayek to introduce her.

“Mary Ayek is a village elder and director of the Bethel Corporation, who is here because her granddaughter is missing. She hoped I might help. She’s one of my oldest friends in mainland Alaska, and why I have a tux hanging unused in my closet.”

Mary laughed.

“Mary, this is Candace Marshall, my newest friend in Alaska. But she’s best known in Talkeetna as the longest-serving office manager for Purdue Flight. She’s coming up on a year now. And I think the town is planning to throw a parade in her honor.”

Dace blushed and laughed, but she held out her hand to Mary Ayek, who clasped it warmly. “We met briefly,” she said. “I go by Dace.”

Paul pulled her into a chair next to him. She could still be shy at times, and he wanted to lend her confidence. And let’s be honest, he thought, I want her next to me. He looked up to see Mary’s shrewd eyes watching him. And he smiled at her ruefully. He expected she could read the whole story of his and Dace’s relationship in her one appraisal of their interactions. But let’s face it, she probably already knew most of it — she was wired into the Alaska gossip and delighted in all the best stories.

And how Paul and Dace met was still gossiped about, Paul thought. And what filtered out from Sitka probably had made its way to Mary Ayek as well. So, what she wanted to know now were the intimate details, the answer to the question of what personal relationship did those two have? Well, maybe she could figure it out and let him know.

“Your granddaughter is missing?” Dace asked now as she sat down. “From here?”

“Perhaps,” Wyckoff said. “She was last seen in Anchorage, but had apparently mentioned a trip here. But the Anchorage police seem uninterested in her disappearance, so Ms. Ayek is here to see if we will help.”

Mary laughed. “Please, it’s Mary, both of you,” she said. 

Dace smiled briefly in acknowledgement, but then she frowned. “Why wouldn’t Anchorage police be concerned about her disappearance?” she demanded.

For a moment, he didn’t think anyone was going to answer, and he would have to. And he didn’t want to be the one who spoke the words. Better that his boss say it, or Mary. So, he looked inquiring at his boss, a silent message. He hoped.

Thomas Wyckoff frowned, looking at Dace, who met his eyes unflinching. “Captain?” she asked.

“Indigenous women are...,” he paused, searching for the terms he wanted to use. “Often disregarded by law enforcement. Their complaints are ignored. Their abuse and assault, also ignored, brushed off as family matters, or alcohol abuse, or even prostitution. They are probably the most victimized segment of society, but we don’t know, because no one is required to keep track. What data there is resides in a dozen different law enforcement agencies, and no one consolidates it.”

He paused, sipped his wine, and fell silent. His boss never failed to amaze him, Paul thought. That was a good summary. He glanced at Mary Ayek who was also regarding Wyckoff with approval.

“In the past? Or are you talking about right now?” Dace asked, frowning still. 

“Right now, unfortunately,” Wyckoff replied. “As Mary has indicated. There are at least 18 missing Native Alaskan women in Anchorage’s ‘file’ — and wouldn’t I like to know what the name of that file is — and they aren’t the least concerned about it.”

“That’s outrageous,” Dace whispered, her face going white. She’d been there. Paul still didn’t know all the details; she still didn’t talk about her abusive marriage that sent her fleeing to Alaska. But he thought now there might be a police file in Maryland that had been opened and ignored. He knew there were medical records that went unreported. It didn’t just happen to Indigenous women, Paul thought. It just happened a lot more if you were Native American. A lot more.

“I saw a study recently that said 80 percent of Indigenous women have been the victims of violence in some way,” Mary said quietly, her focus on the younger woman sitting to his right. 

“Eighty percent!” Dace said. “Eighty percent — that’s practically everyone.”

“Close,” Mary admitted. “Given the lack of good data that Thomas mentioned, it’s very close. Any Native Alaskan woman you meet has probably been beaten, raped, mugged....” She shrugged. “But then, that’s not a bad supposition to make about any woman, is it?”

“No, it’s not,” Dace whispered. She swallowed. She looked around the table. “So, are we going to do something about it?”

“Tomorrow morning,” Paul said. “I start a hunt for Sarah Itee, Mary’s granddaughter.”

Candace bit her lip as if she was troubled about something, but not going to say anything.

“And the others who are missing,” Mary Ayek said firmly. “And you will bring them home. All of them.”

Paul looked at the determined face of the old woman to the troubled face of the young one sitting next to him. 

“As you say,” he agreed, giving in to the inevitable. “I will bring them home.”

Satisfied, Mary Ayek turned the conversation to other things. She asked Dace about working for Purdue, who she claimed was given statewide recognition as the worst boss to work for in six out of the last 10 years. Dace laughed and told her about learning to fly, and how all of his pilots had fallen all over themselves to teach her all winter, wanting to keep her happy, wanting to make sure she stayed.

“Have you flown into Bethel?” she asked. Dace shook her head. “You should come in for the art festival. Bring my grandson, here, and I would be honored to host you. You will have fun, I guarantee it.”

“I would be the one honored,” Dace said, her eyes alight with excitement. “Lanky? May I?”

Lanky nodded. “Of course, how could I stand in the way of such an invitation,” he said dryly. “Not even if I actually were the worst boss in the state all 10 years out of the last 10.”

Wyckoff unbent enough to talk about going to Bethel on some investigation in the winter and getting snowed in. “It was January, and I think perhaps people were a bit stir crazy, because they decided they all deserved a trip to Hawaii and managed to turn the elementary school cafeteria into a tropical island. All built and painted on found resources, of course. And then we went to the island, and didn’t come out for 24 hours.” He smiled reminiscently. 

Paul tried to picture that. He must have been much younger, then, he thought. His boss seemed much too stiff and by the book to do that now. Right? He studied the man.

Mary smiled with delight. “I remember that,” she said laughing. “It had been a long dark winter — well they all are — but this one had been particularly bad. I don’t even know how you
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