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Randy McKay wrapped his arm around his wife Michelle and pointed ahead for the benefit of their five children. “That’s Mount Edgecumbe. It’s an active volcano on Kruzof Island.”

Twelve-year-old Dawn leaned over the polished balcony railing, her long brown hair blowing in the wind. “I don’t see any smoke.”

“Active doesn’t have to mean erupting. There have been a lot of small earthquakes and gas bubbling up in ponds around it.”

“Oh. So it could erupt while we’re in Sitka?”

“No. It would have to get a lot more active before we need to worry about that.”

“Is Sitka even on the same island?”

“No. Sitka is on Baranof Island. This part of Alaska is made up of a lot of islands.”

Dawn, fourteen-year-old Robbie, Pam, ten, and Logan, five seemed fascinated as the ship cruised closer to the Fuji-type volcano. Toddler Chris preferred his new stuffed polar bear.

Michelle squeezed Randy’s waist. “This is the end of turning our kids loose.”

“It’s been nice. And it’s let Zane, Darius, and Carina enjoy this vacation a little bit too.” He could see their bodyguards and nanny taking in the view from the balconies flanking theirs.

The girls and Logan had shared one suite with Carina, while Robbie stayed with Zane and Darius. That had left only Chris for his parents to get to bed on the two-week Alaskan cruise.

Their balconies gave them a good view of the docking operation. Randy marveled at how the crew guided the ship alongside without benefit of tugboats.

“I’m bored,” Logan said.

Michelle pulled away. “You can go to your room and play. We’ll wait till most of the other passengers leave before we get off the ship. Our ride won’t be here for at least an hour.”

“Can’t we go to the pool?”

“No. You know the rules. When people are leaving the ship, we stay together.”

“O-kay.” Logan pouted.

“Have you all finished packing? I don’t want anybody telling me that you forgot something on the ship when we get to Aunt Laurel’s place. Get your suitcases ready for the porters.”

While the cruise did not end in Sitka, they would stay to visit Randy’s family.

***
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Almost two hours later, their party of ten disembarked while porters offloaded their luggage.

Randy pointed to a spry woman beside a mini-bus holding a sign reading “McKay.”  “There’s Aunt Laurel.” She looked so much like his father that the comment was unnecessary.

“How long has it been since you’ve seen her in person?” Michelle asked.

“Sixteen years. The year before you found me, she and Uncle Carl visited the ranch. I took a couple days off to see them.”

“Your uncle passed away five years ago, right?”

“That’s right.”

“And how long since you’ve seen any of your cousins?”

“We spent a month here when I was in college, so more than twenty years. But I stay in touch with most of them on social media.”

Laurel hurried to meet them, waving her sign. “Welcome to Sitka.” She threw her free arm around Randy’s neck. “If I hadn’t seen your picture online, I’d never have recognized you. Is that a little gray already?”

“Maybe.” He smoothed his dark hair. “Laurel, this is Michelle.” He introduced everyone, including his employees, describing them as “co-workers.”

Laurel hugged each of the family members, then shook hands with Carina and Zane. She took in Darius’s six foot, five inch frame topped with dreadlocks, before doing the same with him. “I have all the weapons you shipped, but I doubt you really need them.”

Darius smiled. “We could handle anything that might happen on a cruise ship, ma’am.”

“Randy says you’re family. Call me Laurel.” She turned to the full luggage carts. “Our bus holds fourteen passengers, but I think with all your stuff, it could be a tight squeeze.”

When Randy entered the bus, he opened a Pelican case and began handing out weapons. Zane and Darius clipped guns, knives, and extra magazines to their belts, then each added an ankle holster. Randy settled for his semi-automatic and one extra magazine.

Laurel watched the whole operation from the driver’s seat. “You’ll fit right in here. Lots of people carry.”

They filled the racks and empty seats with luggage. More cluttered the aisle. Randy surrendered his space to stand in front, holding on to the overhead bar.

Laurel pulled away from the cruise ship docks and turned south on Halibut Point Road toward the city. “How much do you remember about Sitka?”

“Quite a bit. I could navigate if I needed to. But I can already see that it’s changed in the past twenty-some years.”

“The population is a little less than it was twenty years ago, but we’ve picked up a lot of new businesses. Most of them are only open during cruise ship season.” She slowed entering Sitka proper, then at a roundabout picked up Sawmill Creek Road.

“Are we cutting into your tourist income?”

“Hey, you’re paying guests just like anyone else. We’re just giving up our house and staying in one of the cabins while you’re here. We figured it would be easier since you prefer everyone in the same building.” She stopped to let several dozen tourists cross. “We’ll still have guests in the other two cabins while you’re here. And we’ll still have to take out some tours.”

“Don’t worry. We don’t need to be entertained. We’ll pick up a rental car tomorrow.”

“There is one thing I forgot to tell you. We serve breakfast to our guests every morning. We need the kitchen and diningroom for that.”

“We can work around that. What time do you need to start cooking?”

“About 5:30.” Again, she paused for tourists.

“At home, someone is usually up by that time.” He chuckled. “I can guarantee that with the long days here.”

“Sun’s up around four, but we never get twenty-four hours of daylight like they do farther north. Eighteen is about the max.”

Flashing lights caught Randy’s attention. An Alaska State Police cruiser along with one from the Sitka department sat beside an alley cordoned off with crime scene tape. “What happened?”

“Don’t know exactly.” Laurel sighed. “The rumor mill says somebody died there last night. Since the troopers are still here, I’m guessing it wasn’t natural causes. We’re all a little on edge. We know almost everybody.”

Randy asked no more questions as they crossed the Indian River bridge, passed the Alaska Raptor Center, and left town. His chattering children filled the void. He noticed a bay filled with floating houses, its shoreline too steep and rocky for building. A few minutes later, Laurel turned right at a rustic sign reading Sarkov Cabins.

“Here we are. Home, sweet home.”

The driveway curved and three cabins came into view on their right, between the road and the water. The house and outbuildings lay just beyond, on their left. Laurel stopped in front of the house, shifted into park, cut the engine, and stood.

“Okay, kids, one announcement. You can go to the playground while we unload, but don’t wander off without an adult. We see both black and brown bears here.”

Silence descended on the bus.

“Don’t worry.” Randy clapped his hands. “You’ve seen bears close to home too. Carina will be your lookout.”

“I will too,” Robbie said. He led the way toward the playground.

Carina took up the rear. She grinned at Randy. “I want hazardous duty pay.”

He laughed. “Hey, you’re getting a trip to Alaska.”

Most of Laurel’s family joined them just outside the bus. Randy’s three cousins showed their Tlingit heritage, with black hair and bronzed skin. Carl Sarkov’s mother had been Native Alaskan.

He hugged Laurie, Itinsa, and Ed. The latter introduced his wife, Alex.

Itinsa grinned. “You’ll have to wait till later to meet our husbands and kids. But we’ll all be here for supper. We’ll expect you to remember everybody’s name.”

“Only if you do the same,” Randy replied. “I’m just glad Ed’s son is the same age as Robbie. He gets tired of his younger siblings after awhile.”
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When Itinsa’s husband Taylor arrived from work wearing a somber expression, his family gathered around him. Randy joined the group.

Laurel asked the question. “Do you have news about the person who died?”

“Yeah.” He sighed. “It was Brian Carmichael.”

“Wow,” Ed said. “I mean, I couldn’t stand the guy, but I sure didn’t want this.”

“I know, Ed. He wasn’t a nice guy, but this . . . People said there was a lot of blood in the alley. They’re guessing he was stabbed.” He focused on Randy. “I’m sorry. This is probably the last thing you want to hear about on your vacation.”

“Actually, I’ve worked a few murder investigations. My problem is that I always want to know more.”

“I thought you were a newspaper publisher.”

“That pays the bills. Before I met Michelle, I was an arson investigator. Now, I occasionally consult for the New Mexico State Police.”

“Did the rest of you know that?” They all nodded. “Thanks for telling me. All I ever heard was that you’re a publisher and you’ve written some books. Sorry, I don’t know anything else. Do you think the rumors are right? A lot of blood means he was stabbed?”

“It could. I’d have to see the blood splatter. Some bullet wounds make a real mess too.”

Itinsa raised her hands. “Too much information for me. I’m going to find a different conversation.”

“I want to hear more,” Taylor said.

Ed nodded. “Me too. I’ve never known any cops well enough to ask questions. Randy, you want to go look at the crime scene?”

“Could we? I know we’d have to stay outside the tape. But it would be good practice for me.”

“We’ve got over an hour before supper. We could go now. Want to come, Taylor?”

“I think I’m going to put my feet up. You’ll have to fill me in. It would be nice to know something that the grapevine doesn’t.”

“Okay, Randy. I guess it’s just you and me.”

“And Darius.” The bodyguard heard his name and looked their way. Randy waved him over.

“Does he go everywhere you go?”

“Whenever I leave the house. Darius, we’re going to take a closer look at that crime scene.”

Darius smiled. “I shouldn’t be surprised.”
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Randy rode in the passenger seat of Ed’s SUV with Darius in the back. “It sounds like the victim wasn’t very popular.”

“That’s an understatement. Brian Carmichael was a jerk. He came to Sitka about a decade ago after buying a fishing boat from somebody who was retiring. Nobody knows how he made his money, but he seemed to have a lot of it. He kept adding to his fleet, including a couple of crab boats. And he’s bought other businesses that were struggling. When tourist season is over, he drops his prices, undercutting his competition, making it hard for them to survive.”

“The way you talked about him, there must be more to it than that.”

“Yeah. A lot more. Over the past five years, other boats have had equipment vandalized eight times that I know of. Bad enough that they couldn’t go out that day. Other times, equipment was stolen. The criminals have never been caught on camera. Everybody thinks it’s Brian or one of his people.”

“There must be security cameras around the marinas. Do you think the boats were accessed with scuba gear?”

“That’s the only thing anybody can figure out. Our boat is docked here in the fiord, so we haven’t had that problem. But we’ve had the markers cut loose from our crab pots a couple times. That means diving to find the pots. If it weren’t for GPS readings, we would just have to write them off. There it is.” He parked a half-block away. “Looks like there’s already a few gawkers.”

“But there’s also a cop keeping them outside the tape.” Randy took a card from his wallet and slipped it into his shirt pocket. “Do you know her?”

“Sort of. She’s only been with the department a few months. If it was one of the old-timers on duty, I might be able to get some information. She’ll probably shut me down if I try.”

“Will our weapons make her nervous?”

“No. I’ll say hi to her. She should recognize me.” Ed chuckled. “Now if any of the ghouls hanging around are tourists, they might get scared.”

“I always try to look official. It helps explain the gun. Do you know her well enough to introduce us?”

“Yeah. I guess I can do that.”

They left the SUV and walked toward the police unit. The officer, scanning the area, locked her eyes on them immediately. Her hand eased toward her pistol.

“It’s Beth, right?” Ed smiled. “Do you remember me? Ed Sarkov.”

Her arm relaxed. “Yes, sir. Do you have business here?”

“No. Just a gawker, like everyone else. But I’d like to introduce you to my cousin, Randy McKay. He works with the New Mexico State Police.”

Randy extended his hand. “And I’m just a law enforcement tourist. I came to look at the crime scene from outside the tape.”

She shook his hand. “You got a badge to prove that?”

“No.” He gave her his business card. “I’m a consultant. My specialty is arson.”

“None of that here. But I can’t stop you from looking around as long as you stay outside the tape.”

He read her name tag. “Thanks, Officer Hanson. By the way, this is my associate, Darius Turner.”

“Mr. Turner.” She followed them as they skirted the perimeter of the tape-closed alley. “Have you two been in Sitka long?”

Randy replied. “We came in on a cruise ship today. We’ll be staying with Ed’s family for a couple of weeks. People guessed right. This was a knife attack.”

“You’re an arson investigator. How would you know that?”

“I’ve had extensive law enforcement training, including blood spatter analysis. The blood on the ground closest to us tells me he was wounded there first. But it’s not the spray you would see with a gunshot wound. Back farther, where the blood has pooled, there’s spray on the wall.”

“Not bad.” She shrugged. “That’s pretty much what the detective told me. Since you weren’t in town last night, you can’t be the killer. So you must know your stuff.”

“We won’t take up any more of your time, Officer.”

“No problem. At least you didn’t ask me twenty questions. I get tired of saying ‘no comment’ after awhile.”
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The next morning, Randy rose at five and dressed without waking Michelle. The smell of coffee brewing wafted to him before he reached the landing above the great room. Darius and Zane stood by a patio door, gazing outside.

He descended. “Good morning. What’s so interesting?”

“Morning.” Zane turned. “There were a couple of bear cubs out playing in the rain. They ran off when they noticed us. Coffee’s almost done. What’s on the agenda for today?”

“Other than picking up the rental car, not much. Maybe a trip to the grocery store for the things Laurel doesn’t have. I thought we’d take a day to get used to the routine around here.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to rent a second SUV? Family excursions just don’t work with one.”

“Michelle and I talked about it. We can plan family excursions around Laurel’s bus schedule. We’ll all fit on that. The rental will just be here so we don’t have to bum a ride for everything.”

“Yes, sir.” Zane grinned.

All of Randy’s employees knew how much he detested when they called him that. It was always said with a teasing tone.

Darius poured coffee into three mugs. “Ed is planning to take his fishing boat out tomorrow. Will you be going along?”

Randy glanced at Zane. “I’ll check with Michelle. Either way, Zane’s going.”

“It was part of the deal.” Zane laughed. “If you go, I’m fishing while I work. If you don’t, it’s my time off.”

“Michelle is probably ready to get away from the kids for awhile. Darius, do you mind staying here?”

“No. Unlike Zane, one fishing trip will be enough for me. I’ll be satisfied eating the fruits of your labor.” He walked to a side door and unlocked it. “Here comes Laurel.”

She entered when he held open the door, leaving her umbrella outside. “What a gentleman. Morning, boys.” She switched on a second coffee maker. “I have my kitchen to myself most days.”

“Good morning, Aunt Laurel. We’re early risers. Only the kids sleep in. How many guests do you have in the other cabins?”

“There’s a middle-aged couple in Halibut and a young family of five in Salmon.”

“What do you call the cabin you’re staying in?”

“Herring.” She filled her mug, then started making another pot of coffee. “If you need more before this is done, use the single cup maker. We have that mostly for the people who like their specialty coffees. Zane, Darius, how long have you worked for Randy?”

“Twelve years,” Zane answered. “I was one of his first bodyguards.”

“And you’ve put up with him all this time?”

“He pays well.”

“And you, Darius?”

“I am relatively new, three years. He is far easier to get along with than my previous employer.”

“Neither of you knew him before. As a teenager, he was so full of himself. He was a little easier to take in his twenties, but he still thought he was pretty special.” She met Randy’s gaze. “I wouldn’t wish what happened to you on anyone, but it made you a better person.”

“Yes, it did. I don’t even like the man I used to be. I’m grateful for what happened. Without it, I would never have met Michelle. She fell in love with me before she found out I came from money.”

“Oh, I hear you. That’s one of the reasons I came to Alaska after I graduated. I wanted to go where nobody had ever heard of McKay Publishing. I never intended to stay more than a couple years. Then I met Carl a few months after I got here. We lived in a one-bedroom cabin for several years. Of course, I am grateful for my inheritance. It built this place.”

“But you’ve expanded it a lot in the past twenty years.”

“You can’t go wrong with a tourist-based business in Sitka.” She hesitated. “How are your folks? Last time I had a video chat with them, your mom seemed a little confused.”

Randy sipped his coffee. “Mom has some kind of dementia. Early stages. Dad’s hired a daytime care-giver for her, Gloria. You know how Mom has always dressed like she was ready for some gala. She wasn’t taking care of herself. Gloria makes sure she showers and helps her pick out her clothes and put on makeup. She drives Mom wherever she wants to go.”

“That must be a relief. How’s Kendall holding up?”

“Great. He’s still in good shape physically and mentally. He turned two of the weekly newspapers over to Rachel’s two oldest. Dad usually goes to the other three times a week. He hasn’t slowed down much.”

“You know, I think I should come and visit this winter—before your mom gets any worse.”

“That sounds like a great idea.”
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By the time Randy and Darius returned from the grocery store, rain had given way to partly-cloudy skies. Randy and Michelle took all of the children except Chris fishing off the float beside the dock. When any of the kids complained of boredom, their parents sent them to play on shore.

Only Randy, Robbie, and Zane fished all afternoon. They climbed the rocky slope with several Doly Varden trout and two Chum salmon to contribute to supper.

Early the next morning, the trio joined Ed at the boat. A few minutes later, Ed’s son, Scott, arrived. Everyone helped prepare, from stowing lunch in the refrigerator to distributing poles along the railing.

Ed started the engines as the clients began arriving. The middle-aged couple and father of the young family came from the cabins, along with two non-guest fishermen. Scott knew his way around the boat and served as first mate when the time came to cast off.

Randy enjoyed the day on the water, more for the time spent with his oldest son rather than a great love of fishing. By the time Ed told everyone to reel in their lines for the trip back to shore, he felt more than ready.

After the boat got underway, Randy found a private moment with Zane. “I think Robbie likes fishing as much as you do.”

“Sorry. I may have encouraged that.”

“I don’t mind. But the novelty of spending a whole day on a boat has worn off for me. When you go out again, would you mind taking him with you—even if you’re not working?”

“My pleasure. The past couple of years, having Robbie around isn’t like work. I don’t have to worry about him getting into trouble.”

Randy smiled. “Sometimes your job must feel like babysitting.”

“If I didn’t like kids, I would’ve quit years ago. But I hope you’re about done now.”

“Yes! You know Chris wasn’t planned. We made sure there would be no more. Did you and Colleen ever want kids?”

“We decided to put it off until after our military careers were established. By the time I came to the conclusion that I wanted a different career, she realized that being a mother wasn’t in the cards for her.”

“I don’t think I’d hire somebody for this job who had kids at home. I really thought you would either quit after a couple of years or get divorced. But somehow, you and Colleen seem to make it work.”

“She’s self-reliant, to say the least.” Zane chuckled. “The one time we were both stationed in the same place, we started to get on each other’s nerves. No, about a week together is all we can handle. That’s kept us married through all the deployments.” He pointed. “I see the house through the trees.”

Robbie joined them to watch as the boat cruised toward the dock.

Randy tried to identify the people waiting there. They’re both about the same height, so it isn’t Darius and Michelle. When the distance narrowed, he identified two individuals wearing uniforms. He and Zane exchanged glances, then he sought out Ed at the helm. His cousin had a clenched jaw and bunched muscles while he eased back on the throttle.

“Do you know what they want?” Randy nodded toward the dock.

“I’m guessing they heard that Brian and I had an argument a few days ago.”

Randy raised his eyebrows. “That must have been some argument if the cops think you’re worth questioning. Anything I need to know?”

“I said some things that I wouldn’t have said if I had known somebody was going to kill him.”

“Witnesses?”

“A few.” Ed stayed focused on his job.

“Do you have an alibi for the night he was killed?”

“Part of it. I was fishing on the river and didn’t get home till late.”

“Would you like some advice?”

Ed jerked his head around with a pleading expression. “Please.”

“Answer their questions honestly. If they don’t ask, don’t volunteer any information. Try not to be nervous. The guy had a lot of enemies. You’re probably one of several people they want to talk to.”

“Easy for you to say. If I introduce you as my legal advisor, will they let you stick around?”

“Maybe. If they do, I’ll keep my mouth shut unless one of them gets out of line. But don’t introduce me as your lawyer. That would be an outright lie. I’ll correct you and walk away.”

“Right.”

“I’ll let you concentrate on your job.”

***
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To their credit, the officers—one local and the other from the Alaska State Police—waited for Ed’s guests to leave the dock.

Randy sent Robbie back to the house with Scott and asked Zane to wait on shore.

The local officer started the conversation. “Mr. Sarkov, I’m Chief Blasky, can we speak to you in private?”

“Anything you want to ask me, you can say in front of Randy. I got no secrets from him.”

Blasky shot Randy a glare. “Who are you?”

“Randy McKay, Ed’s cousin. We arrived yesterday.”

“You and Mr. Sarkov were at the crime scene last night.”

“That’s right. I’m a consultant for the New Mexico State Police. I was curious.”

“M’m. You can stick around, but don’t interfere.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Mr. Sarkov, you were seen arguing with Brian Carmichael on Monday.”

“That sounds about right.”

“What was the argument about?”

“Some of my friend’s fishing equipment was stolen. I thought Brian was behind it.”

“Witnesses say that you threatened him.”

“I probably did. You say things when you’re arguing. You know, to get your point across. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“What did you say, exactly?”

“I don’t remember, exactly. I know I said that the stolen equipment and vandalism started after he came to town. And whoever is doing it has never bothered his boats. Even though there’s never been enough evidence for you guys to arrest him, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that he’s behind it.”

“Did you or did you not say that you would ‘gut him like a fish?’”

“No, I didn’t. I said that someone should.” He paused. “Is that what happened?”

“I’m asking the questions. Can you account for your whereabouts the night before last between nine and midnight?”

“I was fishing alone on Indian River till it got dark. Didn’t get home till around eleven.”

“That’s not much of an alibi.”

“Didn’t know I’d need one.”

“That’s all for now, Mr. Sarkov. Don’t leave town.”

“I got company. I’m not going anywhere.” He said no more till the officers started climbing the bank. “What do you think?”

“You might want to talk to an actual lawyer. From the cops’ perspective, you have motive and opportunity. And probably means, since I’m sure you own a few knives. You were seen arguing with the victim days before his murder. Unless they find better suspects, they have no reason to forget about you.”

***
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After supper, Laurel, Ed, Alex, and Randy gathered around the table.

Ed took his wife’s hand. “I’d better call Bob in the morning.” She and Laurel nodded.

Randy glanced from one to the other. “Is Bob your lawyer?”

“Yeah. A real nice guy. And good at his job. We’ve never had any problems with the contracts he’s drawn up for us.”

“Has he ever tried a criminal case?”

“A few DUIs.”

“DUIs?” Randy reminded himself that none of his relatives had ever faced possible felony charges. “When you call, ask him if he feels qualified to defend against a murder charge. If he’s the guy you say he is, he’ll recommend a criminal defense attorney.”

“Oh.” Ed chewed his lower lip. “I don’t know if I’d be comfortable with another lawyer.”

“Randy’s right,” Laurel said. “Son, if they charge you with murder, you don’t need a nice guy. You need a shark.”

“Can’t I just use Bob for now? Whoever he recommends is going to be expensive. And they might find the real killer tomorrow. I hate to waste all that money.”

Randy wanted to respond, but said nothing. Laurel solved that problem for him.

“I understand. But we’re bumpkins when it comes to anything legal. If Bob was a crooked lawyer, he could have fleeced us a dozen times. If he recommends somebody, don’t wait. Right, Randy?”

“Right. It’s better to have one and not need him, than to get him up to speed after you’re arrested. If money’s a problem, I can take care of the fee.”

Ed sat up straighter. “We can pay him. I just don’t like throwing money away.”

“Okay. But the offer stands.” He sighed. “The local authorities recognized that they needed help from the state police. That tells me that there will be a thorough investigation. I’m not insulting the locals. You have to respect that they know their limitations. I just wish I could conduct my own investigation.”

Laurel patted his shoulder. “You’ve already helped. If you like, we could point you to the right people. You could ask some questions.”

“I don’t want to do anything to make the situation worse. If I found evidence, it would be tainted. But it would help if I learned more about the victim and his business.”

“I’ll make a couple of calls. We have some friends who won’t mention to the police that you’ve been asking questions. If you want something a little less biased, there’s the Daily Sentinel’s archives.”

Randy smiled, despite the circumstances. “Is that why you picked Sitka, Laurel? The newspaper has the same name as the McKay family business.”

“I had decided to come to Alaska. When I saw the name of the paper, I thought it might be a sign.”
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