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			PROLOGUE

			Koloshan, Southeast Alaska – 1979

			A full moon dusted the treetops with light. Far below, beneath the outspread branches, the forest floor was dark. It was a darkness filled with night sounds, clicks, snaps, leaves moving restlessly. The soft padding of a hunter. A wink of bright eyes, then nothing.

			In a small clearing a bonfire licked the night. A slim figure stood before the fire, arms raised above the flames, motionless. Hands erect, eyes closed, waiting. In one hand he held a wooden rattle shaped like the head of a bird, its once-bright colors faded with age. In the other hand was a small leather bag containing his kuts, the source of his power as an icht’a.

			Suddenly the young icht’a began to sing. The heel of his right foot pounded the ground in time with his music. Another figure appeared, howled like a wolf, and moved slowly toward the fire as if stalking prey. After the wolf came an owl, then a deer, two bears, and a frog, their movements rhythmic, keeping time to the singsong chant of the icht’a. The deer moved quickly, pausing to turn his head from side to side as if alert for enemies. One of the bears fell in behind the deer, heavy, pursuing. Teenage actors dressed in haste—leather leggings and knee patches, T-shirt slogans half hidden by beaded jackets, eagle feathers drooping from athletic sweatbands.

			At a bird-like cry from the icht’a, the drumming ceased and the dancers froze. A cloud covered the moon, leaving only a circle of light from the fire. Everything was still. Even the night birds fell silent.

			The drumming resumed.

			Ten-year-old Johnny sat on the ground. He had dutifully drunk the contents of the wooden bowl, as instructed by the icht’a. Sweat beaded his forehead and dripped off the end of his nose, leaving a wet spot in the dirt. He was sweating profusely, yet he was shivering. He stuck one foot out as if to get up, then leaned forward and opened his mouth wide. The throbbing of the drum, hooting of the owl, and droning chant drowned out his cry for help.

			Tum tum, tum tum. Run, dance, leap.

			Johnny cried out again, but again no one heard him. It wasn’t until he toppled over, his body sprawled on the dirt face down, that anyone noticed.

			By then it was too late.

		

	
		
			Tléix’ 
(ONE)

			The red caves were across the island from the village of Koloshan, facing out on an isolated inlet, a honeycomb of chambers slowly carved by nature into the side of a steep cliff. The area was considered sacred by some older natives from the village. According to legend, the earth in and around the caves was red because it had been soaked in the blood of the warriors who had battled there.

			Jonah St. Clair, Koloshan’s only police officer, knew that iron oxide accounted for the area’s unique coloration. But it was a good story, one he had first heard from the Tlingit grandfather of a close friend, Dan. He’d met Dan the first season he’d come to Alaska with his father to fish for salmon. He was only nine then, but old enough to be a deckhand. Dan and Jonah had quickly become friends, and when they weren’t fishing, they spent time together exploring the vast expanse of woods and water surrounding Koloshan.

			One of their favorite places was the labyrinth of red caves. The countless stories told by the Tlingit elders about the caves made Jonah envious of his friend’s heritage, his own seeming anemic by comparison. The two boys had searched the area looking for artifacts, half expecting, half dreading that something mysterious and strange would happen to them. But nothing ever had.

			Today, Jonah was in his twenty-foot Alumaweld boat, headed to the red caves to search for the young icht’a known as Chaaky, from tscha̅k, eagle. When Chaaky first declared himself a shaman, he’d chosen the eagle as his crest animal, his link to the spiritual world. The ceremony that had ended in tragedy had meant to cure Johnny of his limp that had been the result of an accident when he was only two. 

			Even though it was an official trip, Jonah enjoyed being on the water by himself. He knew he had a reputation for being independent, sometimes uncommunicative, but he didn’t see himself as a loner, just someone who had close relationships with only a handful of people. His mother had died during a fishing season when he was thirteen, and his grief-stricken father had returned to the States by himself, leaving Jonah to live with Dan’s grandfather. It was an arrangement that suited both of them at the time. Jonah didn’t return to L.A. until his senior year in high school, when his father wanted him to come home. He stayed in L.A. to attend college, spent six years with the LAPD, and then two years in Nam before returning to Koloshan.

			He knew most of the villagers and their families, including the boys who’d been at the ceremony. One of the boys had suggested Chaaky might have gone to the caves to escape the consequences of his giving a deadly potion to Johnny. But Jonah thought it more likely that Chaaky had fled to mourn what had happened. Either way, it hadn’t been a smart thing to do. 

			“Damn fool kid,” was his unofficial pronouncement as he made his way to the red caves to search for the missing icht’a.

			There was no trail leading directly to the caves from Koloshan. To get there by land involved following a series of animal paths that occasionally petered out and left one to push through thick underbrush until another path could be found. It was a lot faster to go by boat.

			An afternoon breeze had come up. The waves were larger than they had been earlier in the day, capped with frothy white foam. Jonah had to work the throttle to keep from taking water over the bow—slow down, speed up, slow down. Water boiled around his outboard motor, but he didn’t think the situation was serious enough to call for help, at least not yet.

			Tapping the 35hp Evinrude motor, he said, “Don’t crap out on me now.”

			He passed two white crosses along the western shore. They stood out against the natural backdrop of rocks and brush, a stark warning to beware of the power of wind and water. Jonah found himself reminiscing about times as a youngster when he’d listened to Tlingit elders telling stories about what happens when someone is lost at sea. Supposedly their spirit is forced to wander forever. Even then he’d felt that was unfair, that being lost at sea should be more like Catholic purgatory, a temporary stage of the afterlife.

			As he rounded the north end of the island, the water grew calmer. He was able to make better time, speeding up the narrow inlet, caught in the red glow of the sun’s descent. A gull flew overhead, its belly glinting pink in the vivid wash of color from the crimson sky.

			As the caves finally came into view, their shadowy cavities looked sinister against the backdrop of the rocky hillside and fading sunset. Jonah felt the same sense of awe for the place that he’d had as a kid. 

			“A perfect setting for a bloody battle or the meditations of an aspiring shaman,” he said out loud. “Or to hide out.”

			Jonah was aware that those who knew about the incident had already tried and convicted Chaaky. After all, Chaaky had made the potion that had supposedly killed Johnny. But Jonah’s police officer training told him that until he had all the facts, he should withhold judgment. Even if something Chaaky had put in the potion had resulted in Johnny’s death, it could still have been an accident. And, if Chaaky had retreated to the caves—either out of guilt or to mourn—what impact would their ominous presence have on a depressed and frightened young boy? 

			The tide was rising. In another hour or so many of the lower caves would fill with water. Once, when he was young, Jonah had gone into one of the smaller caves with his skiff, beached the boat on a rocky shelf, and climbed onto a ledge to explore. He had lost track of time and had almost been trapped inside by the incoming tide. By the time he had noticed what was happening, there was barely enough room for him to maneuver his skiff out through the entrance before water sealed off the cave. If Chaaky was out there, Jonah hoped he knew what he was getting into.

			Jonah slowed the boat and eased it toward shore. There was no sign of Chaaky, but he hadn’t expected to spot him from the boat. If Chaaky was there, he had undoubtedly heard Jonah’s approach. Sound traveled a long way over water. The boy would have had plenty of time to hide. 

			“Chaaky,” he yelled. “It’s me, Jonah. Please come out. We need to talk.” When he didn’t get a response, he proceeded with his plan.

			There were quite a few caves to search. Jonah had decided to cover those accessible by water first. If he found no sign of the boy in any of the lower caves he would go ashore and search among the wind-stunted trees that clung to life along the clifftop. From there he could also reach some of the higher caves, although the task would be more difficult as darkness fell.

			He tossed his anchor into the water, not bothering to back down on it. The holding in the area was poor, but he doubted his boat would drift unless the wind kicked up. He flipped the rubber dinghy he’d brought along into the water, got in, glanced around, and headed toward the entrance of a cave to his far left. He would check out as many as he could from left to right. Systematically.

			Just a few feet inside the first cave he passed into total darkness, surrounded by a musty scent of decaying seaweed. He switched on his flashlight and called out: “Chaaky! It’s me, Jonah. I just want to talk to you.” The words echoed back, eerie, inhuman. He almost expected old bones to rise up and dance.

			Once the echo died, everything was still. With his flashlight, he could see a cleft in the back wall that he thought might be large enough for a boy to hide. He rowed toward it to get a better look, bumping along the jagged rock wall, mumbling a few swear words as he struggled to keep a few inches between his dingy and the wall. If he wasn’t more careful, he would puncture the rubber sidewall of his inflatable.

			The opening was about three feet deep, but there was no sign of Chaaky or any indication that he had been there. Jonah turned the dinghy around and rowed quickly toward the entrance, anxious to get back outside.

			The sky had lost its brilliance, the dim glow of the sun falling off the edge of the world into the sea. Jonah looked at his watch. It was only 6:30. In the spring it stayed light nearly all night long, but in the fall and winter months the wilderness darkness came early with a black intensity unrelieved by the halo of streetlights, the shimmer of neon signs, the telltale luminous glow of televisions, or the flash and flicker of headlights.

			Dusky water lapped at the rubber dinghy as he rounded the rock wall separating the cave he had just searched from the adjoining cave. 

			“Chaaky,” he called. “It’s Jonah. I’m not here to arrest you. I just want to talk.” Something flapped its wings close to Jonah’s head as it fled from his approach. “Damn,” Jonah swore as he ducked. He had a brief vision of bats with red-veined wings and glowing eyes. But it was an ordinary sea bird, nothing more.

			He turned into another cave, the sound of his oars kissing the water as soft as the pumping of bird wings. After a brief look around at the barren, empty interior, he moved on.

			The next cave was small, barely providing sufficient height to enable Jonah to maneuver the boat. He scraped against the side of the cave several times, bending down to keep from hitting his head. 

			“Hell. Dammit!” He cursed out loud as he pushed his dinghy away from the ragged rocks and ran his light around the cave. Nothing. Just his curses resonating back at him, unfriendly and alien.

			He was just about to enter one of the largest caves at water level when he sensed rather than heard a noise overhead. Before he could look up a massive rock streaked past him and smashed into the water next to the dinghy, barely missing the small craft. “Holy crap—” The explosive sound of rock striking water spurred Jonah into action. He slammed his oars into the water and muscled his dinghy into the cave, stopping just inside the entrance to listen.

			Everything was quiet. No sound from above. No more large or small rocks falling.

			After a few minutes, he eased the dinghy out of the entrance and peeked at the top of the cliff, but it was already too dark to see anything up there clearly.

			Had the falling rock been nature’s way of reminding him that you had to stay alert to danger while in the wilderness? Or was the source of the incident human? Had Chaaky accidentally caused the large rock to tumble over the edge while trying to stay out of sight? Or was it a deliberate act? Perhaps he was up there somewhere staring down into the growing darkness, speculating on whether the rock had smashed Jonah’s boat—or his skull.

			“Chaaky!” Jonah yelled. “It’s Jonah. Do you hear me? I need to talk to you.” 

			Water slapped against the gravel beach. A bird shrilled. But there was no human answer.

			The tide slowly pushed him back into the cave. Putting his suspicions aside, he dipped his oars in the water and steered the dinghy into the chamber. There was still the possibility that Chaaky was hiding in one of the lower caves. He had to keep searching.

			His flashlight revealed watermarks on the cave wall. The water was already about even with one of the highest dark lines etched into the red rock. It was going to be an exceptionally high tide.

			A sound overhead drew his attention. His light caught a flash of movement. An adrenaline rush pulsed through his system, focusing his attention, preparing him for action. Then two birds whooshed past him. A flutter of wings and he was alone.

			He took some deep breaths to calm himself, then moved on, glancing upward from time to time, worrying about the possibility of another rock cascading from above. But the only motion was from his oars as they sliced into the water and slowly rose back to the surface.

			The next few caves were impossible to enter. He leaned over the side of the dinghy and tried to see into their murky interiors on the off chance there would be a pair of eyes looking back. 

			“Chaaky?” he called at each entrance, in case the boy was inside. 

			He worried that Chaaky had hidden in one of the caves rapidly filling with water and was afraid to come out because he heard Jonah calling him. At that very moment he might be in some cubbyhole in danger of being swamped. If he was, Jonah hoped he had enough sense to know when it was game over.

			A rocky outcrop extended into the water just before the entrance to the last cave. As Jonah pulled around it he went through a ball of herring, tiny fish jumping all around, making delicate, fluorescent rings in the black water. Slowly, he moved through them into the cave, probing the cave’s secret curves and niches with his flashlight. Water licked the sandstone walls, eroding, carving the hollow still deeper.

			There was a recess to the left that his light couldn’t penetrate. “Chaaky?” he called softly. The cave murmured the name back at him: “Chaaky … aaky.”

			Jonah waited, trying to decide. From his youthful explorations with Dan, he remembered a narrow crawlspace that curved back into the cliff about ten feet. There was only a shallow clearance overhead, but it was definitely sufficient for a young boy determined to stay hidden. But for a man his size? Finally, he made up his mind to try. 

			“Hell, hope I can still fit.”

			He draped the frayed manila painter from his dinghy around a rock that jutted from the water near the shelf’s edge and tugged at it a few times to make certain it was secure. Then he removed his shoes and socks, rolled up his pants, put his flashlight in his pocket, and, balancing himself the best he could by grabbing at rocks along the edge of the shelf, he stepped onto a slime-covered outcrop. Shells of sea animals pressed into the bottoms of his feet. Something made a popping noise. “Yuck,” he muttered. He felt an irrational urge to jump back into the dinghy.

			He switched on his flashlight to get his bearings. It produced a thin glow in the large space, leaving most of the cave in shadow. Outside, under the dark night sky, there might be headless horsemen and Halloween nightmares, but water caves conjured up particularly bizarre images of evil creatures, death, and decay. He stood there, rigid, listening to water dripping somewhere off to his left. Suddenly water splashed around his ankles and up the inside of his pant leg, breaking the spell. “Okay.” He had to get on with it, before the entire area flooded.

			He carefully inched his way forward, across the slippery and uneven surface. Droplets of cold water landed on his head and rolled down his forehead into his eyes. He blinked hard to clear his vision, then swiped his jacket sleeve across his face. As he took the next step, something soft moved under his foot. 

			“Aww,” he exclaimed, jerking his foot back and almost losing his balance. The flashlight fell from his hands and landed with a muffled splat in a tide pool, casting an eerie light across the floor of the rocky ledge.

			“Damn stupid thing to do,” he said as he retrieved the flashlight. 

			Losing his light or breaking it would make his search impossible and his retreat precarious. At the back of the cave, just as he remembered, there were toeholds made by other explorers who had climbed up to see what was there. He put his flashlight in his jacket pocket, reached up for something to hold onto, pressed his right foot into the first toehold, and pulled himself upward. A second step and he was able to reach the top. Fingers digging into rapidly receding dirt and rock, he heaved his body onto the ledge. Rocks cascaded over the edge. He forced his body forward into the blank space to avoid getting caught in a landslide of earth and rock.

			Finally, everything was still. His own breathing, uneven and heavy, the only sound. He felt like an intruder. He could imagine ancient voices telling him to leave, demanding privacy. Skeletons slumped against rock walls. He reached into his pocket for his flashlight and illuminated the hollow.

			“Spirits from the past—where are you?” Jonah called out. “Come on, do your worst.” 

			But there was nothing there. The emptiness was almost a relief.

			Getting down was in some ways more difficult than getting up. Jonah slid part of the way, scraping his bare feet along the rock wall and landing with a loud splash in the now ankle-deep icy water. Shivering with cold, he made his way back to the dinghy and gratefully donned socks and shoes.

			“Chaaky!” he yelled as he rowed into the night. “Chaaky, do you hear me?” 

			His voice was lost in the vastness of nighttime sky and water. 

			“I just want to talk. We need to talk.” 

			“To talk, to talk,” came the voiceless reply from the red caves. “To talk …”

		

	

			Déix 
(TWO)

			A path led from the beach to the clifftop. It ran along the hillside, switching back and forth. The uphill side was grassy, but the downhill edge was eroded here and there, some areas dropping straight down to the beach. Tree roots bared by weather and time dangled over the cliff above Jonah. Moonlight skittered across open spaces, plunging in shimmering shafts into the dark water below.

			His rifle slung over one shoulder and a coil of rope over the other, Jonah cautiously worked his way up the incline, stopping frequently to listen for a human note against the usual medley of night sounds. He heard nothing but his own breathing.

			At the top he made an attempt to search the line of trees that bordered the cliff. But it was too dark to see much. If someone was hiding there, they could easily stay hidden. And if Chaaky was in the area, and if he was trying to stay out of sight, it seemed possible, even likely, that he had retreated to one of the higher caves. There were routes over the cliff face that a boy familiar with the area might safely traverse in the daylight, and the caves offered protection from animals and, to some extent, from the elements.

			Jonah didn’t think he could maneuver across the cliff face in the dark, so he planned to lower himself over the edge by rope. It was a relatively quick and easy way to reach some of the higher caves. He had plenty of experience rappelling down cliff faces during the years he had tried his hand at rock climbing. And, given his size and physical condition, he didn’t think he needed to fear being overpowered by a skinny, unathletic boy.

			“Okay,” he said as he tied one end of his rope around a sturdy-looking tree just above where the caves began at the south end of the cliff. Then he doubled the line, passing it under one thigh and over the opposite shoulder. “This should do it.” Leaving his rifle propped against the tree, he tugged on the line a few times to make certain it was secure, then put on a pair of leather gloves, pushed off from the ridge, and began his descent.

			The rope pressed against his thigh and his arms felt the strain of keeping his body from free falling. It had been a long time since he had been trained in emergency mountain rescue maneuvers. But he didn’t have far to go, and he was confident the rope could easily hold his weight. It was just a question of staying in control, of not letting the rope slide through his hands too fast. “Just take it slow and easy,” he said to himself. “Slow and easy.”

			In just a few minutes he eased himself into the first cave. Still holding onto the rope with one hand, he ran his light over the angular cave walls. There were bits of foliage growing in the red dirt near the entrance. There were no footprints in the dirt. Toward the back, he could make out a line of water following the curvature of the rock. But there was no sign of Chaaky. One down. Time to move on.

			He tried to swing to the next cave without returning to the clifftop, but he couldn’t reach far enough to the side. He hauled himself back up, moved the rope to another tree, and rappelled over the side a second time. He had to repeat the process several more times to reach other caves. It was a tiring process, tiring and somewhat surreal. Out there, in the darkness, hanging from a rope over the face of a cliff, with the sound of water moving against the rocks far below, he felt weightless, free, on the verge of flight. It was a heady feeling, like skiing downhill at breakneck speed or soaring high in the air for the pole vault.

			He was lowering himself to the last of the caves when the rope trembled for a moment, then suddenly went slack. “What—” he exclaimed, losing his balance and slamming hard against the cliffside. The next thing he knew he was falling through space. His thought processes accelerated. He visualized how he had checked his line before starting his descent. At the same time, his brain sent his hands a message to grab onto the rope. His fingers found the smooth nylon line, but it was slack, falling through the air at roughly the same rate as he did.

			The impact came unexpectedly. He landed hard on a damp, unyielding surface, his breath knocked out of him with a whoosh of air. There was the shock of sudden pain, then something scraped across rock, traveling away from him. Seconds later he heard a faint splash, as if something had landed in the water below. At the same time the line had grown taut across his body, a steady, pulling weight.

			He lay there trying to catch his breath, assessing his level of pain. Gradually his mind cleared and he figured out where he was. He had ended up at one of the lower caves where the entrance protruded from the cliff like a huge open mouth. The rope he had fastened to the tree at the clifftop now dangled from his body, reaching down to the water and rocky shore.

			What on earth had happened? 

			Jonah inhaled deeply and wiggled his fingers to see if they were okay. Then he moved his feet back and forth. His hip and elbow hurt. He must have landed on his side. But everything seemed to be in working order. And, most important, he was alive.

			Did he make a mistake when tying the rope to that last tree? Or, like the rock that had almost fallen on him, had this been an attempt to thwart or even kill him? Was it possible that someone had deliberately cut him loose?

			The tree where he had tied the rope was some distance back from the edge, and the lip of the cliff curved away at the top. He tried to imagine himself as an assailant, releasing the rope, then hurrying over to view the results of his handiwork. Could they now see Jonah lying there in the shadow of the cave entrance? Could they see the rope dangling over the edge?

			When Jonah first went hunting with his father, one of the lessons had been the art of patience. That was also one of the messages reinforced by Dennis Gray, Dan’s Tlingit grandfather and Jonah’s surrogate grandfather, although he always called him Dennis. Dennis had explained that it was patience that kept his Tlingit ancestors from going hungry. They knew how to lie in wait until the moment was right. Patience. It was a survival trait. Whether hunting for food or facing an opponent. Patience. Never give your position away. Let the enemy or the prey come to you.

			Assuming his fall was no accident, Jonah knew that the enemy might still be up there, waiting to see if his plan had succeeded. Jonah waited and listened. He maintained his position even after his muscles became cramped. Unmoving. Silent. Listening.

			He didn’t know how much time had passed until he finally decided to move, to see if he could stand and walk. He flexed the muscles in his legs and arms and leaned forward. Then he paused to listen again. Finally, he got on his knees and slowly began to draw up the rope a few inches at a time. It snaked over the edge, a muted slithering sound, almost invisible against the dark rock surface. Just a hint of sound and motion.

			Jonah traced the smooth weave of rope with his fingers to its abrupt end. There were no frayed edges. A clean cut. Someone had cut his lifeline. Someone had intended that he fall to his death.

			In spite of everything that had happened, he had a hard time picturing the intentional cutting of his lifeline as something that Chaaky would do. He had known Malcolm Holman—Chaaky—since he was a baby. Hair curly instead of straight, sandy brown in color, Chaaky had always stood out from the other kids in Koloshan. It was rumored that his father beat his wife and children, although no one ever made a formal complaint. Jonah had been keeping an eye on the situation when, a little over a year ago, the man disappeared, taking his family’s meager savings with him. 

			Mrs. Holman had put on a brave face and managed to eke out a living for herself and her two children on a combination of public assistance and the occasional part-time job. Chaaky wasn’t bitter about his situation, but it had shattered what little confidence he’d managed to scrape together before his father’s desertion. Frail, gangly, self-conscious, different. A troubled boy, yes, but a murderer?

			Even while he defended Chaaky in his own mind, Jonah realized what that meant. If Chaaky wasn’t responsible for the rock or the cut rope, then there was someone else out there trying to kill him. Someone who knew he would look for Chaaky at the caves. Not impossible, and the perfect opportunity to use someone else as the fall guy. Still, he couldn’t think of anyone who would go to this much trouble to do him in.

			Jonah unwrapped himself from the rope and slowly got to his feet. At first he felt dizzy, but it quickly passed. His ribs seemed okay, painful when he took a deep breath, but okay. He could move his arms and legs without much discomfort. And he didn’t seem to be bleeding anywhere as far as he could tell. For a man who had just taken a long fall onto a rocky ledge, he was in remarkably good shape.

			Bracing himself against the side of the cave, he leaned out and looked up. It was too dark to see much, but there didn’t appear to be any sign of movement at the clifftop. Then he looked down. It was about another thirty feet to the rocks that dotted the shore. To the left, the drop-off was sheer, but to his right and down about ten feet, there was a promontory that jutted from the cliffside. From there he should be able to make his way along the hillside and back to the top. As quietly as possible. In case his assailant was still there.

			Getting down to the promontory was risky. He could fall. Or someone might see him. Another option was to wait in the cave until morning, when it would be easier to make his way across the cliff face. That was probably the sensible thing to do, but he didn’t want to wait. He wanted to get out of there while there was still some chance to catch up with the person who had cut his rope. And when he did—

			Jonah knew that judging distances in the dark could be tricky. He went over his calculations several times before finally making the leap in the direction of the promontory. As he landed, one foot found a hold in a narrow crevice, but the other skidded out from under him. He fell forward onto the rocky slope and pressed his lips together so as not to cry out. Both feet flipped into the air as he felt himself slipping sideways. His fingers scraped across the rock, searching for a hold. Bits and pieces of earth came loose and tumbled over the edge, landing in the water with a series of tiny splashes. A lot of noise if someone was still out there lying in wait for him.

			He rolled onto a level spot and came to a stop, his heart pumping wildly. After a few moments he got to his feet and began feeling his way across the uneven surface. Pebbles shifted under his feet, making headway difficult. He moved along in a half crouch, conscious of being silhouetted against a moonlit backdrop of sky. What if his attacker had a gun?

			The other side of the promontory was steep, but not too steep to traverse. It was shadowed though, and that made it hard to see where he stepped. At one point he tripped over a jagged rock and tumbled forward, landing on one knee. A “Dammit” escaped his lips, sounding eerily loud against the backdrop of the forest at night. He got up immediately, staying crouched over as he moved upward, using his hands to guide him over the uneven surface. Keeping his mouth shut.

			When Jonah arrived at the clifftop in one piece he was almost as surprised as he was thankful. He didn’t stop until he was safely in the trees and out of sight. Then he took a moment to rest and assess his situation. He couldn’t afford to delay too long. If he was going to be hunter instead of prey, he had to get going.

			Ignoring his protesting muscles, all of his senses on high alert, he made his way cautiously through the trees until he reached the tree where he had left his rifle. Even before his hand reached out for the cool, smooth surface of the barrel, he knew it wouldn’t be there. He felt around on the ground to make certain, but he wasn’t surprised to find nothing. He swallowed an oath, mentally kicking himself for not being more careful.

			A few feet further on, he found the tree he had tied his line to. The rope was still securely tied but cut off just below the knot. Had his assailant hung around to see if he had succeeded or to perhaps finish the job? Or was he already long gone?

			There were two trails leading away from the cliff, the one he had taken up the hillside from his dinghy that continued northeast, and another that meandered into a ravine toward the interior of the island. Jonah thought a moment, then made his decision and started into the ravine.

			Tall trees blotted out the moonlight, leaving the forest in almost complete darkness. His feet searched out the path while his hands kept him from running into obstacles. At times the path disappeared, but Jonah kept going. If his attacker had come from Koloshan, this was the most logical escape route.

			After a while, he heard faint footfalls and saw a tiny beam of light moving back and forth across the trail ahead. Whoever it was, he was moving very slowly and making no attempt at concealment. Why was he calling attention to himself? Did he think Jonah was dead or incapacitated? Or did he know Jonah was in pursuit? Maybe he was confident because he had Jonah’s rifle or another weapon. Maybe he wanted Jonah to catch up with him.

			Then suddenly it occurred to Jonah that there could be more than one person involved. Two enemies waiting out there for him. He hung back, wary of a trap.

			The footfalls ahead faltered. The light was extinguished. Jonah stopped, listened a moment, then moved off the trail into the trees. He heard a noise in the underbrush to his right, coming from below. He drew out the knife that he always carried and waited. Let the enemy come to you. Be patient. Don’t give away your position.

			Even after five years, memories of Vietnam sometimes pressed in on him without warning. He could feel sweat breaking out at the back of his neck as he envisioned the enemy in dark gray creeping toward him through the brush. He tightened the grip on his knife. It felt small and useless in his hand. For a moment he longed for the heft of an M-16. He had to remind himself that this was Alaska and the rules were different here than they were in Nam. It wasn’t a case of kill or be killed. Here, you let the law decide punishment. 

			“Let the enemy come to you,” he said under his breath.

			Suddenly something crashed from the underbrush onto the trail, eyes bright, head working nervously back and forth. Jonah sensed rather than saw the animal form, but he immediately recognized the breathy snorting noise deer often make when alarmed. He wiggled a branch and the deer bolted, fleeing down the trail into the ravine. Moments later a shot rang out. Then another. Someone had a gun. And the deer had spooked him into using it.

			Jonah waited.

			The person ahead started down the trail again, faster than before, his light bouncing up and down. Ignoring the possibility that there could be more than one attacker, Jonah picked up his pace. The light disappeared around a corner. Jonah slowed down, cautiously approaching the bend as the trail veered sharply to the left, leading down toward the water. When he reached the corner he couldn’t see anyone. Trying not to make too much noise, he hurried down the trail with a headache building between his temples.

			Did the person ahead know Jonah was there? Or had the deer made him jumpy? It could be a trap, a plan to lure Jonah into a vulnerable position between two opponents. Jonah let the distance between them increase. If he’d had a gun, he wouldn’t have been so cautious, but he felt like his best chance was to bide his time and wait for an opportunity to take the person by surprise. The hunter and the hunted … but which was which?

			The land leveled off. He could still hear someone up ahead. He maintained his pace, grateful for the threads of moonlight that occasionally penetrated the branches. The ground was getting softer, damp, spongy. He stopped to listen and realized how quiet everything had become. He had a sudden burst of insight as he recalled another cove in the area. He began racing forward along the trail.

			When he heard the sound of an engine start, he knew he had miscalculated. “Damn, damn, damn,” he swore as he sped up. Even running as fast as he could, he wouldn’t get there in time. But one thing he knew for sure—it wasn’t Chaaky he’d been pursuing. Chaaky didn’t have a boat.

			When he reached the water’s edge, the boat was no more than a small dark shape in the distance, trailed by a thin line of phosphorescent wake.

			

	

MONDAY

		

	
		
			Nás’k 
(THREE)

			There were no roads connecting Koloshan to the rest of the world. The sea was their highway, as it had always been. The village consisted of a cluster of small wooden buildings along the shore of a protected inlet. It was one of the oldest Tlingit settlements in Alaska. Early records of exploration and timeworn petroglyphs along the shore verified Koloshan’s link with the past. Koloshan Tlingits had lived in this bay long before the first Russian explorers discovered the land that came to be known as Alaska. The Tlingits, or Tides People, were an ancient culture, a culture Jonah had come to love and respect.

			It was dark and still when Jonah drew closer to Koloshan. The only movement was a fishing boat, its running lights competing for reality with their own reflection. The boat’s engines hummed softly across the water, diminishing as the boat cleared the point at the entrance to the harbor. Once on the straits, a fisherman might head northeast toward Juneau or south to some secret fishing hole, but most likely would head west and in a few hours be on the North Pacific Ocean. 

			His left knee throbbed, and he felt the effects of exertion and lack of sleep. On the trip back he had relived over and over what had happened at the caves, trying to make sense of it, hoping to remember something that would help him identify his assailant, but he came up empty. “Can’t imagine who …” he kept repeating. From time to time he’d found himself nodding off, jerking upright when his boat veered off course. His body demanding rest while his mind was seeking answers.

			Jonah tied up his boat and made his way up the dock to his car, his muscles protesting the damage done during his fall. When he reached his house, he went straight to his bedroom. The mirror over his dresser had a jagged crack down one side. He’d been meaning to replace it. He wiped off the dust on the mirror with his sleeve, noting that he had torn a hole in his shirt. When he looked at his face in the glass, he was surprised to see a long red welt on his left cheek. He vaguely remembered branches whipping his body as he charged after his attacker, the pain swallowed up by his other injuries. 

			“You’re a handsome devil,” he told the figure in the mirror.

			It occurred to him that the welt on his face and the abrasions on his hands would require some explanation. But that could wait until tomorrow. All he wanted to do now was sleep. He didn’t bother undressing, just took off his shoes, lay down on his bed, pulled up some covers, and immediately nodded off. 

			—

			When Jonah woke up the sun was already high, pressing in on him through the dust-streaked window over his bed. He lay there, thinking, going over everything that had happened since he was awakened at 2:00 a.m. two nights ago by Charlie Simpson, Johnny’s father. Had it only been two days since Johnny’s death? It seemed much longer. 

			First, there had been the awkwardness of walking through the living room at the Simpsons’ home as six pairs of dark eyes watched him make his way to the back bedroom. Village kids, linked by age and heritage. Including Buddie, Johnny’s older brother.

			Chaaky was the only boy not to make eye contact. He was seated on the floor in the far corner of the living room, alone, knees pulled up to his chin, face hidden by crossed arms. No one said anything; but the atmosphere was electric, waiting for a spark to ignite the moment.

			Jonah remembered nodding at the boys as he passed by, noting that several of their faces bore the smudged remains of face paint. A ceremonial mask on the floor in the corner next to a Chilkat blanket. Leather leggings and eagle feathers. And a shaman’s rattle.

			Next came the scene in Johnny’s bedroom. Johnny’s mother, May, was seated on a wood chair beside the bed, rocking back and forth, keening softly. He remembered Charlie telling her that everything would be all right now that Jonah was there. He felt the burden of those words weighing on him as he looked down at the small figure on the bed. The boy’s shallow and irregular breathing filled the small space, louder than the keening, a desperate attempt to hang on to life.

			Jonah had picked up one of his small, cold hands and noticed that Johnny’s nails were slightly blue. Perspiration covered his face and his pulse was alarmingly weak. When Jonah pulled back the boy’s eyelids and checked his pupils, he was fairly certain he knew what had happened.

			Then Sue Merrill, a nurse recently hired to run the local health clinic, had arrived. When she saw Jonah, the first words out of her mouth were: “I thought this was a medical emergency.” Jonah let the comment slide, ignoring the challenge. They’d had a somewhat adversarial relationship from the beginning due to her desire to improve things in Koloshan, to change the culture to fit her image of what it should be like. Whereas he was happy with the way things were. Since he was Caucasian and originally from California, she had expected an ally.

			When Jonah tried to tell her that he suspected an opiate and not a shaman’s potion as the source of Johnny’s problems, she had resisted his diagnosis. She pointed out that Koloshan didn’t have a drug problem, and Chaaky could have put something deadly in the potion by mistake. 

			“I saw a lot of this in L.A.,” he said. “Do you have Narcan at the clinic?”

			“I may, but …”

			The issue quickly became moot when Johnny’s labored breathing suddenly ceased.

			May had become so distraught that they were forced to hold her down while Sue administered a sedative. Charlie had stood helplessly by, his mind dulled by the whiskey he’d been drinking, perhaps only dimly aware of what was going on. Once the sedative took hold, May finally gave her consent for them to take Johnny’s body away.

			Making arrangements for Johnny’s body to be flown to the lab in Juneau for an autopsy, talking to the boys who were present at the ceremony when Johnny collapsed, and trying to console Johnny’s parents and brother occupied the rest of Jonah’s morning. He had also sent two of the boys back to the site to fetch the bowls used during the ceremony. The bowls went to the lab along with the body. At some point, Chaaky had slipped away, but no one noticed until he’d had too much of a head start to be easily overtaken.

			—

			Jonah’s thoughts moved from the last few days to the present, and he began verbally making a list of things to do right away: Organize a more thorough land search for Chaaky. Talk to Chaaky’s mother. Get one of the boys to take him to the site of the ceremony. These were the most pressing things. But first he needed to get up, take a shower, and make himself a cup of coffee.

			“Whoa,” he said with feeling when he sat up and swung his legs over the side. The movement sent shooting pain along his left arm and down both legs. He rotated his shoulders to loosen up the injured muscles, and felt his ribs protesting. His left knee was bruised and tender to the touch. “Nothing broken, so quit grumbling,” he told himself. Deep down, he knew he was lucky to be alive.

			The shower washed away the grime and some of the stiffness, and it also gave him time to think about other things he needed to accomplish. As Koloshan’s law enforcement, the community considered Jonah responsible for all the official and unofficial duties associated with legal and criminal issues, as well as for settling any disputes. In this instance, everyone expected him to make sense of what happened and to arrest the responsible party. But it was also his community obligation to ensure that the incident did not tear apart the families that made up the small village.

			“Come on, come on,” he urged the coffee to perk faster. Living alone like he did, he often vocalized his thoughts. As ordered, the water slowly started bubbling into the glass knob. Erratic at first, then slowly establishing a rhythm and gradually taking on color. Too impatient to just sit there for the required seven minutes, Jonah tried to call his long-time friend Alex to see if he would head up the search for Chaaky, but there was no answer. Jonah knew Alex was having trouble with his boat’s refrigeration, so it was possible he was at the dock working on his boat. Or, maybe he was at The Café having breakfast. As soon as he thought about The Café and Joe’s cooking, Jonah’s stomach growled. He took his coffee pot off the burner and headed out.

			There was no sign out front, simply a scrawled message that today’s special was blackberry pie. Rain warped the cardboard it was written on, streaking the black script and making it barely legible. But inside the aging building, everything was fresh and lively. The small room was filled with people eating, talking, and drinking coffee to jumpstart their day. Jonah inhaled the smell of bacon and eggs and fresh baked rolls overlaid with the tantalizing aroma of Joe’s special coffee.

			He heard Alex yell, “Over here” before he actually caught sight of him across the room. He was alone at a table for two, as if he’d been expecting Jonah. One of the few non-natives who had grown up in Koloshan and eventually returned, Alex was fair-haired and thin. His fine features seemed delicate alongside Jonah’s prominent cheekbones and mass of wavy dark hair. Although Jonah was older by almost five years, he and Alex had served overlapping tours in Vietnam. The age barrier that had existed when they were youngsters had been supplanted by the bond of common experience, a life-changing common experience.

			Several people tried to catch his eye as Jonah made his way across the room, but he kept his eyes straight ahead, not wanting to answer any questions that might arise about Johnny or Chaaky. He sat across from Alex, reached over and took a sip of Alex’s coffee, feigning disgust because of the sugar. He knew that Alex always drank his coffee with a heavy dose of sugar, and occasionally Jonah put a little in his own coffee. But it was always a source of banter between the two.

			“This is awful,” Jonah said.

			“Then keep your hands off my coffee,” Alex countered, taking back his cup.

			Before Jonah could think of a comeback, a cup of coffee appeared before him. He looked up to see Joe, the owner of The Café, standing there, his eyes taking in Jonah’s appearance.

			 “Your usual?” he asked. Jonah nodded. “You look like you could use some food,” Joe allowed as he went off to get Jonah’s order.

			“So, what’s with the face?” Alex asked

			Jonah fingered the welt on his cheek. “A fight with a tree in the woods.”

			Alex raised his eyebrows and nodded, apparently accepting the explanation. He had no reason not to. Then he leaned forward and quietly said, “I heard about Johnny.”

			Jonah leaned forward too. It would be better if they weren’t overheard. “And Chaaky? Did you know he’s gone missing?” 

			Alex nodded. 

			“That’s why I’m here,” Jonah explained. “I searched the red caves for him last night but didn’t find him there. Today I need to visit the place where the kids had the ceremony, so I was hoping you’d organize the search for Chaaky. If you’re not going fishing, that is.”

			“You’re in luck—and I’m SOL.” Alex made a face and rolled his eyes. “I’m waiting on a condenser that won’t be here until Wednesday at the earliest. I’ll be missing some of the best fishing of the season.”

			“Sorry.” Missing fishing time at the height of the season could be a financial disaster for a fisherman. “You’ll do it then?”

			“Of course.”

			Jonah’s food arrived. A plate of crispy hash browns forming a crescent around two eggs over-easy with four strips of bacon on the side. And a plate of toast with Joe’s homemade blackberry jam. He attacked the meal while discussing the search with Alex. By the time he reached the last slice of bacon, they had a plan.

			—

			The Holman house showed no sign of life. Jonah went around back to see if there were any lights on in the kitchen, but there weren’t. He returned to the front door and knocked softly. Soon afterwards the door creaked open to reveal a very sleepy-looking young girl, Ginny Holman, age three. Her tangled, dark hair hid most of her face, one eye peeking up at Jonah through the strands.

			“Ginny,” Jonah said, kneeling to the girl’s level; his knee almost gave way. “I need to talk to your mother. Is she up?” It was a little late to be in bed, but under the circumstances, he could understand.

			“It’s cold,” Ginny complained. Jonah struggled to his feet and stepped inside, closing the door. The girl rushed off, bare feet quiet on the wood floor. Moments later she returned. “She’s in bed.” She was fully awake now, her face flushed from running.

			“Who is it?” a voice called from the other room.

			“Jonah St. Clair, Mrs. Holman. Sorry to bother you again.”

			Mrs. Holman came out from the back bedroom, her faded pink bathrobe wrapped around her thin body. “You haven’t found Chaaky yet?”

			“Not yet, but Alex is organizing a search party. We’ll find him.” He paused. “Do you mind if I have a look around his room?” When he first came by after Chaaky had run away, Mrs. Holman was so upset he hadn’t asked permission to search Chaaky’s bedroom. Besides, he’d been in a hurry to get to the red caves.

			She nodded weakly, took Ginny by the hand, and led her to the couch, motioning for Jonah to go ahead.

			Chaaky’s room was very tidy, but several drawers were pulled out as if someone had rummaged through them in haste. He called out to Mrs. Holman and asked if she’d looked through her son’s things. She hadn’t. But a quick search verified that his pack was missing, along with a couple of sweaters and his warmest jacket. 

			“I don’t understand,” she kept repeating. “I don’t understand. Why didn’t he tell me he was leaving?” First her husband, now her son. Taking off without telling her.

			Back in the living room, Mrs. Holman sank onto the couch and Ginny crawled into her mother’s lap, simultaneously seeking and giving comfort. Jonah sat down for a few minutes to make certain Mrs. Holman was okay. When he rose to leave, she put Ginny down and walked him to the door. Jonah noticed buttons missing on her robe; she was holding it closed.

			At the door she put a long-fingered, narrow hand on his arm and looked up at him with pleading eyes: “You’ll find him for me, won’t you?”

			—

			His next stop was the Simpson house. Buddie, Johnny’s older brother, met him at the front door, his eyes swollen and bloodshot. “Mom’s sleeping,” he said in a hushed voice. He didn’t mention his father, but Jonah assumed he wasn’t up to talking either.

			“It’s you I want to see. Do you think you could take me to the clearing where you were on Saturday night?”

			Without a word Buddie nodded and went to get his jacket.

			—

			They headed up the hill away from town until they reached a narrow path that curved to the left. The path led them into a heavily forested area with towering evergreens blocking out much of the daylight. 

			“Hope you don’t mind going back there,” Jonah said. His sore knee felt better now that he could extend it as he walked. But he was aware of his slight limp as he favored his left leg.

			“No. It’s all right.” Buddie was twelve, a fun-loving, outdoors boy who Jonah knew had been protective of his younger brother.

			They walked quietly, looking ahead and occasionally side to side, but seldom looking down at the path. There was no need to study the ground before taking a step; seasoned hunters knew how to assess at a glance what lay ahead. Kids in Koloshan learned how to hunt at an early age.

			“I think it’s going to snow early this year,” Jonah said. “Thought I might go deer hunting sometime soon. Joe is after me to get him some venison.”

			“Dad’s talking about going, too. We, er, I may go with him.” Buddie picked up the pace, lightly stepping over protruding roots from trees that stretched their limbs over the path. They wound through the tunnel of greenery, gradually working their way up the hillside. For a time, the path followed a stream, clear water rushing over slippery, speckled rocks.

			“School starts soon, doesn’t it?” Jonah asked.

			“Yeah, next week.”

			“I hear the football team should be pretty good this season.”

			“Yeah, we think we might make it to the playoffs.” For a moment the boy’s speech grew animated, but his enthusiasm quickly faded, and he lapsed back into silence.

			As they hiked up the hillside on the winding path, Jonah couldn’t help feeling good in spite of everything that had happened. Being outdoors, breathing in the familiar scent of evergreens and earth, always lifted his spirits. There’s nothing like this in L.A., he reflected. Perhaps if there had been—but after Nam, he couldn’t face going back there and had happily taken a job in Koloshan.

			It took them just under a half-hour to reach the clearing. The open space was level and empty. Underbrush and fallen branches had been removed for the ceremony. In the center of the clearing stood a huge mound of ash, some live coals still smoldering underneath. Fortunately, the fire had burned itself out. They were lucky there had been no wind to spread the fire they had left behind in their haste to get Johnny home.

			After a preliminary look around, Jonah began his search at the fire, moving outward in concentric circles, round and round, slowly making his way toward the trees. Buddie remained at the entrance to the clearing, watching Jonah with a bland expression, as if not really interested in what he was doing. But Jonah guessed the boy was actually fighting for self-control. Jonah could have asked one of the other boys to come with him, but he wanted the opportunity to talk with Buddie and to give him a chance to start working through his loss.

			“Did you all come up here together?” Jonah asked, eyes on the ground. A broken eagle feather poked out of the dirt. He stooped to pick it up.

			“Yes,” Buddie said. Then, “No, that’s not true. Chaaky came up alone ahead of us.”

			Jonah squatted on the ground and ran his fingers over an impression in the dirt.

			“That’s where Johnny sat …” Buddie began. He stopped abruptly and turned away.

			Jonah continued his circuit of the clearing. Everywhere he looked he saw evidence of the dancing. The dirt was pockmarked with small craters made by feet pounding the ground. Trampled grasses, twigs crushed. Distinct footprint, tread from sneakers, round indentations from running shoes here and there.

			“Who started the fire?” Jonah asked.

			“Chaaky, I suppose. It was going when we got here.”

			Jonah reached the trees bordering the clearing. “Where were the bowls during the ceremony?”

			“I’m not sure.” Buddie looked around, squinting in concentration. “I seem to remember someone bringing the bowls to Chaaky. Phil, I think. He came from somewhere in that direction. Over by that deadfall.”

			The deadfall lay at the edge of the clearing, a tangle of vines creeping up its sides, a tiny evergreen sprouting out the top. Behind the log was a wall of foliage and trees. Jonah pushed his way into the dense underbrush. A depression in the brush caught his eye. Someone or something had been there. Snapped-off branches, grasses matted down. He knelt to scrutinize the area more closely. There was a tuft of animal fur stuck to a twig. He reached out and extracted it, turning the bit of fur between his fingers. An animal had definitely been there, but had there also been a human? Someone watching and waiting for a chance to add something to Chaaky’s potion? And if so, why?

			An elusive thought popped into his mind: was there a chance that this was the same person who had attacked him at the red caves? But if so, what was the connection between the ceremony and someone trying to stop him from searching for Chaaky?

			Once again Jonah circled the clearing, this time staying in the trees. He found nothing of interest. He hadn’t really expected to find real evidence, but he was nevertheless disappointed.

			As he returned to the clearing, he found Buddie kneeling near the depression where his brother had sat. He was startled by the look of intense hatred in Buddie’s dark eyes.

			Jonah was abruptly transported back to another time, another clearing, a moment in which hatred fueled his own desire for revenge.

			—

			Dean Sutliffe was everything Jonah wasn’t at the time—confident, worldly, social. Thrown together by a war both of them grew to hate, they had become close friends. Jonah had taught Dean tricks their Army training didn’t cover on how to survive, how to walk silently, how to stalk prey. Jungle or forest, animal or man, it was the same. Then one day near Da Nang they were separated from their unit during an ambush. Hoping to find the others again, the two men split up to reconnoiter. Dean didn’t show up at their agreed-upon rendezvous. Jonah found him in a clearing, bleeding from a dozen or more wounds, his head severed from his body, brown eyes staring into space.

			First there was the numbness, the disbelief. Later a twisted emotion that demanded revenge took hold of Jonah. He didn’t like to remember that period in his life. But the memories haunted him, always at the back of his mind, awaiting some trigger. He would never forget what it was like to hate and to seek vengeance.

			—

			“What’s wrong?” Buddie asked. He was standing directly in front of him. Jonah hadn’t noticed his approach.

			“Sorry, Buddie. I was remembering something.” He forced his mind back to the present, setting aside the anger he still felt after all these years. 

			Pointing to the deadfall he said, “Anyone could have doctored the drink.”

			Buddie registered surprise. “But wasn’t it Chaaky’s potion that killed Johnny?”

			“Do you know what was in it?”

			“He mentioned something about skunkweed. I don’t know what else.”

			“Skunkweed isn’t a poison. In fact, it was used for medicinal purposes by your ancestors. There was something mixed in with the skunkweed potion Johnny drank. Something not used in shaman rituals. Something lethal.” 

			He didn’t elaborate, but he hoped this bit of information would give Buddie pause about Chaaky’s guilt. The other boys looked up to Buddie. If he, Johnny’s brother, began to explore other possibilities, that might defuse the tentatively volatile situation. Of course, there was always the chance that Chaaky was actually the guilty party, but that was something to be dealt with once he had the facts.

			“But I thought …” Buddie began. “I mean, Chaaky said …”

			“Chaaky may have assumed it was what he put in the potion that killed your brother. And until I talk with him, I won’t know for sure. But I think there’s a good possibility someone else added something without Chaaky’s knowledge.” He paused, then said, “That’s why I have to ask you something, something that may be painful. Think carefully before you answer, okay?”

			Buddie looked apprehensive. It was easier to blame someone you thought was guilty than to consider alternatives.

			“Did anyone talk or hint about playing a trick on Chaaky?”

			Buddie’s eyebrows furrowed in concentration. Then it dawned on him what Jonah was asking. “You mean …?” His voice trailed off.

			“Maybe someone thought it would be funny to get Johnny high, to make Chaaky think his potion was the cause. Maybe they didn’t know that what they put in was potentially fatal.”

			Jonah waited.

			Tears suddenly trickled down Buddie’s cheeks. “No,” he said. He closed his eyes and swallowed hard. “No.” Then his shoulders began to shake. “No one wanted to hurt Johnny.”

			Jonah reached out and put an arm around the boy. After a few minutes, they headed back down the trail toward Koloshan.

		

	
		
			daax’oon 
(FOUR)

			After seeing Buddie home, Jonah headed to the jail.

			The small building that housed his office and Koloshan’s two jail cells was on the main street just past the post office. Like The Café there was no sign out front; none was needed. Everyone knew that the dark green building with the paint flaking on the weathered wood was the jail. The front window was boarded up, legacy of a rock tossed by an anonymous passerby last winter. As Jonah drew near, it crossed his mind that he really ought to order some replacement glass. Then he saw the note on the front door: “Call me. - M.C.”

			Inside, his only attempt at decoration was a bearskin stretched across one wall. It was a bear he had shot one year while hunting with Dan and Dan’s grandfather Dennis. A big brown, its massive head drooping slightly as its weight stressed the nail on the wall. Except for an outdated calendar, the other walls were empty. On his desk, under a bone paperweight, was a folded piece of paper. Another note from Matt. “Call me. - M.C.” The brevity of the request told Jonah the matter was urgent. “Okay, Matt, I get it.”

			Jonah picked up the telephone and dialed the familiar number. Matt Clark was neither a native nor a lifelong resident of Koloshan, but he was considered part of the community by reason of marriage and profession. He had come to Alaska to try his hand at fishing, quit after one season, and married the daughter of a Norwegian immigrant, Eric Hummel, who at that time owned the only grocery in Koloshan. Then he had gone into business for himself as a fish buyer. And his business had flourished. Matt now ran one of the largest single plants in Southeast Alaska: Clark Cold Storage.

			“Jonah,” Matt said, sounding relieved. “I’m glad I caught up with you. I have a problem.” 

			Jonah suppressed a sigh. If Matt had a problem, then he, Jonah, most likely had a problem too. In a small community, problems had a ripple effect, spiraling out from the source until half the town was involved. With Johnny dead, Chaaky out there somewhere, and an unknown assailant on the loose, the last thing he needed was another problem.

			“What’s wrong?” Jonah asked.

			“Fred Hall has disappeared.” Fred was an old-time native fisherman who had quit fishing to work for Matt as a buyer on the grounds.

			“Disappeared? What do you mean?”

			“Just that. He’s disappeared. His boat is anchored where it’s supposed to be, but no one has seen him since Friday, far as I can tell. One of the fishermen called in this morning to let me know. He went in to sell to Fred last night and Fred wasn’t there. He thought it was strange at the time, but let it slide. He thought Fred might have gone ashore for some reason and lost track of time. Then when Fred didn’t answer his radio this morning, he called me to see what I knew about the situation. I’ve tried raising Fred on the radio, and I’ve talked with a couple of other fishermen. The Lillian J is still out there, but as I said, no one seems to have seen or heard from Fred since Friday.” He paused. “I’m afraid this might fall into your camp. Although I hope there’s another explanation.”

			“What about Ellie, have you checked with her?”

			“I didn’t want to worry her, so I got in touch with Dan. He’s in port working on his engine. He didn’t know anything about his uncle’s whereabouts, so I asked him to drop by and see if Ellie had heard from him. Without saying anything specific to alarm her, that is. Anyway, she thinks he’s on the fishing grounds and is too busy to call.”

			“I see.” Jonah thought a moment. “Did anyone look inside the Lillian J to make certain Fred isn’t down below, sick or something?”

			“I had one of the fishermen take a look inside. There’s no one there.” Matt hesitated. “I’m afraid there’s one other problem. You see, Fred was going to stop and buy a few fish in the straights and then head outside. I’d asked him to drop off some cash to a few of the other buyers since they were running short. Fred had quite a bit of cash on board.”

			“How much?”

			“Seventy-five thousand.”

			“That’s a fair amount, all right.” In their remote village with fishing as the main industry, it was definitely a lot of money.

			“Yeah.”

			“Did anyone else know how much money he was carrying?”

			“Just Kathy and me. We had some of the cash on hand, and she withdrew the rest from the bank. You know she wouldn’t say anything; she’s the most reliable assistant I’ve ever had. Of course, fishing has been good. Anyone could guess the buyers would be carrying a lot of cash, even though we do most of our buying from regulars with checks.”

			“Still—”

			“I know. Robbing a buyer would be tricky. We count on that. Too many witnesses and no place to run. And that doesn’t necessarily explain what’s happened to Fred.

			“No, it doesn’t.”

			“I thought you might go and take a look around the Lillian J.”

			Damn, Jonah thought as he hung up. If something has happened to Fred … When his father decided to try his hand at commercial fishing, Fred had taken him under his wing. Jonah grew up thinking of Fred and Ellie almost like family. 

			“Damn!” This time he said it out loud as he stood up and pushed the chair back in place with more force than necessary. It banged against the desk, the sound disturbingly loud in the small room.

			Two people missing and one dead. Drugs in the village. An attempt on his life. And seventy-five thousand dollars floating around somewhere. “What next?” he asked the bear on his wall.

			Jonah was glad he had Alex leading the search for Chaaky. Checking on Fred’s disappearance needed to be his priority as the local police officer. And it was something he had to do right away.

			He went home to get some food to take along. While the coffee he had set up earlier was finishing its perk, he rifled through his nearly empty cupboards and found some stale bread, a jar of peanut butter, and the dregs of some jelly. He put together a couple of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and tossed them and a banana with black-streaked skin in a bag. He added a couple of candy bars, filled a thermos with coffee, and headed out.

			—

			The Evinrude outboard was slow to start. “You can do it,” he told the motor. When it sputtered into life, he gave it time to warm up by pouring himself some coffee from his thermos. Steam from the hot liquid condensed on the side curtains of the Bimini, filling the cramped space with the damp aroma of coffee. 

			Jonah liked coffee. Probably drank too much of it. But he liked the stuff. He took a couple sips and set the coffee aside in a metal holder while he untied his lines and eased the boat away from the finger float. There was no wind in the harbor. Only a strong northeaster ever came around the point and disturbed the water in the bay.

			Jonah waited until he had put some distance between his boat and the dock before bringing the throttle to full speed. Then he aimed toward the straits, skimming across the water, leaving a clean line of turbulent wake on the smooth surface. Once around the point he encountered a stiff breeze. His twenty-foot boat pounded across a light chop as he beat into the wind. Jonah gripped his coffee cup tightly and gave himself over to the feel of speed and the excitement of waves slapping against the hull.

			It was exhilarating to be on the water with no other boats in sight, only the tree-lined shore and the mountains in the distance. His thoughts drifted to the one time he had gone sport fishing in L.A. The boats had been crowded together off some point he couldn’t remember the name of, jostling each other for what they thought were the prime spots, so close you could see what brand of beer people were drinking. And there was no traffic pattern, no apparent rules of the road. Fishing had been a matter of steering clear of the other boats and keeping your gear clear of their lines. And he hadn’t caught any fish.

			Forty minutes later Jonah was nearing the area where Fred was supposed to be buying fish. He was no longer alone on the water. There were at least fifty or more boats trolling back and forth, some near shore, others farther out, each obeying the unspoken agreement for how things were supposed to work—how fast to troll, how to get in line, how to stay out of each other’s way. Jonah waited until he saw a break in the line of boats and maneuvered through the fleet without difficulty, careful not to get too close to the trailing float lines. Several fishermen waved as he passed by.

			Jonah didn’t have to be told that fishing was good. Almost every boat had someone in the cockpit pulling a fish. When the cohos were in, it wasn’t unusual for a troller to bring in 200 or more fish a day. Jonah had liked being a boat puller for his Dad during the coho season when he was young. There was always something to keep him busy. Unlike fishing for king salmon in the early spring, when a good day might mean bringing in only five or ten big fish. When he was younger time didn’t go by as fast as it did now. Now he sometimes spent all day sport fishing for a single fish and was happy to be on the water even if he caught nothing.

			As the shoreline whipped by, Jonah’s eyes took in familiar landmarks. He knew the geography of the area as well as city people knew their own neighborhood. A reef extended from that black rock on the beach. Where the grasses grew high in front of the shaggy cedar there was a hole where fish congregated. Around that outcrop was a quick dip, then a shoal spot. And behind the small, tree-covered island was the cove where the Lillian J was anchored.

			The Lillian J wasn’t visible from the narrow, rocky entrance to the cove. He couldn’t see it until he was almost around the island. The scene that came into view was a peaceful one. Smooth, clear water ringed by trees and beach, the Lillian J floating alone at anchor with a single line running to the shore to provide stability for boats tying alongside. Placid and picturesque. It was hard to imagine that Fred had come to any harm in such an idyllic setting. This time of day he should have been sitting on the foredeck of his boat with a sport poll in one hand and a cold beer in the other. 

			As Jonah slowed to enter the cove, an eagle swooped down from a tree and snagged a large fish in the water with its talons. Jonah hadn’t seen the fish, but the eagle had, diving down to intercept it just as it surfaced. The fish struggled and twisted in the eagle’s claws as the large bird pumped its wings in an effort to fly away. But the fish was too heavy. The bird was forced to beat its way toward shore, dragging its dinner across the water’s surface.

			Jonah watched, admiring the eagle’s determination, amused by its predicament. Dennis once told him a story about an eagle that tried to capture a dolphin, but Jonah couldn’t remember how the tale ended. It was probably a lesson on greed; either that or on knowing your own capabilities. Dennis had a story for almost every human shortcoming or situation. And he’d shared many of them with Jonah during long winter evenings. 

			Looking back, Jonah was grateful for the time spent in Koloshan as a youngster, in spite of being separated from his father. When Jonah’s mother had died unexpectedly from an unusually aggressive form of cancer that was diagnosed too late for treatment, his father had been devastated. As was Jonah. But grief affects people differently. His father wanted to go home, but Jonah couldn’t face it and was relieved when his father agreed to let him stay behind. There hadn’t been enough room at Dan’s house, so Dan had begged his grandfather to let Jonah stay with him. It took Dennis less than a blink before making Jonah part of the Gray household.

			Just as the eagle got his meal ashore, Jonah pulled alongside the Lillian J. Fred liked to joke that his boat was as old as he was. She was built in 1910, the year of his birth. She was a heavy boat, heavy and solid, originally built to carry local passengers and freight. At fifty-five feet she was one of the largest trollers in the local fleet when Fred bought her after WWII. Fred had fished her successfully for quite a few seasons before converting her to a small packer. He was very proud of the Lillian J and had turned down numerous offers for her over the years.

			The boat looked like it was ready and waiting for customers. There were fenders on both sides and a large sign on the flying bridge announced: “Cash Buyer.” One thing Jonah noticed immediately—Fred’s skiff was missing. Fred never went anywhere in the Lillian J without his ancient skiff perched on the roof or dragging behind. Did it break loose? Or did Fred go somewhere in it? Maybe there was a simple explanation for his disappearance, after all.

			Jonah climbed aboard and looked around. Everything seemed normal. He made a quick trip around the deck and stopped before the main cabin door. He waited a moment before trying the knob. The door was unlocked, as Matt had told him it would be.

			“Fred, are you in there?” he called out as he opened the door.

			Ducking so as not to hit his head on the door frame, he went inside. At 6’4”, boat ceilings were seldom high enough for him. He was always forced to stand with his head bent forward. The stance had become automatic when he went inside a boat.

			The cabin had a messy, lived-in look. Dirty dishes in the sink, a half-empty coffee cup on the table next to a stack of fish tickets, a pair of old jeans and a checked shirt draped across the back of the settee. Jonah had the impression that Fred had just stepped out for a minute; he would be right back. Only it was three days since anyone had seen him.

			After a brief look around, Jonah went below. A tiny stateroom forward was partly open to the engine room. The area felt damp and smelled heavily of diesel. Jonah groped around until he found a light switch. There were two bunks. One was covered with supplies, the other was an untidy heap of old sheets and blankets. Jonah noted a rifle clamped in a gun rack above the left-hand bunk. If Fred had gone ashore, he surely would have taken his rifle. No one went ashore unarmed in this area. There were too many bears. Of course, it was possible that Fred had a second rifle aboard even though the rack was only for one. “Have to check on that.”

			Jonah took down the rifle to see if it had been fired recently. It hadn’t. There was a flashlight next to the bunk. Jonah switched it on and directed the thin beam all around the engine. Nothing seemed amiss.

			He went back above and into the wheelhouse. First, he checked to make certain the radios were operational. Both the C.B. and the V.H.F. came in loud and clear. Then he tried the engine. It started right off, resonant and steady. If Fred had suddenly taken ill, he could have called for help. Or, if he’d needed to go somewhere for some reason, he could have gone in the Lillian J. There was, of course, always the possibility that he’d gone for a row, maybe even to try his hand at a little fishing, intending to come back before he was missed. But something had gone wrong. If that was the case, then the money should still be on board.

			Jonah looked around. “Okay, Fred, if you were going to be gone for a while, what would you have done with all that cash?”

			There were quite a few potential hiding places, and it seemed that unless Fred had planned on an extended absence, it was unlikely he had taken any unusual precautions. Jonah therefore began his search with the most obvious places, pulling out drawers and opening cupboards. Once he had exhausted the obvious places, he checked the bookshelf, supplies closet, and refrigerator. Then he went below and did a more thorough search of the engine room and bunk area. There was no sign of either the money or Fred’s receipt book.

			The only place he hadn’t looked was in the fish hold. Although it seemed an unlikely hiding place, he needed to check it out. He went out back and jerked on the hatch lid. It came open with a whoosh of cold air. He pushed the lid aside and went down the steep ladder two rungs at a time. Only one bin contained fish. They were neatly layered, those on top covered with a thin sprinkling of ice. The rest were filled with fresh flake ice.

			There was a long stick on the floor. Jonah picked it up and began poking around in the ice. He told himself he was still looking for the money, but each time the stick crunched through the crusty top layer and plunged into the softer ice below, Jonah had to fight a feeling of dread lodged at the back of his throat. What if instead of a money box he found Fred?

			His shoulders remained tense until he finished his systematic search of the ice. With relief, he climbed back up the ladder and pulled the hatch into place. There was definitely no money box—and no body—in the fish hold. At least he knew that much for certain.

			He went back inside the cabin and sat down at the cramped table. His eyes wandered aimlessly around the small space and came to rest on a dark spot on the worn carpet near the settee. Throughout the boat, the carpet was stained with age and use. There was nothing particularly distinctive about the dusky rust-colored spot near the settee, but it still seemed to stand out.

			Jonah stared at the spot a long time before getting up to take a closer look. The instant he touched the stain he knew it was recent. It was dry, but there was no film of dust and grime like on the rest of the carpet. It looked almost as if someone had tried to clean the area.

			He stood up and took a few steps forward. In the next instant he found himself hammering the back of the settee with a clenched fist. “Noooo. No. No.” One part of his mind told him he was acting like a fool, but he couldn’t seem to stop. If something had happened to Fred— “No!” he shouted.

			When the wave of anger finally passed, Jonah leaned against the back of the settee, slowly regaining his composure, thinking about what it was like when he first returned from Nam. The psychologist had told him that recurring episodes of anger or depression were normal. It happened to a lot of veterans. Give it time, the psychologist said. Time. It had been a long time and still, occasionally, his feelings erupted unexpectedly. Like now. Just how much more time was it going to take?

			He massaged his hand and forced himself to look at the spot again. Even if it was blood, he told himself, that didn’t prove anything. Fred could have injured himself. Cuts and scrapes were common in his line of work. Maybe he had gone for help. It was even possible someone had taken him to the hospital. In fact, there were a lot of possibilities other than the one spooking him. He had to put aside his feelings for Fred and try to approach the disappearance as he would if Fred was a stranger.

			He knelt on his good knee and cut out the stained chunk of carpet with the knife he always carried with him. It was easy enough to determine whether or not it was blood. But if it was blood, and it matched Fred’s blood type, what was he going to tell Ellie? That was the question that echoed in his mind as he left the Lillian J.
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			It was nearly midnight when Jonah got back to Koloshan. As he drove down the dusty, rutted road he wondered if the town council would ever agree to pave Front Street. In the summer, dust covered everything. In the fall and spring, the dust turned to mud. It was only in winter when the first snow fell that the brown muck lay dormant under a blanket of white. But even that pristine cover slowly dissolved into a dirty yellow slush as boots and an occasional car made their way down the main route through the village.

			When his house came into view he saw a light in the living room. “What the—?” Did he fail to shut it off when he left? He usually locked his doors, a big city habit that was a necessity in L.A. and had somehow stayed with him. In his haste to get going earlier, he might have failed to lock up. But if someone had taken advantage of that, would they have turned on a light? Just to be on the safe side, he pulled over and parked, then proceeded on foot.

			He considered going around back, but he usually left the deadbolt in place on the back door. If someone was inside, they would hear him fiddling with the deadbolt. It seemed better to approach cautiously from the front. He drew his gun and crept up the porch steps, paused at the top, then moved quickly to the side of the door and slowly turned the doorknob. The door was unlocked. He eased it open, staying off to one side, not moving, listening. There was no sound from within.

			Not wanting to stay silhouetted in the doorway any longer than necessary, he crouched down and charged into the living room with his gun ready for action, his eyes trying to take in everything at once. Then he saw him. It was Alex, slouched in Jonah’s reading chair, feet propped on the coffee table, his head hung to one side in sleep. He put his gun away and slammed the door behind him.

			Alex’s head snapped up. “Hey,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “I was just about to send a search party after you. He started to smile, but the smile faded as he took a closer look at Jonah. “Something wrong?” he asked. “You look like someone who barely survived a night patrol.”

			“It’s been a long day. What about you? Any luck finding Chaaky?” 

			“Not a trace.” For an instant Alex looked deflated, then his eyes blazed with irritation. “Damn fool kid. Why’d he go off like that?”

			“You okay?”

			Alex shook his head. “Sorry, guess I’m tired too.”

			Jonah put a hand on Alex’s shoulder and left it there for a few seconds. He sympathized with Alex’s quick mood changes. They’d both been told they suffered from Delayed Stress Syndrome. Whatever it was, he knew from experience how difficult it was to control.

			After a moment of silent communication, Alex said, “If you’re going to lock your door like some city person, you really should find a better hiding place for your spare key.” He gave Jonah a grin. “I left it on the table in the kitchen. Make it more challenging next time.”

			Jonah shook his head and started for the kitchen.

			“You hungry?” Alex asked, following him. “I can make you a sandwich. You want what’s left of that peanut butter on stale white bread or stale rye?”

			“I need to go shopping,” Jonah acknowledged.

			“If I’d known how empty your cupboards were, I would have brought something with me to eat.”

			The bread and peanut butter were already on the counter. The jar was almost empty. Alex started making a couple of sandwiches, scraping the last of the peanut butter from the jar, while Jonah got a beer from the fridge.

			They’d both had a difficult time returning to civilian life after the war. When they first talked about their tours, Alex admitted to having nightmares and periods of severe depression. According to the military psychiatrists, people from small, isolated communities often had more difficulty adjusting to the demands of war. They weren’t used to thinking of people as large groups of anonymous enemies, but as individuals. That wasn’t a healthy mindset for a killing machine. But they had been assured that the mental distress would fade with time. What drugs couldn’t cure, time would soften. 

			Alex was humming a WWII war ditty under his breath as he sat down with a single plate and two lopsided sandwiches. He pretended he was about to take a bite out of one of them, then looked over at Jonah, “Aren’t you having anything?”

			Jonah grabbed the plate away from him. “What about you?”

			“I’ve already had two sandwiches, six cookies, and a number of healthy shots from that bottle of Scotch you so conveniently hid behind a box of crackers whose ‘best by’ date was before you were born.” He began singing the words to the ditty he’d been humming: “Hitler has only got one ball, Goering has two but they are small …” 

			In spite of the food in his mouth, Jonah joined in: “Himmler has something ‘simler,’ and Goebbels has no balls at all.” Since they agreed that no good songs had come out of Nam, they had adopted this as their mantra. The bouncy lyrics always made them smile.

			“You found the bottle, did you?” Jonah said after he swallowed.

			“I take it you still have Lena do a little cleaning for you. And, judging from the level of the liquid in the bottle, I think she knows your little secret too.”

			“It was Sue’s idea.”

			“Hiding the liquor or hiring Lena?”

			“Both.”

			“That figures. A determined if misguided woman. Someone should put her in her place.”

			“Barefoot and pregnant, you mean?”

			“Bare for sure.” Alex grinned. “Bare feet, bare legs, bare ass. That suggest anything to you?”

			“I can’t picture her out of that nurse’s uniform.”

			“That’s your problem, Jonah. No imagination. And too much willpower.”

			Jonah finished the sandwich and looked around. “Where did you find six cookies?”

			“I brought those with me. Sorry, but I only had six.”

			They fell silent. Alex began fidgeting with the salt and pepper shakers, moving them back and forth, occasionally clinking them against each other. “I’m better at finding hidden bottles than I am at finding lost kids,” he said, sounding edgy.

			“Chaaky isn’t lost,” Jonah pointed out. “He’s hiding.”

			Alex skidded the pepper shaker across the table toward Jonah. “Why’d he have to run away like that?”

			Jonah put the pepper shaker back but didn’t say anything.

			“You going to pull one of your silent trips on me?” Alex asked.

			Jonah thought for a moment, then asked, “What would you do if you thought you’d killed a friend?”

			Alex tugged at his ear, a gesture Jonah recognized as an indication of deep agitation. “Doesn’t he realize it makes him look guilty as hell? All I know is that he’s out there somewhere tonight, all alone, because we didn’t find him.”

			Jonah knew Alex was fond of Chaaky, two outsiders in a small community; each an outsider for a different reason, but outsiders nonetheless. Jonah, too, had been an outsider, but yet he’d always felt accepted. By Dan, who’d become a close friend. By Dennis, his surrogate grandfather. By the fishermen who judged you only by how you fished. And by the villagers who took pity on him when his mother died. Whereas, in the city, he’d always felt distanced from his surroundings and the other people who lived there. 

			“Don’t be so hard on yourself. Chaaky knows the woods around here as well or better than we do. If he wants to stay hidden, he can probably do it, no matter how hard we try.”

			Alex picked up the salt shaker, then seemed to have second thoughts and put it back. “You’re right, of course. Even so, I know we have to keep looking. We have no choice. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” He didn’t sound reassured in spite of his words.

			Jonah pushed his empty plate away. “Sure you didn’t keep back a couple of those cookies?”

			Alex laughed. “Okay, I confess. I was saving them for later, but here you go.” He pushed a folded napkin across the table. There were two cookies inside. Jonah snatched them up before Alex could change his mind.

			While Jonah quickly ate the two cookies, Alex took a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket, smoothed it, and laid it on the table between them. “This is a map of the area we searched. We tried to be thorough. But if he’s really determined to stay out of sight—”

			Jonah leaned over to look at the map. “You’ve covered a lot of territory.”

			“A fair amount,” Alex agreed. “But no one’s been in a fight with any trees.” He glanced pointedly at Jonah’s face. “And I couldn’t help but notice the slight limp.”

			Jonah wasn’t entirely sure why he was holding back; Alex was a good friend. But he just wasn’t ready to talk about it. “Okay, I admit it, I had a few problems searching the area near the caves in the dark. First I ran into a branch, and then I tried to stand on a patch of earth that wouldn’t take my weight.”

			Their eyes met and held a moment, then Alex laughed. “And here I was thinking you’d had a run-in with an old girlfriend.”

			“No such luck.”

			Alex got up and poured Jonah a cup of coffee. “What next?” 

			“That depends on you. When will your refrigeration be back in working order?”

			“A couple more days. But don’t worry about that. I want to help as long as I can.” Alex gulped down Jonah’s coffee and stared at the empty cup. “You need a refill.”

			Jonah grabbed his cup and went to get some coffee.

			“Ain’t I somethin’,” Alex mused. “I buy a big fancy boat with all sorts of deluxe equipment, and I can’t manage to get out any more often than Dan with that junk heap of his.”

			“Sorry about your boat, but that’s good news for me, I’m afraid. I was hoping you’d lead the search team again tomorrow.”

			“So you can stay home and read?” Alex reached over and took Jonah’s coffee cup. “You let Sue see that library of yours in the other room and she’s going to think you’ve been holding out on her.”

			“A man has to do something with his free time.”

			“You should have been a professor instead of a cop.”

			“Just what the village needs.”

			“You could double as a shaman. Use all that stuff you learned from Dan’s grandfather.”

			Jonah took his cup back. It was empty again. Alex caught his eye, and they both laughed. “I know,” Jonah said, “you didn’t want any coffee.” That was always how it went when they ate together. It had become a ritual. “You all set for tomorrow, then?”

			“Yeah.” Alex folded up the map and put it back in his pocket. “You should have seen everyone busting their butts today. Even old man Fletcher. The way he huffed and puffed going up that hill, I thought I was going to have a cardiac case on my hands.”

			“Maybe I shouldn’t have discouraged Sue from going along. She wanted to.”

			“It’s just as well you didn’t. If you get my drift.”

			“You haven’t by any chance tried to score with our one and only medical professional, have you?” 

			“Me? Come on, Jonah, you know me better than that. I don’t try to score, I do score.”

			Jonah raised his eyebrows in question.

			“Okay, I confess. The pristine and proper Ms. Merrill remains as pristine and proper as ever. But it’s through no fault of mine. You wait though, one of these days she’ll come crawling to me on hands and knees, begging to get laid.”

			The telephone interrupted their exchange with a loud nighttime briinnng. At this hour Jonah really didn’t want to answer. He doubted it was good news. 

			And it wasn’t.

			“Come quick, Jonah,” the wife of one of the locals urged in an excited, strident voice. “My Lou’s being beaten up. Come quick.”

			Jonah asked where it was happening, hung up, and turned to Alex. “A fight.”

			“Don’t they know how late it is?”

			Jonah headed for the bedroom to get his jacket.

			“Want a hand?” Alex called after him.

			“No, you go on home. Tomorrow could be another long day.”
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			Fights were common in Koloshan. There wasn’t a lot to do, and drinking was a favorite pastime for some, especially on weekends. Sometimes locals who’d drunk too much took on out-of-towners, fishermen, and loggers; any stranger who happened to be in the local bar. Other times they took on each other. Occasionally friends fought with friends. One time a small group of young men tried to batter down the door to the liquor store with a log, waking up half the town in the process, failing to get in when they started arguing among themselves. Another time four men had “borrowed” a boat for a late-night drinking cruise, got in a scuffle about who was in charge, turned the boat over, and almost drowned. Fights in Koloshan were all too frequent, and Jonah was used to dealing with them.

			As he always did when answering an emergency call, Jonah put on his police jacket, gun, and handcuffs. It was regulation to be in uniform when on the job, but Jonah put on the symbols of authority primarily because everyone expected a police officer to look like one, even an officer they called by his first name. Without the uniform, he was just plain Jonah, a big guy that drunks sometimes challenged to prove they were tough.

			It was a short distance to the scene. As he turned the corner, Jonah saw the group of men brawling in the middle of the dirt street. He put his headlights on high and spotlighted them. Only one man noticed. After squinting into the headlights for a few seconds, he turned and stumbled off down the street.

			 “Go on,” Jonah said. “One less to deal with.”

			He kept his lights on and got out of his truck. All but two of the men were locals. There was someone Jonah didn’t recognize to his left and another stranger in the center of the melee. Jonah watched for a moment, assessing the best way to tackle the situation. Men were grunting and yelping as fists connected with bodies and injuries mounted. Finally, Jonah headed for the stranger in the middle. 

			“Can I have your attention?” he shouted.

			“It’s Jonah,” someone warned. “Cop.” Several men stopped fighting to see what he was going to do. That was what he had hoped would happen. Physically, there was no way for one man to break up a free-for-all. What it usually took was a show of authority.

			The stranger was about five inches shorter than Jonah, but he was still a formidable opponent. Muscular, with a thick neck and bulging forearms, the man was systematically pounding another man in the stomach. His victim was Lou, the man whose wife had called Jonah. Why Lou was still upright wasn’t clear; his face was contorted with pain, and he wasn’t making any effort to defend himself. As everyone around the two stopped fighting, the muffled sound of the stranger’s fists making contact with Lou’s stomach filled the air.

			“Watch out,” someone yelled from the sideline.

			The stranger started to turn at the same moment Jonah grabbed him by the shoulder. “Enough,” he ordered. As Jonah spun him around, the stranger aimed a fist at Jonah’s midsection, but Jonah blocked the blow, gripped the man’s wrist, and deftly twisted his arm behind his back. The maneuver went as planned, but it took more strength to hold the man than Jonah had anticipated.

			“The fight is over,” Jonah announced loudly. “Everyone step back.”

			With a surge of energy, the stranger managed to pull free. “Fuck you,” he snarled. As if on cue, the other men gathered around, leaving just enough room for a showdown between the two. The stranger immediately started circling, like an animal sizing up its opponent.

			“He’s got a gun, Sid,” someone yelled.

			“I don’t want to use my gun,” Jonah said calmly. “But I will if it becomes necessary.”

			The stranger hesitated, looking from Jonah to the other men. The instant his attention wavered, Jonah was on him. They struggled briefly, then Jonah had the man on the ground with one arm behind his back. He quickly grabbed the other arm and snapped on the handcuffs. “I said, that’s enough.” Only then did the man stop struggling. Jonah stood up and dragged him to his feet, ignoring the look of menace in his eyes.

			“Line up,” he ordered the others.

			“Hell, Jonah, we were just having a little fun.”

			“I’m trying to save what’s left of your teeth, Jim.” The comment was intended to ease the tension, and it did. The crisis was over. The rest was routine.

			A ragged line took shape. The men knew what to expect. Jonah would take their names, send them on their way, and later either give them a verbal warning or cite them for disturbing the peace or disorderly conduct. Some might be required to appear before the magistrate. Those who belonged to Sue’s rehabilitation group would be taken to task. They would make promises and then break them. A commitment to a future of sobriety would soon be forgotten and another fight would break out. There weren’t many distractions in Koloshan, and drinking and fighting were among the most popular.

			Only one man failed to respond to Jonah’s order to get in line. He lay face down in the street near the ditch. Jonah went over and tried to rouse him. “Hey, you okay, Tuck?” he asked as he knelt beside him. Tuck rolled over on his back and moaned. One eye was already beginning to swell. “Can you sit up?” The man struggled to obey, but couldn’t quite manage it. 

			“He’s drunk,” someone explained. Several men hooted at the fine joke. 

			Another man broke from the line and ran for the ditch, kneeling to vomit the contents of his stomach. A friend looked to Jonah for permission to go help.

			Jonah left Tuck next to the ditch and made a show of recording the names of those present. “Give me your name,” he said as he went down the line. He knew most of them and could have remembered who was there, but writing their names, one at a time, was the easiest way of breaking up the group. As he wrote each name, he dismissed them with an order to go home. 

			Jonah reached Lou. “Your wife is worried, and you’d better go straight home or you’ll really be in trouble.”

			Lou was bent over, holding his stomach. 

			“Do you need help getting home?” Jonah asked.

			“I can make it on my own,” Lou assured him. 

			“Call Sue if you think it’s more than bruises,” Jonah advised as Lou left.

			The stranger who had been standing to the side said, “I’m a fisherman off a seiner that’s only in port a day or two.”

			Jonah knew the boat. It homeported in Ketchikan but was often in Koloshan during fishing season. Fishing season always brought a lot of strangers to town. Boats came in to fuel up, get provisions and water, offload fish, and sometimes simply to give crew members a break.

			Jonah took down his name. “Your captain will be notified. If you’re caught in another drunken brawl in Koloshan, you’ll go to jail.” Then he sent him on his way.

			Finally, Jonah was left with Tuck, the drunk who had passed out alongside the road, and the man he had handcuffed, Sid Murphy. 

			“I’m in town on business, looking to buy a fishing boat,” Murphy said. “I’m staying at The Lodge.” 

			Jonah decided to put both men in jail overnight. A cell would be a good place for the one to sleep it off, and for the other to contemplate the seriousness of assaulting an officer of the law.

			Jonah managed to get the drunken man in the back seat of his truck. He had Sid Murphy get in the front seat with his hands still in handcuffs. On the way to the jail Murphy tried to make excuses for his attack on Jonah. 

			“I didn’t know what I was doing,” he said. “I didn’t realize you were an officer.”

			“You think I was in costume or something?”

			“It was dark, and I’ve had a lot to drink.”

			“You pack a mean wallop,” Jonah said.

			“I didn’t actually hit you,” he said.

			“I got the impression that you were trying pretty hard to do just that.” 

			“I didn’t know what I was doing,” he said again. 

			“Sure.”

			Jonah parked in front of the jail and hauled the still semi-conscious drunk inside and into one of the cells. It wasn’t Tuck’s first time in Koloshan’s jail, although he’d never committed any real crime. Jonah eased him onto the cot, helped him lie down, and threw a blanket over him. He left the cell unlocked. The man would probably still be there in the morning, but if not, Jonah knew how to find him if needed. As the only officer in a small village, he’d learned the futility of making a fuss about minor offenses.

			“Anything I can get you?” Jonah asked as he took the cuffs off Murphy, put him in the second cell, and locked it. Murphy shook his head.

			Jonah took the phone off his desk. It had a long cord that enabled him to leave it outside of either cell. “You can call me if something comes up. The number’s on this pad. Otherwise, I’ll see you in the morning.” He switched off the light in the outer office and left.

		

	
		
			DAX.ADOOSHÚ 
(SEVEN)

			Just a short distance across the water from the village was Koloshan’s island graveyard. As it came into view on Jonah’s walk to the jail on Tuesday morning, he thought about the time Dan had taken him to the island to see the graves. Most of the graves were marked with death houses, miniature structures with gable roofs, no windows or floors, with crosses at the entrances. It had struck Jonah at the time that even in an exclusively native graveyard, villagers were caught between past and present, a blend of ancient and modern. Hence death houses and crosses, side by side.

			In the dim morning light the island graveyard was a shadowy, mystical place, overgrown with weeds and crowded with tall trees. Along the beach a string of dark shapes extended half the length of the island, rotting boats, decaying monuments to former owners. 

			The island claimed boats for many reasons. If a man died aboard his vessel the boat might be run ashore because it was considered bad luck for someone else to own it. Or, relatives might feel the deceased had need of his boat on the journey to the spirit world. Sometimes, a person beached his own boat when he retired, a sentimental gesture indicative of the strong bond often formed between boat and owner. Occasionally, boats were run aground simply because they were worthless and there was nothing else to do with them. Whatever the reason, the boats on the island were left strictly alone.

			Although the island graveyard had been chosen for its proximity to the village—so the dead would not be lonely—villagers seldom visited. Only when a new grave was dug or another boat was beached did you see anyone there. Soon, Jonah thought, there would be people going to the island because of Johnny’s death. Another grave to dig, another body to bury.

			But this morning he had other, more pressing, things to think about. First, he needed to let his two “prisoners” go, then check in with Matt and Dan about the status of Fred’s disappearance. Alex would see to the ongoing search for Chaaky, so he didn’t have to worry about that. But he needed to make certain that people in the community weren’t getting all worked up about Chaaky’s role in Johnny’s death. That kind of thing could quickly get out of hand.

			Sid Murphy was sitting on the edge of his cot when Jonah opened the door to the jail. There were dark circles under his eyes and his face was gray with beard stubble. Tuck was still asleep, mouth open, snorting and wheezing each time he inhaled.

			“Good morning,” Jonah said. “Did you have a good sleep?”

			“What do you think?” Murphy pointed his thumb in the direction of his cellmate.

			Jonah put the telephone back on his desk and unlocked the cell. “Come on out and have a cup of coffee. I’ve got a few papers for you to sign; then you can be on your way.”

			“Just like that?”

			“Just like that. Unless you have a hankering to see the inside of a Juneau jail. That’s where we send those we can’t accommodate here.”

			“No thanks.” He smiled and held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’ll sign anything.”

			He followed Jonah into the outer office and took a seat across the desk from him. Jonah pointed at a cup. “Help yourself from the thermos.” Murphy poured himself some coffee and waited patiently for Jonah to make the next move.

			If this had been L.A., Jonah would have run Murphy through the system to check for priors. But bureaucracy didn’t favor village requests for information unless it was a serious crime. A public brawl definitely didn’t justify the use of government resources. As it was, Murphy didn’t appear concerned with his arrest or what would happen next. It seemed to Jonah that if he had something to hide he would show signs of nervousness. Still, his city-wise confidence was somewhat disconcerting. Jonah planned to keep an eye on him during his stay in the village.

			After filling out his part of the release form, Jonah handed the paper to Murphy for his signature. Murphy scanned the page, signed with a flourish, and pushed the form across the desk. “That’s that, then,” he said.

			“There’s one more thing,” Jonah said.

			“Oh?”

			Jonah went into his usual pre-release spiel cautioning the person against getting into further trouble in Koloshan. When he was finished, he asked Murphy if he had any questions.

			“No, no questions. But I appreciate your advice, Officer St. Clair. And I intend to follow it.” The response was appropriate, if somewhat insincere. Jonah saw him out before turning his attention to his remaining prisoner.

			“Jus wanna sleep,” Tuck mumbled as Jonah shook him. “Leave me alone.” He rolled over on his side with his face to the wall.

			“Come on, it’s time to get up.” Jonah pulled the man upright and propped him up long enough to shove a cup of coffee into his hands, guiding the cup upwards to his mouth, forcing him to take a drink. Tuck choked, spitting liquid across the room, a trickle of coffee dribbling down his chin. “Jus wanna sleep,” he repeated.

			“As soon as you finish this you can go home and sleep for as long as you want.” He left him sitting there with his eyes half closed, the cup tilting precariously. If he spills that in his lap, Jonah thought, that will wake him up.

			Jonah sat at his desk and made a list of things he had to do as soon as possible. The list was overwhelming.

			Back at the cell he found Tuck lying down again, the cup on the floor, coffee puddled around it. Jonah cleaned up the mess, roused the man, and pulled him to his feet. “Come on, we’re going to The Café.” He half-dragged, half-carried him down the street. Once inside, he dropped the hungover man in a chair and waved to Joe. “Give him some breakfast, okay? Heavy on the coffee. And don’t trust him with your best china.”

			“What about you? You look like you could use something to eat.”

			The smell of bacon frying made Jonah realize how hungry he was. “Maybe later,” he said quickly, before he could change his mind. “I have a few things to do first.”

			Jonah left The Café and hurried to the post office to drop off the carpet sample he had taken from the Lillian J. As he handed the package across to Harriet Williams, the postmaster, he felt her eyes penetrate first him, then the package. For as long as Jonah could remember, Harriet had been postmaster in Koloshan. She ran the tiny office like the captain of a ship, demanding instant obedience from employees and customers alike. Her dark hair, now streaked with gray, hung in a single braid down her back. Her wide face showed no signs of aging. It was smooth and unlined. Since she never smiled, or showed any other emotion, perhaps there was no reason for lines to form.

			“Good morning, Jonah,” Harriet said brusquely. “How’re things going?” She always said the same thing in exactly the same way. When he was young, he had found her stoicism unnerving, and a trace of that discomfort still lingered.

			“Passable,” Jonah replied as he had so many times before. When Harriet didn’t move to process his package, he knew something more was expected. “No sign of Chaaky yet,” he offered. Harriet still did not move. Jonah had wondered how long it would take for news of Fred’s disappearance to get around. Now he knew. “No sign of Fred yet, either.” Harriet nodded and set about weighing the package.

			“It needs to get there ASAP,” he said, knowing she had already registered where it was going. She didn’t bother telling him that it would get there as soon as the airplane that picked up their mail took it to Juneau. She simply nodded agreement and dismissal at the same time.

			Not wanting to take the time to eat breakfast, Jonah went back to The Café and picked up a couple of sandwiches to take with him when he went to the fishing grounds to continue his search for Fred. Then he headed to the docks to see if Dan was around and would consider going out to the grounds in his own boat to help in the search. They could divide up the area near the anchorage and cover a lot more ground than he could by himself.

			The Ginny Lee, Dan’s boat, was a trim double-ender that had once been very pretty, but age and use had left their marks in chipped paint and rusted equipment. The accumulation of years of dried fish blood spotted the afterdeck. Dan had purchased the boat three seasons back and hadn’t bothered to fix it up because he wanted to get a bigger boat as soon as he could afford it. And now he was paying the price of neglect.

			“Dan,” Jonah called as he climbed aboard. “Dan.” He heard someone moving below and waited until Dan crawled out of the tiny engine room, grease-covered and angry.

			“Goddamn bucket of crap,” Dan grumbled, wiping his hands on a dirty rag.

			“Serious?”

			“They’re making money hand over fist out on the grounds while I’m stuck here trying to repair a goddamn water pump. Shit!” He tossed the rag aside and sat down on an up-ended nail keg.

			When Jonah returned to L.A. to finish high school, he had missed his friend Dan. They’d stayed in touch though. At one point, the two had talked about going to the same college. But after high school, Dan decided to stay in Koloshan. All he ever really wanted was to be a fisherman and own his own boat. It hadn’t been easy for him though. His parents weren’t able to help him financially, and he had to finance his boat and license on his own. In the late ’60s, limited entry troll licenses alone ran between twenty-five thousand and thirty thousand dollars, sometimes more, depending on the season’s prospects. Jonah knew Dan was in debt, and each day in port could cost him a thousand dollars or more.

			“I hear the coho run is pretty strong,” Jonah commented. “The fish will probably hang around a while yet.”

			“They’d better,” Dan said with feeling. “They’d better.”

			The two men let the conversation die. A raven flew at a seagull as it rested on the pilot house roof. The gull took a few awkward steps away from the aggressive raven, wavered a moment as if considering whether to fight back, then relinquished its resting place. The raven strutted back and forth, rippling its wing feathers and eyeing the two men. “Kraaak!”

			“Think he’s the one who stole the sun and gave it to your ancestors?” Jonah asked with a grin, trying to lighten the mood.

			“No,” Dan said seriously. “That’s the one that craps on my deck all the time.”

			They laughed, partly at Dan’s response to his teasing, and partly at the shared memory of Dan’s grandfather using the story to teach Dan a lesson about humility. Apparently, when Dan was about five, he asked his grandfather if he could point out the raven the old people talked about. When asked why he wanted to know which one it was, Dan explained that he wanted to capture it and impress everyone. His grandfather informed him that the raven of legend was too clever to be caught by a young boy, and furthermore, its spirit was in the air and the trees and the land. No human could cage that.

			Dan stood up and asked Jonah if he wanted a drink. When Jonah said he didn’t, Dan grabbed himself a beer from a cooler on the deck and sat back down. “I talked to Aunt Ellie again,” he said. “She still hasn’t heard from Fred, but she says she isn’t worried. She’s convinced herself that the reason she hasn’t heard from him is because he’s so busy buying fish.”

			“And what do you think?” 

			Dan scowled, his full-cheeked, smooth face with its rim of straight black hair reminiscent of a portrait photograph from the turn of the century. The raven peered over the edge of the pilot house roof, head cocked to one side as if waiting to hear his answer. 

			Dan waved his hand at the bird, but the raven held its ground. “I don’t know what to think. Uncle Fred isn’t as young as he used to be. Maybe he had an accident or something.”

			“He isn’t aboard the boat.”

			“That’s what Matt said. I thought I’d run out and have a look around. As soon as I can get this damn thing working.”

			“I may head back out there,” Jonah said. 

			“Want me to come with you?” 

			Jonah considered it a moment, then said, “You finish what you’re doing. I’ll check back with you if I need help.”

			“Thanks, Jonah.” Dan stood up. “I’m sure there’s some simple explanation.” He clapped his hands at the raven. It glared back, completely unafraid. Dan muttered, “Damn bird,” and went back inside his boat.

			Jonah climbed off the Ginny Lee and made his way down the littered dock past discarded motors, pieces of two-by-four, aluminum cans—the collection of odds and ends that Sue called an eyesore.

			“And the mess all those dogs make,” she had complained when trying to enlist his help in her campaign to clean up the docks. “I don’t see how you can stand it.” 

			Jonah stepped over a box of used parts he’d been meaning to take home and went aboard his lightweight aluminum boat.

		

	

			nas’gadooshú 
(EIGHT)

			It was early afternoon, the sun high overhead. In the distance, the mountains were so clear Jonah felt he could reach out and touch them. Sunlight sparkled on the water around the Lillian J, mesmerizing and almost blinding. Jonah thought of the people he’d met in Los Angeles who had literally shivered at the idea of spending time in Alaska. They pictured the entire state as a rugged, wintry wilderness and were invariably incredulous when he told them about Dennis’s vegetable garden and how he had often gone barefoot during the summer. Alaska hadn’t become a state until 1959, and even now in 1979, the state remained a mysterious wilderness to many from the Lower 48.

			Leaving his boat rafted to the Lillian J, he rowed to shore in his rubber dinghy. It had a slow leak somewhere. He needed to figure out where and fix it before the problem became serious. “Next week,” he promised the dinghy. “And, yes, I know what you would say if you could talk—I’ve made that promise before.” He laughed as a tiny whoosh of air followed his comment.

			He left the dinghy on the rocky beach and began walking the length of the shoreline looking for some sign of Fred’s skiff. At one point he disturbed about eight or ten eagles feeding on the remains of a large animal. Bones and bits of flesh were scattered up and down the beach. 

			“Scram,” he yelled as he waved his arms. The eagles reluctantly left their meal to avoid a confrontation, and he hurried past the smell of rotting flesh. A few gulls swooped down to snatch up some scraps before the eagles returned.

			Jonah hadn’t gone far before several small streams running into the bay slowed him down. He had to leap from rock to rock to keep his shoes dry; he should have had the sense to wear boots. Finally, he came to a much larger stream that cascaded down a hillside in a rush of white water. Not something Fred would have tried to cross over without a pretty good reason, so he turned back. This time he searched further from the beach, checking out places where the trees were less dense. It was unlikely Fred had hidden his skiff, but he could have pulled it up the beach a way if he thought he would be there for a while.

			“This is pointless,” he announced to a grouping of trees. When they didn’t disagree, he gave up his search by land and returned to his dinghy. He rowed to the stream that had stopped him on foot and continued along the shore from there.

			He could see fish jumping as they headed upstream to spawn. They had dark backs and hooked noses. Cohos, maybe some chum. At this point in their life cycle they were no longer considered quality fish by today’s standards, but he understood from Dennis that local natives weren’t as fussy in the past. Any fish that was easy to catch was considered a blessing. Back then, they used these end-of-the-season fish to smoke for the long winter ahead.

			When Jonah caught a flash of brown in the trees, he stopped rowing, waiting for another glimpse of whatever it was. Probably a deer, he thought. When it didn’t reappear, he continued. A few villagers hunted deer from the water. If they got one near the shore, it was easier to haul it back to the village by boat than having to lug it through the woods.

			Once he had circumnavigated the small bay, Jonah rowed back to his boat. He wouldn’t be able to search the entire area as carefully as he had the harbor, but he could cruise the shoreline in both directions for a way, staying as close as rocks permitted. If he didn’t find anything, he would have to call in help for a more thorough search.

			His motor almost refused to start, but he eventually coaxed it to life with a few taps followed by a string of curses. He untied from the Lillian J, scanned the shore one last time, and pointed his bow out of the bay. He hated to leave without getting any answers.

			First, he went northwest. If Fred had decided to go fishing in his skiff, he would most likely have stayed in protected waters. To the east there was usually more chop from water pushing in through the straits.

			Most of the fishermen in the area fished in twenty or more fathoms. He made his way inside the row of fishing boats, keeping one eye on them while focusing his main attention on the shore. When he finally spotted a fisherman he knew who was in his pilot house rather than out back, he gave him a call on his VHF radio. “How’s the weather been?” he asked. He hadn’t heard of any storms in the area, but it didn’t hurt to make sure.

			“Except for some fog, it’s been flat, real flat.”

			“Fog? When was that?”

			“Oh, Friday and early Saturday. It was pea soup, couldn’t see a damn thing.”

			Jonah thanked him and wished him good fishing.

			A dense fog … Anyone could have slipped past the fishing boats without being noticed. Including a thief. Or Fred. But why would Fred want to go somewhere under those conditions?

			He continued along the shoreline, past the line of boats, and up the inlet that eventually ended in a round, small cove surrounded by steep, rugged peaks. At times, the winds funneled off the hillsides there, making life miserable for boaters who had anchored in what they thought was a protected harbor. More than a few tourists had been unnerved by its violent williwaws. What they didn’t know was if they had only gone further down the inlet and anchored along the shore, they would have found calm waters. It was information that not all of the locals were quick to share with visitors on fancy yachts.

			Skimming the shore as close as he dared didn’t produce anything promising. He finally gave up and sped back the way he had come, slowing down when he got to the cluster of fishing boats again. As he wended his way through the fleet, he called a couple of fishermen to ask when they had last seen Fred. Not only had no one seen him since Friday, no one remembered hearing him on the radio either. Fred was notorious for his longwinded radio conversations. If he had been in the area, someone would have heard him on the air.

			Not yet willing to give up but even less hopeful than earlier, Jonah continued along the shore. He probably should have started looking on land sooner. Fred could have taken the skiff ashore before the fog rolled in. Maybe he wanted to do some scouting for game. Maybe he just wanted to stretch his legs, check out some place he hadn’t been for a while. If he’d been injured or taken ill, he could be lying somewhere waiting for help to arrive. It was definitely possible, but somehow, Jonah didn’t really believe it. Still, he felt compelled to keep looking.

			Jonah stayed close to shore all the way to the point, but found nothing. Fog. Missing money. Blood. No skiff. What on earth had happened to Fred? Forced to admit defeat, at least for the present, he aimed his bow toward Koloshan and revved up his engine.

			As he sped toward home, Jonah’s mind was a muddle of speculation and gloomy thoughts. Johnny’s death. Chaaky in the woods by himself. Fred’s disappearance; seventy-five thousand dollars out there somewhere. Just a few days ago the world had seemed so simple, so stable, and now—

			Telling Ellie about his fears concerning the fate of her husband would not be like performing the same function as an L.A. cop. In L.A. the words of comfort had come easily enough. There’s still hope. We haven’t given up yet. There’s probably some simple explanation. No need to be honest about what may have happened to the victim. They would either find out or they wouldn’t. There were so many open cases in L.A., he couldn’t let himself get personally involved in any of them. He just made his report and moved on. But it was different in Koloshan. This was his community, his home. He was already involved.

			Jonah made good time on the return trip, pushing his boat as hard as he dared. As he drew near the marina he saw two small figures sitting on the dock next to his empty slip. Slowly they came into focus: Roger Young, a twelve-year-old boy who wanted to be a fisherman like his father. And Roger’s best friend, Larry Fields, whose thick glasses made him the constant target of teasing by his peers. Two of the boys from the ceremony in the woods. Waiting for him.

			He pulled into the slip and tossed them the lines. Roger managed the bowline with ease, but Larry fumbled his first attempt to tie off the stern, and Jonah had to resist the temptation to take the line out of his hands and do it for him.

			“Any news?” Jonah asked as he stepped onto the dock. 

			The boys shook their heads “no” in unison, then glanced at one another, as if each hoped the other would take the lead. 

			“We came to talk to you,” Roger finally said.

			Jonah waited, wishing he wasn’t quite so tall so he would appear less intimidating.

			“You see, well, we’ve been talking, and …” Roger stumbled over the words. “Well, a lot of people …” Roger gulped, then with a rush of words, blurted out: “A lot of people think it’s best if Chaaky stays lost.”

			“I see.” Jonah’s eyes held Roger’s. “Who are these ‘people’ you refer to?”

			“Oh, you know.” Roger tried to look away but seemed irresistibly drawn to Jonah’s hard stare. “You know,” he repeated lamely.

			“The other boys?” Jonah prompted.

			“Some of them.”

			“Your parents?”

			Roger blushed and finally managed to divert his eyes. “Yes,” he softly admitted.

			Larry was standing to one side, probing a crack in the float with the toe of his tennis shoe. “Tell him,” he murmured just loud enough for Jonah to hear.

			“Yes, tell me,” Jonah urged. They obviously had something they wanted to get off their chests.

			“Well, we told you before that we think he might be hiding out at the red caves, but, well, my sister thought we should explain why he went there before, and …”

			Jonah’s dark eyebrows went up a fraction of an inch. “And?”

			Roger took a deep breath. “Because that’s where he went after he was, ah, given the sign.” The color was rising in Roger’s cheeks again. Larry was inching away as if to disassociate himself from the messenger.

			“So Chaaky was given a sign that he was an icht’a,” Jonah said in a matter-of-fact tone, as if they had referred to Chaaky coming across a treasure map or a note in a bottle. Something exotic but not impossible. Both boys seemed relieved that Jonah understood, in spite of not being native.

			“Yes,” Roger said. “Chaaky told us a raven dropped dead right in front of him and he immediately cut out its tongue.”

			“The tongue was in his kuts bag,” Larry added.

			“And after that happened, Chaaky went to the red caves to meditate?”

			Roger and Larry both nodded.

			“Is there anything else you think I should know?” They shook their heads emphatically, no, as if by telling Jonah about Chaaky’s transformation they were absolved of any complicity in the act that had resulted in Johnny’s death. They had gone along with the ceremony, but Chaaky was both director and lead actor. If anyone was to blame for Johnny’s death, it was him, not them.

			Jonah didn’t like the way things were headed, but he didn’t see what good it would do to suggest that someone other than Chaaky may have had a hand in Johnny’s death. He needed more facts first. And he needed to talk with Chaaky. “Thanks,” Jonah said. “I appreciate the information. Let me know if you think of anything else that might be helpful.”

			The two boys turned and quickly scrambled up the steep ramp, paused to look back briefly when they reached the top, then disappeared behind the marina office building.

			Jonah finished securing his boat while considering what Roger and Larry had told him. It never occurred to him that Chaaky had developed his role of shaman so elaborately. Did a bird really drop dead at his feet or did he make that up to impress the other boys? Traditionally, the nephew of a medicine man inherited his spirit when he died, but Chaaky’s explanation was also acceptable according to what Jonah remembered Dennis telling him about shamans. Whether real or imagined, Chaaky was totally immersed in his role of icht’a.

			—

			On his way home Jonah stopped at the jail to see if there were any messages. There was a note on his desk from Matt. Alex had radioed in at 4:30 p.m. to let everyone know that they had not found Chaaky, but a few members of the search party were going to continue looking for another hour or two. The rest had gone home. There was no news about Fred.

			Jonah stood there staring at the note, worrying about what he would do if neither the boy nor the man showed up soon. Being the only police officer in Koloshan was usually a fulfilling job. But given the current circumstances, it felt like he had fallen into a deep hole with no obvious way to climb out.



	

WEDNESDAY

		

	
		
			gooshúk
(NINE)

			At 6:00 a.m. Koloshan was like a ghost town, everything dingy gray, windows covered with dust, paint peeling off buildings, the sign over the grocery store hanging at an angle. Soon the dust would give way to persistent mud the color of rusted-out engine parts. After that the ground would freeze, then snow would cover everything. The snow made Koloshan a pretty place, like fresh whitewash on tired wood.

			Jonah let himself into The Café by the back door and headed for the coffee pot. Joe didn’t open until 7:00 a.m., but it was not unusual for Jonah to stop by early and have the coffee ready when Joe came down from his upstairs apartment.

			While the coffee brewed, Jonah sat at the table near one of the two front windows that looked out over the main street. It would become a postcard scene, Jonah mused, once the snow came. Picturesque. That was how Sue thought Koloshan should look all the time. She had complained to him about the untidy look the village had after the spring thaw, as the melting snow slowly revealed forgotten toys and discarded items. Nor could she comprehend why anyone would leave a collapsed building where it fell, erecting its replacement alongside without bothering to remove one stick of the debris. In her world, old and new did not exist side by side.

			—

			When the coffee was ready, Jonah poured himself a cup and forced his mind to focus on the circumstances of Johnny’s death. There had been no liquid and very little powder residue left in the two bowls the boys brought back, but one taste had confirmed Jonah’s suspicions. While he waited for the official results, he needed to start thinking about where the opiates may have come from. If he knew the source, he might be able to discover the link between the potion and the killer.

			In Jonah’s experience, the drug of choice in Koloshan had always been alcohol. An unfortunate pastime for those who couldn’t handle their liquor, but at least the purchase and consumption weren’t illegal. If the illicit drug trade had found its way to Koloshan, then Jonah’s job was about to change, and not for the better.

			“Damned outsiders,” he said, his voice loud in the silence of the empty room. The irony of his comment wasn’t lost on him. Koloshan wasn’t his ancestral home, but it was the only place he’d ever felt like he belonged. And he didn’t like some of the changes that were happening.

			Since they’d improved the main dock, cruise boats had begun bringing in groups of tourists. Everyone took pictures of the same things, as if they were told where to find the “quaint” aspects of the village—the few remaining houses on piers that stretched into the bay, the sloping house on the waterfront that was propped up by a long pole, the ramshackle exterior of The Café, and the historic Russian Orthodox Church perched on the hillside above the village. Fortunately, the cruise boats only dropped people off for a brief visit. A quick dash up and down the main street and a trip to the one gift shop was about it for most visitors. Just long enough to make residents feel like they were part of a museum exhibit.

			The more likely candidates for drug dealing were the fishermen from the Lower 48 with their fiberglass boats and their dreams of striking it rich on a big fish run. The last few years, the runs hadn’t been all that great. Maybe someone was supplementing their fishing income. But if someone was selling drugs in Koloshan, Jonah was surprised that he hadn’t heard so much as a whisper about it. Not from his friends, not from Matt with his fishing connections, and not from any of the other residents in the close-knit community.

			Jonah put a spoonful of sugar in his coffee and stirred. He needed a little boost this morning. The spoon made a clinking sound against the porcelain. In the stillness of the empty café the clinking reverberated from the rafters. It reminded Jonah of other mornings—the aroma of fresh coffee, clatter of dishes, crackle of bacon frying. The beginning of a new day. Pleasant mornings. Unlike today.

			His mind went back to the notion of drugs in Koloshan. It didn’t seem real. Koloshan was not L.A. In L.A. you arrested one pusher and another sprung up in his place; you couldn’t keep them down. There was too much money at stake and too many people eager to buy or to make a quick profit. It was a losing battle, especially for a cop who didn’t take bribes and didn’t understand that it was all a game. But in Koloshan, it was different. Money had never been a prime motivator. Being “top boat” was what most of the local fisherman strived for. And there wasn’t sufficient money in their local economy to make drug dealing profitable. That didn’t rule out the possibility that some drugs had found their way into the village though.

			“What are you doing down here in the dark?” Joe’s voice came from the back of the café. The question sounded like a complaint, but he didn’t switch on the lights. Instead, he headed directly for the coffee pot and poured himself a cup, liberally dousing it with cream and sugar. “Horrible stuff,” Joe invariably murmured. He took a sip, grimaced, and added more cream.

			“They say it’s going to be a bad winter, lots of snow,” Joe commented as he sat across from Jonah. His thinning hair looked damp, like he’d just stepped out of the shower. “It’s already getting cold. Should lay in some wood before long. Save myself the trouble of going out in the snow.”

			Jonah nodded.

			“I’m getting too old for all this cold weather. Next year I think I’ll close up the place and spend the winter in Mexico. I hear it’s real nice down there, and cheap livin’.” Joe sighed. He was always talking about going to Mexico during the worst part of the Alaskan winter, but it was always next year. Joe hadn’t left Koloshan since he arrived forty years ago. But next year, who knew? Taking a vacation in a warm place might ease the worry lines etched in his face.

			“Don’t forget you promised me some venison,” Joe continued. “And I don’t want no stringy old stag either. My teeth ain’t what they used to be.” He took a sip of coffee, frowning at the taste. He once told Jonah that each time he woke up he said a little thank-you that he had made it to another day, but he didn’t seem to like mornings much.

			Jonah got up and poured himself a second cup of coffee. When he returned to the table, Joe said, “I don’t mean to pry, but it seems to me you’re kinda quiet this morning. More than usual, I mean.” His eyes flickered to the faint red line on Jonah’s cheek. “But your face is looking better.”

			Changing the subject, Jonah said, “Still no sign of Chaaky.” He paused briefly. “Nor of Fred.”

			Joe waited for more details but didn’t press when none were forthcoming. He added still more cream to what was left of his coffee. “You hungry? I can fix you some breakfast. Scramble some eggs. A little bacon, toast. I made some huckleberry jam yesterday.”

			—

			It was a gray day with low, heavy clouds threatening rain. The air was damp and the ground soft underfoot as the group prepared to set out again to look for Chaaky Holman. Alex was giving them their assignments for the day when Jonah arrived to provide a few words of encouragement.

			Chaaky didn’t have a boat of his own. None were missing that they knew of, so they would continue to search on foot, starting from the main route out of town. The trail ran east into the heart of the island. Once away from the more populated areas, the plan was to split up and cover as much surrounding territory as possible. There were deserted cabins dotted here and there and good places to camp near fresh water. With luck, they would come across him at one of those locations. Each team was supposed to keep in radio contact with the others, terrain permitting. Alex was to report back to Jonah at day’s end. Whether they found Chaaky or not.

			“It’s good of you to help out like this,” Jonah told the group of volunteers. “Mrs. Holman is understandably worried about her son. I know how much ground you’ve covered and appreciate that you haven’t given up.” 

			He added, “Keep an eye out for deer sign—consider it multi-tasking.” There were a few chuckles at his attempt to lighten the mood. Then they gathered their gear and trudged up the incline, their packs wobbling as they climbed. At the top of the hill Alex turned and waved. Jonah waved back. He regretted not going with them, but there were too many things to do back in Koloshan.

			—

			Back at the jail, Jonah sat behind his old wood desk and jotted down a couple notes to himself on a piece of lined paper that had coffee stains on it. Then he dialed Ned Jacobson’s number at the state police headquarters in Juneau. He couldn’t put it off any longer.

			Jacobson’s secretary said he was “unavailable” and would have to return Jonah’s call later. Irritated, Jonah put down the receiver with more force than necessary. “Damn bureaucracy.” The message was clear, as it had been ever since Jonah returned to Koloshan. Jacobson had never worked outside the state and didn’t like the fact that some of his officers were impressed by Jonah’s big city experience. “‘Mister’ Jacobson is ‘unavailable,’” Jonah mimicked. His time is valuable. Whereas you, Jonah St. Clair, are a lowly village police officer.

			He tapped his fingers on his rock paperweight, glaring at the telephone. Then he picked up the receiver and dialed the Coast Guard. No one had reported finding a skiff anywhere in the vicinity. Yes, they would let him know if anything showed up. And they would keep an eye out for Fred Hall.

			There were several other calls he wanted to make, but he hesitated to tie up the line in case Jacobson deigned to return his call. He reviewed his list again, added an item, then got up and paced back and forth in front of the bearskin on the wall. He was about to ring Jacobson a second time when the telephone finally rang. He deliberately let it ring twice before picking up the receiver.

			“St. Clair, how are you?” Jacobson had a hearty, old-boy tone that never failed to rub Jonah the wrong way.

			“Fine, Ned, and you?” Jonah made it a point to always refer to Jacobson by his first name.

			“Fine, just fine.” He sounded like he really meant it. “Now, what can I do for you?”

			Jonah explained about Fred Hall’s disappearance and asked Ned to put out an A.P.B. on him. He also told him there was some money missing and said he would appreciate knowing if Ned heard of anyone having a little extra cash.

			“How much are we talking about?”

			“Around seventy-five thousand.”

			Jacobson whistled into the phone, forcing Jonah to hold the receiver away from his ear. “I think I can tell you what happened to your missing man,” Jacobson said with a snicker. “Matt Clark must have been crazy to trust a … ah, to trust someone with all that cash.”

			Jonah ignored Jacobson’s near slip of the tongue. He was never certain if Jacobson said things like that just to get a rise out of him. But until he actually made a disparaging remark about natives in front of someone willing to make an issue of it, Jonah wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of responding.

			“You could be right,” Jonah said. “But it seems unlikely he would abscond with the money and leave his boat behind. It’s worth a lot more than seventy-five thousand dollars.”

			“People do surprising things sometimes.” There was a hint of sarcasm in his voice. Jonah was about to end the call when Jacobson added, “You do seem to have a few problems over your way of late, don’t you?”

			“One or two,” Jonah conceded, in what he hoped was a neutral tone. “Thanks for your help, Ned. I’ll keep in touch.” He didn’t wait for Jacobson to say goodbye before placing the receiver gently back into its cradle, restraining the impulse to slam it down. Bastard, Jonah thought to himself. Then, out loud, “What a friggin’ bastard.”

			For a moment he allowed himself the luxury of wallowing in his dislike of the man and all he stood for. Then, with a conscious effort, he put the Ned Jacobsons of the world out of his mind. Long ago Dennis had explained to him that the secret of being at peace with the world was to be at peace with yourself. But it wasn’t a natural state. You had to work at it. Each and every day, or so it seemed to Jonah.

			—

			The next half hour was filled with administrative activity. One by one Jonah went down the items on his list. Check with Matt. Leave a note for Alex. Buy food. Report to Dan. Once everything on his list was done, he could return to the red caves for another look around. And this time he would be ready for any trouble that came his way.

		

	
		
			jinkaat 
(TEN)

			The sun was high overhead when Jonah pushed away from the dock and headed for open water. If not for a slight chill in the air, it could have been a summer day instead of early fall. He opened the throttle full bore and sped up the inlet. It remained clear until he neared the caves, then he ran into a light fog that floated about six feet above the water. Through the smoke-colored haze he could just make out the shadowy outlines of cave entrances, yawning into nothingness.

			It was a very low tide. Only a few of the larger caves were completely accessible by boat; the others were partially above water, slime-covered rocks exposed to the air for the first time in months.

			Jonah surveyed the cliff and surrounding area as he anchored, checking for any movement, conscious of being an easy target for someone watching from above. Then, telling himself he couldn’t stop doing his job because someone didn’t want him to, he dropped his dinghy overboard, flexing his sore muscles and thinking once again about how lucky he’d been to land on a ledge instead of tumbling to the rocks below. 

			He had no doubt that his attacker was still out there somewhere, waiting for another opportunity. That was one of the reasons he’d decided not to bring along a few members from the search team to help canvass the area. He didn’t want to tell them what had happened. Not yet. Not until he figured out a few things. Besides, they still had a lot of area to cover, and they would have to get back to their own lives before long.

			He rowed toward the caves, pausing to rub his protesting shoulder, then swearing as his knee began to throb from being cramped in the small craft. “Dammit.” Instead of going away, his aches and pains seemed to worsen.

			As he entered the first cave, the popping sound of the globular seaweed that covered newly exposed portions of rock floor was unnaturally loud in the misty chamber. Water trickled over rock, slowly draining tide pools. A miniature crab skittered into hiding.

			Jonah dipped into a second cave, and a third, each time glancing upward to check for falling rocks. At one point he got the dinghy hung up on a rock and had to bounce up and down and push against the cave wall to get free. He wasn’t sure, but the dinghy seemed to leak more after that; perhaps it had developed another puncture.

			After peering into the entrances of each of the lower caves that he couldn’t access because of the low tide, he finally gave up and rowed along the shoreline until he came to the beach at the bottom of the ravine. The yolk-yellow sun shimmered across the dark water. He had to shade his eyes with his hand to take in the surrounding area. “Beautiful day,” he murmured.

			Near the middle of the short beach that marked where the ravine cut into the hillside, a stream cleft the sand. Jonah maneuvered his dinghy to the right of the stream and leaped out, pulling the dinghy to where the tree line began. There, in the sand to his left, was a faintly visible furrow where the boat from the other night had been drawn up on the beach. He took a few minutes to scour the area for anything his assailant might have left behind, but he found nothing.

			He’d intended on inspecting the upper caves but decided instead to expand his search to other nearby possibilities. Even if Chaaky had been hiding in one of the caves, he could be seeking more protection from the elements by now. There was a hunting camp not too far away, somewhere off the main trail toward the top of the ridge. It seemed worth checking out.

			He started off at a brisk pace on the trail heading inland, away from the caves, determined to ignore the pain and stiffness that seemed to be concentrated on his left side. The only thing he carried with him was his spare rifle, a 30-40 Krag that had belonged to his father, and a pack with a few essentials. The Krag was old but in good condition. The 30-40 was particularly effective at short range and carried a powerful wallop. If necessary, he might stop a bear with it. It would certainly stop a man.

			It was a well-used trail, weaving among the trees, meandering and apparently purposeless, not intended for someone in a hurry to reach a destination. Probably began as an animal trail and was now used by hunters looking for animals. Occasionally Jonah noticed broken-off branches, high up and recent, most likely made by a human being. Jonah picked up his pace, feeling better already, glad to be out in the woods no matter what the reason for being there.

			A glance at his watch told him that Alex and the others were well on their way by now. They were to call Matt if they found Chaaky or any sign of him. And Matt would try to reach him, knowing that he might be out of range. He would check in when he got back to his boat.

			The trail began to climb, taking him farther and farther inland. The exertion seemed to loosen his muscles. He felt better with each step. Then the trail started to narrow, thick underbrush crowding in on both sides. When he crested the hill he found a rocky knoll rising above the trees. He climbed up to get a better view of the area. From the top of the knoll the water wasn’t visible, but he could tell by the outline of the trees in the distance where the forest ended and the water began. Further up the ravine he could see a clearing from an old logging operation. There was a tangle of slash and one scraggly line of evergreens running along the edge of the slope. Jonah knew that was the logging company’s token attempt to maintain the stability of the hillside.

			In a small depression well off to his right he could just make out a break in the trees. “If I’m right …” he said under his breath, “… there should be a cabin at the back of the clearing.”

			 Few homesteaders had settled on this side of the island, preferring the protected harbors and good fishing near Koloshan. But here, as throughout Southeast Alaska, cabins often stood in unlikely places. Many were built and then abandoned after a season or two, dreams of independence and wilderness living left behind with the rotting timbers. Others were used infrequently, left open for the occasional passerby. On more than one occasion Jonah had taken advantage of this Alaskan custom, leaving behind a can of beans or a tin of coffee just as some visitor before him had left behind whatever they could spare.

			He climbed down and continued along the trail. When it forked, he went to the right, in the direction of the clearing. The nighttime attack he endured at the caves seemed unreal in the daylight, like something that had happened a long time ago, on the edge of memory. Everything around him was so brightly lit, so familiar and unthreatening. Nevertheless, he proceeded with caution. The person who had attacked him must have known he would be in the area that evening. It was just as likely that he could anticipate that Jonah would be looking for Chaaky now. And even though it seemed farfetched, he couldn’t entirely dismiss the possibility that there was a potential link between Chaaky and his attacker.

			The trail opened onto the clearing directly across from the weathered cabin. Lush moss covered its roof, and the front windows had been boarded up. One of the steps to the narrow porch had collapsed, and even at a distance Jonah could tell it had been that way for some time. Although the place looked deserted, Jonah remained motionless for several minutes, watching and listening. Then he skirted the edge of the clearing, staying in the shadow of the trees.

			Dense underbrush blocked access to the back of the cabin, and there weren’t any windows there anyway. Jonah circled around to the other side. As he came out in the open again, his eyes instantly went to a crumpled cigarette package on the ground near the porch. It was still intact; it hadn’t been there long.

			His rifle in readiness, he picked up the wad of colorful paperboard. Camel Filters. A common enough brand. He put it in his jacket pocket and stepped over the crumbling stairs onto the front porch. The latch on the door hung open; there was no padlock. Jonah moved to one side, leaned against the wall, and listened. Then, very slowly, he turned the rusty doorknob. It offered no resistance.

		

	
		
			jinkaat ka tléix’ 
(ELEVEN)

			The sun was behind him, showcasing his presence as he pushed the door open and darted inside and to the right. No shots rang out. No one leaped from behind the door. No one was staring at him down the barrel of a rifle. There was no one there.

			Jonah’s heartrate slowly returned to normal as his eyes roamed the interior. In the left-hand corner of the one-room cabin was an old bed, yellowed stuffing oozing from a rip in the stained blue-striped mattress. There were no blankets. A three-legged table occupied the opposite corner, a white ceramic mug its only adornment. The mug had a dark crack along the lip highlighted by a mud-brown stain. Along the side wall stood a wood stove and a short, roughhewn counter. Above the counter were some open shelves containing a few chipped dishes, a couple of pans, and some cans of food. The only other object in the room was an old trunk with a smashed-in lid.

			Jonah examined the trunk, its rusted hinges, and its cracked and twisted lid. He pulled at one end of the lid, but it refused to open. He had to pry it up a few inches at a time. Finally, it snapped the rest of the way open with an unpleasant screech.

			It was empty.

			He left the lid leaning against the cabin wall and went to inspect the cupboards more carefully. There were mugs of assorted shapes and colors, a stack of plates, and a few dented cooking pots that looked as though they hadn’t been cleaned much after their last use. The cans of food showed signs of rust at the ends, their labels loose from moisture. There was an opened can of coffee. Jonah took off the lid and sniffed the stale contents, then put the can back and turned his attention to the stove.

			A rust patina covered it, but next to it was a neat stack of wood that was too green to have been there long. A coffee pot had been pushed to the back of the stove. There were a few dried grounds inside, but otherwise it looked clean and usable. The oven was empty. Almost as an afterthought, Jonah peered inside the burner. There was nothing but a small pile of ashes. They could have been there days, months, or even years.

			He went over to the bed and sat down. His hip ached, and he was so very tired. He considered how easy it would be to lie down and take a nap in spite of the smell of damp material mingling with other unpleasant odors of neglect. Jonah noted that no one had bothered to smooth the plank walls, and there were occasional gaps between the planks. Wind undoubtedly found its way inside, along with some rain and snow, robbing the tiny room of what little warmth the stove could provide. The cabin had never been hospitable. Still, it would be better than being outside in bad weather.

			Sloppy wall construction, crude cupboards, and an uneven floor. Finally, he dragged himself up and pulled the bed aside to check the floorboards underneath, testing the planks with his foot before pushing the bed back in place. What had he expected—a secret compartment filled with drugs?

			He was just standing there, thinking, when he heard a noise outside. Automatically he reached for his rifle. Then he tiptoed to the door and stood to one side, waiting.

			Nothing happened.

			Jonah reached for the doorknob and froze when he heard something that sounded like muffled grunting. Someone was putting effort into whatever they were doing, breathing noisily. He waited another couple of minutes before opening the door a crack. Through the slit he could see someone sitting on the porch, his back to the door. He was leaning forward, bent over a backpack on the ground. Beside the pack lay a rifle.

			The man retrieved what he had apparently been searching for in the pack and straightened up. He had a full head of curly brown hair that Jonah immediately recognized. Jonah swung the door open and stepped out onto the porch.

			“Hello, Paul,” he said.

			The man lurched forward as if he’d been struck from behind. He tripped over his pack and ended up sprawled on the ground at the bottom of the broken steps. “Christ,” he said as he looked up at Jonah. “You didn’t have to sneak up on me like that.”

			“I thought you were the one who’d sneaked up on me,” Jonah countered.

			Paul Jones made a show of dusting himself off as he got to his feet. He wore a wool tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, and his cotton shirt was unbuttoned just enough to reveal a thin gold chain around his neck. Faded blue jeans and expensive-looking hiking boots completed his outfit. Jonah couldn’t help thinking that the boots had probably been new at the beginning of the summer. All in all, Jones looked like someone who intended to return to the city before he had a chance to actually get dirty or wear down the soles of his boots.

			“You could have coughed or something,” Jones complained as he took a seat on the porch. He picked up the pipe lying next to his backpack and began the ritual of lighting it. “Sit down, St. Clair—unless you’re on your way somewhere.” He spoke out of the corner of his mouth with the pipe stem gripped between his teeth. “You won’t be needing that,” he added, motioning toward the rifle in Jonah’s hands. “I’ll go peaceably.”

			Jonah leaned the rifle against a porch post and sat down, turning sideways to face Jones. “I was under the impression you were only going to hang around through July.”

			“Things took longer than expected.” Jones sucked on his pipe. “And I had to return home for a while to take care of some family matters.”

			“You find any new petroglyphs?”

			He tamped the tobacco in his pipe bowl as he spoke: “One or two.”

			“One? Two?”

			“Not sure if they are ‘new’ to current researchers or not. Still have to find out.”

			“What about pictographs?”

			Jones stopped tamping and looked hard at Jonah. “No, why? Do you know of any in the area?”

			When Jones had first arrived in Koloshan he had attempted to find the locations of rock carvings and drawings in the area by talking to local natives. He had been particularly interested in some pictographs he’d been told about that were supposedly drawn with the blood of rival warriors. When he’d asked about the pictographs, he was informed that they no longer used the blood of warriors—they preferred the blood of anthropologists. The story had quickly been told and re-told, and after that Jones had found it next to impossible to get a straight answer from any of the locals.

			“I might know about one or two that are still visible. I can tell you about them sometime.” The implied message was “but not now.” Jonah paused. “Just curious, you always smoke a pipe?”

			“Occasionally.”

			“Ever smoke cigarettes?”

			“They aren’t good for you.” Jones put the pipe back in his mouth and managed a question of his own without relinquishing his grip on the stem. “Just curious,” he began with a mocking tone, “what are you doing out here?”

			“Looking for someone.”

			“Oh?”

			“How long you been out here?”

			“Off and on for the last week or so.”

			“Seen anyone in the area the last few days?”

			“No. No one. You’re the first.” He smiled. “And I didn’t see you coming.”

			“Did you know that one of the local boys is missing?”

			Jones twisted around to face Jonah, pulling up one knee and resting his left arm on it. “No, I didn’t.”

			“You don’t happen to know Malcolm Holman, do you? He goes by ‘Chaaky.’”

			Jones didn’t hesitate. “As a matter of fact, I do. He and Johnny Simpson have helped me from time to time. Is it Chaaky that’s missing?”

			Jonah stared at Jones, trying to separate his instinctive dislike of the man from his professional assessment of him. Jones wasn’t the first person to come to the island mouthing platitudes about preserving the culture while pursuing a project motivated by self-interest. Preservation of the native culture had been a popular theme in recent years. Jones and those before him insisted someone had to do it, and from the outside it didn’t seem like any effort was being made locally. Koloshan had taken these do-gooders in stride, ignoring them for the most part, occasionally cooperating just enough to make them feel like they knew everything there was to know about the area and the culture so that they would move on.

			Before answering, Jonah asked, “You say Chaaky and Johnny helped you. How?”

			“They’ve shown me around, told me some of the legends associated with the various locales, that kind of thing.” He took a deep pull on his pipe.

			“Yes, I’m looking for Chaaky. He’s run away.”

			“Run away? Why?”

			“He was upset about something.”

			Jones shook his head. “Strange kid.” He shifted his pipe to the other side of his mouth. Jonan found himself resenting Jones’ judgment of Chaaky, along with his pretentious pipe smoking, his curly hair, and his pristine boots. “So that’s why you’re in the area? You think he’s out here?”

			“That’s one of the reasons.”

			“Oh?” Jones laughed. “I suppose you’re going to tell me there’s a big-time criminal on the loose, or a ring of dope smugglers hiding out here in the wilderness. And I need to be careful.” He produced a half smile and a condescending snicker.

			“Could be.”

			Jones removed his pipe so he could laugh out loud. “That’s a good one. Lone cop tracks down desperadoes on the run from the States to a remote Alaskan cabin.” 

			Jonah resisted the temptation to point out that Alaska was one of the states. Instead, he looked around and said, “Chaaky bring you out here?”

			“No, Johnny showed me the cabin. He thought I might be able to use it as a base camp. But I’d rather be outside than cooped up in there.” He wrinkled his nose in distaste.

			Conversation fell off. Jones seemed uncomfortable with the silence, so Jonah prolonged it. Finally, he asked, “Which school did you say you’re associated with?”

			“U.C. That’s the University of California.” He said the words distinctly, as if waiting for Jonah to be impressed “There are several campuses,” he added. “I’m at Berkeley.”

			“I think I’ve heard of it.”

			Jones looked intently at Jonah to see if he was being ribbed, but he obviously couldn’t tell for sure. “I don’t have to be back until winter quarter. I have a research grant that lasts until then.”

			It was hard for Jonah to imagine someone getting paid to gather information already available for the asking—if the right person asked the questions. “Well,” he said, getting to his feet, being careful to not let the flicker of pain show in his face or slow his movement. “I guess I’d better be on my way.”

			“Me too.” Jones stood up, picked up his pack, and slipped it over his shoulders.

			“Where are you heading?”

			“Down to the mouth of the inlet. If the weather holds.” 

			Jonah made a show of studying the sky, then announced: “It’ll hold.” Put that in your pipe, Mr. U.C. Berkeley Jones, he thought. Aloud he said, “You won’t be leaving the area right away, will you?”

			“I’m wrapping things up, but it will probably be the end of the month before I’m through.” Jones adjusted one of the straps on his pack. “That isn’t your way of warning me not to leave town, is it? Is there something you haven’t told me?”

			“No, just curious.” He put extra emphasis on the word. It was interesting that Jones had asked.

			Jones adjusted the strap on his pack back to its original position, stuck his thumbs under his pack straps, and turned as if to depart. Jonah knew there was an old petroglyph near the mouth of the inlet where Jones was heading, but it was entirely possible he would miss it unless someone told him where to look. And even if he did stumble across it and a couple of others here and there, Jonah didn’t see how Jones could pull together enough information on them to write a thesis.

			“One last thing,” Jonah said, savoring Jones’ apparent effort to control his irritation with Jonah’s questions. “Did either Chaaky or Johnny mention a ceremony they were going to participate in?”

			A smile spread slowly across Jones’ face. “As a matter of fact, yes. Chaaky told me that he was an icht’a and he was going to cure Johnny’s limp with some magic potion. I think he actually believed he could do it.” Jones shook his head in disbelief. “What a strange kid.”

		

	

			jinkaat ka déix
(TWELVE)

			The fog had dissipated. It was a clear night. Swirls of dark water chased themselves from the bow to the stern of his boat as Jonah made his way back to Koloshan, the shoreline a dense collection of shadows with occasional shafts of moonlight interrupting the darkness. The wake from his boat created sloshing sounds as it reached the shore, but he could barely hear them over the steady thrumming of his engine.

			Staring up at the night sky, Jonah picked out Polaris and Ursa Major. Every time he studied the sky at night he thought about the telescope he had wanted when he was a kid. When both parents were still alive. He had seen it in a magazine. But, according to his mother and father, it was far too expensive for a “toy.” If he had shown sustained interest they might have relented and scraped the money together, but once they said no, he had moved on to other things. Then his childhood was turned upside down by his mother’s death and his father’s abandonment. Maybe he should buy himself one now, he thought. 

			He passed a small fishing boat as he got close to the harbor, its red running light cast a dim glow on the water. Everything seemed quiet and dark. There was a smattering of lights from houses, but Koloshan didn’t have any street lights. In Koloshan, 1979 was like a time capsule of the past in many ways. Even the marina only sported a single light at the head of the dock. Most of the boats were in shadow. Jonah eased his boat into its slip and tied it up.

			Just before getting into his truck he glanced one last time at the night sky. He really should treat himself to a telescope. A small one that he could take with him when he was out in the woods. And a constellations guide, so he would know what he was looking for. He could get Dennis to tell him the Tlingit names for them.

			There were no messages from Matt at the jail, so he headed home. Even with the ceiling of stars overhead, the road was hard to see at night. More than one person had ended up in a ditch on the turn onto the upper road. Jonah slowed down as he went around the corner and was surprised to see lights on at the end of the block. 

			The Taylor residence. It was late, but there were lights in the front room. He wondered if it was possible Phil was still up. He wanted to let him know that Chaaky had told Paul about the ceremony, to plant the idea that there could have been someone else in the area that night. The other boys looked up to Phil. If he opened his mind to the possibility that someone other than Chaaky was to blame for Johnny’s death, the tide of opinion might shift.

			Of course, the light could be on because another member of the Taylor family was watching a movie. Or experiencing insomnia. Or maybe someone fell asleep with the lights on. He only vacillated a few seconds before pulling in front of the house.

			Just as he hoped, Phil answered the door, squinting up at him from the brightly lit interior. “It’s you,” he said, almost as if he was expecting him.

			“I saw your light,” Jonah explained. “I know it’s late, but since you’re up, I thought we might talk a bit.”

			“Ask him to come in,” Mrs. Taylor called from inside.

			Phil said, “Come on,” and opened the door for Jonah to pass through.

			“Thank you.”

			Mrs. Taylor was an ageless, plump woman with shoulder-length, gray-streaked untidy hair that always looked windswept. She was seated at one end of a long green sofa, two hands of cards spread on the middle cushions. Phil went to the far end of the sofa and sat down. Jonah took a chair across from them. “Who’s winning?” he asked.

			“Mother always wins,” Phil complained.

			Mrs. Taylor gathered the cards and set them aside. “Phil’s learning,” she said. Then she looked over at Jonah. “Have they found Chaaky yet?”

			“No, not as far as I know.” Jonah shifted his long legs, trying to find a more comfortable position in the low chair. “I just got back from searching near the red caves,” he said. “I didn’t find Chaaky or any sign that he’s been there, but I did run into someone.”

			Phil looked puzzled. “Who would be out there this time of year? Besides Chaaky, that is.”

			“Paul Jones,” Jonah said. 

			“Mr. Jones? He’s still looking for petroglyphs near the caves? I thought Chaaky and Johnny already showed him the ones in that area.”

			“So you knew about Chaaky’s relationship with Jones?”

			Phil nodded.

			“And did you know that Chaaky told Jones about the ceremony?”

			Phil looked surprised. “Chaaky wouldn’t have …” he began, his voice tinged with disbelief.

			“He did,” Jonah said. “I talked to Paul about it.”

			Jonah had a hard time picturing Paul as the one who had cut his rope and endangered his life at the caves, but he hadn’t ruled him out. And since he had known about the ceremony, he was in a good position to doctor the potion. But for what possible reason would he have done it? 

			“But we thought it was a secret,” Phil protested. 

			While Phil tried to process this new piece of information, Jonah continued.

			“You know what this means, don’t you?”

			Phil shook his head. “No, what?”

			“If Paul knew, someone else might have known too.”

			“I’m not sure what you’re getting at. What does that have to do with what happened? Chaaky ran away because of what he did.”

			“Well, what if Chaaky isn’t responsible for Johnny’s death? What if he only thinks he is?”

			“But he made the potion.”

			“And where was it during the ceremony?”

			He could see from the expression on Phil’s face that he knew why Jonah had asked the question. “I brought it to Chaaky. It was on a log just outside the circle.”

			“And anyone could have added something to it while you all were dancing.”

			“You mean, you think someone other than Chaaky added something to it?” He sounded incredulous.

			“I’m saying it’s possible. It may have been an accident. Or, it could have been deliberate. We don’t know yet. And, most important, we don’t know that Chaaky did anything wrong.”

			Mrs. Taylor shifted back and forth on the sofa, her mouth working as though reading to herself. Jonah feared she would interrupt before he’d driven home his point.

			“There is something you can clear up for me, Phil,” Jonah continued. “First, you said earlier that the dance ceremony was just a game and that you and the other boys were playing along to humor Chaaky. Do you think he knew how you felt?”

			Phil pulled at his lower lip in concentration, keeping his eyes on the floor. “Well, you see, we thought it was a game, at first, but Chaaky seemed to believe in the ceremony, and that night, well, it sure seemed real.”

			“But you and the others were just playing along, right?” Jonah wanted to deemphasize the mystical aspects of what they had experienced. The boys had all been told the stories. They all knew about some of the rituals. They were all caught between the desire to believe in the past while living in the present. But he wanted them to focus on the facts and to remember that Chaaky was just a boy, like them. Not an icht’a with supernatural powers. Not that any icht’a had ever possessed supernatural powers. But with less science to explain their world, the Tlingits, like other people throughout the world, had welcomed actions that had the appearance of exerting control over the unknown. In addition, the shamans had used their knowledge of plants and herbs to secure their reputations as healers as well as their storytelling to preserve their culture.

			Mrs. Taylor seemed to be holding her breath, anxiously awaiting her son’s response.

			“Well, kinda. That is, like I said, at first. But Chaaky seemed so …” He apparently didn’t want to say it, but it was clear what he was thinking. And it was, unfortunately, what Jonah had feared. This was the kind of thinking that could easily get blown out of proportion in a small native village. The kind of thinking that could get in the way of discovering the truth. And the kind of thinking that could ruin a young boy’s life.

			He stood up to leave, apologizing for dropping by so late.

			Mrs. Taylor got up and walked him to the door, motioning for Phil to stay back. As he stepped from the bright light onto the dark night, she laid a hand on his arm. When he turned back toward her, her face was in shadow, the interior light forming a halo around her unruly hair.

			She gripped his arm and pulled him down toward her as if to share a secret. In a hushed voice she said, “He’s a bad one, that Chaaky. It happens sometimes to an icht’a. They can be possessed.” She took a raspy breath and added, “Don’t be fooled, Jonah. It was an evil spirit that killed poor Johnny Simpson. An evil spirit.”

			

	

THURSDAY

		

	
		
			jinkaat ka nás’k 
(THIRTEEN)

			Except for a couple of fishermen at a side table, the front part of The Café was empty. Everyone crowded around the long picnic tables in the back room. Jonah nodded at the fishermen and went to his usual table. Joe saw him and immediately hurried over, an apron with a picture of a charging brown bear on it tied around his waist. “What have you got that’s quick and filling?” Jonah asked.

			“Ham and eggs, hash browns, and fresh cinnamon rolls.”

			“Great. I’ll take it.” Joe’s cinnamon rolls were one of Jonah’s favorites.

			Joe disappeared and Jonah helped himself to coffee. He barely had time to drink half a cup before Joe returned with a huge plate of food. He put the plate down, then went to get himself a cup of coffee and sat across from Jonah.

			“No luck on Chaaky yet.” It was a comment, not a question. 

			Jonah shook his head as he dug into the eggs. “This is good, Joe. Really good.” Joe shrugged off the compliment, but Jonah knew he liked to have his food appreciated. “New apron?”

			“From the gift shop. Tourist bait.” Then, never one to beat around the bush, Joe got right to what was on his mind. “I hear some people are saying Fred skipped with that money. That’s not what you’re thinking, is it?” Before Jonah could respond, he went on. “I guess I know that’s not what you’re thinking. You know better than that. I just thought you ought to know what’s going around.” He took a sip of coffee, made a face, and added more cream. “Can’t understand what gets into some people.”

			From The Café, Jonah went to the post office to see if the lab report had come in.

			“Good morning, Jonah,” Harriet said. “How’re things going?”

			“Passable,” Jonah replied.

			“You have a couple of mailgrams that just came in.” 

			She handed them across the counter with an air of importance. Jonah had long suspected that all Koloshan mail was thoroughly scrutinized before being passed to recipients. Being privy to whatever information a letter held to the light might reveal gave Harriet a certain status in the community. Jonah hoped the lab reports had been folded so that their contents were not visible. Although she obviously knew generally what was inside based on who had sent them.

			“Thanks, Harriet.” 

			He picked up the envelopes without looking at them, pretending they were just routine. He could feel Harriet’s eyes follow him out the door and down the street. Not until he was sure he was out of her sight did he look at his mail. As he had hoped, there was a report from the coroner’s office and another from the crime lab. They must have put a rush on it as Jonah had requested. Or else it had been a slow time for them so they had gotten on it right away. In either case, it pleased Jonah to have the results.

			When he got back to the jail he sat at his desk and picked up his dagger letter opener, a gift from Dennis. He ran his fingers over the carved wooden hilt, deriving pleasure from its smooth, rich surface. “Yéil tschüchanat,” he said softly. Dagger with carved raven head. Dennis had taught him the name, as well as other Tlingit words and phrases. But it was hard to remember a language that had never been his to begin with and that he didn’t often use.

			He briefly held up the first envelope to the light. Good, you couldn’t see the print through the envelope. Then he slit the end open with his dagger and removed the report. The preliminary analysis suggested that Johnny Simpson had died from an opioid overdose. The autopsy report would contain more specifics and would be sent when it was available. For once there was no joy in being right.

			Jonah picked up the second envelope and held it to the light. Its contents too were hidden from the casual observer. He slit the end of the envelope and pulled out the single sheet of folded paper. There it was: “Human blood, type A positive.” The stains on the rug from Fred’s boat were indeed blood. It didn’t necessarily prove anything though. But it meant he had no choice but to talk with Ellie. And at some point in their conversation he had to ask her about Fred’s blood type.

			Their culture might be waning, but of one thing Jonah was sure—if Fred Hall was dead, and if they didn’t find his body, Ellie would mourn for his soul the way countless generations of native widows had mourned for husbands lost at sea. To her the ancient ways were more real than any contemporary beliefs could ever be. A soul without a grave was lost forever.

			—

			All too soon, Jonah found himself standing on the porch of the Hall home. Ellie came to the door before he had a chance to knock. Her reserved greeting told him she knew this was an official visit. He regretted the inevitable barrier that had sprung up between them. It was hard to be both police officer and friend.

			She ushered him into the living room and left to get some coffee. The room was painfully familiar, with an overstuffed couch and chairs, colorful afghans thrown over their backs. A windowsill lined with Ellie’s knickknacks next to the miniature replica of a shark Dan had given them one Christmas. A needlepoint Tlingit raven cover that Ellie had made for Fred’s footstool. He refused to put his feet on it but kept it next to his favorite chair for magazines and unread mail. Although Fred’s main crest animal was not the raven, he owned quite a few objects with raven designs. Each year something new was added, and nothing was ever thrown out.

			Jonah sat down and stared at the pictures on the wall behind the couch. There was Dan in his graduation outfit. Dan with Fred on the Lillian J. Dan dressed in ceremonial costume. Everywhere you looked there were pictures of Dan. Fred and Ellie had no children of their own and had always treated Dan as if he were a son. When the clan system was strong, uncles raised their nephews, and although Dan had never lived with Fred and Ellie, their relationship was reminiscent of this tradition.

			When Ellie returned, Jonah started to speak, but she cut him off. “Fred wouldn’t just leave, Jonah. You know that. Not without telling me. He must have gone ashore for some reason and had an accident. You’ve got to find him.”

			“I’ve tried, Ellie.”

			“You’ve got to keep trying.”

			“The state troopers are also on the lookout for him. And the Coast Guard. We’re doing everything we can.”

			Hostility flickered momentarily in Ellie’s eyes. Then her shoulders drooped and she leaned back in her chair. It struck Jonah that she was getting old. He hadn’t noticed before.

			“Are you okay, Ellie?” His own words struck him as gratuitous even though he was sincerely concerned.

			She nodded her head “yes” and reached for her cup, avoiding eye contact.

			There was something wrong; he could feel it. “Is something bothering you? Something you want to talk about?”

			After a moment’s hesitation she looked at him, her dark eyes filled with accusation. “I suppose you’re just doing your job.”

			“I don’t know what you mean.”

			Her face suddenly flamed with anger. “Malcolm Holman, that’s what I’m talking about. You’re spending all your time looking for him when you ought to be out there looking for Fred.” As soon as the words were out, she looked contrite. “I’m sorry …” she began, her voice trailing off into a half sob.

			“That’s all right, Ellie. I understand.” He hadn’t missed the fact that she had used Chaaky’s full name even though she had known him all his life. And it disturbed him that she felt he was not spending sufficient time and effort searching for Fred. Yet how could he tell her he thought the search was futile? And did he know for certain that it was?

			“I know he’s out there somewhere, Jonah. I just know it.” Her plea poked holes in his growing doubts. Fred could be in the woods, alive and in pain, his rifle useless against the cold.

			“We haven’t given up, Ellie. But we’ve looked in all the obvious places.” He desperately wanted her to know he was doing everything he could. That as a friend as well as a police officer, he wanted to find Fred.

			“The only explanation is that he went ashore and had an accident,” Ellie insisted.

			No, that wasn’t the only explanation, Jonah thought, but he didn’t want to discuss the alternatives with her. He was trying to figure out how to bring up the question of blood type, when Dan’s voice calling from the back door interrupted him. “Aunt Ellie—you here?”

			“In the living room, Dan.”

			Dan came in from the kitchen, carrying a cup of coffee. He hesitated when he saw Jonah, then sank into an easy chair. “Anything new?” 

			“We were just talking about what’s being done to find Fred,” Ellie said, her tone unforgiving.

			“Aunt Ellie,” Dan began, but she broke in before he could finish his sentence.

			“I know you said you’ve searched the area, Jonah, and you too, Dan, but it wasn’t enough. You’ve got to find him.”

			Dan frowned at the floor. No one said anything for a long time. Finally, Dan spoke. “I tried. Truly I did. But I couldn’t find any trace of him.” It was obviously something he had said before, his frustration almost palpable.

			“It’s a big area,” Jonah offered. “If we had some idea of where to look …” He didn’t know how to convey his own feeling of helplessness without causing Ellie more pain.

			“That’s all I’m asking; just keep on looking.” Her eyes were misting, but her voice was firm.

			Dan folded. “I’ll borrow Jim’s boat again and go back this afternoon.”

			“So will I.” Jonah wished he could leave it at that, but he couldn’t. “Ellie,” he tentatively began. Her back stiffened at his tone. “There’s something I have to ask you.”

			“Go ahead.” She looked directly at him, her brow furrowed, obviously anticipating a question she didn’t want to hear.

			“I need to know Fred’s blood type.” There. It was out. Her eyes opened wide, two dark, unfathomable circles reflecting her inner fear. “It’s just routine,” he assured her. He didn’t like lying to her, but he felt he needed to.

			Ellie started to cry, silently at first, then louder, not bothering to cover her face. Jonah stared at his hands while Dan went over and put his arms around his aunt. He looked as miserable as Jonah felt. “Come on now, Aunt Ellie, everything will be all right. You just wait and see.” The fact that he didn’t sound as if he believed his own words weakened his attempt at consolation. But his closeness seemed to calm her. 

			Ellie wiped her face with a sleeve. “Type A positive. He is type A positive. I know because he tried to give blood when Eli had his operation. Eli is O, so Fred didn’t give blood.” She dabbed at her eyes again. “Type A positive,” she repeated one more time.

			“Thank you, Ellie.” Jonah stood up. “Don’t give up hope. If Fred is out there, we’ll find him.”

			Dan also stood to leave. “Don’t worry, Aunt Ellie. Jonah and I will find Uncle Fred. Just don’t worry.”

			—

			Jonah and Dan walked together in silence. By unspoken agreement they turned on Front Street and crossed to the narrow strip of grass along the bank above the beach. To their left lay the main part of town, the docks, stores, businesses, and homes that made up Downtown Koloshan. To their right the road ran out to the point. From there it was almost a straight shot to the ocean. A troller had just left the dock and was heading out. It was an idyllic scene, simple yet majestic. Whatever else we lose, Jonah thought, they can’t take this away from us.

			“Did Fred have more than one rifle on the boat?” Jonah said.

			Dan had to think a minute. He was clearly still brooding over the scene with his aunt. “I don’t think so.” Then, after a moment, he added, “No, I’m sure he didn’t. Just that old Springfield he kept below. It’s still there, isn’t it?”

			“Uh huh.”

			“If he went ashore, he would have taken it with him,” Dan said as if the thought was occurring to him for the first time.

			“That’s what I think.”

			 “So,” Dan said in a strained voice, “what’s this about blood types?”

			“I found some blood on the rug near the settee. It was type A positive.”

			For a moment both men were silent. Then Dan said: “That doesn’t prove anything.”

			“I didn’t say it did.”

			“But you implied it.”

			“I had to ask about Fred’s blood type, Dan. You know that.”

			Dan pushed at a tuft of grass with the heel of his shoe. “Sorry, Jonah. I know you had to ask Aunt Ellie about it. But finding a blood stain on that old rug could mean anything. He could have cut himself or had a nosebleed—anything.”

			“Then where is he, Dan?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“And where do we look?”

			“I don’t know that either.” He kicked a rock over the embankment. “You don’t think someone did him in for the money, do you?”

			“It’s a possibility.”

			“But with so many boats around, how could anyone think they could get away with it?” He kicked at the grass again.

			“Well,” Jonah said. “There was a lot of fog that evening.” He paused. “But a robbery by itself doesn’t account for why Fred and his skiff are missing.”

			Dan shuddered. “I don’t like to think about it.”

			“Neither do I,” Jonah said. “And I worry about Ellie. If we don’t find Fred, she will undoubtedly conclude that he drowned. You know what that means.”

			“Oh, she’s a Catholic now,” Dan said quickly. “She doesn’t believe in all that old crap anymore.”

			Jonah turned toward Dan. “Don’t kid yourself, Dan. If Ellie thinks Fred drowned, she’ll mourn his spirit, Catholicism notwithstanding.”

			“You really think so?” He seemed quite upset by the idea.

			“Sorry, Dan. I shouldn’t have said anything. And, after all, there’s a chance Ellie’s right. Fred could have gone ashore. Maybe he had a second rifle you didn’t know about. We might find him yet.”

			Dan acted as though he hadn’t heard Jonah’s apology. “She’ll adjust,” he said intently. “She’ll have to.”

		

	
		
			jinkaat ka daax’oon 
(FOURTEEN)

			It was the last day of an eight-day opening for king salmon, and boats were already coming in to sell before heading back out to fish for cohos. The docks quickly filled up with boats. Several were drifting in front of Clark Cold Storage, awaiting their turn to unload their catch. Two boats were tied to the pilings of the Cold Storage dock, one selling and the other taking on ice. It was a busy time for both the fishermen and the buyer.

			Jonah walked down the ramp, scanning the floats for someone who might have been anchored near the Lillian J the night Fred Hall disappeared. He and Dan had drawn up preliminary plans as to where they would continue the search, but without any new leads, it seemed like a futile pursuit. They had both been over most of the shoreline in the immediate vicinity of the bay where the Lillian J remained at anchor. Unless they found someone who had seen Fred or his skiff since Friday, they would simply be going through the motions as a concession to Ellie.

			There was a lot of activity on the docks. Not only were the trollers flooding in, but there was a seine opening coming up. Seine boats were tied six deep with crew members scurrying about, preparing gear, stowing supplies, and saying goodbyes to family and friends. The opening was all the way down in Clarence Strait, a full day’s run just to get there, but everyone was anticipating a profitable opening, so nearly all of the local seiners were going.

			At the bottom of the ramp two young children were fishing for perch. Jonah stopped to help one of them free his line from something it had caught on under the ramp. His muscles were still sore, reminding him that there was still an enemy out there somewhere. As he straightened up, he saw a young man and woman he recognized embracing on the dock next to one of the seiners. Between them they held a baby wrapped in a pink blanket. They seemed oblivious to his presence as he walked on by without saying anything, giving them some privacy by keeping his eyes straight ahead.

			At the far end of the dock four fishermen stood in a loose semicircle. One old timer, Jake, did most of the talking. Jonah suspected that he was complaining about how inside fishing had deteriorated because of the shift in fishing patterns. It was his favorite topic. He had an old wooden boat in need of repair, and he resented the newcomers with their big fiberglass boats who were, from his point of view, taking his fish.

			Jonah immediately recognized three of the four men listening to Jake and thought the fourth, a bearded man in his mid-twenties, looked vaguely familiar, probably a boat puller off one of the trollers. When in town, trollers tended to talk with trollers and seiners with seiners. It wasn’t a hard and fast rule, but that’s the way it usually happened. A social division based on different attitudes toward their respective professions and a conviction that their approach was somehow superior.

			The men shifted to make room for Jonah, but their conversation didn’t miss a beat. All eyes were on Jake as if expecting an eruption. He had paused, chewing vigorously. He took his time, spitting on the dock before continuing. “Why didn’t someone let me in on that yesterday?” he said hotly.

			“Didn’t you wonder why we were all in our cockpits all day when you weren’t catching a thing?” someone asked.

			“Hell, for all I knew, you were out back picking your noses. What was I supposed to do, come alongside and count your fish? Dammit, a friend is supposed to call a friend on the fish. That’s just showing respect.”

			The tone was angry, but it was clear that this bantering exchange was part of a very familiar form of competition.

			“Don’t let it worry you,” another man said, “I only made a couple thousand yesterday.”

			The others guffawed, enjoying having put one over on Jake. He made a couple of slow chews and spit on the dock again, a brown, wet blob glistening in the sun.

			“How for the love of god was I supposed to know those damn fish would stay out deep? They always hang around the rocks when they come inside.”

			There was a lull in the conversation, and Jonah took that opportunity to join in. “I hear the coho fishing outside is pretty good still.”

			“That it is,” Jake agreed.

			“How would you know?” one of the other fishermen said kiddingly to Jake. “You never go out there.”

			“I was out just last week.”

			“For half a day while the weather was calm.”

			“That may be. But I don’t have to fish in the middle of the fleet to catch fish.”

			The smiles vanished. He had them there. They all knew he usually brought in a good load of fish, and they weren’t entirely sure where he found them.

			Conversation lagged. The men shifted positions. Jake moved his wad of chewing tobacco from one side of his mouth to the other. The young man stroked his beard with two fingers, either to emphasize that he was thinking or simply because he was enjoying the tactile sensation, Jonah wasn’t sure which. Then he turned to Jonah and said, “I just heard about Fred Hall. Do you know what happened yet?”

			“No, not yet,” Jonah admitted. “I was hoping one of you might shed some light on the situation.”

			“We were all over there Friday night,” one of the fishermen said, turning to the others for confirmation. “I wanted to sell to Fred, but he didn’t answer.”

			“Didn’t see a thing though, cuz of the fog,” Jake added.

			“We’d been working so hard all day we just dropped into the sack and slept like logs until morning—well, most of us, that is.” The man cast a taunting glance at Jake.

			“You didn’t hear anything unusual?” Jonah persisted. “Any gunshots. Maybe something from shore.”

			They all shook their heads “no.” No one had heard or seen a thing out of the ordinary.

			He stepped out of the circle and headed back up the dock. Fishermen kept in close touch with each other by radio, so in spite of the distances involved, word traveled fast up and down the coast. If there was anyone in Southeast Alaska who knew anything about Fred’s disappearance, Jonah felt confident they would contact him. Although at this point, he was losing hope.

			Jonah stopped to say a few words to a couple of local men who crewed on seine boats. One of them was staying behind on this trip to attend a funeral in Juneau. It reminded Jonah of one occasion when nearly every boat from Koloshan had stopped fishing during an opening to mourn the death of a local fisherman. That kind of behavior was something people unfamiliar with village life had a hard time understanding. Even though a lot of villagers had barely enough money to get by, money didn’t have the same significance for them as it did for most of their big-city counterparts. To most of them, being a part of the community was more important than making money. It was a value Jonah appreciated.

			At the foot of the ramp Jonah paused to ask the two youngsters if they were catching anything. They proudly pointed to two fat perch on the dock under the ramp. “Do you clean them yourselves?” Jonah asked, making conversation.

			One of the boys made a face and, with a disdain reserved for stupid adult questions, said “No, we let Mom do that.” At that moment something tugged at his line and Jonah was forgotten.

			As he continued up the ramp, Jonah glanced at his watch. It was almost one o’clock. One more stop and he would have to get going if he hoped to accomplish anything before dark.

			Clark Cold Storage usually shut down during lunch hour, but today they were working in shifts straight through to accommodate all the fishermen anxious to sell their fish and get back out on the fishing grounds. The foreman for the plant was operating the hoist, lowering a large four-foot by two-and-a-half-foot aluminum bucket into the hold of a troller tied to the pilings at the end of the pier. Jonah joined the small gathering of onlookers that always collected when fish were brought in. Whether they were fishermen or not, everyone wanted to know how the fishing was and where fish were getting caught.

			It was a relatively low tide, so the fishing boat was about twenty feet below the dock. Jonah leaned over the edge and watched the crew breaking fish free from the ice and tossing them into the bucket. When the bucket was full, the foreman hoisted it up and dumped the fish onto a large, flat table where workers quickly began sorting them by size and species. Kings were weighed separate from silvers, white kings separate from reds. A couple of fish had gashes from encounters with predators. These were set aside to be processed as seconds.

			A state biologist stood off to one side, writing down totals and watching for tagged fish. These were noted and used to help determine how many fish were caught and, in turn, how long the openings would be. These biologists were considered a necessary evil by most fishermen, representing the government regulators who put restrictions on what used to be an independent and self-regulated profession.

			Once the fish were categorized and weighed, they went inside to be processed, most of them either canned or frozen. Troll-caught fish were considered a premium quality product; none of them would end up in cans. Rather, they would be shipped to fresh fish markets all over the world, most after being frozen. “Fresh frozen” was a bit of an oxymoron. But a fish frozen soon after it was caught was often better quality than one that spent time on the deck before being cleaned.

			As the bucket lowered to the boat for another load, Jonah went to talk to the foreman. He was a notorious gossip who took time to chat with every captain and crew member that came in to sell. Jonah figured that if he hadn’t heard anything about Fred, then it was doubtful that anyone in Koloshan had.

			“I’ve been expecting you,” the man said with a quick grin. “But I’m afraid I don’t know anything. Everyone’s talking about Fred’s disappearance, but all they know is just that—he’s disappeared.”

			“You will continue to keep your ears open though?” The question was part request, part jibe.

			The foreman smiled broadly, displaying a missing front tooth. “You bet I will.”

			“And you’ll let me know if you hear anything,” Jonah emphasized. “Even if you don’t know if it’s true or if it seems insignificant.”

			“Will do.”

			Jonah cut through the plant, past two lines of workers on opposite sides of a conveyor belt bordered by a narrow metal workspace. The workers wore yellow, water-repellent aprons and yellow or orange rubber gloves. Hoses hung from an overhead structure that ran the length of the conveyor belt. Everyone was working rapidly, heading, slicing and cleaning; dressing up the product for market.

			Matt’s office was on the second floor. A stairway ran up the side of the building. Jonah took the steps two at a time and went in without knocking. No one ever knocked. It was expected that Matt and his employees were always available for questions and talk.

			The main room where Matt had his desk was a mess, as it always was. Cardboard boxes and machine parts littered the floor. Used cups and empty plastic containers crowded the table where the coffee pot sat. Piles of papers or tools or discarded clothing were everywhere. Matt wouldn’t let anyone clean the place. If they tried, he protested, complaining that he wouldn’t be able to find anything. Very occasionally it got so bad he did some minimal cleaning himself.

			Matt was at his desk, feet propped up, the telephone receiver pressed to his ear. He put his hand over the receiver and mouthed, “I’ll just be a minute.” His light brown hair sprinkled with gray was tucked behind his ears. No time for a haircut during prime fishing.

			Kathy, Matt’s secretary and assistant, was in the next room. She’d been with Matt for a long time, but her smooth skin and trim shape made it difficult to guess her age. Jonah went in to say hello. She gave him a warm smile full of dimples, then without warning, the dimples vanished and transformed into two tiny creases over her nose. “Have you heard anything about Fred yet?” she asked. 

			“No, nothing.”

			“I’m worried about him, Jonah.” Kathy always talked to Jonah with a forthrightness that expected openness from him in return. Yet it didn’t seem to bother her that he was seldom responsive in kind. “I’m afraid something bad has happened to him.”

			“It’s hard to say at this point.” Jonah kept his voice neutral, even though harboring the same fear.

			“That’s the only explanation,” Kathy continued. “Fred wouldn’t run off without telling anyone. And he certainly wouldn’t steal any money.” She shook her sandy brown hair away from her face and looked to him for agreement. Before he could comment, Matt called to him from the other room. With a feeling of relief, Jonah excused himself, self-consciously closing the door adjoining the two rooms.

			“I have some good news,” Matt said. “At least I think it’s good news. It seems Fred didn’t have all seventy-five thousand aboard the Lillian J the night he disappeared. He sent fifty-five thousand in cash ahead with another buyer. Apparently he’d changed his mind about leaving the area and going outside.”

			“So, there’s only twenty thousand missing?”

			“Right, twenty thousand.”

			Jonah didn’t say anything.

			“It is good news, isn’t it? Fred wouldn’t have been robbed for twenty thousand , would he?”

			“It depends on who knew there was only twenty thousand  aboard, doesn’t it?”

			Matt groped around under some papers on his desk and came up with two stained mugs. “Want some?” 

			Jonah said “No” but took one of the mugs and poured a cup for Matt. “I’m going back out to the Lillian J this afternoon. So is Dan and whoever he can round up to help. Ellie is pretty upset. She wants us to make another search.” Matt nodded sympathetically. “I keep hoping someone will say something to give us a better idea about where to look. But so far, no such luck.”

			The room trembled as a diesel refrigeration system started up in a shed on the dock below. Jonah walked over to the bulletin board on the far wall and stared at the familiar display. Some of the cartoons and announcements had been there for years. New memos were tacked up over old, an occasional picture added, but none were ever taken down. The board was a history of events and shared jokes.

			“What about the boat?” Jonah asked. “You going to send someone to bring it in?”

			“I wanted Dan to run it back, but apparently Ellie doesn’t want him to. She seems to feel that Fred won’t ever return if we move the Lillian J.”

			Jonah reached up and straightened a picture of a record-breaking halibut caught by a local fisherman a few seasons back.

			“Poor Ellie.” Matt swirled the coffee in his cup. “It probably won’t matter for a while, about the boat, that is. Unless the weather turns sour. I’ll get someone to pick up the fish.”

			“Right,” Jonah agreed. On the wall next to the bulletin board there was a large framed picture of Matt standing beside the plant the year it opened. Koloshan hasn’t changed much, Jonah reflected silently. At least not visibly. But Matt was older.

			“He was a good man. I hate to lose him.”

			Jonah turned slowly toward Matt. “Was?”

			Matt looked tired rather than embarrassed by the slip. “Sorry, Jonah. But I admit it doesn’t look good to me. It doesn’t look at all good.”

		

	

			jinkaat ka keijín 
(FIFTEEN)

			Large boats rafted outside the main dock at the marina. On the inside were floats to accommodate smaller boats that needed less depth. A dead seal lay on one of the finger floats, its speckled coat diffused with blood. The head had been cut off and placed upright on a piece of board. In spite of the blood, it still looked alive. Jonah liked watching seals in the water from his boat, but he felt no particular sadness at the sight of the dead animal. Like fish and deer and other animals included under the subsistence laws, seals were in no danger of extinction. And, unlike many of the hunters he had met in the Lower 48, he knew that the villagers didn’t kill for pleasure. They only took what they needed for sustenance from the land and from the sea.

			As Jonah walked down the dock toward his boat, he had a sudden vision of Ellie canning seal. He could almost smell the delicious stew she made from the meat. Not that he had liked it the first time she served him some. It was an acquired taste. What didn’t go into a can or a pot went to local moccasin makers. Another dying tradition. Most of those in Koloshan who still made moccasins were old women, many of them well into their eighties. None of the younger people seemed interested in taking up the craft. Sealskin and moosehide moccasins decorated with beaded totem designs were a great favorite with tourists, but soon the skills needed to make them in the old way using traditional designs would vanish, and one more bit of culture would be lost forever.

			After a quick swing by the fuel dock, he headed to the fishing grounds. There was no mist or fog anywhere, just sunshine and blue water, but Jonah hardly noticed. He kept hearing Matt’s voice saying how Fred was a good man. “Was,” he repeated out loud. Matt’s use of the past tense made it seem so final.

			Fred and Johnny, two possible homicides in a small community in such a short period of time. Two possible homicides and a runaway. So much trouble all at once. And he wasn’t making any headway on either front. He reminded himself that investigations take time. And just because he was a village police officer instead of a big city cop didn’t mean his job would always be easy. “I have to keep moving forward,” he said, finishing the thought in his mind … taking one task at a time, doing the things that needed to be done, hoping for a break.

			He left his V.H.F. on the standby channel and flipped the dial on his C.B. until he heard voices. He listened for a while before switching to another channel. It was supposedly illegal to eavesdrop on conversations, but everyone did it. And it was a good way to find out what was going on. Most of the talk that afternoon was about where the fish would be next and how long the weather was expected to hold. Jonah kept changing channels, listening to snatches of conversations, partly in the hope of hearing something useful, partly to distract himself from the gloomy thoughts that were pressing in on him.

			Before going to the place where he and Dan had agreed he should search, Jonah made a side trip by the Lillian J. She still floated peacefully at anchor as though nothing had happened. Dan hadn’t liked the idea of leaving her there unattended, especially as more and more trollers left the area to chase after cohos. He had even tossed out the possibility of moving the boat without telling Ellie, but Jonah had dissuaded him. Dan had settled for locking it up. If Fred did return on his own, he’d better have a key.

			Jonah motored north. A few trollers still worked the beach, scratching out the last hours of the king opening. He was going to begin his search at the remains of a cabin known locally as Jake’s Place. If Fred had gone ashore to scout for game or to try his hand at some stream fishing, Jake’s Place was at least a logical stop. They had decided not to let the absence of Fred’s skiff deter them from searching an area. For the time being, they would assume the skiff might have come loose and drifted off. Or a passing stranger could have picked it up, not realizing it hadn’t been abandoned. It was a longshot, but a possibility nonetheless. And they had to try something, for Ellie’s sake.

			—

			The remaining day passed quickly. Each time Jonah went ashore at a new spot and struck out into the woods he told himself that this time might be it. This time he might stumble across Fred. Still alive but injured. Or, still alive but stranded without his skiff. The hope was not only to find him, but to find him alive.

			He pushed himself hard, ignoring sore muscles and his painful knee, trying to cover as much territory as possible. Each fork in a trail and each decision to turn back was an agonizing choice. Each failure an overwhelming disappointment. He was haunted by the thought that if he had only taken a right instead of a left, or if he had just gone a little farther along a trail, maybe then he would have found Fred or some sign of him.

			As the sun began its descent and the skyline became streaked with color, he reluctantly hauled his dinghy aboard and pulled the anchor. As soon as he had his bow pointed toward home he put through a call to Dan on the radio. “Any luck?” he asked. Dan and the four men he had found to help in the search for Fred were also on their way back to Koloshan. Weary and disheartened, they personally considered any further search a waste of time, but no one wanted to tell Ellie that.

			Jonah waited until he was approaching Koloshan before putting through a call to Matt. Matt had just heard from Alex. The group searching for Chaaky were also on their way in. They, too, had been unsuccessful.

			No progress had been made. Just a lot of hours put in with nothing to show for them. And, to top it all off, there was no place to hide from failure, no escape. For once he remembered something he had liked about Los Angeles—his off hours. In Koloshan there was no real time off. Every face he saw on the street reminded him that he was failing in his duty to the community. Koloshan was too small a place to permit even a few hours of anonymity and forgetfulness.

			—

			He arrived back in town before Alex and the other men, so he decided to hike up the trail to meet them. He ran into the first of the group about fifteen minutes out. “Jonah,” someone called. “Just the man we were looking for.” A few people laughed, but not very heartily.

			Jonah stood to one side and greeted the men as they trudged past, falling into step alongside Alex when he appeared in the second wave of returnees. “It wasn’t a total loss,” Alex reported with a hint of enthusiasm.

			“Oh?”

			“I just heard from the two I sent out to the red caves.” He darted a guilty look at Jonah. “I knew you were out on the fishing grounds looking for Fred, and it seemed worth a try. Anyway, they just reported in. They found the remains of several recent campfires in the area.”

			The fact that Alex had taken it upon himself to send someone out to the red caves irritated Jonah, although he knew it shouldn’t. He had put Alex in charge because he trusted his judgment. “Good going, Alex.”

			It was already too dark for the two men to see each other’s faces, but Jonah could sense the relief Alex felt. “Well,” Alex said,” it isn’t much, but it’s something.”

			“You do know that Paul Jones is in the area, don’t you?” Jonah hated to bring it up, but he had to.

			“No, I didn’t. Shit. He could have built those fires.”

			“Jones told me he was headed for the mouth of the outer inlet,” Jonah said. “So the fires may not have been his.”

			Alex sighed. “I didn’t say anything to the others, but I keep wondering whether Chaaky would build a fire. He must know we’re looking for him.”

			“Well, he more than likely had matches with him from the ceremony, and it’s been chilly.”

			“Still …” Now Alex was arguing against his own conclusions.

			“It’s worth following up on,” Jonah said. “Definitely worth following up on.”

			Jonah dropped back to talk to some of the other men, thanking each one in turn. Several asked whether he wanted them to go out again tomorrow, and Jonah assured them it was all right if they couldn’t take more time off to help. Most said they intended to keep searching for Chaaky as long as Alex and he wanted them to, but a few seemed relieved to be off the hook. “I don’t want to let you down,” one man assured him. Others murmured agreement. “But I can’t afford to be away too much longer.”

			Jonah caught up with Alex again. He felt encouraged by the fact that most of the searchers were willing to continue. These were good people, caring people. Willing to make sacrifices for the community. And, whatever he may have done, Chaaky was still part of the community.

			After they parted from the others, Jonah walked Alex home. They didn’t talk much. Jonah finally decided to ask Alex whether he knew anything about drugs coming to Koloshan. Alex could keep his mouth shut, and it was possible he had heard something.

			“Drugs?” Alex said, sounding surprised. “Here in Koloshan?”

			“Yes,” Jonah laughed. “Right here in River City.” It was a poor attempt at humor and failed miserably.

			Alex was quiet a moment. Then, with surprising conviction, he replied: “No. Never.”



	

FRIDAY

		

	
		
			jinkaat ka tleidooshú 
(SIXTEEN)

			The telephone started to ring just as he was leaving the house. It was only 7:30 a.m., too early for a social call. “Dammit,” he said as he rushed back to answer it. No one ever called him early in the morning to tell him something they were happy or excited about. It was always something he didn’t want to hear. And he didn’t need another layer of misery on his plate today.

			“Jonah St. Clair,” he said into the receiver.

			“Jonah, it’s me, Matt. I was hoping to catch you. I just got a message that an insurance investigator will be arriving on the 9:00 plane. Thought you should know.”

			Jonah’s heart rate returned to normal. No more missing persons, fights, or deaths—that was a relief. “An insurance investigator?”

			“For the bonding company. We’ll probably get another from the casualty company one of these days soon. I notified both companies at the same time. It’s about the missing money.”

			“I suppose he’ll want to talk with me.” It was a statement of fact. Otherwise Matt wouldn’t have called. “I was planning on doing a few things around town this morning anyway, so I’ll meet you at the plane.” Not something he wanted to do, but it could have been worse.

			“See you at nine.”

			—

			His first stop was the jail. He looked over his to-do list, marked a few things off that he had completed, and deliberately didn’t add anything. It was a false sense of accomplishment, he knew, but it still felt good to shorten his list. Making lists was a habit he’d developed in college, an attempt to counter his otherwise random approach to living. He usually found the creation of a list reassuring; it left his mind free to think about other things. Only today he hated his list; it was an unpleasant, unrelenting reminder of a number of things he really didn’t want to do but needed to get done.

			He took a deep breath and dialed the state police number. At least Jacobson would have to get off his back about the possibility of Fred having skipped out with the money. Fred would hardly have passed along fifty-five thousand dollars and run off with only twenty thousand.

			For once he was put directly through to Jacobson. The robust voice boomed over the telephone. “St. Clair, how’s it going?”

			“Fine,” Jonah automatically replied in spite of the reason for the call.

			“Got a line on that missing native yet?”

			“Not yet,” Jonah said evenly, resisting the impulse to point out that the “missing native” had a name. “But I do have some information that may put a different slant on things.” He told Jacobson about the money and about the lab report.

			“You suspect foul play?”

			Foul play? It sounded like Jacobson was a British mystery fan. “I don’t know yet. But I’m not ruling out the possibility. Haven’t heard anything on the wire, have you?”

			“Not yet. I’ll let you know.”

			“Thanks, Ned. I’ll keep in touch.” 

			—

			He crossed the item off his list, and decided he couldn’t start on anything else until he met with the investigator. Might as well get some breakfast.

			He ordered one of Joe’s specials—sausage, eggs, home fries, and toast. Joe was busy filling other orders, leaving Jonah to eat alone. He lingered over a third cup of coffee when he heard the sound of a plane overhead.

			Matt was already at the seaplane float, standing with his hands at his side, loose and relaxed, like a man on vacation. What would Matt have been like as a Los Angeles businessman, Jonah wondered. Would he have had that same casual, confident manner, or would he have become intense and aggressive? Was there really a “point of no return” as John Marquand suggested in his book? A time in your life when you became the prototype of the job you’d chosen? He often wondered about what he would have become if he’d remained a police officer in L.A. Now he would never know.

			The plane landed on the glassy water and glided toward them, the sound of the small engine steady and penetrating. The pilot turned the plane sideways to come alongside the float. Bending low to get under the extended wing, Jonah and Matt helped secure the aircraft.

			A young man in jeans and a sports jacket was the first passenger to get off. Someone handed out two large suitcases after him, and a woman in a bulky wool sweater followed. The two of them picked up the suitcases and headed for the ramp to shore. Another man appeared in the doorway. He wore scuffed cowboy boots and a disheveled denim jacket. Jonah looked at Matt, but Matt shook his head. They waited.

			The final passenger was a smartly dressed woman in her early thirties carrying a leather briefcase. She stepped cautiously from the airplane, carefully aiming pointed-toe high heels so that she wouldn’t end up with a heel stuck in a crack between the planks of the float. Jonah stared at the shoes, wondering how she would fare on the dirt streets of Koloshan, when he suddenly realized she was staring back at him with a disapproving frown.

			The pilot handed out a dark brown bag with white flowers on it. Matt took it from him and turned to Jonah with a grin that indicated he was enjoying himself. “This is Julie Wilson,” he said. “Ms. Wilson, this is Jonah St. Clair, the policeman investigating the matter.” Jonah realized with a start that Matt had known all along they were expecting a woman.

			Her handshake was strong, although her hand felt small and delicate in his. In spite of her direct gaze and air of professionalism, Jonah had a hard time accepting her as an insurance investigator. In his experience, bond company investigators were middle-aged men with mild dispositions and starched white collars. The lovely woman before him with her flawless complexion and clear hazel eyes wasn’t at all right for the part.

			Warding off assistance with a dismissive gesture, Julie Wilson preceded the two men up the ramp. Matt winked at Jonah as they watched her tackle the steeply inclined grate in her flimsy shoes. He seemed almost disappointed that he didn’t get an opportunity to play the gallant. It was a side to Matt that Jonah hadn’t seen before.

			She turned back toward them when she reached the top, like a model posing for a soap ad, her light brown hair swept back from her face by a breeze coming off the water. Jonah liked her fine-featured, fresh look, but he quickly categorized her as artificial and citified. He just hoped she knew her job and didn’t end up wasting a lot of his time.

			They walked up the street three abreast, Ms. Wilson in the middle. She faltered a few times when forced to maneuver around potholes but, in general, she seemed to take the rutted dirt street in stride. Jonah let Matt do the talking. After a few preliminaries about her flight, he gave her a brief rundown on what they knew to date about the missing buyer, turning occasionally to Jonah for confirmation.

			“Any chance you plan on going out to the Lillian J today?” she asked Jonah when Matt completed his overview.

			Jonah hesitated. Was she asking because she wanted him to look for something or because she wanted to go out there with him?

			“Well?” she asked impatiently.

			He tried to imagine her climbing from one boat to the other in her knee-length skirt and city shoes.

			“I have a change of clothes,” she said, as if reading his mind.

			Annoyed by her pushiness and the situation in general, he quickly made up his mind. “What time would you like to go?”

			“How about in an hour? That should give me enough time to do what needs to be done at this end.”

			“An hour then. I’ll drop by Matt’s office and pick you up.” He turned away abruptly, pretending not to see the amusement in Matt’s eyes.

			What difference did it make if he spent a few hours playing host to an insurance investigator? He might as well be doing that as duplicating the efforts of the other searchers.

			He turned up the street toward the Holman residence. One hour was just enough time to drop by and see how Mrs. Holman was holding up. Then he could at least mark one more thing off that damned list.

			—

			Ginny was playing in the front yard. “Mama’s inside,” she announced before he asked. Jonah squatted beside her and asked what she was doing. “This is Baby Love,” she said, pointing to a doll lying on a blanket in the grass. “I’m trying to get her to take a nap, but she wants to play.”

			“She’s a very nice doll.”

			“Yes,” Ginny agreed. “Except when she’s being bad.”

			“Is she bad often?”

			Ginny cocked her head to one side and considered the question, “No. Not too often. Only when she’s bad.”

			Jonah saw Mrs. Holman peeking out the front window, so he left Ginny and Baby Love and made his way up the walkway to the house. The door opened just as he stepped on the porch. Mrs. Holman looked tired, like she hadn’t been sleeping much. “I know they haven’t found Chaaky,” she said as she stepped to the side to let him in.

			“They’re still looking,” Jonah assured her. “And they think they’ve spotted some campfires he may have built.”

			“Yes, Alex called to tell me that last night. But he also said they couldn’t be sure that the campfires were Chaaky’s.” She motioned him to a chair. “Sit down, won’t you?”

			“I don’t want to impose,” Jonah said, mirroring her polite, almost formal demeanor. It felt strange, probably her way of coping. “But I did want to see how you’re doing. I know how hard waiting around can be.” He took the offered seat. The chair was too small for him. His knees extended out and upward from the edge of the chair. He started to stretch out his legs, then stopped. Uncomfortable or too casual—those seemed to be his choices. At least his knee was healing.

			Mrs. Holman sat directly across from him. He noticed that she was twisting a Kleenex round and round one of her fingers. “Yes,” she agreed, “yes, the waiting is awful.”

			“I don’t think you need to worry, Mrs. Holman, Chaaky can take care of himself. And we may not have caught up with him yet, but I’m confident it’s just a matter of time.” He paused. What more could he say that was reassuring? “And it’s entirely possible that he may come in on his own.”

			She nodded. “I keep expecting that. I keep thinking that any minute I’ll hear him come in the back door.” She looked down at the mangled Kleenex as if wondering where it had come from. “I baked some cookies yesterday. His favorite.”

			It suddenly hit Jonah that Mrs. Holman was a bit like the countless refugees he had seen in Vietnam, worn down by circumstances, not really believing in a bright future. She had to know that Chaaky’s return would not be an end to her troubles.

			“Keep in mind that he isn’t upset with you,” Jonah said. “He probably just needed time to think. To sort things out.”

			“But what if something’s happened to him?” The Kleenex snapped in half. “What if he’s hurt?” She began kneading the two halves of the Kleenex together between her long, thin fingers.

			“That’s one of the reasons we’re going to continue searching for him. Just in case. But it’s much more likely, especially in view of the campfires, that he’s all right.”

			Mrs. Holman stood and went to the window to check on Ginny. When she returned she said, “I would like to ask you something, something personal.” Her hands started working the pieces of Kleenex again. She looked down, seemed to realize what she was doing for the first time, and hastily put the Kleenex in her pocket.

			“Of course.”

			“It’s about Johnny’s funeral tomorrow. You see, I’ve known the Simpsons for a long time. We’ve never been friends, but, well, under other, ah, circumstances, I would attend the funeral. What I want to know is whether you think I should go. I can’t seem to make up my mind.”

			Jonah thought about Mrs. Taylor’s unsettling declaration that Chaaky had been possessed by evil spirits and Roger Young’s reluctant admission that a lot of people believed Chaaky was responsible for Johnny’s death. It might not be very comfortable for Mrs. Holman to attend the funeral, yet if she didn’t go, it might look like she thought her son was guilty. And there would be even more talk.

			“Have you spoken with the Simpsons since Johnny’s death?”

			“No, not a word.” Wrinkles appeared at the corners of her eyes, like she was in physical distress or about to cry. “I should have called, I suppose, but … I couldn’t think of what to say.” She stood up and went over to the window again. “And, there’s one other problem.” She continued looking out the window as she spoke. “You see, some people seem to …” She stopped, blinking rapidly in an effort to hold back the tears. Then she whirled about to face Jonah. “My babysitter won’t come anymore. When I asked her what was wrong, all she would say is that her mother said she couldn’t. Can you believe it? Her mother won’t let her come to my house.”

			“You can take Ginny to the funeral. There will be other kids there, and she’s well-behaved. It won’t be a problem.”

			“I know that. It’s just that, well, if everyone would rather I didn’t go …?” She left the question hanging in the air between them, a pathetic plea for understanding as well as the truth.

			He wondered if he should point out that it was a question of face. That it would be difficult for her, but she needed to do it. “I’m sure the Simpsons would appreciate your presence,” he said. “But just to ease any tension that might exist, I’ll mention to them that you would like to come. I should drop by there today anyway. If they indicate they prefer that you not attend, I’ll let you know.”

			She managed a wan smile. “Thank you, Jonah. That’s kind of you.” Tears finally reached her eyes as she walked him to the door. A few began to trickle down her thin face. He felt suffocated by her gratitude and hopelessness, relieved to get back outside.

			—

			May Simpson was carrying a bag of groceries up to her house as Jonah approached. She did not look happy to see him and relinquished the bag without comment. He carried it inside for her and placed the groceries on the kitchen table as directed. “Have they found Malcolm yet?” she asked.

			“No, not yet.”

			She didn’t invite him to sit down. He stood awkwardly by the table wishing he didn’t always have to look down at the tops of people’s heads. It made him feel like he had to assume an air of deference; otherwise, his mere presence might seem like a show of force. Before he could find the right way to phrase his question, May spoke.

			“That boy’s crazy, you know. You should put him away before he has a chance to do more harm.”

			Jonah suppressed a sigh. “There are still some unanswered questions.”

			“Like where he is and why no one can find him.” May sat on a wooden kitchen chair and crossed her arms across her ample chest.

			Jonah leaned against the wall. “Johnny did not die from the potion Chaaky made,” he said firmly. “Something was added. And it isn’t clear yet who added the substance that poisoned Johnny.”

			Her dark eyes sparked, flint sharp. “If the Holman boy didn’t do it, then who? One of the other boys, is that what you’re saying?”

			“I’m saying that we don’t know yet who is responsible. But you can’t assume that Chaaky is the one to blame for Johnny’s death. There are things we need to learn before we can know what happened for sure.”

			“Then why did he run away?” 

			“He was upset. And frightened. Johnny was his friend, and he may even have thought that it was his potion that caused Johnny’s death.” May’s insistent conviction that Chaaky was guilty of murder caused him to say more than he normally would have. “Chaaky didn’t know about the added substance. I’m sure of that.” Even without proof, he knew that what he was saying was the truth.

			“I still believe—” May began.

			“May,” Jonah interrupted. “I know you’ve suffered a terrible loss. And it’s hard to think about what other people are experiencing when you are in the midst of grieving. But there are others who are also hurting, who are confused and in pain.” He paused for emphasis. “Like Mrs. Holman.”

			May’s dark eyes looked glacial, totally void of empathy.

			“You’ve known her for a long time,” Jonah continued. “You know she’s a nice woman. And she means well.”

			“She’s a fool,” May said vehemently. “Marrying that good-for-nothing. Then him leaving her and the kids like that. She should have known better. She has no one but herself to blame.”

			“That’s not the issue,” Jonah said. “I’m talking about Mrs. Holman’s situation under the current circumstances. Try and see things from her point of view. Chaaky has disappeared. She doesn’t know if he is dead or alive. All she knows is that everyone seems to blame him for what happened to Johnny.”

			“And for good reason.” May wasn’t budging an inch on her conclusions about Chaaky’s guilt.

			“She has another, more immediate problem,” Jonah continued. “She doesn’t want to cause you any unnecessary discomfort, but at the same time, she wants to support you by coming to the funeral tomorrow. What do you think?”

			A series of emotions flickered across May’s face as she struggled with the idea. Finally, she said, “I understand what you’re trying to do, Jonah. I think you’re wrong about the boy, but his mother will be welcome at the funeral. Not afterwards though. I don’t want her coming here after the service. And I don’t want to talk with her about what happened.”

			“That’s fine. I’m sure she’ll understand and respect your wishes. And I know that she’ll appreciate being able to share in honoring Johnny’s passing.”

			—

			As he headed back toward town Jonah looked at the distant hills and wondered if Chaaky was still there, foraging for food, sleeping close to the night campfire to ward off dangerous animals and fear of the dark. Perhaps given enough time to be alone with his grief, the boy’s spirit would slowly heal itself. Perhaps he had been wise to run away rather than being smothered by his mother’s insecurities and having to face the collective condemnation of the villagers. Still, the forest was not a safe place for a young boy. They needed to find him and bring him home.

		

	
		
			jinkaat ka dax.adoOshú 
(SEVENTEEN)

			There was the illusion that time mattered in Koloshan. Hours were posted in store windows and the school bell could be heard ringing out divisions of the school day. Yet most people in the village held the opinion that things shouldn’t be hurried. That the here and now was more important than what was supposed to happen at some predetermined time in the future. That people were more important than the movement of hands on a clock.

			Jonah was of both worlds. He wore a wristwatch that he consulted frequently, but he disliked being rushed. “Only the white man hurries toward death,” Dennis was fond of saying. Still, as Jonah walked down the street toward Clark Cold Storage, he was conscious of the fact that he was over a half-hour late for his appointment with Julie Wilson.

			She was curled up in one of Matt’s dilapidated leather sofa chairs when he came in, drinking from one of Matt’s ancient mugs that looked suspiciously like it had been washed for the occasion. There was no mention of his tardiness, and she seemed amused by his obvious surprise at the transformation that had taken place. The jeans and flannel shirt were flattering to her slim figure, making her appear taller than she had seemed before. Taller and less delicate, yet still decidedly feminine.

			Matt helped her put on her windbreaker while Jonah hung back, feeling like a third wheel and a bit socially awkward. Why had he somehow assumed that this trip together was going to give him a chance to show her that her city ways wouldn’t hack it in Koloshan? And why did he resent the fact that she and Matt seemed to have hit it off so well?

			At the bottom of the stairs, she turned to him. “We need to stop at The Café. I ordered some sandwiches to take with us.”

			“That was nice of you,” was all he could think of to say.

			“You look like a man who needs three squares a day.”

			Jonah was suddenly self-conscious about how he must seem to her—big, quiet, perhaps sullen, a man without sufficient sensitivity to keep his eyes off her legs while she got off the airplane. Not a particularly flattering picture of himself.

			There was a huge bag of food waiting for them on the counter at The Café. Joe made no secret of his interest in what was going on as he handed the bag over. “This should be enough for the two of you,” he said. “Hope you have a nice picnic.” Jonah took out his wallet to pay for the food, but Joe held up a hand. “It’s already been paid for,” he said with a conspiratorial wink.

			Outside The Café a pack of dogs was milling about, barking and nipping at each other. Jonah steered Julie clear of them, reflecting as he did so that the stray dog population was getting out of hand again. It might be time to start thinking about thinning them out. Jonah hadn’t participated in the last purge, but he had a vivid childhood memory of the smell of burning fur, smoke swirling high over the garbage dump. Rounding up and disposing of unwanted dogs was not something he would relish doing, but if it had to be done, it had to be done.

			“They can be a nuisance, can’t they?” Julie said. 

			“Yeah, and dangerous too when they start running in packs like this.”

			“In the city, people either take care of their pets or they are picked up by the pound, so you tend to forget that dogs can revert back to a kind of wild state in which the pack is more important than their owners—if these dogs ever had any.”

			Jonah thought it was an interesting observation coming from her, but he didn’t comment. He wondered how she would respond if he told her how they were dispatched when they became a threat.

			After a brief silence, she asked how long it would take to get to the Lillian J. Then the conversation lapsed. The idea of asking her to dinner briefly crossed Jonah’s mind, but he didn’t seriously consider it. He had never been good at small talk, and she wasn’t going to be around long enough for them to get beyond the small talk stage. It was best to simply do his job and move on.

			When they reached his boat, she seemed perfectly at ease climbing aboard and helping him untie and push off. They were soon speeding out of the harbor. He glanced her way and saw that she was leaning back in her seat, eyes closed, a look of relaxed pleasure on her face.

			After a while, she sat up, took out a small notebook, and began flipping pages. She made one or two notations, browsed a few more pages, and put the notebook away. “How about some coffee before it gets cold?” she asked.

			Jonah nodded. She pulled two cups of coffee out of the bag from The Café. “We have pop for later,” she explained. “I thought it would be easier that way.”

			How efficient, Jonah mused. She’d been thinking ahead. Probably had that notebook filled with lists and orderly observations and calculations that she could easily transfer onto official forms. He wondered what she had added to her notebook a few minutes ago. He could have asked about the notebook, but he didn’t. Instead, he remained silent, focusing on the ride and the coffee.

			About halfway across the channel they came upon a pod of humpback whales. Julie rotated her seat to get a better view. “I love whales,” she said. “They’re such graceful creatures.”

			“Ever see one jump completely out of the water?” Jonah asked, almost involuntarily. As a young boy he was captivated by humpbacks arcing above the water, their massive, streamlined bodies silhouetted against the majesty of snowcapped mountains in the distance. And he had never lost his fascination for them, where they went, how they behaved, their inexplicable connection to humans. They trolled alongside the fishing boats for hours, almost as though they were trying to communicate, but satisfied with companionable silence.

			“Once,” she said as she continued to watch the whales. “I understand that if they blow when you’re close by they smell pretty awful.” She turned toward him and grinned.

			“About as bad as a smell gets.” Jonah laughed.

			“That awful, huh?”

			They smiled at each other, and Jonah found himself reassessing his opinion of her.

			The rest of the trip passed quickly. Jonah no longer felt compelled to talk, occasionally making comments about what they were seeing along the shore or the condition of the water. They came across a lone troller, fishing deep, but as he explained to her, most of the boats had already gone to chase cohos at the pass or somewhere outside, trying to take advantage of the strong run while it remained in the area.

			“It seems strange to see this drag so empty,” Julie commented as they drew near the shore.

			It hadn’t occurred to Jonah that she had been in Alaska before. “Are you familiar with the area?”

			“Yes, when I was in college I worked as a boat puller for several seasons. We mainly fished Noyes Island, but we came up here a couple of times at the end of the season when the cohos were in.”

			Jonah would have liked to ask more about her fishing experience, but at that moment they rounded the end of the small island that provided protection to the bay where the Lillian J was anchored.

			“It’s a lovely boat,” Julie said. “Quite old, isn’t it?”

			“Built in about 1910, as I recall.”

			He slowed down the motor, drifting forward from momentum. Julie’s eyes followed the arc of the bay. “It’s beautiful here,” she said with feeling. “Sometimes I wonder why I’m always in such a hurry to leave Alaska.” Then, as if regretting the confidence, she suddenly became business-like. “I’d like to see the boat first. After that, if there’s time, I’d appreciate a tour of the area, to refresh my memory.”

			“Yes, of course.” 

			He steered the boat alongside the Lillian J, gently bumping against the bright orange fenders hanging over the side of the larger vessel. Before he could get out from behind the wheel, Julie grabbed their bow line and climbed aboard the other boat. She tied it off with smooth efficiency, not too snug, and moved into position to receive the stern line. Jonah tossed it to her, smiling to himself as he remembered how he had been worried about whether she would be able to get from one boat to the other.

			After the boat was secure, Julie concentrated on the task she had come for. First, she examined the decks on the Lillian J. Then she asked Jonah to help her with the hatch cover so she could go below and inspect the fish hold. “Not many fish,” she observed from below. 

			Jonah leaned over the edge of the hatch and looked down at her. “Matt’s going to send someone out to pick them up.” She ran her fingers across the stick holes he had made in the ice. “I did that,” he said. She glanced up at him. As their eyes met, he knew she understood what he’d been looking for.

			She climbed up the ladder and together they slid the hatch back into place. Using the spare key Dan had given him, Jonah unlocked the main cabin. Everything was as he had last seen it—empty mug, pair of jeans slung across the back of the settee, dirty dishes in the sink. The cabin was beginning to feel damp. It needed airing. Jonah left the door open and went forward to open a window for cross ventilation.

			Julie walked around, opening drawers and poking in cupboards. Jonah sat down to wait, his eyes irresistibly drawn to the hole he had cut in the carpet. Had someone managed to take Fred by surprise, he wondered? Maybe Fred had been dozing. Or maybe the person was someone he knew and trusted. But for only twenty thousand dollars? Would someone he knew murder Fred for twenty thousand? Maybe they thought he still had the full amount, seventy-five thousand dollars. Of course, it could have been an accident. A robbery gone sour. Maybe Fred had put up a fight. That would have been just like him. In any event, the robber could have easily disposed of the body over the side and then taken the skiff with him to be set loose or sunk at sea. If that was what had happened, the odds of discovering who was responsible were pretty slim.

			When Julie had completed her preliminary examination, she stood to one side and studied the compact space. As if following Jonah’s gaze, her eyes went to the hole in the carpet. She stepped over to it, kneeled down, and ran her fingers along the rough edges of the cut.

			“I took a piece out for a sample.”

			She looked at him with a question in her eyes.

			“There was human blood on the rug,” he said. “Type A positive.”

			“And Fred Hall is …?”

			“A positive.”

			“That doesn’t prove anything.”

			“No, it doesn’t.”

			“But it doesn’t look good, does it?”

			“No, I would rather I hadn’t found any blood. But I have no idea how it got there, or for that matter, how long it had been there.”

			She stood up and took one last look around before going into the wheelhouse. “Do you know where he kept his money?” she called back to him.

			“No, I’m not sure.” Jonah went forward to join her. “I do know he kept some cash and receipts in an oblong metal box. About this long.” He held up his hands to illustrate. “The fishermen I’ve talked with said he always had it on the table when they came in.”

			“In the open?”

			The way she asked the question made him defensive. “It’s hard to keep something like that under lock and key when you have only one room in which to take care of your customers.”

			“I didn’t mean that as criticism,” she said. “Sorry if it sounded that way.”

			Jonah acknowledged her apology with a nod. Then turned away and wandered outside, leaving her to complete her investigation. 

			Perhaps she wasn’t as superficial as his first impression of her had suggested, but just because she had spent a couple summers as a deckhand and appreciated whales didn’t mean anything in the overall scheme of things. And, he reminded himself, she had admitted to always being in a hurry to leave Alaska. He, on the other hand, was content to stay in Koloshan for the rest of his life. He wasn’t born in Alaska, but to him, it was more than just a place to live, it was home. He would help her do her job and then never see her again.

		

	

			jinkaat ka nas’gadooshú 
(EIGHTEEN)

			There was no wind in the small cove, not even enough to ripple the water. The water was so smooth and clear you could see fish swimming by, dark-backed, ready to go upstream to spawn. Jonah leaned over the railing of the Lillian J and watched a long-legged bug darting across the water’s surface. It stayed close to bits and pieces of floating debris for camouflage, obviously trying to avoid becoming a target for the next animal up the food chain. “You think there’s safety in numbers, do you?” Jonah silently asked the bug. “That’s probably what Fred thought too.”

			A bird swooped down from overhead, and for a moment, Jonah thought the long-legged bug was about to become a meal, but the bird continued on by. Either the attempt at concealment had worked or the bird had larger prey in its sights. Jonah let the bug continue on its jerky path to wherever bugs like it were headed and went over to the hatch and sat down, soaking up the meager warmth of the autumn sun. Winter was definitely on its way. August through October were known by the Tlingits as the long month, the prelude to winter. November brought snow to the mountains, and by December you could expect the first snowfalls in the village. But snow would be early this year, of that he was certain.

			While Jonah waited, Julie continued her search. He had to admit that she was thorough and methodical, good traits for an investigator. She was going over every inch of the boat. Just as he had done. She wasn’t about to rely on the work of others. Just as he wouldn’t.

			She finally left the cabin, her eyes sea green in the sunlight. “I didn’t find anything,” she said.

			“I didn’t think you would.”

			Irritation flickered briefly in a downward turn of her mouth, then faded. “I’m sure you were thorough.”

			“I didn’t mean that as criticism,” Jonah said, mimicking her earlier words.

			She looked uncertain, as if she didn’t know whether to be insulted or to laugh. “Touché, Mr. St. Clair,” she said with a smile. A moment later she added, “You are a very complex individual.”

			“You too, Ms. Wilson.”

			She held his gaze for a moment, intent, reflective. “Call me Julie,” she said finally.

			He had already been thinking of her as Julie. “Okay, Julie. I’m Jonah.”

			“Jonah,” she repeated. “I guess your mother wasn’t superstitious.”

			“Perhaps a little, but not afraid of whales.”

			The tension between them vanished as suddenly as it had flared up. They smiled at each other, and Jonah felt his resolve to keep his distance slipping away. What did it matter that she hoped to leave Alaska as quickly as possible? She was there now, that was the important thing.

			His stomach growled and they laughed out loud at the noisy, rumbling sound. “Want to eat here or go ashore?” he asked.

			Julie looked past him through the open cabin door and shivered. “I think I’d rather go ashore.”

			He went inside for one last look around, closed the window he had opened to air the cabin, and locked the boat.

			“You feel it too, don’t you?” she asked. “Like time here is at a standstill, that nothing is going to change until someone discovers what happened.”

			“That doesn’t sound like a big city insurance investigator talking.” His tone was light, belying his own uneasiness.

			“I haven’t always lived in the city.” She looked across the water toward the shore, standing very still, as if trying to hold onto the place and the moment, like someone saying goodbye to the past. “If he’s dead,” she said softly, “I hope his body is found. I’m sure it would be terrible for Mrs. Hall if it wasn’t.”

			“Did you talk to her?”

			“Yes, on the telephone. I had a few policy details I needed for my report. I tried to keep it as brief and as neutral as possible. But she obviously fears the worst. And not knowing what’s happened is taking its toll. But, then, you already know that.”

			“If she decides he drowned, that will be particularly bad,” Jonah said.

			“Yes, I know. For her sake, I hope the body is found—if Fred is dead.”

			—

			They went ashore at Jake’s Place. There was a stretch of sandy beach between some boulders that made a perfect spot for a picnic. Jonah put down a blanket next to a log and Julie spread out the lunch Joe had prepared for them. He had packed enough for an entire army of picnickers.

			“Did Joe know who this was for when you placed the order?” Jonah asked.

			“Yes, I wanted to make certain I got something you liked.” Julie hesitated. “That was all right, wasn’t it?”

			“Does he know who you are? I mean, does he know why you’re here?”

			“I don’t know. At least I didn’t tell him.”

			Jonah laughed. “Good. Make him wonder for a while.”

			“I take it that Joe would like you to have a girlfriend.”

			“Something like that.” How did she know he didn’t already have one? “He likes to think he knows everything that’s going on in Koloshan. And, he probably does.”

			They took their time with lunch, postponing as long as possible having to think about the unpleasant circumstances that had brought them together, talking about neutral topics like fishing and hiking. All alone on the beach with the woods on one side and the water on the other, it seemed as though they were at the center of the universe, that everything began and ended with the two of them. It made conversation easy, natural. Until they couldn’t avoid the reason for being there any longer. The feeling of connection vanished as quickly and completely like a cloud covering the sun.

			They returned to the boat and motored along the shoreline. Jonah pointed out where he and the others had searched, briefly describing the terrain. Julie made a few notations in her notebook but didn’t have much to say.

			At the south end of the drag, they came across a boat pulled up on the beach. Jonah recognized it as belonging to one of Dan’s friends. “He’s been helping search for Fred,” he told Julie. “He must be in the woods somewhere along here.” They hugged the shore, scanning the trees for some sign of the searcher, but the thick tangle of underbrush and evergreens was like a natural wall, making it impossible to see much beyond the barrier of greenery.

			“You and the others don’t really expect to find him searching like this, do you?” Julie asked.

			Jonah considered the question and answered truthfully. “No, not really, but we have to try something. And there’s always a chance.”

			—

			On the trip back they put aside talk of Fred and tried to pretend they were just two people enjoying an afternoon on the water. Minutes before they reached Koloshan, Jonah impulsively asked Julie out to dinner, and she accepted with a warm smile that pleased him more than he liked to admit.

			He dropped her off at The Lodge before going by city hall to see if anything had happened while he was gone. Everything was quiet. Villagers were either focused on end-of-the-season fishing or were out looking for Fred or Chaaky. He went to the jail and sat at his desk, staring at his damned list. It was time to tackle another item he’d been putting off. He’d hoped to find Chaaky so he could ask him about what was in the potion before approaching some of the townspeople about the possibility of drugs in the area. But time was running out.

			—

			The Tlingit language has many phrases to refer to the various stages of the moon, but in Koloshan, di̅s-schu or half-moon, was the phrase most familiar to its population. The Di̅s-schu Tavern was the gathering place for a number of locals. They went there almost every evening to drink and socialize. Jonah walked the short distance to the tavern. The half-moon sign above the door looked as though it was about to fall off, but Jonah didn’t give it a second thought as he passed underneath it. It had been that way for years.

			It was early, but the place was crowded. Jonah went to the counter for a beer and joined some men he knew at a corner table. Jonah assumed that their conversation would be somewhat guarded in his presence, at least at first, but liquor tended to loosen tongues.

			He bided his time, nursing the beer. A couple of years back someone in the area had been involved in some marijuana smuggling. Jonah managed to bring the smuggler’s name into the conversation, but no one picked up on it. He waited, changing tables when it seemed appropriate, putting out occasional feelers, but never specifically mentioning heroin or other opiates.

			As he was about to leave, a fisherman he knew came over and put an arm around him, breathing liquor in his face. “Jonah, what brings you here?”

			“How’s it going?” Jonah asked, ignoring the man’s question.

			“Good, Jonah, real good.” He pulled Jonah aside and leaned closer. “You heard anything about Fred yet?”

			“No, nothing. Have you?”

			“Nope. I think he’s probably long gone. Most likely fell overboard when no one was around.”

			“That’s a possibility.”

			“Poor Ellie.”

			“Yes.”

			“And poor Dan.”

			“I said it was a possibility, but Fred might turn up yet.”

			“Sure, Jonah. And I might join Alcoholics Anonymous.” He laughed heartily and punched Jonah on the arm. Then he turned and headed back to the bar, weaving between tables, leaving a waft of liquor in his wake.

			—

			Julie and Jonah had dinner at The Lodge. From their candlelit corner table they looked out over the lagoon with its still waters and eerie darkness. The baked salmon was excellent, the atmosphere charged with romance. They talked mainly about Alaska, sharing memorable stories about places they’d been and things they’d done. Jonah felt a rapport with Julie unlike anything he had experienced in a long time.

			“Did you know the Raven Spirit?” Julie asked.

			“Yes, I remember the boat. The old man that used to fish it was from Taku.”

			“I met him the first season I spent as a deckhand. He was quite a character. When things weren’t going well for him, he pointed his boat in toward shore until the bow touched the beach, then he leaped out to get rid of the evil spirits that were ruining his fishing.” She smiled. “The spirits were apparently tricked by this maneuver. They followed him ashore. Then he quickly hopped back aboard and return to fishing without them.”

			“Did it work?” Jonah asked even though he had heard the story many times before.

			“He seemed to think it did.”

			“And what do you think?” Her answer to this question was suddenly very important to him. He wanted her to understand, to take the Tlingit beliefs seriously instead of dismissing them as folklore.

			“I think it worked for him,” she said, “but not because I believe he actually rid himself of evil spirits. The important thing was that he believed he was getting a fresh start. It’s like promising yourself that tomorrow will be a better day, or making a New Year’s resolution. That’s what I think he was doing.” She laughed. “Only he didn’t believe in wasting any time.”

			Jonah resisted the temptation to reach out and take her hand in his. Instead, he poured more wine and asked the question that was on his mind, trying to keep his tone casual: “So, when are you planning on leaving?”

			“Why do you ask?”

			“You mentioned something about being in a hurry to get back.”

			“Oh, yes.” She took a sip of wine. “I joined the company two years ago. At that time, they said if I worked out they would transfer me to one of their larger offices. Perhaps Seattle. Or even San Francisco. I went to school in Seattle, and I’ve often thought I would like to live there again.”

			With a mixture of sadness and envy, Jonah remembered his own excitement at landing a job with the LAPD. At the time, it had seemed to him that Los Angeles held far greater promise for the future than Koloshan with its dirt streets and prefab housing. And it might have worked. If it hadn’t been for Vietnam. Or maybe if he’d given it more time. It might have worked.

			He studied the woman across from him, trying to view her objectively, trying not to let his own needs interfere with his assessment. She was obviously competent and ambitious, eager to see new places and have new experiences. And she didn’t have any of his baggage. She was free to carve out a life without being torn in half, caught between the past and the present.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked.

			She was wearing a V-necked blouse. Candlelight flickered warm and soft against her skin. She was lovely. So very lovely.

			“Nothing,” Jonah said, forcing himself back to reality. “Tomorrow’s a working day. Let’s finish off the wine and call it a night.” The words sounded harsh even to him. But it was too late to take them back. They became strangers again, an uneasy silence as solid as stone between them. Jonah walked her to her room and left abruptly with the formal goodbye of one business acquaintance to another.

			He drove his truck down the dirt road faster than he knew he should, past the unattractive government-issue houses, up the side street to his own modest home. Once there he decided to take a walk before turning in. He strode briskly down the familiar dark streets, collar turned up against the chill night air. When he reached the docks he did his habitual check, then continued on, past the last cross street, beyond the tumble-down buildings at the edge of the village, and out toward the point.

			The stars were bright, distinct against the autumn night sky. They had seemed so far away when he lived in Los Angeles, competing for attention with streetlights, neon signs, and the constant frenetic seductions of city life.

			He cut off the road and followed a path to a rocky outcrop that provided a view of the straits. Across the water the mountains loomed ominous against the horizon. The air was fresh and cold. Jonah took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the sweet night air. I’ve made my choice, he thought. This is my home, this is where I belong.
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			jinkaat ka gooshúk 
(NINETEEN)

			“Goo nul cheesh hot yee ody.” Johnny Simpson’s grandfather greeted Jonah in Tlingit at the door of the church after the funeral service for his grandson. Jonah didn’t recognize the individual words, but the overall meaning was clear: Thank you for coming, your presence was valued by the family. He took the old man’s wrinkled, blue-veined hand in his and gently squeezed it.

			Mrs. Holman was just disappearing around the corner as Jonah descended the church steps. She had been among the last to arrive and the first to leave. Before the service began he saw her talking with the Simpsons. Charlie was clearly uneasy, glancing nervously from Mrs. Holman to his wife as if expecting an outburst. Others were also anxiously watching the exchange. When the conversation ended without incident, more than one person in the church breathed a sigh of relief, although Jonah suspected there were also a few who were disappointed.

			It was a Christian service. The Simpsons were Presbyterian. Johnny was to be buried in the Presbyterian Cemetery that had recently been established on the outskirts of the village. There was speculation that the new cemetery, with its convenient location, was an attempt to woo residents away from their traditional island graveyard with its reminders of their non-Christian heritage, but already totems and grave houses had sprung up amidst the crosses and engraved headstones in the new cemetery. And the church didn’t seem inclined to interfere with the practice.

			After the burial came a gathering of friends and relatives at the Simpson house. This too would resemble a Christian ritual, only the mourning would be more emotional, the celebration of Johnny’s short life more candid. No one considered it necessary to hide behind a few well-worn clichés and standard patterns of condolence.

			There was an old cedar across the street from the church, a tree no one had bothered to cut down even after its roots started poking through the dirt street like the tentacles of a wooden octopus. Some automatically slowed their cars to drive over the spot while others acted as though it didn’t exist, perhaps even speeding up a bit to skim over the top. Children on bicycles usually swerved to miss the biggest bumps, although more than one child new to the joys of bicycling had taken their first spill on those exposed roots.

			Jonah stationed himself by the tree to watch as the rest of the mourners slowly filed out of the church. It had been a large turnout, one of the largest ever in Koloshan. Jonah couldn’t help wondering if that many people would have come if not for the speculation about the cause of Johnny’s death. His death was big news in the small community.

			Many faces were tear-streaked, and a number of people were still crying as they emerged from the church and shook Johnny’s grandfather’s hand. Jonah thought of what Dennis had once told him about how you weren’t supposed to cry when someone died because that caused rain and sleet to fall on their spirit. If that was true, the spirit of Johnny Simpson was being subjected to a downpour.

			Warmed by the sunshine and inertia, his thoughts drifted, and he suddenly pictured Julie with her hazel eyes and seductive laughter. The abrupt way their otherwise pleasant evening had ended bothered him. But she was probably headed back to her big-city office at this very moment, writing up her report from the notes she constantly had jotted down in her notebook. He envisioned her sitting in a fancy office chair at an uncluttered desk. Fashionable and efficient. On a carefully planned trajectory for a high-level job with lots of responsibility and status. Otherwise—but he couldn’t let himself think about what might have been, if only … Julie had come here on an assignment, not to spend time or to start a romance with one of the villagers. A brief encounter was the sum total of their relationship. End of story.

			Paul Jones came out of the church. He was wearing a brown corduroy jacket and slacks, not dressed inappropriately, but obviously from out of town. He stopped briefly next to Johnny’s grandfather and said a few words. Jonah hadn’t seen Jones inside the church. In fact, he hadn’t realized that the man had returned to the village. He waited until Jones glanced in his direction, then waved him over. With an air of studied calm, Jones sauntered in his direction.

			“You could have told me about Johnny,” he said as soon as he was within hearing range.

			“Yes, I suppose I could have,” Jonah acknowledged.

			Jones assumed a questioning pose, one hand on his hip, the other palm upward at chest level. “Well? Why didn’t you?” He sounded more curious than angry.

			“No special reason.” He knew that sounded rude, but he didn’t care.

			A flush crept up from Jones’ neck, and he shifted his weight from one foot to the other as if contemplating taking a swing at Jonah. He was no physical match for him, but Jonah sensed that wouldn’t stop him. 

			With deliberate casualness, Jonah leaned back against the rough trunk of the cedar and asked, “How did you find out?”

			“I don’t think I have to answer that.”

			“I could make it an official question.”

			“Why would you want to do that?”

			“To get an answer.”

			“If that’s how you want to play it, fine.”

			“So?”

			“Sue told me.”

			That surprised him. He had somehow assumed Jones had come upon one of the people out searching for Chaaky and that they had told him about what happened. Why and when had Jones been talking with Sue?

			“Are you in town for the funeral or did you finish your research?” Jonah asked, changing the subject.

			“Both.”

			“You plan on leaving soon?”

			“Is that also an official question?”

			“Consider it unofficial … for the time being.”

			Jones took a step toward Jonah, his shoulders tilted forward aggressively. “I can’t say as I like your attitude.”

			Jonah remained still, not wanting to take Jones on in a public place, even though he’d been provoking him and punching him out would have been satisfying. “There’s been a murder,” Jonah said calmly. “It’s my job to check on anyone who might have been in the vicinity the night it occurred.”

			“I was under the impression that Chaaky killed Johnny.”

			Jonah felt certain that piece of misinformation had not come from Sue. “Want to tell me where you heard that?”

			Jones shrugged. “That’s the talk. That’s what everyone is saying.”

			“Well, ‘everyone’ doesn’t know all the facts.”

			“And what are the facts?”

			Jonah was saved from having to respond by the person they’d been talking about. Sue came up behind Jones, her mascara smudged under one eye, both eyes red from crying. But she smiled brightly at Jones when he turned toward her. “Hello, Paul,” she said. She turned back to Jonah and acknowledged him. “It was a nice service,” she added. Jones had taken a step back from Jonah, but he was still flushed. Jonah pushed himself away from the tree and nodded his agreement about the service. Sue seemed to suddenly notice the charged atmosphere between the two men. “Is something wrong?” she asked.

			“Ask the cop,” Jones said. “He thinks he knows everything.” Before Jonah could say anything, Jones pulled Sue to one side. “I have to leave,” he said in a low voice. “See you tonight.” He touched her chin with his fingertips as a parting gesture, glancing at Jonah as if to say “see that?” Then he left without saying anything to Jonah.

			Sue turned to Jonah. “Well, what was that all about?” She sounded both puzzled and a bit angry, as if she had already decided whatever disagreement had passed between the two men was Jonah’s fault.

			“I didn’t know you and Jones were, ah, friendly.” He put more emphasis on the word “friendly” than he intended, and the look on her face told him that she hadn’t appreciated the comment.

			“What did you say to Paul?” she demanded.

			Jonah felt his irritation building. If the slick, citified Jones was automatically in the right in Sue’s mind, then his sense that he and Sue were never going to see eye to eye on anything was confirmed. “He thinks Chaaky killed Johnny. He considers that a ‘fact’ because that’s what everyone is saying. I merely told him I think he’s wrong.”

			Sue hesitated a few seconds, then came back with a defense of Jones’ position. “Well, I know there are a lot of people in the village who think just that. They are convinced Chaaky did it with his potion. And they will continue to think that way until they are given more facts.” She managed to make it sound like Jonah was the one to blame because he was withholding information. “So,” she challenged, “when are you going to say something about the drugs?”

			“When I find out where they came from.”

			“That could take time.”

			“I know.”

			“Meanwhile—”

			“Meanwhile we have to keep reminding people that all the evidence isn’t in yet. To be more specific will only make my job of finding the killer a lot more difficult.” He didn’t think he should have to spell that out for her, but he needed her to keep quiet about the drugs a while longer.

			The last stragglers were leaving the church. Still looking peeved, Sue excused herself and followed the procession down the street. Jonah lingered a few minutes before starting after them. He was reluctant to attend the burial ceremony. Nor did he intend to drop by the Simpson house afterwards. His presence would be a reminder of the way Johnny had died. With him there, friends and relatives might be distracted from the purpose of the event, the broader aspects of the meaning of life and death.

			He turned off the main street onto a path that connected with a back road farther up the hill. It was a winding path that tunneled through a tangle of trees and bushes that were home to countless birds and, in the spring, a breeding ground for mosquitoes. He brushed a gnat off his arm and stepped lightly on a piece of two-by-six someone had placed there to span a stretch of marshy earth. He walked silently, out of habit, avoiding stepping on anything that would make a sound, mechanically dodging obtrusive leaves and bushes. The air was close, damp, the odor of fungus and decaying leaves caught under the canopy of foliage. In the distance he could see a spot of sky that marked where the path joined the road. He moved quickly and quietly in that direction.

			He first heard the voices when he was still some distance away. Muffled words softly beyond the level of intelligibility. As he drew nearer he recognized one of the speakers as Alex; the other voice also sounded familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it. He had no particular reason to be secretive, but he instinctively paused near the end of the path, remaining out of sight until the two men parted company. Alex passed by the trail end heading south. He didn’t notice Jonah standing there in the shadows.

			As soon as Alex turned the corner, Jonah stepped onto the road and looked in the direction of the rapidly retreating figure of the second man: it was Sid Murphy. Jonah couldn’t help but wonder what Murphy and Alex had to talk about on this lonely back road. Had they met by accident? Did the fact that they were leaving in opposite directions mean anything, or was his imagination working overtime? Perhaps it was he, Jonah, who was acting strange, sneaking around, spying on a friend. Maybe he should clear the air and simply ask Alex about the encounter. There was no reason to admit he had been trying to eavesdrop.

			—

			Dennis lived in one of the government-built houses on the upper road. He didn’t get out much anymore and looked forward to visitors. It had been nearly a week since Jonah had stopped by. He, too, looked forward to these visits, savoring the precious hours spent listening to tales of the past and gossiping about people they knew, or sometimes talking about Jonah’s life. It was good to have someone you could trust absolutely with the fragile fabric of your thoughts, doubts and dreams.

			He found Dennis in his usual spot in the easy chair by the front window. From there he could see the water and the distant mountains that marked the boundary of existence for villagers. Dennis saw Jonah coming up the front walk and smiled at him through the window. Jonah found that smile both comforting and sad. Comforting because of the bond between them, sad because Dennis was visibly aging.

			Esther, Dennis’s neighbor, poked her head out of the kitchen long enough to say hello. She was a widow who had lived next door for over thirty years. When Dennis’s wife died, Esther took over his care, cleaning and cooking for him, providing the day-to-day companionship both of them valued and needed. There seemed to be no question of marriage between the two—they were from the same clan—but they were the closest of friends.

			Jonah took Dennis’s hands in his by way of greeting, then pulled up a chair and sat down.

			“It’s good to see you, Jonah.”

			“You’re looking well. Enjoying the nice weather?”

			“I went out into the garden yesterday. The cabbage was good this year. Big and sweet. But it’s dying now.” He was proud of his garden, although he was no longer able to do his own work. Jonah did most of it, occasionally hiring some kids to help. But the garden had originally been a labor of love for Dennis, and he still considered it his own.

			“The potatoes did well his year too. But I’m disappointed that the radishes were wormy.” 

			They had already had this conversation, but it seemed comfortable and familiar rather than repetitive. A confirmation of shared experience. “The worms liked them, all right. Maybe next year we’ll have to use some chemicals on them.” He knew Dennis hated the use of chemicals, but he dearly loved his radishes. He would have to make a choice.

			“The month of snowfall will come early this year,” Dennis predicted with a glance at the distant mountains. This, too, had been said before.

			“The cohos were early,” Jonah commented. “But there are still some around.”

			Dennis had taught Jonah about the native calendar that had traditionally been based on events in nature. In January, táuwok, the geese leave. Tsi̅k, the bear, has its young in February. March brought the first rains, and April the first flowers. May was the month the white flowers bloomed. In June the birds laid their eggs. Rcha̅t, the red salmon, appeared in July. Then the “long month” passed and the winter cycle was on its way.

			Jonah was suddenly aware of Dennis’s eyes on him, dark and deep, bottomless wells of wisdom and mystery. “There’s something troubling you, Jonah.” It was not a question. “Would you like to talk about it?”

			“Yes, I would.” All at once he knew that was the reason he had come. By telling Dennis about Johnny’s death and the suspicions lurking at the back of his mind, he hoped to clarify his thinking, and perhaps find some answers. It was a pattern he had repeated since he was a young boy with smaller problems that had seemed just as important to Jonah at the time.

			He started in, leaving out nothing, vocalizing fears, half-formed hypotheses, and random ideas that came into his head as he spoke. Dennis didn’t interrupt, allowing the stream of consciousness to play itself out. When he was through, Jonah said, “It just doesn’t make any sense. There haven’t been any drugs to speak of in the area before. And no matter how I approach the possibilities, there doesn’t seem to be any reason why someone would want to kill Johnny Simpson.”

			Dennis was silent a long time before he spoke. “I understand that Fred Hall has disappeared,” he said.

			Jonah experienced a flash of disappointment. Why had Dennis changed the subject? Wasn’t he listening to what Jonah was telling him? “Yes,” he said politely. “I’m afraid he might be dead. There’s no evidence to indicate he has taken off on his own.”

			“An accident perhaps?”

			“Perhaps. It’s hard to say.”

			The old man stared intently at Jonah. “Coincidence is the weak man’s excuse for lack of understanding,” he said cryptically. “Let me tell you a story, Jonah.”

			Still somewhat impatient, but aware that Dennis was trying to make a point, Jonah leaned back and prepared to listen.

			“Have I told you about the Kuschta people?” he asked, knowing full well that he had. Over the years he had told Jonah countless stories of the land otters or Kuschta people, the transformed ones. It was they who sometimes rescued those who were drowning or lost in the woods. But they could also be treacherous.

			“One day,” he began, “a woman who had long been missing came out of the woods and told her brother she had heard he was in need and that she had come to help. It had been a very hard winter and the brother and his family had very little to eat. He was happy to see his sister and invited her inside his house. She agreed but was very careful to hide her face.

			“At the end of the visit his sister invited him and his family to come with her up the river and see her new home. The brother agreed. He asked that his sister’s sons who were waiting for her at the beach help him put his canoe in the water. She consented but asked that he not watch. He did look, however, and saw that the sons turned themselves into otters and used their tails to push the canoe.”

			Dennis paused. The house was hushed as if it too listened to the tale. The bright sunlight coming through the window captured reflections of sky and trees in the old man’s eyes. In spite of the familiarity of the story, Jonah felt a sense of expectation.

			“The brother and his entire family went with the sister,” he continued. “They were received warmly by the Kuschta people and given food to take with them on their return. But when a Kuschta woman took one of the brother’s children in her lap, the little girl grew a tail. The child’s mother took her back and the tail disappeared.

			“When the family prepared to leave, the sister advised her brother not to think back but to put his mind on the trip home. However, after they had completed most of the journey, the brother thought again of the Kuschta people. All at once, the canoe was pulled back to the place they had just left.

			“The sister warned her brother that he must not think about the Kuschta people or he would be pulled back again and again. This time he concentrated on where they were going and arrived safely at his village.”

			His grandfather’s head sank against the top of his chair, and he closed his eyes. “My ancestors never believed in coincidence,” he repeated, his voice weak from the effort of telling the story. He tired easily these days, and Jonah did not wish to overtax him. As he stood to leave, Dennis looked up at him and said, “Believe in yourself, Jonah. Trust your instincts. Don’t look back.”

			Jonah stopped by the kitchen on his way out to let Esther know he was leaving. As he let himself out the front door, he looked one last time at the still form in the chair by the window. His heart stirred with mingled feelings of love and regret, love for the man who had played such an important role in his life, and regret for the world that lived on only in the minds of the old men and women of the village, a world that would soon be lost forever.

			Had Dennis’s story about the Kuschta people been meant as a comment on how he should approach Jonny’s death and Fred’s disappearance? Or had it been Dennis’s way of telling him that the old ways were fading and he needed to carve out a new future for himself? Perhaps a little of both …?

		

	
		
			tleikáa 
(TWENTY)

			The trail rose steeply up the hillside before leveling off at a windswept expanse of sparse, long-bladed grass. From there it was only a short climb to the plateau Jonah hoped to reach before dark. He paused for a brief rest, working his arm to relieve the tension in his shoulder. His hip and knee were feeling much better, but they were still a bit stiff. 

			An eagle soared overhead, its wings barely moving as it maneuvered through the air. It landed near the top of a tall tree some distance away and immediately became invisible, except for its head, which showed up as a white dot against the dark branches. Near it was another white spot, probably the eagle’s mate. Eagles were often seen in pairs, poised on branches that didn’t look as though they could support their weight, and high enough to get a good view of their surroundings. Always on the lookout for prey.

			Jonah worked his way through the grasses and was pleased to find another trail that continued up the hillside. From the plateau he would have a panoramic view of the area around the red caves. Despite the fruitless searches so far, Jonah still felt Chaaky was most likely in the area, and if he chose to light a fire that night, Jonah intended to be in a position to see it and get there before Chaaky moved on.

			The last stretch of trail was precarious at times. Loose earth slipped under his shoes. He steadied himself by grabbing hold of roots and bracing himself against the larger rocks that randomly appeared along the trail. He climbed slowly, experimenting for firm footing, trying to fix landmarks in his mind, already strategizing for a safe nighttime descent.

			The small of his back grew warm under the weight of his backpack. He shifted his rifle to a more comfortable position and unzipped his jacket to cool himself. As he climbed steadily upward, he became conscious of his muscles working, contracting and relaxing, contracting and relaxing. The exercise felt good. He hadn’t been getting enough lately. He needed to get in shape for hunting season.

			Some small birds flew away as he approached, their frantic wings beating the still air with a whooshing sound. A stream chased itself down the hillside and out of sight. In the distance he could hear water crashing over rock, a waterfall, hurtling downward, a force to be reckoned with until it ran into the ocean or dwindled to a trickle somewhere in the forest. The ground beneath his feet, the air he breathed, the water and the birds—everything around him seemed an extension of his very existence; he was part of the whole, and that whole in turn offered him a stability and a place in the order of things. It was good to be alive.

			He sat on a log to take a rest and reconnoiter. When he’d returned to Los Angeles after his time in ’Nam, he’d felt isolated, as if he had been dropped into an alien environment. He knew that for many city dwellers the hype, noise, and presence of other people was an extension of self. They needed those things in the same way he needed the sense of connection that being in the woods gave him. Could he have adjusted and learned to like the Los Angeles atmosphere if he had stayed there longer as an adult? Would the skyscrapers have become his mountains? Would the noise have eventually been distinguishable as discrete, identifiable sounds? Would the smells have become less overwhelming? Perhaps he would have eventually become part of a different whole.

			Jonah didn’t understand why his time fishing with his father and then living with Dennis seemed to have defined who he was. Unless some aspects of self are so ingrained, so indelibly stamped on one’s soul that they cannot be altered. If so, he had been lucky to find his way to Alaska; he might never have been content in L.A. or in any city.

			The plant life grew thinner the higher he climbed, the occasional tree less lush. Evergreens stunted by heavy winter winds struggled for survival, listing like so many Christmas trees propped against a fence in a sales lot. Tough grasses and even tougher weeds and vines filled in spaces between the trees, groping upward, competing for sunlight.

			By the time he reached the plateau, the gray prelude to night had begun to cast its shadow. He found a spot in a hollow near a drop-off with a perfect view of the cliff above the caves. There was some protection from wind and sufficient space to dig a hole and build an unobtrusive fire with dry, small pieces of wood to minimize the smoke. Not that a fire was essential. He had brought warm clothing and was used to eating cold meals straight from the can when on hunting trips, but tonight it was a way to pass the time. And a hot meal would be a welcome bonus.

			While searching for firewood, he also looked for a long straight stick. When he found one that looked good, he took out his knife, cut off all the branch stubs, and whittled the end into a sharp point. He had brought some hot dogs he’d picked up when he’d finally managed a trip to the grocery. They had been a favorite for as long as he could remember. Charred on the outside, lukewarm on the inside, a habit he had picked up as an impatient youngster. Hot dogs and beans. They were as much a part of his childhood as woods and sky. Not exactly on a par with the dried salmon he’d been told the Tlingits used to eat when on the move, but they sure smelled good over a campfire.

			The small twigs and bits of bark he collected caught fire instantly. In no time he had sufficient heat to cook his wieners and warm his beans in the can. He knew he should wait for the fire to produce proper coals, but he wanted to eat before it got too dark. Before Chaaky started his own fire. Already he regretted the decision not to bring a coffee pot. The aroma of coffee perking over an open fire was always a treat. Instead, he had to settle for a few whiffs of thermos coffee that barely steamed when he poured it into the thermos lid that served as a cup.

			Beautiful, he thought as he watched the brilliant splashes of pink that had streaked the sky begin to melt into a dusky, cool maroon banked in behind the faraway mountain tops. It had been a dramatic sunset. Night came grandly in Alaska. It did not sneak up on you like it did in the city, lost in the noise of traffic, the rush of commuters, and the constant intrusion of other people in your personal space.

			He sipped lukewarm coffee while methodically scanning the area below from north to south. “Come on, Chaaky, build a fire,” he urged. But there was no movement that he could see, no light, no fire. Only spreading darkness. Alex had sent someone back to the area to check where the fires had been, but they didn’t find anything helpful. Jonah felt some guilt for not coming Friday night instead of taking Julie out to dinner. It had been one more night Chaaky was out there somewhere, alone.

			He had anchored his boat up the inlet a bit and left the dinghy in some bushes in the ravine. The ravine was almost invisible now, slowly filling with darkness like a rising black river about to overflow its banks.

			Getting up to stretch his legs, he moved away from the heat of the fire into the cool dampness of the wilderness night. If Chaaky was out there he would surely want a fire on a night like this. Even with a warm jacket, unless he kept moving, it would be uncomfortably cold. Jonah paced back and forth to get his blood circulating, keeping his eyes on the woods below, before gratefully returning to the warmth and reassurance of his campfire.

			It was just before 10:00 when he first thought he saw a few thin strands of smoke. After a while he detected a faint glimmer of light near the cliff above the caves. As he watched, the light grew brighter, and smoke rose upward in dark, erratic puffs. Then it settled into a dim glow and the smoke thinned out to a single spiral that drifted slowly upward in the calm air until nothing was left but a wispy vapor barely discernible against the night sky.

			“Gotcha,” he said. “Gotcha.”

			Jonah calculated where the campfire would be in relationship to the landmarks he knew. Then he packed up his things, extinguished his own fire, and began his downhill trek. The descent was slow, as he had known it would be. Occasionally he found himself sliding down steep patches, dirt, and rocks falling with him, but he always managed to stay upright. By the time he reached the level, grassy area, both knees felt the strain.

			He had to use his flashlight to pick up the trail again on the other side of the flat stretch. From that point it was impossible to see much; neither the light from the stars nor the moon penetrated branches that reached over the trail. He used his flashlight occasionally to orient himself, pointing the lens down and covering part of it with his hand to avoid completely losing his night vision. Mainly he used his other senses to follow the trail, something Dennis had taught Dan and him to do on nighttime excursions. It was a survival technique, he’d explained. In case there was a need to move through the forest at night without being seen. To a young boy, it had been an adventure; but as an adult, Jonah considered it an invaluable skill.

			When he reached the bottom of the hill the moonlight was visible through the trees, illuminating the movement of the water. He knew there was a trail to the cliffs on his right, but it took several false starts to locate the one he sought. There might have been a more direct route through the woods, but he wanted to stay with what he knew. Even though the trail snaked through the trees, it stayed relatively close to the edge of the hillside, making it easy to maintain his bearings by tracking the moonlight that filtered through the occasional breaks in the trees. All he had to do was stay focused, keep quiet, and head for the clifftop. With luck, Chaaky would still be there when he arrived. Assuming Chaaky was the one who had built the fire.

			Toward the top of the hill the trail petered out. He had to rely on instinct and luck to stay headed in the right direction. He couldn’t see any smoke, but he thought he could smell burning wood off to his left. He held his hand over his nose for a moment, then took his hand away and sniffed. There was definitely a fire not too far away. He pushed through some low-growing bushes and found himself on a narrow game trail. About fifty feet farther along he could make out the yellow-orange glow of a fire.

			He stood there a few minutes, giving his eyes time to adjust. There was a figure hunched before the fire, facing away from him, sitting with knees drawn up, head bowed forward. The way Chaaky had sat that night at the Simpsons’. It was a lonely scene, the gloom of night held off by the transient firelight, the solitary figure silhouetted against leaping flames.

			Jonah moved a few feet closer to make sure it was Chaaky.

			It was.

			He tucked his rifle under his arm, walked to the end of the path, and stepped from the shadows. “Hello, Chaaky,” he said softly. “Mind if I join you?”

			The boy started, falling to one side as he jerked around toward Jonah. Eyes wide with fright, like a small animal startled by a predator. But he didn’t try to run. He stayed seated, watching Jonah as he squatted before the fire and held his hands up to its warmth. “It’s getting colder at night,” Jonah commented.

			Chaaky straightened and tilted forward on his haunches as if preparing to bolt. Jonah continued warming his hands, not looking directly at the boy. Finally, with an audible sigh of resignation, Chaaky relaxed. “Yes, it is,” he agreed.

			The crisis was momentarily over, but there was no guarantee that even now Chaaky would willingly accompany Jonah back to Koloshan. And Jonah didn’t want to force him to return. Perhaps, as Paul Jones had said, Chaaky was a strange kid, but Jonah respected him for making the decision to isolate himself for what he thought he had done. It took a good deal of skill and determination to live alone in the woods. He wasn’t about to dismiss Chaaky’s behavior as immature or an act of juvenile recalcitrance.

			“Had any supper?” Jonah asked. It was nearly midnight, but it had been a week since Chaaky had run away, and Jonah guessed he could use some food.

			“A little.”

			“Want to split a can of stew?”

			“Well—”

			Jonah removed his pack and dug around for the can. “We can warm it in the fire.” He used his old-fashioned “stab-push” can opener to peel back the lid and shoved the can into the coals. Chaaky stared as though hypnotized, his mouth working in anticipation of eating.

			“You drink coffee?” Jonah asked.

			“Sure.”

			Jonah poured some in the thermos lid and handed it to him. Chaaky took the cup in both hands and inhaled deeply, as if testing the bouquet of a fine wine, before he took a sip. “I guess you’ve been looking for me, huh?”

			“Yes,” Jonah said simply. 

			Chaaky held the cup in front of him, his hands shaking. “It was an accident,” he said. “I didn’t mean to do it.” He took a deep breath. “I thought I could just stay out here away from everybody, but I suppose you … you have to put me in jail.”

			“No, Chaaky. I’m not going to put you in jail. But I do need to ask you a few questions.”

			“I did it, but it was an accident.” His voice rose in a defensive crescendo, and he had to clear his throat before he could continue. “I didn’t know the stuff was poison. Johnny was my friend …” He stopped and took a sip of coffee. “I guess I should have tested the stuff better. If I’d drunk a little more of the potion, then … I’d be dead instead of Johnny.”

			“So you tasted it?” Jonah asked.

			“Yes, I wanted see what it was like. In case it was really awful tasting. I didn’t want Johnny …” His voice trailed off.

			Jonah leaned forward to stir the stew. Steam began to rise from the can along with the aroma of beef and gravy. Jonah saw Chaaky lick his lips and decided the boy wouldn’t mind if the stew was barely warm. He dug a tin cup out of his pack and spooned some of the stew into it. “Here,” he said. “Try this. “We’ll leave the rest until it gets hotter.”

			Chaaky accepted the cup with reverence, hesitating once he had it in his hands. “Dig in,” Jonah ordered. The boy instantly obeyed, wolfing the stew down with the enthusiasm of the very hungry.

			Jonah took his time dishing out seconds, trying to give Chaaky’s stomach a chance to adjust. They didn’t talk while they waited. They both just sat there, staring into the fire. It was only when he was taking the last bite that Chaaky seemed to notice that Jonah hadn’t eaten any.

			 “Do you …?” he started to ask, but Jonah shook his head.

			Once Chaaky had finished his meal, Jonah asked the question that was on his mind. “So, did you taste the potion earlier in the day or that night before the ceremony?”

			“Earlier, when I was experimenting with the ingredients. Do you think it could have gone bad?” 

			“It didn’t make you sick?”

			“No, but I figured I just didn’t drink enough of it.” Jonah poured the last of the coffee into Chaaky’s cup. “Don’t you want any?” the boy asked.

			“Go ahead, I’ve had enough.” He pulled a candy bar out of his pack and divided it in half. “Dessert,” he said. Then, after a moment, he casually asked, “So, what do you know about opiates such as heroin?”

			“Not much,” he replied with his mouth full of chocolate.

			“Ever seen any drugs like that around?”

			“Sure. In the movies.” He seemed more interested in the chocolate than the question.

			“But not around here?”

			He stopped chewing. “You mean in Koloshan?”

			“Yes, in Koloshan.”

			“Who’d be using drugs like that in Koloshan?” He seemed genuinely shocked at the idea.

			Who, indeed, Jonah thought. That’s the question. “I’m going to tell you something, Chaaky. Something that I want you to promise to keep secret for a while. Okay?” Jonah waited until Chaaky solemnly agreed. “Johnny didn’t die from skunkweed, he died from an opiate overdose.”

			The boy didn’t react immediately. When he did, his words tumbled out in a cascade of ideas all running together as he worked out the implication of what Jonah had just told him. Finally, he asked, “You mean, are you saying, you think … that I didn’t kill Johnny?”

			“Not unless you gave him some illegal drugs.”

			Chaaky closed his eyes and sat very still. Slowly, ever so slowly, a few tears trickled down his cheeks, glistening in the firelight like drops of morning dew. After a minute his shoulders began to shake. As he struggled to hold back all the emotion that he had kept bottled up for the past week, muffled choking sounds erupted from his throat. Jonah moved closer and put an arm around the boy. Chaaky sagged against him and burst into tears.

			“It’s going to be all right, Chaaky,” Jonah said softly. “Everything is going to be all right.”

			Once his sobbing subsided, Chaaky raised his head and looked squarely at Jonah. “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?”

			“No, Chaaky, I wouldn’t lie to you.” He withdrew his arm and scooted back, turning his attention to cleaning the cup in the ashes of the fire while Chaaky dried his eyes. “I figure if we start now,” he said, “we can be back in Koloshan before sunup.”

			Chaaky nodded. Then he asked, “Is Mom all right?”

			“She’s been worried.” He put his things back in his pack, stood up, and slung the pack over his shoulders. “She baked some of your favorite cookies.”

			Chaaky put his meager belongings in his own pack, then paused, looking at the ground. “I’m sorry I ran away,” he said. 

			Jonah put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I understand. But your mother will be happy to have you home. We all will.”

			It wasn’t a large fire, but it took time to disperse the branches and cover them with sufficient dirt to ensure that it was under control and safe to leave. As they stood there waiting for it to die down, Chaaky turned tentatively to Jonah, his face barely visible in the dying embers. “Jonah …” he began.

			“Yes?”

			“Do the other guys know I didn’t do it?”

			“Not yet. I don’t want anyone to know about the drugs until I can find out where they came from.”

			“You thought I might have put the drugs in Johnny’s drink, didn’t you?”

			“I had to ask. To be sure. Now I know someone else did it.”

			“But how is that possible? None of the other kids would have done it. And there was no one else there.”

			“That you saw …” Jonah said.

			Chaaky thought about it for a moment. “But why would anyone want to hurt Johnny?”

			“That’s what I have to figure out.”

			—

			They started back toward the cliff, Jonah in the lead. The going was easier than before because Jonah felt free to use his flashlight from time to time to follow the various twists and turns the trail made. Still, the wavery beam was insignificant against the press of darkness and the vastness of the surrounding wilderness. It didn’t surprise Jonah that people living there long ago tried to ward off evil spirits with ceremonies and incantations.

			Once they reached the cliff trail they made their way by the light from the moon and the stars. It was amazing how much light a full or nearly full moon could cast in a cloudless night sky. They moved with confidence along the trail, although from time-to-time Chaaky stumbled, and Jonah had to remind himself to take it slow. Chaaky had been in the woods without much food or proper rest for a week. That was a long time for a boy his age. Still, he didn’t want to stop. It was getting colder, and there would be plenty of time for rest when they got back to Koloshan.

			“Chaaky, there is one other question I’d like to ask.”

			“Sure.” He sounded fatigued but willing.

			“Did anyone know about the ceremony you and the other boys planned? Any grownups?”

			“No, it was a secret.” They walked on. After a while, Chaaky said, “Of course, Mr. Jones knew about me being an icht’a. And he knew I was going to try to cure Johnny’s limp. But he didn’t know when.” Then, as if thinking aloud, he added, “I’m pretty sure he didn’t know when.”

			The trail started down into the ravine. The moonlight came and went behind overhanging branches. Chaaky began to lag behind and stumble more frequently. Jonah slowed down even more to accommodate him, but he kept moving forward.

			When they reached the bottom, Jonah started to step into the clearing that opened onto the beach, then delayed a moment when he thought he heard something to his left. It was that delay that saved his life. The bullet aimed at his heart went into his shoulder instead.

			The impact pushed him backwards. Chaaky screamed and started to run back up the trail. “Take cover—get into the woods,” Jonah shouted after him as the second shot rang out. “Get off the trail.”

			A third shot came perilously close as Jonah flung himself into the bushes. Several more shots followed. They seemed close but were thankfully off the mark. The darkness worked in his favor. But he needed to put some distance between himself and the shooter as quickly as possible. His shoulder hurt like hell. And Chaaky, where was Chaaky? Had he kept his head and taken cover? Or was he still somewhere on the trail, an exposed target?

			Jonah retreated further into the woods. After a few minutes he became aware of an oppressive silence. There were no more gunshots. No movement in the woods or on the trail. Nothing. Only the sound of his own rapidly beating heart. 

		

	

			tleikáa ka tléix’ 
(TWENTY-ONE)

			An unnatural stillness had descended on the ravine, all night sounds suspended while they acted out their personal drama. The surge of adrenaline that had enabled Jonah to flee into the woods had ebbed. Now all he could think about was the throbbing pain in his shoulder and how tired he was. But he knew he wasn’t safe yet; he couldn’t allow himself to give in to the urge to sit down and rest. And there was Chaaky to think of. He needed to stay focused.

			His backpack pressed into his wound. He tried to shift it to a more comfortable position and a sudden sharp, stabbing pain doubled him over. He somehow managed to hold back the oath that fought to escape. The pack had to go. But trying to take it off in the usual way sent an agonizing spasm the length of his arm. He finally managed to loosen the strap on his good arm and slowly eased the pack off a little at a time. At the last minute he lost control and the pack fell to the ground with a muffled thud. Not the kind of noise an animal makes; a clear announcement that there was a human in the area.

			Everything seemed to happen in slow motion, even the pain. It was gradually moving from his shoulder, spreading inexorably throughout his body, inch by inch, threatening to consume him. He needed time to think, time to pull himself together. The pack could stay where it was, but he needed to take his rifle and get away as quickly as he could.

			—

			It was so warm that sweat dripped off his forehead and ran down his chest on the inside of his shirt. He sat on the ground, his back against a tree. His fingers rested on the smooth metal of his rifle barrel. It felt cool and comforting. How he hated the heat. It was always muggy at night in the jungle, muggy and crawling with bugs. He must have become separated from his unit. He couldn’t hear any movement. If he was to survive, he must be more careful. Careful and clever. Or he would end up dead. Like Dean.

			The pain in his shoulder was a dull, warm ache. His eyes closed. He must open his eyes and figure out where he was. He couldn’t just sit there and let the enemy sneak up on him. He had to open his eyes.

			A cool breeze made the sweat on his forehead suddenly feel icy. He shivered, momentarily wondering why the air was so cold. Then he remembered. He wasn’t in Nam, he was in Alaska. And he’d been shot. The person who shot him was still out there somewhere, someone every bit as deadly as any North Vietnamese combatant. Perhaps more so since that someone was specifically targeting Jonah. And perhaps Chaaky.

			He forced his eyes open. There was no light, no sound. It was almost as if none of his senses functioned. No, that wasn’t accurate, he could still feel pain. And damp earth. And the rough bark of a tree trunk pressing into his back. And the cool smoothness of his rifle. He still had the rifle.

			How far had he come from the trail? He remembered moving into the trees, to the east, he thought. Chaaky was headed northeast, back up the trail. Hopefully he, too, hid somewhere in the woods. Alive and unharmed.

			He pressed the tips of his fingers on his right hand against his forehead and tried to concentrate. Were there shots from more than one gun? Did the shots come from more than one direction? He didn’t think so, but he wasn’t sure. After the bullet had struck him, everything had taken on a surrealistic quality. Chaaky running. Him yelling. Someone firing shots. Pushing his way through the brush and the trees. And the pain. So much pain.

			A noise to his right caused him to tense. His neck muscles tightened and his fingers found the trigger on his rifle. He felt instantly clear-headed. Alert. There might be only one person after him, but he had to assume there was more than one. To do otherwise could be fatal.

			Was that a footstep? A diversion? An animal? Or was his mind playing tricks on him again? Maybe it was Chaaky. He couldn’t take a chance on shooting blindly; he had to see his target before he could take a shot. He waited, but he didn’t hear anything more.

			It was tempting to stay where he was, at least until morning. But he was afraid of drifting off again. He had to act while he still could. Rule number one: figure out what the enemy expects you to do and then do the opposite. Whoever it was undoubtedly knew he was wounded. The logical thing to do, if he could still get around, would be to head for his boat and home. So that was out. Instead, he would make his way back to the clifftop and hope to find Chaaky there. They hadn’t agreed on a place to rendezvous if something happened, but it was at least possible that Chaaky would return to their starting point, knowing that Jonah would be looking for him.

			His own ragged breathing seemed amplified by the stillness as he dragged himself to his feet, as loud as a shout, calling attention to his whereabouts to anyone nearby. But no one leaped at him from the trees. And no shots were fired. If he was right, and they were waiting for him at his dinghy, he had some time to get away. He moved off in the direction he hoped Chaaky had gone, pausing every few minutes to listen. The forest sounds were back; perhaps they had been there all along.

			Nam had taught him that men could endure an incredible amount of pain and still survive, even under rugged conditions. That’s what he intended to do—endure and survive. But first he had to find Chaaky.

			As he headed up the hill his feet seemed to have a life of their own, noisy and clumsy like those of a greenhorn. And he kept brushing up against vegetation that talked back as things bent, snapped, or shook. The underbrush and his pain worked together to do him in, to call attention to where he was, and then to make it impossible for him to respond quickly and aggressively.

			He paused to listen and collect his thoughts. His mind clouded over with pain. He leaned against a tree and closed his eyes for a moment. It was essential to keep his wits about him and to be capable of acting swiftly if necessary. He couldn’t afford to let down. Not now. Just a little longer. He had to hold out a little longer. After he knew Chaaky was safe, he could rest.

			The trail took him by surprise. He stumbled into the open before he realized where he was. Silently cursing himself, he retreated hastily back into the trees. His left arm felt numb. He wasn’t sure he could use his rifle if he needed to do so. He flexed his fingers and made a fist. A tingling sensation reassured him that he still had some feeling. He should probably be thankful the pain was subsiding a little.

			Staying parallel to the trail he slowly worked his way north up the hill, back toward the cliff. He was almost at the top when he heard a voice call out. 

			“St. Clair. I’ve got the boy. If you don’t want him killed, you’d better step out where I can see you.”

			It was Sid Murphy.

			Why was Murphy trying to kill him? His mind refused to come up with any answers, but it didn’t matter. The important thing was that he knew where Chaaky was and that he was still alive.

			“In case you don’t believe me,” Murphy yelled, “listen carefully.” A yelp of pain followed. “Speak up,” Murphy ordered.

			“Jonah,” Chaaky called, “don’t do—” His warning was cut off by another cry of pain.

			Jonah felt his mind focusing, his own pain momentarily forgotten. Murphy was the enemy. He knew what he had to do.

			“Listen up, St. Clair.” Jonah heard Chaaky stifle a cry. They weren’t far away. “I can break one arm at a time. Or I can carve him up. It’s all up to you. Step out where I can see you. Now!”

			Murphy couldn’t know where he was or how close he was. The advantage was his. He moved forward, staying out of sight, walking silently now, feeling very alert. There had been those in Nam who used helpless children to bait Americans. Babies with grenades in their diapers. Toddlers luring unsuspecting soldiers onto land mines. Deadly youngsters who appeared to need help. Any bastard who had to use a child that way deserved whatever he got in return.

			A moan from Chaaky helped him pinpoint their location. Moonlight shining through a break in the trees revealed the two dark shapes, Murphy in back of Chaaky, holding the boy, obviously prepared to use him as a shield. Jonah saw the glint of a handgun and noted that Murphy was right-handed.

			Jonah considered his options. There was no way he could get off a shot under the circumstances. Not without endangering Chaaky. He would have to rely on the knife he always carried in a sheath on his belt.

			He was just a few feet away when Murphy suddenly jerked Chaaky upright and whispered loudly, “Yell, you little shit. Yell, damn you, yell.” Chaaky swallowed a scream and slumped forward. Murphy snapped him upright again. This time Chaaky did cry out. Then he fell limp. Jonah took that opportunity to attack.

			He was aware of a guttural animal scream that came from somewhere deep down as he hurtled himself toward his enemy. Chaaky was flung aside as Murphy tried to defend himself. The gun went off. Once. Twice. Jonah had an arm around Murphy. He tried to wrestle him down, but Murphy put up one hell of a fight.

			Jonah took a blow to the side of his head, a hard, stunning hit. Then Murphy was on top of him, pounding, hammering. The thought that it was either kill or be killed went through his mind. He struck upward with the knife and felt the body on top of him rise with a jolt. He pushed harder on the knife, plunging it deep into Murphy’s body. His world was reduced to a single resolve: kill the enemy.

			He didn’t remember passing out, but as he regained consciousness, he realized that they had switched positions. He was now lying across Murphy’s inert body. The sobbing he heard was coming from his own mouth. He pushed himself to the side, pulling the knife that he still gripped tightly out of Murphy’s chest. A voice in the back of his head told him to be careful. Sometimes they play dead to trick you. But Murphy wasn’t moving. He wasn’t playing a game. Not now. Or ever again.

			Everything was dark. Except for a shimmer of light coming through some branches to his left. And it was cold. He began shaking and couldn’t seem to stop. The two realities flashed before him. Vietnam. Alaska. Vietnam. But this wasn’t a Viet Cong lying there beside him. This was Sid Murphy. And he had been threatening Chaaky. Chaaky—where was Chaaky?

			He found the boy sprawled on the ground just a few feet away. Jonah dragged himself over. “Chaaky?” he said tentatively. “Chaaky? You okay?”

			There was no reply. But he was close enough to hear Chaaky breathing in and out, a steady, regular rhythm. In and out. He was alive but unconscious.

			Suddenly Jonah thought about the possibility of a second gunman. But if there was, wouldn’t he have shown up by now? Or had they split up, one to follow Chaaky, the other to wait at the dinghy? If so, how long would he wait before checking on his partner? They shouldn’t be staying there; they needed to get away.

			Chaaky groaned. “Everything’s okay,” Jonah said softly. “You’re going to be okay.” The boy’s arm lay at an awkward angle. It was probably broken. That might have been the reason he had passed out.

			“Jonah?” Chaaky said in a weak, confused voice. “Is that you?”

			“Yes, Chaaky, I’m right here. Everything is okay now. But we have to get you out of here. If I help you up, do you think you can walk?”

			Chaaky lifted his head slightly, caught his breath, and lay back.

			“Can you move?”

			“I … don’t know. My arm feels funny.”

			“Let me help you.” He put the knife back in its sheath, slipped his right hand under the boy, and helped him into a sitting position. Chaaky was obviously in pain but trying desperately to cooperate. Now that his adrenaline had subsided, Jonah became more aware of his own injuries again. The pain was flooding back, threatening to engulf him.

			“He hurt my arm,” Chaaky said.

			“I know. But can you stand up?”

			“I think so.”

			“Good. Here, let me help you.” Somehow Jonah managed to push himself up and then pull Chaaky up beside him. “We’ve got to get going,” he said. “And we should keep as quiet as possible. Do you understand?”

			“Yes.” Then, “I think he broke my arm.”

			“Sue Merrill can fix you up good as new,” Jonah assured him. “We just need to get back to Koloshan.”

			He steered Chaaky onto the trail. They were both too unsteady to work their way through the woods. Following the trail was a chance they would have to take. Then he remembered Murphy’s handgun. And his own rifle. He had left both behind. How stupid could he be?!

			“Wait here,” he ordered, pulling Chaaky to one side. “I forgot something.”

			When he returned to the tiny clearing, Murphy’s dead presence seemed to dominate the space, filling it with menace. It was all so confusing. He had absolutely no idea why Murphy had tried to kill him. Or why he had forced him into a showdown. All he knew was that Murphy had been a cruel and violent bastard. He should have kept him in jail when he had a chance.

			With no flashlight and very little light coming from above, it wasn’t easy finding the gun. But he did. His rifle was where he had left it, propped against a tree just a short distance from the fight. He picked it up and returned to where Chaaky waited.

			“I was afraid you weren’t coming back,” the boy whispered.

			“Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be fine.” He disliked spewing platitudes, but he didn’t want to take time for explanations. They needed to get away.

			When they reached the clearing, Jonah directed Chaaky off the trail into the trees. “If something happens to me,” he whispered, “don’t let anyone know where you are. Wait until it’s clear, then go back to Koloshan on your own. You can do it.” Before Chaaky could protest, he moved quickly away.

			About halfway around the clearing he startled a small animal out of hiding. He waited until it was quiet again, then continued his circuit of the area. He didn’t see anyone either at the dinghy or in the immediate vicinity. Could there be someone waiting at his boat?

			He stepped into the clearing and waited. Nothing happened. He went over to the dinghy and stood there a moment, wishing he wasn’t such a clear target. But he had to chance it. He couldn’t hold out much longer.

			—

			Chaaky could barely make it to the dinghy. Jonah didn’t have to tell him to get down; he collapsed as soon as he got in. Jonah pushed the dinghy into the water, climbed in, and, using only his good arm, paddled awkwardly toward his boat.

			It was almost anticlimactic to arrive and find no one waiting for them. Somehow he managed to get himself and Chaaky aboard. After that everything became a blur of pain. Tying off the dinghy, pulling up anchor, starting the motor, and, finally, the long, cold run back to Koloshan.

			The moonlight was no longer bright overhead. Clouds had gathered, darkening the world from above. Jonah could barely make out the shoreline as the boat roared up the inlet and around the point. Everything was dark, dark like death.

			Chaaky immediately drifted into a fitful sleep, his bad arm cradled over his stomach. Shortly after they rounded the point, he cried out and jerked upright. Jonah reached over and put a reassuring hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Just a little longer,” he said, “and we’ll be home.”
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			The sun was in his eyes. He tried to roll over so he could go back to sleep, but he was drawn up short by a sharp pain in his shoulder. What was wrong? And why did he feel so woozy? He drifted off again in spite of the sunshine.

			The next time he started to wake up the sun still shined in his eyes, his mind floating between levels of consciousness. Images of what had happened the night before slowly unfolded. He remembered being shot. Looking for Chaaky. Chaaky being threatened. His arm broken. The journey back in the dark. And the person responsible, the person who had shot him and hurt Chaaky—that person was Sid Murphy. Finally, he remembered something he didn’t want to think about: He had killed Sid Murphy.

			He tried to recapture the hazy solace of sleep, but the sun and the image of Sid Murphy’s body goaded him into wakefulness. His mind refused to let go of the image. He could feel the knife in his hand and recall the sense of satisfaction when it met with the firm softness of Murphy’s body. And the blood, the feel of blood soaking his clothes.

			It was no use. He was better off awake. He opened his eyes and stared at the cobweb hanging in the corner from the ceiling. It was pale gray and delicate, still intact after being abandoned by its spider owner. Some day he really ought to knock it down. Some day—how long had he been thinking about doing that?

			He continued to study the intricate contours of the web. It was an amazing architectural feat, an artful death trap constructed by instinct. At least the spider didn’t have to waste any energy worrying about its predilection toward violence. Nature had decreed that the spider should kill to eat. There weren’t any moral issues involved.

			Damn. Killing Murphy had brought back too many memories of Nam. To survive there, you had to become a killer, prepared to do whatever it took to stay alive. But once you returned from your tour, you were supposed to instantly revert to your former self. To control any violent impulses and to always think before reacting.

			It had been a struggle. Especially when confronted with violence on the job. Yet even during the most threatening encounters in L.A. he had acted according to police policy, using force only when absolutely necessary, and never with the intent to kill. But this time was different. He didn’t just act in self-defense; he had felt the hate and anger bubbling inside, erupting into action. Killing Murphy had probably been necessary to save his own life as well as Chaaky’s, but the fact that he had killed him wasn’t the issue. It was the thought that he had felt triumphant when the blade entered Murphy’s body.

			The light caught the cobweb and danced along its strands. Had Lena, his alleged housekeeper, ever noticed it there, he wondered? He should probably talk to Sue about Lena. She might have some suggestions about how to make the relationship work better. And he’d forgotten to renew his magazine subscriptions. He ought to take care of that too. And one of these days he really ought to complete the porch repair he had started last spring. All of these were normal, everyday things that normal people did. Things that would keep him grounded and sane.

			Then, almost against his will, his mind turned to thoughts of Julie. She had been so appealing in the glow of the candlelight. So appealing … and so out of reach. He shouldn’t waste any more time daydreaming about her. In fact, he shouldn’t waste any more time daydreaming about anything. He had to get up and face what he needed to face.

			He stretched his legs in anticipation of getting up and discovered even more sore muscles. His legs, his back, his chest—every muscle balked against movement. When he finally tried to prop himself up in order to swing his legs over the edge of the bed, the pain was excruciating. He fell back, tiny spasms chasing themselves up and down his left arm. Could he steel himself for one gigantic effort, or should he try to slowly ease into a sitting position? Either way, he knew it was going to hurt like hell.

			Sweat formed on his upper lip as he braced himself to make his move. Then, with a lunge that almost propelled him over the edge of the bed, he sat up abruptly and his feet hit the floor. A wave of nausea flowed upward from his stomach. He leaned forward, his head resting on his knees, and the nausea slowly subsided. After a few minutes, he told himself that sitting up hadn’t been half bad.

			Getting dressed with only one good arm was both awkward and painful, but he was determined. He almost fell while pulling on a pair of jeans, and he struggled with the snap, cursing his one-handed clumsiness. He found a large wool shirt and forced his bad arm with its bulky shoulder bandage into the sleeve and managed to get the other arm into the other sleeve using only his good arm to complete the process. His socks were a snap. But he had to opt for an old pair of loafers he hadn’t worn in years over his usual laced shoes. By the time he finished dressing he was exhausted and had to rest before going out to the kitchen.

			While fixing himself some coffee he mentally ticked off the things he had to do. Call Mrs. Holman. Notify Alex to call off the search. Make arrangements for a plane and a doctor. Check Murphy for priors. And, as distasteful as it was to think about it, he had to see if Matt would go with him to pick up the body.

			The burner sizzled and popped as water ran down the outside of the coffee pot. He should have wiped it off before turning on the burner. Oh well, it didn’t really matter. He could clean it up later.

			He sat at the kitchen table, wincing from the throbbing in his shoulder, trying to ignore how bad he felt overall. “Be glad you’re alive,” he told himself. All he had to do now was tackle one thing at a time. There was no hurry. Chaaky was safe. And Murphy was dead. He just needed to connect the dots and tie up the loose ends.

			When the coffee started to perk, he roused himself to note the time. Seven minutes and it would be ready to drink. After a cup of coffee he was sure to feel better, right? “Just a few more minutes,” he told himself. “You can do it.” His basketball coach used to have them do positive self-talk before a game. You can do it they would chant. But sometimes they couldn’t. He’d told Chaaky that everything would be all right; he sincerely hoped that hadn’t been all talk.

			As he waited, his mind wandered back to their arrival in Koloshan after the long boat ride in the dark. Sue had come at once after he called her, fussing over the two of them with gentle efficiency. She set Chaaky’s arm and examined Jonah’s shoulder with a thoroughness and professionalism that had been reassuring. The bullet had passed through, not hitting anything vital, but he’d lost a lot of blood. Sue wanted him to see a doctor as soon as possible. When he told her he had things to do first, her insistent concern for his well-being became downright annoying. She, in turn, became angry, calling him pigheaded and foolish, and only gave in when she came to realize that further argument was futile.

			Together they put Chaaky to bed, disagreeing as to whether Mrs. Holman should be notified immediately or if it could wait until morning. Jonah wanted to wait. Sue didn’t. Again he prevailed, but she wasn’t happy about it.

			If his knees hadn’t given out when he tried to walk her to the door, his argument that he was just fine would have been more convincing. In the end, she had to help him into bed. The last thing he remembered before dropping off to sleep was Sue saying that she wouldn’t be responsible for what happened to him if he refused to see a doctor.

			Yes, Sue, he said to himself as he watched the amber liquid splash into the glass dome of the coffee pot, I will go see a doctor … as soon as I’ve disposed of a few loose ends.

			It wasn’t quite four minutes before Jonah broke down and poured himself a half cup of coffee. Then he put the pot back on the burner to complete its cycle. The liquid in his mug was pale brown, the color of a spring pond, and dark grounds floated on the surface. He took one swallow and dumped the rest back into the pot.

			He wondered if Chaaky was awake. Perhaps he should see if the boy wanted anything to eat or drink. Hopefully he was feeling somewhat better than Jonah.

			Jonah gently opened the door to the spare room and peeked inside. Chaaky lay on his back in the narrow bed, sleeping soundly, his splinted arm outside the covers. Jonah retreated, closing the door softly, envying Chaaky his ability to sleep away the nightmare.

			This time when he checked it the coffee was a rich dark brown, but there were still some grounds floating on the surface. He took some of them out with his finger and wiped them off on his pants. After a couple of sips, he set the mug aside and picked up the telephone. It rang about six times before Mrs. Holman answered.

			“Yes?” she said, sounding as though she anticipated bad news.

			“Mrs. Holman. This is Jonah St. Clair.” He heard her quick intake of breath.

			“Has something bad happened?” she asked.

			“No,” he assured her. “I have good news. Chaaky is back. He’s here with me now.”

			There was a moment’s silence at the other end of the line. Then Mrs. Holman murmured, “Thank God. Thank God.” After another brief pause, she asked, “Is he alright?”

			“Yes, he’s fine. He’s sleeping now, and I hate to wake him. I thought you might want to come over here.”

			“You’re sure he’s alright.”

			“Yes, I’m sure.” She would know about the broken arm soon enough.

			“I’ll be right over.”

			He barely had time to put through a brief call to Alex, telling him to call off the search and promising to share details later, before he heard a knock at the front door. When he opened the door Mrs. Holman pushed past him into the front room, dragging Ginny with her. “Where is he?”

			“I want to tell you something first.”

			“I knew it.” Her voice rose a few octaves. “I just knew it. There’s something wrong with him, isn’t there?”

			“Something very minor,” Jonah said. Mrs. Holman let go of Ginny as both hands flew to her mouth. “It’s just his arm, Mrs. Holman. Chaaky broke his arm. Sue Merrill set it for him and said that everything is going to be just fine.”

			She dropped her hands but still looked dubious. “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?”

			“Come and see for yourself. He’s in the back bedroom.”

			They left Ginny in the living room. She’d brought her doll along and seemed more interested in its welfare than in her brother’s return and the state of his health. At the door to the bedroom, Mrs. Holman stepped past Jonah and rushed over to the bed. Her eyes quickly took in her son’s pale face and splinted arm. Then she broke into tears.

			Chaaky’s eyes blinked open. He stared blankly at her for a second before recognition dawned. “Hello, Mom.”

			Mrs. Holman was too choked up to respond with more than a feeble nod and a few noisy sniffs.

			“She’ll be all right in a few minutes, Chaaky,” Jonah assured him. 

			The boy managed a weak smile.

			“I just hope you feel better than I do this morning. I feel like a freight train ran over me, then backed up to complete the job.”

			“I’m kinda tired,” Chaaky admitted. “And my arm’s sore.” His mother’s eyes darted to the splinted arm and back to his face. “But I’m going to be all right,” he added bravely. “Miss Merrill said so.”

			Mrs. Holman inhaled noisily, obviously trying to get control of her emotions but not entirely succeeding.

			“I think I’ll leave you two,” Jonah said. “I have a few errands to run.” He turned to Mrs. Holman. “Please make yourself at home. It might be easier if you stay here for a while, until Chaaky is feeling rested. There’s some food in the kitchen, and if Chaaky experiences any discomfort, Sue’s number is beside the telephone.”

			He hesitated, trying to figure out how to phrase a request he needed to make. “There’s one other thing,” he began tentatively. “No one besides Sue and Alex knows that Chaaky is here, and for the time being, I’d like to keep it that way.” He would have explained more, but Mrs. Holman offered no resistance to the suggestion. It was enough for her that her son was back.

			“Didn’t you say we were going to Juneau on an airplane?” Chaaky asked.

			Jonah was pleased to hear the excitement in the boy’s voice. “Yes, I’m going to make the arrangements right away.” He turned to Mrs. Holman again. “Sue thinks Chaaky should have his arm x-rayed and put in a cast for proper healing.” Mrs. Holman seemed to accept the news in stride. Jonah smiled at Chaaky. “So, you take it easy, hotshot. You want to be in good shape to enjoy that ride.”

			—

			Three telephone calls later he was on his way. Matt had agreed to meet him at The Café in about half an hour. That gave Jonah enough time to get something to eat. He hadn’t felt like fixing anything for himself. Nor had he felt like hanging around his house with the Holmans there. It was easier to eat at The Café.

			Getting in the car was a bit of a challenge, but once in, driving wasn’t too difficult. It wasn’t as if there was a lot of traffic to contend with. But when he got to The Café and got out of his truck, he was surprised how tired he was. 

			When he went inside, Joe took one look at him and said, “What’s the matter with you? You look like hell.”

			“I need a transfusion,” he feebly kidded. “Got any soup?”

			There were only a few others in The Café, and none of them seemed to notice anything unusual about Jonah’s appearance. They nodded at him and went back to their meals and their conversations.

			When Joe placed the steaming bowl of vegetable soup in front of him, Jonah automatically picked up a spoon and began to eat under Joe’s watchful eye. He didn’t feel particularly hungry, but he knew he should eat something. “This is good,” he said.

			“Soup for breakfast,” Joe commented as he put a plate of bread on the table next to Jonah’s coffee and sat opposite him. His expression was a mixture of suspicion and concern. “You sure you’re all right? You look a mite peaked to me. Like maybe you should see a doctor.”

			“Your soup will cure what ails me, Joe. You can count on that.”

			—

			He did feel better after he’d eaten. By the time Matt arrived he thought that after a little more sleep he would be as good as new. When he stood up though, he wasn’t quite so sure. He had to fight a spell of dizziness, and it took some effort to remain upright. “I think your soup gave me a touch of indigestion,” he joked with Joe as he put a hand on the table to steady himself. Joe and Matt exchanged looks, and Jonah saw Matt nod as if silently assuming responsibility for Jonah’s welfare.

			Once out on the street all Matt said was, “Well? Where are we going?” Jonah hadn’t given him any details over the phone.

			“To the red caves.”

			“What?” Matt stopped and turned to face Jonah head on. “I agree with Joe. You don’t look like you could walk to the store on your own without collapsing. I think you ought to be home in bed, not running off to the caves. Can’t this wait?”

			“No, I’m afraid it can’t.” He moved in the direction of his pickup and Matt hurried after him. “You see, Matt, we have to pick up a body.”

			“Oh, Christ, not Chaaky.”

			“No, not Chaaky.” He took an old blanket from the front seat, scooping it up with his right arm, then tried to close the door with his elbow.

			“What’s wrong with your left arm?” Matt asked as he reached over and closed the door for him.

			“It’s just an act,” Jonah said lightly. “A ploy to get you to do most of the work.” That was all he would say until they were aboard Jonah’s boat and underway. Then he told Matt the story about what happened.

			—

			The trip to the red caves passed quickly. The water was calm and the visibility excellent. Matt sat at the helm while Jonah conserved his strength. For a while he even dozed, surprised when he woke up to find himself speeding across the water with Matt at the wheel.

			They anchored just off the ravine beach. Getting in and out of the dinghy was the biggest challenge so far, but with Matt’s help, he managed it. When they started up the trail he felt almost revived but felt exhausted again after only a short distance. Just putting one foot in front of the other required an effort, and his shoulder pulsed with a persistence that convinced him that he really did need to see a doctor.

			At the back of his mind, Jonah harbored the faint hope that somehow he was wrong, and that Murphy was still alive. It had, after all, been dark. And he had been confused by pain and fatigue. If Murphy was still alive, they might be able to get answers to some very puzzling questions. And some of his guilt would be washed away.

			Then other dark possibilities took form in his mind. What if Murphy was alive when they left but died during the night? Should he have checked before grabbing his gun and leaving with Chaaky? Maybe he could have saved him. Or what if he was still alive and managed to get away? What then?

			—

			They found Murphy’s body sprawled in front of a tree, limbs stiff, crusted dark blood highlighting multiple wounds. Although he couldn’t remember for certain, Jonah thought that Murphy was in the same position in which he had left him. And there was no indication that he had tried to crawl away. He may have bled to death, but it probably hadn’t taken that long. At least he wasn’t dragged off by a bear or feasted on by scavengers.

			Jonah avoided Matt’s eyes, and Matt didn’t say anything. Not even when Jonah asked if he would help him roll up the sleeves on Murphy’s jacket and shirt so he could check for needle marks. There weren’t any. Not that it proved anything. Dealers weren’t necessarily users.

			Matt placed the blanket alongside the body. “He looks heavy,” he said. He waved Jonah aside and rolled the body onto the blanket by himself. 

			Jonah insisted on trying to share the burden of transporting the body, but the lifting motion caused a terrible cramp in his shoulder. “I’m not sure I can manage it,” he reluctantly admitted. “I told you I was trying to figure out a ploy to get you to do all the work.”

			“I think I can handle it on my own,” Matt said. He began dragging the wrapped body down the trail. “It’s downhill all the way. And this fellow isn’t going to mind if the ride’s a bit bumpy.”

			Jonah brought up the rear, occasionally helping out over rough spots. By the time they got back to the dinghy, both men were worn out. They rested a few minutes, exchanging comments on the weather, trying to set aside thoughts about what was wrapped in the tattered green blanket at their feet.

			The dinghy couldn’t accommodate the weight of all three men, so Matt rowed to the boat alone with the body. He used ropes to haul it aboard before coming back for Jonah. Once they were all on the boat, Matt covered the body with a tarp, and they tried to pretend it wasn’t there.

			As they headed back to Koloshan, Jonah told himself that the worst was over. He had seen the body again, this time in the light. All he had to do now was to get it to the plane and, later on, survive the inquest. But the worst was over. At least he hoped it was.

			How he wished he could accept the Tlingit view of the cyclical nature of life and death. What consolation that would be. But to him, death was final, an ending. And Murphy’s death was one more ending directly attributable to him. He closed his eyes and tried to forget, to erase the image of himself as Murphy’s killer. He had taken lives in Vietnam, shot a few criminals in L.A. But this was different.

			The vision of Murphy’s blood-stained body wouldn’t go away.
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			They arrived in Koloshan about forty-five minutes before the plane was due. Jonah’s shoulder was bothering him, a nagging, persistent pain, but the ride had been smooth and he felt somewhat rested. They tied up the boat at the seaplane float across from a large yacht, about a 60-footer. The crew members were dressed in white, right down to their polished deck shoes. A number of guests sat in chairs on the back deck with drinks in hand, watching the crew load groceries. Jonah wondered how they had fared at the local market, thinking they just might wish they had shopped elsewhere. Supplies were limited, especially anything fresh.

			“They should be gone by time the plane arrives,” Matt commented. “Do you want me to hang around?”

			“No, I’ll be right back, and the pilot will help me load the body.”

			As if he already knew the answer before he asked, Matt said, “You going to go along with Chaaky to see a doctor?”

			“I have a couple of things to do first; things that can’t wait.”

			“I’d feel better, Jonah, if you’d at least promise to call me if you need any help. The plant can get along without me, and I’d be more than happy to do anything I can. You know that.”

			“Yes, I do know that, Matt. And I appreciate it.”

			—

			When he arrived home, he found Chaaky propped on the couch in the living room watching television. Television had finally come to Koloshan the year before, and although they got only two channels and reception was marginal at times, most Koloshan residents were well on their way to becoming addicted. Jonah enjoyed the ability to watch the evening news, but it made him sad to think about the impact television already had on the small community. It was one more step down the road to cultural assimilation.

			Chaaky looked up from his program as Jonah came in. “Hi,” he said.

			“How do you feel?”

			“Pretty good. Except my arm aches. Do you think the doctor can do something about that?”

			“I expect he can.”

			“What else will he do?”

			“Well, as Sue explained, they’ll probably take an x-ray to see if you have any splintered bones and then put your arm in a cast.”

			“What if my bones aren’t okay?”

			“Then they’ll fix you up before they put your arm in the cast. It’s all pretty straightforward.”

			“Will it hurt?”

			“Probably not very much. But even if it does hurt a little, you’ll be too busy checking out all those pretty nurses and watching cable television to notice.”

			“Cable television? Do you think they get any video channels there?”

			“I wouldn’t be surprised.”

			“Cable TV,” Chaaky said with awe. Then he frowned. “But if everything’s okay, I’ll probably come right back, won’t I?”

			“Yeah, then all you get is an airplane ride.”

			The boy grinned. Being hurt definitely had its compensation.

			Mrs. Holman came into the room carrying a sandwich and a glass of milk. “I took you at your word,” she said. “Would you like something to eat?”

			“No thanks.” He turned to Chaaky. “You’ll have to eat up; it’s almost time to go.”

			Chaaky snatched up the plate his mother handed him and returned his attention to the television program while rapidly consuming the sandwich. Jonah smiled at the boy’s resilience. The memories of the night’s events would undoubtedly resurface, but by then, Jonah might have some answers. That would help. It would help both of them.

			He went into the other room and called Sue. “If I drop by the clinic, can you check me out and make sure everything’s all right?”

			“I thought you were going to see a doctor.”

			“I am, but I have a few things to do first.”

			“Jonah St. Clair,” she said in her sternest voice, “I won’t be responsible if something happens to you.”

			“I’ll take responsibility for myself,” he responded with a touch of irritation. He wished she’d ease up. Things were difficult enough as it was.

			Sue seemed to sense that it wasn’t a good time to argue. “All right,” she relented. “I’ll take a look.”

			—

			There was no one around when they drove to the ramp at the airplane float. The yacht was motoring gracefully out of the harbor, a white ghost in the distance. Jonah was glad it was a Sunday. There were always fewer people around on a Sunday afternoon. Although it would be impossible to keep Chaaky’s return secret for long, Jonah was relieved not to have to deal with the situation yet.

			The airplane touched down right on time. They left Ginny in the pickup and made their way down the ramp to the far end of the float to meet the plane. Chaaky was so excited he had almost forgotten about the reason for the trip. His mother, on the other hand, was reluctant to let him out of her sight again so soon after their brief reunion. She started to cry as the airplane bumped up against the float.

			Matt appeared moments later, just as Jonah and the pilot went after the body. “Thought you might be able to use some help.” He took Jonah’s end of the stretcher away from him. To the pilot he said, “My friend here hurt his shoulder and is supposed to be resting.”

			“Wish I had an excuse not to work,” the pilot said. “Not that I don’t enjoy what I do.” 

			Matt and the pilot climbed aboard Jonah’s boat and pulled back the tarp that covered the body. Next they rolled the shrouded body onto the stretcher. The pilot covered it with a piece of plastic he had brought along for the purpose. Jonah stood helplessly by, silently urging them to hurry before anyone came along and saw what was happening.

			Mrs. Holman stood at the end of the float, looking into the airplane window at her son as he happily pointed out all the wonders of the aircraft to her. Jonah positioned himself between her and the stretcher as the two men maneuvered the body from the float into the airplane, but he needn’t have been concerned. She wasn’t about to pay the slightest attention to anything but her son.

			“There will be someone to meet you at the other end,” Jonah told the pilot.

			“There better be,” the pilot said emphatically, jerking his head in the direction of the body. “I’m not going to take that fellow home with me.”

			“Will there be someone there to take Chaaky to the hospital?” Mrs. Holman asked.

			“Yes,” Jonah said, “that’s all been arranged.” This was not the first time he had told her that, but he understood her concern.

			Matt tossed off the lines holding the airplane against the float, waved at the pilot, and the plane taxied off. They stood there watching as it accelerated, scudding across the water like a giant dragonfly. Just when it seemed as though the small plane would never achieve liftoff, it soared into the air with a noisy buzz of success.

			“I guess he’ll be all right,” Mrs. Holman said, her eyes following the rapidly disappearing aircraft, the hum of its engines already nothing more than a faint sound against the backdrop of water and sky.

			“Yes, I’m sure he will,” Jonah said. “And he’ll be back in no time.” 

			Yes, Chaaky would return, but no one would ever see Sid Murphy again.

			—

			The instant Sue caught sight of Jonah as he came into her office, she joined in the general consensus: “You look awful.”

			“I hope that’s not your professional diagnosis.” He gave her what he hoped was a bright smile, but she was not about to be sidetracked.

			“What are you trying to do, kill yourself?” She directed him into the examination room and ordered him to take off his shirt, which he couldn’t quite manage without her help. “I’m not a doctor, you know.” She sat him in a chair so she could remove the bandage. “I did my best, but you have to cooperate if you expect to recover. You can’t go around acting as though nothing has happened. A bullet wound can be serious. You lost a lot of blood. And the wound can easily become infected.”

			Blood saturated the bandage. Jonah felt faint as he glanced down at his injured shoulder. It looked nasty. But, he reminded himself, it could have been a lot worse.

			Sue abruptly stopped examining his shoulder and looked him in the eyes. “Have you been listening to me?”

			“Yes, Sue. I’ve been listening.”

			“Well?”

			“Well what?”

			“What are you going to do about this?”

			“I’m going to have you patch me up for another 1,000 miles, and then I’m going to run a few errands.”

			“Jonah!”

			“They’re important.”

			“So is your health.”

			He took a deep breath, ignoring the fact that even that simple act caused some pain. “Sue,” he said earnestly. “Try to understand. I don’t know whether Sid Murphy is responsible for Johnny’s death or if I have a murderer still out there. And I don’t know what’s happened to Fred Hall. I can’t put either investigation on hold until I’m feeling better. That isn’t how things work in the real world. So, if you’ll have a look at my shoulder and maybe give me something to ease the pain, I’ll be on my way.”

			Her eyes registered disapproval, but she didn’t argue further. Fifteen minutes later he was back outside. She had dressed his wound and put on a fresh bandage. She had also given him some pain pills and one final warning about why he needed to see a doctor as soon as possible. Then, just before he left, she’d looked him in the eye and told him to call her if he needed anything, anything at all. He had thanked her and made a mental note to thank her properly when this was over—flowers maybe, or candy.

			As he slid behind the wheel of his pickup, he reached into his pocket for one of the pills Sue had given him. It was oblong and substantial, a leviathan capsule. Was this her way of punishing him for not taking her advice? Why was it that illegal pills always seemed to be such a convenient size when those prescribed for medicinal purposes so often looked like oversized mockups for some ad?

			He popped the capsule into his mouth and swallowed hard. It went down his throat a few inches, then stopped. He swallowed a few more times, trying to work up some saliva to aid the process. Miserable pill, he thought, as he rummaged through the glove compartment in search of something, anything that would help. He found a Life Saver and used the moisture produced from sucking on it to finally get the pill dislodged and on its way to where it could do him some good. See, he said to himself, it’s just like Dennis always says, there’s a solution to every problem—you just have to find it.

			The pickup was running rough, but it didn’t seem like a particularly important concern in the overall scheme of things. It was just one more thing to put on his “to-do eventually” list. The first priority was to find out what he could about Sid Murphy.

			For the last five years The Lodge had been owed by a couple, the Pultins, who had come to Alaska “to get away from it all.” They had worked hard to transform what had once been a rundown hotel into what their brochure described as a “rustic retreat.” Jonah suspected they would have preferred to have been the proprietors of a New England Inn rather than an Alaskan hideaway, but The Lodge had become a fairly popular tourist stopover for those interested in fishing and hunting. More than likely, the Pultins would eventually get a decent return on their initial investment.

			Jack Pultin was behind the main desk when Jonah arrived. “Hello,” he said cheerfully. He was an ebullient man who liked nothing better than a good listener. “What can I do for you?”

			“I need to know if you have a Sid Murphy registered here.” Murphy had supposedly been staying at The Lodge when Jonah arrested him earlier.

			“Murphy, Murphy,” Pultin repeated as if going over a vast guest list in his mind. “Oh, yes, I know who you mean.” He leaned forward across the desk and spoke in a confidential tone. “Rather an unpleasant fellow, in my opinion.”

			“I want to take a look at this room.”

			Pultin straightened up. “Well, I don’t know about that. Don’t you need a search warrant or something?”

			“The man is dead,” Jonah said bluntly. “I want to have a look around to see if I can figure out who to notify.”

			“Dead?”

			“An accident. In the woods.”

			“Ah, these tourists. They just don’t know how to take care of themselves in the wilderness, do they?” He reached under the counter and pulled out a ring of keys. “Bears,” he continued. “Tourists don’t have the proper respect for bears in this area.” There had been several attacks on hunters in the past year, so bears were on everyone’s minds. Jonah followed Pultin down the narrow hall, only half listening to the man’s ongoing commentary about the dangers you could encounter in the woods. At the door to Murphy’s room, Pultin paused with one hand on the doorknob. “Was it a bear that got Murphy? I warned him about the bears.”

			“No, it wasn’t a bear.”

			“What was it then?” He stepped to one side to let Jonah in. The room was immaculate—bed made, rug freshly vacuumed, curtains pulled back to let in the light.

			“Just an accident,” Jonah said. He walked around the room while Pultin continued to talk. Other than a package of cigarettes on the desk beside an ashtray, there were no personal possessions visible. The package had been opened; a couple of cigarettes were gone. Camel Filters. The same brand as those he had found that day beside the cabin near the caves.

			He went through the desk drawers but found nothing. Next, he had a look in the bathroom. There were some toilet articles on a shelf, but that was all. He had saved the closet for last, hoping that Pultin would lose interest and go away. But the man was still talking, something about the foibles of tourists while not paying close attention to Jonah’s search. He was, in fact, turned away, looking out the window. Jonah drew open the closet door and found himself staring at his own rifle propped in the corner. It didn’t surprise him. But it didn’t explain why Murphy had come after him in the first place.

			There were some shirts and slacks on hangers, along with a couple pairs of jeans on a shelf. Jonah went through all the pockets before turning his attention to a suitcase on the floor. It was locked. He glanced over his shoulder to see whether Pultin was watching. He seemed to be focusing on something that was happening outside. Jonah took out a key ring and isolated a wire he had carried since his Los Angeles days. In no time at all, he had the suitcase open.

			Under a pile of underwear he found the reason for the lock: several rows of neatly stacked fifty dollar bills. Jonah quickly went through them. That left him even more baffled. The amount in the case looked to be about twenty thousand dollars.

		

	

			tleikáa ka daax’oon 
(TWENTY-FOUR)

			Alex wasn’t home. One of his neighbors told Jonah that he had gone to the cannery to work on a bracket, something to do with his refrigeration. Jonah got back in his pickup and headed for the cannery. There was only one way to get there by car, the same dirt road that served as the main route through the village. It followed the shoreline to the point at the western tip of the island. The cannery was on that point.

			The view from the road was magnificent, a tourist draw, the type of picture that might be on a cruise ship advertisement with the light shimmering on the water and the mountain wilderness looming in the background. In the brochure it might have been described as a land of adventure and excitement, America’s last frontier.

			As Jonah drove along, dodging the potholes on the uneven, narrow road, he thought about all the cruise ships and yachts that found their way into the small villages that dotted Alaska. They were already having an impact on Koloshan, and that influence would undoubtedly increase as more and more tourists with their expensive cameras came to take pictures of the village and its inhabitants, expecting them to somehow epitomize the native culture of their fantasies. Jonah remembered all too vividly how so many of the people he’d met in Los Angeles tried to fit him into the classic rural Alaskan stereotype. Some of the pieces of the stereotype just happened to fit with his personality. But the process of adapting to someone else’s predetermined view caused the loss of the inner person.

			The plant on the point was no longer operational, although everyone still referred to the collection of buildings as “the cannery.” Several of the outlying buildings stood abandoned—fire had even gutted one—but the main structures remained in good repair. Most now served as storage, but one was a machine shop owned and operated by a neighboring cannery in Juneau, used mostly to service the local seine fleet. Other fishermen often took advantage of the space to work on their boats and motors. They also appreciated the availability of parts and tools.

			Jonah parked out back and followed the boardwalk through the maze of buildings to the pier that fronted them. From there the tangy salt smell of the kelp line that ran along the rocky beach lingered. Except for a few seiners in for repairs, the pier was empty. There was a float anchored some distance from shore, just out from a few creosoted pilings that had once been the support for a dock. Some ravens and seagulls vied for the privilege of standing on the remaining upright pilings, avoiding those listing at an angle. Other than that, everything was quiet.

			At first Jonah thought the shop was empty in spite of the open door. He went inside and wandered among the random rows of equipment and piles of parts and materials. Some of it was new, but much of the stuff in the shop had been salvaged from boats that had come in for repairs or boats retired from service. People in remote areas often had to improvise with what was available rather than waiting on costly and frequently late orders to come from the city, so everything was kept on the off chance that it might someday be of use.

			He found Alex near the back of the building, bending over a drill press, intent on the work before him. Jonah hated to interrupt, but the reason he needed to talk to him couldn’t wait. He hung back until Alex paused to readjust a piece of metal before speaking.

			“Hey,” he said, his voice echoing in the warehouse shop.

			Alex jumped, then started to smile when he saw who it was, but the smile didn’t mature. Something in Jonah’s expression stopped it before it could reach his eyes.

			“Can we talk for a few minutes?”

			“Sure.” Alex switched off the drill and walked outside with Jonah. They walked to a live edge wood bench against the side of an adjoining building under the overhang. Through the years people who sat on the bench had carved their initials and other designs into the wood, making it a mosaic of curves and gouges, a sort of history of its sitters. The two men sat side by side, Jonah with his long legs outstretched, Alex rigidly upright, his hands gripping the edges of the seat. They looked out over the water in silence for several minutes. Alex spoke first.

			“I talked with Matt. He said Chaaky is doing just fine. I think it’s great that you found him.”

			“His arm hurts him a bit, but other than that, he’s okay.”

			There was an uneasiness between them that had never been there before, an effort to be polite, to say the right thing. Jonah experienced a momentary flash of the old feeling, the shared closeness, the camaraderie. It was still there under the surface, but there were questions that had to be asked and answered.

			“What is it you wanted to talk about?” Alex’s tone was casual, but Jonah knew that for both of them, their friendship was about to turn upside down. He looked at his hands, not yet wanting to face Alex. Even his own muscular fingers seemed somehow remote, as if everything in his familiar world had changed, had metamorphosed into something he could barely recognize.

			Finally, he asked, “Where do you know Sid Murphy from?” He was almost surprised by how neutral his own voice sounded.

			Alex continued to gaze out over the water. “Who says that I do?”

			“I do.” Jonah turned toward Alex, but Alex refused to meet his eyes. “Don’t make me track down this relationship the hard way. I’d rather get the story from you.”

			Alex suddenly exploded. “Damn it all! It’s nobody’s goddamn business. Nobody’s. Not even yours.” He still faced away from Jonah. He reached up and rubbed his fingers across his forehead, then leaned forward and put his head in his hands. “Shit, Jonah,” he mumbled.

			Jonah felt some of the pieces fall into place. The signs had been there all along, but he had refused to read them. He felt sick inside, sick and helpless. Vietnam. Everything always came back to Nam. It had destroyed men in so many ways. He should have known. He could have helped Alex. “You want to roll up your sleeves?” he asked. The voice that posed the question was detached, cold, a policeman’s voice.

			“It’s nobody’s business but mine,” Alex repeated, his face still cradled in his hands. “Nobody’s.”

			“I’m waiting, Alex.”

			Slowly, as if hoping for a reprieve he knew wasn’t coming, Alex lifted his head and looked at Jonah. “Don’t do this to me,” he pleaded. “I don’t bother anyone; this has nothing to do with anyone but me. Please.”

			It would be easy to simply get up and walk away, Jonah told himself. He could act as though he didn’t know about Alex’s habit, forget about trying to puzzle out the rest of what had happened. Simply put the last few days behind him and go on with his life. Maybe Alex could leave and go somewhere to start anew. But … conflicting thoughts waged war in his head. Which was more important, his feelings for Alex or his duty to the people of Koloshan? What about Chaaky and his future? And what would he tell Dan and Ellie? No, he couldn’t let it go; he had to see this thing through. No matter who it hurt. And no matter how much.

			“I’m sorry, Alex.” The words felt artificial, hollow. He tried again. “I’m really sorry.” Jonah wanted to say more, to tell Alex how he felt about him as a person, as a friend, but he couldn’t find the words. “I don’t want to do this to you, but I have to.” He did have to, didn’t he? “You see, Sid Murphy’s dead.”

			For an instant Alex’s face registered shock. Then the shock dissolved into relief. “What happened?”

			“I killed him.” There was that detached voice again, hard, like stone striking stone.

			Alex turned toward Jonah with compassion in his eyes.

			It made Jonah feel even worse, but he made the decision. “He shot me and I … fought back.” Alex was the one person he knew who would understand, but he couldn’t talk about it with him. Not now. He would have to go on living with his mingled memories of Nam and Murphy without the solace of sharing with someone who could empathize based on experience. “Do you know of any reason why Murphy would want to kill me?”

			Fear and caution gathered like storm clouds on Alex’s face, and he turned his eyes back to the water. “No, none.”

			“Alex, I have to ask you something. I need to know if you told Murphy that Johnny died from an overdose.”

			Alex pressed his hands together in his lap to control the trembling. “Well, yes, I guess I might have.” He faltered. “But he had no reason to …” He stopped again, unable to complete the thought.

			“To kill Johnny,” Jonah finished for him.

			“I’ve gone over and over it in my mind. But I can’t think of a single reason why Murphy would be involved in Johnny’s death.” He sounded as though he had truly agonized over the question.

			“And what about me? Did he have a reason to want me dead?”

			Alex shook his head. “I just don’t know what to think.”

			They watched a raven attack two seagulls on the dock, driving them away. After strutting back and forth over his newly acquired territory a couple of times, the raven flew off in search of a better place or to find more seagulls to bully.

			“Murphy was a dealer, wasn’t he?”

			Alex sighed and took a deep breath. “Yes.”

			“And you let him know that I was looking for someone who was distributing drugs, right?”

			“Yes, but I didn’t mean any harm to come to you. I just thought he needed to know, so he could lay low for a while. I didn’t think he would, oh hell, I don’t know what I thought.” He crossed his arms over his chest, hugging his body as if to ward off a chill, or personal demons.

			“What was he doing here, Alex? No one comes all the way to Koloshan to make a single delivery.”

			“He wanted to invest in a fishing boat. He came up here to see what the fishing was like.” The lines were obviously rehearsed. Alex didn’t even try to sound convincing.

			“Why didn’t you meet with him in public then? Investing in the fishing industry is a legitimate undertaking.”

			“Koloshan is too small. I didn’t want to be associated with him, just in case someone found out about his … connections.”

			The tide was coming in, waves breaking against rocks. Jonah inhaled the tangy smell of beach and salt water and suddenly remembered the aroma of suntan lotion and concession stands on California beaches. If only they hadn’t gone to Vietnam. Nam had changed everything.

			“Did it start in Nam, Alex?”

			“Everything either started or ended there, didn’t it?”

			—

			Jonah took his time driving back into town. Although he didn’t feel it was necessary to take any official action related to Alex, at least not right away, he felt betrayed. Betrayed and concerned. He was certain Alex hadn’t given him the full story. Alex and Murphy—what did it add up to? And where did Fred Hall and Johnny Simpson fit in? He felt like all of the pieces were there, at the back of his mind, waiting to come together. It all fit somehow.

			He pulled up just short of The Café and rested his head against the seat. 

			—

			A tapping sound woke him up. He opened his eyes and found Joe peering in the car window. When their eyes met, Joe made a motion for him to roll down the window. The fresh air felt good. “Hello, Joe. What’s up?”

			“You, that’s what. Scare a person half to death. What do you think you’re doing sleeping out here like this in your truck?!”

			Jonah looked around. “What time is it?”

			“Is that all you have to say? ‘What time is it?’”

			He straightened up, his muscles still stiff and sore, although he felt stronger. And hungry. “Sorry, Joe, I guess I was tired.” Probably those pills Sue had given him, he thought. Maybe she even intended that he would get sleepy and take some forced rest.

			“Well, you might try sleeping at home,” Joe said gruffly. “Like I told you earlier.” He backed away from the truck. “It’s five o’clock,” he added. “I got to be getting along. I have some spaghetti sauce on the stove.”

			Jonah took a few minutes to fully wake up before following Joe into The Café. When Joe came over to take his order, he mumbled something about taking care of himself and getting proper rest. But he seemed more relieved than angry. His concern both amused and pleased Jonah. It helped to have someone care about you.

			He quickly drank down a half cup of coffee. It tasted good, like the first cup of the day usually did. He sat there and stared at the remaining coffee, searching for answers in the murky liquid. One of the things he just couldn’t figure out was the twenty thousand in Murphy’s suitcase. Was Murphy a dealer hoping to expand his territory, or was he in the area for another reason? If he had pulled off a risky robbery, he certainly wouldn’t hang around afterwards, would he? Although how do you predict the behavior of a ruthless criminal like Murphy?

			Drugs and money. There had to be a link. Was it Alex? That was a possibility he didn’t want to believe. And what about Johnny Simpson? According to Jones, Johnny had shown him the old cabin near the red caves. All of the village boys ended up exploring the red caves and the surrounding area at some point. The caves were fascinating in their own right, and they were also part of the history of the area. But what was Murphy doing out there? He and Alex didn’t need to go that far away to avoid the locals.

			What if … what if … Johnny had heard or seen something, something that made him a threat? At least in Murphy’s eyes. And, at the same time, Murphy found out about the ceremony. It would have been easy for him to slip something extra into Chaaky’s potion. Then all he had to do was wait until Johnny died and let Chaaky take the blame. It had probably been too tempting to pass up.

			Murphy and Alex. Alex his friend. Alex the junkie. Dennis had told him stories on more than one occasion about not being able to rely on past impressions of people. People change. And they try, in turn, to change you. Don’t look back. Keep your mind on those things you know to be true. Trust yourself.

			Dammit. He couldn’t connect the dots that were right in front of him. Alex and Murphy. Drugs and money. Johnny and the cabin. Money—the inevitable driver of most illegal acts.

			There was one more question he needed answered. He didn’t want to ask, but he had to. It came with the job.
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			tleikáa ka keijín 
(TWENTY-FIVE)

			In the city it would have taken time to get the authority to check someone’s bank records, but in Koloshan the procedure was less formal. Jonah had known the manager of the only bank in town for a long time. Although the man wouldn’t simply turn over someone’s records to Jonah without legal authorization, he was more than willing to discuss a situation in general terms. Jonah quickly learned what he didn’t really want to know. Alex’s boat loan with the bank had been paid off about six months ago.

			“An inheritance, I believe,” the bank manager told Jonah. “But then, you probably knew about that.”

			Jonah was trying to figure out what to say in response when the manager continued. “With all the regulations and quotas these days, not many can afford to invest in bigger and fancier boats. But so many fishermen do just that. Then they find themselves in trouble when the season is poor. Like last year. We hate to foreclose on anyone, but we’re a business. You know how it is, don’t you?”

			Yes, Jonah did understand that some things had to be done, like it or not. And the dots were beginning to connect. An inheritance? Not likely. Alex never had strong family ties. Although his parents and sister were still alive. A more plausible scenario was that someone had lent Alex the money. And when Alex couldn’t pay him back, the lender had sent someone to collect on the loan. When you took away coincidence, it all made sense.

			—

			Jonah stopped at the jail to pick up his uniform jacket, handcuffs, and gun. They were to some extent just props, but he wanted his talk with Alex to appear official. By wearing the accouterments of office, Alex would know that. In spite of any feelings of friendship they had toward each other, Jonah intended to enforce the law in his capacity as village police officer.

			He tried Alex’s home first, but he wasn’t there. Next, he drove to the marina. The Lucky Lady wasn’t in its slip. Had Alex completed his repairs? Had he taken off to go fishing? Just in case he hadn’t left yet, Jonah drove by to see if the boat was tied up at the Cold Storage Pier, but it wasn’t. Nor was it at the fuel dock.

			The Lucky Lady was gone.

			If Alex had simply gone fishing, it was entirely possible he would return at the end of his trip, just like normal. But it was also possible that he had guessed Jonah was getting close to the truth and had run. In about three hours the Lucky Lady could be through the pass bound for international waters, beyond the jurisdiction of the United States. From there Alex could go anywhere, always on the run, but at least not in prison. Maybe his drug friends would come to his rescue, give him money, or help him establish a new identity. If he could make it through the pass, he had a chance to escape.

			Jonah sat there a moment, contemplating his options. In some ways, having Alex leave was the best solution. It was unlikely anyone would fault Jonah for not figuring things out in time to stop him from running away. Especially given the fact that he had been shot and hadn’t taken time to recuperate. It wasn’t as if Alex was a danger to society. Whatever had happened, Jonah felt certain it had probably been, at least to some extent, an accident. 

			Still, there had been several deaths, and Fred was still missing. If they didn’t get the full story from Alex, they might never know what happened for sure. There would be a lot of loose ends and a lot of speculation about how Alex had escaped. That wouldn’t be healthy for their small community. And not only was it his sworn duty to apprehend criminals if he could, he wasn’t sure he could live with the lie if he didn’t at least try.

			He spun his truck around and drove at top speed back to Cold Storage’s plant. He tried taking the stairs to Matt’s office two at a time like he normally did, but a painful twitch in his shoulder slowed him down. At the top of the steps he paused to get his breathing under control before going inside.

			Matt sat behind his desk going over some papers. The television was on without the sound, and music came from a radio on a shelf above his desk. Matt took one look at Jonah’s face and switched off both. Kathy wasn’t in her office, so the two men could talk freely. Jonah told him about Alex’s connection to Murphy, feeling more and more certain he was right about what happened as Matt took in the information. He had anticipated that Matt would want to go after Alex with him, so he was ready with all of the reasons why Matt needed to stay right where he was.

			“Someone has to contact the Coast Guard and the state troopers and stay in touch with them,” he explained. “We can’t use the marine radio system or Alex will overhear us and know what we are trying to do. If you stand by here, then I can contact you if I need to, and you can keep me posted on any backup the Coast Guard can provide.”

			“Jonah, we can get someone else to do that. You may need help.”

			“I can handle it; it’s just an arrest.”

			“But your shoulder—”

			“My shoulder is good enough.”

			Matt looked dubious. Jonah left before he could muster any more resistance. He didn’t want anyone, not even Matt, with him when and if he caught up with Alex. It was something to be played out between the two of them.

			Within minutes he was back in his boat and heading out of the harbor, racing toward the straits. Gray, ragged clouds encroached along the horizon. After days of clear skies, it looked as though they were in for some stormy weather. For a moment, Jonah found himself willing the storm to come. A storm would solve everything. The Lucky Lady was a seaworthy boat that could easily survive some pretty rugged seas. And no one would blame Jonah for not following in his much smaller, lighter, sport boat. Even the Coast Guard might hesitate to search for the Lucky Lady during a storm. If the storm did indeed materialize, Alex just might make his escape.

			There was no storm yet, though, only a building southwest breeze. It whipped the water with rows of frothy whitecaps. As long as conditions maintained, Jonah could manage about twenty-five knots. Alex would be traveling about eight, but he had as much as a two-hour lead. It would be a close question whether Jonah could overtake him before he reached the pass.

			The small boat pounded into the waves, each hammering impact reverberating in his shoulder. If it got too bad, he would have to take one of Sue’s pain pills. He didn’t want to do that though, just in case they caused drowsiness. That was the last thing he needed right now.

			Scanning the horizon, he started seriously worrying about the weather. Water conditions were usually more dramatic in the pass, especially if you hit it at the wrong tide and in a southwest wind. Most boaters tried to get there at slack water, although with a small tide and calm weather, they often went through at less favorable times. He could tell that the tide was ebbing, but he needed to find out when it had started and how large a tide it would be to accurately assess the situation.

			He rummaged through a pile of papers and books stowed under the shelf that served as his navigation station, looking for a current tide table. “Dammit, nothing is ever where it should be when you need it,” he complained. Finally, he spotted the crumpled booklet on the floor. Just bending over to pick it up made him dizzy. He had to wait a few seconds before he could see to thumb through the tables to the right month and day. “Not good,” he said out loud. “Not good at all.” 

			By the time Jonah reached the pass the current would be ebbing its strongest, and it was a big tide. With a strong southwest blowing, the westerly swell would be formidable. The pass would be a deathtrap for a boat the size of his, and nearly as bad for the Lucky Lady. If he didn’t overtake Alex before then, there would be no other opportunity.

			The wind and chop grew worse as he pounded up the straits. The pain in his shoulder also grew worse. He began to wonder just how stupid he’d been to try this on his own. What had seemed reasonable back on land didn’t make as much sense now that he was on the water with conditions worsening by the minute. He was weak from pain, fatigue, and lack of food. But if he failed, it might look to some as though he hadn’t really tried his best to capture Alex. Especially since he hadn’t enlisted help.

			As he rounded the final headland and began the last long beat toward the pass, his boat began bouncing around so much he could barely hold the binoculars steady enough to scan the water ahead for boats. He wasn’t sure, but he thought that a small black speck in the distance could be the Lucky Lady. If it was, he just might be able to overtake Alex in time.

			The water had become so turbulent he could no longer hold the throttle to the wall. He had to work it against the waves, up and down, listening for the sound of his motor over the noise of the boat slapping the water. It was too bad his wind gauge wasn’t working; it would have been interesting to know how hard the wind blew. One thing he knew for certain; he wasn’t making good time. But then, Alex probably wasn’t either.

			Jonah began to hope that, given how the weather was shaping up, Alex would decide to wait before heading through the pass. Large boats had been broken up in the combers on an ebb at the seaward end of the pass during winter storms, but it would be unusual for a storm to become that violent at this time of the year. Unusual, but not impossible. If Alex had heard a bad weather report, he might be tempted to wait. Unless he guessed that Jonah was after him. Then he just might chance it, no matter what the prediction.

			 “Be smart, Alex. Don’t take the risk …”

			Jonah was tempted to call Matt on the agreed-upon channel to see how far away possible backup might be, but he was afraid Alex would pick it up on scan. Most fishing boats regularly scanned VHF channels to see if anyone was talking. If Alex didn’t already know he was back there, he didn’t want to alert him to that fact.

			The boat ahead loomed larger and larger. Angry-looking clouds also drew closer, blocking out the sun, making the day run cold. Jonah couldn’t see the entrance to the pass, but it was becoming evident the boat ahead intended to try to get through. The water was calmer than it had been because he was in the lee of an island, but the wind gusted fiercely, disturbing the surface of the water with swirls and dancing wavelets. As soon as he got past the island he would be exposed to wind whistling down several long inlets. The prudent skipper of a boat the size of his would definitely turn back at this point. But he was so close—

			When he narrowed the distance enough to tell for sure that the boat he was following was the Lucky Lady, he felt certain Alex had also seen him. Why else would an experienced boater commit to going through the pass under these conditions? And even if he caught up with the Lucky Lady, what was he, Jonah, going to do? It was clear Alex didn’t intend to surrender. And once in the pass, he couldn’t just take out a gun and order him to stop. That would leave both boats at the mercy of the rushing current with its whirlpool drop-offs and log-filled kelp balls. So, what was the plan, he asked himself? What was the plan?

			The Lucky Lady veered sharply to the right, caught by the current. It rolled way over on its side, one of its trolling poles almost touching the water. Jonah waited, holding his breath until the boat slowly righted itself. In his deeper, slower boat, Jonah knew Alex must be fighting the wheel hard to keep his vessel moving forward. At least he wasn’t also in pain; he could devote all of his energy to steering and staying on course.

			The gap between the two boats narrowed more. At the far end of the pass where the ocean swell met the current, there was a white mass of combing breakers. Jonah was still gaining on the Lucky Lady, and at the same time, with both boats getting a push from the tide, the breakers rapidly got closer. He could now hear their thunder over the scream of his engine and the frenzied pummeling of the wind.

			He drew close enough to see the Lucky Lady clearly, Alex at the wheel staring straight ahead. Jonah waved at him, but Alex refused to look. He was obviously determined to get through the pass and probably hoped that Jonah wasn’t foolish enough to follow.

			Jonah knew he should turn back. His reactions were sluggish, and he found it increasingly difficult to think and to exercise good judgment. Instead of maneuvering his boat to take the waves at the best angle for its shape, he plowed into them, each jarring impact a physical blow to his boat and to his body. The chase was a futile gesture. He should call it quits and turn back. It was the sensible thing to do. No, the sensible thing would have been to turn back some time ago. Or to not have started out on his own in the first place.

			The two boats were suddenly side by side. Alex continued to look straight ahead, deliberately ignoring Jonah. Jonah wondered if he pulled slightly ahead of the Lucky Lady whether he could force Alex to turn back by cutting across his bow. Once they were both turned around, they would be going with the wind. The ride would be smoother, and Jonah would have time to call for assistance.

			They were nearly up to the breakers. Jonah was ever so slightly in the lead. He eased back on the throttle and wheeled the boat to the right. The Lucky Lady kept coming. For a moment Jonah was sure they would collide, but a wave caught his boat and pushed it forward and sideways. The Lucky Lady glided past, and with it, Jonah’s last opportunity to stop Alex slipped away.

			His boat wallowed in the trough between two steep walls of water. Without warning, a huge wave welled up beneath his boat. He looked back to see white water crashing over his transom, submerging his motor. Too late he pressed the throttle wide open. His engine did not respond. Jonah sensed rather than heard it cough and die.

			The sound of wind and water filled the boat. Wind tore the tops off the waves in a continuous sheet of spray. He lost sight of the Lucky Lady, of the shore, of everything but his rapidly foundering vessel.

			An immense breaker picked up the boat like a toy and broke away beneath it. Jonah felt himself falling. In the next instant, the boat filled with foamy seawater. Jonah clung to the wheel, helpless to take the smallest action to save himself. A second wave rose up beside the boat, its crest toppling in against the ebbing tide. Suddenly it broke, crashing down upon the bow, a cascade of icy foam.

			His boat was gone. His life jacket, bright orange and new, floated just out of reach. As the water closed over him, all he could think about was the irony of what had happened. He had come through his tour in Nam in one piece. He had even made it through six years in the LAPD without a scratch. Now, a few miles from home, he would die a cold, watery death. The otter people would come for him. And his soul would wander forever.

			He was fading. He became aware of something in the water next to him, something buoyant and white. Reflexively he reached out, but whatever it was rolled away. A wave pushed the object toward him a second time. It was his Styrofoam ice chest. He made another lunge at it, and this time managed to grab on.

			Water continued to roll over him. He was enveloped in salty liquid. It was in his eyes, his nose, his mouth. He couldn’t breathe. But he still hung on. Another comber roared overhead, and he thought: this is it, this is the end. He would never come up again.

			Then, all at once, there was air to breathe. His head was out of the water. Debris from his capsized boat floated all around, stirred by the current, swirling first with him, then driven away. But the water seemed calmer. He wondered if he was clear of the breakers. The ice chest had broken apart, but there was still enough material to keep him afloat. As long as he held on he should be able to keep his head above water. But what was the point? What did it matter if he clung to life a few minutes longer? Why not let go now instead of prolonging the inevitable? It would be so easy to just let go.

			But he didn’t. He continued to hold on, trying to recall how long a person was supposed to be able to last in frigid seawater without a survival suit. For some reason he couldn’t remember. He was sure he knew, but he couldn’t seem to remember.

			Through the confusion of his own internal ramblings, he thought he heard someone call his name. He tried to raise his head to look around, but he didn’t have the strength. Maybe it was the otter people, he thought. They were coming for him just like in the stories Dennis had told him. Did they come for non-natives?

			The voice called again, this time nearer. Salt spray stung his eyes as he tried to locate the source of the voice. Then, suddenly, there was a life ring buoy floating next to him in the water. His arm and hand were so numb with cold, he couldn’t seem to get them to work properly. His fingers slid off the smooth, wet surface, and the ring moved away. He let go of the Styrofoam he had been clinging to and paddled clumsily after it. It was so terribly cold. If he didn’t grab it this time, he wasn’t sure he would have the strength to try again.

			There it was, in the water just a few feet away, bobbing up and down. He reached out, struggling to keep his head above water. As his fingers closed on the hard plastic surface, a wave pushed the ring toward him, and it flipped over and hit him on the head. He gulped seawater as he went under, but when he came back up, he still had a grip on the ring. He pulled it toward him and rested his cheek against its solid surface.

			—

			Strong arms pulled him up. He wanted to help, but his body seemed paralyzed. He was completely spent, a dead weight, heavy, waterlogged. But someone continued to pull until he found himself aboard a boat, lying on the deck, gasping for air. There was blood in his mouth. He could taste its pungent slickness. But he was no longer in the water. Someone had rescued him.

			“Are you all right?”

			He blinked the water from his eyes and looked toward the voice. Alex kneeled beside him, staring anxiously down at him. Jonah raised his head a few inches off the deck and said, “You’re under arrest.”

			Then he passed out.

		

	

			tleikáa ka tleidooshú 
(TWENTY-SIX)

			Antiseptic replaced the saltwater smell. He was warm and dry, and there was a bright light overhead. His shoulder ached, but only slightly more than the rest of his body. A sharp pulsing over his temples made it difficult to concentrate, and his mouth was dry. He could barely swallow. Funny, he thought, that some part of his body should be parched when just a short time ago he thought he was drowning.

			“He’s coming to,” someone said. The voice was familiar, a woman’s voice. Sue’s voice. He opened one eye and tried to focus.

			“You’re going to be all right.” She placed a cool hand on his forehead and brushed his hair back from his face. The gesture eased the tension in his temples and the pulsing slackened.

			There was a question he needed to ask. He couldn’t quite figure out what it was, but he knew it was something important, something he needed to know.

			“You’re going to be just fine,” Sue said.

			“What about …” he began, then couldn’t remember what he was going to ask.

			“What about?” Sue prompted.

			Then he remembered. “Alex.” He wasn’t sure he had said the name out loud. “Alex,” he tried again.

			Sue leaned over him. “What did you say?”

			“Alex. Is he here?”

			“He’s in the other room. With Matt.”

			He shut his eyes and tried to relax. Damn it all. He’d succeeded. He had brought Alex in. Why? Why hadn’t he just let him go?

			“You should be feeling better soon. I’ve given you something for pain.” Then, with a tiny note of triumph, she added, “I’ve sent for a doctor. He should be here in about an hour.”

			Jonah tried to smile, to let Sue know how much he appreciated her concern. There was plenty of time to see a doctor now, plenty of time.

			“Try to get some rest. I’ll wake you when he arrives.”

			Lights, Jonah thought. Didn’t they ever turn out the lights in this place? He was still thinking about the glare from the light when he fell asleep.

			—

			The next time he woke up there were two people in the room, Sue and a stranger in a white shirt. “Hello,” the stranger said. “I’m Dr. Harris. And you, I understand, are lucky to be alive.” Dr. Harris spoke with the assurance of someone who requires no response to his statements.

			Jonah nodded, still too groggy to speak.

			Dr. Harris began his examination, probing and pressing, occasionally exchanging significant looks with Sue. At one point, Jonah winced when the doctor found a tender spot. “So, this hurts, does it? I should think it would.”

			So why poke at it, Jonah wondered but didn’t ask.

			When the doctor finished, he took Sue aside and gave her some instructions. Jonah felt like a child being discussed by adults, straining to overhear what was going on. When they stopped, the doctor turned back to him.

			“You’re lucky,” he said with conviction. “With time and rest you should be just fine.”

			Wasn’t that what Sue had already said?

			“I’ve suggested they leave you here overnight even though the clinic isn’t set up for it. Miss Merrill has offered to stay and make certain you remain comfortable. By tomorrow you can be moved home.” He gave Jonah a wide, doctorly smile revealing a row of even white teeth as immaculate as his shirt.

			“Thank you, doctor.” To Jonah his voice sounded far away, like he was in a tunnel. But the doctor didn’t seem to mind. He accepted the thank you as his due and departed.

			Sue asked if there was anything he wanted.

			“What about Alex?” he asked.

			“I think he and Matt just got back. They went to get something to eat. Do you want to see them?”

			“Just Alex. Can you send him in?”

			“Are you sure you feel up to talking with him?”

			“I just want to see him for a few minutes.”

			Sue left and Alex appeared shortly thereafter. “Hey,” he said in his usual bantering manner, “you look like hell.”

			“Thanks. It sure beats looking dead.”

			The word had a sobering effect. He could feel Alex start to drift away, like a life ring caught by the current. He desperately wanted to say something to bring back their former closeness, but all he could think of to say was, “Thank you for coming back for me. I’m sorry it had to end like this, Alex. I can’t tell you how sorry.”

			They looked at each other a moment, then a gleam came into Alex’s eyes, a momentary flash of the old Alex. “Do you know how ridiculous you looked lying there on the deck like a drowned rat telling me that I was under arrest?”

			Jonah wanted to laugh, but he couldn’t. Alex had saved his life, saved him from drowning, and in return he was sending him to prison. It didn’t seem right.

			The smile on Alex’s face slowly faded. “I’m sorry,” Jonah repeated.

			“Karma,” Alex shrugged. “I’ve always had bad karma.” He pulled up a chair and sat down. “I want to tell you what happened, Jonah. I know you aren’t feeling so hot right now, but I want to tell you about it, okay?”

			Jonah nodded. This was the reason he had gone after Alex, wasn’t it? So why did he no longer really care?

			Alex didn’t look at Jonah as he talked, his voice strained but determined. It was as if he was explaining as much for his own understanding as for Jonah’s.

			“Like you guessed, it started in Nam. At first I stuck to cheap stuff, uppers and downers and the occasional joint. But as the war went on, well, you know how it was. I ended up on heroin. I knew it wasn’t smart, but it made the fighting almost bearable. You never knew when you were going to take a bullet. And I always thought I could keep it under control, quit whenever I wanted.

			“The problem was that over time, especially when I got further away from the source, I ended up spending a lot of money on the stuff. That’s what you don’t think of when you start, how much it can add up to over the years. And after a while I didn’t want to quit, couldn’t quit, I suppose.” He paused and seemed to consider what he was saying. “That’s why I wanted a bigger boat. I needed to make more money. I just couldn’t support the habit on what I was bringing in.”

			Jonah closed his eyes and Alex stopped to ask if he was okay. “Fine, go ahead. I’m listening.” He was listening, but he couldn’t bear to see the pain in Alex’s eyes any longer.

			“The year after I got my bigger boat the fishing went to hell. I couldn’t even make my payments. The bank extended, but the second year was worse. That’s when things really began to go sour.” His voice grew bitter. “If it hadn’t been for that goddamn Vincent … He started to play games with me, said the bank would have to foreclose if I didn’t come up with the money. Where in the hell did he think I was going to get that kind of money when no one was making anything on fishing? He knew I’d pay as soon as I could. But would he extend again? No. He said he was sorry, but he was afraid he’d be ‘forced’ to foreclose. “Shit! He wanted to see me squirm. He would have enjoyed taking my boat away.”

			A question of money, Jonah reflected. Dennis had told him on many occasions, that in the past, no one in the village had valued money for the sake of money. There were more important things to think about, like your family, or your hunting skills, or being top boat. But today it was always about money.

			“I had no choice,” Alex said, sounding as if he really believed there had only been one option available to him. “I had to borrow the money from Murphy’s friends. They were the only ones I knew who had that kind of dough. They said I’d have five years to pay them back. I was positive I could make it in five years.” He took a deep breath before continuing.

			“Then they changed their minds. Or maybe they’d planned on using me all along. I don’t know. What they wanted was for me to run drugs from Mexico with the Lucky Lady. Me, a drug runner. I just couldn’t do that. What I’ve done to myself is one thing, but I wasn’t about to run drugs for scum like them. You know what it’s like, Jonah. You’ve talked about what you saw in L.A. Well, I couldn’t do it. That was where I drew the line.”

			Not quite, Jonah thought. That wasn’t where the line was finally drawn. If it had been, the confrontation between us might never have happened.

			“Murphy said it was up to me. I could either pay them back or go to work for them. That’s when I got the idea about stealing the money off some packer. This time of year they’re always loaded with cash. And it’s all covered by insurance. It wouldn’t really have been hurting anyone.”

			The words were coming faster, as if he had to get them out before he changed his mind. “I overheard Kathy telling one of the outside buyers over the telephone that someone would be bringing them some cash in a day or two. I guessed she might be referring to Fred. He was the only one leaving about then.

			“It should have been so easy. Everyone always kidded Fred about sleeping like a log. If you went in to sell to him when he was taking a nap, you had to practically set off a bomb to wake him up. It should have been so simple. Especially when the fog rolled in that night. But …” Alex’s voice broke. It took him a moment before he could go on.

			“For some crazy reason, Fred woke up when I climbed aboard. I don’t know why. If he had just kept on sleeping … But he woke up. Even so, it would have been okay because I was wearing a mask. But he tried to play hero. He jumped me. Can you imagine that? I was standing there holding a gun on him and the old guy lunged at me.” He shook his head. “Why’d he have to do that? Why didn’t he just let me have the money? For Christ’s sake, he only had twenty grand  aboard. Why didn’t he just let me take it?”

			Suddenly Alex stopped talking, and Jonah could hear him taking another deep breath. “What happened next?” Jonah asked. He wanted to hear the rest and get it over with.

			“We struggled,” Alex said softly as if reliving the moment in the telling. “One minute he was fighting like a wild man, the next he was laying there bleeding. I don’t know exactly what happened. I do know I didn’t shoot him. My gun never went off. But he was there on the floor, blood pouring from his head. I didn’t mean to hurt him. I never meant to hurt anyone. You’ve got to believe that, Jonah.”

			Jonah opened his eyes and looked at Alex. “I believe you.” And he did, but that didn’t change what happened. “And then, what did you do then?”

			“I picked up the money and left.”

			“Was he dead?”

			“God help me, I don’t know. I didn’t even check to see if he was still alive.” Tears streamed down his face. “I just left him there,” he repeated. “When I heard later that he was missing, I figured he’d been alive and had tried to go for help. If I hadn’t been so damned stupid—” He leaned forward and put his face in his hands.

			“So, when you left, you didn’t check to see if he was still alive. You have no idea whether he was or not, right?”

			“I swear it. No idea. And I should have checked. I don’t know why I didn’t. I just panicked and took off.”

			Jonah gave him a few minutes, then asked, “What about Johnny?”

			Alex lifted his head. His eyes reminded Jonah of the eyes of some of the veterans he had seen on the plane trip back to the States, full of pain yet somehow empty. The will to survive squeezed out while life lingered on.

			“I never meant for Johnny to get involved. We were out at an old cabin near the red caves. I didn’t want to be seen with Murphy anywhere near Koloshan. That’s when I gave him the twenty thousand dollars. We were sitting on the porch discussing what happened next when we heard a noise and saw Johnny run off into the woods. Murphy figured the kid had overheard us, but I wasn’t so sure.

			“Anyway, Murphy searched all over for the boy but couldn’t find him. I thought the matter was over. Then … Johnny died. I can’t prove it, but I’m sure Murphy killed him. All the guys at the Di̅s-schu were joking about Chaaky’s ceremony. Jack Kelly had told his older brother about it, and he had passed the story along. I didn’t think much about it at the time. Not until … afterwards.

			“I knew what Murphy would say if I brought it up. He’d used drugs so he could implicate me. He had me exactly where he wanted me. Even if I could prove I didn’t do it, the drug thing and the twenty thousand would come out.”

			Alex fell silent.

			Murphy. No doubt it had been him that first night at the red caves. He had seized the opportunity to cut Jonah’s line when he overheard him searching for Chaaky. But why had he been out there in the first place? Was he on his way back to the cabin? Or had he, too, been looking for Chaaky? An accidental fall from the top of the cliff, and Chaaky would be remembered as Johnny’s killer. Case closed.

			In retrospect, it occurred to Jonah that Murphy hadn’t been all that drunk when he arrested him that evening at the street brawl. Had he been hanging out with the group of men to learn more about what was going on? Or had he been amusing himself while waiting around for his money? For whatever reason, he had apparently concluded it was to his advantage to eliminate Jonah once and for all.

			Jonah reached out and put his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “I’ll do whatever I can to help.” The words sounded empty, in spite of the encouragement they were intended to convey.

			“Thanks, Jonah.” Alex put his hand on top of Jonah’s. “You can’t ask more of a friend than that.”

			Can’t you, Jonah wondered? Can’t you?

			

	

TUESDAY AND 
THE WEEK FOLLOWING

			As Raven lived and acted, so we must also behave.

		

	
		
			tleikáa ka dax.adoOshú 
(TWENTY-SEVEN)

			He awakened to the throaty kraaak of a raven proclaiming its ownership of a branch outside his window. Jonah listened to the familiar cawing with pleasure. How good it was to be alive. To be alive and to be in Koloshan.

			It was the second day of his convalescence. He was in his own bed, he was feeling better, and Sue had promised that today he could sit up for a while. She had been coming by on a regular basis, waking him to eat or to take a pill, seeming to enjoy the dual role of nurse and caretaker.

			He glanced at his alarm clock. It wasn’t set to go off, but he had insisted on winding it the night before. Sue had discouraged him, arguing that he shouldn’t worry about the time while he recovered. Although he agreed in principle, something within him made him want to know the exact time. Unlike the village culture.

			It was early. Sue wasn’t due to show up for at least an hour. He could relax a while longer, relax and reflect on what had happened. There were still a couple of things that he wasn’t entirely clear about.

			Poor Alex. He blamed himself for Johnny’s death as well as for Fred Hall’s. Perhaps he had been the catalyst for events, but he’d had no way of knowing the lengths that someone like Murphy would go to ensnare him in their smuggling scheme. No one could have anticipated that.

			The raven emitted a series of hoarse cries, catching Jonah’s attention. Wavering near the end of the branch, the bird was glassy black in the early morning light. A raven, Jonah thought, but not the Raven, not the sacred bird, the mythical creator who had given them daylight and the moon. The Raven was wise and cunning, as well as a mischievous prankster and, Jonah had always felt, because he was flawed, he was in some ways more human than the flesh and blood symbol of Christianity.

			As he watched the raven outside his window, he did not consciously think about what had happened to Fred Hall. But as the raven took to the air, something clicked in his brain. He suddenly knew what had happened; he was sure of it.

			When Sue appeared with his breakfast, she found her former lethargic patient restive and anxious to regain his strength. “Can’t you give me something to speed things up?” he pleaded.

			She laughed, a sound as bright and vibrant as the morning light. “I should think you would enjoy the rest after all you’ve been through.” She put his breakfast tray in front of him and sat down to keep him company while he ate. He attacked the food eagerly, savoring the aroma and flavor of the sausage and egg omelet.

			“Good,” he acknowledged with his mouth full.

			“You are getting better.” Sue smiled and leaned back in her chair. “Chaaky is home from Juneau,” she said, making conversation while he ate. “His arm is fine. In fact, he’s enjoying all the attention. Everyone wants to sign his cast. It’s probably to ease their guilt about assuming he poisoned Johnny, but what does that matter?”

			“Then the story is out?”

			“Yes, everyone seems to know that it was a stranger who was responsible for Johnny’s death. They obviously don’t know any of the details, but at least Chaaky isn’t the main suspect anymore.”

			“What about Alex?”

			“Matt took care of everything. Alex was transferred to Juneau this morning.” She reached out and straightened one of his pillows. “Paul Jones is leaving today too,” she added somewhat wistfully.

			“Oh?”

			“And what is that supposed to mean?” she said sarcastically. 

			Jonah stifled a smile. He must be getting better if Sue allowed herself to become irritated over a simple if patronizing “oh?”

			—

			On the third morning Jonah could get around by himself. He felt considerably stronger and no longer had to rely on prescription pills to ease the pain. As long as he didn’t twist or try to lift anything, he did fine.

			When Sue appeared at lunchtime, Jonah had lunch for two waiting. She protested that he was the patient, but she seemed pleased. He really did need to do something special for her when everything returned to normal.

			After she left, Jonah got himself ready for his first outing since the accident. Sue wouldn’t have approved, but then, she didn’t need to know.

			When he appeared in the doorway of the Cold Storage office, Matt was obviously surprised to see him. “I thought you were supposed to be in bed?”

			“That was yesterday.”

			“Well, you’re looking better. What brings you here? Is this a social call?”

			“You might say that.” Jonah rocked back on his heels and leaned against the wall. “There is, however, one tiny favor I’d like to ask.”

			“I’m always leery of ‘tiny’ favors. But since it’s you, I’m downright suspicious.”

			“I want to borrow your skiff.”

			“You want to destroy my boat too?”

			“I just want to make a short trip. To the island.”

			Matt didn’t question “why,” but he got very serious. “Can you handle it by yourself, or do you want me to go along?”

			“It’s all right. I’m going to get Dan to go with me.”

			—

			The Lillian J was tied up on the outside of the Ginny Lee. There was a light on in the main cabin. Jonah managed to climb across the inside boat without too much difficulty and hesitated only briefly before stepping aboard the Lillian J.

			“Dan,” he called out. “Are you there?”

			Dan’s voice called back, “In here, Jonah.” 

			Jonah stepped over the tools that littered the back deck and went inside. “Doing some work, I see.”

			“Yeah. A couple of minor things and I’m done. I hope to get her on the fishing grounds in a day or two. Before the fishing folds for the season.”

			Jonah looked around. Things were much the same as they had been the last time he’d been aboard, except that the carpet had been removed. Dan followed his gaze. “I got rid of that old thing,” he said. He put aside what he’d been doing and asked, “Want a drink? I could sure use one.”

			“No thanks.”

			Dan got himself a beer from the compact refrigerator and drank about half in one gulp. “There’s nothing like a cold beer when you’re thirsty.”

			Jonah smiled. “It beats seawater, that’s for sure.”

			“That was a pretty close call you had.”

			“Closer than I like to think about.”

			Dan sat down at the settee and Jonah moved in across from him. “I was sorry to find out it was Alex. That must have been tough on you.”

			“Yes, it was.”

			They sat there in silence for a few minutes. Then Dan said, “Aunt Ellie’s taking it okay. I think she knew all along that Uncle Fred was dead. She just didn’t want to accept it.”

			Jonah looked around. “I see that she’s decided to let you have the boat.”

			“Yeah. Uncle Fred always intended that it would eventually be mine. I’m just sorry I had to get it this way.”

			“Me too.”

			“I don’t think Aunt Ellie would have beached it though, even if Uncle Fred had died on board.”

			“Don’t you?”

			“No, she knew Uncle Fred wanted me to have it.”

			“Old beliefs die hard, Dan.”

			Dan frowned. “You don’t believe in any of that crap, do you, Jonah? Grandfather sure told us enough stories about the old ways, but that was then.”

			“I’m not sure, Dan. Sometimes I’m not so sure.”

			“Well, I don’t believe in any of it, I can tell you that.” He finished off his beer, crushed the can, and tossed it aside. “Sure you don’t want something to drink?”

			“No, but there is something I want, a favor.”

			“Sure, anything.”

			“I want to go out to the island, and I can’t manage on my own. Mind running me over? I’ve got Matt’s skiff.”

			“Why do you want to go over there?”

			“It won’t take long.”

			Dan only hesitated a moment. “Okay. Let’s go.”

			—

			As they moved among the island graves, Jonah couldn’t help thinking about how close he had come to dying. Dan let Jonah take the lead as they walked slowly past the familiar names: White, Williams, Young, Pratt. Occasionally they commented on someone they remembered. Generation after generation, the same families lived in Koloshan. Their roots were there, along with the graves of their relatives. 

			A lot of the graves belonged to children. One marker after another called attention to the brief life of a child. Even with the new clinic the infant mortality rate in Koloshan, as in most other Alaskan villages, far exceeded the national average. The gravestones on the island cemetery told a lot about the history of the people who had lived and died there.

			Although most of the graves were in the main clearing there were a few scattered here and there among the trees. Jonah wandered into the wooded area, leaving Dan behind. He found what he was looking for in some dense foliage. A fresh grave with a small, roughly made cross marker. Jonah kneeled down and touched the mound of earth. It looked like the grave hadn’t been there more than a few weeks. And the most recent funeral he could remember was at least two months ago.

			A rush of emotion surged through him, sorrow for the dead man, and an even deeper sorrow for the man who had buried him there. If it hadn’t been for Alex, he would have been tempted to leave and forget what he found. But he owed it to Alex to follow through.

			“Dan,” he called.

			Dan didn’t come right away. When he did, he hung back, waiting for Jonah to speak.

			“What do you make of this?” Jonah asked, nodding toward the grave.

			“It’s a grave.”

			“But whose grave is it? That’s the question.”

			“How should I know?”

			“I thought you might.”

			Dan continued to stare at the grave. Then he looked up and said, “Well, if you’re through here, I need to be getting back.”

			Neither man moved. They just stood there looking at each other. The image of Dan as a young boy flashed through Jonah’s mind. He was so eager to please, so fun-loving. They shared so many memories, so many good times. And it was Dan who had made it possible for Jonah to stay in Koloshan after his mother died. He’d brought him into his family and treated him like a brother.

			“You shouldn’t have done it,” Jonah said softly.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“I think you do.”

			The silence between them was alive with accusations and denials, laden with memories. Dan suddenly went over to the grave and kneeled down next to it, reaching out to touch the wooden cross. “I loved him, Jonah. And I love Aunt Ellie. But he would have wanted me to have the boat. I know it.”

			“Tell me what happened.”

			Dan hesitated, then seemed to accept that there was no alternative but to confess. “It’s like you’ve probably guessed. I went over to see Uncle Fred and I found him lying there, dead. It looked like he had fallen and hit his head on the corner of the settee. There was blood on the wood and blood on the back of his head. Those were the only wounds I could see. I cleaned everything up and tried to make it look like he’d gone somewhere in his skiff.”

			“What happened to the skiff?”

			“I sank it by punching a few holes in the bottom and weighing it down with some rocks.”

			“Why didn’t you get rid of the body with the skiff?”

			Dan looked shocked. “I couldn’t do that.”

			“Why not? Why risk bringing him all the way here?”

			“I had to. It’s not as if I believe all that stuff about someone’s soul wandering forever if they don’t get a proper burial, but I couldn’t just leave him there.” He stood up, his voice reflecting both resignation and bitterness. “All of those fancy out-of-state boats. They come up here each season and take all our fish. A man can’t compete in some crummy, rotting junker. I needed the Lillian J, Jonah. I needed that boat. I couldn’t let Aunt Ellie beach it for some … misguided sentiment.”

			—

			The day after Dan admitted what he’d done, the Lillian J was run aground on the island graveyard shore. It took its place alongside the derelicts, fresh and solid amidst the decaying remains. It was a waste, Jonah thought, as he watched from the opposite shore. But it was Ellie’s decision to make. And she had done what she thought Fred would have wanted. He had loved Dan, but he’d also believed in the traditions of his culture.

			Jonah felt sorry for Dan. He’d rationalized removing his uncle’s body from the Lillian J so he could inherit the boat, but he couldn’t emotionally escape his past. It seemed to Jonah that they were all vulnerable to the push and pull of past and present. Like Chaaky trying to be an icht’a. And the other boys wanting to believe in him. Like Alex, trying to live an honorable life but unable to recover from his time in Viet Nam. Like himself …

			By solving Johnny’s murder and finding out what had happened to Fred, he had provided closure for the community. But in both instances, he had sacrificed friendship for duty. He wasn’t sure he would ever feel okay with the choices he’d made.

			They had all been caught in the slipstream of time, their lives an echo of the past trying to make peace with the future.
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