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			For Laura Domela, with all my love.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				- . -- .--. . ... -

			
			Pelican, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			There it was again.

			A haunting murmur fighting its way through the roaring sea of static, a fragile appeal adrift in the din. Marconi Franco, his practiced grip firm on the tuning knob, spun it delicately, peeling back the layers of interference, slowing his scan for the elusive voice.

			Radio Flyer, tethered by mooring lines, danced with the whim of the winds that roared through the boat’s rigging, rain beating a relentless cadence on the pilothouse windows. The vessel seemed a living thing, a creature entangled in the tempest’s fierce embrace, a warm refuge from the storm outside.

			A strong low-pressure system had moved in from the Gulf of Alaska, bringing gale-force winds, torrential rains, and foreboding seas, along with a rare thunderstorm. This was the worst weather Marco had seen in the two years he’d been cruising Southeast Alaska. He’d barely reached Pelican in time to get the boat secured in the harbor, cutting it much closer than he liked.

			There it was.

			A whispered plea, “Swam to.” Hiss. Crackle. A tremulous voice, unmistakably female, undeniably urgent. “Come get me. I’m—” She succumbed once more to the interference.

			Come get me.

			His heart caught in his throat.

			“Come get me, Marco. I don’t want to die in this hospital.” Michelle’s plea reverberated in the dark chambers of his mind.

			“Come get me” echoing from the worst day of his life.

			If only. If only they’d caught it sooner. If only he’d…

			Marco delicately inched the tuner backward, zeroing in on the elusive signal.

			There.

			“—with a red metal roof?” She became clearer. “—island.” A crescendo of whistling wind swallowed the remainder of her words.

			A second, fainter voice, male, drifted above the din, fading in and out. “—you in sight. Seas are rough.”

			Storm and static blended together in a murky melee of noise. Marco grabbed his headphones and plugged them in, squelching the sounds of the storm on the pilothouse roof and immersing himself in the swirling stream of radio signals.

			He inched the knob forward again a hair at a time, a dance of precision as he clung to the thread of her voice, assembling sounds from the chaos into syllables, syllables into words. Wind and waves crashed, an eerie backdrop to her fading transmission.

			“Boat out of sight. Turn on my strobe?”

			“Not yet—risky,” the male voice again. “I’ll find you.”

			Marco grabbed the mic and pressed the talk button, muting the insistent hiss of radio static. “This is AK7MF MV Radio Flyer responding to distress call. Where are you?” His voice wavered, the microphone a lifeline trembling in his grip. “I need your location.”

			The dim amber glow of the SSB radio signal meter cast a velvety candlelight over the pilothouse, gently flickering as the needle tracked the strength of invisible electromagnetic waves gracing the boat’s antenna.

			“The shore—” Her voice was hardly audible, the needle barely moving as she spoke. “—big rock.”

			Marco pressed the cold vinyl ear pads of his headphones hard against his head, as if the pressure could draw her closer. “I need your location,” he urged.

			“Can you come get—?” Her voice weakened, the connection slipping away. “—off the boat. Cold.”

			“I will find you,” Marco vowed.

			The male voice interrupted. “Stay off this frequency.”

			Marco dropped the microphone, picked it up, pressed and released the mic key. Couldn’t he transmit on any frequency in an emergency? He pressed again. “Can you hear me? Please, if you can give me your location…”

			Static hummed and popped, voices lurking within the white noise like the distant murmur of a river’s melody. He was losing her.

			There was something in her voice, her helpless tone, the desperation. It was Michelle, right before the end, brittle and weak, the awful hospital machines beeping and clicking, counting down her final breaths.

			“Are you still there, honey? Are you with me?”

			A familiar weight of hopelessness settled in his chest. He exhaled slowly through pursed lips, a silent prayer carried away by the gusts of wind and rain that rocked Radio Flyer against the dock.

			Most boats didn’t even have an SSB radio. Marco’s was a holdover from his ham radio days, a way to pass the time in the evening at anchor. Single sideband, or SSB, allowed him to talk to other radio enthusiasts much farther away than conventional marine VHF radio. She could be hundreds or thousands of miles away, the radio signal bouncing off the ionosphere, an electronic echo from far beyond the horizon. Marco scribbled the frequency on a scrap of paper.

			Removing his headphones and switching radios, he tuned his marine VHF to channel sixteen, the Coast Guard emergency channel. “Coast Guard Sector Juneau, Coast Guard Sector Juneau—motor vessel Radio Flyer on channel one-six.”

			He recounted the distress call to the Coast Guard radio operator.

			“Radio Flyer,” the operator replied, the words distorted. “You are broken. Can you call on a landline?”

			“Negative landline,” Marco insisted. “No cell service. I’m in Pelican. Repeat. Pelican.”

			The SSB radio hissed softly, offering no sign of life beyond the wall of static. How had he heard her? Thousands of channels buzzed in the radio band he’d searched. She had said “off the boat,” but if she had fallen overboard, how did she have a radio?

			The wind howled, the boat jerking against the dock. Mooring lines creaked, straining angrily against their cleats. At the top of the ramp, a solitary light illuminated the waterside window of Pelican’s library.

			“Understood, Radio Flyer,” the Coast Guard responded. “We have no report of anyone in distress or missing in the area. We’ll monitor all frequencies and let you know if we hear anything.”

			“Sounded urgent,” Marco replied. “And someone else on the frequency was trying to rescue her, but this weather is terrible.”

			“Understood,” the operator replied. “Could have been skip from a distant transmission. Keep us posted if you hear anything more.”

			“Will do,” Marco answered. “Radio Flyer standing by one-six.”

			Marco powered on the electronic chartplotter, stark white light washing out his night vision. He zoomed in on the digital map to an area about the size of his normal radio range. Dozens of islands stretched along the uninhabited rugged shore of the Gulf of Alaska.

			Low power.

			Marco double-checked the power setting on his SSB radio. He had accidentally transmitted on low power, and she had still heard him. She probably had some kind of handheld walkie-talkie, and they’d heard each other. She had to be nearby. He zoomed the map in closer, shrinking his search area by half.

			If he was right, she was out there somewhere, in the cold water, terrified, perhaps injured, but alive. Even if she made it to shore, she’d be soaked and in danger from hypothermia, bears, and dehydration. Whoever was trying to rescue her was in danger themselves in these conditions.

			Marco lifted the snow globe he kept at the helm, the cool glass dome a grounding presence in his hands. Sparkling snowflakes twirled calming circuits through a liquid sky. His fingers traced the rough lines of the inscription on the underside of the resin base: Michelle Franco 1961–2015.

			“Come get me.”

			Wherever she was, this woman was in danger.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				-.. .-. --- .-- -. .. -. --.

			
			Archipelago West of Chichagof Island, AK

			1938—Joe Baxter

			Joe Baxter had made this trip countless times.

			As he rowed beyond the incessant clamor of the stamp mills at the gold mine, a quiet calm settled on the water. The waning gibbous moon sagged low in the sky, threatening to disappear behind the islands to his southwest and take his light with it.

			Oar handles pressed against his palms as he pulled with increased vigor, lengthening his stroke, loosening his grip so they rotated smoothly in his gloves. The oarlocks rattled and creaked in harmony with each tug, a percussive symphony amplified by the hull of the small wooden rowboat.

			The last sliver of moon dropped behind the mountains. Joe leaned harder into the oars. He cursed himself for spending too long at the mine with Sam. These waters were treacherous even in broad daylight. Rowing home in the darkness was a fool’s errand.

			Alaska dark wasn’t the artificial drunken dark of the city where you could stagger home from the pub guided by the warm glow of gaslights. This was the real dark—the stone-cold sober dark—the dark where you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face.

			This was the dark where a man with a boot full of gold in a wooden rowboat could wash out to sea and never be heard from again.

			Blast of air to his left. Then another. Whale spouts.

			Joe’s senses sharpened as he searched for the source—humpbacks or killer whales. One whiff of the moist cloud of putrid fish told him they were close. Very close.

			Just off his bow, the unmistakable silhouette of giant dorsal fins in the fading moonlight slipping through the water. Killer whales—three at least. A fluke slapped the surface as the animals disappeared into the inky depths. Joe didn’t fancy a tangle with them. The monsters could shred a full-grown sea lion in seconds, ripping the skin from its body and feasting on the flesh.

			He found his rhythm, each stroke stirring a trail of sparkling bioluminescence off the tip of the blade, like bright green blood in the water. The air smelled of kelp and barnacles and dead things—low tide.

			Killer whales were still nearby.

			Radioville was close. Home. Joe could taste the whiskey waiting for him, feel the warmth of the woodstove in his cozy—

			—the rowboat jerked hard to the side, one oar ripped from his grip. He made a desperate reach to recover it.

			Salt water stung his eyes and filled his mouth. He spat, blinked, and reached to reclaim the handle. The oar retaliated, jabbing back at him, hitting him in the chest. He recoiled from the impact—loud crack—boards breaking.

			The bow lurched upward.

			Something pushed from underneath, trying to flip the boat. The stern dug into the water and the seat slipped out from under him. Stars streaked by.

			Joe’s gloved hands slid along the gunwale, desperate for grip. He jammed his foot into the space beneath the seat. Losing ground, he slid backward, oars flailing wildly, clattering against the wood hull.

			The boat rolled to the side and capsized.

			The ocean was shocking, bitter cold stealing his breath. Pressure mounted on his chest as he sank, squeezing away all hope. Breath bubbled from his lips, accelerating his descent into silence.

			The bag of gold, heavy in his boot, dragged him down to eternity.

			He didn’t even know his son’s name.

			Raising his arms, Joe pulled against the water, fighting the fog of unconsciousness. He broke through the surface, gasping at the night air. Cold brine surged into his windpipe, and he choked, seawater burning his nostrils. He caught a full breath, the fresh air stinging his bile-burned throat.

			The weight of his soaked clothing made every movement more difficult.

			Regaining his bearings in the briny blackness, he saw the silhouette of his overturned vessel to the left. Killer whales could be anywhere.

			He kicked toward the wreck, his hamstrings burning against the weight of heavy boots.

			Whale spout. Fin slap. Nearby.

			Cripes.

			He swam harder.

			You ain’t catchin me that easy, you varmints!

			Approaching his rowboat, Joe pictured his body torn in half by ravenous jaws. Gripping the keel, his arms scraped along the boat’s barnacle-crusted hull. He found a foothold on the gunwale beneath the water. Leaning back with all his weight, he tried to right the boat.

			It wouldn’t budge.

			The shore of Radioville Island slid past, the tidal rip moving him too rapidly. Releasing the boat, Joe swam again, angling sharply against the current. He couldn’t miss the island altogether. Beyond was nothing but endless sea.

			He kicked into something solid. A sharp pain racked his knee. The jolt traveled down his leg. He reached down with his hands—rock. He clawed at the bottom, dug his fingers into a crevasse, and pulled, bringing a leg up onto the shelf. His foot found purchase and pushed his body up, onto his knees, out of the water, onto the rocky shore, as the night blurred and drifted away.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				-.-. .- ..- - .. --- -.

			
			Gulf of Alaska, Off the Coast of Chichagof Island, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya Baron’s head throbbed.

			She pulled the throttle back a notch, holding the track of the Lady Melinda perfectly steady as it crested the top of a formidable ten-foot swell. She took a deep breath, counted to four, then exhaled, a feeble attempt to expel the fear and anger seeping into her bones. Her right arm still ached with every move. She gently placed her palm over the marbled bruise on her forearm. Hot to the touch.

			God, she hated him.

			Anya turned up the volume on the boom box she had bungeed to the side console. KCAW FM Raven Radio from Sitka crackled through the static, the first and only radio station in Southeast Alaska. It had been on the air for just a few months. Anya was grateful for it. She’d worn out her cassette collection, and the radio station gave her some new music for a change. It made her long days at sea tiptoeing around her husband’s drunken temper slightly less lonely.

			Midway through the marine weather forecast, the weak station struggled against the static to deliver ominous news of a strong low-pressure system moving in, winds escalating to gale force—over thirty knots. Not ideal. Anya clenched her jaw, resolving to keep a watchful eye on the weather.

			“You tryna kill me?” Her husband’s hollering reverberated from the stern of the boat. “Keep the damn thing steady!”

			The hydraulic winch whined as he raised the downrigger line, reached over the gunwale with the gaff, and pulled a salmon off the rig. He dropped the fish onto the cleaning table, held it down, and smacked its head with the bloody club.

			Don’t talk back. Keep quiet.

			He battled demons she could not see. With every day, every week, every year that passed, it became more and more difficult to picture the man she had married. The man who loved to dance. The man with a spirit of adventure. The man who partnered with her when the other fishermen left their wives alone in town.

			KCAW radio had moved on to “Muskeg Messages,” their daily personal announcements. “…Dolores V. found an abandoned baby deer, needs advice on taking care of it. Happy Birthday to Ned on the fishing vessel Icy Predator—fair winds, calm seas, and don’t let all those candles set your boat on fire. Love, Mom.”

			Anya knew Ned from Rose’s in Pelican. Nice kid.

			She adjusted the boat’s path as it bottomed a trough, then tapped the power back a bit and steered up the next swell.

			Finally, the soothing tones of Fleetwood Mac filled the air, urging Anya to “Go Your Own Way.” She bumped the volume up a bit more.

			She’d be safe tonight at the cabin. He wouldn’t get out of control with the other two fishermen there. She’d be careful, making busywork while the guys drank. Booze’d put him to bed soon enough.

			Stay easy. Stay silent. Stay smooth. Stay safe.

			Anya’s husband’s forehead was wrinkled into a scowl, his lips tight together, his shoulders hunched up near his ears. Catching her stare, he snapped, “Not gonna get anything just sittin here watchin me! The fuck you waitin for, fish to just jump on the boat? Gonna starve if we just sit out here driftin all day. Git er movin!”

			Anya’s hand trembled as she reached for the throttle, pain coursing through her right side. Gripping the helm with her left, she deftly spun the wheel, aligning the trolling boat precisely for the next swell.

			She was a damn sight better boat driver than him. It took real skill to keep this thing tracking straight in these conditions and to keep the trolling rig tight. He’d hit a piling and bent the bow-rail last time he tried to pull her into the slip. Idiot.

			A crash erupted back on the fishing deck. “You tryna jerk the fuckin rig loose?” Her husband’s shouts slurred.

			Please. It’s ten in the morning.

			“Take it easy comin over the top! You bust this’n we’re done for the month.” He slammed his fish club on the cleaning table. “I cain’t put food on the table you bustin ar fuckin moneymaker! Pay tenshun fer a change!”

			Don’t bite. Don’t take the bait.

			The song on the radio begged, “How Deep Is Your Love?”

			The handsome stranger who had dropped into Sitka that late spring day, wide-eyed at the magic of the Alaskan wilderness, was her dream come true. He’d arrived in Alaska looking for his father. She’d taken him under her wing and they’d set off on life’s adventure together, scraping to buy their boat, building their fishing business.

			Then the letter arrived informing him that his mother had died. That’s when the drinking and fighting started.

			She risked another look back as he flopped unsteadily into his white plastic chair and reached for his bottle.

			He belonged to the bottle now, more than to her. She’d been trying so hard for so long, and now she was just lonely and so very tired.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				-... .- .-. ..-. .-.. -.--

			
			Pelican, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Rose’s Bar & Grill was a legendary venue—the soul of tiny Pelican, Alaska, a haven for fishermen and wanderers of all stripes. Its white facade, adorned with girly pink trim and old-lady latticework, belied the bar’s decades of drunken debauchery.

			The bar bore the badges of infamy—with autographed dollar bills plastering the ceiling and neon beer-brand signs adorning the walls. Alaskan Amber, Miller Genuine Draft, Killarney’s Red Lager. There was no tap. The beer served here was in bottles and cans, stored in a grab-it-yourself glass-door refrigerator at the end of the bar.

			Rose’s unofficial motto was “Take your pants off, let’s have a party.” Rumor was, when customers stood on the bar to pin their dollar to the ceiling, Rosie would sneak up and yank their pants down. The joint was known for wild parties, weddings, wet T-shirt contests, even wakes. A vintage painting of a naked lady hung in an ornate frame on the back wall. Marco wondered if it was Rosie herself, back in the day.

			The bartender, a big man with a big beard and a big belly, sat reading a tattered paperback romance novel, the tan shirtless cover model staring into the distance from atop his white stallion.

			The wind outside roared. Marco knew it would be much worse offshore. The earlier small craft advisory had turned into a full gale warning for the entire coast.

			Marco pretended to check his cell phone. Dumb move. There was no cell service in the remote boardwalk village, and everyone knew it. Luckily, the glassy-eyed man sitting next to him at the weathered wooden bar didn’t seem to notice.

			It was early afternoon, and the storm was raging. There was a puddle on the floor beneath Marco’s barstool where his Grundéns rain jacket had dripped. For now, he had no better place to hide. The two of them were the only customers in Rose’s, and the guy had been talking his ear off for the better part of two Cokes. Marco figured if he couldn’t find a way to escape soon, he’d have to switch to something stronger.

			“Ya hear another girl went overboard?” The barfly’s words slurred and bled together. “Third one that’s gone over out there the last couple years. Never found the other two.”

			“When did you hear that?” Marco asked. “I picked up a distress call on my SSB last night. Coast Guard said nothing had been reported.”

			“Outside of Chichagof—Cap’n reported her missin this mornin. Musta fell oft durin the night.” He took a sip of his drink.

			Marco’s hand trembled as he gripped his Diet Coke bottle.

			“Purdy rugged coast out there. Nobody round. Jussa lotta bandoned mines an a few fishin boats. Beautiful, though.” The barfly shook his head. “Ain gonna find er. They never do.”

			A clap of thunder rattled the structure.

			Marco took a sip of his soda, the fizz tickling his nose, then dared another glance at the chatty old drunk.

			“Ya said ya hear er on SSB.” The barfly turned slightly toward Marco but stared into his glass. “You one o them radio ham guys?”

			“Yeah, she said something about a red metal roof.” Marco put down his bottle. “Any idea where that could be?”

			“Radioville.” The barfly looked up from his drink, raised one eyebrow, and gave Marco a wry smile. “Only place with a red metal roof. Most folks ain’t heard of it. It’s jus ruins now. Tiny island off the coast of Chichagof. Cain’t miss it! Beach sparkles like a stripper’s bikini!”

			The bartender gave a slight smirk, his eyes never leaving his book.

			Barfly took another sip of his bourbon. “Guy named Joe Baxter ran the radio operation there.”

			Marco turned his stool.

			The man’s cheeks and nose had the rough red texture of a career drinker. He wore a plaid flannel in blues and greens that brought out his eyes. He blinked in slow motion, exposing red veins crisscrossing the whites.

			Marco pressed for more. “Radio station? I used to—”

			“Guy drank like a fish,” the barfly interrupted. “For years he jus tossed his empties on the rocks. Glass got all groun up by the waves. Now, the whole damn beach is jus differn colors of glass sand from that fella’s dead soldiers.”

			Marco didn’t care about the beach. “Yes, but how did he—”

			“—ran a radio station all by hisself on that lil island—only contact all them miners had with the outside world.” The old man turned back toward the bar and slowly sipped the rest of his drink.

			The burly bartender flipped a page of his Harlequin.

			Marco picked up his phone. Still no signal. His Coke was tepid, the bottle barely cool to the touch.

			“Ever damn day, back and forth to the mines,” Barfly continued as if he’d never stopped talking. “Little wooden rowboat. Imagine usin a rowboat in them waters? Guy musta been nuts.” He signaled for another round.

			The bartender rolled his eyes, grabbed the bottle with one hand, and poured another shot without putting down his book.

			“I got it,” Marco threw down a ten to pick up the man’s tab. “Keep the change.”

			“Thanks, buddy.” The man drained the shot and closed his watery eyes, clearly savoring the burn of the bourbon down his throat. He leaned uncomfortably close to Marco, his breath thick with booze. “If yer out there, keep an eye out for Joe’s ol radio shack. Island ain’t on any map, but the shack’s still there—fallin down a bit, jus up from that sparkly beach—red metal roof.”

			 

			Raindrops pelted the rubber hood of Marco’s jacket as he stood on the boardwalk attempting to catch a weak Wi-Fi signal on his cell phone. The vinyl banner announcing the upcoming fishing derby slapped loudly against the siding of the library. He wiped his phone screen on his pants. It took several tries to get a connection, and the wet touch screen kept ignoring his taps.

			The only internet in Pelican was a slow satellite setup at the public library, which was run by volunteers and open for only a few hours a couple days a week. It was currently closed.

			He moved closer to the library window under the eave and dried the screen with his shirt. A small poster in the window announced the Graduating Class of 2017—two kids, a boy and a girl. So much for senior prom.

			He googled “Radioville” first.

			If the barfly had been right, Radioville was the best clue he had to search for the missing woman. One website listed it as a “Temperature Monitoring Station” used to track climate data. It showed that the station’s first measurement was May 1936, so probably when this Baxter guy was there, and the most recent measurement was October 1950. It had been offline for almost seventy years. But the site listed the latitude and longitude. That was a starting point.

			He pasted the coordinates into the marine navigation app on his phone. It pointed to what looked like a tiny rock in a large group of islands.

			Whatever made that a good place for Radioville probably also made it a good place to base his search for the source of the radio distress call. No doubt this Baxter guy would have surveyed radio reception in the area and found the terrain favored this spot.

			The barfly had also said that three different women had gone overboard in a relatively short time. Marco found that odd. There weren’t that many vessels except fishing boats that operated in the remote area, and he assumed most of the crew were men.

			He googled “woman overboard Chichagof” and, sure enough, found several news stories about the two previous missing women. They had both disappeared off fishing boats in the general area off the coast of Chichagof. After major search and rescue operations, neither woman had been found. That part wasn’t surprising. Alaskan waters were unforgiving. Someone falling overboard would survive a few hours at the most before hypothermia overcame them and they drowned. If your own boat couldn’t recover you when you went over, you didn’t stand much of a chance.

			The radio call he’d heard gave him hope that this one, at least, could be saved.

			 

			Radio Flyer rocked gently in her berth. The wind had begun to subside, and the glitter barely stirred in the bottom of the snow globe perched at the helm.

			Marco called the Coast Guard again.

			“Radio Flyer, we have a note here about your report,” the Coast Guard radio operator said. “A woman was reported missing this morning from a fishing vessel offshore. No indication of what you heard, or of anyone making a rescue.”

			If she’d been rescued, the Coast Guard would know, right? But she also sounded like she’d been close enough to shore to identify a red metal roof in the dark. That meant there was a solid chance she’d made it to land.

			“Did the woman who went missing have survival gear on her?” Marco asked. “A radio?”

			“Nossir, no report of that,” the operator replied. “Captain—her husband—thinks she might have gone out on deck late at night and been washed overboard by a wave or something. Didn’t notice her missing until early this morning. Seas were heavy last night.”

			“Thanks,” Marco replied. “I’ll report if I hear anything else. Radio Flyer standing by one-six.”

			The SSB radio continued with steady static. Maybe her walkie-talkie battery had died? Maybe she’d given up? Maybe the man he heard had rescued her?

			Marco looked through his reference books while he waited and listened, passing the time searching for more about Radioville. None of the modern maps or guides he carried on the boat made any mention of it.

			On a hunch, he pulled a forty-year-old 1976 historical and nautical atlas out of the chart drawer. It wasn’t a proper marine chart, but it included maps and numerous points of interest and historical anecdotes.

			On the page that showed the west coast of Chichagof, there was a small banner insert that said “Radioville—In the 1930s, a solo radio operator here provided the only communication link between the mining operations on Chichagof and the rest of the world.”

			Pay dirt.

			The banner was near a group of ten or twenty small islands in a cluster, and near that cluster was the rock that the coordinates on the climate website had identified. There was a line from the banner that ended near a blob on the chart, but no particular island was indicated as Radioville.

			The Coast Guard wasn’t buying Marco’s theory that the missing woman was on land, so he’d have to find her himself. He wasn’t sure how long someone could survive in her situation, but he needed to get to her soon. With no shelter, water, or food, she’d have a tough time.

			The storm made things far worse. He was stuck in Pelican, and even the Coast Guard couldn’t do much in these conditions. According to the forecast, most of it should have passed by early morning.

			Marco picked up the snow globe from the helm, the smooth glass dome cool against his cheek. He gave it a gentle turn.

			We’ll leave at first light tomorrow.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				. .- --. .-.. .

			
			Near Radioville Island, AK

			1938—Joe Baxter

			Morning unfurled her wings, a symphony of hues cascading over the rugged tapestry of the Alaskan shoreline. A deep orange watercolor glow bled upward from the serrated horizon, saturating the charcoal sky.

			Breaking waves ended their thousand-mile odyssey across the Gulf of Alaska, sacrificing themselves against the rocky shore with a ferocity that pulverized timber and kelp into fragments, whipping up a murky brown seafoam puree.

			The eagle soared on currents of anticipation, high above the field of flotsam and jetsam. She scoured the mosaic of debris, searching for the delicate nuances of life, the subtle rhythms that betrayed the presence of prey in distress. In the dim light, sticks, leaves, and seaweed blurred together, but her keen eyes picked out the finest details from the clutter.

			And then, fur.

			Wings folded, she dove, her acceleration accompanied by a crescendo of roaring wind. The delicate feathers at her wingtips fluttered, a prelude to maximum speed.

			She flared, skimming the surface with grace, locked on to her target, capitalizing on the element of surprise. Cold spindrift stung her eyes, but she blinked it away, undeterred.

			Now.

			With a thunderous slap, she struck the water, talons tearing into flesh as she seized her prize. The wet, furry mass dangled as she flapped furiously, battling to rise above the relentless surf.

			Each stroke propelled her upward, a struggle against the awkward heft of her catch. She rode the rising air column, sensing the vortex’s edge with her tip feathers, maintaining a flawless position for optimal lift.

			One last heave to the cliff’s summit, and she transferred the prey to her beak. Talons gripped a branch, and with a swift motion, she dropped the catch into the nest.

			A chorus of hungry chirps welcomed her—tiny eaglets jostling for position.

			She tore at the fur with her beak, attempting to rend the animal into bite-sized morsels, but it resisted. No yielding, no soft, meaty core.

			This was not food.

			Pushing the uncooperative prey aside, she took flight once more, resuming her hunt. The eaglets’ disapproving peals echoed behind her, their empty beaks tracking her departure like miniature radar dishes as she vanished into the distance.

			 

			Sand and grit stuck to Joe’s lips. His cheek rested in a small tide pool, and sour salty water seeped into his mouth. The pointed edge of a rock dug into his side, and his legs dangled off a boulder just below the crevasse where his upper body was wedged.

			Sunlight broke over the horizon. Joe didn’t know how long he’d been out. His clothes hung heavy, wet and cold from his battle the night before. His temples throbbed, and he wondered if it was the cold or the hours without any bourbon.

			Joe sat up, too fast. The smell of wet leather and low tide made him queasy. He tugged a glove from his hand. The skin was shriveled and wrinkled. Moving his body in place, gingerly, he surveyed his limbs. A tentative relief washed over him—battered but whole. He needed to get to his cabin to get dry and warm.

			Struggling to his feet, Joe maneuvered his banged-up body from the unforgiving rocks to a small shallow cove strewn with kelp and driftwood. His rowboat was surely gone—carried out to sea or smashed to bits against the rugged coastal rocks. And his notebooks. Joe’s two small notebooks—radio station logs that he carried back and forth between Radioville and the mines—had been lost in the mayhem.

			His chest tightened in panic. He always carried his two small moleskine journals in a sealskin pouch, which should have kept them from being ruined by the water. But would it float? He wasn’t sure. The official radio logbook wasn’t a big deal. He could return to the mining camps, talk to the same people as yesterday, and get their outbound messages again. The private journal was trickier. Replacing that information would be difficult and dangerous.

			Joe scoured the beach below, holding on to what he knew was a slim hope that the small sealskin pouch would have washed up onshore. There were some pieces of fishing net, some glass floats—probably drifted all the way from Japan—an empty bourbon bottle, a chunk of driftwood that was obviously from a boat wreck. Too old and worn to be from his rowboat, though.

			Nothing else from his boat was here, so there was no reason the pouch with the journals would have drifted here either. He cursed himself for not having a second copy. He’d need to figure out what to do about that and do his best not to let anyone know he’d lost it.

			Muscles aching, he climbed down the rocks to the water and waded around the point. Reaching the beach, Joe took a couple steps forward, dropped, and began crawling through the shallows, his arms wobbly as he picked his way between the familiar rocks, avoiding broken glass from his own bottles.

			Once past the waterline, he rolled over and lay on his back, gathering a handful of sand and letting it run through his fingers. Tiny grains of glass sparkled in the morning sun that broke through the clouds. Home. But at what cost? Joe realized that, for once, he didn’t want a drink. He needed a clear head to figure things out.
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			Fishing Cabin—Island Off the Coast of Chichagof Island, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya stirred the simmering pot of beans on the woodstove, steam curling upward with the heady aroma of garlic. She switched the spoon to her left hand. Her right shoulder throbbed with a persistent ache. She tugged the sleeve of her gray wool sweater down to cover the growing bruise on her arm.

			“Come Sail Away” by Styx blared through the speakers. She turned up the boom box, swaying along to the song as she stirred.

			She didn’t want the other fishermen asking any questions. They all seemed to respect him and would likely side with him in any case. The fire warmed her, and she inhaled slowly, welcoming the soothing steam from the pot into her lungs.

			The little island cabin was a luxury. Most of the commercial fishermen stayed aboard their boats every night, tucked into various nooks and coves, anywhere they could find decent protection from the wind and waves of the Gulf of Alaska. Having a place on dry land with easy access to the fishing grounds made Anya and her husband popular with the other guys in the fishing fleet, who were always offering bottles of booze and other favors for the privilege of spending a night there. Anya had her own bunk—a small partition with a rollaway bed behind it—where she usually retired early while the men sat around drinking by the woodstove. The one-room cabin was modest and cozy. Privacy was hard to come by, but she’d trade that any day for the protection of having other people around.

			A few years ago, Anya’s husband had received an offer from a St. Louis real-estate company wanting to buy the whole island. She was glad he’d turned it down, claiming it made him feel connected to the dad he never knew.

			Anya hoped he’d be out quickly tonight. The two fishermen staying over with them were tired from a long day, so she didn’t figure they’d last long either.

			Anya sat quietly, eating her dinner, half listening to the endless banter and one-upmanship about who had the most absurd, nearest near-death experience fishing in the Gulf. The truth was, none of them did. She’d heard that most of the bodies of drowned fishermen that washed up had their flies unzipped. They just fell overboard while relieving themselves. She didn’t know if it was true, but it sounded about right to her.

			Stay quiet. Let the boys occupy him. Get to bed early. He won’t bother you while you’re sleeping.

			She studied her husband’s movements. He seemed relaxed enough. Ignoring her for now, content to shoot the shit with his buddies. Good. Anya tugged her sleeve down again and looked in the cupboard for some aspirin.

			The two guests excused themselves and began pitching their sleeping bags on the spare bunks built on the wall.

			Already? Way too soon.

			Her throat tightened. “Hey, have another drink, boys. It’s early yet.” She tried to sound calm and friendly.

			They didn’t take the bait.

			Anya opened the woodstove and added a log, stirring the embers and blowing the flames back to life.

			She knew better than to try to change a fisherman’s mind. They had to be up early in the morning and looked exhausted already.

			“Well then, I think I’ll get some rest as well.” Anya began preparing her bunk.

			Her husband came toward her. She held her breath and buried her trembling hands in the blankets.

			“Hey, babe, stay up with me for a bit. Let’s take a walk on the beach and let these two gents get some rest.”

			Don’t turn around. Stay calm. Be cheerful.

			Anya exhaled quietly. “Aww, honey, I’m really tired. It was a long day.” She fluffed her pillow and turned down her blanket. “Let’s both get some sleep.”

			It seemed like his reply took forever. “Let’s go out for just a few minutes at least. I’d like to talk to you.”

			His speech doesn’t sound slurred. No angry tone. Don’t push back.

			“Sure.” Anya put on her jacket. She had trouble sliding her right arm into the sleeve, and he came closer to help. She stepped back and pulled it on with her other hand. The pain shot through her shoulder.

			She hurried to the door and stepped into her fuzzy boots, walking ahead of him into the night. They got to the beach, and a full moon was just cresting over the top of the mountains to the east. The moonlight reflected on the water, and the two anchored fishing boats were silhouetted against the shimmering glow. Picture perfect.

			He took her arm, his touch gentle but unsettling, grazing the fresh bruise through her sleeve.

			Anya flinched.

			He nudged her around so she was facing him and put the other hand softly on her shoulder. The moonlight brought a glow to his deep blue eyes and emphasized his strong jawline. “I want to apologize for the way I acted out on the water today. I’d had a little too much booze, the downrigger was acting up, and the stress got the best of me. I appreciate what you do out there. I think you’re the best boat driver in the fleet.”

			It’s the same every time. Don’t fall for it.

			Still, his tone carried a sober sincerity, a rare warmth. She realized she hadn’t seen him with a bottle since they got to the cabin. He had actually praised her boat handling. It took her back a decade to when they’d first met, before all the drinking and the fighting. They’d been happy once, but it seemed like another lifetime, with a different person. They stood awhile in silence looking out at the ripples on the sparkling water.

			A seal chuffed nearby.

			How long would this version of him last? She’d seen it before—a spell of warmth and repentance, a calm in the eye of the storm—only to be followed by another horrible outburst. It was a little worse each time, and she’d started to wonder when he’d go too far and kill her.
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			West Shore of Chichagof Island, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			The hum of the diesel engine resonated through Marco’s boots as he turned the wheel to starboard. He savored the familiar pulse of Radio Flyer’s twenty tons of fiberglass, metal, and wood gliding across the water at his command.

			Seas were still choppy, but the wind had died down somewhat as the last vestiges of the storm moved on to the east. A narrow passage between two small islands gave Marco a close-up look at the shoreline. Rocks, trees, a tiny beach. No sign of anyone onshore. No red metal roof.

			The hiss and whistle of SSB static droned on. “Status?” A woman’s voice broke through the monotony. It wasn’t her.

			Marco turned up the volume.

			“All tucked in, but lots of traffic.” Male voice. Clearer.

			“Copy.” The woman again.

			“Bogey still in the area on AIS.” The male voice again.

			Short, crisp, vague, with no attention to radio etiquette. The memory of the distress call filtered through the shrill buzz of static. Who were these people using this obscure SSB channel? What were they doing?

			He tuned his main VHF radio to the non-emergency Coast Guard channel to check in.

			“Radio Flyer, I have your report from yesterday. We’re monitoring all frequencies for any distress call. So far we’ve heard nothing.” It sounded like the same Coast Guard operator as the day before. “Possible what you heard was long-range propagation.”

			Not likely.

			“I was transmitting on low power,” Marco replied. “Signal had to be close. Are you telling me I just happened to pick up some other random woman in distress at the same time you’re searching for one right here? There aren’t fifty people within a hundred miles.”

			“Notify us if you hear anything further,” the operator replied. “Coast Guard standing by one-six.”

			Marco flipped off the VHF radio. Clearly the Coast Guard was searching the water for a body, not the land for a survivor.

			He was on his own.

			His rig would have a much better chance to pick up a signal if he was near the transmitter. He would cruise the most likely area of coastline and listen up close with his gear. He doubted the Coast Guard would be able to hear a tiny walkie-talkie from some big central station miles away.

			Radio Flyer responded to Marco’s precise steering, sliding through a precarious maze of rocks and shoals. He kept a sharp eye on the sonar for any uncharted obstructions beneath the surface that could damage his prop or hull. Nothing shallower than three fathoms so far. The marine maps of this area were inaccurate—based on paper charts from century-old surveys. If he ran aground, rescue would be slow in coming.

			Two more islands in his search grid turned up nothing. With daylight lasting until almost midnight, he figured he’d be able to cover a third of his target area. The woman was out here, shivering onshore somewhere, hungry and desperate. He wished he could do more, but searching after dark was dangerous and futile.

			A bright-red-and-white Coast Guard rescue copter streaked overhead, skimming the tops of the islands he’d just searched.

			His stabilized binoculars smoothed out his view of an oceanside beach—a collection of man-made debris, fishing floats, chunks of net, an old bucket, a lidless cooler—nothing that showed any signs of a woman waiting to be rescued.

			Radio Flyer rounded the rocks at the end of the beach, turning in to another narrow passage.

			A flat-black RIB—rigid inflatable boat—zipped by at high speed across the other end of the small channel. Ants crept up Marco’s spine. He grabbed the binoculars.

			It looked like only the driver was onboard, wearing camouflage foulies and a neon orange stocking cap. Marco couldn’t make out a boat name or registration stickers. The transom sported two huge black Mercury outboards. The thing would probably make fifty knots or better.

			Radar and AIS showed no signs of the boat, and it was the first vessel Marco had seen in two days. It moved like a dark ghost on the water. The flat black made Marco think military—but the bright cap didn’t support that. It definitely was not one of the usual Coast Guard search and rescue skiffs. Something about the RIB wasn’t right.

			Radio Flyer exited the narrow strait into the main channel. The black RIB had vanished like a phantom. Marco eased his grip on the wheel but couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling.

			The snow globe at the helm stirred as the chop intensified. Marco bumped up the throttle to smooth out the ride. Michelle had always insisted they carry a well-equipped ditch bag on the boat—a waterproof neon-yellow floating drybag with a first-aid kit, bottled water, energy bars, space blanket, an emergency locator transmitter, and other survival stuff. They’d never been in a situation to use it, but if Michelle had ever gone overboard, she would have made herself easy to find—assuming she’d had enough time to grab the ditch bag.

			 

			Marco decided to anchor for the night in Klag Bay—the site of the old Hirst-Chichagof mine, the mining operation Joe Baxter must have visited every few days from Radioville in his wooden rowboat. The rusted ruins of a stamp mill and an old staircase sluice box used to separate gold from gravel cluttered the shore, towering above the rotting pilings and pieces of old heavy equipment strewn about the beach.

			They say you could hear a stamp mill more than a mile away. The noise must have been deafening as the large steam-powered contraptions crushed ore with heavy steel stamps the size of boat anchors, breaking the rock into fine gravel. Marco wondered how the early miners maintained their sanity with the nonstop pounding day and night.

			Radioville had to be within rowing range of this mine if Joe Baxter had made the trip regularly by rowboat eighty years ago. That gave Marco a decent chance of locating it. He dropped the anchor and made sure the boat was secure. The last hints of orange faded to purple as the sky darkened over Chichagof Island. He connected his digital recorder to the SSB radio so he could capture any broadcast that came in overnight. He climbed into his bunk and pulled the cool linen sheets up to his neck, stacking two pillows under his head. The static on the radio in the pilothouse above was barely audible.

			He counted his breaths. Slowly. One. two. three…

			The arm underneath him went numb. He rolled onto his other side. The sheets stuck to his chest, clammy with sweat.

			Fifty-five, fifty-six…

			Michelle’s voice surfaced in a whisper through the radio static. “Come get me, Marco.”

			Marco lost count again, threw off the blanket, dragged himself out of bed, and climbed up to the pilothouse.

			A crescent moon was just rising above the shoreline as a river of low clouds flowed silently overhead, illuminated by the soft moonglow. A loon called out into the night. A faint reply from its distant partner echoed across the water.

			She’s gone, Marco. Michelle is gone.

			He fast-forwarded through the last hour of recording, volume on high.

			Nothing but endless static hiss.
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			Radioville Island, AK

			1938—Joe Baxter

			The warm, smoky embrace of bourbon slid down Joe’s throat, a burned banana taste lingering, a liquid fire clearing the fog in his head. Settling into his worn chair, he savored the burn.

			Hair of the dog.

			He opened a new, blank journal, turned to the first page, and wrote out the outgoing messages from the previous day, best he could recall. He would send as many as he could, hoping to make everything seem normal to the mining company folks back in Sitka. No one could know he’d lost the logbook, and he figured he could remember most of the messages—close enough, at least.

			He started with the personal stuff. Watkins wanted to wish his son back in Illinois a happy birthday. Josh? John? What was the kid’s name? Easy enough to cover. “J WATKINS HAPPY BD LOVE DAD STOP” Even though Morse code had included punctuation since the late 1800s, Joe continued to use STOP instead of periods, as he’d been trained in the Signal Corps.

			Nettle Jones had caught a barn-door halibut right off the dock at the mine. He was bragging to the folks back home. He’d given Joe a nice fillet, but Joe had lost it when the rowboat flipped.

			Boris Petrov had asked Joe to send a wildly exaggerated story about the brown bear that had broken into the bunkhouse. Joe toned it down a little closer to the truth. “BEAR BROKE INTO OUR SLEEPER THE OTHER NIGHT BUT I CHASED HIM OFF STOP” Boris was the only man Joe could think of who wasn’t sending money home to his family. His kids couldn’t survive eating fancy made-up yarns about Boris braving the wilderness like some Alaskan Davy Crockett.

			Mal Burnside wanted his oldest son to come to Alaska Territory to join him working in the mine. They had been back and forth about it for months. The kid didn’t want to come and was clearly needed back home to take care of his mom and younger siblings struggling through the Depression. Joe decided to pull it back a bit. “UNDERSTAND IF YOU CANT MAKE IT OUT HERE STOP MIGHTY GRATEFUL FOR ALL YOU DO BACK HOME AS MAN OF THE HOUSE STOP”

			It took another inch of the cheap bourbon to get through the rest of the personal messages he could remember from the miners and managers.

			He’d saved one that was problematic.

			Charles Herbert had given Joe a message to relay to his mother in Texas. Chuck was wiring money back home each month for his mother’s medical expenses. Last week, he’d been badly injured by a rockfall. He was in the infirmary and wasn’t expected to be able to work for a couple of months, so even his meager mining pay was cut off. The message Chuck had dictated was something like “Apologies, got myself in a fix, won’t be able to send cash for a spell. Check with the church, maybe they can lend a hand.”

			Joe made an entry in his coded journal to wire funds from his own account to Chuck’s mother, pretending they came from Chuck. He changed the outgoing message to read “GOT MYSELF A SCRATCH STOP NOTHING SERIOUS STOP THE COMPANY THREW IN A LITTLE EXTRA SO AM SHOOTING OVER TWO MONTHS WORTH ALL IN ONE GO STOP HOPE YOU ARE FEELING BETTER STOP”

			When Joe was in the Army Signal Corps in the war, a radio just like the one in front of him was his weapon, a tool he could wield to call in artillery, raining down death on unwitting young men cowering in muddy trenches on the other side. Now, it felt like Joe and his radio could redeem themselves in some small part.

			He moved on to business. For the yield report, he copied some verbiage from last quarter’s journal. The only thing he was unclear on was the actual numbers, but he had a plan to cover that issue. For now, he just made up some numbers close to those he’d sent in the old report.

			He took another sip of whiskey, rolling it around his tongue as he finished writing out the messages longhand in his new book, then pulled his code key over and started tapping them out in Morse code.

			He got the “ACK” from the other end, indicating that the operator acknowledged they’d copied all the messages.

			Joe closed the notebook and retuned the receiver. He had a little while before replies would start coming in, and he wanted to see if he could pick up any long-range skip audio. The speaker crackled to life with a static hiss. He moved the tuner very slowly across the dial, pausing anytime the sound changed.

			A blip of music. Violins. Joe’s fingers froze, and then he edged very slowly backward on the tuning. Pretty soon, he had a Strauss waltz coming through plain as day.

			Amazing.

			He leaned back and sipped his drink, listening to more music—Bing Crosby, Benny Goodman, Ethel Merman—waiting for the station to identify itself.

			“This is KOA, Rocky Mountain Broadcasting Station of the General Electric Company, transmitting from Denver, Colorado, on 850 kilohertz.”

			Wow, Denver, Colorado, had to be, what, 3,000 miles? Radio waves could bounce off the ionosphere and come down hundreds or thousands of miles away, in what radio men called “skip.” This was the farthest broadcast Joe had ever picked up in Radioville. He slid back over to his code key and tapped out a message:

			Program Received Here Clear as a Bell Stop Enjoyed Dance Numbers and Special Features Stop Keep It Up Stop

			He added his location and identifier and keyed the instructions telling the Sitka station to forward the message via Western Union. That must have prompted the operator on the other end to start sending the new batch of incoming messages. He grabbed a piece of scrap paper and a pen, and sent the ready acknowledge message back.

			Joe translated Morse code for about half an hour, copying the incomings onto the scrap paper. He liked to review and occasionally edit them before he wrote them out formally in his official journal.

			Most of the information was operational, for the managers at the mines—status of equipment orders, lists of provisions that would be delivered on the next supply boat. The personal messages came next. Many were simple greetings and pleasantries from faraway family members doing their best to survive the Great Depression, trying to maintain some modicum of contact with men working at the mines. Sometimes, Joe softened the bad news. Things were tough working up here, and families back home had no idea what the men were enduring for their sakes.

			Even the Alaska Territory had felt the impact of the Depression, with market prices for salmon and copper dropping to historic lows and crunching the economy. Gold, on the other hand, had fared well—making the mines a beacon of hope for desperate family members back home. As usual, several messages asked for money to be wired to cover unexpected expenses. He was sure he’d soon have replies from the miners who were able, wiring funds back home to them.

			One message caught his attention—from Sam Worlson’s brother, Dave: “ESTHER PACKED UP AND LEFT STOP SAYS SHE AINT COMIN BACK STOP RECKON SHE RUN OFF WITH THAT FELLA FROM THE ARMY STOP”

			Joe drained the rest of his bottle and considered his options.

			He decided to wait on that one for now. He figured he could stall, and she’d probably come running back in a few days on her own anyway. Sam would be none the wiser. Plus, Joe needed Sam Worlson, particularly now with the book being lost. He didn’t want Sam getting any ideas about running back to Oklahoma chasing after his wife.

			Joe wrote in the journal, “Sam Worlson, brother Dave sends his regards. Plenty of tornadoes kickin up dust in Oklahoma lately. Prayin we ain’t blown away fore you get back.” Joe knew that spring was tornado season in Oklahoma and figured that would be convincing enough to pass as small talk from Sam’s brother.

			When the last of the personal messages came in, Joe went back to the blank spot he had left and wrote in, “Please confirm and re-send weekly yield numbers.” He could show that note to the mine administrator, get the same numbers they had told him the other day, and send those to Sitka as a correction. Lost book problem—solved.

			Or one of them solved, at least. The way he figured it, the other missing journal—the coded one—would be much trickier. He’d need to ruminate on that for a while.

			Joe stumbled to the door and heaved his empty bottle toward the shore, waiting an extra second or two for the satisfying crash as the glass shattered on the rocks by the beach. He went to his cabinet and took out a fresh fifth. He was on the last row. Time to put in a new order for the next supply boat. Didn’t want to be stuck borrowing from the miners again.

			Powering down the radio and shutting off the generator, Joe grabbed a pen and paper and moved to the table. The thought of Sam’s wife leaving him was a painful parallel to Joe’s own situation. He began to compose a letter.

			
				Dearest Melinda,

				Still working the radio here in this far-off outpost in Alaska Territory. Radio waves hummin like distant artillery, and I’m earning a few bucks. Hoping these words find you and our boy in good spirits.

				Life’s a hard march, and I trust this money’s reaching you in good stead. A man’s gotta shoulder his duty, and I reckon you understand why I had to pull stakes. Didn’t wanna turn into the kind of fella my old man was, but I kept glimpsin his ghost in my own reflection. Needed to put miles between us.

				Missing you something fierce, Melinda. Thoughts of you and the kid keep me company every day. Don’t blame you none for the lack of letters; reckon the post ain’t always reliable. Still clinging to hope that time might bring change, make things right.

				I’m pulling every oar I got to provide for you both. Will keep at it as long as I got breath in my lungs. Maybe down the line, we can find a kindness between us again. Would sure love to meet my boy.

				Ain’t even got his name yet.

				Your Joe
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			Island Off the Coast of Chichagof Island, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya lowered the boat’s anchor in the bay outside the cabin and backed down, making sure it was well set in the sticky mud. Once she was certain the boat was secure, she killed the engine, grabbed a washdown hose, and began spraying off the cleaning tables. The mist blowing back into her face refreshed her weary eyes. It had been one of their best days fishing in a long time, but they had kept at it longer than usual with the weather good and the fish biting.

			Anya noticed they were the only boat in the cove. “Wonder why Gus and his boys aren’t here yet? I was kinda hoping they’d have dinner ready for us already.”

			“I told them we wanted a little privacy tonight.” He had a sheepish grin. “They said they’d just drop the hook in their usual cove and see us tomorrow. I thought we could use some time alone.”

			“That’s sweet, honey. I’ll fix us a nice dinner—how about salmon?” she chuckled and continued hosing off the deck.

			“Hey, it’s free. Sounds great to me. I’ll clean one for us.” He reached into the deck box, pulled out a fish, and began the job on the cleaning table she’d just washed. Halfway through, he pulled a bottle from his jacket and took a swig.

			Anya gripped the washdown hose so hard it kinked and stopped spraying.

			She raised the winch to launch the skiff, swung the boom out, lowered the small boat into the water, and began dropping a few supplies into it.

			Almost done cleaning the salmon, he took another swig and flipped the fish over.

			“Nice coho. Make a fine dinner—fer two, an-en some.”

			She stepped over the gunwale and climbed down into the skiff, sitting as far aft as she could.

			He followed, fish in a bag over his shoulder and the bottle in the same hand. The boat wobbled as he stepped in and dropped the fish onto the seat.

			Anya took the salmon and handed him one of the oars, his eyes dull and glassy. Anya’s feet cramped inside her boots. She fought against the moisture welling in her eyes.

			“Whatcha lookin that way for? Not excited bout a romantic evening with yer husban? I went to a lot of trouble t’make a nice night an you set there lookin like—”

			“I’m fine. I’m looking forward to our dinner. I’ll make some rice to go with the salmon and—”

			“Yeah, lookin forward to dinner, but not time with me. Always givin me that eye.”

			“No, I mean—yes, of course I’m looking forward to being with you. It’s nice not to have the other guys around for a change.”

			His face was a big pink grapefruit, a large silver fish scale stuck to his forehead just above his eyebrow.

			Anya reached her hand up and gently removed it. “Looks like you’re starting to grow scales. Must be too much time back there with the salmon. Let’s get some dinner.”

			He fumbled untying the lines and began rowing toward shore. “Gus’n his boys probly woulda been better compny.”
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			Near Chichagof Island, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Daylight arrived with a dull gray glow. The bitter film of ground coffee from the bottom of Marco’s mug coated his tongue with a chalky residue, and a mysterious scent, a blend of sweetness, mustiness, and the essence of spawning salmon, wafted through the pilothouse door carried by a gentle sea breeze. He wiped the morning mist from his forehead.

			The snow globe barely stirred as the vessel glided through the water. He steered Radio Flyer out of the protection of Klag Bay and routed his autopilot to a spot east of the group of islands he’d already searched. There were no logs or other debris ahead as far as he could see, and no other boat traffic showing up on radar or AIS. Looked to him like he was the only soul for miles.

			Let’s go find her, babe.

			No sign of the curious flat-black RIB from the previous day.

			Every island he passed, he carefully studied the shoreline with his binoculars.

			Nothing.

			The SSB radio hissed softly in the background. The static was making him crazy, constantly baiting him to pick tiny sounds out of the din. He needed a distraction.

			Marco tuned his FM radio to KCAW out of Sitka. The announcer was in the middle of the daily “Muskeg Messages.” “…dentified as Crystal Pyke of Juneau is missing and presumed fallen overboard off the coast of Chichagof. Any vessels in the area please be on the lookout and contact the Coast Guard with any information.”

			The data block across the top of the map display predicted forty minutes to reach his destination.

			 

			The stabilized binoculars smoothed out the gentle rocking movement of Radio Flyer, giving Marco a sharp, steady view of the shoreline of the small island. It was rugged and heavily forested with offshore rocks and jagged terrain.

			Something turquoise caught his eye on the rocks near shore. Something man-made.

			Marco put the boat in neutral and focused his binoculars.

			He held his breath.

			It looked like fabric…could it…?

			Nubby texture, splayed over a rock. Marco followed the fabric down into the…

			Old gill net.

			Damn.

			Marco continued around the other side of the small island. He doubted it had ever been inhabited.

			No sign of the missing girl. It had been almost two days since he heard the distress call. If he was right and she was onshore at Radioville, she’d still likely be alive.

			Marco ran his hand across the smooth dome of the snow globe at the helm, tracing its curve with the edge of his thumb. Inside, glittering flakes swirled gently around the little totem pole and the painted boardwalk. Michelle’s voice rose in his memory, soft and steady: “We’re retired now, babe. There’s no rush.”

			But there had been. They just hadn’t known it.

			They’d bought Radio Flyer when life was busy and the future felt endless. Weekends turned into years spent chasing tides through the familiar waters of Puget Sound—lazy drifts through the San Juans, afternoon anchorages in the Gulf Islands, the occasional civilized pause in Victoria.

			Those days had been full of plans. Alaska was always on the horizon—someday, they’d said. Someday when work slowed down. When time was finally their own.

			Then the diagnosis came and everything sharpened. They retired early, not because they wanted to, but because they had to. Someday turned into now. When the remission came, it felt like a second chance.

			They’d made it as far as Alaska. Barely.

			It was supposed to be glaciers and icebergs and rapids and sea lions barking under a full moon. Mornings wrapped in blankets with steaming coffee, watching eagles dive and whales breach and brown bears pluck salmons from streams.

			It was supposed to be theirs.

			Now, Marco sat alone at the helm, the snow globe cradled in his hands like something fragile and sacred. The glass was cool, but his chest burned. He could still hear her laugh echo across the deck, still picture her leaning on the railing, her watch glinting in the golden light.

			There’s always a rush.

			Sometimes you just don’t know it until the moment’s already gone.

			Every hour he’d thought they had was already behind him. Every minute left was borrowed.

			He needed to find her.

			A whistle? A voice? The interminable waterfall of static hiss on the SSB was punctuated by something. Marco turned up the volume. A faint tone buried in the noise.

			Was it his imagination? The static sounded normal now. Or almost normal, like the surface of a river with a rock below, just a small disturbance.

			He wondered if his handheld radio might pick up something if he climbed to the top of the island. The antenna would be much higher, unobstructed. It was worth a shot.

			The seafloor rose gently on the sonar display. Smooth—good place to drop the anchor for a bit. The water was calm, protected by the island’s steep terrain.

			He lowered his anchor and set it carefully, making sure the plow was firmly secured in the muddy bottom. Solid enough.

			He killed the engine.

			The loaf of twenty-one-grain bread was almost out. Marco would need to reprovision soon—maybe when he went into Juneau to pick up his friend Bill from the airport.

			Bill Worth, a longtime friend of Marco’s, had been planning for months to come join Marco on the boat for a week or so. He’d about driven Marco crazy texting questions about what to pack. Marco had to remind Bill that even though Alaska was remote, there were a number of people who lived here year-round. Bill didn’t need to pack like he was crossing Antarctica on foot.

			Marco spread olive oil mayo generously on the…

			Four slices of bread.

			He put his hand to his chest, trying to hold back the rising sob. Just a simple distraction, and he was automatically making two sandwiches.

			I’ll save yours for later, honey.

			He put two slices mayo-side together, wrapped them in plastic wrap, and stuck them in the refrigerator. He’d make another sandwich with them soon.

			Marco opened the last can of his fancy line-caught tuna. Michelle had always wanted the good stuff. Now it was his fallback when he hadn’t been able to catch enough fresh seafood to feed himself. He spread a little Dijon mustard on the bread, drained the oil from the tuna can, then dropped the entire contents onto the sandwich. He topped it with a slice of pickle.

			A question was nagging at him about Radioville. This was a truly remote place. Back in the 1930s, it had been even more isolated and hostile. The only civilization—if you could call it that—was a handful of mining operations scattered along the coast. If you were going to set up a radio installation to communicate from those mining camps back to the rest of the world, wouldn’t the logical place be at one of the mining camps, where there were already buildings and regular supply deliveries and…other people?

			Had this Joe Baxter guy found some great radio reception on a particular one of these rocks that made it worth setting up such a remote site? Or did Baxter have some other reason for keeping himself isolated?

			Marco’s saliva glands gleeked painfully as he took the first bite of sandwich. He hadn’t been eating well lately, and he was starting to feel it. Being alone for long periods on the boat, it was easy to fall into bad habits of forgetting meals, just doing the minimum to keep himself going.

			Outside the salon window, two humpback whales dove in tandem, their flukes slipping smoothly into the deep. Marco never got tired of the stunning natural beauty of this place, and he welcomed the quiet solitude. Maybe that was reason enough for Joe Baxter to build his radio shack out here all those years ago. Or somewhere out here at least.

			Which one of these islands would I choose to set up shop and lie low?

			He was antsy to get going. The woman was out here alive somewhere, he could feel it. He wrapped the last half of his sandwich in plastic to take with him to shore and dropped his plate into the sink.

			His dinghy—a rigid inflatable boat half the size of the mysterious flat-black one Marco had seen—hung suspended from the two stainless-steel arms of the electric-lift davit attached to the back of Radio Flyer. Most boaters preferred cranes that hoisted the dinghy onto the top deck of the big boat. Marco liked the speed and convenience of the stern davit, particularly since he was almost always alone, single-handing. Launching a dinghy with a crane took longer, was better with two people, and could get dangerous in heavier seas. With the dinghy on the back of the boat, he could do the launch solo and be on his way in less than a minute—every time.

			Marco put on his life vest. He was diligent about wearing his personal flotation device anytime he was outside, particularly since he was single-handing. One rogue wave could easily send him overboard, and hypothermia could disable even the strongest swimmers. He imagined the woman he was searching for slipping overboard, the shock of the cold water, trying to force her muscles to obey, to swim to some kind of safety.

			But had she, or was the Coast Guard right? Had the radio transmission he heard been just a coincidence—a snippet of a distant conversation overheard and misunderstood? The Coast Guard sure didn’t seem to be giving it much weight.

			She had to be on one of these islands. And finding Radioville was his best lead. He’d get to some high ground and try again to raise her on the radio.

			He lowered the dinghy slowly into the water, stepped in, fired up the outboard motor, and gunned it.

			The little boat rose up onto plane, skimming across the water at over twenty knots. It smacked a small wave, sending cold saltwater spray across Marco’s exposed face and neck. Within seconds he was approaching the shore. He throttled back and tossed a small anchor over the stern, attached by a long bungee cord.

			The bow of the boat slipped onto the beach. Marco balanced himself and climbed out, then walked up the beach and tied the end of the shore line to a tree.

			He checked the tide table app on his phone. The tide would rise for another few minutes, then start falling—dropping almost fifteen feet over the next six hours. He set an alarm. Last thing he needed was to end up stranded on the beach by the outgoing tide.
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			Hirst-Chichagof Mine, Klag Bay, AK

			1938—Sam Worlson

			Sam Worlson pressed down on the small board at the bottom of the sluice box, then slid it forward. The two hidden latches released with a satisfying click, and the weight of the smooth-sanded compartment dropped into his hands.

			The nearby stamp mill was eerily silent—shut down for repairs. The trail behind him was empty as far up as he could see. All quiet down to the shore. The last of the dusk was fading, and it was Sam’s job to put the machine to bed for the night. The sluice-box staircase drew water diverted from a stream higher up the hill. The water would carry the ore gravel down the staircase while riffles in the bottom of each step captured the heavier gold, separating it from the sediment.

			Tonight, the water would continue to flow down the staircase of sluice boxes, but the miners would not be there feeding new crushed ore from the stamp mill into the top until morning.

			Sam stuck the end of the board into the cargo pocket of his pants and pressed what looked like a loose nail. The precise miter between two strips of wood opened just enough of a gap to allow the payload of gold gravel to drop out. The weight against his leg confirmed the device had worked. A small wet circle appeared at the bottom of his pants pocket. Sam splashed some water around the rest of the cloth to camouflage it.

			He scanned the edge of the woods. His hand shook as he returned the board to the bottom of the sluice box. He fumbled it, but managed after a couple of tries to coax the two latches to click back into place.

			Nervous sweat ran down the back of his neck. No one was around. All clear. He moved on down the hill, giving one last check to each level.

			If he was caught and searched in the next few minutes, it would all be over. He made a show of finishing his normal maintenance routine and walked back up the trail through the woods toward his bunkhouse. He unwrapped the cookie he’d held back from lunch, savoring each bite, the crunchy dough dissolving into a sweet sticky mush. Every Tuesday was cookie day in the mess hall, and Sam always slipped Gus the cook a little cash for enough extra to get him through the week.

			A sharp sound echoed to his left—like the crack of a stick. The rushing water of the stream that fed the sluice was too loud for Sam to hear anyone following him. He waited anyway, then took a couple of deep slow breaths before entering the bunkhouse.

			The other mine supervisors laughed boisterously inside. The glow of the kerosene lanterns through the windows lit the brush along the end of the trail.

			Sam took one more long breath, slowly exhaled, then opened the door. “Hey, Bollard, hush up! You’re scarin the bears clear down to the stream.”

			The men laughed, but put their cards down anyway and headed for their cots. It was late.

			Sam set his gear down by the entrance, then went back outside toward the outhouse. Once inside, he latched the door and pulled a small burlap bag out of his waistband, carefully moving the gold from his cargo pocket into the burlap. He removed his boot, pulled the thick insole liner out, dropped the bag into a hollowed-out section of the heel, and replaced the insole.

			Sam had to hand it to Joe Baxter—the construction of the false sluice-box bottom board was immaculate. It had been easy enough for Sam to swap in when he was doing regular maintenance on the sluice chute. Once it was installed, you could stare right at it and never see the small slot that allowed gold nuggets to drop smoothly into the hidden compartment. It worked silently and steadily, high-grading the gold, skimming the largest nuggets from the top of the staircase while allowing the rest to be processed for the mining company.

			The trick sluice box needed to be emptied every few days. That was the riskiest part. Sam passed up a promotion to a higher-level supervisor job just so he could close down the operation at night. Nobody worried about theft after the day’s haul had already been removed and nothing but water flowed down the chute. It was the cleverest high-grading scheme Sam had ever heard of.

			Collecting the gold was just the start, though. Sam would pass the bag of gold to Joe the next day during the radio-message meeting. Joe removed the gold from the island and converted it to cash.

			Selling gold was problematic. Five years ago, to combat the Depression, President Roosevelt had signed an executive order that made it a criminal offense for U.S. citizens to own or trade gold anywhere in the world.

			To get around that, Joe and a third guy—a guy Sam had never met—had worked out a scheme. They set up a fake mining company, staked a small placer-mining claim on a piece of worthless land near Sitka, and the third guy pretended to mine it.

			Joe passed the gold Sam gave him to the third guy, who then sold it at the assay office in Sitka, claiming it came from their fake mine. He deposited the proceeds in a company bank account, so none of them would be carrying around any suspicious amounts of cash.

			They planned to split the money equally three ways someday. Sam was working in faith on that one. His name wasn’t on the bank account, and he didn’t know the third guy. Still, he had leverage, and he’d kept track of the amount of gold he’d swiped, so he knew pretty accurately what he’d be owed when the time came to cash out.

			The setup made the money they earned look completely legit. It also made it critical that they have access to the high-grade gold. The normal hard-rock ore that was dug up by the miners was crushed in the stamp mill, sorted in the sluice boxes, mixed with mercury, then melted down and made into bars. They needed their gold to look like it was placer-mined, which meant they needed large raw nuggets from just after the crushed ore tailings were dumped into the sluice.

			Sam never fancied himself a criminal. He’d been brought up in a law enforcement family and taught right from wrong. He’d even worked as a deputy for a while. But when he got to Alaska and found his wages barely paid his living expenses at the commissary, he was left with almost no money to send home to his wife, and that was causing a lot of stress in his marriage. Wages were mostly paid in company scrip, which could be used only at the company-owned store.

			Joe was smart and persuasive. He knew Sam was the only one with the access he needed to pull off the sluice-box trick. When he had approached Sam with his plan, he convinced Sam that skimming from the mining company wasn’t exactly stealing. The way Joe told it, it was the company stealing hard labor from the men. Joe’s take made sense. Sam and the other men were putting in the work, after all. The company had no right to keep all the profits, did they?

			All but one kerosene lantern had been extinguished by the time Sam got back to the bunkhouse. The sound of men snoring filled the small log structure. He unlaced his boots, then braced each foot in the rack beside the door, carefully slipping out of the boots as he paced his breath to match the ticking of the wall clock.

			The last embers glowed through the cutouts in the iron door of the woodstove. He added a fresh log, then walked to his bunk, his stocking feet gliding smoothly over the wood floor.
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			Gulf of Alaska, Off the Coast of Chichagof Island, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya eased the throttle on Lady Melinda as the boat rolled over the top of a swell. The sharp clang of the trolling bell broke the steady drone of the diesel that pushed the fishing boat up the coast. They’d passed through a school of salmon and probably had several fish on the line. Anya pulled back the power a bit more to make retrieving the trolling gear easier.

			The seas were getting worse, and just reaching for the lever sent a pain up her right arm. She felt ragged. Her side ached, and every time she took a breath it sent a searing spike across her chest. She ran her tongue between her front teeth and the wound they had made in her swollen upper lip. She tasted blood. Every move she made, her rib cried out in pain. She caught her own reflection in the window. There was a large bruise above her eye. She pulled down the front of her wool stocking cap to cover it.

			The piercing noise of the bell rang in her ears. She never got seasick, but the smell of fish, which usually gave her energy, nauseated her. Her body ached, and her mind felt dull. She wanted real sleep. And that damn fish bell needed to end.

			Anya cranked up the boom box. “…is KCAW FM Raven Radio, broadcasting at one-oh-four megahertz at three-point-six kilowatts. Now, Crosby, Stills and Nash, ‘Just a Song Before I Go.’ ”

			The night before was a blur. He was drunk and shouting before they even finished dinner. She tried to distance herself and began cleaning off the table, and he screamed at her for “stealing the food off his plate.” Then he tripped her. Said she “was clumsy and fell,” but he definitely tripped her. Deliberately. Didn’t he? Did she really just fall? Dishes broke, and he was out of his chair. She really couldn’t remember what had happened next. Screaming and kicking—she was pretty sure she had bitten his wrist.

			Anya turned to see what he was up to in the fishing cockpit. Her neck protested with a sharp pain. Could he not hear the bell?

			Gonna get the fish, or do I have to do that too?

			He stirred and seemed to lose his balance as he tried to get to his feet.

			Drunk. Not even noon.

			Stay quiet. The fish don’t matter. Drive the boat.

			He stumbled to the starboard side of the boat, seemingly in no hurry to pull in any fish. He turned and grabbed his chair and pulled it up next to the…

			Oh, great. He’s going to piss over the side.

			He held the gunwale and climbed up, standing on the seat of the chair. He began unzipping the fly of his construction-orange rubber pants.

			The weather continued to worsen, and Anya was afraid they’d have to knock off early and go back to the cabin. The seas had grown from five or six feet in the early morning to eight or nine now. These conditions were easy enough; the waves were tall but wide and gentle, like driving a car on a hilly country road. But once the outgoing tide from Icy Strait started flowing against the incoming swell, they’d sharpen up and turn nasty. And the onshore wind was building. The combination could quickly become dangerous.

			Lady Melinda crested the top of a large swell and started down the other side.

			The carnival harmonica lines of Supertramp’s “Take the Long Way Home” floated from the boom-box speakers. Anya caught a quick glimpse of land in the distance. They were five or six miles out. The rest of the fishing fleet was several miles south of them, but he had insisted they fish the north side, saying he’d show those idiots where the fish were. The mast of a single troller rocked back and forth on the horizon to the south.

			The boat bottomed the trough, and she could see nothing but walls of waves on either side.

			So alone.

			Lady Melinda glided over the top of the next swell.

			Yep, they’re growing. Gotta keep an eye on that.

			“Keep er steady, I’m tryna piss!”

			His acrid tone rang in her ears.

			Gently now.

			She instinctively turned the helm to find a smooth line to drive down the other side and, at the same time, reached to reduce the throttle…

			No. Push!

			Anya was awake.

			She jammed the throttle forward. The diesel belched and revved. She cut the helm hard in the opposite direction just as the boat was about to start downhill. The vessel responded, lurching, heeling wildly to starboard. Dishes crashed in the galley below. The logbook she kept at the helm slid off onto the floor. Anya pulled another turn on the helm and held on tight. Black smoke from the exhaust stack washed over the top of the pilothouse. Anya widened her stance and gave the wheel another twist. Lady Melinda rolled violently.

			Too hard. I went too hard. We’re gonna capsize.

			She reached overhead and gripped the grab handle. The boat creaked as she rolled back to port, almost horizontal. Anya held on with all her strength. Her feet started to slide across the pilothouse floor. She pulled her weight back with her left hand and held her right on the wheel. Her knee banged against the helm station, sending a jolt of pain down her leg.

			Her breath stalled. She gave the helm a spin in the opposite direction.

			The boat corrected back toward upright.

			Anya pulled the throttle back to neutral. The boat pitched back the other way—more crashing—and Lady Melinda steadied herself, bobbing like a cork in the trough between the swells.

			The chair he had been standing on lay on its side near the hydraulic manifold. A fishing knife covered in salmon blood lay on the deck.
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			Small Island Off Chichagof, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Getting to the peak at the top of the island was Marco’s best chance to get his antenna high enough to pick up any faint signal from the missing woman’s radio. Marco had his handheld SSB radio with a high-gain antenna attached to his jacket—hissing quietly on the same frequency he’d been monitoring for days now.

			Marco had a set of safety rules he followed while traveling alone in these remote areas. Even something as simple as twisting an ankle could be fatal if it happened in a place like this. If anything went wrong, he was on his own. Help would likely never find him.

			His normal go-to-shore kit included a small day pack with a VHF radio, a personal locator beacon/satellite text device, a survival knife, a camera, a length of paracord, and bear spray. Most important of all were his XTRATUFs—heavy-duty, tall rubber boots that allowed him to step out of the dinghy into the shallow water and to hike through thick underbrush without getting his feet wet or injured. Guaranteed nearly all fishermen you’d ever see up here were wearing XTRATUFs.

			Aside from a couple of fishing floats and beer cans washed up on the beach, the island seemed to exist completely outside the realm of civilization.

			Marco moved through the underbrush toward the middle of the island, fingering the safety of the bear spray on his hip. A mile or so away, Chichagof was home to one of the largest brown bear populations in the world.

			The path was steep, and he had to scramble up several rocky levels, grabbing limbs and finding footholds on rocks and branches. His forehead was hot and sweaty, and his legs felt heavy. He had probably waited too long to eat. Pausing to catch his breath, Marco pulled the remainder of the tuna sandwich out of his pack.

			Bringing food on a hike in bear country was generally a bad idea. Bears had an incredible sense of smell—better than a bloodhound’s. But the sandwich reinvigorated him. He took a quick swig from his water bottle.

			After a brief descent, he broke through the trees onto a steep bluff overlooking the ocean. Far below, countless rocks protruded above the water, and white plumes of spray reached high into the air as residual waves from the previous day’s storm crashed against the shore. Across a narrow channel, there was another, larger island, and just the edge of a small beach was visible from his position.

			Marco took out his handheld radio and attached the external antenna, securing it to a tree branch above him with a length of paracord. “CQ CQ calling CQ—this is AK7MF Alpha Kilo Seven Mike Foxtrot—calling CQ. Woman who made a distress call this frequency—or any station who heard her—outside of Chichagof Island, Alaska, please respond.”

			The radio static was interrupted. Just a faint click, but something. Maybe the signal was just too weak for him to hear what was being said? Maybe it was just a mic being keyed, as if someone started to transmit but changed their mind?

			Marco repeated his call. There was no reply this time. He waited thirty seconds and made a third call. The static continued, sad and steady.

			There appeared to be a peak on a bluff a little farther along the shoreline. It would be a better, unobstructed position to try his radio call again.

			He made his way along the bluff, climbing over numerous downed trees. He came upon a huge Sitka spruce that he couldn’t scale and began to work his way inland to find a spot where he could pass. The forest had a thick understory. He wouldn’t get far enough along the massive trunk to get past it, but there was very little time before low tide would strand his dinghy.

			He decided to try to go around on the shore side of the tree. The giant root ball was right at the edge, and he needed to climb down about five feet below the top of the bluff onto a rock ledge that paralleled the ridge.

			A root line along the cliff at about eye level gave him a steady handhold. His boots had good grip on the rocky surface.

			He proceeded along the ledge, holding tight to the root line. Working his way carefully, he moved one foot sideways, then brought the other up to it. The sound of the surf far below echoed in his ears. The root line was wet and slippery, and he gripped it tightly each time he slid a hand to the next spot. He rounded a slight curve. There was an easy enough route back up to the top about fifteen feet ahead of him.

			Snap.

			Marco grabbed frantically at the wall of rock—hands scraping at the cliff face—chin struck rock, knocking his head upward.

			Warm taste of blood. Hands grabbing air. Accelerating.

			The clouds spun in the blue sky.

			The cliff face moved away, streaking upward.
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			Radioville Island, AK

			1938—Joe Baxter

			The wet burlap bag plopped out of Joe Baxter’s boot onto the table with a heavy thump. He placed identical squares of paper on each plate of his balance scale, poured the gold from the bag onto one side, then added weights to the other side until it balanced.

			He opened a new blank moleskine journal and turned to the first page. He didn’t need the code sheet anymore. He’d gotten quite fast at doing it in his head, even after a drink or three. The coded journal was strictly for his own reference and protection at this point. He couldn’t foresee a situation where he’d want someone else decoding it.

			Once the weight and date had been recorded, he divided the pile in half.

			Half for yours truly, and half to split “evenly” with the fellas.

			He removed the weights and moved gold dust to the other side a bit at a time, pouring it from one paper square onto the other until the two sides balanced. He returned one half to the original bag, and wrote the weight and “JB380321” on the bag. He got a new bag, wrote the date on it, and added the other half to that.

			Joe sometimes felt guilty about secretly stealing half of the take for himself, but the whole thing was his idea in the first place, wasn’t it? Neither one of those guys would be within a mile of that money if it weren’t for Joe.

			When he finished weighing and dividing the gold, Joe pulled his chair across the room to his utility cabinet, stood on the seat, and retrieved his old backup radio transmitter from the top. He brought it back to his workbench, removed the cover, and used a special screwdriver to open an aluminum box labeled “Power Transformer 2” on the main circuit chassis. Joe dropped the bag of gold he planned to split with the guys into the aluminum box, reassembled the transmitter, and lifted it back to its place.

			Should be safe there until Fellows’s next pickup.

			Hiding the gold in his own cabin between pickups was probably unnecessary. Visitors were extremely rare, but Joe slept better knowing it was safely tucked away regardless.

			He pulled his boots on, grabbed the burlap bag with the other half of the gold—the half he was keeping for himself—and walked out to the woodpile. He removed the army tarp that protected his seasoned wood from the rain, climbed to the top, and unscrewed the metal cap on one of the vertical pipes that served to stabilize the stack. Joe dropped the bag into the pipe, hearing a satisfying thud as the bag landed in the drum buried beneath the ground.

			Joe loved the thud. He considered it a receipt from his wilderness drop safe. He figured if anyone were to search the place and decide to check the woodpile, it would take hours to unstack the wood. Then they’d just see a row of support pipes buried in the ground. They’d have to be pretty clever, lucky, and determined in order to dig up the correct one and find the fifty-five-gallon drum he’d buried below. It would be enough of a chore for him someday, but the reward would be worth it.

			Joe reattached the cap, lifted an armload of seasoned wood from the older section of the stack, and carried it back inside, placing it beside the woodstove. He added one log to the fire. His cheeks absorbed the warmth as the rolling flame built inside the iron enclosure.

			Static from the receiver filled the cabin, a soft, chaotic music he found almost soothing. He adjusted the tuning dial with a practiced hand, slowing at each faint tick in the signal. The code key sat ready under his fingers, the logbook open beside him, half filled with outgoing messages from earlier in the week.

			A few taps arrived—just a ping from Sitka’s relay station.

			Joe fired up his transmitter and keyed back:

			Ready

			The first replies were routine: the fuel shipment had finally left Juneau, someone named Mallory was coming north on the next steamship, the new stamp mill had been approved. He scribbled them down quickly. Then came the personal wires.

			TO CARL FROM BETTY STOP THE GIRLS MADE YOU A BIRTHDAY CARD STOP WE MISS YOU TERRIBLY STOP WRITE WHEN YOU CAN STOP

			TO VICTOR FROM MA STOP CHURCH IS PRAYING FOR YOU STOP THE WEATHER’S TURNED COLD STOP YOUR COAT STILL FITS STOP

			Those he let through untouched. It was the next one that made him hesitate.

			To Denman From Wife Stop Package Came Open Stop Money Order Gone Stop Thanks for the Wooden Horse Stop Sam Loves It Stop but We’re Short on Rent Again Stop Package Smelled Like Whisky Stop Please Be Careful I’m Worried About You Stop

			Joe sat back in his chair, staring at the pencil marks. The last line hit hardest. Please be careful. He knew that tone. He’d heard it in his own wife’s voice once, long before he’d left for good.

			Denman had given Joe the package last month, wrapped in oilcloth and string. Said it was something for his boy—he’d carved the little horse out of driftwood and stained it with crushed berries. Didn’t look like much, but his hands shook the whole time he handed it over.

			The company’s mailbag system wasn’t known for its finesse. If the money order had gone missing, Denman’s family was in real trouble.

			Joe slid the original message under the blotter.

			He wrote out a new one:

			Package Arrived Fine Stop Sam Loves the Horse Stop Everything Included Stop We’re Okay for Now Stop Love You Stop

			He’d deal with the money later—send a few dollars himself under Denman’s name, same as he’d done for Chuck. The company would never know. Or if they did, they’d look the other way, same as they always did when the work kept getting done.

			Denman. The guy with the jittery hands, the thousand-yard stare even when he was laughing too loud in the chow line. Joe had seen him sneaking sips from a flask, and had once found him passed out behind the generator shack, snoring in the oil-streaked gravel.

			But Joe had no moral high ground there. His own flask sat within reach, tucked under a folded rag in the drawer beside him. Most nights, he didn’t sleep without it. Most days, he didn’t want to.

			He set down his pencil and rubbed his temple, then took a long pull from his own flask. The burn steadied him, the way it always did.

			He wasn’t fooling himself. Denman was on a downward slope. So was he. But maybe they didn’t have to hit the bottom at the same time.

			Joe sat for a moment, staring at the quiet radio set, the hum of the tubes soft and steady in the background. He could still hear Bing Crosby’s croon from the Victrola a few feet away, “Pennies from Heaven” winding toward the final chorus.

			The whiskey tasted like mercy tonight.

			He opened the drawer, took out a clean sheet of paper, and picked up his pen.

			Maybe he couldn’t save Denman. Maybe he couldn’t even save himself. But maybe he could leave something better behind. A small map. A pile of firewood.

			He wished he knew the boy’s name.

			
				Dearest Son,

				I reckon by now you’re aware I had no choice but to bid adieu to you and your mama before your arrival into this world. I needed to earn money to take care of you even though it took me far away. There was a time when your mama and I would lock horns, sparks flying in heated debates. It seemed wisest if we plied separate paths.

				In this northern expanse, I endeavored to forge a foundation for a brighter life, one that I hope you’ll witness firsthand when you’re all grown up. Enclosed herewith is a map to the small island in the Alaska Territory I presently inhabit.

				Should you find me absent upon your arrival, kindle a fire for yourself. There’s an abundance of timber stacked out yonder in the woodpile. In truth, it boasts surplus enough to keep you warm and content for the entirety of your days. Take your time, relish the splendors of this beautiful place. See where I lived and enjoy the house and everything that comes with it. I’m leaving it all to you.

				Love,

				Your father
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			Gulf of Alaska, Off the Coast of Chichagof Island, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya stood dead still, facing the back of the boat, one hand behind her, steadying the wheel.

			Lady Melinda drifted.

			The impatient fury of the trolling bell quieted to an occasional jingle. The fishing vessel rose and fell as angry swells passed underneath on their way to crash against the Alaskan shore. Anya searched the cockpit, again and again, allowing only her eyes to move—afraid that moving her body would snap her out of some dream.

			A single fish flopped on the cleaning table.

			Chicago’s “If You Leave Me Now” sang quietly from the boom box.

			He was actually gone.

			Her hand slipped from the wheel. Her legs didn’t move. Her body was far away, as if it belonged to someone else. Lady Melinda rolled and she rolled with it, weightless, hollow. Everything held still—just the low pulse of the sea, the fish flapping on the table, the soft ache of that song on the radio, the emptiness of the fishing cockpit.

			Her hand clenched and unclenched, remembering motion.

			The trolling rig was still fully deployed behind the boat. She had to do something about that. Anya hurried down the companionway and threw the hydraulic levers. The winches sprang to life and started hauling in the two downrigger lines. When the first salmon emerged from the water, she stopped the winch, removed the fish from the hook with a gaff, unclipped the trolling snap, then started the winch again. She tossed the salmon in the fish hold.

			Money in the bank, he’d always say.

			Fuck that. She started the winch back up and let it run, watching the trolling snaps bend and break one by one as they hit the main pulley block. Several salmon were hoisted to the top of the booms, then dropped into the water as the lead lines broke or the fish just fell off. Finally, the big cannonball weights rose above the surface and swung free. She killed the winch, grabbed a boat hook, and snagged the end of each weight—pulling it to the side of the boat and dropping it in the well.

			Secure enough.

			She ran back up to the pilothouse and put Lady Melinda into gear, spinning her around and angling the bow back up the swell in the opposite direction. As she reached the top, Anya scanned the near horizon.

			He was about two hundred yards away, looking in the opposite direction, trying to tread water in his heavy fishing garb.

			She took the boat out of gear. The pilothouse began to swallow her whole. She wanted—needed—him to think—to believe that she had tried to save—that it was an accident and she just couldn’t—why did it even matter? But it did matter. She wanted his last thought about her to be good. It couldn’t be her fault.

			I’m coming for you, baby.

			She put the boat into gear, then immediately pulled it out again.

			Anya waited.

			The salmon he’d left on the cleaning table flopped off onto the deck.

			He swam a few strokes, then went back to treading water. She could almost feel his panic build, then gradually give way to resignation. He had turned halfway back toward the boat, but she was sure he hadn’t spotted her yet. He appeared to have stopped struggling.

			Anya blasted the horn. His head snapped in her direction just as Lady Melinda slipped down the face of a swell into a trough. She gunned the engine and pulled the ship up the next wave, rising to her tiptoes so she’d catch sight of him an instant sooner as the boat reached the top.

			Endless walls of water as far as she could see.

			She steered the boat down the swell and powered up the next. Another wall. She caught a brief glimpse of something floating in the water a few boat lengths away. His red stocking cap. She steered the boat directly toward it, but lost sight of it between the next two waves.

			The boom box belted Quarterflash singing “Harden My Heart.”

			Anya didn’t know how long she drove around in circles, up and down the growing waves.

			The salmon on the cockpit floor lay stiff.

			She guessed the swell had built to twelve feet or more. The wind picked up to near gale force, and she needed to do something soon. He was definitely gone. Nobody could survive in these cold waters for that long—particularly not in his condition.

			It was time.

			Anya switched off the boom box and reached for the VHF marine radio microphone. She took several rapid breaths, making herself a little dizzy. She keyed the mic, trying to sound anxious and frightened. “Mayday, mayday, mayday—this is the fishing vessel Lady Melinda. We have a man overboard…”
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			Small Island Off Chichagof, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Marco tried with all his might to pull in a breath, only the tiniest hint of air making its way through his windpipe. He tried exhaling. Nothing.

			Relax. Like falling off the jungle gym in third grade. Breath will come back.

			The midday sun stung his eyes, blinding him. He lifted an arm to shade his face. His hands were scraped and scratched, but they still seemed to work. His neck ached and his jaw throbbed. He touched his face. Sticky. Blood.

			The taste of metal filled Marco’s mouth. His teeth had slammed together with the impact. His chin burned with pain, hands raw and ragged.

			Waves crashed far below him. He finally pulled in some air. A familiar smell of—what was it? Sweet and earthy—his grandparents’ farm.

			He carefully pressed down with his arms on either side of his body, afraid to shift his weight as it might send him on down the cliff. Broken twigs stabbed at his skin as he rolled his body toward the wall, feeling for any sign the support beneath him would fail, shifting his weight in tiny increments. Every stick snapping sent his heart racing. He rolled to one side and put his elbow and knee under him. Up onto all fours—loose scraps of grass and kelp slipped between his fingers as he searched for something to hold him steady.

			He was high above the shore, lying in a thick pile of debris that was wedged into a rock outcropping. Fog swirled up the rocky bluff, clouding his view. He ventured a lean outward. The rock face was sheer directly below him, flat and wet with no apparent footholds. To his right, a crevasse between the cliff face and a spire of rock that extended skyward several stories. Directly above, a tree branch hung from the top edge, hopelessly out of reach.

			His shirt was open, ripped from the bottom button. His shore day pack was around his waist. Marco couldn’t remember if he had a first-aid kit in there. He pulled a twig out of one of his rubber boots. He could feel a scratch down his shin.

			The surface beneath him was soft. The dense mat of twigs had cushioned his fall. There were long strands of kelp woven between the sticks. Kelp? What was all this dried kelp doing here seventy feet in the…

			Nest.

			Marco immediately pictured a massive predator descending onto his head, defending its lair, talons ripping into his flesh. In the distance, two eagles circled. Was this their nest? How long until they returned?

			He rose to his knees.

			Eagles were long-term residents and could inhabit the same nest for thirty-five years or more, adding as much as a foot of new material each year. He’d read that nests could reach ten feet in diameter, weighing over two tons. Eagles would defend them ferociously.

			The eagles gained altitude. Their circles seemed to grow. Surely they could see him now.

			The nest was packed with sticks, kelp, and dried moss. There was a piece of fishing net, dried seaweed, old feathers. His hand met something fuzzy—some dead small animal or…no, this had leather tied in a knot around a fur exterior.

			He pulled out the curious object—an old sealskin pouch a bit larger than a deck of cards. He stuffed it into the front cargo pocket of his Dijon-colored Carhartt jacket and risked poking around a bit more.

			The eagles’ circles grew wider, moving closer to the nest with each lap.

			The nest seemed to be on solid footing.

			He rose carefully to his feet, walking his hands up the cliff face for support, searching for a solid handhold. His arms ached from the fall, and scratches on his skin belted a chorus of pain. His breath was still weak but growing stronger.

			The branch above was his best hope. Marco took the piece of fishing net he’d found in the nest and wrapped it around a baseball-sized rock he removed from a crack nearby. He tied that to one end of the paracord he carried, his bloody fingers stinging as he tried to work with the thin cord.

			Marco tossed the rock, draping the line over the branch. He tied a square knot at the bottom, forming a loop that went up and over the tree. He secured the loop to his belt.

			A couple good tugs—it seemed secure enough.

			He began to rappel up the cliff, the thin rope digging into his hands. His belt cut into his back when he leaned away from the rappel line, but it gave the support he needed. He used the ends of his sleeves to protect his palms as he inched his way toward the top.

			Patience. Slow and steady.

			 

			Marco made it back to Radio Flyer just as the sun was setting. He dumped his gear and switched on the VHF. His arms ached every time he moved. His legs were Jell-O. His balance unsteady. His heart still raced, coming down from the adrenaline rush. He’d almost been killed. He should have done better. Should have been more careful. He was smarter than this.

			The Coast Guard responded on his first call. “Radio Flyer, we found no sign of the subject, and the window of time is beyond normal survival possibility. Our operation has transitioned to recovery. We’ll continue for a few more days.”

			Marco’s heart sank. He put down the microphone without replying and lifted the snow globe from the helm, squeezing it with both hands.

			Bastards never believed me. She’s still out here alive. She has to be.

			He picked up the mic and replied. “Copy. Radio Flyer standing by one-six.”

			Two things were bothering Marco. It had been easy to accept that she “just happened” to have an SSB handheld on her—because he had heard it himself. It had been easy to accept that a person could fall off a boat and somehow swim to safety in deadly cold water, during a raging storm, along one of the most remote and inhospitable coastlines imaginable—because he had heard it himself. The chances of both of those things being true were astronomically slim. He was missing a piece of the puzzle. Trouble was, he didn’t have any good alternative explanation.

			Screw the Coast Guard. Find Radioville. She’s there.
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			Radioville Island, AK

			1938—Joe Baxter

			Joe pulled his rowboat alongside the supply ship that was anchored off Radioville.

			A rope ladder dropped, and Virgil Fellows’s skinny-kid form appeared, climbing awkwardly down with a green leather briefcase in one hand. He wore tan slacks, a wool jacket over a light blue button-down shirt, and utterly impractical leather dress shoes.

			Joe still thought Fellows was the right choice for a partner. He was young, probably early twenties. He was immature and made some poor decisions, but he had the right enthusiasm and worked hard. Anyone who met him would believe him as a typical crazy young independent prospector. Fellows had come to Alaska to mine with the usual dreams of striking it rich, but like most prospectors, he’d come up empty-handed. Joe met him in Sitka right when his money ran out and sold him on a plan where he was guaranteed to find gold.

			“Had em use the crane to hoist your booze, you know,” Fellows said as he lowered himself into the small rocking vessel, almost falling as his smooth leather soles slipped on the slick wooden floor. He sat down facing Joe.

			Joe suppressed a laugh. “Nice watch.” He caught a whiff of cologne. “Dressed for church, I see. Today’s Friday, y’know. What’s the briefcase for?”

			Fellows rocked the boat as he brought the briefcase into his lap. “Suits lug around them briefcases for their fancy papers and stuff. I’m a businessman now, you know.” Fellows released the latches and opened the case toward Joe. “See? Combo locks for security.”

			“What in tarnation…is that gator skin?” Joe ran a finger across the coarse texture of the alligator leather. “You aware there ain’t no gators in Alaska, right?”

			Fellows waved proudly toward the case. “Most expensive one I could find.”

			Joe took a few papers from Fellows’s briefcase, pretending to study them. He reached into his rubber boot, palmed three bags of gold, and slipped them with the papers back into the case.

			Fellows flipped through the pages, pulled one out, and handed it back to Joe. “Our recent business bank statement—lays out the cash from the past few hauls.”

			“Put that away. I trust ya.” Nobody seemed to be watching from the deck of the ship above them. “Keep that paperwork away from here. Next time, stash it at home. I can peep at our bank account when I’m in town. I don’t need to see it till the time comes to divide it up.” He checked again for anyone who might be listening from above. “Then we better be square or I’ll skin ya.”

			Fellows lifted one eyebrow and his forehead furrowed. “Half that mining claim is tagged with your name, so there ain’t no law saying you can’t have your own business papers.”

			Joe placed a hand on the side of the ship to steady the rowboat. “I ain’t keen on folks here catching wind of my stash of cash. Just stirs up suspicions, you know?”

			Fellows shook his head. “However you want it, boss. Just aiming to keep things on the up-and-up.”

			“You putting in the hours to keep our Sitka claim looking on the up-and-up, or you just out there shopping for shoes and briefcases all day?” Joe said. “Now that you’re a big-shot businessman and all. An remember, I ain’t your boss—partner.”

			Fellows blinked rapidly, then frowned. “I’m out there most ever day shiftin plenty of rock around, boss. It’s tough labor. Hit some quartz last week, got my hopes up for a real strike, but it turned out to be a bust. Anyway, if anyone comes pokin their nose around that claim, they’ll see genuine prospectin.”

			Joe and Fellows had acquired a worthless piece of land near Sitka and submitted a mining claim on it with the General Land Office. Fellows had worked the claim for the last two years and hadn’t found any gold there, but he’d made a good enough show of it that it backed up the story that the mine was producing the stolen gold Fellows sold at the assay office in Sitka each month.

			“Only job you got is to make that claim look like a real mine,” Joe said. “Don’t you forget it. That’s what earns you your cut. And don’t blow it all on fancy outfits. Remember, we owe our silent partner his share. That’s his dough and mine you’re burning through, too.”

			“Got it. I’ll take it from my one-third. I reckoned it was a business cost since we aim to seem on the level.”

			Closer to your one-sixth, but it’s a good thing you ain’t privy to that information.

			Joe gave Fellows his best threatening stare. “Time comes to divide the profits, if that account ain’t square, I’m takin it from your hide.”

			“It’ll be square, boss.” Fellows looked down at his shoes. “I just took out some legit business expenses—mining gear and stuff. That’s it.”

			“You spot anyone else in this neck of the woods dressed like that?”

			Fellows shifted abruptly in his seat, and the rowboat tilted to one side. Joe lowered an oar and steadied them, deliberately splashing Fellows a bit in the process. Fellows wiped the salt water from his cheek.

			Joe definitely smelled cologne.

			“Yeah, I said I understand. Why won’t you spill the beans on who our other partner is, anyway? Don’t you trust me by now? What if something goes haywire, and I gotta reach out to him straight?”

			“That’s exactly why we gotta keep things apart,” Joe said. “You ain’t acquainted with the guy at the mine. He don’t know you. No need for anyone to sniff around if you two ain’t never crossed paths. He gets the gold. You move it. I’m just the radio man.”

			A wooden crate was being lowered over the side of the supply ship, and Fellows stood up to meet it, almost losing his balance as the little wooden boat rocked wildly.

			Joe steadied the boat again and helped Fellows unhook the load, securing it in the rowboat. “You got on perfume? You’re aware that kind of scent draws bears, ain’t ya?”

			Fellows chuffed. “Hope that crate of booze holds up for the rest of the month,” he said with a sneer. “Partner.”

			The gangly, overdressed kid climbed back up the ladder to the supply ship, accompanied by the boisterous clank clank clank of the huge anchor being hauled up. Fellows was clumsy and a little out of place in Alaska. But then again, just about everybody in Alaska was a little out of place. That was part of the attraction.

			That briefcase, though, that’s just plain dumb.
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			Rose’s Bar—Pelican, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Fishermen packed Rose’s Bar, and a large group gathered on the boardwalk outside. The usual atmosphere of debauchery had given way to more of an Alaskan version of an Irish pub wake, and Anya was careful not to drink too much. She needed to maintain her composure. No slip-ups to cause suspicion.

			Everyone was pretending. The fishermen were pretending they were grieving, but they had practically come to blows about who might get to take over Lady Melinda’s prime boat harbor slip. Anya could see severe disappointment when she told them one by one that she had no intention of selling Lady Melinda, and that she planned to keep fishing her.

			Anya moved through the crowd, letting friends engage her one at a time.

			Ben, one of the first captains she’d met in Pelican, touched her arm. “Sad loss, honey. He was one of the best fish-finders in the fleet.”

			Anya faced him. “Thanks, Ben. I still can’t really believe he’s gone. I’m gonna just keep going with the boat. It’s what he would have wanted.”

			Lind, a fisherman who’d helped out on Lady Melinda a time or two, approached Anya cautiously, hands behind his back. “Who you gonna get to fish her with you? Or is it too soon to ask?”

			Probably champing at the bit…

			Anya tried to force an appreciative smile. “It’s okay. Haven’t given that any thought just yet. Don’t even know where to start getting his affairs in order. Honestly, I don’t know much about his affairs.”

			Damn sure knew about a couple of them, cheating bastard…

			Lind looked around the room. “Let me know if you need any help. Lewis knows a lawyer in Sitka.”

			The jukebox blared.

			Someone handed Anya a bottle of beer. The cold condensation drizzled past her wrist, down her forearm, and dripped off her elbow. She looked around for a napkin. A hand lightly gripped her shoulder from behind. Caroline was wearing a bright floral-print dress with giant purple irises. “So sorry, Anastasia baby. We’re all gonna miss him.”

			Speaking of his affairs…

			Anya moved the beer to her other hand, took Caroline’s arm with the wet one, and stepped forward toward the petite woman. “I know you will, honey. He was always very fond of you.” She released her grip and let her damp forearm drag across the front of Caroline’s dress. One of the irises darkened with the moisture.

			Lewis provided an excuse for her to break off. “Anya—so sorry for your loss. Lind said you wanted to know about my lawyer in Sitka? He’s the only one in town, but I’m sure he would take good care of you. You planning to sell that fishing cabin? I know a bunch of guys around here who would offer a pretty penny for it.”

			“Thanks, Lewis. I think I’m gonna hold on to it for now. I plan to keep fishing, and it’s nice to have that place to stay. Let me know if you think of anybody who would like to crew for me, though.”

			Lewis stepped back and nodded his head. “Wow, you’re quite a lady indeed. He was a lucky man to have a woman like you.”

			A waitress dropped an entire tray of drinks as she pulled it from the bar. Anya excused herself and went over to help clean up.

			The party was getting drunker and drunker, and Anya was getting tired. She tried to think of a way to make a graceful escape. She walked casually down the hallway toward the bathroom, then slipped out the rear exit, pouring her full beer into the weeds and wildflowers. She could still hear the jukebox rocking the Rolling Stones’ “Sympathy for the Devil” inside the bar.

			Anya took the back path around the neighboring house and out to the main boardwalk. She walked toward home quickly, hoping none of the rowdy crowd outside Rose’s would notice her.

			She climbed her front steps. More flowers had been set on the porch. Irises in a purple vase. Pretty sure the only garden in town with irises was in front of Caroline’s place. She wanted to kick them over, but carefully moved them aside instead, putting them in the back behind an arrangement that was mostly fern leaves and baby’s breath.

			Once inside, she felt energized and got straight to work.

			Time for a change.
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			Another Small Island Off Chichagof, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Red metal roof.

			This had to be the place. The canted red roof rose above the bushes behind a small beach. The shack looked from the water like one side had collapsed. From this distance, the sand looked normal. None of the stripper-bikini-sparkle the barfly had described.

			In the movie that played in Marco’s mind, SOS was spelled out in rocks on the beach and Crystal came running out waving her arms when his boat appeared.

			The beach was empty and still.

			Where are you?

			Marco clipped on his go-to-shore fanny pack and felt a pang of apprehension about leaving the boat again. His knee ached, and he figured his chin looked like he’d lost a fight. Dropping the anchor was easy enough, but in launching the dinghy he was hardly able to lift his arm to release the tie-down.

			Climbing out of the dinghy was a chore, and his rubber boots slugged through the shallows onto the beach. Marco tried to walk without favoring his injured knee. He secured his shore line to a large piece of driftwood.

			Where was she? There were no fresh footprints on the beach, but a pattern of footprint divots in the soft sand higher up the beach indicated someone had walked here recently. The strong tides had washed most of them away, so it had been a couple of days at least.

			If she was still here, she’d have made new ones.

			“Hello?” Marco shouted. “Anyone here?”

			His voice echoed back from the hills on the neighboring islands. The only reply a raven’s shrill croak from a nearby tree.

			He knelt on his good knee and picked up a handful of coarse sand. It sifted dry and cool through his fingers. There was a decent amount of colorful ground glass in the mix. It was not like the sand on any other beach he had seen.

			This had to be Radioville.

			Marco moved toward the abandoned shack, making his way through some heavy brush and around to the rear of the building. The door was missing.

			He tentatively stepped inside.

			A heavy odor of mildew permeated the dank interior. Rays of light streamed in ribbons through a broken window, illuminating piles of debris strewn about the cabin—empty beer cans, a couple soggy stuffed animals. Two empty energy bar wrappers lay near the door. It looked like kids had used the place for partying. But kids from where?

			An old iron woodstove was rusting in the corner, and mattresses had been pulled from their bunks and lay slumped and rotting on the floor amid the garbage.

			This was a small island. If Crystal had made it to shore here in the storm, she’d certainly have looked for shelter in the shack. If this was really where she’d come ashore, where was she? If she’d already been rescued, the Coast Guard would know.

			Marco struggled to remember exactly what he’d heard on the radio. His brain felt foggy, and he realized he was having a hard time distinguishing between reality and his own internal monologue. For sure she said “Come get me.” Said she was cold. Said she swam. Had she actually replied to Marco’s call, or was she just talking to the other man? Maybe she didn’t even hear him. Red metal roof had to be Radioville. Coast Guard report confirmed a missing woman falling overboard, but the woman he heard had an SSB radio, a strobe, presumably full survival gear. The footprints showed someone had been here recently, but if not Crystal, then who? Why? He moved farther inside, waving his arms to break away the cobwebs, sending a new shot of pain through his shoulder. He stepped over a broken lawn chair. The half of the shack where he stood was standing, but the far end had collapsed.

			The intact end of the structure had obviously been the kitchen and sleeping area. There was an old washbasin with a crank wringer and several broken Jack Daniel’s bottles. A dining table rested upside down near the wall. Past that, a shelving unit had collapsed under the weight of the fallen ceiling.

			There was no sign of any radio gear. What had transpired here over the eight decades since Joe Baxter’s time? Marco realized he might not find any evidence of the former radio station after this long.

			He walked back outside and around to the fallen end of the building. The edge of the red metal roof sloped up from the ground to the remaining structure. The ruins of some kind of storage shed or outbuilding protruded from the wreckage. There were signs all around that this had once been a developed homestead—level areas that had probably been gardens, collapsed structures that might have been a smoker shed or storage.

			A single wooden pole stood a couple feet from the cabin with an insulator hanging from it. More than likely, that had once held one end of a dipole antenna, or maybe there had been a mast with a vertical antenna extending up from the pole. A cable hung from a nail about halfway down and disappeared into the brush at the bottom. Marco followed the cable through the weeds to the edge of the dilapidated building.

			He eased down onto his healthy knee and pulled up on the corner of the metal roofing. The cable continued on the underside. He stuck his good arm through and pulled on the interior segment. It was buried in cold, sticky mud. It didn’t budge. He used part of a broken board to prop up the corner of the roof, then crawled into the exposed area and began digging through the debris. Cobwebs clung to his damp face, and a sharp must filled his nose. Following the cable through the mud into the darkness with his hand, his fingers found something cold and metal.

			Marco crawled back out and grabbed another board to work on prying up a beam that was lying on top of the object. After several minutes, he had uncovered what looked like a piece of radio equipment.

			The front panel of the black metal enclosure bore two large knobs with meters just above them. A row of toggle switches lined the bottom. Several wires hung from the rear.

			Radio transmitter—had to be Baxter’s. Vintage looked to be pre-war. The top was damaged—maybe dented by the weight of the beam that had fallen on it when the shed collapsed. Otherwise, it looked in decent condition.

			The heavy radio shook in Marco’s hands. He wiped away the grime with the cuff of his jacket and found an engraved placard.

			Signal Corps U.S. Army

			Transmitter Type BC-127

			Used with Radio Tel & Telset Type SCR-132

			Manufactured by Western Electric Corporation

			Curious. Almost absurd. A man lived alone here, operating a complex radio setup. Cutting-edge technology at the time, mixed with hardcore subsistence living. No power. No fresh water. Days of travel to any civilization. Marco felt a connection to this fellow, charting his own course, surviving on his own wherewithal.

			What else was Joe Baxter up to out here in the middle of nowhere?

			In the bay, Radio Flyer swung with the breeze on her anchor. The stainless brightwork gleamed in the morning sun, and the glassy sea reflected the white hull and continued the line of the anchor rode where it entered the water. Lofty cumulus clouds drifted by. A single eagle circled overhead, lazily riding the thermals.

			Marco wrapped the attached cables around the device. Pain shot through his shoulder as he hefted it into a carrying position.

			 

			The SSB static in Radio Flyer’s pilothouse continued, steady as a mountain stream.

			Presumed dead.

			She was supposed to be here.

			Knees weak, he stacked the old radio on the table and sagged into the pilothouse seat.

			Why’d I bring that damn thing back, anyway? What’s the point?

			He was out of ideas and out of time. He was still two days from Juneau, where his friend Bill would be waiting for him. He’d been excited to give Bill the full tour of Southeast Alaska. Now, it was hard to see how he’d muster the energy to be a decent host, but he knew the trip was a big deal for Bill.

			His chest heaved, and he struggled to contain tears as the dread of powerlessness overwhelmed him. She was supposed to be here, but she was slipping away, hope was slipping away, Michelle was slipping away in the awful cacophony of the hospital machines beep beep beeping.

			Gutted once again by his memories, he lifted the snow globe from the helm. Sparkling snowflakes swirled around the Chief Johnson totem pole as it reached for the heavens from behind St. John’s Episcopal Church. White glitter accumulated on the wings of the Cessna floatplane and drifted down onto the plastic boardwalk that connected the row of red, blue, and pale-green brothel buildings along Ketchikan’s Creek Street.

			Marco plotted a course for Juneau. Two-day trip if the weather held. He’d arrive just in time to get Bill from the airport.

			His watch showed ten after ten.

			Timex time.

			Marco was back in Ketchikan, Michelle leading him by the hand, threading through the cruise-ship crowds along Water Street. They’d ducked into a small alcove in front of a store with big signs touting discounts on tanzanite jewelry. She’d leaned in to him, arms looped gently around his neck.

			They both hated the crowds, and even just the thought of being stuck for days on a ship with thousands of vacationers had made them resolve never to take a cruise. Too crowded. Too scheduled. They’d always preferred the slow rhythm of their own boat. Quiet anchorages. Breakfasts alone. No PA system announcements.

			The quiet isolation aboard Radio Flyer had always been more their speed, and over the last decade they’d spent as much time cruising as the constraints of their careers would allow.

			Now that they were retired and living their dream to take the boat to Alaska, fighting their way through hordes of ambling tourists was the last thing they wanted. Still, today they’d gone for a nice quiet breakfast and were on their way back to the boat harbor when the first ship arrived, dumping multitudes of selfie-stick-wielding holiday adventurers onto the streets.

			“This won’t get better,” Michelle had said, glancing up the street. She held out her wrist and grinned. “Ten-ten. Timex time!”

			Marco was confused. “What?”

			A playful smile lit up Michelle’s face. She grabbed his hand and pulled him into the jewelry store to the counter where they sold Swiss watches to tourists.

			Marco could never understand why people bought Rolex watches while vacationing in Alaska. It seemed all wrong.

			“Look,” she said. “Timex time. All the watches—set to 10:10. Always. It frames the logo and looks like a smile.”

			He’d rolled his eyes, but he’d loved that she knew that. That she noticed things.

			She’d always worn a watch. Always. So when the funeral director asked what to do with it, Marco hadn’t hesitated. “Leave it with her,” he’d said. “She never took it off.”

			But the watch came back. When he opened the box to transfer her ashes to the urn, there it was, in a plastic bag alongside her wedding ring, her watch, set to 10:10.

			He touched the screen of his own watch now. Still 10:10. Still smiling.

			The old Signal Corps radio sat silent on the chart table, guarding its secrets.

			The soft burble of SSB static filled the pilothouse.

			Marco lifted the binoculars for one last look at the beach. No figure on the sand. No shimmer of movement. No signal fire.

			Still nothing.

			He nudged the throttle forward.

			Radio Flyer pointed toward Juneau.

			Time to go.
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			Hirst-Chichagof Mine—Klag Bay, AK

			1938—Joe Baxter

			Joe’s watch showed quarter to five. Sam Worlson was late, and Joe didn’t like it. After the disaster in the dark with the killer whales, he didn’t want to be behind schedule. He sat in the mine office, drumming his fingers on the small wooden table, even turning down a whiskey offered by the clerk.

			Joe gave the winding knob on his watch a couple of turns. Ten to five.

			The clerk was unusually animated, pacing around the small room, tidying.

			Something’s wrong.

			“Sure I can’t fetch you somethin while you wait, Mr. Baxter?”

			“Nah, I’m good. Just gotta catch up with Sam and hit the water. Don’t fancy rowin back in the dark again.”

			“I’m sure he’ll be along shortly. Some Sitka folks are here today and he had to tend to them.”

			The wooden floor creaked as the clerk paced.

			The quiet gave a menacing gloom to the place, and every sound made Joe’s skin crawl. He had never been here without the persistent pounding of the stamp mill hammers as they crushed ore into gold dust and gravel.

			“Any idea how long he’ll—”

			The office door opened and a man Joe didn’t recognize stepped in. “You the radio guy? Mr. Baxter?”

			“Yes, and—”

			The man was carrying a clipboard, wore shiny black shoes, and had a sidearm in a belt holster. “Apologies, sir, but I’m gonna have to ask you to skedaddle. We’re running a security check here at the mine, and we need only on-site folks present. Sorry for the trouble.”

			Joe was more than happy to leave. “I got several messages for—”

			Clipboard man didn’t wait for Joe to finish. “I comprehend, sir, but those will have to wait. We’ve got a heap of ledger work ahead, and time’s short.”

			Joe’s heartbeat pounded in his ears. He tried to keep his voice steady. “Sure thing. I’ll swing by in a couple of days.”

			Joe put his journal back into his new book pouch, secured it, and walked to the door. Just as he stepped outside, Sam Worlson appeared, looking rattled. He extended his hand to shake.

			Sam don’t never shake my hand.

			“Mr. Baxter, I’m mighty sorry for the wasted trip. We didn’t reckon on this security check today.”

			Sam don’t never call me “Mr. Baxter.”

			Sam shook Joe’s hand, and then put his left hand on top of Joe’s as if to show sincerity.

			Sam don’t never…Oh, hold on, something there—the bag. Oh God, he’s passin me a bag of gold!

			“I, I understand Sa—Mr. Worlson. Not a problem.”

			The bag was on top of the two men’s right hands, hidden by Sam’s left hand. Joe clumsily worked to let the bag fall into his own hand and almost dropped it altogether.

			“…and thank ya kindly for bringin that message from my wife. We all sure do appreciate what you do here.”

			I never gave Sam the message from his wife.

			Sam released his grip.

			Joe put his hands into his pockets, dropping the heavy bag into the right one. “It’s my job, sir. Happy to be of service. I’ll be outta your way now.”

			Joe turned away from the gaze of the company auditors, who seemed distracted and weren’t paying much attention to the exchange. He walked not-too-quickly down toward the small dock where his rowboat was tied.

			Just as he reached the dock, a voice called from behind him. “Oh, Mr. Baxter, there is one thing, if you have a minute.”

			Joe’s armpits were damp with sweat, his moist shirt clung to his skin. The stolen gold weighed heavy in his pocket, and it seemed that the whole world could see it there. He angled his body away from the approaching man and shifted his book pouch to his right hand to block the view of his pocket.

			“Yes?”

			The man sped his gait to catch up with Joe. “In one of your recent reports, you mentioned a hiccup in the yield totals. Looks like you sorted it out, but—have you noticed any hitches in the past?” He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and lifted his chin to look through them at Joe. “Anything that might need a bit more focus from a theft-prevention perspective?”

			Last thing Joe wanted to talk about. “No, reckon I just messed up jotting them numbers down.” He squinted at his wristwatch. “My mistake, was hustlin that day and likely—”

			The man held up his clipboard, as if about to write something. “We aim to tie up all the loose ends, you know. Since you’re a regular here, we figured you might catch wind of anything, you know, off-kilter or, perhaps, a bit suspicious, if you catch my drift.”

			Joe’s throat tightened. He put his free hand into his pocket so the shaking wouldn’t be visible.

			The man smelled like the honeysuckle from Joe’s mother’s garden—probably the Brylcreem pomade crap that slicked back his hair. His shiny city shoes had gotten dusty on the walk down from the office. He must be an accounting type—with a gun. Bad combination.

			“Oh, nah, sir. Nuthin more suspicious than my rowboat. Lost it a couple of weeks back—near drowned. Them killer whales ambushed me.”

			The man cocked an eyebrow. “Oh, that must have been downright harrowing.”

			“Well, everything’s in order…Anything else?” Joe faked a laugh. “I oughta hit the water while the sun’s still up. Don’t wanna stir up any trouble twice.”

			“No problem at all, sir. Thanks for your time.” The man lowered his clipboard to his side. “Apologies once more for disrupting your duties.”

			Joe pulled hard on the oars all the way back to Radioville. He was glad to be facing astern. No boats on his tail. So far, at least.
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			Pelican, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			The buttercup-yellow dress matched the color of the fading bruise on Anya’s upper arm.

			Debbie Harry was singing “The Tide Is High” on the radio.

			Anya pulled the sleeve of her dress up a bit. The bruise was the shape of a butterfly. She turned at an angle to the mirror—still fit nicely. The straps of her bra cut across the shoulders of the boatneck collar, spoiling the line. It had to go. She reached behind her, released the bra’s clasp through the dress, pulled the left strap over her shoulder and bent her arm through the loop, then pulled the whole bra through the right armhole. Much better.

			“Why the fuck you lookin all girly? You’re a fuckin fisherman. Who you dressin up for, anyway?”

			Anya brushed a line of dust from the hanger crease on her shoulder. How long had this dress hung in that closet? Five years or more?

			Raven Radio was relaying “Muskeg Messages.” “—community center. And to Joanie in Pelican: fishing is good. Will be home tomorrow.”

			She kicked the Carhartts she’d worn to the wake into the dirty clothes pile in the corner and turned her attention to his dresser.

			She gave him too much credit for being clever.

			Sock drawer is just as good as a safety deposit box, right? Idiot.

			“…to my wife Anya on the fishing vessel Lady Melinda: Happy Anniversary to the best boat driver in the fleet.”

			Anya froze. A chill shimmied up her spine.

			She turned off the radio.

			When would he have called this in to the radio station? He never planned ahead. IS it our anniversary? How many years has it been?

			No, no, NO! She would not let him do this to her again. Fuck him and his manipulative fake sentimentality.

			Anya walked across the room, pulled the drapes aside, opened the window, and filled her lungs with the cool fresh air as she looked across the boardwalk at the mountains in the distance.

			Refocused, she switched the radio back on, then continued looking through the stack of his “important” papers. Some legal thing about the money they’d borrowed to buy the boat. The lease for their house—looked like it expired five years ago, but nobody gave a shit. Just kept paying the rent and they kept taking it. Xerox copy of his birth certificate—born in Liberal, Kansas—wherever that was. A picture of a woman—ah, his mother—she was pretty. Some old personal letters. Official copy of their commercial fishing permit. Deed for the island with the fishing cabin, and a stack of letters—most of them unopened—from the real-estate company in St. Louis that had been trying to buy the island. Looked like they’d been after it for years. Maybe she should consider selling it now? Wonder if they’d still be interested. The latest one was less than a year old.

			Nothing else in the papers looked like it had any particular value, but she’d need to get the boat, cabin, and fishing permit transferred to her name, and get a proper lease on the house. Someone at Rose’s said she’d need a special death certificate or something since no body was found. Lewis’s lawyer in Sitka might be able to help.

			Anya stuffed the papers back into the manila envelope and tossed it on top of the dresser. She’d need some cash to pay the lawyer. The fishermen always took up a generous collection for the family when one of them was lost—which seemed to be happening pretty often these days.

			Anya walked back to the mirror and gave the yellow dress another twirl, then went to the front door, leaned out, and plucked an orange poppy from one of the arrangements that had been left on the porch. She grabbed a bobby pin and tucked it behind her right ear.

			Borscht was on the menu tonight. Papa’s borscht. She followed his recipe to a tee—beef stew meat, potatoes, carrots, celery, cabbage, and a hearty beef stock with onion, garlic, and her dad’s “secret” combination of spices. And of course, beets. Anya grabbed her blue apron from the hook beside the stove and tied it around her waist. She didn’t wear gloves when she handled the beets. She usually didn’t mind the bright red reminder of her father’s cooking staining her hands for a day or so, but today the bright crimson that dyed her fingers and palms looked a bit sinister in contrast to the delicate yellow of her dress.

			The smells of the stew simmering took her back to her childhood days at her father’s bar in Sitka, where she’d sit on the kitchen counter with a bowl of borscht in her lap, watching her dad sling cold beer and warm soup to his customers. It had been years since she’d been able to savor the hearty red stew.

			Her husband had hated beets.
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			Icy Strait, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Marco was making good time.

			Radio Flyer had a steady two knots of current helping her along through Icy Strait. The water was flat calm. The glitter in the snow globe lay motionless on the plastic scenery.

			Bill had made arrangements to fly into Juneau to join Marco on the boat months ago, and Marco was excited to see him, but he was having trouble shaking the echo of the faint voice on the radio. Even though his search had turned up nothing, he worried that he might be giving up too soon.

			Maybe it really was nothing but skip reception from some distant foreign land.

			Nobody just falls overboard and swims to shore with a handheld radio, right?

			None of it added up. He’d clearly heard the red metal roof. Barfly said that was the only one on the coast. Everything was right about Radioville, except she wasn’t there.

			His plan was to cover as much ground today as he could since the weather was unusually settled. The wind instrument indicated one knot of breeze. The afternoon sunlight on the Fairweather Range painted the snow-covered peaks with a warm, rosy glow. Radio Flyer’s chartplotter showed 15.3 miles and two hours’ cruising time to get to Flynn Cove, a small scenic bay right off of Icy Strait, where Marco planned to spend the night.

			His phone abruptly sprang to life, buzzing frantically with dozens of messages and alerts. Apparently he was now back in cell range. His home screen was a photo of Michelle from the time they visited Misty Fjords. Her smile beamed into his heart, spanning the time, distance, and even death itself. Marco could almost feel her presence on the settee behind the captain’s chair, watching over his shoulder to be sure he didn’t navigate into any rocks.

			Be great to have Bill onboard for a few days, won’t it?

			Two bars of service, and occasionally three. Enough to call and check on Bill.

			Bill picked up after two rings. “Well, if it isn’t Mr. Wild Alaska.”

			“Hey, Bill,” Marco said. “How are things in the Lower Forty-Eight? Still training for the Bunco World Championship?”

			“Very funny, man. I hate that game.” Bill did not sound amused. “I just go to keep Mary happy. Although, she gets so carried away gossiping I barely say a word except to remind her to keep playing so we can get the hell out of there eventually.”

			“Well, you should see if she’ll—” Static interrupted Marco. “You still there, Bill?”

			Marco’s phone signal dropped to one bar. He tapped Speaker and waved it in a circle over his head.

			“Now you’re just rubbing it in. You’re livi…your fancy yacht,” Bill’s reply was broken. “…tween bunco and bingo night…Geritol cocktails.”

			“Honestly, Bill. I’d trade it all in a heartbeat to have Michelle back and be there in the bunco league with you.” He gently shook the snow globe. The glitter flakes swirled around the Chief Johnson totem pole.

			“Sorry, Marco, I didn’t mean t………it’s what she’d want.”

			The connection dropped and Marco hit Redial.

			Bill answered, “You back?”

			The connection sounded better. Marco continued, “Yeah, I got caught up helping in a search for a woman who went overboard.” He told Bill about the distress call, and the Coast Guard not believing it was the missing woman.

			“Fell overboard with an SSB handheld in her pocket?” Bill sounded skeptical. “Don’t they just use VHF radios on boats up there?”

			Great. Now Bill doesn’t believe me either.

			“Never mind,” Marco replied. “They didn’t find her.”

			Just can’t shake the feeling she’s still out there alive somewhere.

			“Hey, speaking of unlikely radios,” Marco changed the subject, “have you ever heard of an SCR-132?”

			“Wow, you been studying the radio history books?” Bill sounded serious now. “That’s one of the early units used by the Army Signal Corps. They had a bunch of them—the SCR stood for self-contained radio or Signal Corps Radio or something like that. Huge ugly beasts they used for talking to planes and ground troops in the field. They were supposedly ‘portable,’ but it took a truck to move the whole thing—including the gasoline generator to power it. I don’t remember all the numbers, but 132 sounds familiar.”

			The old black radio sat in a chair next to Marco. “The top is dented but otherwise it’s in pretty good shape. A metal tag on the back says it’s a BC-127 transmitter for use with an SCR-132.”

			“You should probably go with something a little more modern for your boat.” Bill chuckled at his own joke. “How the hell did you come by one of those? Military surplus shop? Yard sale?”

			Marco told Bill the story of stumbling onto Radioville and finding the radio while searching for the missing woman.

			“Excited to see that thing tomorrow.”

			“Sure. We’ll have a great time. Talk soon.” Marco tapped End on his phone and mapped out the trip in his head—Tracy Arm, Endicott Arm—whales, bears, glaciers—five days minimum with good weather. It would be great to have someone to show around, and to keep him company, maybe get the missing woman out of his head.

			He turned up the volume on the SSB again. Nothing but static.
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			Hirst-Chichagof Mine—Klag Bay, AK

			1938—Joe Baxter

			A couple of weeks had gone by since the security inspection, and Joe was eager to get back to his normal routine.

			The pounding of the stamp mill rattled the walls of the tiny mining office, the ashtray on the table vibrating closer to the edge with each stroke.

			Joe read Sam a number of personal messages for the miners, and they copied down the latest business and supply correspondence.

			Sam wasn’t making eye contact. He was talking faster than usual, and he kept crossing and uncrossing his arms.

			Joe worried he might have returned to the mining office too soon.

			Sam gave Joe updated yield-report information for the mine’s output, which Joe entered in his official journal.

			The assistant stepped out of the office.

			“We need to talk,” Sam hissed under his breath. “Got me a letter. You forget to spill the beans bout my missus, partner?”

			Joe could tell where this was going. “I reckon I’ve handed over every message I got, Sam. What’s the hitch?”

			“Received a letter from the missus, says she’s hittin the road,” Sam said, his voice getting sharper. “My brother says he shot you a message weeks ago. Ain’t seen hide nor hair of it. What gives?”

			Joe held his hands up. “I…I’m lost for words, Sam. I’d never…”

			Sam’s face flushed. “Don’t lie to me.”

			Joe leaned away. “Sam, I—”

			Sam waved him off. “Look, it don’t matter much now. I’m callin it quits. Gotta head back to Oklahoma, try to patch things up with the wife. Toss me my cut, and I’m outta here.”

			“Sam, we need you.” Joe tried to bring his tone down. “I mean, sure, I get it, you gotta handle family matters, but—well, cashing you out would take some time. How long you reckon you’ll be gone?”

			Sam shook his head and pushed his chair back. “I reckon I won’t be making a return, Joe. The slice I got from our dealings should be ample to fix things up back home. You oughta consider makin your exit, too, while things are still in hand. That security inspection wasn’t no coincidence.”

			Joe held his hands up in surrender. “Sam, I…All right. I’ll talk this over with the other guy, but it’s gonna take a bit to get your share cashed out. How—”

			The door opened and the assistant came back into the office.

			Sam scooted his chair forward again. “That wraps it up for this week, Joe. Appreciate the exchanges.”

			The clerk turned to open a filing drawer.

			Joe felt a tapping on his knee.

			Sam was passing him another bag under the table.

			Joe dropped it into the top of his boot. “Thanks as always, Sam. I’ll, uh, provide you with a timeline on that request you made.”

			Sam stood. “I’ll be lookin forward to it, Mr. Baxter.”
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			Sitka, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya stood outside the storefront office of J. Chilton, Esq. The door was locked, and a By Appointment Only sign hung in the window. The lawyer was twenty minutes late.

			Not a good start, sir. I hope you don’t charge your hourly rate for the time I wait in front of your office.

			A man in a tired brown suit sauntered down the sidewalk and paused in front of her. “Are you Miss Baron?”

			Anya stepped back. “Yes, I am. You forget our appointment?”

			Chilton unlocked the door, holding it open for her.

			Anya walked into the small office as Chilton flicked the light switch. Long fluorescent fixtures blinked to life, bathing the drab space in a soul-sucking hospital hue. In the center of the room, a dark mahogany veneer desk piled with papers faced the door, backed up by a black vinyl office chair with holes worn to the stuffing in the armrests. A gray metal folding chair with Sitka High School Cafeteria stenciled on the back waited at an angle on the client side. Two mismatched steel filing cabinets sat along the far wall, several drawers not quite closed. An old transistor radio sat atop one of the cabinets, the top half of the broken antenna resting against the edge of a framed certificate hanging on the wall. James Brown singing “It’s a Man’s Man’s Man’s World” crackled quietly, barely audible through the static. In a corner, the orange Keep Warm light flickered from a yellowed Mr. Coffee machine that held half a pot of what was probably yesterday’s coffee. A taxidermy moose head was mounted on one side wall, forever staring across the room at a similarly mounted Chinook salmon.

			Anya pulled out the metal cafeteria chair and sat down without waiting to be invited. She put the manila folder she was carrying on an uncluttered section of the desk and opened it.

			“Coffee?” Chilton offered as he poured himself some into a styrofoam cup.

			“No thanks. I need to be quick.”

			Chilton raised an eyebrow, eased into the office chair, and made a show of tidying some of the paper piles. “What can I help you with today, miss?”

			“My husband passed away recently in a fishing accident. I have all of his important papers I could find, and I want to get the legal stuff taken care of. We had some money in cash and a joint account, so I think that’s okay. We rent our house, but the lease is expired, so I’d like to get it updated and put into my name. I’d also like to get the fishing boat and the island cabin we own off Chichagof put in my name. And it appears he got a number of offers to buy our fishing cabin island from some real-estate company in St. Louis. I think I want to keep it, but it’d be nice to know what they’re offering.”

			Chilton rubbed his chin. “Dangerous business, fishing. I can’t tell you how many…Well, you don’t need to hear this from me right now. I’m sorry for your loss. Let’s see what you’ve got there.”

			Anya offered Chilton the stack of papers from the folder. As he reached across the table to take them, she caught a heavy noseful of too much cologne and mouthwash mixed with alcohol.

			“Mr. Chilton. I’m not paying your regular hourly rate when you’ve been drinking, particularly before noon.”

			“I—Mrs. Baron, I most definitely haven’t had—”

			“If we’re gonna start out with you lying to me, this isn’t gonna work. I’ll find another lawyer.” She knew there were no other lawyers in Sitka.

			“No, I, ma’am, I didn’t—I may have had a…”

			Anya rose from the chair and reached across the desk to take her papers.

			Chilton pulled them away and rolled his chair back from the desk.

			“I’m sorry, Mrs. Baron. I—”

			“Anya.”

			“Wh—oh, I apologize Mrs. Anya…Anya. I do want to be of service. I will not charge you for today’s consultation. And my lapse in judgment will not happen again.”

			Anya eased back down into her chair, looked him in the eye, and spoke deliberately. “I’ve heard that kind of promise before, sir, many times. It’s never once been true. Don’t lie to me and don’t make promises you won’t keep. Look over my papers and let me know what it will cost to get everything straight.”

			Chilton’s face flushed, and she could see him fight the urge to say something else. He rolled his chair back to the desk, looked down and began reading through the documents.

			“M—An—Anya, I assume you don’t yet have a death certificate.”

			Of course she didn’t. Pelican had no law enforcement, no courthouse, no coroner or medical examiner. And, she had no body.

			Nobody.

			“No, that’s the sort of thing I’m paying you for.”

			She’d stay here in Sitka until this loser of a lawyer started to get it sorted out.
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			Auke Bay Harbor—Juneau, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Marco cleared the table and began washing the breakfast dishes.

			“Can I help with those?” Bill was on his third cup of coffee and seemed raring to go.

			“I got it,” Marco replied. “You’d waste too much water.” He was surprised Bill was this animated, since he had flown in after midnight the night before.

			Bill paced back and forth across the salon, the wool blanket from the guest bed folded over his arm. He opened and closed cabinets in the galley and salon. “I don’t suppose we have time to take a quick look at that transmitter you found before we head out today?”

			It was a three-hour run to Taku Harbor, the site of an abandoned cannery, where Marco had planned for them to spend the night. Still, the days were long and they had plenty of time. Marco decided to oblige his anxious friend. “Sure, we can take a quick look, but I wanna get going pretty soon. We might slow down and troll for salmon on our way.”

			“I’m just dying to see this thing.” The talk of fishing didn’t appear to distract Bill from his fixation on the radio. “I can’t believe you stumbled on a piece of gear like that out here in the wilderness.”

			The old radio transmitter was heavier than Marco remembered. He blew dust off as he brought it down the stairs from the pilothouse.

			Bill laid the heavy blanket over the dining table. “Got tools? We’ll need a few things—screwdrivers…”

			“That woman I heard on the radio, the Coast Guard thought it was skip,” Marco said. “I was transmitting on low power with my boat antenna. She was on a handheld.” He set the old radio on the table back-end first. “No way it could be skip, right?” He pulled his toolbox from the utility locker.

			“Skip doesn’t seem likely, no.” Bill wiped the outside of the radio with a paper towel. “Let’s see what kind of condition the parts are in. Even if we can’t restore it, the parts could be really useful for other projects—”

			“It’s just, if it wasn’t skip, then it had to be close,” Marco interrupted. “A woman said she swam to shore. That coast is really rugged, Bill. Nobody is out there. The water is deadly cold.”

			Bill grunted as he turned the radio upside down and began removing the retaining screws on the bottom. “This is a rare find. Any radio museum or collection would be thrilled—”

			“I mean, they gave up because they knew she’d be dead in the water,” Marco continued, “but she was onshore, on an island. I even found the red metal—”

			“I don’t think this is healthy for you, buddy,” Bill replied. “The Coast Guard deals with these things every day. They’re the experts. Worrying about this woman isn’t going to bring Michelle back. Grab that screwdriver and give me a hand.”

			Bill’s bluntness was a gut punch, but he was right. Marco felt an…obligation? Maybe that wasn’t the right word. There was a hole in his chest where Michelle had been ripped out, and somehow it felt self-inflicted. The missing woman seemed like a second chance at redemption—like he could fill the void by having a role in saving her.

			He picked up the screwdriver and got to work.

			The screws were stainless steel and hadn’t corroded at all over the years. Except for the large dent in the top of the case, the radio appeared to be in remarkably good shape, considering it had spent decades at the bottom of a pile of rubble.

			The enclosure came off easily enough. Marco couldn’t help gasping when Bill lifted it clear and the old-school craftsmanship inside was revealed. One glass tube was cracked—probably from the same impact that had dented the lid, but the other vacuum tubes appeared to be still intact. There was no printed circuit board, as all the wiring in those days was done with actual wires under a metal structural support.

			Bill cleaned a little dirt from around the components and exercised the tuning knobs. “These tuners are variable capacitors made with stacks of parallel metal half-disks. As long as they turn well, they will pretty much work forever. These look completely pristine. This is one of the rare things in electronics where they don’t make em like they used to. The color of the windings on this main transformer looks good. No sign that it ever overheated or cooked the wires. I bet it would still power up. I’m confused about…‘Power Transformer 2’…that seems odd. I don’t know what a second power transformer would be for, and it’s weird…metal enclosure around a transformer. Maybe it caused radio interference? Metal enclosure was a shield?”

			Marco put on his reading glasses and leaned forward for a closer look. The aluminum of the second transformer had a different patina than the rest of the structure. He tried to jiggle it, but it was screwed down securely. He rummaged through the toolbox and picked out a Phillips screwdriver, holding it for Bill to take.

			Bill paused again. “It’s attached with Phillips screws. That was really unusual in those days. The rest of the screws are all slot head.” He took the tool Marco was already holding for him. “I think Phillips screws had just been invented about the time this was built. Maybe they did that to make this tamper resistant? I bet almost nobody owned a Phillips screwdriver back then.”

			Up in the pilothouse, a whistle interrupted the static on the SSB radio.

			“Hang on, listen…” Marco said.

			“You should turn that thing off,” Bill replied. He backed out four screws and lifted the metal enclosure. “Uh, there’s no transformer in here. What’s this?”

			Where the aluminum box had been sat a brown burlap bag the size of a lime. Bill lifted it with his thumb and forefinger, then let it plop back into place. “What do you think?”

			Marco picked it up. It was dense and heavy, like a tiny sandbag, and was secured with twine drawstrings tied in a shoelace bow. There was some kind of lettering, faded, handwritten on the side of the bag. Looked like a J then an 8? Or maybe a B? Then some numbers, six digits or so.

			Marco tugged at the drawstrings and the knot released. “Bill, can you hand me a piece of paper off that notepad?”

			Bill tore off a clean piece of paper and set it on the table next to the bag.

			Marco eased the bag open with his forefinger, then pulled the sides, opening it wide. He began to pour the contents onto the paper.

			Bill gasped.

			Marco set the bag back down, still half full. Bright sparkling grains of gold metal reflected in the sunlight shining through the galley window.
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			Radioville, AK

			1938—Joe Baxter

			A half-empty bottle of whiskey sat in the sand near Joe’s foot. Steam from his coffee filled his nostrils, and the heat from his blue enamelware mug warmed his hands against the morning cold.

			Across Smooth Channel toward Chichagof Island, a pod of killer whales played in the distance. One slapped its tail repeatedly on the surface of the water.

			Still gloatin over sinkin my boat, are ya?

			The rising sun was just behind the rugged snowcapped mountains, and the sky was a radiant orange. The days were getting longer fast. Within a few weeks the sun would be rising at 3 or 4 a.m. and wouldn’t set again until near midnight. More daylight and warmer days meant more time to get things done, and Joe had a lot of work to do.

			The garden had been particularly productive in early spring, and he needed to can some vegetables while they were fresh. He had dug a large root cellar himself. The dark underground pantry was perfect for keeping his rations fresh and cool, out of the reach of frost, sunlight, and critters. Now it was nearing empty, and he knew it would be a long slog to fill it up with preserves before winter returned. He also planned to catch some halibut and king salmon on the spring run to pack into jars. Nothing helped fight off a dark Alaska Territory winter like some pickled fish.

			He had also burned down the supply of aged firewood more than usual over the winter, and he needed to start a new row to begin seasoning for a future year.

			Joe picked up the whiskey bottle and tilted it back and forth.

			The operation had been remarkably successful so far. With the loss of his coded journal, he could only estimate from memory how much gold he had stashed in his woodpile drop safe, but it had to be a lot.

			The brown liquid moved hypnotically from the top to the bottom. He set it back down on the log.

			With Sam Worlson wanting to cash out of the deal, he would be expecting to be paid for a third of what he had stolen. Joe had hoped Sam would lose track over the years. With them cashing out early, Sam would probably know pretty close to what he was actually owed. Joe didn’t see a solution besides giving up his share of the cash in the account.

			Since Joe had secretly skimmed half the gold off the top, the drop safe had an amount of gold equal to whatever he and Fellows had sold.

			That meant Fellows would have to cash out the entire company account, and then Joe would need to quietly give Sam both Sam’s third and his own third in order for Sam to get what he was expecting. Joe would still have the gold in the woodpile, as long as Fellows never found out. He needed to be more careful than ever not to let Sam and Fellows meet, or they would both learn that Joe had been skimming. Fellows was young and impulsive. He spent way too much time and probably way too much of their business money on fancy garb. Still, Joe trusted him as long as things went as planned. If they went off script, he worried about how Fellows might react.

			He’d also bruised his trust with Sam by not passing along the message about Sam’s wife. Maybe, if he could repair that trust, Sam would decide to stay longer and the whole episode with his wife would just blow over. It might be worth a shot.

			Joe considered sending a message pretending to be Sam, trying to get Sam’s wife to reconcile with him. With the depressed economy, maybe it was about money. Could Joe send some cash on Sam’s behalf and maybe smooth things over?

			Joe kicked the bottle over in the sand. If Sam did leave, Joe was reluctant to look for another insider at the mine. Recruiting was a dicey business and could easily backfire and land him in jail. He had a fortune in the woodpile already. If Sam actually left, maybe it was time to call it a day. Fellows would be upset, but what could he do?

			The sun broke over the mountains and lit the surrounding islands, creating a breathtaking panorama from Joe’s beach. An eagle circled overhead, searching for prey along the shore. This place was magnificent. He sipped the last of his coffee and brushed the grounds from the bottom of the cup off his lips. The sunlight illuminated a huge pile of broken glass bottles that lay shattered next to the rocks a few yards away. The bottles and the sand that surrounded them sparkled like precious gems.

			Joe threw the whiskey bottle at the rocks. It shattered, splashing whiskey on the pile of glass. He needed to be dry today. He needed to be dry every day, but today was important. Today, he could manage.

			Back inside, Joe decided to see if the money angle might work for his own situation.

			
				My Dear Mel,

				I know I’m a radio man and could send a telegram, but you used to say you loved getting letters from your Mom more than seeing her.

				Remember you always told me I was lousy with money? Well, guess what? I’ve gotten a lot better. Been saving up to help you and the kid. But with this damn depression going on, I was wondering if you could use some help sooner. If so, I can wire you some money via Western Union.

				Anyhow, let me know if there’s anything I can do. I miss you and our boy like crazy. Drop me a line when you can.

				Joe

			

			He put the letter into an envelope, addressed it, and added it to a stack he already had waiting to be mailed. There were three other letters in the stack, all for Melinda. He felt a little pathetic, writing day after day, never hearing back. But it kept him grounded, feeling like he had a connection—even if he was only broadcasting.
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			Sitka, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya crushed out her cigarette as Chilton approached down the narrow alley. Her purse strap slid off her shoulder, catching in the crook of her elbow. She moved it to the other shoulder. The digital display on her Casio watch read 11:06. Only six minutes late this time.

			He unlocked the office and blew in, not bothering to hold the door for her.

			Anya caught the door and was startled by a glimpse of her reflection in the glass. She crossed her arm over her chest and covered her bare shoulder with her hand. She was meeting a man, and she was wearing a dress. She looked…pretty?

			He’d be furious.

			He was gone.

			The fluorescent tubes blinked to life with a lethargic buzz.

			The taxidermy moose and salmon continued to stare knowingly across the office at each other.

			Chilton dropped his weight into his squeaky seat and wiped the beading sweat from his brow with his sleeve. His blotchy red skin leaned purple under the cool-hued overhead lights.

			The radio atop the filing cabinet was still on, whispering Kool & the Gang’s “Celebration” with muted exuberance.

			Anya tried to smooth the back of her skirt as she lowered herself into the metal folding chair, crossing her legs, then uncrossing them. She wasn’t sure what to do with her handbag. She hadn’t carried one in years. The curved back of the chair didn’t offer a place to hang it, so she put it across her lap, then decided to turn it sideways, gripping it between her bare knees. The brass clasps were cold and poked into her skin, so she returned the purse to her lap and held it in place with both hands.

			Chilton pulled a file from across the desk and opened it with an audible flourish. “We’ll need a death certificate before we can finalize anything. I’ve put in for a court order for a presumption of death. Normally, with no body, a person is declared to be ‘missing’ and seven years need to elapse before a presumption of death can be issued.”

			Anya gasped. She dropped her handbag at her feet.

			Chilton held up his hands. “Now just hang on, Mrs. B, uh, Anya. I said ‘normally’—but in cases where a person is exposed to what they call imm-i-nent peril,” he enunciated slowly, the way one might if they’d previously had trouble with that particular word, “the court will issue one much sooner. I’m confident your late husband’s situation will qualify, and our judge is usually lenient on this sort of thing.”

			He rolled his chair back toward the table with the yellowed Mr. Coffee machine.

			Anya wondered if it was the same pot of coffee from the previous week.

			He held up a styrofoam cup. “Coffee?”

			Anya waved him off and shook her head.

			Chilton took a swig of the muddy brew. A large drop slid off his chin, leaving a brown mushroom stain on his dingy white shirt. “I’m sure a death certificate will be forthcoming soon enough, but we won’t be able to transfer most of the things into your name until we have that.”

			Okay, what was the big rush to meet, then?

			“Need a payment?” Anya reached for her handbag.

			Chilton leaned back and spread his hands. “No, Anya, nothing like that at all. Although I suspect the payments may be less of an issue after—well, just let me explain.” He leaned forward, picking up the folder. “It’s regarding the island with the fishing cabin. I assumed it had little or no value—small structure with no services on a remote island. But, looking at these letters, this commercial real-estate company in St. Louis has a lot of interest in it. That seems odd. I’m trying to get in touch with them to inquire if they’d still be interested in purchasing it.”

			Anya leaned back in the chair.

			We talked about all that last time. What’s new?

			Chilton turned a page in the folder and continued, spittle flying from his mouth as he spoke with increased intensity. “I have not had a response yet, but in the meantime, I did a little more digging. Most of that company’s holdings are in commercial real estate in St. Louis—strip malls, office buildings, that sort of thing. But they also own half of an old mining claim here near Sitka. That’s their only holding outside of St. Louis.”

			He smiled at Anya, yellow teeth peering through stretched lips. “That piqued my interest.”

			Chilton held a finger in the air. “It turns out your late husband might have a stake in that mining claim. Did you know anything about that?”

			“Never heard of it,” Anya replied.

			“Well, I checked the geologic mineral survey records from just a few years ago,” Chilton continued, “and they confirmed that no significant deposits of gold or valuable minerals exist anywhere in the area of that mining claim. Dead end, right?”

			Yes. Dead end. Obviously. So?

			Anya was getting impatient with all this showboating.

			He took another swig of coffee and winced. “…so I went to the bank and asked to see the historical files from the assay office from those years. That’s the place miners went to sell their gold.”

			I know what an assay office is.

			“Well, they didn’t call me back until the next day,” Chilton continued, “because someone had to get those records out of storage, but…”

			Anya couldn’t stand any more. “Is this going anywhere, or are you just charging me for spinning long yarns?”

			Chilton cracked a cocky-looking smile. “Yes, I’m getting to that. I found that, contrary to what the mineral survey suggested, a substantial amount of gold was sold from that mining claim. In today’s values, a very substantial amount. We are talking millions. Did your husband also inherit any significant amounts of money that you are aware of?”

			Anya laughed. “Seriously? No.”

			Most definitely not a millionaire.

			She thought about the meager balance in their checking account.

			Had to borrow to buy the fishing boat.

			Chilton picked up a red-and-white peppermint from a bowl on his desk, unwrapped it, and popped it into his mouth. “Okay, well, I’ve requested bank account records,” he garbled, the mint clicking between his teeth, “although they informed me that those may take a while longer to dig up. It’s been over forty years. So, that’s one question. Did you ever meet your father-in-law?” The mint created an obvious bulge as he parked it in his cheek.

			Anya’s stomach turned. The moose head on the wall looked at her sympathetically. Chilton’s name was engraved on a brass placard below the moose.

			Pretty good resemblance.

			Anya realized she hadn’t answered yet. “No. He died years before I met my husband.”

			She turned her head to the side and took a breath, like a swimmer.

			Chilton leaned back, nodding as if she had somehow cleared something up for him. His chair squeaked. “Well, if he inherited half the money that was produced by that mining claim back in the day, he’d be sitting on a good deal of wealth. But, independent of that, I want to know why this outfit is so hell-bent on buying your island with the fishing cabin. With your permission, I’d like to play it a little cagey with the buyers when we get in touch. I want to see what they’re willing to offer.” Chilton put his hands behind his head, elbows out, and rocked smugly back and forth in his chair.

			Anya waited to see if anything more convincing would emerge from Chilton’s mouth.

			It did not.

			She broke the silence. “What would my island and fishing cabin have to do with some abandoned mining claim? And who cares? There must be dozens of them rotting around these parts.”

			Chilton frowned and leaned forward again, placing his forearms on the desk, tilting his chin down and eyeing her from an angle, as if over a pair of nonexistent reading glasses. He spoke in a hushed tone. “Something just doesn’t quite add up here, Anya, and I’d like to see if we can get anything else—information at least, from this company. I don’t know why an outfit that owns a bunch of strip malls in St. Louis also has one small chunk of land in Alaska. And I’d like to find out what happened to all the money from that mining claim. If your husband didn’t inherit it, where did it go? Did he have any siblings that you know of?”

			He burped loudly. “Pardon me.”

			Anya desperately wished there was another lawyer in Sitka. “No, he was an only child.”

			Chilton nodded. “Aha! Well, then we should put some effort into locating his share of the proceeds.”
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			Police Station—Juneau, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			The moment Marco dropped the brown bag full of gold onto the desk, he knew it was a mistake.

			The officer looked suspiciously at Marco and Bill, down at the burlap bag, then back to the two men again. He reached for the bag, then pulled his hand back, as if afraid to touch it.

			Marco didn’t like the vibe he was getting, and he decided to expedite things. He tore a blank piece of paper from a notepad and placed it on the desk, gently untied the drawstring, and carefully lifted the fragile sack from one corner, pouring the gravelly bits of gold into a neat pile on the slip of paper.

			The deputy’s chair squeaked as he leaned back. He sat quietly staring at the gold.

			Marco studied the tile on the floor.

			“Lemme get this straight,” the officer said.

			Marco heard a hint of a grin in the voice.

			“You found some gold on an island near Chichagof, and you decided to bring it here to Juneau, a hundred miles away, and give it to me?”

			Marco picked up the empty bag and straightened it into a neat square, laying it back on the desk. “We, uh, you see, Deputy Willard—I didn’t find the gold until we got to Juneau. I found an old radio in a dilapidated shack. I thought the radio was junk. We found the gold when we got it here and took it apart, and—”

			“We knew there were treasure-finding laws and we didn’t want to run afoul—” Bill interrupted.

			Marco didn’t like where Bill was going with this and jumped back in. “Hang on, Bill. So, we googled and it wasn’t clear if the place where we found it was public land or private; sounded like the best course of action was to turn it in.” He picked up the bag again and wrapped the drawstring around his index finger.

			Willard leaned forward in his chair, removed his reading glasses, and seemed to study the two men. “Well, I guess I can treat it as unclaimed property,” he said, noisily scratching the stubble on his chin. “I’ll give you a receipt, and if it isn’t claimed in three years you can come back and get it.” He paused for a moment, chewing the temple tip of his reading glasses. “Are you sure you want to go that route? I’m fine if you want to hang on to it and consider your options. Maybe you wanna check with a lawyer first? What do you think the value of this is?”

			Marco wished he hadn’t let Bill talk him into coming here. It wasn’t worth enough money to risk trouble. “Not like winning the lottery or anything. A few hundred bucks maybe?”

			The officer frowned, twirled his reading glasses in one hand, then reached into a card holder on his desk and took out a business card.

			Marco placed the bag back down on the table, fingering the rough texture of the burlap as he smoothed it into a square again. He hoped he hadn’t offended Bill, who was shaking his knee nervously and seemed to have checked out of the conversation.

			Willard’s face brightened. “So, this is quite a story. You say it was inside an old radio? I’ve got a buddy at the local paper who would love to get his hands on this. Mind if I give him a call?”

			Marco didn’t like the idea of publicity one bit, but he didn’t want to get on the officer’s bad side. “Sure, that’s fine. Our boat’s at Auke Bay, but we are about to be out of cell range for a week or so, so tell your buddy we aren’t avoiding him if he doesn’t reach us.”

			Willard cautiously reached a finger to the pile of gold and gave it a tentative stir. “I don’t even know what forms I’d need to fill out for something like this. How about you hang on to this gold and figure out what you’re gonna do.”

			Marco lifted the paper, poured the gold carefully back into the bag, and dropped it into the pocket of his blazer. “Hey, has your department heard anything about the woman overboard off Chichagof?”

			“Oh, God, the Pykes.” Willard wiped his hand over his forehead. “Her husband’s family. Super rich. Super sketchy.”

			Marco was intrigued. “What’s their deal?”

			“The father-in-law, Ezra Pyke, is a real piece of work—a senator or something,” Willard lowered his tone. “They’re mixed up with all kinds of things—including organized crime. I think they have influence in law enforcement. We have to watch our step around that family.”

			“Any word on the search?” Marco asked.

			Willard nudged his office door closed. “Old man Pyke contacted us—wanting to offer some big reward.” He adjusted his collar. “The sea doesn’t give a shit about his money. Not in our jurisdiction, either.”

			“I heard other women have been lost overboard as well?” Marco asked.

			“That’s the third one in the last couple years,” Willard said. “We were briefly involved with the second one. State police asked us to take a look at the husband. They lived here in Juneau in the off-season and apparently had a bit of a feisty relationship.” Willard stood and opened the door. “Turned out he wasn’t even on the boat when she went overboard.”

			“I thought I heard this latest woman on the radio,” Marco said. “Maybe she made it to shore, but they called off the search.”

			“Sad, but realistically they never find them.” Willard shook his head. “Water’s too cold. Coast’s too rugged.”

			Marco started to reply, then stopped himself. He pocketed the business card Willard had given him, then reached to shake the officer’s hand. “We’re heading down to Tracy Arm.”

			Willard ushered the men toward the door. “Okay, well, have fun. Stay in touch, I’d really like to hear how this turns out and what you decide about the gold. Oh, can I have a phone number to give my buddy at the paper? Strictly voluntary—you’re not obligated. It’s just a favor for a friend.”

			Marco handed the officer one of his boat cards with his name, email, and cell number on one side and a photo of Radio Flyer on the other.

			 

			Marco and Bill were unloading their groceries into a dock cart when Marco’s cell phone rang. Area code 907—Alaska.

			Damn, must be that reporter. That was fast.

			Marco considered letting it go to voicemail but decided to answer anyway. “This is Marco.”

			“Hey, Mr. Franco, I’m a reporter with the Juneau Empire. I hear you had an interesting experience and I wanted to see if I could get a quick interview.” The man on the other end of the line spoke at a frantic pace. “It’ll just take a minute, and it could make a great local interest story.”

			Marco mouthed “reporter” to Bill. “Could we do this in a few days? We’re at the harbor, just loading up to head out.”

			“I just happen to be in the harbor office right now.” The reporter’s voice was way too chipper. “Where are you?”

			Marco mouthed “He’s HERE!” as he pointed down at the asphalt. Marco didn’t see a way out. “Must be a slow news day in Juneau. Sure, we’re in the parking lot at the top of the ramp. I’m wearing a blue blazer and XTRATUFs.”

			Marco disconnected the call. “Last thing I want is a bunch of publicity. People come up here for privacy.”

			Bill shrugged and dropped the last bag of groceries into the dock cart. “Well, don’t talk to him, then.”

			A short man in a plaid flannel shirt and khaki cargo pants emerged from the harbor office and came toward them, walking fast with tiny steps. “Mr. Franco!” He beamed, his right hand outstretched even though he still had about fifteen feet to cover.

			Marco rolled his eyes at Bill, then grabbed the handle of a dock cart. “Hey there, uh, I didn’t get your name. We’re just headed down to the boat with our supplies. We can chat as we walk.” He kept his stride swift, forcing the reporter to follow. The three continued down the ramp to the dock and to the slip where Radio Flyer was tied up.

			The reporter pulled out a notebook. “The name’s Jake.” He readied his pen. “Your full name is Marconi Franco? I understand you found gold in a radio?”

			Marco stepped onto Radio Flyer and opened a storage locker. “Yep. I go by Marco.” He took out his freshwater fill hose and began connecting it to a hydrant on the dock.

			The reporter stepped aside. “How exciting! Can you tell me more about that?”

			Marco opened the fill port on the side of the boat with a tool that looked like a flat metal fish. “Well, I was helping with the search for the missing woman off Chichagof when I found an old radio near an abandoned shack. Turns out there was a small bag of gold inside.”

			The reporter wrote something in his book, flipped a page, and looked back at Marco. “Can you tell me more about that?”

			Marco turned on the hydrant and began filling Radio Flyer’s freshwater tank. He had a watermaker on board that could purify seawater into drinking water, but he liked to leave the harbor with his tank full anyway when he was headed out for several days.

			Bill had apparently found a hiding place and was not coming to bail him out.

			Marco decided to get it over with. He told the reporter about hearing the distress call, stumbling onto Radioville, finding the old radio chassis, and he and Bill discovering the bag of gold hidden inside.

			The reporter made a couple more notes and turned another page in his notebook. “So, what was it about finding this old radio that got your attention?”

			Marco wanted to get rid of the reporter, but figured the fastest way was just to finish. “I was out there listening for distress calls from the…Well, it doesn’t matter now, does it? You see, my father was a ham—an amateur radio hobbyist—since back in the sixties. He taught me about radio. I’m actually named after Marconi—the guy who invented radio. Anyway, I’ve been a ham since I was a teenager. Somebody told me about Radioville, and it matched something in the distress call…This guy Joe Baxter who ran Radioville had been in World War I in the Signal Corps. After the war was the first time radio was used at all for public or commercial use. It would have been a pretty cutting-edge thing back then to set up a radio link between that kind of remote operation, the mines, and the rest of civilization. I thought it was really interesting history—or radio history, anyway. Maybe I should write a book about it.”

			The reporter looked up from his notebook. “Oh, are you a writer?”

			Marco chuckled. “No, not really. I’m a widowed, retired boater with too much time on my hands, but I do think that radio enthusiasts would find it interesting.”

			“What are you retired from?” The reporter wouldn’t stop.

			“I really need to get going,” Marco replied, trying to project his best bug-off face at the man.

			The reporter closed his notebook. “Okay, thanks. I can see you’ve got your hands full here. I’ll make sure to let you know when the article comes out.”

			The freshwater tank was already full and water overflowed out the vent. Marco waved to the reporter, turned off the valve, and began to coil the hose. After the reporter was out of earshot, Marco shouted toward the boat, “Okay, Bill, it’s safe. If you wanna come untie lines, I’ll start er up and we can get underway.”

			Bill’s voice emerged from an open porthole, as if he’d been standing there listening the whole time. “Be right with you, Cap’n.”

			Marco tried to look stern as Bill appeared at the rear door. “Marco will do just fine. We are not the navy.”

			Bill laughed and climbed down onto the dock. “Ready for duty, Mister Captain. Sir. Marco.”
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			Hirst-Chichagof Mine—Klag Bay, AK

			1938—Joe Baxter

			Joe twisted the cap of the flask in his jacket pocket back and forth as the walls of the mining office closed in around him.

			The office was a small, slipshod clapboard structure—obviously just thrown together to keep the weather out. A scarred wooden table sat in the middle with three metal chairs, and a small desk was crowded into the corner next to some filing cabinets. An iron woodstove stood near the door with a rolling fire inside.

			The incessant slamming of the stamp mill hammers crushing ore reverberated inside Joe’s skull and made it hard to think. He pulled cotton out of his pocket and stuffed it into his ears.

			It didn’t help.

			He needed to get Sam under control.

			“You gotta get me outta this, Joe.” Sam wiped a finger across the corner of his mouth, glanced at the door, and leaned forward, looking Joe in the eye. “The company’s onto somethin, I can sense it.’’ His intense whisper was muffled by the cotton in Joe’s ears but still clearly audible over the din of the mill. He looked toward the door again. “That security check three weeks ago wasn’t no coincidence, and I nearly got caught with the gold on me. If you hadn’t been here…”

			Joe waved his hand in dismissal. “If I hadn’t been around that day, Sam, you wouldna had no gold on you for them to check. Probably just a standard inspection.”

			Sam leaned farther forward, grabbing the edge of the desk. “Nothin routine about it. They searched everyone’s bunks, belongings; they lined us up and patted us down, for Chrissakes. If I’d still had that bag on me…”

			Joe leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. The stamp mill pounded away. He reached a hand into his pocket and caressed the cool, smooth metal of his flask. “But you didn’t have no bag, Sam. Keep your cool, all right? It’s been, what, almost a month? If they suspected anything fishy, they wouldna let it slide like that.”

			Sam didn’t calm down. His knuckles went white, gripping the desk. “Nah, Joe, you don’t understand!” His voice boomed. Joe was afraid it would carry outside even over the racket of the mill. “Them pencil pushers, they come storming in here with their adding machines, poking around them books for hours. Heard em muttering about things not adding up, saying it just don’t jibe. Once those number crunchers sink their teeth into a problem, ain’t no letting go. If there’s a single cent out of line, mark my words, they’ll sniff it out. Ticking clock till they do.”

			“Sam, don’t worry. I got it handled.” Joe’s teeth stuck to the dry insides of his cheeks as he spoke. “I’ve been meticulous, making sure the accounts line up. There was a tiny hiccup a few weeks back when my rowboat went under and I lost my ledger. They won’t discover any discrepancies on our end. If there’s a mismatch in the books, it’s on them.”

			Sam got up and began pacing, his hands in his pockets. “Listen, Joe. We’ve made a good haul, and we should have plenty to get us started on something new. More cash won’t do us any favors behind bars. Besides, I need something to go back to. I just want my cut, and I’m done. You should cash out too.”

			“All right, Sam. I get it.” Joe held his hands up in surrender. “I’ll have a chat with our partner. We’ll liquidate the bank account and ensure you get your cut. It’ll take some time; we can’t just shuffle that kind of money without drawing some eyes.”

			“Take some time?” Sam sat back down, reached into his jacket, and produced a burlap bag. “I been askin for two weeks now. What’s the holdup?” Sam’s voice pitched higher the more he spoke. “My wife is shacked up with some soldier back in Oklahoma. I need to go get my life back,” he whisper-wailed.

			Joe scooted his chair closer to the table, trying to sound more commanding. “Gotcha, Sam. I’ll handle it. Just hang tight.” He dropped the gold from Sam into his boot. “No need to rush and mess things up here at the finish line.”

			“You keep pushing this and we’re all gonna get caught,” Sam said, his eyes darting back and forth from Joe to the door. “Well, except Mr. No Name—I guess he gets off scot-free since nobody knows who he is.”

			The notion of Fellows avoiding capture made Joe chuckle. “If anyone gets nabbed, it’ll be that fool parading around Sitka dressed up like a damn dandy in that three-piece suit with his fancy watch and alligator briefcase.”

			Sam lowered his voice, “Alligator…What? Where the hell did he get—”

			“No idea.” Joe gathered his things to leave. “Don’t wanna know.”

			“You better stick to your word, Joe.” Sam stood up. “If I walk away without my cut, I’m blowing the lid off this whole operation. You and Mr. Dandy will be the ones facing the consequences. I’ll be left with nothing, and you’ll have a shady bank account you can’t explain. I want my share of the loot by the end of the week. I’m dead serious, Joe.”
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			Sitka, AK

			1982—John Chilton

			Chilton laid his hand on the receiver, held his breath, and counted three rings. He picked up the phone and put on his best busy, disinterested lawyer voice. “Chilton and Associates, can you hold, please?” He didn’t wait for the other party to acknowledge and pressed the Hold button.

			This is the big one.

			The second hand on his watch made a full revolution before he took a swig from his flask, turned off the old radio atop his filing cabinet, exhaled slowly to calm himself, and took the call. “This is John Chilton.”

			The woman’s voice on the other end of the line was businesslike. “Mr. Chilton, this is June from Gateway Arch Development of St. Louis. How are you today?”

			Chilton wanted to play dumb. “I’m doing well, Miss June. What can I do for you?”

			The woman continued, her tone steady. “I’m calling regarding your letter about a property we’ve tried to purchase in Southeast Alaska?”

			Chilton took a deep breath. “Ah, let me see…I think I recall…may I have a minute to pull the file?”

			“Certainly.” He put the phone receiver down on top of the file, which was already open on his desk. He turned around and made some racket opening and closing his empty file cabinet drawers, then counted to ten.

			“Ah, yes. I’ve got the file. I remember now. I’ve reviewed your previous offer letters. It seems your company has been sending ridiculous lowball offers on this property for years, and my client refuses to be swindled out of a great deal of her inheritance and wants nothing to do with your offers. I hope we won’t need to go to court over this. Doesn’t look good, a big rich firm trying to cheat a poor grieving widow…”

			June’s voice became more friendly. “Oh, no, sir. That was never our intention. We made our offers prior to her husband’s passing, but we are still interested in the property.”

			“Did I…um,” Chilton tried to gather his thoughts. He counted silently to five. “My client has expressed that she isn’t interested in selling—”

			“We are prepared to make an extremely generous offer to her,” June interrupted. “To be clear, we want the entire island, including the cabin.”

			The receiver shook in Chilton’s hand. “I doubt,” his voice sounded weak and gravelly. He cleared his throat and exhaled, clearing his lungs. “I doubt”—he felt stronger—“that she will be interested.”

			“I am confident,” June enunciated, “that she will reconsider after hearing our price.”

			Chilton thrust a fist silently into the air. “Well, that’s interesting, June. May I tell my client the value of your sudden case of conscience?”

			Chilton almost let out a whoop when he heard the number. “I…” Chilton cleared his throat again. “I will have to present this to my client, of course, but this is definitely much more realistic as a starting point. Would it be okay if I get back to you, say, early next week?”

			June’s tone went serious again. “Well, sir, we have a bit more urgency on our side. We have several other deals closing next week, and our team needs to clear this. What if we offered, say, ten percent more if your client could agree to close this week. Our manager could be on a plane tomorrow to come out and sign the papers.”

			Chilton liked the way this was going but wanted to keep his enthusiasm dialed back. “Hard to see why it’s suddenly urgent after…Tell you what. Make that fifteen percent and I’ll suggest to my client in the strongest possible terms that she should take your offer and sign this week.”

			“Mr. Chilton, I do have the leeway to make that increase.” June’s pace picked up, sounding impatient. “You have a deal as long as we have your verbal answer by midnight tonight.”

			Chilton knocked over a coffee cup full of pens and began tidying them with one hand. “You can expect my call. May I have a number where I can reach you? Oh, and that’s midnight your time or mine? It’s much earlier here.”

			“How about”—June’s voice sounded more strident—“anytime before close of business here tomorrow.”

			“Sounds good to me, June. Chat with you soon.”

			Chilton hung up the phone and let out a huge breath.

			That was too easy. Should have probably held out for more.

			Who am I kidding? This is THE deal. That’s several years of income at least right there, assuming I can convince Anya she agreed to a 30 percent retainer.

			Chilton picked up the phone and dialed Anya’s number. He drummed his fingers on his desk until her tape machine picked up the call. “This is Anya Baron. If you are hearing this, I’m probably out fishing, and it may be several days before I get your message. Please leave your message at the beep.”

			“Anya. It’s John Chilton. Call as soon as possible. It’s urgent.”
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			Taku Harbor—Stephens Passage, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Marco fought back a yawn, mouth wide open, as he gunned the outboard. The dinghy rose up onto plane. Salt spray blasted his face, stinging his cheeks. Water shot out from both sides of the hull as the boat accelerated. Wind and mist fogged his sunglasses, and he wiped them with one sleeve, which only made things worse. He steered by looking over the top of his shades.

			Bill sat in the rear-facing bow seat of the dinghy as they sped across the water toward the head of Taku Harbor. The two men had dropped crab traps the night before, and Bill was ready to go first thing this morning, asking Marco if it was too soon to check for crab, like a kid on Christmas.

			Bill zipped his coat up to the neck and shouted back toward Marco, “Thanks for letting me wear your jacket. Coming up here in July, I guess I just assumed it would be, you know, summer.”

			Marco let himself laugh, shouting back over the roar of the engine. “This IS Alaska summer. It can get warm, but remember the Juneau Icefield just behind these hills is over 1,500 square miles. Of ice.”

			It was his first laugh in days. Bill was the fresh air and perspective he needed. He hadn’t realized the funk he’d gotten into over the missing woman—the feeling that he’d failed her. The helpless weight of another loss.

			He spotted the red-and-white float of the first trap and turned toward it. “I always carry an extra jacket or two and some guest XTRATUFs. Basic survival gear up here.”

			Marco removed his sunglasses and stuck them in a pocket. He pointed at the pilings and dilapidated buildings onshore. “This over here was a cannery back in the day. Canneries operated all up and down the Inside Passage. Most of them are abandoned ruins now.”

			Bill twisted to the other side, surveying the shore. “Anybody live here?”

			“Nope, I think it’s officially a state park or something,” Marco shouted. “There’s a camping cabin onshore. Lots of commercial fishing boats overnight here.”

			He slowed the boat, reached over the side, and snagged the float of one of their crab traps. Cold water ran up his arm and into the sleeve of his waterproof jacket. He handed the float to Bill. “Okay, bring her up. Just let the line pile in the bottom of the boat.”

			Bill pulled the leaded line hand over hand. The crab trap broke the surface. He let out a whoop. “Whoa! How many? I can’t even count them.”

			Marco handed Bill a pair of blue Atlas rubber gloves. “Okay, reach in and get them one at a time. Don’t let em pinch you. Like this…” He reached into the trap and grabbed a large male. His thumb pressed hard along the bottom of the animal, his palm cradling the top of the shell. He flipped it upside down. The claws flailed frantically. Marco’s grip kept his fingers just out of reach. The crab calmed and stopped struggling after just a second on its back.

			Marco held his measuring device across the back of the shell to make sure it was within the legal limit. “Any of them smaller than this mark—that’s six and a half inches—we throw em back. Also any females—see how that one is smaller and has a wider center shape on the underside? That’s a female. Toss her back.”

			The two men emptied the rest of the traps, filling their bucket with keepers, then headed back to Radio Flyer.

			After they had stored the traps, Marco pulled a crab from the bucket. “I’ll show you how you clean em.”

			He held the crab upside down, gripping it from both sides, and slammed it down on the sharp vertical edge of the cleaning table, breaking it in half. The claws on each half of the crab continued moving, grabbing at nothing. He lifted each half of the carapace off and threw it in the water. Then he took a finger and removed the gills and entrails from the middle. He finished by spraying each half with the boat’s washdown sprayer. “That’s all there is to it. Think you can do the rest?”

			Bill nodded and picked up a crab. The claws began reaching for him. He let out a yelp and dropped it on the floor. He looked embarrassed, picked it up again, seemed to struggle a bit, and finally managed to crack it on the table.

			One of the benefits of having guests. Crab-cleaning service.

			“So, what do you think about what the cop told us about that woman’s family?” Marco asked.

			“What do you mean?” Bill said.

			“Well, the whole situation just never made sense to me,” Marco continued. “If she supposedly just fell overboard, why did she have an SSB handheld on her, and how did she survive a swim in those conditions to get to shore? And then why would her in-laws—these Pykes—be offering a reward? Seems like maybe they don’t buy it either. Did I tell you about the weird flat-black RIB that was out there? Wonder if the Pykes hired some paramilitary outfit to look for her.”

			“I think you should move on, buddy.” Bill picked up another crab and cracked it against the edge of the cleaning table. “Worrying about her isn’t doing you any good, and it won’t bring Michelle back.”

			“Probably right,” Marco said.

			Marco climbed down into Radio Flyer’s engine room to do the checks for their voyage. The SSB was still hissing away up in the pilothouse. He was far out of range of any signal from the missing woman, but he just couldn’t bring himself to turn it off. Not just yet.

			Once he completed his checklist, he closed the hatch and returned to the rear deck.

			Bill was still struggling.

			“Wanna go for a hike?” Marco asked. “There’s some cool stuff to check out here. Then we can get on our way down to Tracy Arm Cove.”

			Bill threw a crab carapace into the water and rinsed the body. “Sounds great. I’ve just got two more crabs to go. Gonna take us a while to eat these things!”

			Marco laughed and pulled on a boot. His sock was soaked—some water must have dripped in. “Dang, got me a soggy bobbie!”

			He pulled on the other boot. This one was dry. “Partway through the season, I’m usually trying to come up with more ways to have crab. Crab dip, crab enchiladas, crab cakes, crab risotto, crab eggs Benedict, just plain crab. Michelle made fabulous crab wontons.” Marco tried to push back the catch in his voice. “Sometimes I get so tired of picking crab, I don’t bother to put down traps.”

			“Well, I’m not quite as jaded as you yet, Mr. Floating Gourmet.” Bill pulled the last crab out of the bucket and cracked it. “Dungeness is still quite a delicacy where I come from.”

			“There’s a decent chance there are salmon right outside the cove here.” Marco pulled his Grundéns jacket off the hook and checked the lining to be sure it was dry, then slipped it over his hoodie. “I hear the coho are just starting to come in. Maybe we’ll try our luck before we head out.”

			Bill dropped the last of the crab halves into the bucket and washed the yellow-green guts and gills through the drain holes at the back of the cleaning table. He leaned over and used the spray to rinse the remnants of the slaughter off of Radio Flyer’s hull, then sat down and pulled on the rubber boots Marco had loaned him.

			“Oh, take this.” Marco handed Bill a bright orange spray canister with an illustration on the side depicting an angry bear, mouth agape, baring huge sharp teeth. “This plastic part is the safety. You slide that off and then squeeze this trigger. Don’t use it unless you have to.”

			Bill turned the can over in his hand, examining it.

			Marco clicked his own bear spray onto his belt loop with a carabiner. “There’s a cargo pocket in that jacket where it’ll fit nicely.”

			Marco led Bill up the small dock toward shore. At the top of the dock, he headed down a narrow trail, his XTRATUFs sinking several inches into the mud with each step. “First, let’s go check out the tree swing.” It was the largest rope swing Marco had ever seen. He had no idea who had put it up or when, but it was one of his favorite things at Taku.

			Bill held up a sealskin pouch, bound by leather ties. “What’s this book thing here in your coat pocket?”

			Marco was confused. “What are you talking…Oh, I forgot about that. I found it when I fell off the cliff. The eagle musta carried it back to line her nest. Stuck it in my jacket pocket and then got a little preoccupied, you know, trying to avoid plummeting to my death and all. It’s got a book in it?”

			Bill held the pouch up. “Feels like it. I didn’t open it. Didn’t wanna invade your privacy. Once you’ve borne witness to another man’s true confessions and unicorn doodles, you can’t unsee that.”

			Marco ran his fingers along the soft fur of the pouch. “Ah, well, it’s not mine. We’ll check it out when we get back to the boat.”

			Bill dropped it back into the coat pocket. They emerged from the muddy trail into a clearing in the forest where a giant rope swing hung from a high tree limb.

			Bill gasped. “Wow! You weren’t kidding. That’s gotta be, what, fifty feet high?”

			Marco held the thick rope toward his friend. “Take it for a spin!”

			“Okay, I’m twelve again…” Bill hoisted himself onto the wooden seat. “Can you give me a push?”

			Marco pulled Bill back as far as he could lift him, then let go. “Feet up! Don’t drag em! Watch those tree roots!”

			Bill’s hair blew wildly as he lurched forward. “Oh my God. Yes!” he squealed.

			Marco took a turn on the swing, then led Bill back down the trail the way they’d come. He wanted to walk Bill through the cannery ruins, where there were all kinds of rusting cannery artifacts that visitors had arranged on top of old pilings, creating a sort of impromptu abstract sculpture garden.

			The path broke out of the woods and into a clearing that went down to the shore. Marco caught a whiff of something.

			Wild.

			Game-y.

			Movement.

			“Bears.” Marco held his hand up and froze. He kept his voice low and smooth. “Bill. Stop. Don’t make any loud noises. Just stand here and talk with me in a normal calm voice.”

			Bill bumped into Marco from behind. “What?”

			Marco’s pulse quickened. His hand shook as he reached cautiously for his bear spray. “Sow with two cubs over there to our left. They’re coming this way. Don’t make any sudden moves. We need to stay calm. She already knows we’re here.”

			“Marco…” Bill whispered back, sounding frantic. “I’m…”

			Marco fumbled removing the safety clip from the spray canister. “Just stay calm and keep talking. Don’t use the spray unless she charges.”

			Bill whimpered.

			A bear cub tumbled from the tall grass into the middle of the trail ahead of them. It started in their direction. Marco took a small step backward and Bill followed.

			The cub looked up, noticed them, and bolted back toward the mother. The sow stood on her hind legs, head raised, sniffing the air.

			Marco had seen bears stand up like this before, but always from a distance. He’d always thought they looked like a man in a bear suit—particularly early in the season when they were skinny and hungry. This close, it was a whole different story.

			Marco knew he needed to keep vocalizing, keep the bears calm. “Their sense of smell is really keen. They can supposedly smell a carcass up to twenty miles away. She probably smelled us before she heard or saw us. Let’s just stand here for now and keep talking. We don’t want to end up between her and the cubs, so if the cubs come near we should just back away slowly. Keep an eye on them, but don’t make eye contact.”

			“Marco, let’s get out of here. Shouldn’t we run?” Bill’s voice wobbled.

			“Nope. Just hold our ground and keep talking.” Marco held his reassuring tone, hoping it was convincing—to both Bill and the sow.

			Bears can run over thirty miles an hour. She’d be on us in a flash.

			The sow walked into the trail directly ahead. The two cubs followed in the grass behind her. She turned and took a couple steps toward the men, then stood up on her hind legs again, facing them, nose in the air.

			She was enormous, maybe half again taller than Marco. Her paws were the size of baseball gloves, with knife-sharp claws protruding several inches from her toes. Her odor was strong, like an old wet dog who’d tangled with a skunk, musty with a bit of vinegar.

			One of the cubs scampered up behind her and peered cautiously around her side at them.

			The bear spray shook in Marco’s hand as he tried to aim at the sow’s face.

			If she charged, he’d have only a second.
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			Radioville, AK

			1938—Joe Baxter

			Joe brought the ax down hard.

			The log cracked, splitting into halves.

			He wiped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve and stacked the pieces onto the new row of firewood. They would rest here for a year or more, drying and seasoning before they were ready for use.

			A gust of wind blew in from the water. Joe turned into it, enjoying the cool breeze on his face. He picked up the ax and pounded the next log, splitting it on the first strike.

			The drone of a boat motor echoed off the nearby hills—approaching. He dropped the ax and walked around to the other side of his house to investigate.

			A fast-moving sportfishing boat—white with a forest green stripe—rounded the corner of a neighboring island headed directly toward him. Joe didn’t recognize the boat. He put down his tools and walked to the beach.

			The boat neared the island. Looked like Fellows at the helm. It continued toward his beach, faster than it should and jerked to a stop as the bow pushed into the sand.

			Fool. Has he ever steered a boat before? Where’d he snag this contraption, anyway?

			“How bout this new boat of mine?” Fellows shouted.

			Joe slapped the bow of the shiny boat. “Buy that with our money?”

			Fellows climbed over the side, his leather dress shoes sinking into the soft sand. “Had to figure a way to get myself here and back without depending on the supply boat.” He glanced down at his shoes, then continued as if nothing had happened. “Plus, it’s better if I ain’t seen stopping here all the time.”

			Joe wondered if Fellows ever stopped to actually think. “Not gonna need to drop anchor here anymore. We’re done—leastwise for now.”

			He’d better have the dough.

			Fellows was not making eye contact, which made Joe feel uneasy. He hoped Fellows wasn’t here without the cash. He didn’t know how much longer he could keep Sam Worlson under control.

			Fellows reached into the cockpit and retrieved his briefcase.

			Joe grabbed a bow line on Fellows’s boat and realized it wasn’t long enough to reach anything secure onshore. “Never beached a boat before, huh? What in the world do I attach this to?”

			Fellows’s face flushed. “Ease up a bit, boss. It’s my first ride in this thing. Missed that short line, sorry about that.”

			Joe dropped the useless line into the water, walked up to the shed where he kept boating gear, retrieved a long coil of line, and returned to the boat. “What’s next, kid? Fancy yourself a fisherman now?” He attached the new line to the bow cleat and tied it off to a heavy driftwood log higher up the beach.

			Fellows faced out at the water, staring toward the horizon.

			“Spot them damn killer whales?” Joe had a feeling something was off.

			“Nah, just enjoying the scenery.” Fellows’s reply was weak, his voice strained. “Feels good to have my own boat, you know?”

			Fellows with a boat was a bad idea. “Do you well to learn how to use it,” Joe said. “These are unforgiving waters.”

			Joe led Fellows up the rocky embankment, through the narrow path in the grass, and up to the front of his house. He took two empty whiskey bottles off the small wooden table outside and handed one to Fellows. “Give this a try. It’ll perk you up.” Joe wound up like a pitcher and lobbed his empty. The throw made a beautiful high arc, nailing the rocks just past the edge of the beach. A satisfying crash echoed back. “Go ahead, chuck it! Don’t hit your new boat.”

			Fellows gave his bottle an unenthusiastic toss and it landed intact, in the sand, far short of the rocks.

			“Don’t rightly know how you manage out here, Fellows.” Joe laughed at the kid’s ineptitude. “Seems like the first brown bear saunters by would reckon you for a straightforward dinner.”

			Fellows didn’t reply. He followed Joe quietly into the house and pulled a chair up to the dining table.

			Joe added a log to the woodstove. The warm heat of the coals on his face made him want a drink. He retrieved a bottle of whiskey and two glasses from the cupboard and sat down across from Fellows.

			“Toast to our successful enterprise?” Joe asked, pouring the two glasses nearly full.

			“Didn’t figure you for a glass man,” Fellows replied snidely, his face deadpan. “Always thought you liked it straight from the bottle.” He took a tiny sip.

			Joe drained his glass in one gulp. He dragged his chair over to the utility cabinet. If Fellows was dealing straight on the cash, he should split the last bag of gold with him as well. It was a small thing, but it might somehow relieve a little of the guilt he felt for stealing half the take off the top.

			“What you plannin on next?” Joe asked, lining the chair up with the shelves.

			Joe felt a little woozy on his legs and stumbled a bit. “Reckon I got up too fast.”

			Fellows chuffed. “Business rags say real estate is where it’s at.”

			The back of the chair steadied Joe. Regaining his balance, he climbed up on the chair, lifted the heavy old transmitter off the top shelf, and set it on his workbench.

			No sense in keeping the hiding spot a secret anymore.

			“Hey, can you tinker with the radio gear later?” Fellows still sounded uneasy. “I’m aiming to wrap this up and split before the sun calls it a day.”

			Fine. Maybe I won’t split that last bag with him.

			“Sunset isn’t for…Ah, hell. Okay. Suit yourself. Let’s get on with it.”

			Joe went to the galley to retrieve a fresh bottle of whiskey. “Drink up, kid. You barely touched your bourbon.” He moved slowly, being careful not to stumble again.

			Fellows raised his glass to Joe’s, clinked in a half-hearted toast, and took another small sip.

			Joe savored the warm burn as the bourbon swished over his tongue. He felt a little like Fellows was the son he never knew. “Kid” seemed right somehow. Fellows was like an eager teenager, trying to please but wanting to show his independence and maturity. It reminded Joe of himself in his early years. Joe liked mentoring him, even though they were technically committing a crime together.

			Joe finished off his drink, licked the last traces from his lips, and poured another for himself. “All right, son. Let’s see the money.”
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			Fishing Cabin—Small Island Off the Coast of Chichagof Island, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			The tangerine sunset reflected in the eastern sky. A pair of humpbacks cruised along the surface, their spouts rising in soft cotton-candy plumes against the horizon. A bald eagle dove at the water, snatching a fish and flying low with the prey in its talons before flaring up and landing on a rock near shore to enjoy its feast.

			Anya relaxed into the worn webbed seat of her lawn chair next to the stump on the beach, her special place of refuge on the island. The breeze off the water warmed her face. She took a drag off her cigarette and blew the smoke out toward Lady Melinda, anchored in the bay.

			It was good, coming here for a few days, getting away from the crush of well-wishers in Pelican and the annoyance of her alcoholic lawyer in Sitka, off chasing some imaginary pile of cash with dollar signs in his eyes.

			He wanted her to sell the cabin. Probably so he could make a healthy chunk in commission or something. It wasn’t quite clear why he thought the place would be worth much. The only people in the market were likely fishermen looking for what she had—a place to drop anchor and kick back a bit between long fishing days.

			On the other hand, there were a lot of tough memories here. If she wanted to keep the place, she needed to make some changes.

			It was time to get to work.

			Anya folded her chair, leaned it near the door of the cabin, and went inside. She grabbed a hammer from the toolbox, took aim, and slammed it against the post supporting the partition that separated her bed from the rest of the one-room cabin. After two or three whacks, the post cracked loose and the partition flopped, hanging from a thin board nailed to the wall. She pried it loose with the claw of the hammer, and the entire thing collapsed. She gathered the broken pieces of wood and carried them out to the burn pit.

			I will never again hide in my own house.

			Anya stripped the musty bedding and threw it in a pile. She emptied the men’s clothes from the small wardrobe and tossed them on top. She wrapped a sheet around all of it and started outside, then noticed the black boots by the door and set down her load.

			Silence. When he started in, he always went completely silent. No matter how much shouting there was before, she always knew what was about to happen when he got completely quiet, like a dog right before it bites.

			Anya touched her left side where one of those boots had cracked her rib. She still felt pain there sometimes—when she coughed, or cried hard.

			She packed the boots into the sheet with the rest of the clothes and bedding and carried the bundle out to the burn pit. She took a can of gasoline from the shed, poured a generous amount on top of the stack, lit a match, and tossed it in.

			She turned her lawn chair toward the bonfire and lit another cigarette. Sparks rose into the sky, and the boards cracked loudly as the heat intensified. The breeze shifted and blew smoke into her face. She held her breath and blinked away the gray, acrid plume, tears running down her cheeks. A burning chunk of fabric left the pyre, floating skyward as the flames consumed it. At the bottom of the pile, the sole of one of the boots curled in on itself and melted into the glowing coals. It smelled awful, like a mix of dead animal and diesel fuel.

			She went back inside to look for anything of his that she’d missed. His leather belt hanging from a hook on the wall, the stick he’d used as a cane when he sprained his ankle, one of his dad’s old fishing rods leaning in the corner. She opened the base of the old wind-up record player—the Mills Brothers—she never wanted to hear that again.

			All of it—onto the fire.

			Anya carried all his dad’s old junk that wouldn’t burn around into the storage shed on the outside wall of the cabin. It was too much work to boat it out, and she didn’t want to have it staring at her from the trash pile out back.

			Back inside, she lit the three kerosene lamps. She turned on the radio and tuned in to KCAW, catching the tail end of “In the Air Tonight” by Phil Collins.

			She moved the bed to the other side of the room.

			She’d forgotten about that orange-and-red braided rug—rolled up and stored underneath the bed years ago. He’d come into the cabin drunk and tripped over it, screaming that rugs don’t belong in a fishing cabin.

			Anya unrolled the rug and positioned it near the center of the room, covering a dark stain that she had never managed to get out of the wood floor. She hung her metal Red Baron sign on the wall. She had rescued it years ago from the rubble of the fire that burned down her father’s bar in Sitka. The cabin was feeling warmer and more welcoming already.

			She made the bed with new fresh sheets she’d bought in town and a patchwork quilt she’d brought from home. Her grandmother had made it, and she kept it safe in a box in the top of her closet.

			She rearranged the kitchen, just to make it feel different. She tore down the burlap bags that covered the windows. Who needs privacy when the nearest neighbor is miles away on another island?

			She wanted light.

			Every piece of furniture except the woodstove had a new spot.

			Anya was pretty sure Chilton wouldn’t find any magical fortune in selling the fishing cabin, or in whatever pile of money he expected to find from a forty-year-old mining claim, but figured she should at least find out what it was worth. If she did sell, maybe she could get enough to at least pay off the debt on the boat, and perhaps even to buy a second one. Several fishermen in Pelican had asked if they could fish Lady Melinda for her, and while she wasn’t ready to give up driving the boat yet, the thought of starting her own fleet of fishing boats and sharing in the take from all of them sounded appealing. Two wouldn’t exactly be a fleet yet, but it could be a start.
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			Tracy Arm—Stephens Passage, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Radio Flyer inched ahead, slipping smoothly between two icebergs the size of houses. Marco tapped forward gear. As soon as the stern was clear of those, he spun the wheel to the left, turning the boat to port where he had spotted a narrow opening through the next big chunks of ice.

			The glacier-carved fjord walls that surrounded them were skyscraper high. The entire water surface was covered with countless floating icebergs and bergy bits, and Marco had been picking his way carefully through the pack for the better part of an hour.

			Bill cleared his throat and paced back and forth in the pilothouse. “First you try to get me mauled by bears, and today we’re doing a remake of Titanic?”

			Marco was a little tired of Bill’s whining-for-sport. “Bill, Alaska isn’t a Disney park, and grizzlies and glaciers were not engineered with your safety and enjoyment as the highest priority.”

			Bill stopped pacing.

			Marco popped the gearbox into neutral and waited for an iceberg to drift across their bow, then tapped forward again, aiming the boat through a skinny gap. “Nature doesn’t give a shit about us. This is the wilderness, and you have to be ready to deal with that if you’re gonna explore this place. We’re being appropriately cautious.”

			Bill laughed. “Says the man who fell off a cliff just…how many days ago?”

			Touché.

			“Yeah, okay, you have a point there. No matter how much you prepare, you can’t be ready for everything.”

			“I’ve heard those fast-moving cliffs can really sneak up on a person.” Bill was not backing down. “Wait, did you say grizzly? Were those grizzlies that almost had us for lunch?”

			“Well, technically, the smaller bears in the interior and the Lower Forty-Eight are called grizzlies. The larger bears here in coastal Alaska are usually called brown bears. Same species.” Marco tapped reverse to stop the boat, then regretted it. He didn’t want the prop backing into the bottom of a bergy bit and getting damaged. “Coastal brown bears feed on salmon, so they grow a lot bigger than the mostly plant eaters farther inland.”

			Bill crossed his arms. “So the next time I’m about to get mauled by a bear, at least I’ll know the genus and species. Thanks, Science Guy.” Bill always laughed at his own jokes, funny or not. It was part of his charm. He had always been one of Marco’s dearest friends and they’d always sparred. It was their favorite sport, apparently.

			Radio Flyer was just rounding a bend, and the spectacular South Sawyer Glacier came into view, its towering ice cliffs stretching high into the sky. The glacier’s face was marked by the recent calving of numerous icebergs, which now floated in the water, creating a surreal and awe-inspiring sight. Marco could almost sense the constant movement and shifting of the glacier, making it seem like a living and breathing entity.

			Bill whistled. “Wow…Wow!”

			Marco turned off the SSB radio. The static had become a nuisance now, making it hard to have a conversation. He was surprised Bill hadn’t asked more about it. Any real radio guy would have at least turned up the squelch to get rid of the hiss.

			He continued to maneuver the boat through the giant sea of floating ice toward the glacier. “It looks like we’re close, but notice on the radar here, we’re still a mile away from the face. It’s not safe to get much closer than this. That wall of ice is several hundred feet high.”

			Bill stared straight ahead, his eyes wide. “What about the glacier ice you promised for our cocktails?”

			“We’ll grab ourselves a chunk of glacier ice much more safely from one of these floating…” Marco was distracted by a huge flock of seagulls rising frantically into the air. “Look! Watch, watch!” He pointed toward the glacier.

			A wide swath of the glacial face began to slide downward, chunks the size of office buildings breaking off and plummeting into the water. One vertical spire began to tilt forward, broke loose, and hit with a huge splash. About that time, the sound of the glacier calving reached the boat—like a jet plane taking off. As thousands of tons of ice continued to cascade into the water, the surface of the sea warped upward into an enormous dark dome. A column of ice the size of an oil tanker broke loose deep below the surface and emerged violently, reaching for the sky then crashing forward toward them.

			The water dome broke into a giant wave headed their way.

			Bill stood mouth agape, staring straight ahead, the phone he had been using to take video hanging at his side. “Are we about to die?”

			“I don’t think so, but hold on, this could be exciting.” Marco pushed the throttle and turned Radio Flyer directly toward the approaching wave. The boat began to ascend, as if someone had just pushed the top-floor elevator button in a high-rise. They reached the peak of the swell. Marco’s heart rose into his throat and his stomach lurched as they began the roller-coaster ride downhill on the other side.

			The boat veered and began to heel to starboard. Marco turned the wheel right and bumped the throttle up. A loud bang echoed through the vessel as the hull struck a floating chunk of ice.

			“That sounded like a car crash!” Bill stood, gripping the back of the helm chair as Marco steered Radio Flyer between two more bergies.

			“Don’t think we broke anything, but I’ll go below and check in a bit. Hang on.” Marco spun the wheel again and backed off the throttle.

			After a few more seconds, the wave had passed. Marco put the boat into neutral, and looked around to be sure they were not about to hit anything else. His knees were shaking. He willed his fingers to release their grip on the wheel.

			Marco donned his protective earmuffs, opened the engine room hatch, and banged his knee as he climbed down into the bilge.

			He shouted back toward Bill. “I’m gonna go make sure everything is okay. Holler if we are about to bump anything. Those three switches on the bottom right in front of you are for the emergency bilge pumps. If you hear me yell, turn them all on.”
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			Radioville, AK

			1938—Virgil T. Fellows

			Virgil Thomas Fellows pretended to take another sip of the whiskey Joe had poured. The awful brown liquid stung his lips. He opened the button of his suit jacket, placed his Salvatore Ferragamo alligator briefcase on the table, unlocked the dual gold-plated latches, and opened the lid. He tried to keep a straight face, resisting the urge to recoil at what he saw. After all, he’d put it there himself.

			Fellows saw himself as a man of detail, a planner, thorough and meticulous. Planning was paramount in the world of business. And this enterprise was just temporary, a stepping stone. Fellows read the business news. He’d parlay this nest egg into a real fortune.

			In the top of the briefcase lay a folio with bank papers, a legal pad, and a black Montblanc Meisterstück 25 push-button filler fountain pen—one befitting a successful businessman such as himself. The bottom of the case was filled with bound stacks of crisp hundred-dollar bills, which he’d counted twice before packing. In the upper-right corner of the case, a Colt Peacemaker revolver he had purchased in Sitka.

			Across the table sat Joe. He had nothing against Joe, and in fact Joe had been like a big brother to him.

			This was his conundrum.

			He was a businessman and Joe was a businessman. Business was all about success, and Fellows was staring success in the face, all organized in neat bundles bound by paper wraps, the pure value of his success printed right on them. He could be a 100 percent success, or he could be a 33 percent success. The choice was there on the table. Everything he needed to execute his business decision—the rewards laid out and the means freshly oiled, loaded, and waiting.

			Virgil Fellows had never killed anyone, never even fired a gun. Until two days ago he had never even touched one. He had never wanted to. And he really didn’t want to today, either.

			Yet here he sat, his conundrum right in front of him, bound in the finest-quality alligator hide. Anyone with discerning taste would see the briefcase and immediately recognize that Virgil Fellows was someone special, someone important, someone who knew his business and had the ruthless commitment to do whatever it took to succeed in this world.

			“Here are the bank statements.” Fellows slid the folder across the table. “Figured you’d wanna give em a once-over to make sure everything’s square. You can spot them deposits, and they oughta match the sales from them pickups you logged in your book. Total’s at the end, and I’ve divvied it up into three equal shares, minus a bit to cover expenses—”

			Joe interrupted. “Good thing! Wouldn’t want anything crooked going on here in our criminal enterprise.” His eyes moved lazily over the documents.

			“Ain’t you gonna reconcile,” Fellows said, “or whatever you call it, with that book of yours?”

			“Nah, kid. I reckon I trust ya,” Joe said. “Wouldn’t have gone down this road if I thought you were the slippery type.”

			Virgil began stacking the bundles of cash on the table in neat rows.

			Joe’s eyes widened.

			“You can tally up these and cross-check the total against the statements,” Fellows said. “After that, you can take our partner…whatever his name is…you can pass him his cut. Think there’s any chance we could snag a fresh face and keep this show rolling?”

			Joe downed the rest of his drink and banged the glass down on the table. “C’mon, Fellows”—his words slurred—“we had our day, and we made out well. Let’s go our separate ways and be glad we got ahead. And, remember, no need for names. He don’t know yours, and you don’t know his. Safer like that.”

			“You’re right,” Fellows said. “Safer like that.”

			Fellows needed time to make a proper business decision. He needed to conduct himself as a businessman—regardless of the situation. He needed to be thorough.

			Joe had been making fun of him, calling him “kid,” accusing him of stealing money to buy the boat. Joe did not respect him as a businessman. Joe wasn’t even going to reconcile the statements against his own records. Joe didn’t appreciate the battle garb of business, the suit, the watch, the shoes, the briefcase.

			Joe didn’t understand.

			If he turned over two-thirds of the cash to Joe and left, his opportunity would be gone forever.

			Fellows…why was he calling himself that? Joe was the only person who had ever called him “Fellows,” and now he had him calling himself that.

			Virgil wanted his life back. He wanted to be the one to decide what he was called. He wanted to buy whatever briefcase or boat he fancied without someone scolding him as if he were a child.

			Virgil wanted success. Success was on the table right in front of him, and all Virgil needed to do was to act like a proper businessman.

			He had spent a while considering what angle the Peacemaker should take in the case. He decided it should be on the right, lying at an angle with the right side of the weapon up and the barrel slanted toward the bottom. That way, he could lay his right hand on the gun, pull the hammer back, and it would already be aimed. If he were so inclined or if his hand shook, he could probably fire the gun without lifting it, although the thought of blowing a hole through his beautiful briefcase seemed like a step backward.

			Joe got up and walked toward the kitchen, opening the liquor cabinet again.

			Virgil slid his chair back and stood, raising the revolver with both hands. The gun shook as he aimed it at Joe’s back. He cocked the hammer. It was heavier than he imagined. He exhaled and tried to hold steady as he squeezed the trigger.
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			Sitka, AK

			1982—John Chilton

			Chilton paced between the moose and salmon, running his hand along the edge of his desk. He willed the phone to ring. Anya hadn’t responded, and he’d left six or seven—he’d lost count—increasingly frantic messages on her answering machine.

			Do not let her ruin this for you. Do what you have to do, and just convince her to go along. You’re earning her a fortune, for Chrissakes. She should be more than grateful.

			The radio on top of his filing cabinet crackled out the local daily messages. “…anyone who may have seen Mike Z from Tenakee, please tell him from Julie: ‘I’m sorry and I wish he would come home.’ ”

			Chilton knew what had to be done. It was a risk, for sure, but he had to land this deal at all costs. It would be his fortune too, or at least a good chunk of it, and he needed to look after them both.

			So what if it’s a little gray on the ethics side? It’ll all come out in the wash.

			He took a swig from his flask and slipped it back into his pocket. The taxidermy moose head glared at him in disapproval, as usual. Chilton took a deep breath, reached across the desk, lifted up the receiver, and dialed the number. He put the handset between his ear and shoulder, grabbed a peppermint from the bowl on his desk, unwrapped it, and popped it into his mouth.

			“Reminder about the weekly AA meeting tonight at the Salvation Army building on Sawmill Creek Ro—” The radio messages were getting a little too personal now. Chilton turned down the volume before anyone answered the phone.

			“I’d begun to think you weren’t going to call, Mr. Chilton.” The familiar voice of June. “Has your client made a decision?”

			“How did you…” The mint tangled up his tongue. He spit it into his hand, walking around the desk and reaching for a tissue with the other to wipe off the sticky pink goo. “Oh, never mind. Good morning to you as well, June. Yes, after some persuading from myself, my client has reluctantly agreed to part with her fishing cabin island. You can tell your man she’ll be ready to sign when he arrives.”

			Chilton leaned against the folding metal chair on the client side of his desk and lost his balance as the chair began to fold up on him. He recovered, but the receiver fell from his shoulder and banged on the desk. He reached to retrieve it and knocked the chair over again. It clanged to the floor, denting the corner of the desk on its way down.

			“Mr. Chilton, everything okay?” June’s voice emerged from the dangling receiver. “Are you still there?”

			Chilton grabbed the handset with his sticky hand and pulled it back to his ear. “Yes, sorry, we just had a bit of a commotion in the office here. One of my assistants knocked over a chair. When will your man be arriving? Should I send someone to gather him at the airport?”

			“No, sir. He’ll find his own local transport.” June was right back to business. “He should arrive tomorrow evening and will show up at your office at seven a.m. sharp the following morning. Be sure your client is not late. He’s flying out of town shortly after.”

			Great. How will I be able to explain my client not being here?

			Chilton tried to recover. “I misspoke. I’ll be signing on my client’s behalf. She, uh…my client has signed a power of attorney, so there will be no problem.”

			Need to fake up a POA…She can’t really object if I’m earning her a fortune.

			“Be sure there isn’t, Mr. Chilton. Good day.” June signed off.

			Chilton took another swig from his flask, pacing the office.

			He was far afoul of legal ethics, but he was holding on to the hope that Anya would understand the huge favor he was doing her and overlook details like his 30 percent contingency fee that she hadn’t agreed to, the power of attorney she hadn’t signed, and him selling the fishing cabin without her consent.

			The radio was still barely audible. “…screenings of The Shining at the Coliseum Thea…downtown, Saturday at…p.m. and seven p.m.”

			This deal would be his salvation. He’d fix up the office to be first class, put in some carpet, do some advertising, get some real clients. He could buy a new place, maybe rent out the old one for some side income. He might even stop drinking. Hell, with this much money he could take a year off and just travel—Acapulco would be nice: warm water, sunny beaches.

			Everything was turning around for him.
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			Ford’s Terror—Endicott Arm, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			You can pass through the narrow entrance to Ford’s Terror only once every twelve hours, during a short window when the water rushing through the constricted rocky passage guarding the giant fjord stops and reverses itself, taking a brief respite before reverting to treacherous rapids with boat-crushing overfalls, eddies, and whirlpools.

			Marco did not want to miss the window.

			Not by too much, at least.

			He handed Bill his stabilized binoculars. “Take a look. We’re still a bit early. Let’s just motor around out here and keep an eye on the entrance.” He showed Bill how to adjust the focus knob. The tidal rapids were flowing strong into Ford’s Terror, with sharp whitecaps atop large standing waves.

			Bill gasped. “That’s terrifying! You sure we can get in there?”

			Marco bumped the throttle to keep the bow pointed toward the opening. “In a little while, it should calm down for a few minutes. That’s when we make our move. Then with the tidal shift, it’ll reverse and start ripping through going the other direction. And this is nothing,” Marco said, making no effort to calm Bill’s nerves. “When the ebb current is in full force, there can be a three-foot overfall right there, and big whirlpools just outside.”

			Bill put the binoculars down on the helm. “Tour Alaska. Die in style!”

			The white water started to abate a little, and the current was beginning to slow. Marco planned to go through on the early side. He turned Radio Flyer away from the entrance toward a giant waterfall that cascaded down the face of a cliff. “We always…I…always start with the boat at that waterfall, then aim straight toward the opening from there. The nautical charts of this place are completely wrong, but very few people come here, and they haven’t resurveyed and updated the charts in decades. Our path will take us right over this spot where the chart shows a submerged rock. It’s not there, luckily. Ready to do this?”

			Bill exhaled loudly. “I got no choice but to trust you.”

			“It’s now or never.” Marco keyed the radio microphone. “Sécurité, sécurité, sécurité—Radio Flyer—fifty-foot motor vessel will be entering Ford’s Terror in one minute. Any concerned vessels respond on one-six.”

			Bill picked up the binoculars for another look. “Jeez.”

			Marco touched the top of the snow globe at the helm.

			One more time.

			Marco revved the big diesel, propelling Radio Flyer toward the rapids. “Standard protocol is to make a sécurité call to let anyone who might be coming out know that we are on the way in. Definitely don’t want to meet another boat going the other way through the narrows.”

			The current was still with them, pushing the boat much faster through the dangerous turn at the entrance. Marco wondered if he’d gone too early. It would be really tight. He steered the boat along the tongue of the rapids as they approached the hard right turn.

			He gunned the engine to gain more steerage as the flood pushed the big boat hard toward the rocks. A strong eddy twisted them violently. Marco spun the wheel the other way and gave it full power, holding the stern narrowly off the rock wall. The rudder caught some grip and Radio Flyer lurched toward the opposite side of the narrow channel.

			The current was pushing the boat almost sideways.

			Marco jerked back on the power, then tapped reverse to slow their momentum. A sharp rock outcropping passed just off the bow. He popped the boat back into forward gear and spun the wheel to bring her back into line.

			The current eddies began to subside as the boat slipped into the wider channel.

			He relaxed his grip on the wheel.

			They were in.

			Definitely pushed it a bit too early this time.

			Bill was sitting still, staring wide-eyed out the pilothouse window. “I had no idea”—his voice trembled—“you were into such extreme activities.”

			Marco ran his hand across the smooth glass of the snow globe that sat at the helm, pulled out his handkerchief, and wiped off the fingerprints. He could feel Bill’s eyes scrutinizing his every move.

			“So, what’s up with the snow globe, Marc?” Bill asked. “Doesn’t seem like your style exactly.”

			Marco’s chest tightened. He swallowed. “Michelle and I always dreamed of retiring and taking our own boat to Alaska.” His throat constricted. He paused and steadied his voice. “The day after we finally crossed Dixon Entrance and cleared customs in Ketchikan, Michelle made a big formal ceremony on the boat and presented me with this five-dollar snow globe as a trophy for making it to Alaska. It was corny and silly and I loved it.”

			He picked up the snow globe and turned it over, letting the slow-swirling glitter calm him as it settled on plastic Creek Street. He exhaled and gathered his strength to continue. “This place—Ford’s Terror—was the last place we ever visited together.”

			He gave the snow globe one more swirl and set it in its place at the helm.

			Bill’s hand landed on Marco’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze.

			Clear of the rapids, Marco followed the long inlet along a steep rocky cliff into the main body of the fjord. The boat swerved gently from side to side, pushed by residual boils and eddies that swirled through the passage as the tidal current reversed direction. The swerving subsided and the boat settled into a watery wonderland, easily the size and grandeur of Yosemite. Bill and Marco were the only two humans there.

			“Looks like it could be just us for the next twenty-four hours,” Marco said. “The next high slack tide is around midnight—and I can’t imagine anyone brave enough to try that entrance in the dark.”

			Bill opened the pilothouse door and leaned out, the mountains surrounding them too steep and too high for him to be able to see the tops from inside the boat. “This…this is absolutely amazing. I’ve never seen any place this beautiful—ever.”

			They were headed down a waterway bounded by steep rocky cliffs with dozens of waterfalls dumping the melt-off from unseen glaciers high up the mountains. Ahead of them at the corner, a massive waterfall sprayed out from the top of the cliff with such force that the water barely touched the wall for much of the descent. Mist rose from the bottom as the deluge pounded the rocks, then ran into the fjord. “This is my favorite place on earth, Bill.”

			Bill put on his jacket. “Mind if I go out on the bow to watch as we go in?”

			“That’s a great idea.”

			Bill slipped on Marco’s loaner jacket and disappeared out the pilothouse door toward the bow.

			Radio Flyer reached the end of the west arm of Ford’s Terror, a vast bowl bounded by mountains on all sides with three large waterfalls cascading down from snowcapped peaks thousands of feet above.

			Marco dropped the anchor. “Let’s go do some dinghy exploring!”

			Bill followed. “Do I need the XTRATUFs?”

			The davit motor whined as Marco lowered the RIB into the water. “Nope, no boots. We won’t go ashore here. Lotta bears this time of year. But wear the jacket. It’ll get cool in the dinghy.”

			Bill zipped up the loaner jacket and settled into the bow seat of the RIB.

			The outboard snapped to life with a flick of the starter switch. Marco gunned it and spun the dinghy around, heading back toward the entrance of Ford’s Terror.

			He kept the dinghy close to the right-hand wall of the fjord, giving them a nice view of the massive waterfalls across on the other side.

			Bill stared wide-eyed. “What’s the name of that huge waterfall over there?” He shouted over the howl of the outboard.

			“As far as I know, nothing in here has a name,” Marco replied.

			“If that was back home,” Bill leaned toward Marco, shouting louder, “it’d have a name, a visitor center, a parking lot…probably a Starbucks.”

			The plan was working—Bill was distracted. Marco could see his destination just ahead on the right, a barely visible cut in the face of the cliff.

			Bill was sitting backward looking the other way.

			Keeping the dinghy at full speed until the last instant, Marco pulled the throttle back and turned the boat sharply into the cut.

			Bill yelped.

			They were entering a narrow notch set deep in the face of the towering cliff, culminating in a giant waterfall that had carved out the crevasse over thousands of years. The dinghy idled into the hidden wonderland, sheer rocky walls rising vertically hundreds of feet on both sides, lush ferns that almost never saw the light of day scattered near the base of the waterfall, with the thinnest sliver of blue sky visible far above them. Mist from the torrent of water crashing on the rocks filled the air and moistened Marco’s face.

			Bill was taking it all in, his mouth agape, silent.

			Marco killed the outboard and let them drift for several minutes with only the roar of the falling water. There was a magic about this place that captivated Marco. It felt prehistoric, like it had been undisturbed for eons, and he was just temporarily transported here to regain his peace of mind.

			Bill’s face seemed to soften. “This is really special, Marco. Thank you.”

			Marco couldn’t take any more sentimentality. He started the motor, spun the wheel, and gunned the throttle. The dinghy leaped onto plane. “Let’s James Bond out of here!” Marco shouted. They flew out of the notch into the wide channel going over twenty knots, as Marco imagined they were escaping the lair of the supervillain right before a giant explosion destroyed the entire complex in their wake. He held one hand over the side, feeling the spray as the RIB flew across the smooth water.

			 

			Marco secured the dinghy to Radio Flyer’s swim platform as Bill climbed out.

			“Let’s grab a beer up top.” Marco opened the cooler and Bill took out two cold cans of Alaskan Amber. Marco climbed the ladder and took a seat in the flybridge.

			Bill joined him, flopping down on the settee and cracking open his beer. He pulled something out of his jacket pocket. “Hey, we never looked at this thing the other day, what with the bear attack and all.” He handed Marco the furry pouch bound in leather ties.

			Marco set the pouch in his lap and carefully undid the knot. It reminded him of the drawstring on the bag of gold. “Oh, it was an attack now? Pretty sure we just cordially crossed paths during their morning stroll, but I’ll back your story if you want.” He winked at Bill, then carefully unrolled the sealskin, revealing two small identical black moleskine books. There was a sharp smell of mildew and ink. These must be old.

			He handed one to Bill.

			He gently pulled open the cover of the remaining book. There was a little water damage around the edges, but the pages came apart cleanly. The sealskin had protected them remarkably well for goodness knows how long in the eagle’s nest. The inside cover and first page were blank. The second page was handwritten in curly formal cursive:

			
				Radioville Station Log—January through _____ 1938. Joseph T. Baxter, station operator. Radioville, Alaska Territory

			

			The breath left Marco’s lungs. The journal shook in his hand as he turned the page.

			
				January 10, 1938: Fr: Douglas Irving—To: Rachael Irving, Kenosha, WI “Sending some funds via Western Union. So sorry things are tough. I’m doing all I can.”

				Fr: Samuel Worlson—To: Tamara Worlson, Lawton, OK “Ain’t heard nothin from you in weeks. Everything OK? Hope you are well.”

			

			Bill interrupted. “Marco? What the hell is this?” He held the other book toward Marco, opened somewhere near the beginning.

			
				T EHDE T MGD T HMDI E AE E OOOSZIB

			

			Bill showed Marco several more pages. They were all the same.

			The entire book was hand-printed in some kind of code.
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			Radioville, AK

			1938—Virgil T. Fellows

			Virgil could not make himself touch Joe’s neck.

			He wanted to check for a pulse, but making physical contact was impossible. It was as if there were some invisible force holding him back. His throat burned with bile, and his left arm buckled as he tried to use it to hold himself up. His right hand was still locked on the gun, which so far had been useful only as a club to strike his friend. His hand throbbed in pain, the trigger finger still refusing to release its grip.

			Virgil studied the weapon.

			He’d cocked the hammer and pulled the trigger. Why didn’t it fire?

			He tried to take a moment to relax, to get his bearings, to get back in control of himself. The shaking began to subside, and he leaned cautiously forward, putting his ear near Joe’s mouth, hoping for some sign of life without touching him.

			The sour scent of alcohol filled Virgil’s nose. Did that mean Joe was brea—

			SNORT!

			Virgil leaped backward at the sound and jumped to his feet. He raised the heavy gun and tried to get the sight on the barrel to align with the notch. It shook wildly. He took a step forward and used his left hand to support the pistol. The barrel was cold and smooth. He figured it was aimed roughly at the middle of Joe’s chest.

			Virgil held his breath and closed his eyes, bracing himself for the kick. He had no idea a gun would be this difficult to fire.

			Shoulda practiced.

			He opened one eye to be sure the pistol was aimed at Joe, then closed it tightly and squeezed the trigger. Harder. Harder still. With all his might.

			Nothing.

			The gun refused.

			It was a snore. Joe was snoring.

			Dead men don’t snore.

			Virgil pointed the gun at the wall, thinking somehow that it might cooperate if not directed at a person, and tried a third time to fire it. No good. It was loaded, he had cocked it and…He pulled again on the hammer…it clicked farther back.

			Of course! The first click-back of the hammer was the safety position. He hadn’t pulled it all the way to the business position.

			He turned and aimed at Joe once again, holding his breath. The trigger grazed the underside of his finger. He lifted it away. He’d been terrified of Joe, and thought his only option was to surprise and shoot him. Now he had a better option available.

			Hold on. If he’s shot, they’ll start hunting for a killer. Nobody’s going to suspect a drunk meeting an accident in his own digs.

			Virgil carefully returned the hammer to the safety position and set the gun on the table. He took a couple of deep breaths, then moved Joe’s chair over to the cabinet, trying to orient it exactly the way Joe had when he had retrieved the radio. He walked back toward the kitchen, gripped one of Joe’s ankles with each hand, and pulled at Joe’s limp body. Joe didn’t budge. He’d need to spin Joe completely around in order to pull him over to the cabinet.

			Virgil moved to grip the wrists, trying not to look at Joe’s face. The smell hit his nose again. He spread his feet wide, squatted into a fighting stance, and tugged as hard as he could.

			Joe slid a few inches, and his eyelids began to flutter. He let out a long, soft moan.

			Virgil repeated the process, pulling harder, each pull moving Joe a little farther across the wood floor, the sour smell of Joe’s breath growing more intense.

			Joe was heavy, and he seemed to be stirring more as Virgil maneuvered him nearer the cabinet.

			Joe’s fingers opened and began reaching toward Virgil’s wrists.

			Virgil dropped one of Joe’s arms and regrabbed it from behind the hand, preventing Joe from getting a grip on him.

			Joe’s eyes began to open. He let out a louder groan.

			Panic rose in Virgil’s chest. He dropped both arms, reached behind the cabinet, and pulled forward hard. The heavy piece of furniture dumped its contents—radio parts, cables, bottles, and books bouncing and crashing across the wooden floor.

			He pulled again and the cabinet fell forward, smashing the wooden chair and landing on top of Joe’s lower body, pinning him down.

			The impact awakened Joe even more, and he started to struggle, his eyes blinking wildly, his right arm starting to move, reaching toward Virgil. “Don’t do this, son. You’re making a mistake. I hid half the gold. It’s all for you. Kill me and you’ll never find it.”

			Virgil considered.

			He lifted the heavy radio off the workbench, stood over Joe’s head, and slammed it down with all his strength. It connected with a sickly thud. Joe’s body lurched and then went still.

			A thick trail of blood trickled out from under the radio.

			Virgil collapsed on the floor, trying to breathe. Trying to stop sobbing. He rolled onto his side and curled himself into a ball. His ears rang and his vision blurred. His stomach lurched violently and he threw up on the floor, the vomit mixing with the pool of blood that was creeping steadily toward him. He rolled away and grabbed at his own chest before losing control and vomiting again.

			The room fell quiet.

			Virgil lost track of time as he lay on the floor, soaking in the blood and silence.

			You’re a businessman. You do what it takes to succeed. You make the hard calls.

			Virgil climbed slowly to his feet, his hands shaking. He could not look at the body of his dead partner. He began gathering the stacks of cash from the table. Blood—he was getting bloody handprints on the money. He wiped his hands on his pants and started with the cash again—trying to place the bundles neatly back into his briefcase, forcing his trembling fingers to straighten them into perfect rows.

			He laid the revolver exactly where it had been before. Breathing as slowly as he could, he gathered the bank statements, put the pages back in order, slipped them into the file envelope, and placed it back into the briefcase.

			Did Joe really skim half the gold? If he did, it would be around here somewhere, probably hidden in the cabin or buried on the island. Still, killing him was the best plan—bird in the hand and all.

			Virgil looked around the small radio shack. Now was not the time. He needed to get out and get back to Sitka. He would be able to search for the gold later, after things cooled off.

			He brushed off his leather shoes, buttoned his suit jacket, and closed the lid of the case, his thumbs snapping the combination latches tight with a satisfying click.

			The top-quality Italian alligator hide glowed a gorgeous green in the dimly lit room.
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			Lisianski Strait, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya had the Lady Melinda making nine knots through the rapid tidal current of Lisianski Strait. It was good to rev the diesel now and then to blow the carbon out, and she was in a hurry to get to Sitka before dark. Her boom box blaring Toto’s “Hold the Line” was keeping time with the slapping of the waves against the hull.

			Chilton had filled her machine with messages about “something big” while she was out at the fishing cabin, but she’d tried several times to return his call and he hadn’t answered. Lady Melinda needed some engine work, and Anya had some replacement fishing gear waiting for her in Sitka, so it was a good time to visit the lawyer in person anyway. She figured a couple more days away from Pelican wasn’t a bad idea either. The boardwalk fishing town was small for sure, but since the…accident, it had started to seem downright claustrophobic.

			A series of splashes alongside the boat announced a group of Dall’s porpoises arriving to surf the bow wake. Anya held course as the playful mammals ran effortlessly alongside her, splashing and sprinting joyfully ahead, swerving back and forth across her bow.

			She opened the pilothouse door. “Hey buddy!” she shouted to a porpoise cruising up the side of the boat. The animal turned sideways and seemed to look up at her.

			Pay tenshun when you’re driving the fuckin boat. You tryna kill me?

			Pain shot through her shoulder—an old injury. She jumped back to the helm.

			He was gone. She could drive the boat as she pleased.

			Chilton was a major annoyance. She gave him a simple task—or what should have been for any ordinary lawyer, and he’d turned it into a circus of crazy theories about missing money and absurd land values. On the upside, she hadn’t received a bill from him yet, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that he was just creating busywork for himself so he could bill her for more hours. Whatever this new emergency was, she decided she’d have a serious sit-down with him and tell him to get back to business.

			“We have a ‘Muskeg Message’ for whoever lost a navy blue baby stroller in front of the Russian Bishop’s House. Call the front desk to claim.”

			Anya pulled Lady Melinda’s helm to port to avoid a shallow area she remembered that wasn’t well marked on the chart. She gave a wide berth to the field of kelp that indicated the location of the shoal.

			The radio crackled “…Anya on fishing vessel Lady Melinda: Please contact John Chilton as soon as possible. It’s urgent.”

			Anya jerked the power cord from the boom box, silencing it.

			Yeah, urgent. I got that from the twenty phone messages. Thanks.

			The wind was starting to pick up, and she worried that the last few miles into Sitka could get rough once she was in less-protected waters. Storm clouds were forming on the horizon ahead of her.
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			Ford’s Terror—Endicott Arm, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Marco couldn’t stop himself from yawning. “Hey, Bill, those books will still be here tomorrow. We’ll have some time before we pull up anchor to make our date with the exit.”

			The sun had set behind the mountains, preparing for the brief bit of darkness before the 3 a.m. dawn. The gentle wave slap on Radio Flyer’s hull beckoned Marco to retreat to his cabin.

			Bill had the two books and a legal pad spread out on the table. “I’ve found something interesting here, Marc.”

			Marco leaned over to see what Bill was doing.

			“See how these incoming messages are all written out in longhand cursive?” Bill asked. “Nobody takes down Morse code that way on CW. Code guys always take a kind of shorthand, so they can keep up with these transmissions banging out twenty words or more per minute. There is no time to write things out in beautiful cursive like this.”

			“Why is that significant?” Marco asked.

			“It means our guy wasn’t writing in this journal as he translated the code,” Bill explained. “He was writing it somewhere else, then recopying the messages into the journal in longhand cursive.”

			“Maybe he was just trying to be neat?” The only other reason Marco could think of for doing that was if you were going to alter the messages before writing them in the official log.

			“Could have been, yeah, but why would he care what it looks like?” Bill said. “Also, the writing in this other book is clearly in his CW shorthand, but in some kind of code. Notice how he writes the little E like a backward 3 so it doesn’t look like a small L? Or the zero with a slash through it so it’s not like an O? Guys did that to avoid errors, so the letters didn’t look like each other.”

			Marco was having trouble focusing. A headache was coming on and he couldn’t concentrate on much besides getting in bed.

			“I’m convinced this stuff in the coded book is some kind of a simple cipher, but I’m not getting any of the usual clues.” Bill continued. “Normally you can pretty quickly figure out which letters are E, A, and I—and work from there. A and I are one-letter words, and E is at the end of a lot of—”

			Marco failed to suppress a yawn. “I’m sure we’ll figure it out. I’m gonna sleep on it.”

			Bill seemed undeterred. “Yeah, okay. See—there are way too many one-letter words, and all the sections seem to start with a single E or T, which makes no sense. Maybe some kind of rolling cipher?”

			Marco locked the back door. He wasn’t sure why he locked the door in a remote anchorage with nobody around. One of those habits he had brought with him from the city.

			“That makes the gold hidden in Joe’s radio all the more curious,” Marco said.

			Bill doodled on his legal pad. “Think maybe they paid him in gold or something? Maybe he hid it there in case someone broke in while he was gone?”

			Marco knew the Gold Reserve Act had made it illegal for U.S. citizens to own gold from the early thirties until the mid-seventies. Perhaps Baxter was up to something shady?

			“Yeah, dunno.” Marco tried to fight back another yawn and failed again. He turned off all the salon lights except the one over Bill’s table.

			Bill wasn’t taking the hint and didn’t budge from his seat. “Hah! Yeah. I really appreciate you asking me along on this trip, Marco. This is an adventure of a lifetime—antique radios, code breaking, hidden gold, glaciers, bears, rapids—what else have you got in store for me?”

			“Ideally, sleep.” Marco went up to the pilothouse to make sure everything was in order for the night. Anchor holding well. Winds calm.

			He turned off the chartplotter screens and checked that the anchor light was on.

			He fast-forwarded through the last hours of recording from the SSB radio. Nothing but static. It was useless anyway. They were over a hundred miles from where the woman had gone missing.

			Outside was pitch black. Overcast skies with no stars or moonlight. No hint of other humans anywhere near. “Tomorrow morning early we start back toward Juneau. I figure we’ll overnight in Tracy Arm Cove or Taku Harbor again on the way back—or maybe both, depending on weather. All that assumes we can get out tomorrow. One time I tried to leave here and the entrance was completely blocked with ice.”

			Bill shouted from below. “Well, good to know we’re keeping with our theme of Imminent Peril.”

			Marco walked back down to the salon. “It’s not that bad, Bill. You’re probably in more danger in the bunco parlor back home, it’s just harder to see it coming.”

			Bill raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

			Marco chuckled at himself. “Just kidding. But we won’t make it back to Juneau alive if I don’t get some sleep.”

			Bill looked back down at the books. “Yeah, sorry about that.”

			Marco went to the galley and dried the last few dinner dishes, stacking them back into the cupboards. “Good luck there, Mr. Turing. I’m sure the safety of the modern world hinges on you cracking Joe Baxter’s code.” He turned off the galley lights. “That radio station log is pretty cool, though. It hadn’t really dawned on me that all this was during the height of the Great Depression. Some of those messages between the miners and families are heartbreaking.”
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			Radioville, AK

			1938—Sam Worlson

			The taste of death hit Sam Worlson before he even reached the small house.

			He left the front door open, popped a stick of Wrigley’s Spearmint gum into his mouth, and held his handkerchief over his nose. He chewed the gum into a tight ball and swished it back and forth, letting the bright mint flavor mix with his saliva and light up the middle of his tongue as he studied the room.

			Sam’s father had been the sheriff in Lawton, Oklahoma, for over thirty years. He himself worked as a deputy for a stint before moving to Alaska to look for gold. Sam knew how to read a room and piece together the potential plausible scenarios. Your average person would see this and think it was an accident—that Joe Baxter had fallen from a chair and brought the storage shelves down on top of himself in the process, but Sam was smarter than that.

			Sam Worlson knew a crime scene when he saw one.

			Joe’d been a drunk, and most folks would easily accept that he’d gotten sloshed, fallen while getting something off a shelf, and got his head bashed in the process. But Sam noticed a couple extra things the average person might miss. First, Joe lived here alone, never had visitors as far as Sam knew, yet there were two whiskey glasses on the table—one of them still full. The chair from the empty-glass side of the table was the one smashed on the floor, so Mr. Full Glass was likely here when Joe fell. The blood on the floor was dried, but it looked like someone must have smeared the edge around some when it was wet. There was also something else…vomit. Several feet from the body. Someone had vomited, and it wasn’t Joe.

			Mr. Full Glass was sloppy, and that turned this from the scene of an accident into the scene of a crime.

			Sam knew another thing as well. He knew Joe was supposed to meet with their mysterious third partner to collect their money. That meant we had motive. Someone else had been here, lots of money was at stake, and Joe was dead. The timing of all that was just a little too convenient.

			Sam pushed the ball of gum into one cheek, checked all the cupboards, lifted the mattress, pulled out all the drawers and looked under and behind them. No sign of any money.

			This was a crime scene all right, and Sam knew that he was also part of the crime. Not directly. He hadn’t killed Joe himself, of course. But whoever had done this—and he was pretty sure he knew vaguely who that person was—whoever had done this to Joe had all the money.

			Joe’s money and my money.

			Sam figured the only thing keeping him from ending up like Joe was the fact that Mr. Full Glass didn’t know who Sam was. Sam didn’t know exactly who he was, either. He knew Mr. Full Glass was a fancy dresser who carried an alligator briefcase, because Joe had let that slip in one of their meetings. That would make him stand out in Alaska. Not a lot of alligator in these parts.

			At the same time, Sam needed this not to be a crime scene. He didn’t need law enforcement poking around looking for something that might get him in trouble. Losing the money was bad, but going to jail would be a lot worse. And letting Mr. Full Glass know who he was or that someone was on to him could be bad news as well. Certainly hadn’t worked out well for Joe.

			Sam emptied the full glass in the basin, wiped it with his handkerchief, and stuck it in his pocket. He moved the second chair from the table to a place across the room. For an extra touch, he dropped Joe’s empty whiskey glass on the floor near Joe’s head. It shattered. He dampened a towel and cleaned up the vomit and the edges of the dried blood pool as well as he could. He didn’t want signs that anyone had been here except Joe.

			Sam closed the cracked window. He looked around for any other places small animals might wriggle in. He didn’t want any critters coming in and having a feast on Joe’s body.

			It was hard to look at his friend like this. Joe had been a good guy at heart, and didn’t deserve what someone had done to him here. Sure, he was committing a crime, but a lot of people were doing desperate things to survive the tough times—including Sam. He spit his gum into his hand and whispered a short prayer for his friend.

			It might be a long time before anyone discovered the body. Sam had been careful that nobody knew he was coming today. He had felt something was wrong when Joe didn’t show up at the mine for a couple days, and he’d come out here to be sure Joe wasn’t planning to double-cross him.

			He hadn’t expected to find a crime scene.

			Maybe he’d point out to the other guys at the mine that Joe hadn’t been around lately. Somebody else might come and find him, then. He’d need to be casual about it—not seem too interested or worried.

			Sam also needed to go to Sitka and find Mr. Full Glass—and his money.

			He walked to the front door and tossed his gum into the bushes nearby, then stood in the doorway and looked around the room one last time.

			Looked like an accident.
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			Sitka, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya would have assumed Chilton was just passed out drunk—if it weren’t for all the blood.

			The lawyer was slumped forward in his desk chair and onto his desk, his upper body surrounded by a dark pool on an uncharacteristically tidy desktop. The gloomy mahogany veneer made the deep crimson almost invisible.

			Aside from the gruesome desk tableau, Chilton’s office looked normal and undisturbed.

			A strange sense of calm settled over Anya as she surveyed the scene. Nobody else was in the room, the only light coming from the open door where she stood. She had waited outside for almost an hour. Eventually, realizing this was unacceptably late even for Chilton, she had decided to try the door and found it unlocked.

			Now, apparently, she’d need a new lawyer.

			Had Chilton killed himself?

			She continued cautiously into the room, closed the door behind her, and turned on the lights. The fluorescent fixtures blinked to life with the usual distressing buzz. Chilton’s blood was still glistening wet, and the only smell coming from the corpse was Chilton’s cheap cologne. Must not have been dead long. As she walked around behind him, she saw what looked like a bullet hole in the back of his head.

			Chilton had not killed himself.

			Apart from the lawyer’s upper torso, the normally disheveled desk held only a half-empty coffee cup, a bowl of peppermints, a stapler, a second coffee cup filled with pens, and an empty file folder.

			No gun.

			Anya’s breath left her when she saw her name on the folder.

			The broken radio was hissing “Turn the Beat Around”—louder than usual—from the top of the filing cabinet.

			Anya switched it off and opened the top file drawer. It was empty. So was the second. The third drawer down was half-filled with files—whose labels started with A in the front, then a gap, then more files with last names running D through the end of the alphabet. She checked the drawers of the other filing cabinet.

			All empty.

			Chilton’s file cabinets were evidently just for show. He had files from a few dozen clients at most, all in one drawer. He had obviously had her file out, and whoever had killed him had taken what was inside.

			Chilton’s killer was interested in her.

			Anya’s palms were sweaty. She checked the room again, feeling more creeped out now than she had upon discovering the dead lawyer. She needed to get out. She needed to think.

			She picked up the empty file folder with her name on it, reversed it so the blood spatter was on the inside, and stuck it into her bag.

			Anya looked around the office one last time, flipped off the lights, and left—closing the door behind her.

			Coming out of the narrow alleyway from Chilton’s office onto the main street, she kept her pace slow, stopping to look in a couple of shop windows as she made her way down the sidewalk on Lincoln Street toward Totem Square. She turned and walked down Katlian Street, then went into the fishing supply store and browsed the commercial fishing tackle.

			Just a fisherman, picking up some gear.

			Anya picked up a box of trolling snaps and a new lightweight gaff. She checked out and continued down the road to the boat harbor where Lady Melinda was moored.

			Near the top of the ramp was a pay phone. Should she report Chilton’s murder? If she didn’t, and someone had seen her, it would look suspicious.

			Anya took several rapid deep breaths and didn’t have to work too hard to sound alarmed. “Hello? I was just at my lawyer’s office and…The door was open so I went in and I think he might have shot himself. He was lying dead on his desk with blood everywhere.”

			“We will send someone right away. Are you certain he is dead? Can you check for a pulse?”

			“Yes, I’m sure he was dead. I’m not there anymore. I was scared and just closed the door and left when I saw it. I’ll be on my boat in the harbor if you need me.”

			Anya gave her name, boat name, and slip number, as well as Chilton’s address. She took the empty folder from her bag, ripped it up, and tossed it into the harbor dumpster, then hurried down the ramp to her boat.

			She craved the familiar comfort of her boat, and she realized that was odd. The boat had been a place of danger for her, a place where she battled nature and the elements and her husband—any of which could have erased her on a whim. Something had changed. It belonged to her now. More than anyplace else, Lady Melinda was her home.
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			Juneau, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Marco removed the fill cap, stuck his freshwater hose into the opening, and turned on the hydrant. It would take a good half hour or more to refill Radio Flyer’s 200-gallon freshwater tank from the city water on the dock. Rather than stand there staring at the hose, Marco figured he had time to settle up his harbor bill, grab some coffee, and chat with Gloria—the gal at the front desk—so he headed up the ramp to the office. Radio Flyer was moored across from Fresh Crab Guy—who had a boat that seemed to always be parked in the same slip, selling crab to whomever walked by. Marco wondered if Fresh Crab Guy ever actually went crabbing, or if other boats brought him the crab he sold. Marco couldn’t remember ever seeing the boat leave the harbor.

			Bill had left the previous morning for the airport, and Marco missed him already. Usually, Marco preferred to be alone aboard Radio Flyer, but it had been great having the company and someone to show around. Experiencing Bill’s reaction to the grandeur of Alaska made the whole place feel fresh and exciting again, and Marco was ready to get underway and continue exploring. He had a notion to go back to Radioville to see what else he might dig up. His original plan was to stop by the Alaska State Museum and Library while he was in Juneau, but the Historical Collections department was closed through the weekend. He was itching to get back out on the water anyway.

			The harbor office was busy, and he had to wait longer than he expected to pay his bill. Dave, the harbormaster, recognized him and poked his head out of his office. “Hey—Marco—I saw the article about you in the paper—so you’re a treasure hunter now, huh? We charge prospectors double for moorage, you know. Be sure to add that surcharge, Gloria.”

			Gloria laughed as she finished up the previous customer’s bill. “I put the article right up there on the bulletin board. Everybody’s talking about it!”

			
				Tourist Discovers Hidden Gold on Remote Alaska Island

				By Jake Jacobs

				Special to the Empire

				A pleasure boater helping with the search for a lost woman discovered gold hidden inside an 80-year old radio on a remote island off the coast of Chichagof. Marconi Franco, aboard his boat Radio Flyer, found the ruins of a 1930s radio station that supposedly acted as a communications hub between the gold mining operations on Chichagof and the rest of the world. When he disassembled the old radio transmitter he found, he got more than he bargained for—a hidden bag of gold!

				Mr. Franco, who has been a radio enthusiast all his life, was excited by the radio history of the remote station, which would have been one of the early examples of radio communication being used in the Alaska Territory. “I thought the missing woman might be on that island. Finding Radioville was tricky. It isn’t shown on any current charts, but I was able to locate it through a tip from a local, some old documents and a little bit of luck,” said Mr. Franco.

				When asked what his plans were for the gold, Franco was vague. “It’s not like winning the lottery or anything. I think it’s just a few hundred bucks worth of gold. For me, the exciting thing is the history. What happened in Radioville? Why was this gold hidden inside this radio? It’s all very curious. I think I may do more research, maybe go back there, and possibly write a book about it.”

			

			Marco regretted talking to the reporter even more. He didn’t like the attention, and the article made it sound like he was more interested in radios and gold than finding the missing woman.

			He turned back to Gloria at the desk. “Gosh, now that I’m a hundred-aire, the sky’s the limit. Are you throwing in an extra cup of coffee with that moorage bill?”

			Dave ducked back into his office and reemerged with some papers. “No sir. Coffee is full price for you rich folks.”

			The previous customer left, and Marco moved to the counter.

			Gloria looked at her computer monitor. “So this morning’s article said you also found some kind of book written in secret code?”

			This morning? How did they…?

			Gloria pushed the Juneau Empire that was sitting on the counter toward Marco and pointed to a story in the right column of the front page, right below “Third Woman Lost Off Chichagof.”

			
				Plot Thickens on Radioville Gold Find—Tourist Also Found Secret Code Book

				By Jake Jacobs

				Special to the Empire

				According to Bill Worth, a friend of Marconi Franco, the man who found gold hidden in an 80-year-old radio transmitter on an island called “Radioville” off the coast of Chichagof, the pair later also discovered a radio station log, and another journal written entirely in some kind of secret code.

				Details of how and where the books were discovered are sketchy, involving one of the men falling from a cliff into an eagle’s nest, where the books were ultimately found. “It’s an unbelievable coincidence. We actually had the books in our possession for several days before we even looked at them and noticed they were from Radioville,” said Worth.

				Asked about the code, Worth said, “We haven’t cracked it yet, but we’re working on it! We’re both old radio guys, so we’ve been messing with codes our whole lives.”

				Worth said Franco is planning to write a book about Radioville and promised to give the Juneau Empire the scoop if and when the pair breaks the code. Stay tuned!

			

			Marco pulled out his wallet. “Yeah, but when did Bill give them that information? We didn’t know any of that when the reporter—”

			Gloria interrupted. “Oh, that reporter is Jake. He’s good. And he dates one of the gals who works here. He was hanging out in the office when your friend came in and paid your moorage bill.”

			Dammit. Bill just can’t leave that codebook thing alone.

			“My friend is a little overexcited about codes. It’s probably nothing. I was more interested in trying to find the missing woman.”

			Nice of him to pay my moorage, though.

			“The bill is already paid, so that’ll just be one super-special styrofoam cup with four-hour-old coffee—ninety-nine-fifty.” Gloria had a mocking tone. She handed him a receipt with PAID stamped across the top.

			Marco pretended to look in his wallet for his credit card. “Best we can figure, the gold was hidden there in that radio for the last eighty years or so. Can’t believe nobody’d found it before now.”

			Dave stuck his head out again. “Yeah, that’s quite a story. Next thing you know, everybody in Southeast will be crawling all over those islands looking for buried—” His radio crackled and he stopped talking and leaned into his earphone. “Sorry, gotta run. Problem on the dock.”

			Marco chatted with Gloria at the desk for a bit while he sipped his coffee, which was terrible. Finally, he folded his receipt and threw the half-full cup into the trash. He walked back down the ramp. There was a flurry of activity near Radio Flyer.

			A worker pushed past Marco with a cart labeled Spill Response. A large sheen of oil on the water stretched past the bottom of the ramp, and several people were laying out a floating boom to contain oil or fuel in the water. There was a strong smell of diesel. The spill was specifically around his boat.

			Marco hurried down the dock, and Dave intercepted him as he approached Radio Flyer. “You stuck the water-fill hose into your fuel tank. It overflowed and spilled diesel everywhere. It’s a big spill. I have to call it in.”

			How could this have happened?

			His boat had water and diesel fills on the same side, but he had never, ever used the wrong port and put fuel in the water or water in the fuel. The caps were clearly labeled, color-coded, and required a special tool to remove. His face burned with embarrassment. “I can’t believe…I am so sorry. I can’t imagine how I did that. What do I need to do? I’ll pay for the cleanup, of course.”

			“We’ll get it cleaned up. This happens more often than you’d think, so we’re good at it. Should be no damage to the wildlife.” Dave seemed sympathetic. “Still, this is gonna be expensive, Marco. There’s the cost of the cleanup, but there can also be big fines. Sometimes they’ll waive those if you get in front of it and take responsibility.”

			Marco’s stomach was churning. He was always very careful and…how could he have made this mistake? Definitely wouldn’t be going anywhere anytime soon. Radio Flyer’s engine couldn’t be started until the tanks had been completely emptied and cleaned—that meant pumping out hundreds of gallons of contaminated fuel and water safely, somehow. The water would have gone to the bottom of the tank, pushing the lighter diesel fuel up and out the overflow at the top. It would be an enormous mess.

			Marco walked past Fresh Crab Guy’s boat. The owner was sitting on the gunwale watching the activity. Marco realized the spill had probably ruined his crab business for a couple days at least.

			Fresh Crab Guy recognized him. “That’s your boat, right?”

			Marco nodded. “Yeah, I’m so sorry. I know this probably messes up your sales. Can I compensate you somehow?”

			Fresh Crab Guy waved him off. “Ah, shit happens. I’ll be fine. But hey, there was another guy a half hour or so ago over there using that water hose. Is he with you?”

			A man in gray overalls approached, rolling a dock cart filled with more oil-absorbing boom. Marco stepped aside to let him pass. “No, I’m by myself. What did he look like?”

			Fresh Crab Guy shrugged. “Fisherman. XTRATUFs, Grundéns, orange beanie, beard, sunglasses I think, had a bucket…”

			Nobody like that was around right now. The people working on the spill all looked official. “And he was using my water hose for something?”

			Fresh Crab Guy motioned toward Radio Flyer. “Yeah, looked like he pulled it out of your tank to add some water to his bucket…the thing that caught my attention was he was screwing the cap on your water tank with one of those tools and I thought it was odd that he was messing with the cap since he looked like he was just taking the hose out for a minute to get some water for himself.”

			Marco’s heart pounded and a lump formed in his throat. Had someone done this on purpose? Deliberately sabotaged his boat? “You think he took the hose out of my water fill and put it back into the diesel fill?”

			Fresh Crab Guy nodded. “Might’ve. Just seemed odd. He had a nervous vibe about him. Looked around a lot.”

			This was not the kind of trouble Marco had been expecting. “You said like half an hour ago? Did you happen to see which way he went?”

			Fresh Crab Guy stepped back aboard his boat. “Nah, he just went on down the dock and turned up one of those fingers toward all the gillnet boats. Didn’t look like anybody I know.”
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			Red Baron Bar—Sitka, AK

			1938—Sam Worlson

			Sam Worlson took a sip of the awful beer and sized up the man behind the counter. Stout, blond, hard features. Probably Russian. “You own this place?”

			The bartender wiped the bar with a rag and eyed Sam suspiciously. His hands were both unnaturally red. “My place. You new here?”

			The Red Baron Bar was a local Sitka hangout, opened three years earlier on the heels of Prohibition. Sam figured if he was going to get a line on the man who had murdered his partner and made off with his money, this was a decent place to start. “I work up in the Chichagof mine—I don’t get to Sitka very often.”

			The bartender draped the towel over his shoulder. “How is beer?”

			Sam took another sip of the warm, sour brew. His throat tightened as he forced back the urge to gag. A film formed on his tongue and he scraped it against his teeth trying to clear it. He swallowed as quickly as he could and lied. “Very good. Just what I wanted.” How could a simple beer be this bad? “Hey, can I ask you a question?”

			The bartender turned away and busied himself wiping glasses. “If you are ask permission, answer is no.”

			This was going all the wrong way. “Great place you have here. I’m just—well, I’m looking for an old buddy of mine and I figured this was the kind of establishment he might frequent.”

			The bartender turned back and looked Sam straight in the eye. “Name?”

			Sam glanced at the door, briefly considering just walking out. “Well, not a friend exactly, just a guy I met a while back—I wanted to see if he could help me with a project. He’s young, a miner, I think.” Sam ran his finger around the smooth edge of the beer glass. “He dresses like a city man. Suit, dress shoes, expensive watch. I think he’s—”

			“No one fancy like that here.” The bartender pulled a couple of new bottles from under the counter and stuck them into an ice chest. Clearly, Sam’s beer had never been in there.

			This was going nowhere, and the beer tasted like it had been poured a week ago. The bartender had no intention of telling him anything more and was definitely not interested in small talk.

			Sam left the rest of the dreadful beer. He almost asked for a glass of water to wash away the bitter, sour taste, then thought better of it. He popped a stick of Wrigley’s Spearmint gum into his mouth, slid a generous tip onto the bar, and got up. “Okay, well, thanks a lot anyway. You have a nice day.”

			The bartender grumbled something incoherent, snatched the cash off the bar, and turned his back to Sam.

			Sam headed toward the door and it burst open, almost hitting him in the face.

			A skinny kid wearing a plaid flannel shirt blew in past him, nearly knocking him down. The kid shouted without even looking, “Hey, careful, buddy. Watch where you’re going!” then strolled to the bar and sat down. He didn’t look old enough to be in a bar. “Hey Nik! Nikki! Nikolai! Red Baron of bartenders…How’s it goin? Got a cold one for me?”

			The bartender looked at Sam, then back at the kid. He smirked and reached for the tap. “Good see you again. Come right up!”

			Sam walked out the door and continued down the street. He’d have to try another angle.
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			Lady Melinda—Eliason Harbor, Sitka, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya stepped aboard Lady Melinda and into the salon.

			Musk. Men’s cologne—Galley. Gun.

			She opened the second drawer next to the stove.

			Lady Melinda rocked.

			Someone’s onboard.

			Anya pushed a dish towel aside and felt the cold, smooth comfort of the Smith & Wesson 357 Magnum grip.

			Shadow.

			Something darkened the doorway behind her.

			She pulled the hammer back two clicks as she pivoted and raised the weapon.

			A silhouette stood stoically at the threshold.

			She flicked on the lights with her left hand and leveled her revolver at a spot mid-chest on the tall lanky man. “I’m gonna need you to back up right now and get yourself off my boat.” Anya guessed him to be about seventy, with city-slicked gray hair, a smart suit, freshly shined shoes, and a formidable handlebar mustache.

			“You look real at ease with that piece.” His voice was deep, calm, and unfazed.

			Anya aligned the bead on the barrel of the pistol with the man’s beakish nose. “Don’t be surprised that an Alaskan woman knows how to use a firearm. I won’t hesitate. This is my boat, and you, sir, are trespassing.”

			The stranger didn’t budge. “My apologies. I should have asked permission before boarding. I have some business to discuss with you, Mrs. Baron.”

			Anya’s spine stiffened. “How do you know…? Get off my boat. Now!”

			The man took a small step forward. “I represent Gateway Arch Development from St. Louis. Name’s Thomas. Do me a favor and set that firearm down, Anya. Ain’t here to cause you trouble.”

			“If you have business, please deal with my lawyer. You are not welcome aboard my vessel.” Anya took a step forward to show she was not afraid. She let her breath out slowly to maintain calm. When she inhaled, she caught a whiff of the man’s cologne, again.

			“Were you onboard before I got here?” She already knew the answer.

			Another small step toward her. “Once more, I’m sorry for the intrusion. The situation was…Please, ease up on the gun. I reckon you’ll see it’s not loaded. Had to ensure our safety. We gotta have a talk.”

			Bluffing.

			“My patience is running out. You need to…”

			Thomas stepped through the doorway, toward her.

			Anya pointed the gun to the hatch above his head and squeezed the trigger.

			Click.

			Not bluffing.

			Thomas turned and closed the door behind him. “If you don’t mind, can we sit down and talk? Got a mighty lucrative proposition for ya.”

			The gun grew heavy in her hand.

			The man moved farther inside, toward the starboard side table.

			“I told you to deal with my lawyer.” Anya lowered the weapon. “Leave. This instant.”

			Thomas pulled himself into a seat at the dinette. “Had a run-in with your lawyer, a rather disagreeable chap. Thought he could throw his weight around, but as a businessman, I don’t take kindly to threats.”

			Threats? He was shot in the back of the head.

			Keeping her body between the man and the galley drawer, Anya replaced the revolver, lifted out her fillet knife, and slipped the scabbard into her boot while the man made himself comfortable in her dinette.

			Thomas placed an attaché case on the table and opened it. Anya stood near the edge of the seat, blocking his exit path. He reached into the case and…

			Gun.

			He had a gun in the case. Anya stepped forward and crouched, reaching for her boot, the sickening smell of his sweet cologne filling her nostrils.

			He removed a stack of papers and closed the case.

			Anya eased. She sat down across from him at the dinette, pulling the knife from her boot, slipping it under her leg on the seat. She could easily slice the inside of his thigh from under the table.

			Stay calm. Be ready to move.

			Thomas held the papers across the table, presenting them to her. “No need for concern, Mrs. Baron. Like I mentioned, I’m not here to cause any harm. My intention is to handle our business in a way that suits us both.”

			Among the papers were Anya’s files from Chilton’s office.

			The heater unit under the window kicked on, and the papers fluttered in the fan’s warm air.

			Thomas calmly laid his hand on the stack. “I saw you stopped by Mr. Chilton’s office earlier today, so let’s cut to the chase and be straight with each other. I reckon we both understand the situation at hand.”

			Anya held his gaze, daring him to look away. “You need to know that I called the police and reported Chilton’s murder. They should be here any minute.”

			Thomas didn’t react. “I reckon you might be bluffing, Mrs. Baron. However, I suspect we’ll find out soon enough. Personally, I’d prefer we kick off our dealings with a foundation of mutual trust.”

			“If that were true, Mr. Thomas, you would not have boarded my boat without my permission.” Anya struggled to make her voice sound confident. “I guess you should get on with it and state your business, then. And, it’s Miss Baron. My husband is deceased and I did not take his name.”

			Thomas nodded. “I get it. I want you to know I’m ready to make you an exceedingly generous offer for your fishing cabin and island, with some conditions tacked on.”

			Anya flipped through the pages the stranger handed her. There was a bill of sale for the fishing cabin. “My fishing cabin is not for sale.”

			“If you’ll focus on the figure there in front of you”—Thomas smiled—“I think this proposal might alter your position.”

			“I don’t…” She looked at the bottom of the page. The amount was staggering. Anya strained not to look surprised. It was many times what the little island could possibly be worth. She let out a long breath and steadied her voice before trying to respond. “And what would those tacked-on conditions be?”

			He reached for the attaché again. Anya tensed her grip on the wood of the fillet knife handle.

			Smooth slice, top to bottom. All the way to the bone. Like the first cut on a big halibut.

			Thomas raised the lid of the case and removed another document. Anya checked her reach. He was tall and spindly and his knees extended almost to her side of the table.

			Pin his leg to the left with mine, duck and cut. He can’t be that fast with his gun.

			Thomas lowered the top of the case and latched it again.

			Anya relaxed, sliding the knife back beneath her thigh, taking the papers with her left hand.

			“This sum should set you up as quite the affluent lady.” Thomas smiled. “In return, you commit to keeping hushed any details about the property you’re parting with, your transactions with our firm, and any demand for further funds from your deceased husband’s estate.”

			“And why is keeping my mouth shut so important to you?” Anya asked. “What do I know that you’re willing to pay—”

			“If you reject, regrettably”—Thomas put his hand on top of his case—“I’ll be obliged to handle matters with you just as I did with your uncooperative lawyer.”

			She held the pen over the signature line on the bill of sale.

			Fast enough to fight him now?

			Anya signed.

			No point risking it all. Smarter to play along.

			“It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, Miss Baron.” Thomas slipped the papers into his attaché. “My office will handle the paperwork upon my safe return to St. Louis, and you should receive a cashier’s check shortly after. I assume our communication ends here.”

			I certainly hope so.

			“It would be regrettable for both of us if you fail to honor our agreement.” Thomas stood and moved toward the door. “I’ll see myself out. Good day, Miss Baron.”

			See yourself out? It’s a fucking boat. Walk two steps and you’re out the door.

			As the door closed, Anya let out a sigh of relief. When that check arrived, she would be rich. She didn’t quite know what to make of that. It seemed like Chilton might have done all right by her after all—even if it was his last act.

			What had made Thomas so nervous that he had flown all the way to Alaska to murder Chilton and to pay her such an extraordinary sum for—her island fishing cabin, of all things? And to protect…what? What secret was he hiding?

			Why had Thomas murdered Chilton? It obviously wasn’t self-defense.

			What would she do with this amount of money? She could see buying more fishing boats, and maybe a packer? She might want to move to Sitka and set herself up here? She’d never really contemplated being wealthy before.

			Anya climbed the ladder to the bridge to watch Thomas leave.

			He turned from the finger onto the main dock as two uniformed policemen started down the ramp from the parking lot.

			They walked in slow motion as the distance between them and Thomas closed.

			Anya’s pulse pounded in her ears.

			Thomas gave a slight, polite nod as he passed the officers. He then turned briefly back toward Lady Melinda before disappearing at the top of the ramp.
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			Alaska State Library—Juneau, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Dit Dit Dah Dah Dah…Dit Dit Dah—Marco’s mind translated the messages he was reading into Morse code and played them on repeat in his head like earworms. The rhythm wove a silent solo on top of Miles Davis’s Sketches of Spain in his earbuds as he sat at a table in the basement archive room of the historical museum.

			He was alone except for the clerk who sat at the checkout window, reading a book.

			Marco visualized Joe keying away on a pre-war code setup, listening to some jazz instrumental of his own on an old phonograph.

			Marco tugged at the loose white cloth gloves the museum docent had provided him for handling the antique journals and opened the next book from the box. Each journal was the same soft-bound moleskine as the ones he’d found in the eagle’s nest, and written in the same handwriting—neat, meticulous, and curly.

			These men’s hearts and souls were laid bare here, eighty years later, in their words and secrets passed back and forth with families and friends. Their betrayal by the mining company was evident in the desperation of their tone—the subtext of their brief exchanges with loved ones.

			Marco had been reading the archived Radioville station logs for four hours, and he felt like he was inhabiting the brain of Joe Baxter. Men had come to Alaska in pursuit of a dream, or to escape the reality of their lives. Men desperate to catch a break from economic ruin, men looking for a remote place to escape troubles with the law or family stresses, men clinging to a dream of a better life—all were ground down and then spit out without a care by the relentless machinery of the mining companies. They had come to the Alaska Territory with dreams of riches and instead they were worked to the bone, lived in squalor, and were paid in promises and meager wages in company scrip—which they could use only to buy whatever overpriced supplies were available at the company-owned mercantile. Even the modest earnings from their hard labor went right back to the mining company.

			A young man wearing a gray polo shirt and khakis had entered behind him and was walking around the room texting on his phone.

			Marco nodded.

			The young man ignored him, sitting down at an empty table.

			“Solea” began on Marco’s playlist. He could feel the rhythm of Joe Baxter’s code key, tapping away late into the night by the light of a kerosene lantern, warmed by a woodstove fire, and accompanied by the hum of the small generator powering his radio transmitter. Joe had lived the desperation of these miners himself, privy to every sacred secret, every shred of tragic news, every missed birth and death back home, every heartbreak.

			Marco wondered if Joe could have been tempted away from his duty, shaded a word or two here or there, painted a brighter or darker picture than what was intended depending on his own mood. Joe had held a dangerous power—to define reality as he saw fit, to shift events in time or severity on either end of the communications conduit he uniquely owned.

			Did these books hold the reality of what Joe had passed back and forth between miners and the outside world, or a carefully curated narrative, sculpted by Joe’s own agenda? Marco could feel something in the word choices, a commonality that he would not expect from the diversity of the miners themselves. He felt he could sense Joe’s subtle influence, hints of Joe’s voice coming through in both incoming and outgoing communications—subtle but unnerving.

			Marco finished a journal and opened the next. He turned up the music volume a bit. Miles’s trumpet sang like a human voice, with the same rough edges, rich expressions, soulful sadness.

			The book Marco had recovered from the eagle’s nest was absent from this archive. It would have come before the last one in sequence. He had found Radioville’s missing log.

			Interestingly, the logs normally spanned a calendar quarter. The one he’d found in the nest started on the first day of January 1938, and the last entry was March 19, 1938. The final log in the archives started March 21 and went through April 20.

			A brief obituary in the file said Joe Baxter had been found dead in his cabin, victim of an accidental fall. It struck Marco as ironic that a man who had survived the brutality of a world war, who had braved the harsh conditions of the Alaska wilderness, who had regularly rowed through dangerous waters in a wooden rowboat bringing messages to and from the mines, who had the wherewithal to survive and thrive alone on a tiny remote island—had perished from a common household accident.

			Joe had died an accidental death around April 21 through 25, according to the historical record. But something odd must have happened earlier, around March 19, shortly before Joe’s death, that resulted in one book ending up in the eagle’s nest.

			Polo shirt guy was up pacing again, walking past Marco’s table, still buried in his phone. He hadn’t checked anything out from the woman at the window.

			Marco wondered if it was a museum employee on his break. He removed one of his earbuds. “How’s it going?”

			The man gave a chin nod and sat back down at an adjoining table.

			And what about Joe’s state of mind? The barfly in Pelican had recounted the legend that Joe was a raging alcoholic and the ground glass Marco had found on the beach at Radioville seemed to support that theory, but nothing here in the historical record showed any signs of that side of the story. Still, there was enough despair contained in these radio logs to bring just about anyone down.

			The coded book was curious. What was Joe up to that would justify him keeping a book entirely written in code? Nothing in the files Marco had reviewed gave the slightest hint. He wanted a crack at that codebook himself, and he resolved to take a look at it when Radio Flyer was done with her repairs and he was back onboard.

			Code meant secrets, and Marco wanted to know what secrets old Joe had been keeping. With the codebook and the gold hidden in the radio, Marco had a sense that there was still a lot more to uncover about Radioville.

			Marco returned the box of Radioville documentation to the docent, then sat down at the public internet terminal. He googled “Woman Overboard Chichagof.”

			He found several older articles from the Juneau Empire about the two previous missing women.

			The captain of the boat Lena Frost was on said he had thought she was below deck sleeping during a late-night passage off the coast. When she didn’t come up in the morning, he went below and found her bunk empty. He reported her missing to the Coast Guard, who searched for her for several days before she was declared lost.

			Daphne Cross was supposed to be at the helm of the Miss DC while her boyfriend took a nap. He came to the bridge and found the boat on autopilot, with Daphne nowhere to be found. The boat’s dinghy was partially out of its cradle, and the davit crane was connected to it. She was presumed to have fallen overboard while trying to put the dinghy back in place. The search was called off after a few days.

			Neither woman’s body was ever recovered.

			The next article was about the latest victim.

			
				Anchorage Woman Still Missing as Coast Guard Calls Off Search

				Sitka, AK.—A woman who went overboard while on a commercial fishing boat off of the coast of Chichagof Island is still missing Saturday after the U.S. Coast Guard ended its search. The Coast Guard’s Juneau headquarters tweeted that after more than 31 hours of searching, its “assets were standing down pending additional information.” According to officials, the woman in her 20s, later identified as Crystal Mohsen-Pyke of Anchorage, was reported missing from the vessel Admiralty Dawn at 3:30 a.m.

			

			Marco found the woman’s Facebook page. Her profile photo showed a beautiful, energetic young woman dressed in full foul-weather gear standing next to a gill net drum on the deck of a fishing boat. She was holding an enormous king salmon and smiling like she had just conquered the world.

			Crystal. Crystal Mohsen-Pyke. Where were you? Where are you?

			There were numerous posts of sympathy and condolences from friends and family members. There was an announcement of a memorial service to be held the following week.

			Most of the comments were sincere expressions of sympathy and support for her family, but a few aimed toward the Pyke family were harsh.

			“Hard to believe this was just an accident, considering whose boat it was.”

			“Poor girl. No good was ever gonna come of her becoming a Pyke.”

			“Old Ezra probably didn’t want no kids from her and his loser son.”

			A knot grew in Marco’s stomach. He had never been able to bring himself to look at the memorial page friends had made for Michelle when she died. He just didn’t want all the validation that she was really gone. In some way, she was still there for him, just stepped out for a minute, maybe in another part of the boat, but still present and keeping him safe. Supervising him from some other dimension through the curved glass of the snow globe at the helm.

			He fought back tears. Seems Crystal’s family and friends had accepted that she was gone.

			Why can’t I?

			The woman in the photo had stared directly into the camera lens, and her eye contact was hypnotizing. Marco felt like she was looking at him, just about to say something important.

			What happened, Crystal? It was you on the radio, wasn’t it? Where did you go?

			The lights blinked in the research room. Polo shirt guy had left. The woman from behind the counter was standing near the door with her hand on the light switch. “Sir, we are closing.”

			Marco had always trusted his gut, and his gut was telling him there was still something unfinished. He still had a purpose; he just needed to figure out the next move.
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			Red Baron Bar—Sitka, AK

			1938—Virgil T. Fellows

			Virgil took a deep gulp of the frosty beer Nikolai brought him. The cold liquid passing through his throat brought a sudden throbbing pain to his forehead and face. He squeezed his nose and squinted his eyes as he waited for the pulsing to subside.

			He took another swig, smaller this time.

			Nikolai’s hands and forearms were bright red.

			“What’s up with your hands, Mr. B?” Virgil asked. “You look like you just cleaned up a crime scene.”

			Nik leaned over the bar and spoke softly. “Beets. Making borscht.”

			Virgil could smell the aroma of the rich soup wafting from the kitchen. “Any chance I could get me a bowl of that?”

			Nik looked Virgil up and down. “You not wearing usual suit. Never see you in Levi’s before.”

			“Bought me a boat,” Virgil replied. “Gonna take my girlfriend for a ride later.”

			Nik didn’t move. “Guy just left…he looking for you. Said you were friend. I thinking he up to no good. I give you warning. I tell him not know you. Way he walk past…Seem he not knowing you either. Also, Levi’s bad for boat. Soak up water.”

			Virgil felt his heart skip a beat.

			He said he knew me?

			He took a gulp of his beer and wiped his chin. “What did he want? What was his name?”

			Nik ran one red hand over the top of his head and massaged the back of his neck, turning to look up toward the ceiling. “Not leave name, kid. Say he working at Chichagof mine. Ask about you.”

			Virgil set his beer back on the bar and motioned Nik to come closer. “Did he say anything else?”

			Nik cracked his knuckles and wiped Virgil’s table with a pink rag. “That all he say. I don’t like him from beginning. Serve him warm bottle of worst beer. You still want borscht?”

			“If you don’t mind, yeah. It’s lunchtime. Smells fantastic.” Virgil took another mouthful of beer, the sharp tartness lingering on his tongue. He tried to visualize the man he’d just passed. He was a little older than Virgil, shorter. His hair needed a trim. He had a ruddy complexion and a determined look on his face. Downright rude the way he ran into Virgil on the way in and didn’t apologize. Looked right past him. Virgil couldn’t remember what the man was wearing.

			This must be the third guy—the guy from the mine.

			If the third guy was looking for Virgil, he must be wanting his cut of the cash. And he would likely guess that Virgil had killed Joe. It wouldn’t be safe for Virgil to return to Radioville island to look for Joe’s gold.

			Joe probably just made up that story about hiding half the gold to try and save himself. Not worth getting killed or arrested for. Businessmen know to walk away while they’re ahead.

			Nikolai brought a steaming bowl of the crimson stew to the table. It was Virgil’s favorite, and he had lunch here at the Red Baron at least three times a week when he was in Sitka and not out pretending to mine a dry hole.

			That’s one thing he wouldn’t miss when he left this place—moving tons of dirt, mud, and rock around at a fake mine just to keep up appearances. “Thanks Nik. Your soup is the best. Is this the way you used to make it in Russia?”

			Nik frowned and balled his fists. “I not Russian. Third-generation Alaskan. Born and raise here. We not proud of what great-great-grandfather doing. That is why we changing name—Baranov to Baron.”

			Virgil almost laughed. “And yet here we sit—in the Red Baron, eating borscht.” He took another spoonful of the hearty soup, the warm earthy sweetness of the beets replacing the clean bitter bite of the beer.

			Nikolai leaned across the bar toward Virgil and raised his voice. “He was murderer. He doing terrible things. We not honor him.”

			Virgil put his spoon down, sat back, and crossed his arms.

			Nikolai’s face had turned a deep red that matched his hands.

			“Easy, there, Nik. We’re just chatting.” Virgil tried to calm him. “The way I see it, your ancestor was a businessman. It was a different time, and sometimes being a businessman calls for tough measures.”

			“Murder not business! Eat soup.” Nik turned and walked back into the kitchen.

			Virgil shouted after him. “Sorry Nik, no offense intended!”

			The sound of pots and pans slamming echoed from the kitchen.

			Virgil took another spoonful. The hot broth warmed his throat and chest. “I appreciate you having my back, and thanks for the soup!”

			Nik grunted from somewhere in the back.

			Virgil needed to do something. The gold hidden at Radioville, if it existed at all, wasn’t going anywhere. For now, he needed a new plan. If the miner kept asking around Sitka, somebody would give him up. It was just a matter of time.

			Virgil had to move fast. A real businessman never let a rival get the upper hand.
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			Lady Melinda—Sitka, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya stuck the trolling snaps and other gear she’d bought into a locker and began tidying the cabin.

			The officers coming down the dock were getting closer, surveying each boat as they passed.

			She turned on her boom box radio. Pat Benatar was belting out “Hit Me with Your Best Shot.”

			Anya rehearsed in her head.

			It was terrible. He was just there, dead. Blood everywhere. I didn’t know what to do and I was afraid, so I left and called you guys right away.

			She looked around the salon for any signs Thomas had been there. She stuffed the fillet knife back into the drawer and covered the Smith & Wesson with a dish towel. She pulled out a pot, ran some water into it, lit a burner, and placed it on the stove. She pulled a few ingredients out of the cupboards and set them on the counter.

			Still no sign of the cops.

			She grabbed a beer from the cooler, opened it, and drank a few quick gulps.

			“Mrs. Baron? Sitka Police. May we come in?”

			Anya turned toward the door, her beer in her hand, and shouted. “Who is it?” She made a show of picking up a bag of flour and moving it to the other side of the counter.

			Two uniformed policemen were stepping from the dock finger over the starboard gunwale and onto the boat.

			“Oh, come on aboard. I’m so glad you’re here!”

			The policemen looked around the fishing cockpit and eased into the rear door of the salon.

			“Come on in. I was just cooking dinner. Have you learned anything yet? It’s just terrible. I called you guys right away.” Anya opened the silverware drawer and pulled out a fork and knife. “Can I offer you a beer?” She held up her beer. “Please, sit down.”

			“I’m Officer Collins.” He took a couple steps inside.

			The other officer followed him without introducing himself. “No ma’am, we can’t drink on duty. Thanks for the offer, though.”

			Collins was short and stocky with anxious blue eyes, short buzzed hair, and freckles. His hand was hovering over his holster, fiddling with the snap. He was looking all around the salon, dipping his head down to peer up into the pilothouse, leaning aside to look down into the sleeping cabin. “Have you got a minute to talk?”

			As if on cue, the pot she’d put on the stove started spewing steam from under the lid. Anya turned off the flame and moved the pot to a different burner. “Oh, of course. How can I help you? The whole thing is just awful. I’ve been shaking all day. Any idea what happened?”

			Collins held his hands out with palms up and shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry—I see you’re in the middle of fixing dinner. We could come back in an hour or so. We really don’t know anything yet.” He leaned to one of the port-side salon windows and looked toward the boat in the next slip.

			The song on the radio ended and the announcer came on. “And now a ‘Muskeg Message’: Greg and Mary Beth’s daughter Nina lost her new birthday doll, fourteen inches tall, blonde hair, blue-and-white satin dress. Lost Friday on bus number seventeen. Reward offered. Call 8470 anytime.”

			Anya clicked the propane safety shutoff and stepped out of the galley. Her stomach was tied in a knot. She kept one hand on the counter to try to avoid shaking obviously. She faked a cough. “Can I get you some water?”

			Collins shook his head. “We’re hoping you can help us. Would you mind coming down to the station, maybe after you eat?”
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			Baranof Marine Boatyard—Juneau, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Marco walked around Radio Flyer, perched precariously on spindly-looking jack stands in the boatyard. Workers were touching up the red bottom paint that had been applied to the hull. It always made him oddly nervous seeing the boat out of the water, propped up on those flimsy-looking metal stands. Something about them appeared wildly inadequate to keep such a heavy vessel stable and upright. Accidents with hauled-out boats were rare, though, as long as the boatyard was reputable. More common was fire in boatyards, where one boat would catch on fire and destroy all the surrounding boats that were packed in for maintenance. Fire had always been Marco’s biggest fear in boating.

			Marco had decided to have some regular maintenance done on the boat while the fuel tanks were being pumped out and cleaned. Dave had recommended the Baranof Marine yard for the work. Baranof Marine was a huge company based in Sitka on Baranof Island. They owned and operated tour boats, fishing boats, and a bunch of maintenance yards all over Southeast Alaska. They even built their own special-purpose vessels for taking large groups of cruise ship tourists on glacier and wildlife tours. Marco had seen their boats often—giant metal power catamarans flying past at thirty knots with a hundred or more passengers onboard, making speedy trips between Juneau and Tracy Arm with their big turbo-diesel drives. They also happened to have one of the best boatyards here in Juneau. They were a reputable company, and Marco figured they’d know what they were doing.

			Baranof Marine also had one of the only yards in Juneau with a lift that could handle Radio Flyer. The hull needed a fresh coat of anti-fouling paint, and the zinc anodes that protected all the boat systems and equipment from corrosion were due to be replaced. All the major metal components in the boat were connected by bonding wires to zinc plates that were mounted below the waterline at various places. The zinc in the salt water would create a weak electrical current, which would cause the zinc to slowly dissolve, protecting the less-active metals that were connected to the zinc from corroding. Without them, critical items like the propeller and rudder would quickly dissolve away into nothing in the corrosive seawater. Every year or so, the zincs needed to be replaced.

			Marco was anxious to get Radio Flyer back into the water and underway. He wondered how many more days the work would require. He also wondered if the yard would let him climb aboard to retrieve the Radioville journals he and Bill had been studying. He wished he had thought to grab the books and his notes before the boat was hauled out, but he had forgotten with all the kerfuffle around the diesel spill and getting the boat into the yard.

			He was staying in a hotel while the work was being done and was spending his days at the Alaska Historical Library doing research on Radioville and Joe Baxter. Several interesting things were in the radio station logs stored there, and he wanted to compare what he had found with the books he’d discovered in the eagle’s nest.

			He planned to donate his log to the museum to complete their record. How had a logbook from Radioville ended up in an eagle’s nest on a nearby island eighty years later? More intriguing, what was in the coded journal? Nothing in the library gave any hint of that. It was in the same type of small notebook, and in the same handwriting. What secrets had Joe Baxter been holding on to? Maybe he was a foreign spy? Marco decided to get the book and take a quick crack at breaking the code himself while he waited for Radio Flyer to be finished.

			The boatyard manager approached as Marco was checking out one of the new zincs that had been attached to his prop. “Mr. Franco, I need to tell you we had some boat break-ins here in the yard overnight. Things were stolen from several boats. We took a quick look inside your boat and didn’t notice anything out of place, but you might want to go aboard and make sure everything is okay.”

			Marco’s stomach tensed. “Oh no! Was there any damage? How did they break in?”

			“Most of the boats here have a spare key in the propane locker or somewhere pretty easy to find,” the manager explained. “I’m sure that’s how they got in. We didn’t find any damage on any of the boats—just a few obvious items that had been taken—a chartplotter from one boat, and a small outboard from one of the skiffs. If you’re missing anything, we’ll add it to our police report.”

			Marco anxiously climbed the ladder onto Radio Flyer’s rear deck. The back door was unlocked, and his heart raced as he entered the salon and looked around. He saw no signs of anyone having been there. His expensive stabilized binoculars were lying out on the counter where he had left them. The handheld SSB radio sat on its charger. His camera bag looked undisturbed.

			But something felt odd, out of whack. He couldn’t put his finger on it. Maybe just the elevated view out the windows from the boat up on the jack stands. Chartplotters intact, no sign of anyone trying to pry out any of the high-value electronics. Dust covers were in place on everything just as he’d left them.

			He went through the cruising guides on the small pilothouse bookshelf looking for the two Radioville journals and the notes he and Bill had made. They were not there. He went below to the bookshelf in the salon. Not there either. Maybe he’d stuck them in the chart drawer under the chart table near the helm. He often used that as a junk drawer since he didn’t carry paper charts onboard.

			As Marco returned to the pilothouse, he felt a sinking in his stomach. His balance left him—dizzy—his mouth went dry. His gut knew what was wrong before his eyes told him. He looked across the dashboard behind the wheel—nothing. Behind the chartplotter—no. He opened the chart drawer, moved the notepad aside, dumped the dish with spare keys and USB cables. Not there. Impossible. He hadn’t…

			Why?

			Marco slumped into the helm chair and put his head in his hands. He looked at the dashboard again, willing it to be there, hoping for some kind of magic—hoping he’d just been careless with his first glance. He ran his fingers back and forth across the surface of the sun-bleached teak console—the small round shadow in the dust still visible—wishing his eyes had simply betrayed him. He moved his hand in circles, recalling the weight of the swirling fluid, the smooth glass dome, the rough resin base with “Ketchikan” embossed in large capital letters, and Michelle’s name and dates engraved on the underside.

			He is back in Ketchikan. He is cradling the snow globe, and Michelle is holding both her hands over his and looking into his eyes. She is trembling.

			“I need to tell you something. I wanted to wait until we were here, in Alaska, and had reached our dream. I saw Dr. Ratliff again before we left. It’s…it’s back. There’s nothing to do this time…”

			Marco sobbed.

			His snow globe was gone.
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			Baton Rouge Brothel—Sitka, AK

			1938—Sam Worlson

			The plush chair felt like it would swallow Sam whole, the soft velvet wrapping around his hips as he lowered himself too far into its tender grasp.

			The redheaded girl pulled what looked like a chopstick out of her hair, and long, curly ginger locks fell over her shoulders. Her low square neckline with way too much cleavage tugged at Sam’s gaze.

			Sam was running out of ideas. He’d been asking around town for the better part of three days, and nobody admitted ever seeing anyone fitting the kid’s description. Sitka folks were pretty determined to mind their own business, it seemed.

			A Victrola sitting on the table played a Strauss waltz. Kerosene sconces adorned the walls, providing dim light, and the red flocked wallpaper above them was stained dark from years of smoke. Across the room, an older woman in a blue dress on a red velvet fainting couch smoked a cigarette in an ivory holder. She averted her eyes when Sam looked her way, tapping her ashes into an ornate tray on a tall bronze pedestal.

			“This ain’t the bureau of information, baby, it’s a brothel. What can I really help you with, honey?” She reached for Sam’s crotch and he pulled back, grabbing her hand. She blinked. “Feels to me like you might have a bit of a problem that I can definitely help.”

			He placed her hand back onto her own leg and gave it a pat. “No, no problem at all. I just…I just—here, I’ll pay you.” Sam reached into his jacket and grabbed a wad of cash, pushing it at the girl. “I just want to know about a guy. I don’t mean him any harm. He’s young—maybe your age—miner—carries a lot of cash around—dresses real fancy.”

			“Well, thank you, baby, that’s very generous.” She fanned her face briefly with the stack of bills. “I think I know who you’re looking for. Goes by Virgil—a real charmer—if you know what I mean.”

			The waltz ended and the woman in the blue dress got up, set her cigarette holder on the pedestal ashtray, flipped the record, gave the crank a few turns, and set the needle back in the groove. Another Strauss waltz.

			“He took me for a ride in his new boat.” The redheaded girl spoke more softly, looking around in the direction of the other woman. “I mean, we aren’t supposed to frat-er-nize outside of business”—she put her finger to her lips—“but he paid me extra and took me for a boat ride.”

			She put both hands on Sam’s thighs, squeezing gently. They were warm through his thin wool slacks. “Sure you don’t want some of what you’re paying for?”

			“No, I mean—I’m sure it’s…you’re…absolutely lovely, but…I’m married. Just need to find this guy—he helped me with something and I want to pay him back.” Sam felt silly with the obvious lie.

			“Married or not, don’t stop most guys. But okay, your loss. He’s a skinny boy—can’t be more than twenty-three or -four, I don’t think. Wears a business suit around town.”

			A door opened and a young blond woman in a negligee led an older man across the room and into the exit hallway.

			The redhead continued, twisting a long lock of hair around a finger. “Anyway, he was loaded with cash. Said he hit a big strike or something. Bought himself a nice little fishing boat. And like I said, he took me for…a ride.” Her eyes rolled toward the ceiling and she smiled.

			The outside door closed and the blond woman walked back through, going into a washroom.

			The girl gave a mischievous-looking grin. “I hope he comes back soon. Don’t think he really needs your money, though.”

			“Thank you—Juneau? That’s your name, right? Like the town? I’m bad with names. Sorry.” Sam felt himself blushing and tried to look away. “Did you get his last name?”

			“My name can be anything you want, long as you keep paying me. His name—Virgil. Last name…something funny…Oh, Fellows. That’s it. He was a nice fellow. That’s how I remember.” Juneau straightened her back and tossed her hair over one shoulder, looking proud of herself. “Maybe he’ll give you a ride in his boat. He could use some help, don’t think he knows much about boats.”

			Sam tried to give Juneau his most sincere smile. “I may do just that. Thank you. You’ve been very helpful.” He squeezed her shoulder lightly. “Oh, his boat is in the harbor here?”

			“Yes, it was in the first slip at the bottom of the ramp.” She slipped the cash into her bra. “You can’t miss it—brand-new—white with a green stripe.”
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			City Police Station—Sitka, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya needed to walk a fine line. The questions were becoming more direct, more suspicious. Clearly, this Officer Collins thought she had something to do with Chilton’s death. She needed to tell him enough to convince him otherwise. On the other hand, she needed to stay quiet about Thomas, the money, and his part in the murder—for her own safety and well-being.

			Collins’s blue eyes darted about, never seeming to settle—up toward the clock on the wall of the interrogation room, over to the window, back to Anya’s chest, up to her face again. Sweat glistened on his freckled brow. He ran his hand over his short-buzzed hair, then picked up his pencil, chewing on the eraser end. “What did you say you were doing at Chilton’s office?”

			“Mr. Chilton was doing some minor estate work for me. My husband passed away recently and Chilton was putting my affairs in order. Nothing particularly interesting. I don’t see how it could have anything to do with—”

			“Mrs. Baron,” Collins interrupted, “we are wondering why we found some notes regarding your case in Mr. Chilton’s home, but nothing in his office. No client files, no mention of you at all.”

			Anya wondered why that should matter. “Anya, please. And, I don’t have any idea. How would I know that? Maybe he took all my paperwork home to work on it? What does this—”

			“We are just investigating all angles…Anya,” Collins said, cutting her off again. “It appears that you may have been Mr. Chilton’s only active client. All the other files in his office were several months old at least.”

			Anya’s toes wiggled inside her shoes. She tried to sit straighter so she wasn’t lower than Collins. “Me being his only client is no reason to suspect me of murder. Remember, I’m the one who called you to report it.”

			Collins scribbled a few notes on his yellow legal pad. His pencil was chewed through the paint to the bare wood. He looked up again. “Would you mind telling us more about your relationship with Mr. Chilton? Did you meet any other clients of his? Did you learn anything about him that might make anyone want to kill him?”

			“Well, he was an alcoholic,” Anya replied. “Was he married? If so, I’d start with his wife if I were you.”

			Collins chuckled. “No, he’s been single for quite some time.” He began chewing the end of the pencil again.

			“Didn’t seem like the most eligible bachelor in town to me.” Anya tried to hold Collins’s gaze.

			Collins raised an eyebrow, put down his gnawed pencil, and leaned back in his chair. “Did you and Mr. Chilton have a personal or romantic relationship?”

			“That’s absurd and you know it.”

			Collins’s forehead wrinkled. “If you don’t mind, we’d also like your permission to search your boat. It’s mostly for your safety. Since you were Mr. Chilton’s only client, and he was killed, you might be in danger as well.”

			Anya crossed her arms. “I’m perfectly capable of keeping my own boat safe, thank you.”

			Collins slid his legal pad back. “We could get a warrant, or we could just ask the Coast Guard to search it, but it would be easier for all of us if you just gave permission. We’re going to ask you to stay in town for a few days while we sort things out.”

			“So you’re saying I have no choice in the matter. Go ahead, then. Search away. I’ve got nothing to hide.” Anya picked up her handbag from the floor. “Do your men know their way around a power troller? I don’t want anything damaged.”

			Anya fished in her purse for the boat keys and slid them across the table to Collins.

			Collins stood up and began flipping through the keys on the chain. “Are there any weapons aboard?”

			Anya felt things moving in a bad direction. “Yes. I have a Smith and Wesson three-fifty-seven in the second drawer in the galley. I keep it for self-protection. It’s unloaded.”

			Collins unclicked and reclicked the snap on his own holster, then seemed to study his pencil again. “You know an unloaded gun isn’t much use if someone starts to—”

			Anya’s fingernails dug into her palms. “Yes. I know. Just get on with your search. I’d like to get back to my boat.”

			Collins dropped the keys into his pocket and moved toward the door. “Thank you. Our officers will be careful. It shouldn’t take long.”
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			Point Retreat, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			The wind indicator showed gusts over thirty knots. The roar of the gale rushing through the boat’s antennas and rigging drowned out the buttery smooth flugelhorn lines of Till Brönner’s “The Peacocks” on the pilothouse stereo.

			Marco hit Pause.

			Definitely the wrong playlist for this weather.

			Radio Flyer rolled left and right, with the following seas lifting her stern and making steering in a straight line impossible. Marco spun the wheel as a huge wave passed under the boat from behind, correcting to port as the swell sent the vessel surfing swiftly to starboard. He immediately turned the helm the other direction as the ship came over the top and the bow pointed skyward. Marco’s abdomen tightened and his jaw clenched as the next wave caught him. The vessel accelerated and skidded sideways once again.

			A loud crash from the galley—glass breaking.

			Dammit! Thought I had the galley tight.

			He tightened the adjustments on the helm chair to make sure it didn’t slide around during the wild undulations.

			The forecast was most clearly wrong.

			Marco pushed the throttle forward to steady the boat and to give himself a little more rudder authority. He was approaching Point Retreat, and he was not looking forward to it. The almost complete reversal of direction around the point would put Radio Flyer’s bow directly into this mess, and Lynn Canal was infamous for funneling nasty winds into a chaotic maelstrom. Worse yet, in the middle of the turn, the boat would be directly abeam to the waves for a few seconds, and Marco knew it would cause severe roll.

			Marco grabbed his phone, chose his “Rock On” Spotify playlist, and hit Shuffle. “Sabotage” by the Beastie Boys pounded through the pilothouse.

			Marco rehearsed the maneuver in his head as the Point Retreat Lighthouse passed abeam. He would wait for a weaker wave to pass, spinning the wheel to port fast right after the crest. That would let the boat bottom out and complete the turn on the way up the next wave, then the smaller swell would be in front of him after the turn while he corrected back to a straight line.

			Wait for the gap. Crank the wheel and gun it. Straighten on the backside.

			Radio Flyer passed the point. Marco wanted to let it go a couple minutes longer to give himself plenty of room to clear the point.

			Hang on, honey. This is gonna be…

			He rubbed his hand across the smooth dark spot on the teak console where the snow globe used to sit. Sadness welled heavy in his chest.

			Not that one…wait for it.

			The next wave was much more modest. Marco bent his knees slightly, checked one last time to make sure he was clear of any other boats, and gave the teak wheel a spin.

			Oh shit. Blew the timing.

			The boat responded slower than he expected, continuing up the face of the bigger wave and over the top, then teetering and slipping sideways down the front. The heel angle indicator went past 20 degrees.

			Countless crashes echoed from the salon and galley. Something was rolling around on the floor down below.

			Marco pictured all his favorite things obliterated into piles of rubble. He spun the wheel the other direction and considered aborting the turn.

			No. We’re not going through this again.

			Marco widened his stance and held the helm steady as the rudder struggled for purchase and finally got a grip, pushing the stern in a perfect arc and aligning the boat exactly across the next wave.

			For a second.

			Then the boat oversteered and began to roll in the opposite direction.

			More glass broke in the galley. Something heavy fell.

			Marco spun the wheel desperately the other way. He lost his balance and banged his elbow into the helm, pain coursing up his arm.

			Fuck.

			He used his other hand to bring the boat to a steady line just as she crested the top of the huge wave. The bow pitched down and the boat accelerated toward the trough. The next wave was just breaking and green water washed across the bow, bringing the boat to an almost dead stop. Spray covered the windshield, and Marco flipped the three wiper switches. The windshield wipers each slapped to their own rhythm, creating an awkward out-of-time percussion line on top of the raucous Beastie Boys lines blasting on the Bluetooth speaker.

			Marco’s knees ached from absorbing the brunt of the punishing ride.

			Marco pushed the throttle lever forward, the big diesel engine revved, and the boat drove up the swell. At the crest, he backed off, and it slid nicely down the backside. The bow started up the next, and he throttled up again, the extra torque lifting Radio Flyer up the slope of the wave.

			Marco was finding his rhythm.

			The wind meter passed forty knots.

			My body’s getting too old for this.

			Marco climbed back into the helm chair and settled in for the long fight. He had the throttle in the perfect sweet spot.

			Marco was tempted to engage the autopilot and run downstairs to see what was broken, but he knew that could wait. Right now, he needed to drive the boat. He scanned his instruments—oil pressure normal, wind now twenty-five knots gusting to…forty-something, engine temperature 199…Wait, 199?

			Way too hot.

			Marco checked the rest of the gauge readings. All okay. Engine temp should be 162, or no more than 170. He’d throttled up quite a bit past his normal cruise RPMs—maybe that was it?

			He backed the throttle down to the regular cruising speed.

			201…202…

			Crap! Still climbing.

			Radio Flyer started to pitch harder into the oncoming wind waves at the reduced speed.

			Must be seven feet at least.

			Marco brought the throttle way back, to just above idle. He grabbed his orange survival life vest from the hook behind him and struggled with getting one arm through while steering with the other. He tugged at the zipper on the vest and accidentally bumped the Man Overboard button on the emergency transmitter strapped to the front. The unit let out a loud squeal. Marco hit the Cancel button.

			Not ready for that just yet.

			200…199…

			The engine temperature was stabilizing. It meant the cooling system was at least partially working. But he couldn’t properly control the boat at this low speed. The waves would toss Radio Flyer around like a cork.

			The GPS speed indicator showed between three and four knots. At that rate, it would be eight more hours in this mess, and no guarantee the engine wouldn’t overheat and destroy itself in the meantime.

			Most likely, something was wrong with the raw-water cooling system that circulated seawater in and used it to cool the engine. Probably debris had been sucked into the intake thru-hull and was partially blocking the flow, or maybe his raw-water pump impeller had failed, and it wasn’t pumping at full volume.

			Marco checked the gear strapped to his survival vest—handheld VHF and PLB batteries looked full. The survival pack was secure in its pocket. He realized none of that would be worth much if he had to spend any amount of time in the frigid water. Hypothermia would likely get him before he could be rescued.

			If Marco wasn’t single-handing, if he had a crew, one of them could have checked the cooling system in the engine room while the other stayed at the helm and kept the boat straight. That was not an option. He had to remain at the helm and steer. He didn’t dare trust the autopilot to keep the boat safe in this mess. He resolved, for now, to keep driving the boat and watch the temperatures to be sure the engine didn’t overheat and shut down or destroy itself.

			I can’t do that for eight hours.

			Marco decided to change his destination to Funter Bay. It was much closer, and the first viable place he could duck in and find protection from the wind and waves. He reached to change his route on the chartplotter and couldn’t even operate the touch screen accurately with the violent pitching into the waves. After a couple tries, he gave up on changing the route. He could find the turn into the bay easily enough without plotting a course.

			Wind calming a little—twenty-eight knots. Temperature settling at 197…196…Good.

			A steep wave knocked the boat sideways again. Marco gunned the throttle and steered back on course. Temperature 201…202…Throttle back. 202…202…201…

			Smoke.

			Stronger now. Definitely smoke.

			Marco’s breath left him. He checked the Maretron panel—engine room temperature was slightly warmer than normal, but the engine was overheating. The Fireboy suppression system had not triggered. Nothing from the engine-room smoke detector.

			He dared another breath. Smoke for sure. He moved his head around, trying to—

			Huge wave. He’d lost his focus. Marco gunned the throttle and spun the wheel. Radio Flyer fell back into her groove. Engine temperature 202…203…throttle back.

			Marco had to trust the autopilot and find out where the smoke was coming from. If there was a fire, he likely had only seconds to manage it before things got out of control. He pulled the throttle back as far as he dared and engaged the autopilot. It seemed to be keeping up just okay, responding a little too slowly to the waves but keeping the boat basically on course.

			He grabbed the pilothouse fire extinguisher and headed down to the salon.

			Need to be fast. Can’t afford to leave the helm for more than a minute or two.

			It looked like every glass he owned was shattered on the salon floor. Working his way from handhold to handhold, he reached the engine-room hatch. A chair from the dinette had slid into his way. He kicked it aside. Dropping onto all fours, he held his palms on the hatch.

			Cool to the touch, good.

			Marco pulled the handle, and gas struts lifted the heavy door open. A sharp pain cut through his hand—a shard of glass embedded in his palm. He pulled it out and wiped the blood on his pants. Holding the fire extinguisher in one hand, he used the other to grip the rail as he lowered himself into the engine room.

			The portable VHF marine radio in the pocket of his vest caught on the hatch strut. He pulled the radio out and tossed it aside on the salon floor.

			No visible flames. Smoke smell definitely much stronger.

			Smoke was concentrated near the rear. Temperature felt warm, but not too hot. He crawled back along the side of the engine, looking for the source. No oil or fluids in the bilge below the engine, no sign of fuel leakage. No diesel smell.

			Nothing seemed out of…

			There.

			A mass of something was smoking just between the turbo heat shield and the exhaust plenum. Marco leaned over the engine. Burning pain seared his inner forearm. He reached again, higher, and retrieved the object.

			Shop towel, jammed between the turbo and the heat shield, smoldering.

			He threw it into the bilge below the drive shaft where there were always a few inches of water from the seal. A puff of steam and—

			The boat rolled hard. Marco reached for a handhold.

			Missed.

			Sliding, falling backward, reaching for…

			Sharp pain racked the back of his head.

			Everything blurred.
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			Sitka, AK

			1938—Sam Worlson

			Sam checked himself in the motel room mirror. Oilskins, flannel shirt, galoshes—fisherman. He’d blend right in on the docks. His Colt revolver pressed against his side underneath his waterproof jacket.

			Sam could handle Fellows. It was other people he was worried about. He needed to confront Fellows where he had some time—some private time where he could force him to tell where the money was. Fellows had probably gotten the drop on Joe—the element of surprise and all. But now the element of surprise was on Sam’s side. And he had experience.

			If Fellows’s boat didn’t have a cabin that was private enough, Sam could follow him home. Or, if he could hide on the boat somehow, he could just wait for Fellows to take it out and get him at sea.

			But…then what? He didn’t want to kill Fellows. He didn’t even want to steal from him.

			Sam resolved to take only half the money—and give Fellows the other half. Half would be more than he’d need to set things right back home with his wife. Then Sam and Fellows could part on equal terms. That didn’t make up for Joe, but Joe was gone. Nothing anybody could do about that now. Sam didn’t see how taking a fair half made him an accomplice in Joe’s death. That was on Fellows. And Joe. Sam had no idea what had gone wrong, but that was between the two of them.

			Part of the risk you take when becoming a criminal.

			Sam took one last look in the mirror, double-checked that the Colt wasn’t putting too much of a bulge in his coat, and pulled on a black stocking cap.

			There. Fisherman. No question.

			He put a hunting knife in his lunch pail, along with a length of rope and a thermos of coffee. He left the small motel room and walked down the street toward the boat harbor. The sun had just broken over the mountains, turning the snowcapped peaks a dark cool blue and casting a warm orange glow over the grid of boats docked in the harbor.

			When he reached the ramp down onto the dock, Sam took one of the dock carts that were lined up against the fence. He’d look like he was going down to get something from his fishing boat. That would give him a chance to survey the situation.

			The slip to the left of the ramp was occupied by a commercial trolling boat. That couldn’t be the one.

			The slip to the right was empty.

			Maybe Fellows’s boat had been moved since redheaded Juneau went for her ride.

			Sam continued down the dock, looking for Fellows’s boat—white with a green stripe. He walked each finger, nodding or saying hello to each person he passed. When he reached the end of the last finger, he still had nothing. No boat that even remotely resembled what Juneau had described.

			Had Juneau lied to him?

			Sam walked back up the dock to the ramp.

			Two fishermen were unloading a net from the gillnet boat next to Fellows’s slip.

			“Hey, you folks seen a guy around here—small boat—new—white with a green stripe—guy’s name is Fellows, I think?” Sam tried to sound casual. “I ran into him a couple weeks back and borrowed a tool from him. I need to return it.”

			“Ha! From that kid?” One of the fishermen chuckled. “Didn’t know he knew how to use tools. Figured him for more of a city boy. He left outta here early this morning, before dawn—said he was going fishing. Wish I could see that operation in progress. I hope you’re not counting on him to bring you dinner.”

			Sam tried to fake a laugh. “Well, it’s not a big deal. I’ll find him tomorrow and return it. How’s fishing been?”

			“We haven’t really started our season yet,” the fisherman continued. “Just getting the rig ready. Curious what your boy is going after. He came in here early this morning with a bunch of fishing gear that looked new from the store. Kid’s got more money than sense, I’d say.”

			“Yeah, he didn’t seem…” Sam wanted to move on. “Well, you gentlemen have a good day. I’m gonna go meet a buddy.”

			He rolled his empty dock cart up to the top of the ramp, leaned it against a fence, and walked along the edge of the parking area until he found a bench with a good view of the harbor. He sat quietly, thinking about how he’d approach when Fellows returned. It would be tricky.

			Around midday the whistle of the SS Alaska steamship announced it was departing port. Steam belched from the massive stacks as the huge ship maneuvered its way past the boat harbor and up the channel, passengers lining the railing and seeming to enjoy the view as the vessel navigated the narrow passages between islands. The ship visited Sitka once a month and brought passengers and critical supplies to the town.

			Without a proper holster, the Colt revolver in his waistband dug painfully into Sam’s side as he sat. It wouldn’t fit into his lunch pail. He loosened his belt and repositioned it, looking for a more comfortable spot.

			Every couple of hours, Sam walked up the street to a market where he could use the restroom. He bought himself some jerky and a handful of candy to keep him alert as he waited. He also bought a couple of magazines that he would periodically pretend to read. He worried that someone would get suspicious of the amount of time he was spending there, but nobody seemed to notice him. Luckily it was a sunny day—rare this time of year, and people were distracted by the day’s bright, warm fortune.

			When the sun began to set, Sam wondered what was up. Nobody on their own in a small boat like that stayed out fishing after dark. The two fishermen he’d talked to earlier in the day appeared at the dock, heading up the ramp. They got into an old pickup truck and took off toward town.

			Sam figured they were gone for the day. He didn’t see any other signs of life in the boat harbor, so he headed down to the dock and walked out on the finger between the fishing boat and the empty stall where Fellows’s boat should have been. The fishing boat’s rear cockpit had several places to hide. Nobody was around, and the only sound was the peal of an eagle on top of the mast of a derelict sailboat a couple slips down. Sam stepped into the fishing boat and dropped down below the gunwale. He removed the Colt and checked that it was properly loaded and the hammer was in the safety position, then slipped the weapon into a scupper hole—just out of sight, but within easy reach.

			The breeze rang lightly through the rigging of the fishing boat. A halyard clanked against a mast. The rippled water in the boat harbor made a gentle slapping sound on the hull. Several seagulls flew by calling to each other. Somewhere in the distance, a sea lion barked.

			Sam kept low and positioned himself so he would be able to see if anyone came down the ramp toward the docks. He’d also be able to see and hear if Fellows’s boat pulled into the next slip. Sam figured if nobody else was around, he’d act like he was working and offer to help Fellows with his lines as he docked. He could take him there at gunpoint, maybe tie him up and take him back out on his own boat.

			Need time to question him away from prying eyes.

			The darkness settled in, and there was still no sign of Fellows, but he was bound to return eventually. Sam gnawed on a piece of reindeer jerky to stay awake. The meat was salty and under-smoked, and was too gamey for Sam’s taste. He chewed on a chunk for a while and finally spit it into his hand and threw it overboard.

			Sam had a bad feeling. Fellows had no boating experience. Everyone Sam had talked to agreed—he had no business being out in a boat, especially not alone. He’d left before dawn, saying he was going fishing, but now the sun was gone and the harbor was quiet. No lights approaching, no distant thrum of a boat motor.

			These were unforgiving waters. Even seasoned crews made mistakes out here. But Fellows wasn’t seasoned. He was a city kid with a brand-new set of gear and more ambition than sense.

			Still, the boat was small. Not meant for going far. Probably didn’t even have an anchor. Sitka was the only harbor for miles, and there was no hiding on the water. If he was out there, he’d have to come back.

			Sam stayed low in the fishing boat, watching the gap in the breakwater, listening for the faintest sound of return. His knees ached, and the damp was beginning to settle into his bones. He pulled his coat tighter and sipped the last of the cold coffee from his thermos.

			It would be foolish to leave now. Fellows might pull in any minute.

			So Sam waited—staring into the dark void, hand resting near the Colt in the scupper, every sense tuned to the silence.

			He’d wait through the night if he had to.

			Tomorrow, if needed.

			He wasn’t leaving without answers.
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			City Police Station—Sitka, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya had seen the tiny gun before—in Thomas’s attaché case. No question, Thomas had planted it on her boat—set her up. But why? What was Thomas hiding? Why kill Chilton and not her? Why have her sign the property papers for the fishing cabin…

			Officer Collins sat across from Anya. He leaned back in his chair with his arms crossed. Behind him, a large mirror in the wall was obviously a one-way-glass setup.

			Anya wondered who was back there watching.

			The Browning 25 looked like a toy, sitting on the table in a plastic bag with its evidence label.

			Oh, of course, Thomas took…all her papers, everything Chilton had. The whole file. Anya no longer had proof of anything. No proof of ownership of her boat, or her fishing cabin, or—and the fishing cabin deed was the only thing she had that was somehow connected to Thomas. What if she went to jail and what if he never paid her? Had she signed away her properties regardless?

			And now she was under arrest.

			Should have paid more attention—to everything.

			 

			Collins had grilled her for the better part of three hours. Anya’s head ached. She rubbed her temples with both hands but got no relief. He’d kept asking her the same questions over and over and didn’t even have the creativity to phrase them differently from time to time.

			The Radio Shack cassette recorder on the table clicked to a stop. Collins removed the tape, flipped it over, and pressed Play-Record again.

			Anya’s eyes looked tired in the mirror. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail and adjusted her posture. The tan line on her ring finger was completely gone. She couldn’t remember what she’d done with the ring.

			“What are you doing in Sitka?” Collins repeated, for probably the fifth time.

			Anya repeated her answer. “I came here from Pelican to meet with my lawyer, sign paperwork on some property I’m selling, and buy some parts and supplies for my fishing boat.”

			“Where is your paperwork for the property you’re selling? Where is any of your paperwork?” Even Collins sounded bored.

			“The real-estate company said they’d mail them to me with my check in a few days.”

			Doubtful at this point, but better not change the answer.

			“Did you murder your lawyer?”

			“I’ve told you a dozen times, I didn’t. Why would I?”

			“This is the murder weapon—a Browning twenty-five. We found it hidden behind a dinette cushion on your boat. Why was the murder weapon on your boat?”

			Anya thought if it had been loaded, she could have probably just grabbed it and put Collins out of his misery—without even removing the plastic evidence bag. “I don’t own this gun—or any other guns except my Smith and Wesson. Someone else put this stupid little gun on my boat. What makes you think it’s the murder weapon?”

			“You’re not interrogating me, Mrs. Baron.” Collins’s voice raised.

			Anya banged both hands on the table. “Well, somebody should. You’re the one who claims you found this so-called murder weapon on my boat. Maybe you planted it. Maybe you murdered Chilton. You must know each other. You’re a cop. He’s the only lawyer in town. Was he sleeping with your wife? Would make sense. She obviously doesn’t have very good taste.”

			Collins slammed the Stop button on the cassette recorder and almost knocked it off the table. “You leave my wife out of this! She has nothing to…Murder is a serious crime, Mrs. Baron. Do you realize you could face life in prison? You’d better stop playing games and—”

			The door to the room swung open and a large, much older man stepped inside. He leveled his gaze at Collins. “Take a break, Officer Collins. State police just called. They want to take over this case. They’re sending two guys on a floatplane to take Ms. Baron to Juneau. They’ll question her there.”

			Collins stood abruptly, kicking his chair back against the wall. “She’s lying, Chief. I—”

			The older man didn’t blink. “Let’s take it down a notch, Ted. Walk with me.” He tilted his head toward the adjacent hallway.

			Collins gathered the recorder and the gun and followed the chief out of the room, slamming the door.

			Anya was alone, unless someone was still watching from behind that mirror. She straightened her collar, and realized that the bruise on her upper arm had faded completely. She wasn’t going to let Collins get to her.

			She’d faced worse men than him.
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			Outside Funter Bay, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			The sound was wrong.

			Marco blinked repeatedly, trying to get his eyes to focus. Everything was a blur of white and…

			Engine room. I’m in the engine room. Why?

			The boat was rocking wildly, and the engine wasn’t running.

			Am I at anchor?

			No, the smoke, the—

			How long have I been out?

			Marco’s head throbbed. He tried to lift it, but it wouldn’t budge. One arm was behind his back, his forearm burning when he moved. He was lying on top of it. Trying to rotate his body—no. He was jammed over a structural stringer with one shoulder below the engine.

			The engine was dead, heat still radiating off the oil cooler.

			He wriggled himself free, pulling his body out with one foot getting a grip, digging into a gap below the generator.

			He sat up, trying to get his mind to engage. Tiny twinkles of light circled the edge of his narrowed vision. The bulky life preserver squeezed his chest. He unzipped it and breathed deeply.

			Must get to the pilothouse.

			With the engine dead, the boat was in serious danger.

			Could be anywhere.

			The hatch was a full body-length away. Marco crawled to the opening and tried to pull himself to a standing position. His aching shoulder wouldn’t engage his arm to pull him up. He switched arms. He held on to the side of the opening and stepped up into the salon. Standing upright, he leaned on the galley countertop, balance gone, working his way to the stair railing. One step at a time—pulling himself up the railing. The boat pitched and he gripped tight.

			He reached the helm chair and leaned into it for support. Radio Flyer was drifting, dead in the water, getting a little bit of protection from the wind and waves in a bight—a half cove—near shore—surrounded by sharp rocks.

			I’ve got a couple minutes at most. She won’t survive a tangle with those rocks.

			Radio Flyer was drifting quickly. The chartplotter was still working—depth finder read over 500 feet.

			Way too deep for the anchor to be any help. Not enough time to call for a rescue.

			He held the engine Start button. The starter cranked.

			Nothing.

			The engine had probably overheated and shut itself off. Hadn’t cooled enough to restart yet. It would be useless for quite a while.

			The rocks were getting closer.

			Marco stepped cautiously onto the bow, keeping one hand on the rail to steady himself against the waves, trying to ignore the pain racking every part of his body. He took the bow line that was attached to the port-side cleat and made a long U shape, tying the other end off at the starboard-side cleat. He threw the rest of the line over the bow into the water. He could use it as a makeshift tow harness.

			Keeping one hand on the rail, he made his way along the side of the boat back to the rear cockpit. He untied the lines that held the dinghy stable on the davit and lowered the dinghy into the water.

			Rocks are getting closer.

			The dinghy banged loudly against the davit arms as the wind waves rocked the big boat, jerking the attachment harnesses. Marco put a foot onto the swim step, holding on to the rail with one—

			—The rail slipped from his hand.

			The icy grip of the sea embraced Marco like a gorilla, squeezing his breath out. His mind was clear. His body detached, no longer belonging to him.

			Cold.

			Numb.

			Radio Flyer rocked in super-slow motion as the enormous swell passed under her keel.

			Marco willed his arms to reach out—to grab her—to bring her back to him. His body didn’t respond.

			The big boat rocked away again, as if waving goodbye.

			Marco tried to think with his legs, to get them to kick, to propel him forward. They dangled useless in the depths, his comatose corpse hanging from his life-jacket armpits in the frigid brine.

			Another gust of wind and Radio Flyer moved well out of his reach.

			I could never swim that fast.

			Marco felt a sense of peace as the situation settled into his mind.

			He relaxed into his fate.

			Sparkles of light in his peripheral vision swirled like glittering snowflakes.

			Loud bang—Radio Flyer’s hull struck a rock.

			She needed him.

			The boat slammed against the rock again. She couldn’t take much more of this—might be taking on water already.

			The rock had stopped her from blowing away.

			Marco focused on his legs, coaxing them to life.

			He kicked.

			Then kicked again, harder. Moving toward the boat.

			Two more kicks and he managed to grip something under the swim step.

			He felt on his life jacket for his handheld—the radio was gone. He’d left it on the salon floor. The cold water had cleared his head but weakened his body. He struggled to breathe.

			The emergency boarding ladder was just out of reach, and he’d have to put himself between the rear of the boat and the still-attached dinghy to use it. With the violent rocking of the boat, that would be deadly for sure.

			I need another plan.

			Marco reached with his other arm and managed to grab the bow line of the dinghy. He released his grip on the swim step and worked his way around the outside of the dinghy to the rear, and grabbed on to the outboard motor.

			Use the bottom of the motor as a step.

			He found the horizontal fin on the outboard with one foot. His hands were numb, and his fingers were losing their grip. He pulled hard, and his foot slipped off, plunging him back into the water. His life jacket rotated him onto his back. One hand managed to grab the outboard again.

			Radio Flyer’s hull crunched into the rock once more, louder.

			Marco put both feet on opposite sides of the outboard and pulled against the transom with all his strength. He got far enough to reach some cables and pulled his body up. A hard pain went up through his side as a mounting bolt gouged him just below his life vest.

			With several pulls, he got his body into the dinghy.

			Now, he had to get the dinghy loose from Radio Flyer.

			He held tight onto one davit arm, keeping his body clear as the stainless arms bashed into the console and the rear seat with each passing wave. He turned the key, starting the outboard. Gripping each davit harness tightly, he timed the swells so he could release the carabiner when it went slack for a fraction of a second.

			The dinghy was free. Marco shoved off with a foot and gunned the outboard, getting clear of Radio Flyer as she banged against the rocks.

			He motored around to the front of the big boat and grabbed the bow line he’d dropped into the water earlier. He tied off the dinghy’s shore line to Radio Flyer’s bow line, then drove a good distance away, paying out the shore line as he went.

			Once he felt like he was a safe distance, he tied the tow line off to a metal loop on the stern of the dinghy. Marco put the dinghy in gear, taking up the slack until the line was taut. Radio Flyer rocking in the waves jerked the stern of the small RIB around.

			Marco gently applied the power, watching as Radio Flyer’s bow began to rotate toward him.

			That will be enough. Steady as she goes.

			If he could slowly tow Radio Flyer out of the bight, the entrance to Funter Bay was only a short distance away.

			He didn’t know if her hull had been breached. If it had, she might sink before he got her around the corner.

			Never tie a line to a sinking boat.

			He unsnapped the clasp on his utility knife scabbard. He’d need it to cut the line if the larger boat started sinking.

			Radio Flyer made a hellish scraping sound as the chine of her hull released from the rocks. Marco had the dinghy outside the bight, pulling the big boat’s bow around.

			The waves and wind increased as he pulled out of the protection of the small bay, tossing the dinghy like a fishing float. A gust of wind caught Radio Flyer and pulled her sideways, tracking her back toward the jagged rocks.

			Marco turned the dinghy to port, trying to pull the big boat toward the open water. He kept the engine throttled up as much as he dared—didn’t want to snap the tow line or pull himself airborne off the top of a wave.

			 

			The dinghy hit smooth water as the rig started to pull into the protection of Funter Bay. Radio Flyer didn’t seem to be listing, so Marco was hopeful that either the hull hadn’t been breached or the bilge pumps were keeping up with the water. He disconnected the tow line and tied the dinghy off to the swim step.

			Marco made his way to the pilothouse and checked the depth finder. Forty feet. Good enough. Bilge pumps weren’t running. The boat was not about to sink.

			He held the Down switch on the anchor windlass and counted colored zip ties as the anchor and two hundred feet of chain deployed into the water.

			He shut off the main electrical breaker, walked down to his cabin, threw his soaked clothes into the shower stall in the head, and collapsed onto the bunk.

			The dim light faded to black.

			He was floating in the frigid water outside Chichagof. He had a walkie-talkie in his hand, but it was shaking too badly for him to operate the buttons. He turned the radio over in his hands and it had become a banana. Weren’t bananas bad luck on boats? He squeezed it where the Talk button should be. “Somebody come help me, it’s cold.”

			The sound was tiny, barely passing through his lips.

			His voice sounded like Crystal’s.
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			Sitka, AK

			1938—Virgil T. Fellows

			Virgil stepped out of his boat onto the shore. There were no other boats in sight, and the small cove he had pulled into was isolated and gave him some privacy. The sunrise was just breaking and painted the sky a candy-apple red.

			Red skies at night, sailors’ delight. Red skies at morning, sailors take warning.

			A harbor seal popped its head up and looked at him curiously with its wide eyes.

			He set his travel bag and briefcase out onto a rock and climbed back into the boat. He grabbed his brand-new fishing rod and removed the tag and the wrap from the cork grip. He took the minnow-shaped lure out of the box and immediately poked his finger with the sharp hook. He sucked his tiny wound, then tied the shiny lure onto the end of the line. He tried to cast the line out into the water, but the reel didn’t release and the lure snapped back and hit him in the head. On his second try, the lure flew a few feet from the boat and splashed. Good enough.

			He dropped the handle into one of the rod holders mounted on the side of the boat. He opened his sack lunch and took one bite of the ham sandwich he’d prepared earlier. He wasn’t hungry, and the taste almost made him gag. He took one more bite, spit it overboard, set the sandwich at the helm near the steering wheel, then laid the bag in the seat, open. Virgil looked around the boat one last time. Convincing enough. He started the engine, pulled the throttle lever into reverse, and jumped over the side into the shallows as the boat began backing away.

			Virgil waded ashore, then stood watching for several minutes as the boat idled backward out of the cove and into the open water.

			Finally, it disappeared around the corner.

			Rest in peace, Virgil Thomas Fellows.

			Virgil walked into the woods above the shore and sat on a large rock as he removed his fishing clothes and boots. He donned the three-piece suit he had carefully folded in his travel bag. The suit smelled fresh, and his brand-new custom leather shoes felt stiff but looked sharp. He hung the travel bag over one shoulder and picked up his briefcase with the other hand, then scrambled a short distance up to the deserted highway. The steamship terminal was just a mile or so away. With any luck, at this time of day, nobody would spot him on the road before he got to the ship. Even if someone did, he was just a visiting businessman who had gone for a short morning walk before reboarding his ship.

			He brushed the dirt from his shoes and continued down the gravel road, as he thought about how events would likely unfold. Yesterday, he’d made a point to tell everyone he saw at the boat harbor about his plans to go fishing in his new boat. He made sure some of the early-risers saw him in his fishing garb heading out at first light. When his boat didn’t return, people would start to wonder. With any luck, within a few days someone would find it, adrift or washed ashore, and would assume he had drowned. By that time, he’d be long gone.

			Nobody but Virgil and Joe knew that Joe had skimmed and buried half the gold, if Joe was even telling the truth. On a remote island like that, there was no chance of anyone stumbling onto it. Virgil needed to keep his patience. The most successful businessmen were patient, he’d read that. For now, he had plenty of cash to go back to St. Louis and set himself up in business. He’d send for Juneau to come join him once he was safely there. She was bound to jump at the chance. He could give her a new life as the wife of a wealthy businessman.

			Then he could bide his time until the coast was clear and this Sam guy had given up looking for him, moved away, or died. Then he’d be able to search for Joe’s buried gold at his leisure—if it was there at all. Something to look forward to.

			The SS Alaska was moored at the passenger terminal, making its monthly visit to exchange passengers and supplies. Steam belched from the stack, the ship’s 375-foot length extending beyond the small Sitka terminal dock on both ends.

			It looked to Virgil like a new life.

			A man in a well-pressed uniform bearing the logo “Alaska Steamship Company” was checking passenger boarding documents.

			Virgil showed his ticket. “I have booked a first-class cabin. Virgil Thomas.”

			“Yes, sir, Mr. Thomas. Right up that gangplank—do you need a porter to help you with your bags?” The steward reached a hand for Virgil’s briefcase.

			Virgil pulled the case back. “No, this is all I have. I travel light.” He felt the tightly packed stacks of cash shift inside the case. He turned so his travel bag was between him and the man.

			“That’s a beautiful briefcase, Mr. Thomas. What sort of leather is it?”

			“Thank you, sir. Alligator hide—finest available. Which way to my stateroom?”
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			City Police Station—Sitka, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			Anya paced back and forth in the small room they used for a women’s jail cell, the cheap slippers they had given her squeaking on the tile floor. The clack-clack-clack of typewriter keys echoed from somewhere down the hallway. The flat-pancake jail pillow wasn’t half the size of her own, and her neck was stiff.

			The baggy orange jumpsuit felt starched and scratchy, like a cheap Halloween costume. She wondered if any female prisoners had ever been here before. The slippers were nice and soft, though. Her street clothes were folded in a paper bag on the shelf, so she wasn’t sure what the point of making her change into the jumpsuit was. Maybe just trying to take her down a notch and prove they were in control.

			She was half tempted to change back into her own clothes right then and there.

			She didn’t like the idea of being taken to Juneau. Thomas might still be here in town, and who knew what would happen to her once the state police took over. Why was she still protecting Thomas, anyway?

			The small radio built into the wall picked up only KCAW. They were playing “You Can Do Magic” by America.

			Anya decided her best bet was to talk now.

			She shouted toward the door. “Hello? Can I speak to Officer Collins? It’s important. Hello?”

			After a couple more laps around the small room, keys jangled in the lock.

			Collins walked in, sweat circles underneath both armpits. “We’re done questioning you. The state police are taking over.”

			“I can tell you who killed Chilton,” Anya said.

			Collins seemed to hesitate, then motioned for Anya to follow him. At the door, he took her arm and led her down the hallway to the same room with the one-way mirror where he’d questioned her before. He gestured for her to sit at the table.

			She sat down and folded her hands in front of her. “Better get that tape recorder of yours. You’ll need it.”

			Collins stepped back out of the room and then returned with the Radio Shack cassette recorder. “This better be worth my trouble. I’m neck deep in paperwork.” He set the recorder on the desk and clicked Play-Record. “This is Officer Ted Collins of the Sitka Police, questioning Anya Baron in the murder of John Chilton.” Collins sounded bored. “Mrs. Baron, are you agreeing to be questioned without a lawyer present?”

			“I am. I want to tell you who murdered John Chilton.” Anya leaned toward the tape machine, speaking slowly and clearly. “It was a man named Thomas, a real-estate man from St. Louis. Gateway Arch Development.”

			Collins scratched his chin. The tape recorder hummed. He took a pad and his well-chewed pencil out of his pocket and scribbled something. “This—Thomas—first or last name?”

			Anya wasn’t sure. She shrugged.

			“You need to say it for the tape.” Collins pointed at the recorder. “You don’t know? How come you’ve never mentioned him before?”

			Anya hadn’t mentioned him. “I did mention him before—he came to town to have me sign some papers.”

			“No, you said you were signing papers.” Collins wrote something else on the pad. “You never mentioned someone coming to town.”

			“He came to my boat with the papers. He admitted to killing Chilton.” Anya could smell Collins from across the table. “He threatened me if I told anyone. Said he’d kill me. He also offered me way too much money for my fishing cabin.”

			Collins wrote some more notes, glanced up at Anya, and then stabbed his pencil back into his pocket. “That all?”

			Anya didn’t understand. “What do you mean? He killed Chilton. I suggest you go arrest—”

			“I don’t think this Thomas exists, and I think you’re wasting my time. We talked for hours and you never mentioned a word about him. Then suddenly when you’re about to get transferred to Juneau, you invent this guy and say he’s the shooter?” Collins pressed Stop on the cassette recorder. “Tell me another thing, Mrs. Baron. How did your husband die? I hear it was a convenient accident? Men around you seem to be dropping like flies.”

			Anya got to her feet and slammed her hands on the table.

			Collins reached across and grabbed her wrists.

			She’d blown it. He’d tried to get under her skin. Taunted her to get at the truth, and she’d taken the bait. He had her now. She’d killed her husband, and he knew it.

			Anya tried to pull away, but the big man stepped around and maneuvered her arms behind her. She twisted her body, trying to free herself—her slippers kicked—only air.

			Her wrists stung as the cold steel of handcuffs latched with a decisive clank. “Wait, I’m sorry—but I’m telling the truth. I’m not…”

			Collins pushed her back down in her chair, her arms behind the backrest. A sharp pain shot through her elbow. The sleeves of the orange jumpsuit bunched up above the cuffs and the metal zipper-pull pinched the skin of her neck.

			The door opened and the older man she’d seen before, the chief, walked in.

			She assumed he’d been watching from behind the glass the whole time.

			“Let me chat with Anya for a moment, Ted,” he said.

			“Gladly.” Collins picked up his pad. “I’ve got actual work to do.” He showed the chief something in his notes, then stormed out of the room.

			The chief turned toward Anya. “Hello, Anya, I’m Chief Sam Worlson.”

			 

			Worlson closed the door and seated himself across from Anya, placing a cup of steaming hot coffee on the table in front of her. Then he waited silently.

			Asshole.

			“What am I supposed to do with that, lap it like a dog?”

			“Sorry, I’ll take care of that.” Worlson walked around the table and uncuffed her hands.

			He sat back down and waited some more.

			Anya maneuvered the sleeves of the jumpsuit back down and lifted the warm cup, inhaling the steam. She let out a long slow breath, trying to relax.

			Don’t drop your guard. This guy’s just playing good cop.

			The clock above the door ticked. Worlson glanced up at it, then back at Anya. His features softened.

			Anya broke the silence. “Is Ted married? I feel sorry for his wife.”

			Worlson’s brow furrowed. “He’s just tryin to do his job.” His voice was soothing.

			Anya’s face went hot. “He shouldn’t be harassing an innocent woman. Maybe you should teach him some manners.”

			Worlson exhaled slowly. “Anya, we ain’t got this all figured out yet. Based on what we’ve seen so far, it sure looks like you’re the one behind it. If there’s more to the story, like this Thomas fella you mentioned to Ted, spill the beans now. I’m here to assist you, but it’s clear there’s something you’re keeping from us.”

			He reached into his pocket and removed a package of what looked like cookies wrapped in Saran Wrap, opened it, and took a bite of one.

			Anya realized how hungry she was. She raised the styrofoam cup, inhaled, and took a small sip of the hot coffee—obviously fresh from the percolator—and let the cup warm her hands. She needed to pee.

			“Have a cookie. My wife baked em last night. Chocolate chip.” Worlson slid the remaining cookie across the table without waiting for a reply.

			Anya took a bite of the cookie. Then she lifted the coffee cup, took another sip, and set it back down. “Thomas is real.”

			Worlson shifted in his chair. The metal creaked. “I’ve been in your shoes, facing a mess I didn’t know how to fix. Back in the day, I was probably your age, caught up in a whole heap of trouble. But you know what? I managed to turn things around, walked a straighter line, and look at me now. Sure, I’ve got a bit of a spare tire and enjoy a few too many beers, but I’ve got a good, content life. I sleep easy, and my wife bakes me cookies. Things have a way of working out.” Worlson put his hand to the side of his mouth, as if sharing a secret. “I think she just uses the recipe from the chip package.”

			Anya didn’t know what to do with her hands, and her left wrist was sore from the cuffs.

			“What’s your point, Chief?” She shifted in her chair—trying to get comfortable, to look confident.

			Worlson leaned back and crossed his arms. “Please, call me Sam.” His gaze was steely. “What I’m getting at is that I respect you. You’re a formidable woman, a survivor. I can see your resilience, but in this situation, that strength might be working against you.”

			Trying to work your way onto my good side, huh? Lookin for a crack…

			“I do what I need to get by. It isn’t always pleasant or easy,” Anya said. “Is this conversation going anywhere?”

			Worlson shifted his weight forward onto his elbows and clasped his massive hands together on the table. He set his chin on top of them. “Now, let’s discuss the things you’re keeping to yourself and the reasons behind it. Despite the overwhelming evidence, I don’t think you offed that shady lawyer of yours. But what I think won’t count for anything in court. Without the truth, you’re looking at prison time for this.”

			“Why don’t you just send Collins back in? He’s an asshole, and he’s dumb enough to think I actually did this, but at least he’s honest about it.” Anya pushed the coffee cup away. “I don’t know what kinda dance you’re trying to do here, but I’m not in the mood. And, I’ve gotta pee.”

			The clock ticked, then there was a single knock on the door. It opened immediately without waiting for a response. Collins’s head appeared in the opening. “Chief, state police just called. Their guys should be landing anytime. They asked if we could have all our files on the case Xeroxed for them.”

			“Thanks, Collins.” Worlson reached for the coffee cup. “Tell em I’ll call back in half an hour. I want to finish up here first.

			“All right, Anya, it’s crunch time. Spit it out now, or we’ll have to let the troopers in Juneau figure this mess out.” Worlson took a sip from her coffee cup. “You better believe those Juneau folks won’t be sparing you any time. You’ll be locked away in Lemon Creek for the next forty years, and I reckon visitors from Pelican won’t be knocking at your cell door much.” He sat back, took another sip of her coffee, and slid the cup back across the table.

			The clock ticked.

			Anya didn’t know what to do. She’d made her move, told them everything, and they were still asking for more. She had no more to give.

			She pushed her chair back. “I really need to pee.”
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			Funter Bay, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			If a boat was human, the raw-water impeller would be its heart—pumping cooling seawater through the big diesel’s heat exchangers and then out through the exhaust. The impeller itself was a spider-shaped rubber gadget with vanes radiating out from the middle. The gear-driven pump made the impeller spin, and the vanes worked like a paddlewheel, pulling the seawater through the system. Marco replaced the impeller at least annually—in accordance with the manuals.

			Marco had never seen an impeller fail like this before. It had only a hundred hours or so on it. He’d replaced it just a couple months ago. All of the rubber vanes were partially broken at the base, but not all the way across. And they didn’t have the usual rough texture where the break occurred. It was clean. Maybe a manufacturing defect?

			He set the old impeller aside and unwrapped the new…

			What the heck? Different size?

			Marco held the bad impeller up next to his replacement—they were definitely different. The new one was slightly smaller—and had a different diameter shaft opening. This was the wrong part!

			Marco always carried spares of the critical parts aboard Radio Flyer. He usually carried two spare impellers, but he found only one. How could he have gotten the wrong size as a spare? He always ordered the same exact part number when he replaced the impeller each season. He should have two spares, and they should be exactly the same as the one in the engine.

			First the water in the fuel tank, and now the wrong spare impeller? And only one spare?

			Am I getting too old for this? These are the kinds of careless mistakes that could get me in real trouble.

			Marco took out his cell phone—two bars of signal. Good enough. He called his friend Steve Birkinbine, who ran a fleet of charter boats out of Juneau.

			“Well, if it ain’t the Old Man in the Sea.” Steve was obviously trying to be funny.

			Marco was not ready to joke around. “Too soon, Steve. I’m sitting here with a bad impeller in one hand and the wrong spare in the other.”

			“Then what’s holding the phone?” Steve goaded him.

			Marco ignored it. “Hey, I’m in Funter and dead in the water. Any chance you’ve got an impeller for a Cummins QSC eight-point-three?”

			“You won’t believe this, but I’m holding one in my hand—the hand that isn’t holding the phone. I’m about to fly it over to Hoonah to rescue one of my charter boats. Guy has a PhD, but apparently can’t remember to reopen the seacock before he starts the engine.”

			Marco felt a weight lifting off of him. He hadn’t realized how tense he had been feeling, but his shoulders dropped from his ears, his throat relaxed, and his breathing felt easy again. “Any chance you have another one?” Marco asked. “And any chance you can get your pilot to land in Funter on the way to Hoonah? I’ll pay for the plane.”

			“No need to do that—I’ve got a whole case of em. Charter customers go through a lot of impellers. I’ll see you in about two hours.” Steve disconnected the call.

			 

			Marco motored the dinghy slowly around the starboard side of Radio Flyer, examining the damage. There were a few deep gouges, but nothing that looked like it would make her not seaworthy—lots of ugly scratches in the gelcoat. He’d have to get some expensive repairs done at her next haul-out. He wished he could see better below the waterline, but the rock contact seemed to have been mostly higher up. He realized he’d been lucky she’d only drifted into the rocks rather than striking them while underway.

			A floatplane was approaching directly toward him, the pontoons sending a spray sideways as the De Havilland Beaver flared and touched down on the smooth water of the bay. The pilot killed the engine and the plane coasted up to within a couple boat lengths of Radio Flyer.

			Pain shot through Marco’s arm as he threw the dinghy’s bow line toward a cleat on the plane’s pontoon. His throw went short. He reached overboard to secure it. His head ached from multiple bangs against the ceiling of the engine room. His knuckles were red and scabbed from turning wrenches on Radio Flyer’s big diesel.

			The passenger door opened and Steve Birkinbine stepped smiling out onto the float. “Better place than most of my charter customers pick to get stranded.”

			Marco held the damaged impeller out to his friend. “Ever see one fail like that?”

			Steve turned the part over in his hands and pulled back some of the rubber vanes with his thumb. “It didn’t fail. Someone cut it, partway through every single vane. Lucky none of them broke off and got sucked into your heat exchanger.”

			Marco trusted Steve. He’d probably replaced hundreds of these things over the years. “Could it just be a manufacturing defect or something?”

			Steve shook his head. “Somebody’s got it out for ya. Somebody who knows a bit about boats and diesels. They went to a lot of trouble.” He handed the part back to Marco, then reached into the plane and produced a new one wrapped in plastic. He tossed it down to Marco.

			The part bounced out of Marco’s hands, landed on the inflatable tube of the dinghy, and slid toward the water. He twisted himself to catch it and caught it just before it went overboard. His back protested in pain. His reactions just weren’t up to par today, and his nerves were frayed. He held the new impeller up next to his old one. They matched.

			Birkinbine was right. This was sabotage. If somebody had time and access to do this, they also could have swapped his spare for the wrong one. That would practically guarantee that he would get some distance away and then be stranded. Smart. And Steve was also right that whoever did this was probably a mechanic. It must have happened during the break-in at Baranof Marine. But none of it made sense.

			Who would gain anything from this kind of sabotage?

			It seemed a little like a series of bad pranks. Expensive, annoying, but not a real attempt to harm him. If he hadn’t gone out in the storm, the impeller problem would have been nothing more than an annoyance. That was just bad luck and a combination of circumstances.

			Still, somehow, he felt he was missing a piece of the puzzle.

			“Thanks a bunch, Steve! Email me an invoice. Oh, and I brought this for ya.” Marco reached into his bag and pulled out a bottle of Jameson 18 Years.

			“Oh, the fancy stuff.” Steve took the whiskey and grinned. “Thanks, buddy. Gotta run. Let’s do some fishing when you get back to Juneau.”

			Marco untied the dinghy, started the outboard, and pulled away.

			The big radial engine of the Beaver sprang to life. The pilot turned the plane in a half circle and gunned it. The wind from the prop blew Marco’s hat off his head and onto the floor of the RIB. The floatplane disappeared over the point, headed toward Hoonah.

			Marco installed the new impeller and started Radio Flyer’s engine. Everything seemed normal.

			The diesel spill and the stuff at the boatyard had all happened after that stupid newspaper article. And whoever took the Radioville journals and his snow globe must have seen the second article as well. Somebody seemed to be trying to send Marco a message, and he wasn’t sure why. And that somebody knew their way around a boat.

			There were probably other unpleasant surprises waiting for him, and he didn’t want to wait for them to pop up at a bad time. He decided to stay an extra night at anchor and give Radio Flyer a thorough bow-to-stern inspection. He didn’t fancy any repeats of yesterday.
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			City Police Station—Sitka, AK

			1982—Anya Baron

			The clock on the wall of the interrogation room ticked loudly. Anya’s mouth was dry. Her wrists were still raw from the sharp metal of the handcuffs.

			A raven announced its arrival on the sill of the small barred window of the interrogation room with a rapid series of clicks.

			Worlson burst through the door. “Let’s get to it, folks from Juneau will be here soon.”

			Anya tried not to let her anger show in her tone. “This Thomas guy did kill Chilton. I don’t know why he did it, but it was definitely him. He admitted it.”

			Worlson settled back into his chair. “All right, describe him for me. We’d like to at least ask him a few questions.”

			“Like I said, his name is Thomas. Don’t know if that’s his first or last name.” Anya tried to picture Thomas in her head. “He’s about your age, I’d guess. Tall, lanky, slicked-back gray hair, handlebar mustache, fancy gray city suit, shiny shoes, expensive watch, green attaché case, blue shirt with wide yellow tie.”

			Worlson looked up from his notes. He leaned slowly back in his chair and made eye contact once again. “Interesting. About my age, you say?”

			“More or less. Not sure how old you are.”

			Worlson scribbled a note. “Where’d you say he was from?”

			Anya studied Worlson’s face for signs that he was messing with her. “St. Louis, I think. He said he was only in town for the day so I could sign some documents for a fishing cabin I’m selling.”

			Worlson took more notes and continued, “And you met with him and Mr. Chilton at what time?”

			“No, he actually brought the papers to my boat for me to sign. Yesterday.”

			Worlson wrapped a hand behind his head and looked up, raising an eyebrow. “I see. Can you show me the documents you signed?”

			So this was the “gotcha” he was leading up to.

			“No, he didn’t leave me a copy.” Anya felt deflated. “He took them back with him for processing.”

			Worlson looked like her dad about to give her a lecture. “Did it strike you as odd that you signed off on those closing papers and didn’t get a copy for yourself?”

			The raven in the window let out a low gurgling croak, slowly rising in pitch.

			Anya didn’t like Worlson’s chess game. “I didn’t think of it at the time. It seemed…”

			The chief straightened in his chair, paused, and then looked her in the eye. “Let me make sure I understand. You entered Chilton’s office, discovered his brutal murder, casually left, and dialed us from a pay phone a half mile away. Afterward, you returned to your boat, had a meeting with this Thomas fellow, signed some papers, and carried on with your regular activities? And during this encounter, he conveniently confessed to killing your lawyer?”

			“He threatened to kill me if I mentioned him,” Anya said. “He also offered me a lot of money for my fishing cabin. Way too much.”

			Worlson took another note. “Why would Thomas choose to meet you on your boat instead of your lawyer’s office?”

			The raven made a harsh, shrill grating sound and hopped to the other edge of the window.

			The chief had cornered her again. “Obviously, because he’d just killed my attorney. I went back to my boat and he just showed up there. Your officers walked right past him on—”

			A knock at the door interrupted her.

			Worlson got up and walked into the hallway.

			“Excuse me, Ms. Baron.” Worlson leaned back into the room. “The state police from Juneau just arrived, and I need to talk with them. Sit tight, okay? Can I have an officer get you anything else?”

			“Some water would be fine.”

			Worlson closed the door behind him.

			Voices—too low to make out—mumbled in the hallway.

			Gray light drizzled through the small window. The raven let out a scratchy caw and flew away.

			The clock on the wall ticked louder and louder, its plodding rhythm pounding into her aching head, the second hand seeming to slow with each taunting click.
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			Funter Bay, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Marco checked Radio Flyer end-to-end. He couldn’t find anything amiss. But, considering how clever the other sabotage had been, he didn’t want to underestimate his adversary. He particularly checked anything that could lead to fire—the whole fuel system from tanks to vents to pumps and injectors, any possible sources of sparks or ignition, dinghy gas storage—and all looked perfectly normal.

			He also looked through his entire spare parts inventory. They’d obviously been into his spares as well, swapping his two good impellers for one wrong one. All the spares checked okay against the list he kept in a spreadsheet on his laptop. If they’d done more sabotage, it didn’t involve the spares.

			Marco wished he’d done more research on Ezra Pyke and his clan. If there was something more to Crystal’s disappearance than an accident, and if the Pykes had been behind it, might they also be behind the sabotage of his boat? Had they killed her, and tried to make it look like an accident? After the newspaper article, maybe they didn’t want him poking around?

			Something about the looks and behavior of the flat-black RIB had felt sinister. Maybe it wasn’t searching for her, but instead was tracking him to be sure he didn’t interfere with some Pyke business?

			It started to rain. Marco put on his jacket and went to the cockpit to raise the dinghy. He plugged in the davit remote, connected the carabiners to the RIB, and pushed the Up switch. The winch responded, but as soon as the weight of the boat began to lift out of the water, the winch quit. Nothing. No up, no down. He unplugged and replugged the control. Still nothing.

			The storage locker was cluttered with crab-bait cans and bungee cords. He pushed them aside and found his spare remote wedged in back. He’d had controls fail before, but he was already getting that familiar sinking feeling.

			The spare control didn’t work either.

			The lazarette hatch creaked as Marco lifted it up and lowered himself inside. He flicked the light on and pushed a plastic bin aside, scooching himself to where the davit wiring was. He twisted his body sideways and leaned down so he could reach the davit wiring panel. The bulkhead dug into his ribs with his body weight resting on them.

			I’m too old for this shit.

			He popped the cover off the fuse housing, tugged the small fuse out, and held it up to the light. The small filament was melted with a gap in the middle. It was blown. The spare fuse holder on the inside cover of the housing was empty.

			Fucking assholes.

			Outside in the light, he studied the blown fuse. Twenty amps. The davit needed a hundred-amp fuse, and someone had swapped it for a twenty-amp one.

			He had to hand it to the saboteurs. They were clever.

			He wiped the blood from his forehead with a paper towel. He could temporarily bridge the fuse with a length of eight-gauge wire. It wasn’t safe for the long run but would at least let him raise the dinghy so he could get underway again.
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			City Police Station—Sitka, AK

			1982—Sam Worlson

			Chief Sam Worlson hung up the phone. The shelf across from his desk held a framed photo of him disembarking from the USS Missouri at the end of World War II. Next to that, a service award for five years on the Sitka police force. That was a quarter-century ago, but five years was the last award. He wondered if they had been trying to tell him something.

			Still, he had been promoted to chief twenty years ago, and he planned to put in for retirement in a year. Not a bad career. To the right of the service award was an empty whiskey glass—one he’d taken from a crime scene almost—what was it? Forty years ago? It took him back to a time long past when his own glass had come up empty. He’d come to Alaska to work at the mines when the Great Depression hit, hoping to provide for himself and his new wife.

			But she wasn’t really a wife, was she? It had been more a marriage of convenience. His dad was the sheriff in Lawton, Oklahoma. Her dad was the mayor. They’d grown up together and gone through school together and had absolutely nothing in common except that everyone thought they were a perfect couple. She’d wanted no part in coming to Alaska, and had left him and moved in with a returning soldier while Sam was at the mines, trying to build them a future, risking jail to earn enough so that they could survive and live comfortably.

			But Sam had left her too. Alaska had won his heart, and he’d vowed never to return to Oklahoma. He’d met Barb in Sitka during his early police career. She was born and raised here and loved everything about this place. She baked him cookies.

			Barb was the best thing that had ever happened to him.

			Sam’s days at the mines seemed like a different lifetime, and his missed chance at a fortune felt unimportant now. The whiskey glass served to remind him of when he’d gone down the wrong path. He hoped his years of service—in the navy and in the police—had redeemed him somehow.

			Joe Baxter’s murder had never been solved. In fact, nobody but Sam even knew it was a murder. Well, Sam and the guy who did it, anyway. Sam had spent a lot of time looking for that guy back in the day. Chased all over Baranof Island looking for a mysterious kid named Fellows in a fancy suit with an alligator briefcase. When he finally got a lead, he found out the Fellows kid had gone and drowned in a fishing accident.

			That was it. Sam never found a hint of the stolen gold or the money.

			Something about this murder case didn’t feel right. He didn’t get a motive from Anya. Why kill her lawyer? No apparent upside in that. Chilton was supposedly a pretty shitty lawyer, but he was her shitty lawyer. Nothing in play that seemed like justification for murder.

			Not that Anya wasn’t a tough lady. He was sure she wouldn’t hesitate to put a man down if she had to, but she also had an air of fairness. He couldn’t picture her shooting someone in the back of the head with a small-caliber pistol. Face-to-face with the 357 Magnum felt more her speed.

			Back of the head was more like assassin stuff. And what Alaskan would even own a tiny gun like a twenty-five? What good was it? It’d just piss off a bear and get you mauled that much faster.

			Then there was Anya’s whole story about the visiting real-estate guy—Thomas. The way she touched her face, and her eyes moved toward the door when asked about her meeting with him. She was probably still lying, or at least hiding something. It all just didn’t add up.

			Sam wondered if they had overplayed the state police ruse. It at least got her to change her story. Collins had outdone himself with the bad cop role. Sam was afraid she was going to come across the desk and choke Collins for a minute there.

			Sam had been doing this a long time, and he knew when things didn’t smell right. He was smelling that now.

			He looked through his notes from his last interview with Anya…She’d sold a cabin on a small island. Where was that island, anyway? Why wait until now to mention the involvement of this real-estate guy with the fancy suit and…

			He dropped his notes and hurried down the hallway to the holding room.

			Anya was still sitting at the table, her chin in her hands, wrists cuffed together, staring out the small window.

			Sam closed the door behind him. “Anya, you mentioned you sold him a cabin on a little island?”

			She looked up with an annoyed expression. “Yes, I did. Not taking good notes these days? There’s a recording.”

			Sam didn’t want to engage with her sparring. “Where is the cabin located?”

			“It’s a little cabin on a small island—off the coast of Chichagof not far from the old mine. Used to be called Radioville back in the day. My husband’s father ran a radio outpost there. Nothing else there. Not sure why some St. Louis company wants it.”

			Sam felt a wave of nausea rising from his gut. “You said he was well dressed and carrying a briefcase? Anything else you remember about him?”

			She answered flatly. “Yes, a real slick suit like you never see around here. City business shoes, a green attaché, made from some kind of fancy leather.”

			He felt his pulse pick up speed. “What kind of fancy leather?”

			Anya looked perplexed. “Why on earth would that matter? I have no idea. It was dark green, had a pattern of big square shapes on the outside that got smaller toward the middle of the case. Odd looking.”

			The room started to spin. “Any chance it coulda been alligator?”
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			Icy Strait, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			All the instruments read normal as Marco rounded the corner from Lynn Canal into Icy Strait. A large group of small fishing boats was working the ledge off Couverden Island, probably going after coho salmon. He decided to go wide around the whole group rather than picking his way through the slow-moving vessels with their sport trolling rigs trailing behind. He turned on the FM. Raven Radio was playing “Tessellate” by Alt-J.

			Engine temperature was 162 degrees. Oil pressure, oil temperature, gearbox pressure, gearbox temp—all in the usual ranges.

			Marco turned Alt-J down and listened to the boat. Every time the sound changed, his heart skipped a beat. The engine drone sounded like it dropped in pitch. Marco moved his head around and noticed that the tone changed—just some weird thing about the acoustics of the pilothouse. All the noises, buzzes, clicks, beeps, the whine of the grounding brush on the drive shaft, the slight wobble from the prop—all of them were normal. But with his senses on edge, it was a whispering chorus of impending doom.

			Marco took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying to calm himself. This should be a normal, beautiful, relaxing cruise. His anxiety would not allow it.

			Maybe it’s time.

			Maybe he should just sell the boat, leave Alaska, and move back to…somewhere. He wasn’t even sure where “home” was anymore. Maybe all this adventure had been too much—he told himself it was a way to avoid forming any relationships, to avoid getting hurt again. But maybe it was just a coping mechanism for a pathetic widower who didn’t have the emotional skills to deal with losing his wife. He’d spent the last two years up here driving around in circles, but doing—what?

			Poking his nose in where it didn’t belong, apparently. Pissing off these Pykes. Still not finding Crystal.

			Marco couldn’t imagine why he’d suddenly become the target of whatever all this was. It wasn’t what he’d expected or prepared for. The only thing he could think of was that newspaper article, but why would that be a big deal? He went looking for a missing woman. He found a few hundred bucks’ worth of gold and some eighty-year-old journals. And now he didn’t even have those anymore.

			But it was a bit too much of a coincidence—the article, the sabotage, and the theft of just those books and his snow globe. Maybe those Pykes just didn’t want him around? He was happy to oblige. Whatever had happened to Crystal, it was beyond his reach anyway.

			Should have left the damn radio buried. I’m not doing anyone any good up here chasing ghosts.

			Marco checked all the gauges again, turned the radio down, and listened carefully for anything amiss. He scanned ahead for any obstacles, floating debris, or other traffic. It looked like things were clear enough, so he engaged the autopilot and ran down to the galley to make himself a quick sandwich. Hoonah was another 15.1 nautical miles. He’d be there in about two hours.
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			City Police Station—Sitka, AK

			1982—Sam Worlson

			Sam ran his finger along the smooth edge of the empty whiskey glass that was sitting on his desk. He rotated it back and forth slowly between his fingers. It was an unusually warm day in Sitka, and the AC was not working. A trickle of sweat ran down the back of his neck. “Find anything on this Thomas guy?”

			Ted Collins walked back and forth in front of the desk, snapping and unsnapping the restraint on his holstered pistol. “No Thomas—first or last name—on any flight in or out of Sitka the last two days and nothing tomorrow.”

			Collins took out a notebook. “I did look up that company the Baron lady mentioned, Gateway Arch. The only Gateway Arch Development I found was out of business. I got a woman at an answering service.” Collins flipped through the notebook. “They said the company’s assets were recently liquidated—whatever that means—and it had ceased operations. Owners were a Virgil and Juneau Thomas. I told the lady to call me if she heard from them. Might be a coincidence, or there might be some truth in her story?”

			Virgil. Definitely him. Juneau. That was the name of the girl in the brothel. It all makes sense now.

			Sam felt bad about continuing to hold Anya when he knew she didn’t do it, but he didn’t have any compelling reason to release her. No reason he could admit to, anyway. He needed to get Collins to go a little further, to think it was his idea.

			The whiskey glass felt heavy in Sam’s hand. He tap-tap-tapped it against the leather desk blotter. He was close, he could feel it. But there were no roads in or out of Sitka. “How bout floatplanes? Checked in with all them charter outfits? Or any boats?”

			Collins paused and looked out the window. “The Baron lady said he came from St. Louis—in one day. He would have had to fly. No time to get to Alaska and charter a boat…What evidence do we have besides her crazy story and a match on a super common name? It’s a little too convenient…”

			Sam considered his words. “I figure she’s spillin it straight. I may have encountered this fella before, and if it’s who I reckon, he’s slippery and downright dangerous.”

			Collins stopped, turned toward Sam, and raised an eyebrow.

			Sam immediately regretted saying anything.

			Collins opened his mouth but didn’t speak. He resumed his pacing.

			“It was years ago—I was just startin with the force.” Sam realized his lies were about to compound themselves. He turned the whiskey glass upside down. “Anyway, may not be the same fella—just a few things match up for me.”

			Collins paused again and turned back toward Sam. “Well, I guess you’re entitled to your hunches, Chief. As far as I’m concerned, I still think the lady did it. Too much of her story doesn’t add up. She did have the gun.” He unsnapped and resnapped his own holster again.

			“Collins, will you knock that off?” Sam was fed up. “I keep feeling like you’re about to draw on me.”

			“Sorry, Chief—nervous habit.” Collins paused. “Hey, we know he had to fly, right? Had to be a jet if he came from St. Louis in one day. And if he was a big-deal real-estate guy, he was probably rich. Those private jets, you know, Learjets and stuff, they come in and out all the time. We should check on that angle.”

			Sam spun his Rolodex, found the card for Sitka Aviation Center, and dialed the number. “Dorothy? Hey, Chief Sam Worlson, how are you today?” He asked about private jets coming or going.

			“Why yes, since you ask.” Dorothy sounded excited. “Brand-new Lear Seventy-Five flew out a bit ago. Older man with a redheaded woman. Why?”

			Sam pounded the table. Anya was telling the truth. “Dorothy, whatever info you can dig up on that plane—when it left, where it was headin. It’s crucial for this murder case.”

			Dorothy gasped. “Wow, whatever you need, Chief. We have one of those new fax machines, should I send it over with that?”

			Sam thought about the meager department budget. “We ain’t that fancy here at the police station. Just give me a holler when you got that info sorted out. And if you wouldn’t mind, this is urgent.”
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			Hoonah, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			The general store in Hoonah had a surprisingly good selection of marine parts. Marco found a new hundred-amp fuse exactly like the one for the davit and a spare. He picked up a few dishes to replace the ones that had fallen and broken during his Point Retreat debacle. The cashier even told him where to find a mechanic in town who would probably have a new spare impeller.

			On the way back to the harbor, Marco stopped at the Fisherman’s Daughter and ordered some fish and chips. They were out of halibut, and he agreed they could substitute salmon bites instead. He ordered a milkshake to go along with his lunch. He hadn’t had a milkshake in years. The food was delicious, and it was nice to let someone else do the cooking for a change. It was a sunny day, and he sat in front of the restaurant at a picnic table.

			At the next table over was a younger man, also eating fish and chips.

			“Looks like you got the last of the halibut,” Marco said. “They swapped me salmon. It’s delicious, though.”

			The man was dressed in a gray polo shirt and khaki pants with an orange stocking cap like a lot of fishermen wore. He seemed familiar somehow. “Oh, uh, yeah.” The man looked up with a startled expression. “Food here’s always great.”

			“Hey,” Marco said, “have we met somewhere?”

			The man covered his mouth with his hand. “I don’t think—”

			“Yeah,” Marco continued. “You were in the research room at the library in Juneau a few days ago.”

			“Oh, yeah.” He paused. “I was waiting for my girlfriend to get off work.” The man wrapped the rest of his food in paper and got up to leave. “Well, have a good one.” He walked around the corner and disappeared down the sidewalk.

			The good weather, delicious food, and success in finding parts had lifted Marco’s spirits. He thought he might hang out in Hoonah for a day or two, do a few projects on the boat, and see if he could put the whole missing woman and Radioville drama behind him and get on with his life. He wanted to go back to his usual exploring, fishing, and meeting new and interesting folks.

			But he really wanted his snow globe back.

			Marco took out his phone and dialed the number of the officer he and Bill had talked to in Juneau when he first found the gold.

			“Deputy Willard, how may I help you?”

			“Hello, Deputy, this is Marco Franco, the—”

			Willard chuckled. “Oh, yeah, Gold Guy. Of course. You’re famous around here now.”

			“Yeah, it would appear so,” Marco said. “Listen, I called about another matter. I wanted to be sure a couple items of mine were on the stolen property list from the break-ins at the Baranof Marine boatyard.”

			There was a pause before Willard replied. “Baranof Marine…I don’t remember anything about that. You sure our department handled it?”

			Marco was already wishing he hadn’t called. “Yeah, well, they said they were doing a police report. Some boats were broken into in the yard. Who else would they have called?”

			“Well, that would have been us.” Willard’s tone had changed. “But I haven’t heard anything about it. Let me check, hold on a minute.”

			Willard came back on the line. “You still there? I checked. No reports of anything like that from Baranof Marine. When do you say this break-in was? Last week?”

			“Yeah, I—not much was taken from my boat, at least.” Marco’s stomach twisted as the image of Radio Flyer’s empty dashboard flashed in his mind. “Two old journals I found near Radioville that I was studying and…this sounds silly…a Ketchikan snow globe. It has a sentimental attachment. Actually, that’s the main thing I’d like to recover if you get anything from this. It’s a regular tourist snow globe, but with my late wife’s name and some info engraved on the bottom.”

			“Well, we’re not likely to…I mean, there’s not even a police report. Would you like to file one? You could come in, or I could take it over the phone.”

			Marco just wanted to hang up. “No, I’ve already left town. Just, if it happens to turn up, can you give me a call? I appreciate your help.”

			“I’ll keep a sharp eye out.” Willard’s voice had changed to smart-ass. “Got it. Gold—no big deal. Snow globe—all points bulletin. Send in the SWAT team.”

			“No, it’s just…Sorry. I know you’re busy. I’ll let you go.” Marco disconnected the call before Willard had a chance to reply.

			The sidewalk that led back to the harbor offered a gorgeous view of the Hoonah waterfront and Port Frederick. A couple of charter fishing boats were refueling at the public fuel dock. Two fishermen were lugging an enormous halibut toward the cleaning table. Boat traffic was coming and going.

			Flat-black RIB.

			Marco spun on his heels. He was certain. Motoring away from the public dock was the same flat-black RIB he had seen near Radioville—and the driver was wearing an orange stocking cap.

			Guy from the library!

			What was it Fresh Crab Guy had told him? The fisherman who moved his water hose into Radio Flyer’s fuel tank was wearing an orange cap as well? Marco’s fingernails dug into his palms as he clenched his fists.

			Probably the same guy. Maybe one of those Pykes?

			There was no way to catch him. The RIB was far faster than Marco’s boat, and the guy had a long head start. The big black outboards roared as the driver throttled up, and the sleek black boat leaped onto plane, disappearing out of sight around the bend.
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			Sam Worlson’s Home—Sitka, AK

			1982—Sam Worlson

			The phone rang on Sam’s nightstand.

			Barb rolled away from him and let out a resigned sigh.

			3:04 a.m.

			Who the hell?

			He fumbled the handset, dropped it on the pillow, and finally got it to his ear. “Worlson. What’s up?”

			“I always fancied a face-to-face meeting with you someday,” a man’s deep voice said with the smooth tone of a classical radio DJ, “but I suppose we’ve both come to the understanding that it’s not in the cards.”

			Sam sat up in bed, threw off the covers, felt for his slippers with his bare feet. “Fellows?…Why? Why now?”

			“Fellows, huh? Haven’t been called that in a coon’s age. It’s Thomas now. When I learned you were the police chief…” Fellows chuckled. “Well, that threw a wrench in my plans. You just couldn’t let it be, could you? Was this Chilton fellow on your payroll? Have you been on the hunt for me all these years?”

			Sam found a slipper with his toes, pulled it toward him, and slid his foot inside. His other foot searched the cold carpet for the remaining one. “No. I didn’t know—I don’t know how he—Where are you?”

			Barb tugged the blanket toward her, jerking the edge out from under Sam’s butt.

			“Well, where I’m not is on Radioville Island, digging up Joe’s gold, thanks to you.” Fellows sighed. “This was just business. That Chilton fellow was on to the gold. I had to protect my interests. I reckon my only blunder was not takin care of the woman too.”

			“You made plenty mistakes.” Sam’s toe caught the other slipper and he jammed his foot inside. “We will find you.”

			“No, you won’t.” Fellows laughed again. “Ain’t it bout time for your retirement? Plus, ain’t it better for both of us if you don’t find me? Be a shame for you to go down for accessory to Joe Baxter’s murder right here at the end of your illustrious career.”

			Barb pulled the covers over her head and said something incoherent.

			“I have one question for you, Fellows.” Sam got to his feet. “Why did you sell only half of the gold we stole?”

			Fellows whistled. “That’s good, Chief. How’d you put the pieces together?”

			Sam picked up the phone cradle with his free hand and walked toward the bathroom door, then turned back toward the bed.

			Barb curled into a fetal position under the covers, Sam’s pillow now over her head.

			“Four decades back when you supposedly bit the dust, I scoured for that cash or gold for a whole year.” Sam paced between the bed and bathroom. The baseboard heater kicked on. “I went to the assay office to confirm if you really cashed in the gold, and could never figure out why you only sold half of what I swiped. What did you do with the other half of the gold?”

			Barb snored softly.

			“I sold every ounce of gold that Joe gave me.” Fellows didn’t sound surprised. His voice had almost a playful tone.

			Barb snorted and rolled over.

			“I checked the records. It was almost exactly half. Are you saying you didn’t…” Sam moved the receiver to his other hand. “…Oh. Baxter. You reckon he kept half the gold?” Sam sat back on the bed.

			Barb kicked the covers.

			“I think old Joe got the last laugh on both of us,” Fellows boomed a bit too loudly. “Well, there’s a new mystery for ya, Chief. Good luck. Wonder where he stashed it? Somewhere on that little island, I’ll bet. I was hoping to buy the island and go have a look for myself.”

			“You take that paperwork to a title company and you’ll be arrested on the spot,” Sam replied. “Anya owns that island.”

			“Don’t expect to be hearing from me again. That is, unless I find out you went for that gold yourself.”

			The line went dead.
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			Hoonah, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Marco was in the engine room changing the oil on Radio Flyer’s big diesel. He’d grabbed his phone to look up the sump capacity again when it rang in his hand.

			The display showed it was Bill. Marco was busy, but he tapped the Answer button anyway.

			“Hey, big news! You gotta get to Radioville.”

			“What? I’m done with that whole Radioville thing, Bill.” Marco was still a little upset at Bill for talking to the reporter again. “Things turned nasty after you left. Someone even broke into the boat and stole Joe Baxter’s journals.”

			“Really?” Bill continued unfazed. “Well, lucky I took photos of all the pages with my cell phone before I left. I’ve been working that code since I got back home and…I cracked it!”

			“You did?” Marco put the cap on the used-oil jug.

			“It was genius.” Bill sounded really full of himself. “I was just thinking Baxter was an old-time radio guy, so he’d know Morse code forward and backward. Then, I started thinking about how all the sentences started with E or T, and I realized E is just a single dot in code, and T is a single dash. Those two letters are the only ones with just one thing. So, maybe the code was somehow Morse-code related, which would make sense.”

			Marco sat back onto the padded floor of the engine room walkway. “Okay, that’s an interesting thought.”

			Bill continued, “Yeah, so then I started writing out Morse code for the things written in the book, and with one of them, it hit me. I kinda sang the code out to myself Dit Dit Dah Dit…anyway, my timing was bad and…I heard a real word. In code. I mean—okay, he’d just changed the timing really, took the first dash or dot off the first letter and made it separate, then borrowed the first dash or dot off the third letter and stuck it onto the end of the second one. If you write it out in code, the whole message is right there, just plain as day. You just have to move the spaces between letters over by one dit or dah.”

			Marco wanted to get back to the oil change. “Bill, you’re confusing me.”

			Bill sounded impatient. “Okay, take down these letters: E D M S A G F I B B.”

			Marco figured he’d best go along with it. “Hang on, Bill, I’m in the engine room…text them to me. I’m kinda busy right now.”

			Bill was making a racket fiddling with his phone on the other end. “Trust me, this is worth it.”

			“Okay, hang on.” Marco put Bill on hold. Marco’s phone buzzed with a new text message. He climbed back up to the salon and ripped a slip of paper off his notepad. He wrote down the letters Bill had texted.

			E D M S A G F I B B

			He took Bill off hold. “Okay, I’m ready. What do I do?”

			Bill’s enthusiasm wouldn’t stop. “Write that down in Morse code.”

			Marco strained to remember his code. It had been years.

			E[ . ] D[ - . . ] M[ - - ] S[ . . . ] A[ . - ] G[ - - . ] F[ . . - . ] I[ . . ] B[ - . . . ] B[ - . . . ]

			“Okay, got it. Now what.”

			“Now, take the last dash or dot on each letter and move it to the beginning of the next letter, then translate that back into letters.”

			“Hmmm. Hang on.” Marco put the phone down again and spent several minutes figuring out the puzzle. Bill was whistling through the phone.

			[ . - . ]R [ . - ]A [ - . . ]D [ . . ]I [ - - - ]O […- ]V [ . . ]I [ . - . . ]L [ . - . . ]L [ . ]E

			“Oh, wow. Ha! Very interesting.” Marco was impressed.

			Bill had obviously been at this for days. “For a radio guy, Joe could probably code and decode this code in his sleep. Anyway, the thing is, you’ve got to go back to Radioville. There is a lot of gold buried there. I mean really a lot. What you found was just a tiny…That guy Baxter was stealing and burying gold there for years, and I think I know where you’ll find it.”
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			City Police Station—Sitka, AK

			1982—Sam Worlson

			Sam took a couple of deep breaths to steady his nerves. He popped in a fresh stick of Wrigley’s Spearmint gum. His tie felt unusually tight. He pulled out his handkerchief to wipe a drip of sweat running down his temple.

			He opened the door to the holding cell.

			Anya turned toward him as he entered. “In early today, Chief?”

			She was wearing her street clothes. “Bringing me another one of your wife’s famous chocolate chip cookies as my last meal?”

			Sam left the door open and walked to her. He tried to fake a smile. “I came to cut you loose. Charges are dropped, and you’re free to go.” He didn’t want to look her in the eye. “Thomas spilled the beans on the murder, and unless you’re in cahoots with him, which I find highly unlikely, we’re dropping the charges.”

			Anya stood from her chair rubbing her wrist. She began to strip the bedding from the small cot. “Does that mean no free vacation to Juneau? Hey, I’m still here. Were the state police really coming to take me, or was that just a bluff to get me to talk?”

			Sam stepped aside, clearing her a path to the door. His tie seemed to be getting tighter. “We’ll take care of the bedding. It’s not a four-star hotel, but we won’t make you clean your own room.” He loosened the tie just a little. “Oh, and I do have another one of those cookies for you.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the cookie he was saving for his lunch.

			Anya dropped the bedding in a pile and walked toward the small shelving unit where her belongings were stacked, putting them into a paper grocery bag. “You say Thomas confessed? Is he here in custody?”

			Sam wanted to be very careful what he said. Anya knowing too much could blow back on him, and the last thing he needed was to be involved in some scandal his last year before retirement. At the same time, he didn’t want to let Anya walk into danger. “He’s still at large. Cocky son of a bitch called me at home last night to confess, and to tell me we’d never catch him. Suspect he’s long gone by now.”

			Anya dropped the last of her belongings into the sack and turned back toward Sam, deep creases in her forehead. “He’s still out there? He did say he’d kill me, remember? Did he happen to mention why he killed my lawyer? Chilton had that wild theory that my husband inherited a pile of cash.”

			The wrapped cookie was still warm in Sam’s hand, and she didn’t seem the least bit interested in taking it. Nothing felt like the right thing to say. More sweat was forming on his forehead, and he wiped it with his sleeve. He loosened his tie even more. “I think it may have been somethin like that.”

			A raven lit on the windowsill behind Anya.

			A knot was forming in Sam’s stomach. “Seems that there is a bunch of missing gold from a mine—from back in the day. Maybe he thought you or Chilton had stumbled upon it? Sounded like he thought a fortune was buried on your little island.”

			The raven cawed loudly.

			“Guess we’ll never know for sure.” Sam shrugged his shoulders, just for show. “I mean, we’ll still do all we can to catch him, but he’s left the state, maybe the country. The island and fishing cabin is still yours. He’ll never be able to file the paperwork.” He slipped a Wrigley’s Spearmint out of his shirt pocket. “Would you like a stick of gum?”

			“Thanks for nothin, Chief.” Anya picked up the paper bag and walked out the door.
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			Peril Strait, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Marco adjusted the engine RPMs up a click. He was fighting some current in Peril Strait and wanted to beat on into Baby Bear Bay in time to drop some crab traps. U2 was playing “Beautiful Day” on the FM.

			Indeed.

			He turned on the SSB. The familiar static hiss returned. It was not comforting this time. A lump formed in his throat as he thought about the poor woman drifting in the cold water with no hope of rescue. Was the radio call he’d heard such a stretch? What were the real chances it didn’t connect to Crystal at all?

			He turned the SSB back off.

			A humpback spout appeared directly ahead and Marco throttled back. Two more spouts. One whale was full grown, and a much smaller one was alongside—mother and calf. The third one dove, its fluke extending above the surface, then slapping the water before sliding into the deep.

			He put the boat in idle and walked to the pilothouse door, snapping a couple of photos. The remaining two whales were floating lazily at the surface. One had several parallel scars running diagonally across its back.

			Sorry, girl. Looks like you tangled with a boat prop.

			Marco spotted whales almost daily and was always careful to throttle back when he passed near them. He’d seen numerous animals with injuries from boats.

			When he was safely past, he throttled back up again and eased into his helm chair. Radio Flyer settled into her cruising groove.

			As the boat sped up, a horizontal line appeared at the top of Marco’s chartplotter and began to make its way down toward the icon that represented his boat on the moving map. The part above the line showed only the most basic map detail—where there was water and where there was land, as if drawn by a third-grader. The map below the line was the usual richly detailed marine chart showing water depths, rocks, buoys, and markers. Marco pulled the throttle back to slow Radio Flyer down.

			Oh, for fuck’s sake.

			He zoomed his other chartplotter out to a much wider view and could immediately see the problem. His chartplotter system was missing map data for a large square area extending south from where he was down to a point a few miles beyond Sitka. He was always careful when installing a map update to get all of the “tiles” of data for the areas where he planned to cruise. Without that detailed data, the display would show only a basemap, with minimal detail. Not nearly enough to safely navigate.

			This bastard never ceases to amaze.

			Considerable knowledge would have been required to perform this chartplotter sabotage, and it was very clearly targeted at the large area around Radioville.

			Without the internet, he’d have to travel at least a day back the way he had come to be able to redownload the missing files. It wasn’t safe to continue without accurate charts. Chances were high he’d hit a rock or run aground.

			Marco pulled the boat out of the main channel and put it in neutral. He could drift here for a bit while he figured out a plan. The current would just move him slowly backward. He pulled out his iPad and brought up the Navionics app he used for route planning. It had detailed chart data, and the iPad had a built-in GPS. In seconds he had it working as a decent chartplotter with the same level of detail that the expensive setup gave. He never really thought he’d have to fall back on the iPad for real navigation, but it was great to have a reliable backup.

			More than one way to skin a cat.

			Marco plugged a power cord into the iPad to preserve its batteries, and then he took out his iPhone and brought up the same app on that. He propped the two devices on the helm right over the built-in chartplotter, pushed the throttle forward again, and was on his way.

			He cranked the volume on the stereo.

			Mick Jagger was singing “Gimme Shelter.”

			Marco felt a new determination. Whoever was doing this was costing him a lot of stress and money. He didn’t care if it was about the girl or the gold, he wasn’t going to just disappear and let them get away with it. Not after all this.

			Bill had read the entire coded journal to him. Joe Baxter had been part of a scheme stealing and selling gold from the mine. He had two partners, one stealing the gold and one selling it. Joe appeared to have been the leader and the transport, but he was also ripping off his own partners. All this could have something to do with one of those three guys.

			But that was eighty years ago. They all had to be long since dead. Crystal was probably dead, so what about this Pyke family? What would they want with him?

			Marco had no leads to go on. Well, almost none. Whoever was doing this really didn’t want him poking around Radioville, so that was exactly where he’d go.
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			Off the Coast of Chichagof Island, AK

			1983—Anya Baron

			Anya knew it was too late. She shouted toward the back of the boat, “Hang on, guys! This is a big one!”

			She gripped the wheel with both hands, spread her feet apart, and leaned her butt against the helm chair as the massive wave crashed across Lady Melinda’s bow, sending green water over the anchor winch and drenching the windscreen. The trolling gear groaned, and things were crashing and breaking down below in the crew quarters.

			A loud snap—something in the rigging.

			Anya couldn’t see a thing. She flipped the switch for the windscreen wipers. Dead.

			She felt the boat breaking to starboard and blindly spun the helm to port, gunning the throttle. The diesel responded with a sharp burp and the stern kicked to the right.

			The boat stabilized as it came down the back of the wave.

			Anya could see she had a few seconds of reprieve. She turned frantically to look toward the fishing cockpit. “Guys? You okay? Guys?”

			There was no response.

			Anya spun the boat around to be stern to the seas; it immediately calmed.

			She turned again to the fishing cockpit. “Amos? Doug? You guys okay?”

			A tall, slender figure appeared at the rear door.

			It could not be.

			Thomas.

			“What are you doing here? Where is my crew?” Anya tried to sound threatening.

			Thomas walked calmly toward her, seemingly unaffected by the violent pitching of the fishing boat. Silent.

			She went for the Smith & Wesson in the locker below the helm. Her arms jerked back as she reached.

			Her hands were cuffed to the wheel.

			 

			Anya gasped and sat up in bed. The moonlight streamed through the window of the fishing cabin.

			The nightmares just wouldn’t stop.

			She took a sip from the glass of water she kept on her nightstand. The cabin was silent. Amos and Doug were quiet in their cots.

			Anya got up and walked toward the window. The moon should be full tonight. A dim stripe of moonlight stretched across Doug’s chest.

			The handle of a knife was sticking out of it.

			Anya froze in her tracks. Listened hard. Silence…then the faintest hint of…a breath. Not coming from Amos’s direction.

			Someone else was still in the cabin.

			Anya rushed back to her cot, reaching under her pillow for the Smith & Wesson. She pulled the gun up and aimed blindly into the dark corner where the sound had come from. She tried to pull back the hammer to cock the weapon. It wouldn’t budge. She gasped for breath and tried to scream, but her voice was tiny, faint, as if she couldn’t make the air come out of her lungs.

			She awoke back in bed, face down into her damp pillow, the covers pulled up to her neck.

			 

			Anya took a final drag off her cigarette and crushed it out. She was sitting in her favorite chair next to the stump by the beach. An eagle circled high above, chased by a flock of angry seagulls. Her guys were busy up at the cabin, and it was an unspoken rule not to disturb the boss when she went down for her morning relaxation. Anya liked her private time.

			Lady Melinda was anchored in front of the cabin and looked to her like the best vessel in the fleet. She took care of her boat and it took care of her. She’d spared no expense on maintenance and upgrades, and insisted that the deckhands keep her clean and tidy. Anya was proud of what she’d accomplished: her boat earning good money, the loyal crew she had put together…she paid top wages and shared the profits, and she expected top performance and respect. She got it.

			After Thomas had vanished, her brief hopes of a fortune evaporated. That had made her even more determined. She’d brought in good money during the early king salmon season. Now, she was going after silvers and doing fine. Nobody talked down to her or told her what to do.

			Anya was the boss now. She liked it that way.

			She still slept with her Smith & Wesson underneath her pillow, just in case. She wondered what the deal was with Thomas, why he wanted her cabin, and how her no-good husband had inherited land that used to be a gold mine. None of it made any sense.

			Amos, her newest hire, approached cautiously. “Miss Baron, I’m gonna go split some wood and add to the pile if that’s okay with you. There’s some daylight left and we’ve been using more than we’re adding to that stack lately.”

			“That sounds great, Amos. Thank you. Good to have a healthy supply…” Anya forgot what she was going to say mid-sentence. Sam Worlson’s comment replayed in her mind. “…fortune buried on your little island.”

			The words circled in her head. Something she’d read somewhere. A letter? To her husband from his dad. It had stuck with her a bit—a phrase that just didn’t quite fit.

			“…out yonder in the woodpile…surplus enough to keep you warm and content for the entirety of your days.”

			She folded her chair and half-sprinted up to the cabin. Grabbing her purse from the kitchen counter, she pulled out the neat bundle of letters her husband had left in his sock drawer. They were from her husband’s father, Joe Baxter, addressed to his mother, Melinda. Joe had built this cabin to use as a radio outpost back in the day, calling the place “Radioville.”

			Joe had written Melinda regularly when he was living here, and apparently she’d saved the letters and passed them on to her son when she died. One in particular Anya remembered. She found it near the bottom of the pile.

			
				Dearest Son,

				I reckon by now you’re aware I had no choice but to bid adieu to you and your mama before your arrival into this world…

			

			Anya’s breath left her. The back of her neck tingled, and she felt dizzy as she walked to the cabin door.

			“Amos! Grab a shovel! Meet me at the woodpile. We’ve got some digging to do.”
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			Radioville, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Here and now, Marco needed this to end.

			The red roof of the dilapidated Radioville cabin looked like it had collapsed even further since his last visit. After cruising a lap around the small island, he was fairly certain it was deserted.

			Radio Flyer transmitted an automatic identification system, or AIS, signal to aid in collision avoidance. That meant that anybody with a web browser could see Radio Flyer’s location at any time. He left the AIS transmitter on. The people messing with Marco were smart. They would know he was here.

			It was just a matter of time.

			Marco set Radio Flyer’s anchor and killed the engine. The breeze was cold and damp. He zipped his Grundéns jacket to the neck.

			A pair of eagles overhead locked talons and went into a cartwheel spin, plummeting toward the ground. At the last minute, they separated and flew again. Often, this was a courtship display. Other times, it was a battle between nonbreeding eagles.

			Marco sent Bill a text message on his handheld inReach satellite device, just for safety. “BILL—AT RADIOVILLE. IF YOU DON’T GET AN AOK MESSAGE FROM ME WITHIN 2 HOURS, CALL COAST GUARD. I WILL CARRY THIS DEVICE—IT TRANSMITS MY LOCATION.”

			About thirty seconds later, the inReach beeped. “GOT IT. TIMER STARTED. CAREFUL BUDDY.”

			Marco set an alarm on his watch for three fifty-five. That would give him a five-minute cushion. He put the inReach into his jacket pocket. He wasn’t sure what else he could do to protect himself. He didn’t own a gun, and didn’t think his Leatherman would be much help.

			He donned his life jacket, grabbed his gear, and launched the dinghy. It was overcast, with a light mist. Much heavier rainfall draped a dark gray curtain over a neighboring island.

			The dinghy slid onto the beach, and Marco secured it with the bungee-anchor and shore line. Radioville had a different feeling now, and not just because of the additional collapse of the roof.

			Marco walked up the path to the cabin. He didn’t see any evidence that anyone had been around. The trash inside the ruins looked as he remembered it, soggier and sadder in the dull gray light. A spiderweb at the corner of the door sagged with dew droplets. Some kind of winged insect struggled in vain against the sticky threads, the spider waiting patiently at the center for his prey to tire itself out.

			The ocean waves breaking on the rocks on the other side of the island painted a backdrop of white noise with the dribble of light rain on the old red metal roof beating a dreary cadence. A raven cawed from somewhere in the forest behind the cabin. The mist was getting heavier, creating a soft glow around Radio Flyer as she swayed on her anchor in the small bay.

			He’d walked right past it.

			A lawn chair sat beside a stump next to the path that led from the cabin down to the shore. Marco was certain it had not been there before. He pulled out his cell phone and scrolled through the photos he’d taken on his last visit. One shot showed the stump and path clearly. No chair.

			The folding chair was the cheap webbed aluminum type, with white plastic armrests, and was positioned with a clear view of the bay and the neighboring island. The top of the stump beside it was weathered, but had been cut smooth and sanded, creating a side table, marked with a patina of drinking cup circles and cigarette burns.

			Marco sat.

			Two seals swam around the rocky outcropping into the bay, poking their heads up, curiously surveying him.

			Marco imagined them in an underwater conversation. What is it? Is he dangerous? Let’s look again.

			The hum of outboard motors rose in the distance. The seals knew too, diving and disappearing around the corner. The birds went silent.

			Here I am. What do you want, you bastards?
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			Sitka, AK

			1985—Anya Baron

			Anya Baron looked down from her office window onto the Baranof Marine boatyard. Two dozen boats stood in rows propped on blocks. Mechanics moved among them, shouting over the whine of power tools and the thrum of pressure washers. A heavy seiner fishing vessel swung in the straps of the Travelift, headed for the launch ramp.

			She leaned into the glass, watching the slow pivot of the Travelift over the slip. She liked that part best—the moment a boat left the yard, ready to return to the water.

			The business had grown faster than she had dreamed. She’d bought Baranof Marine out of receivership with gold-stained cash and turned it into one of the most respected yards in the region. Now it was turning a hefty profit, and she was quietly acquiring properties in Juneau and Ketchikan with plans to expand.

			Tour boats. Glacier tours. Wildlife tours. She didn’t even like tourists, but she knew a good opportunity when she saw one. With the rapid growth of the cruise ship industry in Southeast Alaska, there clearly was a lucrative market.

			She still slept with a gun under her pillow.

			The nightmares had faded, showing up only now and then. When they came, Thomas was often in them—demanding to know where she’d hidden the gold. Sometimes it was aboard the Lady Melinda, crashing through heavy seas while her husband hollered and slammed cabinet doors.

			She went for long walks most nights, especially when sleep wouldn’t come. Past her old neighborhood, past the empty lot where the Red Baron Bar once stood. A grocery store lived there now, too clean and too bright. The old Baton Rouge Brothel had become a historic landmark. Tourists posed for photos beneath the ironwork balcony where she’d always sat with her dolls, watching for her Nana’s truck to return.

			Two sharp knocks interrupted her thoughts.

			Amos leaned in through the door. “Ms. Baron?”

			She stepped back from the window and moved to her desk. “Come on in.”

			Amos still looked like a longliner who had wandered into the wrong building—camouflage overalls, orange knit cap, and a face weathered from years at sea. He moved like a man who didn’t need to prove anything. She’d suggested he wear something nicer—something that said vice president rather than deckhand—but he’d shrugged it off. This was Alaska. Nobody cared what you wore if you got the job done.

			He handed her a manila envelope. “Closing papers for the Ketchikan house.”

			She nodded, flipping through the documents. That made three now. Three quiet houses in three coastal towns, all purchased under a shell trust. She had no intention of putting her name on anything that might draw attention.

			The Sitka house, Safe Anchorage, had been open for six months. It could take in ten women and children at a time, and had already sheltered nearly a hundred. The housemother—Donna—ran a tight ship, with two volunteers on call and a back gate that was always locked.

			In Juneau, the Haven had barely opened before the neighbors started sniffing around. Too much traffic. Too many hushed voices at odd hours. Anya had walked door to door, offering to send them a little cash each month just to help keep it discreet and safe. All of them said yes. A few had thanked her. One had cried.

			She planned to call the Ketchikan property Radiant House. She’d furnish it herself this weekend. She always did. It was her favorite part—choosing the paint colors, hanging quilts and quiet art, filling the pantry with tea and cereal and soup cans. Safety had to feel like home.

			She set the envelope down, returned to the window, and wiped away the condensation from her breath. The water beyond the boatyard was glassy smooth.

			“We should go down there next week,” she said. “Introduce ourselves. Make sure the staff knows what they’re doing.”

			Amos nodded. “I’ll have the floatplane ready.”

			She gave him a smile. “Assuming the weather’s good. Yeah.”

			Outside, the Travelift set the boat gently into the water. Anya watched the hull settle, the boat’s reflection shimmering.

			She didn’t have an ending for this new chapter of her life. But this—this was a good start.
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			Radioville, AK

			2017—Marconi Franco

			Marco leaned forward in the folding chair, watching waves break from a tidal rip around the distant point.

			The flat-black RIB emerged—on plane and at high speed—from behind the neighboring island. The driver’s neon orange beanie and the blare of the outboards broadcasted its arrival. There was a second person in the boat.

			Marco took a deep breath and slowly exhaled as he clenched his fists in his lap. The flat-black RIB made a beeline for the beach, coming ashore next to Marco’s dinghy. The driver jumped out and helped his passenger ashore—a woman—small, nimble.

			She retrieved a bag from the boat and started up the path toward Marco while orange beanie guy took the bow line…

			No.

			In a flash, he grabbed the shore line of Marco’s dinghy, jumped back in the RIB, and backed away from shore with Marco’s dinghy in tow.

			Marco’s only means of escape was gone. He was trapped.

			He gripped the plastic armrests of the lawn chair, willing himself to remain still. He forced a breath, trying to relax his tensed muscles. A surge of adrenaline washed through his body. It took all Marco’s strength to simply do nothing.

			The woman continued up the path. Her stride was strong and confident. Her face was weathered, but calm, looking much older than her stature conveyed. She could be in her seventies—maybe even her eighties. She held direct eye contact with Marco as she approached.

			“You’re sitting in my chair.”

			Marco’s throat tightened. “I figured you left it here for me.”

			Her face softened, a slight smile brightening her eyes. “You’re a very determined man, Mr. Franco.” She held his gaze.

			Marco squeezed the case of the inReach device through the fabric of his jacket pocket. The two hours he’d given Bill was too long.

			A fishing boat pulled into the cove, and the flat-black RIB pulled alongside. Orange beanie guy climbed aboard the fishing boat, with the unmistakable silhouette of a rifle over his shoulder.

			They could take him out anytime they wanted. But if that was their plan, why wait until now? Who was this woman? Why was she here?

			Marco tried to look stern. “What do you want from me?”

			The woman took a cigarette from her bag, lit it, and blew a column of smoke over her shoulder. “I’m not a bad person, Mr. Franco. Are you?”

			The question caught Marco off guard. “Would you like to sit down?”

			She looked toward the fishing boat and stepped aside, leaving a clear line of sight from the boat to Marco. “We’re probably both safer if we stay as we are.”

			“I was just…” Marco could almost feel the crosshairs from a high-powered rifle centered on his chest. “…trying to be a gentleman.”

			Marco could make out two men on the fishing boat that appeared to have rifles trained on him. They wouldn’t both miss.

			The woman’s forehead smoothed and her tone took on an air of calm confidence. “Mr. Franco…Would you prefer Marconi?”

			A tingle ran up Marco’s spine, as if her very presence deflated him. “It’s Marco. Have we met?”

			The woman tapped her ash on top of the stump. “Not personally. But we’ve been watching you for several weeks.”

			Rage built in Marco’s shoulders. “Watching? You almost killed me.” He clenched his fists. “I’m not after the damn gold.”

			“At first I thought you might be working for the Pyke family,” she continued. “But that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

			“I heard a distress call on the radio,” Marco replied. “She asked to be rescued.”

			“The gold is long gone,” the woman said. “I dug it up thirty years ago.”

			Marco shrugged. “So you tried to kill me because you thought I was after your gold?”

			“We never tried to kill you, Marco,” the woman replied. “It was supposed to be harmless, just keep you in Juneau and away from here.”

			“I was helping search for the Pykes’ daughter,” Marco said. “I don’t care about the damn gold.”

			“She’s not their daughter,” the woman replied. “The Pykes are her in-laws. They are the ones she needed rescuing from.”

			“Sounded like they were pretty bad folks, from what I read,” Marco said.

			“What possessed you to work so hard to find one missing woman you never met?” Anya asked. “Hundreds of women go missing out here every year, and nobody seems to care much. I’m guessing it has something to do with losing your wife, Michelle?”

			A lump caught in Marco’s throat. He didn’t owe this stranger his grief. “That your fishing boat anchored out there?”

			She moved her cigarette to the other hand, away from him, and replied without turning to look at him. “Yes. That’s one of my boats.”

			Marco was a bit taken aback. Most fishing boats were crewed by strong younger men. “You have more than one boat?”

			The woman slowly looked him up and down. “I own a lot of them, Mr. Franco. I own Baranof Marine.”

			She crushed out her cigarette on the stump.

			It must have been a signal.

			Behind her, there was movement on the fishing boat. Orange beanie guy was climbing back into the RIB, his rifle back over his shoulder. The second man had put down his rifle and moved into the pilothouse.

			“Let’s take a walk, Marco.” She put her bag back over her shoulder. “I want you to see something.” She walked past him toward the tree line, moving with determination. She wore a Carhartt jacket and pants with the legs tucked into XTRATUF boots. “Haven’t used this fishing cabin since…the eighties maybe? Looks like it’s given up the ghost. We’ll have to tear it down.”

			“You dug up Joe Baxter’s gold?” Marco got up to follow her. “I’m really not—”

			“My father owned a bar in Sitka—the Red Baron. It burned down when I was young. My father died. I was raised by a friend. We were poor.” She looked past Marco’s shoulder toward the water. “I did okay in fishing for a number of years. People may think my money came from that, but trust me, nobody is that good at fishing.”

			Marco looked behind them. The flat-black RIB was pulling back onto the beach with his dinghy attached. Marco had to pick up his pace just to keep up with her. “So you own all of Baranof Marine? The tour boats, fishing boats, boatyards, Ms…. I didn’t get your name?”

			“Baron. Anya Baron,” she replied. “Family name is Russian, actually—Baranov. My three-times great-grandfather was Alexander Baranov—the one Baranof Island is named after. He came here in the late seventeen hundreds to set up a fur trade and to colonize the place, which is a fancy word meaning he was a slave-trading genocidal rapist. So, someone a few generations ago kindly shortened the name to Baron.”

			She led him around the back of the dilapidated cabin.

			“This was my fishing cabin thirty years ago.” Anya leaned into the rear door of the cabin. “Originally belonged to my father-in-law—Joe Baxter.” She seemed to survey the ruins. “Joe died before I met his son—my ex-husband. Great overnight hideout when we were trolling for salmon. Lots of memories in this old shack. Not all of them good. I fixed it up a bit, but when I came into my fortune, I just moved on.”

			She turned toward the grassy area behind the cabin. “All those seasons we struggled to make ends meet out here. Never knew a fortune in gold from old Joe’s mine was buried right under our woodpile.”

			“The woodpile. That’s what we…what I gathered from Joe’s coded journal,” Marco said. “I didn’t remember seeing a woodpile when I was here before, though. I even went back and looked through my photos.”

			Anya met Marco’s eye. “So you cracked the code. My guys haven’t been able to yet.”

			“Well, I can tell you what it says.” Marco pointed to the edge of the rubble where he’d found the radio. “The radio I dug up that started this whole mess was right under there.”

			Wish I’d never found the damn thing.

			“The gold wasn’t from Joe’s mine,” Marco continued. “Joe worked with two guys—Virgil Fellows and Sam Worlson—they stole it from the Chichagof mine. Joe’s mine was just a front—laundering the gold, so to speak.”

			Anya slowed and turned back toward Marco. “Sam Worlson…” She nodded slowly, enunciating each syllable, looking into space over Marco’s head. “What about Thomas?”

			“Don’t know a Thomas,” Marco said. “Who was he?”

			“You know, you really messed things up with your fancy radio and your rescue project,” she said. “Almost got our poor girl killed.”

			“You mean Crystal?” Marco stopped on the trail. “What are you…She is still alive!”

			Anya moved away from the cabin. “Sometimes a woman needs to disappear, Mr. Franco.”

			A wave of relief, elation, and confusion washed over Marco. He’d been right. He’d been wrong. His mind spun and wobbled its way through a maze of conflicting thoughts and emotions. “I knew it.”

			“I was sick of feeling afraid in my own home,” Anya said. “Keeping bodyguards round the clock, sleeping with a gun under my pillow, waiting for someone to come after me. Funny thing is, the people I’m afraid of probably died a long time ago.” She nodded toward the cabin. “Anyway, I decided to do something about it—not just for me, but for people like me.”

			Crystal was escaping. I just stepped right in the middle…

			“I run six shelters across Alaska,” Anya continued. “Most of the women we help can go there, get away from their abusers, and get a fresh start. On rare occasions, though, like with Crystal and the Pykes, that’s not enough. Those monsters would go to the ends of the earth to find her unless they thought she was dead. They have people everywhere—including law enforcement, so we couldn’t involve the police.”

			“The other two women who went overboard.” Marco tried to keep his voice from trembling. “Was that you too?”

			“They went much smoother,” Anya replied. “We scooped them up right after they jumped overboard just as planned.” Anya motioned for them to continue down the trail. “This time, with the bad weather, we lost Crystal. Then you came and trampled on our radio transmissions.”

			Marco stopped in the trail. “That seems terribly dangerous.”

			“The Pykes are even more dangerous,” Anya said. “But we won’t try it this way again. Three times was pushing it, and you’re right. We almost lost her.” She stopped and moved some branches from beside the trail, uncovering a wooden hatch at ground level. “Joe Baxter’s root cellar.” She opened the hatch and motioned to Marco. “After you.”

			Marco touched the inReach in his jacket pocket. Once he dropped into the root cellar, it wouldn’t have a signal.

			He turned to Anya. “Are we okay?”

			Her stare dug into his heart. “We are.”

			He pulled his phone out of his pocket and brought up the inReach app to connect to his satellite device. He thumbed a message into the app, making errors every couple of letters and having to backspace. “EVERYTHNG OK. SAFE. STND DOWN.”

			The inReach beeped its confirmation.

			Anya took a battery-powered lantern from a dusty shelf and turned it on. The warm glow illuminated a cozy corner hideaway with a cot, provisions, blankets. She lifted the edge of the cot toward the light. Words were carved into the wooden frame.

			Marco leaned in.

			Lena—2014

			Daphne—2016

			Crystal—2017

			Marco fought back tears. He ran his fingers over the rough engraving, each name etched with a different stroke, each groove aged differently.

			He pictured the three young women sharing this space over the years, battered, terrified, lonely, hopeful—reaching out to each other across time for courage, comfort, and a companionship of sorts.

			He imagined Joe Baxter crawling down here in winter to retrieve his food supplies, braving the harsh Alaskan weather and solitude. Trying to find his own leverage against the crush of the Great Depression.

			He visualized Anya in her younger days, taking a minute for herself during a fishing break to have a cigarette, finding her own brief refuge from whatever demons stalked her.

			Marco turned toward Anya, studying the lines in her face. “I’m glad you were here for her.”

			“She’s safe now.” Anya turned off the lantern, started up the ladder, then paused. “New life, new identity—I thought you should know, but we have to protect her secret.”

			Marco followed her down the path back toward shore. “Of course, I will.”

			“I apologize for misjudging you, Marco,” Anya said. “I’m having the work that our boatyard did on your boat comped. I’m also paying for the spill cleanup and any other damage. Also, next time you need bottom paint and so forth on that beautiful vessel of yours, it’s on me.”

			“I’m sorry I stumbled into your way,” Marco said.

			“We never meant to harm you, Marco.” Anya looked down. “But if you want my advice, you’ll get yourself back out there and find yourself a partner, instead of traipsing around Alaska looking for damsels in distress.”

			Marco felt the knot in his stomach begin to relax. “I’ve had my great love already. I don’t think I’m really—”

			“You’re a handsome man with a lot of good years left,” Anya said. “And you are clearly a good guy, the way you tried to help Crystal. The world could use a few more good men. I could introduce you to a few dozen—”

			“That’s thoughtful of you,” Marco replied. “I’ll think about it. You taking that advice yourself?”

			Anya chuckled. “Oh, and there’s also this.” She reached into her bag, her hand emerged cradling—round, smooth, glass. “I am deeply sorry that our boatyard crew misplaced this when your work was being done. I wanted to return it to you personally with my apologies.”

			Marco’s knees buckled, and he caught himself on a tree trunk. A great weight of sorrow rose from his core. He opened his mouth to speak but couldn’t form words.

			Michelle.

			“I think we have a lot in common, Mr. Franco.” Anya placed the snow globe into Marco’s hands and squeezed them with both of her own. “I’d like to be friends, if you can see your way clear to forgive me.”

			They emerged from the woods into the clearing. The fishing boat was gone. Orange beanie guy stood waiting on the beach alongside his flat-black RIB and Marco’s dinghy.

			“Where did your boat go?” Marco asked.

			“Fishing, I hope.” Anya chuckled. “Not gonna make any money just sitting there at anchor.”
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			Inian Pass, AK

			2018—Marconi Franco

			Marco gave the snow globe a couple of good shakes and set it back on its perch above the helm. “This may be a bit of a rough ride.” The glitter snowflakes swirled around the Chief Johnson totem pole and drifted down onto the plastic Creek Street boardwalk.

			Radio Flyer swayed and twisted in the current as she bucked four knots of tidal outflow through Inian Pass. Marco hadn’t timed the route well and arrived near max ebb. He revved the engine to maintain steerage and stood at the helm ready to react to any eddies or whirlpools he might encounter.

			Radio Flyer swerved sharply to starboard—a whirlpool.

			Marco spun the wheel. The boat rolled and then locked back into her groove, straight on course again.

			No other vessels on radar. Engine temps normal. Boat making four knots against the current.

			“What fresh means of demise have you cooked up for us this time?” Bill was climbing the steps into the pilothouse, his face pale, two sandwiches balanced on small plates on one arm, the other gripping the banister with white knuckles.

			“Hey, you brought lunch! Hang on to those plates, it’ll be squirrelly for a bit.” Marco spun the wheel to starboard, anticipating the torque another large whirlpool was about to put on them. Radio Flyer twisted right, swerved back to the left, then steadied in a straight line as the hull pulled out of the spinning vortex. Marco bumped the throttle down a notch and leaned back against the front of the helm seat.

			“What was that?” Bill’s voice was thin and high.

			“Whirlpool. Sometimes they suck a boat under and it pops up a mile away.”

			“Wha…Really? Marc…” Bill squeaked as he released the banister and leaped into the seat behind Marco, catching one sandwich as it slipped from its plate.

			“Nah, just pullin your chain.” Marco reached for the sandwich Bill had set on the helm. Salmon spread made from leftover coho they had caught and cooked the day before. The warm toasted bread gave a nice crunch. “Thanks for the sandwich. Delicious.”

			The water smoothed and Marco engaged Radio Flyer’s autopilot. He turned on his “Easy Cruisin” playlist and settled into his helm chair for the long ride into Hoonah.

			Outside, sunlight glinted off the water like scattered coins. In the distance, a whale breached—just once—and disappeared without fanfare. A raft of sea otters watched Radio Flyer pass, probably trying to decide if it was something they could trust.

			Marco said nothing. Just watched the horizon, the gentle rise and fall of the bow as Radio Flyer pressed forward.

			Maybe there was still time.

			Not for answers. Maybe not for closure.

			But for motion. For the notion of forward progress. For light on the water. For what came next.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			The place called Radioville in this novel was real. In the 1920s and ’30s, a retired U.S. Army Signal Corps sergeant named Joseph T. Bauer (the inspiration for Joe Baxter) ran a small communications outpost on a rocky island off the west coast of Chichagof, maintaining the only radio link between the remote Hirst-Chichagof and Chichagof mining camps and the outside world.

			The mines themselves were dramatic enterprises. Gold had been discovered at Klag Bay in 1905 by Ralph Young and Frank Newell, and later at Kimshan Cove by Bernard Hirst and his colorful prospectors Romanoff and Dixon. By the 1920s, the Hirst-Chichagof Mining Company, backed by prominent Chinese American financier Goon Dip, was producing thousands of ounces of gold. Engineers blasted shafts deep into Doolth Mountain, processed ore through a ten-stamp mill, and sent gold bricks out by registered mail. The mines operated until 1943, producing millions of dollars’ worth of bullion before closing during World War II.

			Bauer’s Radioville stood just offshore as an odd little kingdom: a shack with antennas, livestock, and gardens. He is remembered in oral histories not as a prospector, but as the radio man—essential, eccentric, and eventually a ghost of Alaska’s mining past.

			My wife and I first stumbled across Radioville in 2016, after getting a tip from a guy in Rose’s Bar in Pelican. We were cruising the west coast of Chichagof on our boat with some friends. The beach did not “glitter with old glass” the way the barfly had described, but the weather-worn ruins of a small house with a red metal roof were still there. Walking among the ruins, I felt an uncanny curiosity about the place—once central to an industry and a community, now abandoned to the wind and weather. Why had Joe Bauer built this outpost on this remote island, commuting back and forth to the mines through treacherous waters in a wooden rowboat, rather than setting up at the gold mines themselves? My fascination with that mystery was my inspiration for this book.

			The mystery was solved for me—but not before I’d finished the novel. All of the oral history I’d heard indicated that Joe Bauer lived alone at Radioville. It turns out that he and his partner John Soini lived there with their goats, ducks, and chickens. They fished, grew vegetables and flowers, and brewed beer and wine during Prohibition. As one miner recalled, “Very seldom any of it got in the bottles, it got drank up before it got into the bottles, you see.”

			Living with a male partner in the 1930s and brewing contraband during Prohibition provided ample justification for Joe seeking some privacy on a small, isolated island, rather than operating at a mine camp with hundreds of workers.

			No trace of Radioville remains today. The current owners have cleared the radio shack ruins and built a wonderful home on the site that honors the island’s fascinating history.

			Untamed Coast is not Bauer’s story, and Joe Baxter is not Joseph Bauer. The characters and events in these pages are inventions. But Radioville—the idea that in a wild, remote archipelago, one man with a radio could become the axis around which fortunes, secrets, and myths turn—that part is real.

			—Kevin C. Morris
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