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Chapter
1

 


Trish would be waiting . . .
waiting to pounce, Sam Eastman thought. He walked down the hallway
of the Federal Fish and Wildlife Agency, in Cold Harbor, Alaska.
The old wooden floorboards drummed under his quick step and he
wondered how many men had trod the floors of this old building.
Probably more than he could count.

Sam’s thoughts wrestled with why
he had been summoned. Likely it was because of the bear. There
shouldn’t be any sweat—just some formalities to satisfy Fish and
Wildlife and he would be on his way.

Trish knew he followed the rules,
even out in the bush, so she’d make just enough noise to remind him
she was an F & W Agent. He would explain the extra bear he’d
shot, because it had wandered into camp and threatened his clients.
She’d fill out the paperwork and that would be that. Simple. That
night she’d show up at his door looking for that special something
only he could give—Northern Exposure reruns. It was nice owning one
of the few TV’s in town.

He paused at her office door to
tug his shirt down over his growing stomach. It was his special red
flannel shirt. The one he wore to official meetings because it had
all its buttons. His brown Carhartts pants were at least clean.
Only a small hole here and there. Maybe his clothes weren’t
perfect, but what the hell, they fit the locale. He looked at his
rubber boots. Yep, they were free of mud. As a gesture of respect,
he removed his cap and smoothed back his full head of brown hair.
The beard, shaggy as it was, would have to do. He took a deep
breath, turned his grin into a big smile, and knocked on the
door

“Come in, Mr.
Eastman.” Her poacher voice, harsh and sharp, split through the
door. Sam’s head jerked back. Now what? This was supposed to be a
friendly admin visit, not a sentencing. Her voice told him
differently. It was the one she used on real lawbreakers, certainly
not on the buddy who let her watch his TV. Sam kept his smile and
opened the door.

Trish stood, all five-feet
seven-inches of her, behind her desk. Behind Trish, her boss,
Harold Acmon, a man gone sour, a middle-aged man with heavy jowls
jiggling on a sallow face. He sat peering from a shadowy
corner.

Well, that explained the
“officialism.”

Sam went on the alert. He felt
his face turn to stone, his smile dropped. He shivered from the
sudden chill in the air.

“Good morning,
Trish.”

“Good morning, Mr.
Eastman.” Her eyes flickered toward Acmon. She gave Sam a discrete
wink.

“You know my supervisor, Mr.
Acmon?”

Sam nodded to both the
introduction and the wink. She was on his side, but protocol had to
be observed. Acmon once had Trish’s job. Acmon had taken a dislike
to him then and Sam happily returned the feeling. Sam had neglected
to fill out the proper paperwork a few times when game was taken,
and he was younger. In his beginning years, he considered paperwork
a waste of time. He got to it when he absolutely had nothing else
to do. Acmon was not one to forget this paper oversight, and he
thought of Sam as a rebel—someone that always pushed the system,
and therefore had to be watched. Even though Sam now filled out his
paperwork completely, and on time, there was nothing he could do to
please Acmon. So to hell with him.

“Mr. Eastman, are you with me
this morning?”

Sam jerked his head up to stare
Trish in the eye.

“Yes, Ms. O’Day, I’m
with you.”

Sensing his sarcasm she
straightened her shoulders, a sure sign she was going to do
something she didn’t like.

“The report says you shot an
extra bear on your last trip out with clients. Is that
true?”

“Yes. I had to. It’s in the
report.”

Trish opened a file. “Had
to?”

“The bear came into the camp and
I couldn’t scare him off. He was hungry and really didn’t care who
or what he ate. It was that simple—him or us.”

“That’s not what your client
said.”

The hairs on the nape of his neck
stood up, his early warning radar. He knew which client it was, the
investment banker from Portland who was upset because his bear
wasn’t a record breaker. The arrogant bastard was striking
back.

“I’m the one who made the
judgement call,” Sam said. “It was my client’s life or the bear’s
life, and in that situation I’ll choose the client every
time.”

Trish looked up and nodded. “Very
well, then, I think we can . . .”

“That’s not the story he gave
us,” Acmon said, his jowls jiggling.

Sam remained quiet and measured
what needed to be said. Acmon was out for blood.

“I don’t know what the client
told you, but it was a decision that needed to be made in seconds.
I made it. If I were faced by the same situation again, I’d do the
same.”

“In any event,” Acmon said, “a
formal hearing will be held. Your guide license is in
jeopardy.”

“I see. When is this
hearing?”

“About two
months.”

“Two months! Bear season will be
over.”

Acmon curled his lips into a full
smile and bent his head down. Sam realized that nothing he said
would make any difference. Acmon wanted him out of the guiding
business. The client’s complaint was just a handy tool.

“Damn it Acmon, it’s not fair!
You . . .”

“Sam,” Trish said, “I need your
license.”

“Trish, you can’t tell me you
support . . .”

“Sam,” she said
quietly, “You’re suspended until the hearing. License,
please.”

Sam’s mouth became a thin line.
He knew Trish was on his side. The battle was with Acmon. Without
another word, he pulled his wallet and put his license on the desk.
He stared hard at Trish, but she kept her eyes focused on the file.
Without glancing at Acmon, he turned and left, closing the door
softly. He stomped down the hallway with his fists clinched. The
floorboards now sounded like rifle shots of doom.

Outside, he looked up at the
fog-filled sky. About two o’clock. Another nine hours of light
before five or six hours of what passed for night in late spring.
The tourist season would begin shortly. Prime guiding time. The
time when he made the money that carried him through the winter.
And he couldn’t work.

Acmon had always been an asshole.
The nerve, still an asshole . . . taking his license. How could he
make a living, sitting in his house watching TV?

He made his way along the wet,
muddy path to his home, built a fire in the stove, and grabbed the
bottle of bourbon he kept for such emergencies. Drinking was not
part of his make-up, but this was a crisis—his livelihood was on
the line.

Wine is a mocker,
strong drink is raging, and whosoever is deceived thereby is not
wise.

Damn. He’d left his Kansas
mother’s strict Methodist fold when he’d joined the army and never
looked back. He didn’t hear she’d died until he got back from
Korea. Sometimes he still heard her voice giving him choice bits of
advice in Midwest-accented Elizabethan English. He could probably
see a shrink and make her go away, but the nearest shrink was in
Anchorage, a good two-hour flight. It was a lot easier to ignore
the voice. It had always worked when he was a teenager.

He took the phone off the hook,
flopped back on the couch, and poured until the bourbon rose over
his fourth finger in the water glass. That ought to do it. He
turned on the TV. He’d figure out how to make some money,
tomorrow.

~

The front door rattled. Sam tried
to get up, then froze, anchored by the concentrated pain in his
head. Slowly, he became conscious of three things. He was on the
couch, of being hung way the hell over, and someone was at the
door.

“Go away,” he
said.

The rattling continued. Maybe he
hadn’t spoken loud enough.

“Damn it,” he said a little
louder, “go away.”

The door continued to shake and
his stomach rumbled in harmony.

“All right, all right. I’m
coming.”

Sam rose to sitting, both hands
braced on the arm of the couch. The last time he had a hangover
this bad was in the mid-eighties, when he was stationed in Korea.
He took a deep breath, tried to stabilize his head, and looked for
his pants. They were already on.

Who hath woe? Who hath sorrow?
Who hath redness of the eyes? They that tarry long at the
wine.

“Oh, shut up
Mom.”

He heaved himself to a standing
position. The room swayed, and he caught himself on the doorjamb,
not daring to take another step until things settled down. The door
rattled again.

“I said I was coming, didn’t
I!”

Using the walls, Sam lurched to
the door. It was unlocked. Crap! Summoning the last of his
strength, he wrenched it open.

“What?”

The early summer sun beamed
through the doorway. He squinted at his caller, and clung to the
door. All he could make out was a dark blob with a
beard.

“Jesus,” the blob
said.

“Bill?”

“Yeah, it’s me. Can’t you
see?”

“Not quite. What time is it,
anyway?”

“Oh . . . ‘bout ten
o’clock.”

“Hell. Isn’t that kind of late
for a visit?”

“Ten a.m.”

“Oh.”

“You gonna invite me in, or you
gonna make me stand here all day?”

Sam gestured weakly.

Bill pushed past, into the room.
His nose twitched. “You know what? It smells like sour mash in
here.”

“Probably something to do with
the whiskey sweating out,” Sam muttered.

He slammed the door shut,
cringed, and stood for a time with his forehead propped against it,
both hands maintaining a death grip on the knob.

“You need some help?” Bill
asked.

“Does it show?”

“Kind of.”

“I’ll be all right, as soon as I
get some coffee down.”

“Uh, huh. I heard about your
trouble with Fish and Wildlife.”

Sam nodded without turning
around. “Lost the license for at least two months.”

“I’ll start the
coffee.”

“God, Bill, don’t clang the
pot.”

Sam opened his eyes enough to see
that the way to the sofa was clear and managed to make it across
the room, collapsing in a heap on the comfortable
pillows.

“You gonna get by?” Bill yelled
from the kitchen.

“I got money enough to last
awhile, but spring and summer is when I make my money. I had
clients lined up and now I have to call and cancel. Not good for my
reputation.”

Bill murmured a response. There
was no more clanging. Good old Bill. Sam closed his eyes and
listened to the coffee do its slow drip-drip into the pot. He
wasn’t sure it smelled good, but his imagination told him it ought
to.

Bill gently touched his shoulder.
“Here you go, first cup of the day.”

Sam opened his eyes, reached out
with trembling hands and grasped the cup. “Smells kinda good,
anyway.”

Bill grinned. “I make the
best.”

Sam took a tentative sip and
gathered the courage to open his eyes. Bill was perched on the edge
of the cushion next to him, looking ready to move even when he was
sitting still. Bill’s frame had been honed by decades as a
wilderness guide to a compact mass of wire and muscle, and despite
the gray sprinkling his beard and highlighting his temples, he
still looked ready to pack off into the bush in the
morning.

Bill kept his respective silence
until Sam had finished half the cup. “By the way,” he said at last.
“I do have some news.”

“Um, good or bad?”

“Good, if you want a
job.”

“Job? What kind of job? I don’t
have a license, remember?”

“You won’t need one with this
client. It’s a nursemaid job.”

He took another sip. “Well, I
guess that beats doing nothing. How’d you hear it?”

“An old friend in Anchorage who
used to do some guide work. Arthritis got to him so he’s gone out
of the business, but after being in it for so many years, the phone
calls still keep coming.” Bill paused. “He’d want ten
percent.”

Sam nodded and held out his cup.
Thank God the coffee was staying down.

Bill poured him another cup. “I
know that sounds kind of high, but when you hear the total amount I
think you’ll be happy.”

“I hope so.” Sam grunted. His
hands were less shaky, but his head still whirled from time to
time.

A hard knock rattled the door,
which made his brain echo so much he dropped his coffee.

He put his hands to his face and
slumped back on the sofa.

“Bill, could you see who that
is?”

“Sure thing, Sam.”

Mustering his courage, Sam
removed his hands from his eyes just as Bill opened the door to
reveal the ball of a sun still shining brightly, rare for this part
of the Alaskan Peninsula. Inside that ball stood Trish O’Day, her
red hair shooting off additional rays of light. Any other time it
would have been a sight to make him take a deep breath in
wonderment of her beauty, but right then was not that
time.

Sam closed his eyes, but it was
too late. His brain whirled, his stomach rebelled in earnest and he
was up, bumping into the furniture on his way toward the bathroom.
He made it just in time.

Sam knelt next to the throne and
overheard Bill explaining his sudden departure to Trish. Great,
just great. Of all times for her to show up.

For three years he and Trish had
been balanced on the edge between enemies and friends, and there
had often been hints of something more. He knew she cared for him,
maybe more than he wanted to admit, but he wasn’t sure he was ready
to be married to her. Or anybody else for that matter. Marriage
just felt too settled, too committed. It seemed ridiculous to move
to Alaska for the freedom and then tie himself down.

It is not good for
man to be alone.

He didn’t bother
replying.

Sam grabbed the sink and pulled
himself up to stare at the person in the mirror. His curly-brown
hair and beard were matted to one side, making his head look
crooked. His lips sagged, his cheeks puffed and his eyes glowed
red. Jesus, no wonder he was still single.

He pushed these negative thoughts
to the sidelines and washed his face at the basin. Feeling better,
or at least more alert, he opened the door and made his way down
the hallway. As he neared the sofa again, he glared at
Trish.

“What are you doing here?” he
said. “I guess you came to watch the TV and run up my electric
bills?”

As if to accent this last
statement, the wind shifted and the noise of the village generator
became louder. In the bush generators didn’t come cheap. They both
knew it.

“Well, if you’ll give
me a chance,” she said, “I came to say how sorry I am, about what
happened yesterday. I tried to talk to Acmon after you left, but he
wasn’t having any. He kept going on about lax standards,
fraternization, and what was I going to do about this guy, who was
out of control.”

Sam took a deep breath. His
breath made Trish blink her eyes, and he took more satisfaction in
that than he should have. The expression on her face told him she
would never, ever let herself get drunk. Sam tasted his tongue
again and felt remorse. Maybe this drunk wasn’t his last, but it
would be a long time before the next one.

“Bill,” he said, “would you mind
getting me some milk out of the refrigerator? Maybe that’ll
work.”

“Sam, I really tried, and I’ll .
. .”

“Yeah, I know, Trish. You had to
do what you had to do, to keep your job. Dammit! It’s costing me
money and hurting my reputation.”

Trish nodded.

He looked up as Bill handed him
the milk. “Thanks Bill, this is gonna do it. I’m gonna make it this
time.” He finished the glass without taking a breath. He glanced at
Trish, regretting the words as he said them.

“Ah . . . Trish, no
TV for a week.” Crap! Now, he was really in the soup.

“What! But why?”

“Sorry, Trish, that’s my
revenge.” He held the glass out toward Bill, for a
refill.

Hands on hips, she glared at
him.

“Sam Eastman, of all the mean
tricks! What about the times I gave you the benefit of
doubt?”

He gulped down his second glass
of milk and stared at the floor. Dammit, there was no way out. He
had to carry this through, right?

“Sorry, they don’t
count.”

“Sam Eastman, you make me so mad.
I hope you starve!” She stormed for the door and opened it, then
turned, and gave him her Cheshire Cat smile. “See you later . . .
Sam.”

Her tail practically swished as
she turned toward the door. By the time the door slammed shut, he
was braced for the noise and the resulting minor earthquake. Well,
he’d done it. His mouth had run away with him and now he really
felt like hell. Would she forgive him?

Bill appeared out of a corner
pulling at his beard. “She is a firecracker, isn’t she. Want
something to eat? I’ve got some bacon and eggs on the stove at
home.”

Sam’s face paled and his stomach
rumbled. He rose from the sofa and catapulted himself toward the
bathroom.

 



Chapter
2

 


Two days later, Sam moved down
Fourth Avenue in Anchorage with all the grace, he hoped, of a
mountain lion. He felt good, certainly much better than he had when
he heard about the job. His beard was trimmed. He’d had his hair
cut at a local barbershop, where all those curly brown locks had
literally cascaded down to the floor. The wide wale cords, a
turtleneck, and tweed jacket—all brown—wouldn’t win a fashion
contest, but he was comfortable and felt good.

He stopped at a store window,
pretending to check the merchandise, but it was really to give his
hair one final pat and to make sure his stomach didn’t poke out too
much. Yep, no doubt about it, he looked sharp, not like a
guide.

He felt like a guide though, his
hunter’s instincts tuned to all that was around him. The dog across
the street, the well-dressed younger Asian woman—shoulder purse
swinging—walking toward him, the grungy teenager moving up behind
her. Sam watched the teenager take a quick look behind him, as if
someone were following. Sam stopped in mid-stride.

The lady passed. Sam stepped into
the teen’s path. The teenager’s face turned back, forward again and
met Sam’s hunter’s stare. The kid stopped cold, then turned and
broke into a run. Sam watched him disappear around a
corner.

The Asian woman kept walking,
oblivious to the little drama that had just taken place. Sam moved
on, his ego sky-high. Damn, he was good.

Pride goeth before the fall, and
a haughty spirit before destruction.

Sam smiled crookedly. Mom was
right, of course.

The 10-story Benin Hotel was an
old survivor of the 1964 earthquake and was still a classy place,
at least by Alaska standards. Sam entered the lobby swarming with
tourists right off the bus. The lobby always reminded him of a big
game hunter’s den, rich earth tones, with wood paneling, polished
brass, and of course, quite a bit of stuffed and mounted wildlife.
Including the brownie. Sam nodded a silent salute to the huge
stuffed brown bear, a vicious record-breaker on display in a glass
case. Chills still ran up and down his spine whenever he saw the
beast.

He walked into the combination
bar and restaurant, with its linen tablecloths and long, tapered
candles. The hostess gave him more than a businesslike smile as he
motioned at the bar. Yep, he looked as sharp as he felt. He sat at
an empty stool and ordered a Scotch and water. He would allow
himself one drink. The hangover was still a fresh memory, and, a
person should be in top form when it comes to business.

He sighed and took a
sip of Scotch, savoring its sharp bite as it slid down his throat.
It would be a perfect evening if his clients showed. Shouldn’t be
too hard to spot. Both Japanese, according to Bill’s friend. The
man was older, with thick bushy eyebrows, and his administrative
assistant looked like Marlon Brando’s girlfriend out of an older
movie called Sayonara. Sam had nodded, even though he had never
heard of the movie. Maybe he should spring for a VCR to go with the
TV. Nah, maybe not. Then he’d have to rent tapes or buy them
through the mail. Besides, Trish would get spoiled. He took another
look in the mirror, checking for his clients. There was one older
Japanese-looking man sitting at a back table with a pair of
eyebrows that looked practically permed, but no younger
woman.

He sighed again
and took another sip, wondering if Trish was watching his TV. Her
week of penance wasn’t up yet, but she knew where he hid his keys
and more than once she’d made herself at home when he was in the
bush. She had this thing about Northern Exposure reruns. He twirled the ice in his glass.
He could change the padlocks on the door, but hell, why make her
mad? It was a small town, and she deserved her
fun.

Sam checked his watch. The time
for the appointment was almost up and his drink was down to ice
cubes. Had something gone wrong? He ordered a cup of coffee,
enduring the glares of a busy bartender who had to go into the
kitchen to get it, then turned on his stool and gave a good look at
the crowd at the tables. The Japanese man was still there. Maybe he
should go over and introduce himself? Bill’s friend had said the
man didn’t speak a lick of English. That’s why the girl was
there—to translate.

The coffee cup in its saucer
clanged behind him. Sam swiveled to face the bar’s mirror, and
looked down into the murky depths of the cup. It had been good to
get away from home for a few days anyway. Going to the big city
made a person appreciate where he came from. Hmm . . . looked kinda
solid, like a spoon would stand straight up. To show the bartender
his efforts hadn’t been wasted, he took a sip, and made a face.
They called this coffee? No wonder people drank alcohol.

He took another look in the
mirror, and there she was. “She,” was the young Asian woman from
the street. Wherever her walk had taken her, she must have
survived. If she was the Japanese woman he was looking for, then
Bill’s old friend was right—class oozed from her. He watched as she
stood at the doorway for a moment, searching for someone, then
walked to the older Japanese man’s table. The moment she sat down
the man whispered, his eyebrows making all sorts of contortions.
Probably, “Where in hell have you been?” or something to that
effect. He’d give them a chance to settle down before walking
over.

He reached for the coffee cup and
took another sip. Another check of the mirror behind the bar showed
the older man leaning back in his chair, a truce apparently
established. Sam grabbed his coffee cup and negotiated his way
through the crowded restaurant.

“Good evening, my
name is Sam Eastman. I hear you’re looking for a guide to take you
to an island in the Aleutians.”

The man gazed around the room,
then glanced back to the woman, who had just finished giving Sam a
quick cool appraisal. The couple talked in Japanese briefly then
the woman looked back to Sam, her eyes and face all
business.

“Yes, there is that possibility.”
Her voice was so soft Sam cocked his head to hear. “But not here.
We will meet you in the quiet bar down the street. Do you know the
one I mean?”

“Yes,” Sam said in
his normal voice. “You mean the Cornerstone?”

“In ten minutes.”

It was a command, not a request.
The older man looked out the window and had not yet given a direct
look at Sam.

“Sure.” Sam shrugged,
almost spilling his coffee. “Ten minutes.”

He walked back to the bar feeling
like a serf who’d just been dismissed by his mistress. The
bartender smirked.

“Couldn’t make time,
eh?”

Sam gave him a return glare. “Not
exactly, but close.”

He took another sip of cold
coffee, letting the repugnant stuff swirl in his mouth. Then in the
mirror he spotted the Japanese couple leaving the bar. At the door,
she turned back and gave him a look of fear and desperation that
shook him to his core.

He stared at his coffee cup. Did
he want to work for these people? They’d just made him look like a
klutz standing in the middle of the restaurant with a cup of coffee
jiggling in its saucer. She’d just treated him, like he was an
employee at a tire shop. Why the secrecy? That last look, those
beautiful dark eyes hinted she needed him for something. But
what?

Well, for sure he would meet them
at this other place. He had to now, to satisfy his curiosity. He
checked his watch. Yeah, he could wait another ten
minutes.
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The street was quieter when Sam
left the restaurant, ten minutes later. Less traffic and more
evening shadows. A perfect time to meet someone, if you wanted to
do it in secret.

As Sam neared the bar, he spotted
three oriental men standing near the bar’s entrance, gesturing and
talking in low voices. As soon as they spotted him, they fell
silent. Nothing necessarily wrong with that. Could be they just
didn’t want to talk in front of a stranger. Why did he feel like a
bear was in the bushes behind him?

His hackles were still up when he
entered the bar. It was dark as a church on Tuesday. He waited a
few seconds for his eyes to adjust, then spotted the couple in a
corner and went toward them.

“Good evening again,” he said
brightly.

There was a sharp intake of
breath from the man and a quiet, “good evening,” from the
woman.

Okay, if quiet was what they
wanted, quiet is what they’d get. He looked at the woman, waiting
for something civil. He got it. She motioned to the seat next to
her in the booth.

“Won’t you sit down?”

“Thank you, I will.” He slid into
the booth and held out his hand toward the man across the
table.

“My name is Sam
Eastman.”

There was a moment’s hesitation,
then a burst of Japanese from the woman. Sam knew what that was
about—most Japanese find it hard to shake hands, but what the hell,
this was America. The man looked to her, shrugged, then took Sam’s
hand in a strong handshake. Not hard enough to break any bones, but
hard enough to show who was boss.

“His name is Ito
Yakamura.”

“Glad to meet you,
sir.”

There was another burst of
Japanese as Sam released his hand from the vise of the older man’s.
He wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw a trace of a smile on the
man’s lips. He held out his hand to the woman, wondering if it was
proper.

“And your name,
ma’am?”

Proper or not, she took his hand
in a firm grip. “My name is Yosiko Nakata. I am Mr. Yakamura’s
interpreter and assistant.”

Sam realized he didn’t want to
release her hand. There were definite sparks passing between them.
This was not the time to be thinking about man-woman
stuff.

“I understand you want to
vacation for a few weeks in the Aleutians,” he said.

She shot a look at Yakamura, who
sat turning his glass in his hand, watching the ice cubes. “Yes.
Mr. Yakamura is interested in the island group south of the Alaska
Peninsula. I believe there is one called Grassy Island?”

Sam raised his
eyebrows.

“I know the place. An excellent
choice. It has a couple of good small harbors and a white sandy
beach. In fact, it’s downright beautiful—has everything but the
palm trees. Of course, we’ll have to let Fish and Wildlife know
we’re planning to camp there for a while, but that shouldn’t be any
problem.”

“Fish and
Wildlife?”

“Yeah, they’re the
federal people that keep tabs on the place. It’s part of their
National Maritime Wildlife Refuge system here in Alaska—covers a
lot of territory.”

She nodded, then fired off some
rapid Japanese to her boss, whose bushy eyebrows narrowed to one
continuous line across his forehead. There was silence for a few
seconds, the eyebrows widened a bit and then a few guttural words
flowed, and Mr. Yakamura looked straight at Sam for the first
time.

“He wants to leave tomorrow,” she
said, her porcelain face showing nothing of what she might
feel.

“Okay,” he said,
“that’s not possible.”

Yakamura hissed through his teeth
as the young woman relayed this. Sam was reminded of a dragon
getting ready to blow fire.

She lay her hand on his.
“Please,” she said. “It’s very important to us. We’ll pay more than
the five-thousand agreed to.”

He smiled at her and then lowered
his head. “The five-thousand is fine. It’s not a question of money.
It’s a question of logistics. You see, the place you’re going to is
in a wild and lonesome area few people have seen. There are no
facilities, just a bare naked island with its own peculiar beauty
and that means we need a lot of gear. And the only seaplane I know
of; big enough to carry it all, flies out of King Salmon. So I’ve
got to set it up with the pilot and get a commercial flight to King
Salmon. Not to mention buying supplies.”

He shook his head. “Possibly the
day after tomorrow. No sooner than that.”

She looked from his face down to
her hand covering his. She jerked it away, as if she wasn’t sure
what it was doing there, then fired her translation at
Yakamura.

Several emotions passed over the
older man’s face; anger, bitterness at the time lost, and finally
the resignation of putting up with things in a strange land where
no one understood your language or position. Sam had a hunch Mr.
Yakamura was not used to hearing “No.”

“We agree,” she said, “but it may
not be longer than two days. Mr. Yakamura needs to get away from
his business interests. They follow him—even here to Alaska. He
needs to rest.”

Sam nodded. “I’ll do my best to
get us there in two days.”

Her hand lay on his again. “You
must. It is important.”

This time he was the one who
looked down at her hand. Was she just being solicitous or was she
trying to pull the old promise of things to come routine? Either
way, Sam wished she hadn’t done it. Now, every time she talked he’d
wonder if she was sincere. He withdrew his hand, watching her eyes
as he did so. There was nothing there, just that veiled oriental
look.

“I’ll do my best,” he
said again. “Where are you staying?”

“At the Benin.”

“So am I. Shall I walk back with
you?”

She stole a look at her bosses’
drink. It was almost empty.

“Yes, that would be
nice.”

Then she smiled for the first
time since he had seen her and her eyes came alive with sparkles.
Sam gulped and wilted. This was going to be tough duty, trying to
remain professional.

“Good,” he said gruffly, “let’s
get going. Tomorrow will be a big day for everybody. We’ll need our
rest.”

He stood up and dug in his pocket
for his wallet. “I’ll handle the bill.”

There was a quick exchange in
Japanese between the old man and her, then she slid from her seat
and stood. Sam noted she barely had to tilt her face up to meet his
five feet-ten inches.

“Mr. Yakamura says he will
pay.”

He looked back to her boss, who
by now was up and bowing. So he was a real human after all, all
generous and gracious. Well, time would tell. “Sure thing,” he
said, “thanks for the drink.”

After the old man paid the bill,
Sam edged them toward the door. Outside, the late evening sun hit
them straight in the eyes and he watched as she opened her purse,
and pulled out her sunglasses. She did it quickly, but not before
he saw the small Beretta automatic. Now why would she carry a
weapon?

She looked at him, a bright smile
on her face. “It is still very sunny.”

“Hmn?” Sam shielded
his eyes. “Yeah, I was thinking I’d forgotten my shades. At this
time of the year here in Anchorage it stays light even if the sun
is down. There’s always that glow on the horizon as the sun makes
its circle. It’s one of the reasons I live in Alaska. Nothing stays
the same.”

As they walked down the street,
Sam found himself yakking on about the many virtues of Alaska.
Damn, was this what he’d come to, a tour guide? Would he start
leading tourists around on paved nature trails, giving boring
canned lectures? He could imagine how other guides would talk.
“Hey, did you hear about Sam losing his license and playing
scoutmaster to tourists?” Hell, even if it was boring, it was a
living.

The hand that shot out of the
alley’s entrance and caught Mr. Yakamura changed Sam’s thinking
about being bored. Almost automatically, his fist shot out and
caught the attacker in the wrist. The man let go, Yakamura fell
back, and Sam squared off against the three Asian men he had seen
earlier.

Knives flashed. One man made a
quick slash and Yakamura bellowed a curse. Then Yosiko slung her
purse at the old man’s attacker momentarily distracting
him.

Sam pulled out an old karate
memory from his Army days and kicked the man in the crotch. The man
yelled and fell to his knees. One down. Mr. Yakamura moved behind
Yosiko, gripping his arm. Sam moved in front of her and shuffled to
face the remaining two men, each waving a knife back and forth
looking for an edge. The man Sam had kicked was doubled over, but
was still dangerous.

A siren sounded in the distance.
It was probably on its way to another call, but it was a reminder
the police were around. He could see by the looks on the thug’s
faces that their quick clean kill was getting complicated. There
was no doubt in Sam’s mind what the outcome would be if they
pressed it—it was three against two, and they were well armed. Time
was of the essence and they’d lost too much.

A car backed in from the other
end of the alley. There were shouted instructions in what sounded
like Korean to Sam. After some hesitation, the two standing men
helped the third man into an old car with a muddy license
tag.

“Did you understand
what they were saying?” Sam shouted as they watched the car turn
and disappear onto the street at the end of the alley.

Yosiko slung her purse back over
her shoulder. “No.” Her answer came awfully quick. Maybe she didn’t
know what they were saying, but why didn’t she use the pistol? Was
it only a last resort? Like when he was down and out, killed by the
three men? What the hell had he stumbled into?

He looked at himself and found it
remarkable there were no holes in his clothes. Then the remembrance
of the yell came to him. “Mr. Yakamura, are you all
right?”

Mr. Yakamura stood, eyebrows
knitted together as he fumbled for a cigarette.

A few anxious words from Yosiko
broke the silence. Her boss’s answer seemed to Sam to have a macho
slant to it.

“He says it is nothing,” she
said.

“Nothing, huh? Let’s have a look
at that arm.”

More words from Yosiko to her
employer, who by this time was puffing furiously, and holding on to
his arm. He had to be bleeding, but all Sam could hear were a few
grunts in reply to Yosiko’s entreaties.

“Look,” Sam said, “we
have to check that wound and if necessary get him to a hospital. We
can’t be out in the wilderness worrying about an infection. Tell
him the whole deal is off if he won’t let that cut be tended by a
doctor. Besides, isn’t that blood I see staining his
coat?”

Yosiko passed this on. Her boss
reared back, staring Sam in the eyes for a few uncomfortable
seconds. Sam glared back. He had to establish who was boss on this
so-called expedition, and now was the best time. Finally, the older
man turned away, closed his eyes and nodded his head. He would go
to an emergency room, but Sam had a hunch that every time he made a
decision, he would have to fight Mr. Yakamura. The man was not used
to taking orders, especially from some young white guy.

“Good. Miss Nakata,
we are going to walk back to the bar for a phone. I want you and
Mr. Yakamura to stand inside by the bar’s door while I call a cab,
okay?”

“Yosi,” she said. “Call me
Yosi.”

Oh, she was a cool one, making
small talk and smiles after a knife fight. Stress does funny things
to people.

“Yeah, sure,” he
said.

He looked up and down the street.
Everything seemed okay, but his hackles were still up. Sam took
Yosi by the elbow and hurried her toward the bar as fast as her
high heels would allow. A backward look by him showed Mr. Yakamura
close behind. Good, it was gonna be all right. When they got to the
bar’s doorway, Sam ushered them inside. “Miss Nakata, please keep
an eye on Mr. Yakamura. If his face goes white, get him to lie down
in a booth. I’ll be right back.”

This little expedition was not
off to a good start.

 



Chapter
4

 


Sam leaned back in his seat and
watched the ocean pass by his window. It had been nip and tuck
getting everything done in two days, but he’d made it. There was
some delay getting the plane and a pilot together, but with Mr.
Yakamura’s wound, a day’s delay was a good idea, and everything had
worked out at the last minute.

Yeah, things were great. Thanks
to Acmon he was about to endure a boring six-weeks playing chief
cook and bottle washer to a couple of tourists. Dammit!

Let patience have her perfect
work that ye may be perfect and entire, wanting nothing.

Yeah, sure, easy to say, but
things were a long way from perfect and entire.

Sam heard a snore and looked over
to the older man. The police at the hospital had asked why he was
attacked, but if Yakamura knew anything, he wasn’t talking. It had
been passed off by Yosi as just one of those things that could
happen to a traveler in America, like what happened to the German
tourists in Florida a few years ago. The cops nodded and smiled,
but as they left, a Lieutenant had drawn Sam aside for a
minute.

“Look,” he’d said, “I
don’t know what your relationship is to these people, but something
isn’t right. This attack was planned, and if I were you I’d watch
my backside.”

Sam agreed. Still, what could
happen on an island miles from nowhere? Not much, except for
boredom. Nothing to worry about except things like campsites and
such.

He caught himself stealing a look
at Yosi sitting across the aisle, watching the scenery roll by, her
hands folded in her lap. She’d conducted herself well during the
attack. More than he had. He grimaced at the thought of the shakes
that had come over him at the hospital. That knife headed his way
had been a near thing. They were lucky the thieves, or whatever
they were, had miscalculated Yosi’s purse and his Karate
kicks.

As if sensing he was watching
her, she turned and flashed another one of her smiles.

“It’s beautiful. The islands are
so green against the blue ocean.”

“Yes,” he answered,
“especially on a day like today when it’s clear. Some days it’s not
so clear.”

He winced at his little lie. In
truth it was cloudy most of the time, but he couldn’t say so
without destroying the moment.

The old man jerked in his sleep.
Sam smiled, and looked at Yosi, who looked back with turned-up
lips. Good. At least old Ito wasn’t some god she had to obey. Now
and then there would be room for a secret joke—no laughing, of
course, just a small exchange of looks.

The plane banked toward Yosi’s
side and he pointed down, mouthing the word “island.”

She took a glance. “Where do we
land? The island is so small.”

“That’s why we’re in
this plane. It’s an amphibian. You know, water or land.”

“But the waves look so
big.”

Sam leaned over her and pointed.
“See that small harbor down there? That’s Flying Raven Harbor. The
waves will be smaller there.”

“I see two harbors,” she
said.

“Right, we’re landing in the one
to the left.”

She shuddered.

Sam grinned. “It’ll look larger
when we land. Remember that we’re landing on the water here. There
are no runways. Besides, Phil is a good pilot. He wouldn’t land if
conditions were bad.”

The plane banked again and set up
its final approach. Yosi continued watching out the window, a
concerned look on her face. Sam sat back in his seat. No need to
tell her that the plane could only land on clear days. Then she
really would be nervous.

The plane’s belly skimmed the
tops of the small waves and he stole a look out the window. Nothing
but spray. Across the aisle, Ito stirred in his seat. Now there was
a seasoned traveler, knew when to sleep and when to wake up. He
would take to the camping life like a duck to water. Come to think
of it, if the weather turned sour, he might have to.

It was hard to tell about Yosi
though. She looked like a big city girl, not used to the rugged
life of camping on a remote island. Looks can be deceiving. He
would reserve judgement for a while.

By this time the plane had
transitioned from skimming the waves to wallowing through the
water, taxiing toward land. They were inside the harbor now where
the water was calm, almost placid.

“Will we get wet?” Yosi
asked.

“No, I don’t think
so. Hear that noise? That’s the landing gear. I think he’ll pull up
onto the beach far enough for us to get out on bare land. It’ll be
a piece of cake.”

The plane jerked again as it
reached the beach. Ito came to and stretched, and Yosi leaned over
to fire off some Japanese. More than likely telling him they had
arrived safely. The older man merely raised his eyebrows. No need
to reply to such an obvious statement. Besides, it let Yosi know he
was the boss. Sam chuckled in spite of himself. Maybe this little
trip was going to have its interesting moments after all. Yosi and
her boss turned to him, waiting for instructions. He sighed. It was
time to assume his role of a nursemaid.

“Okay, as soon as the
pilot opens the door, I’ll step out first, then you Miss Nakata,
then Mr. Yakamura. The pilot and I will get the supplies out while
you wiggle your toes in the sand.”

Yosi gave the translation to
Yakamura who managed to curl his lips upward at the little
joke.

“You’re sure there are no wild
animals?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Sea birds are
about all you’ll see. There may be a few foxes left from the old
days, when fox farming was the big thing on these islands. You can
be sure we’ll be the biggest animals.”

Yosi nodded. “Do you have a
weapon with you?”

“You mean, as protection against
the wild animals?”

She nodded.

“I brought a
semi-auto .22 rifle along, in case we run into a rabid fox. You
never know when an animal will go bad.”

“I understand.”

In fact, there wasn’t any rabies
on the island, and given its isolation, probably never would be.
He’d brought the rifle because his hackles were up. It was
interesting she should ask, especially since she carried a Beretta
in her handbag. Was she also a bodyguard for Ito? Hard to imagine
she was just a translator.

The pilot turned and nodded. Sam
arose from his seat.

“Okay, time to go. Ready, Miss
Nakata?”

“Oh yes!” She said with a
childlike smile.

Sam took a deep breath. Got to
stop looking at that smile.

“Follow me, Miss
Nakata.”

She slung her handbag over her
shoulder and followed him out the door. As she exited the airplane,
she placed her hand in his, the soft vulnerable female.

“Oh, the beautiful
sand, it’s so white! In the plane I thought you were joking about
wiggling our toes in the sand. I will take my shoes
off.”

Adulthood forgotten for a moment,
Yosi bent and touched the sand with her fingers.

“It’s really warm,
too!”

“Told you that you’d like
it.”

There was a cough behind them. He
turned and offered his hand to Yakamura, who disdainfully refused
his help. Evidently he was not that old.

Yakamura walked to the edge of
the beach and sat on a log that had drifted in during a storm. Yosi
in turn walked to the log, sat, and kicked off her shoes. She
looked like a schoolgirl, not the super-cool woman who carried a
gun in her handbag, and who had used that handbag to hit a knife
wielding attacker in the face.

Sam turned his attention to the
unloading, which was uneventful except when he dropped a box and
books came spilling out. As Sam scooped them back up, he noticed
they weren’t written in Japanese. They were written in Korean. Sam
had not spent a year in the army in Korea for nothing. He could
easily tell Korean writing from Japanese writing.

“Looks like you’ll be spending a
lot of time reading.”

“Oh yes,” Yosi said,
“we have to keep up on our Japanese.”

Sam nodded, trying to keep a
poker face. Okay, she was lying, but why? On the other hand what
was wrong with reading Korean, even if you were Japanese? Maybe she
lied because she was embarrassed. Didn’t the Japanese historically
consider the Koreans to be a notch lower on the social
scale?

Still, he didn’t like this, if
only because it meant they thought he was one dumb hick. He took a
deep breath and smiled at the couple sitting on the beach. The
thought of Yosi feeling contempt for him made him very wary. He
would have to be very careful about what he said.

“Well, that’s all the
supplies.”

“Huh?” Sam looked up
to find Phil, the pilot, standing beside him.

“The supplies are off the plane,”
Phil said.

“Okay, great.” He’d been caught
daydreaming again. He’d have to be more alert to what was going on.
“Yeah, thanks for everything, Phil, and for coming out on such
short notice. Hope you have a good flight back.”

Phil looked up at the sky. “It
should be good weather back to Cold Harbor. Say, if your plans
change, don’t hesitate to call me, okay?”

Sam nodded. “Yeah, for
sure.”

In a way he wished Phil hadn’t
mentioned that he had a radio. He regarded it as his ace in the
hole, and now, that card was gone. He stole a look at Yosi standing
a mere six feet away. She had overheard everything. In a short
while Yakamura would know about it too, and for some strange
reason, this bothered Sam.

 



Chapter
5

 


Sam stood on the white beach and
watched the seaplane dissolve into a tiny speck on the horizon. He
was on this island with two intelligent people, one of them quite
beautiful, yet he felt lonelier than if he were at home
alone.

He shook it off. It was probably
just the onset of boredom. No hunt to look forward to, just six
weeks of old Yakamura staring at him. He turned to his two wards.
Yep, the old man was staring at him again, squinting through a
cloud of blue cigarette smoke.

“Um, Yosi, could you remind Mr.
Yakamura to be careful with the cigarettes? It’s a small island,
and if we have a grass fire, we’ve got no place to go.”

He shuddered inwardly while
Yosiko translated. A wildfire would certainly solve the boredom
problem.

Sam surveyed the boxes, crates
and rucksacks that littered the beach. The ideal campsite was a
flat expanse of sandy soil just beyond the rise over the beach. It
had a southern exposure, and was protected from the wind by a
craggy hill. Problem was, it sat thirty feet above the beach and
the jagged path was steep and rocky. Hauling the supplies up there
without breaking his neck would be an accomplishment.

He took a long deep breath and
hoisted a rucksack over his shoulder. It had been a long time, at
least twenty pounds ago since he handled all the grunt work
himself. Dammit, he should have hired a helper. He couldn’t afford
a helper as long as he didn’t know whether or not he still had a
career as a guide. Acmon. This entire situation was Acmon’s fault.
Sam focused on his growing hatred to generate the energy he needed
to lug the rest of the supplies up to their campsite, while Yosiko
watched him from behind a thick book and Yakamura stared at the
ocean.

The first thing Sam unpacked was
the 12 x 8 old-style canvas tent he always used as cook tent and
residence. Clients liked it because it had a rustic feel to it
without being uncomfortable. Ordinarily, he’d cut the poles from
the local trees, but Grassy Island had only alders along the
hillsides and a few small willows lining the creeks, so at the last
minute he bought some tent poles. One glance at the surrounding
brush made him glad he did.

It took close to an hour to set
up the cook tent with the two 8 x 6 personal tents a few yards away
on each side. Dammit, he wasn’t used to this kind of labor. He
grabbed a canteen and emptied it in one long swallow then wiped his
sweaty face with his sleeve. Yosiko was now sitting on a drift wood
log in front of her tent, apparently engrossed in her book, but he
knew she was watching him. Old Yakamura was still on the beach,
looking at the bay through a pair of binoculars.

Sam set up a cot with a sleeping
bag in each tent, then set up the folding tables and chairs in the
cook tent. He organized the supplies, placing the dry goods inside
the cook tent and most of the canned goods in their boxes under a
tarp just outside. Then he hiked three-hundred yards to a fast
flowing stream and filled a five-gallon jug. A long way to go for
water, but the terrain left him no choice. Sam filled his canteen,
gulped down half of it, then refilled it. Didn’t want to get
dehydrated before the real work started.

Sam hefted the full water jug to
his shoulder and headed back to camp. It seemed to gain weight with
every footfall. He had to stop halfway to switch shoulders. By the
time he returned to camp, the muscles in his neck were screaming at
him. He had to force his grimace into a smile when Yosiko looked up
at him from her book. A smile parted her lips for an instant but
she immediately returned to her reading.

Sam glanced at the beach. Old
Yakamura was gone. Shit.

“Where’s your boss?” Sam
said.

Yosi glanced up at him. “Oh, he
took his binoculars up the cliff, trying to spot sea
birds.”

“Dammit, I wish he hadn’t done
that. What if he falls and breaks a leg or something?”

Yosi went back to her book.
“Don’t worry, Sam, I’m sure he will be careful.”

“Yeah, well, when he comes back,
remind him that we’re eight hours from the nearest hospital. And
not to do anything like that without checking with me
first?”

“Of course.”

Sam set the water jug on the prep
table inside the cook tent. He longed to plop down on his cot and
take a quick siesta, but that was a luxury he couldn’t afford. His
muscles would freeze up and there was too much work yet to do.
Besides, he couldn’t relax until he was sure Yakamura wouldn’t kill
himself. He took a slow deep breath, grabbed a shovel, and headed
into the bush in search of the perfect piece of real estate to dig
the latrine. His favorite job.

An hour later, with rivers of
sweat running down his back, he stood over the four-foot hole in
the hard-packed sandy soil. Never again. He would never, ever, take
another job without a helper. Sam cussed Acmon for each little ache
and pain as he boarded the pit over and strung a tarp around it for
privacy. He cursed Acmon in rhythm with his handsaw as he cut a
supply of firewood. He swore revenge on Acmon as he dug the
campfire pit and hauled the rocks he needed to line it. Sam’s pores
seethed more hatred than sweat.

By the time he finished setting
up camp, he yearned to take a long steaming bath, to lounge in a
Jacuzzi with jets of hot water massaging his tortured body. Just
the thought of it seemed to relieve his aches and pains.

He grabbed his towel and headed
for the icy stream where he’d gotten the water.

He had just lowered himself
gingerly into a deep pool when Yosi’s voice filtered through the
willows lining the creek. “Sam, where are you?”
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