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Prologue: Gold in the Snow

Fairbanks, Alaska, 1991

With their engines screaming and headlights blazing through the night, the two powerful snowmobiles rounded a bend in the frozen, snow-covered Chena River just west of downtown Fairbanks, Alaska.  It was a wide, sweeping curve that ended in a long straightaway.  Bryan Dansworth squeezed his thumb throttle, doubling the speed of his machine in an instant.  Grace did likewise, urging her sled on in pursuit of her husband’s machine.  Their paths crisscrossed repeatedly, and their sleds kicked up tall rooster tails of snow.  The burst of speed consumed the straightaway in seconds, and soon the couple was entering another sweeping curve.  Grace took it wide, diminishing her speed slightly, while Bryan, who was standing on the running boards of his snowmobile, leaned far to the left to careen around the inside of the bend.

An abrupt change in the sound of her husband's engine prompted Grace to look sideways just as Bryan flew forward over the handlebars of his machine.  His snowmobile flipped over as well, rolling several times before stopping upside down just inches from its rider.  Grace braked quickly and turned her sled around while telling herself repeatedly that the snow and Bryan’s thick clothing had cushioned his fall.  It wasn't the first time she had seen him crash, and she hoped it wasn't the last.  By the time she reached Bryan and stopped her machine, her husband was already on his feet, and removing his helmet and ski mask.

"Did you see that?" he yelled over the noise of her engine.  She nodded as she pushed the kill switch to turn off her machine.  "I must have flown a dozen yards that time," he continued in a lower voice.

By cutting her engine, Grace also doused her headlight.  Only stray light from The Wheelhouse bar and restaurant, and Henry's boat and snowmobile shop illuminated the scene from the shore.  There was barely enough light to make silhouettes of the young couple, the two sleds, and the trees along the river.  While Grace removed her helmet, Bryan righted his sled.  Made of fiberglass and aluminum, the snowmobile was relatively light for its size, so rolling it back onto its skis was easy for Bryan.  Having crashed the snowmobile before, he wasn't concerned about finding something broken.  Only a jagged piece of clear plastic was left where the windshield was lost in an accident a few days after he bought the machine, and a crack ran through the engine cowling where the snowmobile had hit a tree the previous winter.

"I never have a camera when I need one," Grace said as she watched her husband check his sled.  She shook her head, but mostly out of relief.  "What happened?"

Bryan frowned and shrugged exaggeratedly before answering.

"Don't know.  I was rounding the curve when, Wham! I'm flying through the air, looking for something soft to land on."  He noticed a dull ache in his right hip and began massaging it through his snowsuit.  "Maybe I hit something in the ice.  Start your machine and follow me back."

As her husband retraced the path that his sled had cut into the snow, Grace started her machine and followed him.  Her snowmobile vibrated heavily at low speeds, and its headlight shone a shivering beam of light across the frozen river.  Walking in front of Grace, Bryan cast a long, slender shadow ahead of them.  He moved to the left to let more light pass him and spotted a glint of gold coming from something in the snow.  He stepped over the object, placing it between himself and Grace's machine.  As he crouched down to look closer, he saw that the object was a ring on a finger that was attached to the hand of a very detached arm.


Chapter 1: Frozen until Spring

A crinkled one tumbled from the wad of dollar bills in Martin Cranson's grubby hand, and landed on three others already in a pile on the bar.  Sharon Rostand, one of the three bartenders working that night at The Wheelhouse, scooped up the money before placing a beer bottle on a napkin in front of him.

"That's the last one, Marty," she said, staring as sternly as she could at him.  Standing barely an inch over five feet and wearing an orange T-shirt that bore a picture of the bar's mascot, a cartoon ptarmigan sporting a captain's cap, Sharon didn’t present a very intimidating sight.  "You've had six, and there are laws in Alaska against serving drunks.  When you're through with that one, I'll get you a cup of coffee."

"And have an awake drunk," Martin slurred slightly as a thick black bang of his long greasy hair fell across his right eye.  "Good idea."

Sharon frowned and shook her head.  For years Martin had been coming to the bar, but never to get drunk every night as he had for the last two months.  She had asked around about his drinking binge, and been told that he had lost his job and was selling his sled dogs to cover a loan on his cabin.  He had been coming in looking awful, but tonight he looked especially bad.  His eyes were bloodshot, his beard was matted with dirt and grease, and his heavy parka was losing down feathers through a long tear in front.  His hands were black with grime, and he had a strong odor of wood smoke and sour sweat.  He looked as if he had spent the day sleeping in a ditch, and only Sharon's affection for him was keeping her from having the bouncer throw him out of the bar.

"Get your act together, Marty," she snapped in frustration before turning to help another customer.

“Get my act together,” Martin said to himself bitterly as he looked around the room, which was packed with a hump-of-the-week crowd.  A rustic structure made of pealed logs that sweated sap, The Wheelhouse commanded a view of the Chena River from a location just on the outskirts of Fairbanks.  It was popular among the locals, some of whom traveled to the bar by snowmobile in winter and by boat in summer.  From its enclosed back porch, customers could gaze comfortably upon the river in any season.  Tonight, however, most of them were watching a rugby match on a wide-screen television.  As a mix of cheers and boos over a tackle filled the room, Martin started to take a long pull from his beer.  Tilting his head back, he let the cold brew flow down his throat.  He knew that beer wasn't the answer to his problems, but it felt good going down.

Losing his job at the power plant at the local university had been a big blow for Martin, but not the biggest.  He had wanted to quit for months, though the job was the only one he had been able to find after being laid off by an oil company on the North Slope of Alaska.  His income from the plant had barely covered his expenses, and most of the work had involved using cleaning solvents that had left chemical burns on his arms and hands.

Losing his girlfriend, Jill Fairmont, had been a bigger blow for him.  He had met the earthy, brown-haired woman in the weight room at the university's gym.  They dated for nearly three months when suddenly she broke off the relationship.  This precipitated the loss of his job at the power plant.  After Jill dumped him, he fell into a deep depression and started drinking heavily.  Eventually he showed up at the power plant stinking of beer, and his manager, rather than trying to help Martin, fired him as a drunkard.  In true domino fashion, the rest of his life tumbled away afterward.  His savings evaporated, he lost his pickup truck to the bank, and now he had to sell his dog team to cover the loan on his cabin.

As he tilted his head back to empty his bottle, Martin spotted the person whom he held responsible for his lot.  In a chair tipped back on its hind legs, Randy McCloughlin sat drinking a beer near the television.  Like Martin, Randy was a big man in his thirties who also sported a beard and a head of thick, dark hair.  Unlike Martin, however, he looked very clean tonight in a pressed wool shirt and heavy green trousers.  When a rugby player on television made a goal for five points, a wide grin crossed Randy's face.

"I'll wipe that smile off your face," Martin said under his breath to the man who had stolen his girl.  He put down his bottle, slid off his stool, and stumbled away from the bar.  He bumped into a waitress, upsetting her tray full of drinks, and then bounced off two more people before reaching Randy.

"Bastard," he growled as he kicked Randy's chair out from under him.

Randy landed hard but quickly defended himself by throwing his beer bottle at his attacker.  It caught Martin full in the face, dislocating his nose before landing unbroken on the sawdust-covered floor.  Randy was on his feet in a second, smashing his left fist into the stunned drunk's right temple.  The punch dropped Martin like a lead brick, parking him next to the beer bottle.  Knowing the fight was over, Randy scooped up his bottle before all of its contents spilled out.

"Cool," said Ted Peterson, who was watching the game with Randy.  "You dropped him like a pro.  Are you going to run him in?"

As a detective with the Fairbanks police department, Randy knew that he should arrest the man at his feet, but he also knew that taking him in would ruin the rest of the evening.  He could call in a patrolman, he thought as he sipped suds from his bottle, but that would take a lot of time.  Also, he had fifty dollars riding on the rugby match, a live satellite broadcast from New Zealand.  No, he decided as he watched Sharon push her way through the people gathered around the unconscious man, it would be better just to prop him up in a corner somewhere and forget about the attack.

Sharon cursed as she knelt next to Martin.

"Look at his nose,” she said. “Poor guy's got enough problems without being beaten up."

"He attacked Randy," Ted pointed out, pushing his wire-frame glasses up on his nose.  People around him nodded.

"Calm down," the detective ordered, waving at Ted to be quiet.  "Let's get him off the floor before someone steps on him."

Ted got up from his chair and helped Randy move Martin to an unoccupied booth near the front door.  Sharon followed them and sat next to Martin, holding a bar rag against his nose.  Already Martin’s shirt was stained with blood that had flowed down from his nose over his lips and bearded chin.

"Why'd you hit him so hard?" the bartender demanded.

"Sharon, he attacked me.  I was just watching the game when suddenly I was on the floor and he was standing over me."  Randy's face betrayed his frustration.  "I don't even know him."

"Big tough cop," she grumbled, lifting the rag to check Martin's nose.  "You have to pick on a helpless drunk to feel macho.  Well, not in my bar."  She suddenly spun around to face Randy and Ted.  "Get out of here both of you right now."

"But the game," Ted said.  "We've got money riding on it."

Randy cringed.  Bartenders never wanted to hear about gambling in their establishments.  It was illegal, and it could cost a bar its business license.

"Out!" she yelled.  Larry Lawton, the bar's bouncer, came to the table.  Barrel-chested, and about six and a half feet tall, Larry went by the nickname “Bruiser” at work and at home.  Ted recoiled from her voice and the bouncer's presence as Randy took him by the shoulder and led him back to their table to get their parkas.  As the detective pulled on his jacket, his rugby team scored again.  The game was turning into a rout that he was going to miss.

"You'll tell us how it ends," he said to Chris, the guy with whom he had bet.

"Depends on who wins."

Suddenly the bar’s front door flew open, and Grace Dansworth came running in carrying her helmet.  She spotted Sharon at the table with Martin and blurted out her husband's discovery.

"Sharon, there's a body out in the river!" Randy heard Grace yell at the bartender, who was still trying to stop Martin's nosebleed.

"Cool," Ted said as the detective muttered an oath to himself.  The body probably belonged to a homeless wino who had fallen into the river, Randy thought.  It was a common story in Fairbanks.  Downtown had many homeless people, and so far that winter twenty-seven of them had succumbed to the extreme cold.  With the current temperatures outside down around minus twenty degrees Fahrenheit, tonight was a good night to freeze to death.

"It’s a conspiracy, Ted," Randy said as they returned to the table where Sharon was sitting.  "First, a drunk attacks me while I'm watching the game, and now another one up and dies out on the river.  Bet my team loses, too."

Ted wasn't paying attention.  For years he had listened to Randy talk about police investigations but had never watched his friend in action.  Now he was actually on the brink of seeing a case unfold, and if he played his cards right, he might even participate in solving it.

"Grace, what did you find?" Ted asked before Randy could.  She stared at the smaller man in city clothes for a second before shifting her attention to the detective.  Her husband had talked about Ted, so she wasn’t sure what to think about him.

"We found a body out on the river."

"Where?" Randy asked, cutting off Ted, who was about to ask another question.

"Just around the bend from here, back toward town."  Her attention shifted to Sharon.  "Bryan was taking a curve when he hit something in the snow.  It threw him over the handlebars and rolled his sled.  When we went to see what he'd hit, we found an arm lying in the snow."

"So, you didn't find a body, just an arm?" Ted asked.

Randy cast an impatient look at his friend.  He was the detective and had to establish his authority at the outset of the investigation.

"First an arm," Grace said, looking at the two men in turn, "then the rest of it, leading down beneath the snow to a body.  Bryan's certain it's frozen in the river."

"Just around the bend, near Henry's?" Randy asked, mentioning the shop next door.

"Yes," Grace responded.  "Bryan's still out there, keeping an eye on the spot."

Randy turned to Ted as he started to zip up his parka, a heavy, gray coat with large pockets and thick down insulation.

"Call my number at work and tell whoever answers to send some people out here.  I'm going to drive around to Henry's to see what they’ve found."

"Cool" was all Ted could think to say before walking to the bar to ask for the phone.  Already several people who had listened to Grace's story had left The Wheelhouse to go look at the corpse.  Soon they would be picking through the snow, looking for souvenirs.  Randy took Grace by the arm and led her outside.  From the porch they could see the headlights of vehicles already gathering in Henry's parking lot.

"Ride ahead on your machine and tell Bryan to keep people away from the body," Randy said, his breath freezing into a visible vapor in the frigid air.  "And also tell him to try to keep them from taking any evidence."

"OK," Grace answered, and then quickly pulled on her helmet and returned to her snowmobile.  As Randy crossed the parking lot, he heard her snow machine start and then zoom onto the river.  He reached his truck, a brand-new four-wheel-drive pickup that still had a paper license plate taped to the inside of the back window.  He climbed in, and just as he was about to shut the door, Ted came running over from the bar.

"Hey, wait up!  I want to check this out," Ted said.

"Ted, look over there."  Randy pointed toward Henry's parking lot.  "I've already got a bunch of people to deal with."

Ted looked downcast in the weak light coming from a nearby lamppost.

"Besides, I can't let you go slogging around out there in those shoes," Randy said, pointing at the tasseled loafers on Ted's feet.  A geologist for the Alaska division of minerals, Ted spent his summers collecting rock specimens in national parks, and his winters examining them in a warm lab at the local university's research center.  Unlike Randy, who was always dressed for the outdoors, Ted preferred designer apparel that matched his indoor lifestyle.  The loafers were at the cuffs of a pair of well-creased trousers, and under his parka a paisley silk tie hung from the collar of a tailored pink shirt.

"I have boots in my car," Ted said quickly, and then ran to his small Japanese import to get them.  Randy stuck his car key in the ignition and for a second considered leaving Ted behind.  As he turned the key, though, he reminded himself that, in a sense, Ted was his partner in Alaska.  They had met in college and together assembled a fairly good team of sled dogs.  Through a decade of winters they had stood by each other, never faltering in their friendship.  By the time the truck's engine caught and settled into a greasy, showroom idle, Randy had decided that Ted might be able to help by keeping curious bystanders away from the body.

"We're going to have to do something about those people," the detective said after Ted had climbed in on the passenger side of the pickup.  "When we get over there, we'll concentrate on holding them back until a lab team gets here."

He slipped the column shifter into reverse, backed around, and then shifted into drive to pull out of the parking lot.  Long used to driving trucks with manual transmissions, the detective jolted the vehicle from reverse to drive by not stopping completely before shifting.  Randy had wanted a manual transmission, but the car dealer had said it would take months to ship up a truck so equipped from the Lower Forty-Eight.  The dealer had also told the detective that the cost of extra freighting would have to be tacked onto the price tag.  Though he didn’t like automatics, they were better on ice, so Randy went ahead and bought the truck that he was driving because he couldn’t wait for or afford the vehicle that he wanted.

The truck bounced onto Airport Way, the only freeway in town, and rolled a few yards before Randy guided it into Henry's parking lot.  Already five or six vehicles were parked along the riverbank, their headlights shining down on the river.  As Randy added his truck to the other vehicles, his eyes fell on two men throwing punches at each other on the river, and two women, one of them Grace, wrestling on the ground nearby.  A few feet away a man was digging in the snow with his hands like a dog, while the rest of the people gathered below seemed content just to watch the combatants.  Randy dug his revolver out of his glove compartment as Ted took off his glasses and placed them on the dashboard before jumping out of the truck.  Randy opened his door but stopped as he was getting out when he saw the geologist scramble down the embankment and dive at the two fighting men just in time to catch a fist in the side of his head.

"Ted," Randy said to himself as he watched his friend slump to the ground.  By the time he reached the scene, the fighting had stopped and one of the men, Bryan Dansworth, was helping Ted get to his feet.

"Pretty bright, Ted," Randy remarked.  The geologist was too addled to respond.  "And you two, why were you fighting?"

"He stole a ring from the hand we found," Bryan answered, pointing at the man he had been fighting.  It was then that Randy noticed that Grace was standing with the severed arm clutched against her chest.  He took it from her and saw that its ring finger had been snapped off.

"The guy's dead," said Bryan's attacker, a hairy behemoth with a huge beer belly.  "He don't need no jewelry."

"Hand it over," Randy said, pointing his gun at the bigger man.  His patience was at an end, and he was in no mood to fool around.  The man looked at the gun for a moment, and then reached into a pocket and produced the missing digit.  The detective handed the arm back to Grace before taking the finger.  He kept his gun out while examining the finger.  Encircling the digit was a class ring from the local university, with 1982 showing through its transparent ruby gem.  The appendage was soft from having been in a warm pocket, but Randy guessed it must have been snapped off while still frozen solid.

"Get out of here," Randy yelled at the thief, and then at the other people.  "All of you, get out of here now."  Then he stalked over to the man digging in the snow and kicked him in the backside.  "You too," he yelled at the now prone figure.  "Get!"

The bystanders stepped back, some as far as the top of the embankment, but none left.  Death attracted people like flies.  It was never too repulsive for those curious about the end.

A siren and red flashing lights washed over the surrounding snow-covered trees, announcing the arrival of a patrol car.  Randy took the arm from Grace and handed it and the finger to Ted, whose senses were starting to return.

"You wanted to help," he said as he walked toward the riverbank.  "Watch those until I get back."

Randy climbed the slope into the glare of several headlights and walked around to the passenger side of his truck.  There he got a flashlight, and as an afterthought, Ted's glasses.  As he closed the door, he heard someone call his name.  When Randy turned around, he saw Alan Blakely, a reporter with the local daily newspaper, emerge from the blinding headlights of a car.  Randy hated the man, and almost crushed Ted's glasses in his fist as he watched the reporter approach.  Paul Schwartz, one of the paper's other reporters and a good friend of the detective's, was on vacation in Spain, leaving Alan to handle the paper's nightshift.  Blakely had a tabloid writing style that had completely alienated the local police.  Randy's evening had just gotten worse.

"Up here instead of down there investigating," Alan said to the detective.  "It seems like nothing can get you guys to work."

"Shut up," Randy growled, walking back to the embankment.  Alan ran to catch up with him.  Wearing a green snowsuit and heavy winter boots, the reporter made a loud rustling sound that could be heard over the engines of the cars in the parking lot.

"Wait up," he yelled.  "I want a name.  A guy's dead and the Clarion's readers demand to know who he is."

"I've heard the speech," Randy said as he slid down the slope to the river.  "When we have a name, we'll give it to you."

Alan tried to follow the detective, but Randy grabbed him by the collar and dragged him over to where several onlookers had gathered.  The reporter yelled something offensive at the detective, but Randy ignored it.

"That guy you booted was trying to dig out the body," Ted said.  As he put on his glasses, he noticed that their frame was bent out of shape.  "You can see the tattered material of a sleeve on the snow."

Ted led Randy to the hole after placing the severed appendages on one of the Dansworths' snowmobiles.  The detective shone his flashlight onto the ground and saw a dark, ragged swatch of fabric leading into the hole.  The part of the left arm still attached to the body had been uncovered.  Randy crouched next to the stump, which extended from the ice at an angle.  The point of separation was red and jagged, and when Ted moved to touch it, Randy motioned him away.

"That's not for us," the detective explained.  "That's the coroner's job."

They heard someone approaching them from behind, and when they stood up and turned around, they saw that it was Greg Vernin, the patrolman whose territory encompassed this part of the river.

"Randy, how'd you get here so fast?"

"I was up at The Wheelhouse." He nodded toward the bar's well-lit porch.  "Grace over there came running in to report the body."

"Does Alice know you're out here?" the patrolman asked, referring to the night police dispatcher.  Randy looked at Ted, who shrugged.

"I spoke to a guy," the geologist answered.

"I better let her know that you're here," Greg said, "or she'll send another detective."

Randy was tempted to stop him, but the detective was the first investigator on the scene and his captain would be angry if he didn't take charge of the case.  As he watched the patrolman climb the embankment, the detective saw a larger figure slide down it.  Soon Randy was able to see that it was Ben Caulton, the city coroner.  In his sixties and uncomfortably overweight, Caulton was always disagreeable.

"Well, why I am here, Randy?" the coroner asked, a pair of half lenses on his nose giving him a severe look.  The detective pointed his flashlight at the stump leading down into the ice, and the coroner crouched to examine it.  "Not much here.  Where's the rest of the arm?"

"Over there," Randy answered, directing the flashlight toward the snowmobiles.  Both men walked to the machine on which sat the arm and the finger.

"Class of ’82," Caulton said as he examined the finger.  "I taught a course up there that year.  This," he said, wagging the digit at the detective, "could be from one of my former students.  What a pleasant thought."  The arm he found less interesting.

"I'll have to look at these under better light in the lab," he said, motioning over an assistant from his office.  The assistant placed the body parts into separate plastic bags before carrying them up the slope.

"What about the rest of him?" Randy asked.

"He's frozen in the ice.  I can't do anything until someone gets him out."  A cold shiver shook the older man, prompting him to start walking toward the embankment.  "I'll call the fire department and have them cut him out," he said over his shoulder.  "Let me know when they have the rest of him."

Ted stepped closer to Randy, and both men watched the coroner climb the slope.  The geologist was shivering and alternately rubbing his arms and hands.

"I'm freezing, bro.  Gotta go," Ted said through chattering teeth.  Randy nodded, and his friend quickly scrambled up the slope.  As Ted was climbing, Randy saw that the boots the geologist had gotten from his car were cowboy boots, which were hardly suitable for the temperatures on the river.  Swinging his flashlight around, he saw most of the bystanders, including the reporter, Alan Blakely, had left.  When he looked at the Dansworths, he saw that they were holding each other to stay warm.

"You two can go," he said to the couple.  "I'll get a hold of you tomorrow for a statement."

Soon the couple had their machines started and were headed for The Wheelhouse.  As Randy watched them ride away, Greg returned from his car, carrying a large flashlight and four orange cone-shaped pylons to mark off the area around the hole and the body.

"Getting lonely out here," the patrolman observed as he dropped the pylons next to the hole before pulling a roll of yellow tape out of a pocket.  "I got Alice.  She hadn't found anyone to send out, so you're lucky."  He saw Randy's expression change.  "Or not."

Turning on his flashlight, the patrolman shone its light into the hole that contained the stump.  He stared down at it for a minute before bending to tap it with a finger.

"It’s frozen solid," he said to Randy, who was placing the pylons around the hole.  "It's as hard as a rock."  He shone the light around the inside of the hole.  "You can see part of the head."  He reached in and tested the surface around the head.  "It’s solid ice.  How are we going to get this guy out?"

"Caulton's having the fire department come out and cut him free."

"Not through this stuff," Greg observed dubiously, straightening to help Randy with the pylons.  "More like blast him out."

"They could use torches."

"It’s too cold for that.  The water would freeze back to ice as soon as it melted."

It sounded impossible, Randy thought as he started winding the tape around the pylons, but there had to be a way to get the body out.  After the last cone, he handed the roll of tape back to the patrolman, and then crouched next to the hole.  With his flashlight, the detective again saw that the stump disappeared into the shredded sleeve, which in turn disappeared beneath the snow.  Next to the arm was the cranial curve of a head covered with black hair.  Randy reached into the hole to feel how frozen the body was, and found that it and the surrounding ice were rock hard.

"You're right," he said, standing up.  "He may be here until spring."

Greg agreed as he fished a smoke from a pack of cigarettes.  He stuck the cigarette between his lips and lit it with a disposable lighter.

"Well, we'll give the fire guys a crack at it," the patrolman said, exhaling gray smoke as he spoke.  "They have a few tricks."

A cold chill ran through the detective, and he suddenly remembered that he still had fifty dollars riding on a rugby match back at the bar.

"I've been out here for a while," he said to the patrolman.  "I'm going to The Wheelhouse for a cup of coffee.  If someone asks for me, send them up there."

Greg nodded as Randy made his way back to his pickup.  Already the headlights of the truck had dimmed perceptibly from being left on for too long.  The truck's battery was as new as the vehicle, but minus winter temperatures could quickly shorten the life of even a good battery.  Randy got into his pickup and cranked the engine.  With a weak charge, the engine churned slowly before starting.  Randy waited a few seconds before shifting into reverse and backing around, and then selected drive and retraced his route from The Wheelhouse.  He parked near the entrance to the bar, but he left the engine running this time, using a spare key to lock the truck.  Inside, the television was now tuned to a music video channel, and Chris, the man whom Randy had bet with, was still sitting at the same table.

"Who won?" Randy asked Chris, who was bobbing his head to music from a heavy-metal band.  A sly smile crossed Chris' face.

"South Africa, of course.  Beat your team 18-12.  Pay up, Randy."  Chris reached out a hand.

"He's lying," Randy heard someone say behind him.  When Randy turned around, he saw the drunk who had attacked him.  Martin was still sitting in the booth near the front door, with the bar rag pressed against his nose.  "I caught the end.  New Zealand left South Africa in the dust."

Randy shook his head as he turned back to Chris.

"Had to try," Chris said, pulling money from his wallet and handing fifty dollars to Randy.  The detective counted the bills slowly in mock distrust of the other man.  "It's all there.  Next week, it's Korea against Japan in table tennis.  Let's double the ante, so I can get my money back."

"You're on," Randy shook on the bet, taking Japan.  "Just don't get any ideas about killing someone to distract me."

"That's a thought," Chris said, turning his attention back to the video.  On television, a drummer in dread locks was head banging to his music.

Randy walked to Martin's table and sat down.

"Thanks for telling me," the detective said.  "He almost got me."

"Forget it.  Think of it as an apology.  I lost my temper earlier without thinking.  I'm Martin Cranson, by the way.  Marty to my friends."  He started to extend his right hand to shake hands but stopped when he saw that it was covered with blood from his nose.

"Randy McCloughlin," the detective said.  "What got into you, anyway?"

"You stole Jill from me," Martin said bluntly, turning away as anger briefly flared on his face.

"Jill?  I didn't know she was seeing someone."

"Well, she was, and you're looking at him."  Both men stared at each other for a moment, Martin in anger, and Randy in disbelief.

"I didn’t know,” Randy finally said.  “This is the first I’ve heard of this.”  He waved over a waitress, and when she arrived, he ordered two cups of coffee.

"Hey, Jill’s great, but there are things,” he went on.  “Look at this," he said, opening his parka.  Martin studied the shirt underneath for a second.  "Do you see anything strange?"  It took Martin a minute to answer.

"There are no wrinkles."

"No wrinkles, no stains, spotless," Randy said.  "And check this out."  He pushed back his chair and pointed at his trousers.  "Creases.  Every pair of pants I own, even my jeans, has creases now.  And," he said as he stood up, "I'm color coordinated.  Jill likes to pick out my clothes and notices when I mismatch them."

"You're kidding," Martin said as the detective sat back down.

"I kid you not."  Then more seriously: "Do you run dogs?"  Martin nodded.  "She's got my lead dog wrapped around her little finger.  Best dog I’d had in years.  Now it's worthless, and I've had to pull it from my team.  She’s turned it into a house pet.  Even lets it ride up front in her car."

"Feed for a forty-four," Martin said, uttering the judgment for any sled dog that was no longer good for pulling.  It was better to put the dog down than to keep feeding it.

"Can't.  It’d kill Jill to lose that dog now."  Randy shook his head.

"How'd you let her get so far?"

"I had a girlfriend, a complete train wreck.  I got tired of her antics and kicked her out, but she went berserk and trashed my cabin.  I met Jill around then, and when she heard about the mess, she offered to help clean my place.  That was a couple of months ago.  Now I have floral curtains on my windows, covers on my furniture, scented toilet paper in the outhouse, clean sheets."  He stopped to shake his head for a second.  "It's like living in someone else's home."

The waitress returned to their table with their order, and Randy paid her.  Martin tested his coffee before venturing a question.

"So, she's living with you now?"

"No, not after the last one.  The place is off limits to live-ins."

"Then how's she getting in to do all this stuff?"

"I gave her a key to my place when we were cleaning it up."  Randy took a sip from his cup, burning his tongue.  He winced at the pain before continuing.  "Now she comes and goes as she pleases."

"A key and affection.  It sounds like a nasty combo."  Both men nodded at the thought.  "What about just taking the key back?"

"I like her," Randy answered, “and there’s no other woman in my life.  I’d be worse off without her.”

Both men sat in silence for a moment, drinking their coffee as they considered their lives.  One was down and out but still free, while the other, though living well, was experiencing the slow death dreaded by many single men: consumption through domestication.  Which man was better off was hard to say.

"Her boy's OK," Randy said eventually, referring to Jill's son, Kevin.

"Yeah, he was when I knew him," Martin said.  Then after a pause, "I'm selling off my dog team.  I'm hoping to keep my lead dog, but the others may interest you."  He pulled the rag away from his nose to check for fresh blood before continuing.  "They're all healthy and smart on the trail."

Lost in his thoughts, Randy could only nod.  Just then the front door opened, and three firefighters came in dressed in heavy yellow apparel crisscrossed with white reflective tape.

"Can I get a hold of you through Sharon?" the detective asked as he got up to intercept the firefighters.

"Yes, these days I'm here every night."  Then with a wink, he added, "She's going to run me over to the hospital later."

Randy smiled slightly before walking away.  The bartender had a habit of picking up strays, and judging from Martin's appearance, he was about as stray as they came.  The detective pulled out his police I.D. card as he approached the firefighters, flashing it long enough to catch their attention.

"You Randy?" one ventured.  When the detective nodded, the firefighter extended his hand.  "Tim Corey, team coordinator."  The two men shook hands quickly.  "We checked the body out there and, well, frankly, we don't think we can help."

"What's the problem?" Randy asked as he led them to an empty table.  His first thought was that there might be a jurisdictional conflict.  Technically the firefighters were limited to calls inside the city limits.  The corpse, though inside the municipality, was outside the city.  The firefighters would be well justified if they refused to help.  That, however, proved not to be the problem in this case.

"It's stuck solid," Tim said after sitting down.  "We dug around what's poking out, but we saw no way we could get it out easily.  We have tools for cutting through ice, but we're talking about several feet of it with water flowing underneath."

"Water would shoot out like a geyser," one of the other firefighters chimed in.  "A shower of cold water could kill a man out there."

"That aside, there's the money," Tim continued.  "We're on overtime now.  Hacking away out there would make us rich, but we pretty much know we wouldn't get that body out."

"There until spring," Randy delivered the final verdict.

"There until spring," Tim echoed, his companions nodding.

It was March, and spring in these parts usually came in May, which was months away.  Then the ice would thaw, gradually freeing the river and the body.  Until then, arrangements would have to be made to watch the area.

"You've marked off the scene," Tim remarked, as if knowing what Randy was thinking.

"That's not going to stop people from trying to steal things," Randy said.  "We're going to have to leave someone out there to watch the body."

To do so, Randy needed Capt. Rick Nelson's permission.  A transplant from Tucson, Arizona, the police captain hated Alaska and fought any plan that wasn't his.  The police department was operating in the red, Randy knew Nelson would say, and couldn't afford to commit personnel to watching a hole in the Chena River.  Even after describing the scuffle and how people had tried to steal the arm, Randy was certain Nelson would rail against posting a watch before finally approving it.
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