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Prologue: No Longer Home

Fairbanks, Alaska, 1991

Up through his mouth, sinus cavity, and into his brain rose the bullet, pushing before it flesh, bone and other debris.  His knees gave way, his body sank to the floor, and his face fell forward into a deep shag carpet.  Having fallen from his hand, a glass tumbler now lay beside him, spilling whiskey into the thick nap.  Silence filled the room.  Spiritually, the only resident of Sunset Heights Apartment 201 was no longer home.


Chapter 1: Utter Darkness

The winter day was well into its afternoon.  The sun had set more than an hour before, and twilight was gone from the sky.  Wisps of reddish green Northern Lights flirted with the stars above.

Randy McCloughlin stood in a wide parking area deep in a forest.  He was at the head of a trail that ran through the woods for several miles before looping back to the other side of the clearing.  All that illuminated the scene was light from a headlamp strapped against Randy's forehead.  He swept the light across snow-shrouded trees, a large four-by-four pickup with a truck kennel full of dogs, and then back to the dogsled at his feet.

As Randy exhaled, his breath froze into a mist that coated his beard, eyebrows and hood with frost.  His parka tightened against layers of wool clothing as he bent to untangle the stiff nylon trace lines sprouting from the gangline chain that reached out more than fifteen feet from the front of the sled.  He wore thick gloves against the subzero cold, and they made untangling the lines difficult.  There was no texture, just pressure to tell him that a trace was in hand.  It took several minutes for him to free all the lines.  Then he went along the entire length of the gangline to check for kinks, as the chain would need all its strength to handle the nine dogs in the kennel.

Randy took a small, spiky anchor from the sled and sank its prongs into the ground.  It was tethered to the sled by a rope to keep the craft from moving.  His heavy winter boots squelching in the snow, Randy walked to his truck to get his lead dog, Red.  The dog’s hair stuck out in different directions as the animal was pulled from its small chamber in the kennel.  Randy walked Red to the sled, slipped a harness onto the dog, and clipped the harness to one of the trace lines.  Randy repeated this task with the other dogs until he had all of them attached to the gangline.

Eager to run, the dogs strained at their harnesses.  One began to howl, and then another, until all the dogs were yearning to run through the forest.  Randy took his place at the steering bow at the back of the sled.  With one foot on a sled runner, he placed the other on a metal claw hinged to the underside of the sled and pressed it down into the snow.  Then he reached back and pulled the anchor free from the ground.

The dogs sensed a change in the tension of the gangline, and leaned their shoulders into their harnesses.  The claw began to lose its grip, and the sled inched forward.  Randy could feel the full force of his dogs as they pulled on their lines.  He slid his foot from the claw, and it was snapped up from the snow by an elastic cord attached to the underside of the sled.  The sled shot forward, and Randy nearly lost his grip on the steering bow.  He held on, though, and bent his knees to ride out the first bumps in the trail.

Randy felt as if he had entered a tunnel.  The trees along the trail stood as walls, and the unending sky above hung like a black ceiling.  Snow flew up from the paws of the dogs, and the light from Randy’s headlamp bounced over the path ahead.  The curves in the trail melded together, and the bumps rose and fell like a rough sea.  Randy yelled commands, but the dogs already knew the trail and rushed onward without heeding him.

The trail stayed fast for several miles before hitting a patch of deep snow.  The team suddenly stopped, and the sled nearly slid into the last two dogs.  Randy stepped off the runners to push the sled forward.  Then with a jerk, the steering bow was yanked from his hands, and he lost his balance and fell face first into the snow.  When he looked up, the sled and dogs were gone.  Snow began to fall in earnest, quickly covering the trail in both directions.  Then his headlamp flickered and died, leaving the musher in utter darkness.

Randy awoke from the dream with a start.  His phone was ringing on the nightstand next to his bed, and the clock beside it showed three a.m.  He pulled an arm free from the heavy blankets covering him, picked up the telephone receiver and held it to his ear.  The cold plastic against his skin triggered a violent shiver down his spine.

“Hello,” he grumbled sleepily, half expecting to hear the voice of his girlfriend, Carol.  She had been on a drinking binge for nearly a month, and now she rarely came home when he was around.  He had taken to measuring the decline of their relationship by how much of his bed he reclaimed each night.  At the moment, her pillow was beneath his head.

“Morning, Randy,” came the response over the phone.  It was Alice, the police dispatcher who was usually on duty at this time of day.  “Someone’s called in a body out near Chena Pump Road, and you’re on tonight’s call-in list.”

It was work and not Carol.  Randy felt relieved, as he didn’t want to deal with her at this hour.

“There’s a patrolman out there now, and I’m going to send the coroner and a lab team next,” Alice added.

“Who called it in?” he asked as he sat up and switched on his bedside lamp.  Cold air rushed him from all sides, and his breath froze in the air.  The only heat in his cabin came from a barrel stove in the front room of his home.  By this hour, the fire in the stove was usually down to cinders.  Miles north of Fairbanks, Alaska, the detective lived in a two-room cabin overlooking Gold Stream Valley, a very cold, dark place at this time of year.

"A tenant in the building," Alice answered.  A radio speaker burst with static and garbled speech on her end of the line.  Randy heard the volume of the radio drop, and then the squeak of Alice's office chair as she returned to the phone.

"The victim’s been dead for some time," she continued, "and the smell finally reached one of the neighbors.  The guy who called it in said it nearly knocked him flat when he got home this morning.  Greg Vernin's the officer on the scene, and he says the body's badly decomposed."

As Randy listened to Alice, he reluctantly slid his legs from under his covers and over the edge of his bed.  His feet landed on a cold, wooden floor, triggering a violent shiver that shook his frame as it ran up through his body.  A rash of goose bumps broke out on his skin, and his teeth chattered briefly as he slipped his feet into his wool slippers.  Other than a pair of checkered boxer shorts, he was completely bare.  Flecks of dry skin clung to his chest hair, and a middle-aged paunch strained at the elastic band around his waist.  In winter, he wore clothing in layers against the cold weather, and in summer, when temperatures in interior Alaska could reach the nineties, he rarely ventured out in short sleeves because of the clouds of mosquitoes that roamed through the area.  Sunlight was something his skin rarely saw, and in the harsh light from the bedside lamp, he looked sickly white.

"Anyone else out there?" he asked.

"Just Paul," Alice answered, referring to a local newspaper reporter.  "He was here getting information about a house fire.  He left right after the call came in."

"He’s OK,” Randy observed.  “That other guy at the Clarion gets on my nerves."

"Alan? He’s an ass," Alice said in agreement.

Both reporters worked for the local daily newspaper, but where Paul Schwartz was cooperative and professional, Alan Blakely was annoying and deceitful.  From New York and full of contempt for Alaskans, Alan wanted a conspiracy to be behind every crime.  He believed the police in this town of thirty thousand people tried to hide information from him.  In truth, they did, but only because they didn’t like him.

"What's the temperature like?"

"It's forty below here," Alice answered.  "The apartment complex is called Sunset Heights.  Do you need directions?"

"No, I know where it is.  I’ve been there a few times."

"I'll tell Greg you're coming."  They exchanged goodbyes and hung up.

With the outside temperatures well below zero and sunrise about seven hours away, Randy was reluctant to leave his warm bed to investigate a murder.  Winter malaise, or cabin fever, had set in around the first of the year, leaving him listless and often wanting to sleep.  With many symptoms of depression, cabin fever was zapping his spirit.

He was lucky, though, because he had never fought his winter blues by turning to alcohol or drugs, as many people in Alaska did at this time of year.  The state had a rehab industry devoted to treating this problem, medically known as Seasonal Affected Disorder, or SAD.  Hospital chains from the Lower Forty-Eight had clinics in Alaska to cash in on addictions, and some even advertised on radio and television.  Residents who were familiar with the problem, however, knew the best cure was to take a break from the cold and darkness by going on vacation someplace warm, like Hawaii or Mexico.

His reluctance to get up was also fueled by the association that he had come to make between early morning calls and dead homeless people.  Alaska had always had a boom or bust economy.  Fluctuations in its fortunes had left the state with an army of homeless people.  During the day, many of them wandered around Fairbanks, looking for handouts and digging in garbage cans. At night, some of them took refuge beneath the bridges spanning the Chena River, which ran through the center of town.  Along the river’s banks patrolmen searched for corpses at least once a week.  Whenever one was found, Randy was called in to investigate, but usually just to find a relative to cover the cost of disposing of the body.

The homeless also liked to inhabit the city's dumpsters.  Years before, a phone call summoned the police to Pioneer Centennial Park, which was built to commemorate the U.S. purchase of Alaska from Russia.  They found the frozen remains of two people who had perished while entwined in a dumpster.  The call had been made by the driver of a garbage truck, who had watched the couple tumble out of the bin while he was emptying it.  A search that night of other dumpsters in the city found that many were lived in by homeless people.  They liked the bins because they were sturdy and their steel walls wouldn’t burn when their inhabitants made fires to stay warm.

Scratching his chest, Randy stood up and walked to a pair of socks on the floor.  He picked one up, and it was stiff with frozen perspiration.  He had worn the socks the day before in a pair of hot winter boots, and tossed them aside while getting ready for bed.  During the night, the sweat in the socks had frozen solid.

Every winter since he started building his cabin years before, animals in the valley had gotten into the exterior of his house to take the fiberglass insulation in the attic and floor.  Many took it to replace nature's roughage, which lay buried beneath the snow, while others took it to line their winter dens.  Randy replaced the insulation every summer, and tried to devise ways to stop the raiders.  All his barriers had failed, however.  The creatures invariably found ways to slip through or under the skirting around the base of the cabin, or simply gnawed through the obstacles that Randy pitted against them.  By December, only the snow on the roof and the plastic foam insulation in the walls held heat in the cabin, while little remained in the yard-deep space beneath the floor to keep out the cold.

Randy tossed the pair of socks into a cardboard box set aside for dirty clothes and started moving through the room.  Besides the bed and table, a dresser sat next to the doorway to the front room, and a desk was on the other side of the bed.  Various books of his trade and a small collection of paperbacks sat on shelves mounted to the wall behind the desk.  Clothing, some of it Carol's, hung from a broom handle that was dangling from the ceiling like a trapeze near the end of the bed. 

He walked to a light switch next to the doorway and flipped on the ceiling light.  A circular fluorescent tube flickered overhead a few times before dimly filling the room with light.  The bedroom, indeed the entire cabin, was still under construction.  Covered with darkly stained tongue and groove boards, the walls showed pink insulation around the windows and the doorjamb.  Gray deck paint covered the floor, and instead of a door, a Mexican souvenir blanket hung drawn back in the doorway to let in heat from the front room.  The cabin was far from luxurious, but it was completely paid for and Randy owed no money to a bank for a loan.

From the dresser, he took a fresh pair of socks and pulled them on before stepping into a blue union suit that had spent the night draped over the end of the bed.  Off the trapeze came a pair of dark green trousers and a brown wool shirt, both of which fit snugly over the thermal underwear.  He filled his pants pockets with things from the top of his dresser, including his badge, keys and wallet.  Around his shirt collar he wrapped a striped tie to give himself an official look.  In the mirror over the bureau, however, the tie looked odd against the shirt, and his full black beard and collar-length hair gave him a rough appearance.

He reached through the doorway and switched on a fluorescent ceiling light in the front room before turning off the lights in the bedroom.  Running along the far wall of the front room was a kitchen counter with a gas stove and a sink that emptied into a bucket beneath it.  Further attesting to the absence of plumbing was a transparent water jug next to the sink.  Ice could be seen floating in the water at the top of the jug.  There was no restroom, just an outhouse a few yards from the front door.  In front of the counter was a table with three mismatched chairs, and along the wall to the right was a wide, ceiling-high cabinet.  A refrigerator, the cabin's only electrical appliance, hummed in a corner despite the low temperature in the cabin.

The barrel stove was on cinder blocks in the center of the room.  Made from an oil drum, the stove still had "50 Gallons" and the name of an oil company stenciled on its side.  A flue striped with black rivulets of creosote rose from the stove to the ceiling, where a dog sled hung upside down from hooks.  Randy stepped to the front of the stove and opened its door, a square of sheet metal held in place with hinges made out of nuts and bent rebar rods.  A red ember on a bed of gray ash could be seen feeding on the underside of a blackened log.  With a piece of kindling, Randy cleared ash away from the ember before adding enough wood to keep the fire going for a few more hours.  He shut the stove door and walked around the table to the sink.  Using the dark, ice-rimmed window above the sink as a mirror, he inflicted a few strokes to his hair with a comb from his back pocket before stepping to the front door.

His feet slipped quickly into the heavy felt-lined boots that he had worn the day before.  From a line of wall pegs next to the front door, he took a shoulder holster that held a three-fifty-seven magnum revolver, the largest pistol the Fairbanks police department allowed its officers to carry on duty.  Not meant just for people, the gun was preferred for its ability to bring down large animals such as bears and moose, which often wandered through the city looking for food. 

After putting on the holster, a knee-length parka and a pair of thick gloves, Randy turned on the porch light and opened the front door.  Air so cold it made his eyes water and his cheeks burn greeted him outside.  His ears began to sting, but he refrained from pulling the hood of his parka over his head because it blocked his peripheral vision and messed up his hair.  Reaching back inside, he turned off the kitchen light before closing and locking the front door.  As he stepped off the porch and crossed the trodden snow leading to his pickup, his sled dogs poked their heads out of their houses to see who was walking through the yard.  In the light from the porch, their pupils glowed as red as the ember in the barrel stove.  He found himself looking for Red, the lead dog in his dream, but remembered the husky had been killed the previous winter when it tangled with a moose on a trail.  It was a common story among mushers in Alaska.  Anyone who regularly went dog sledding was destined to encounter a moose.  Two other dogs also died in the melee, and Randy had to shoot the moose to keep it from killing more of his dogs.

With a large plywood kennel in its bed and a clearance of more than two feet, Randy’s pickup was an impressive rig.  Dirt and dents covered its dark blue sides, and a deep crack ran across the windshield.  The detective unplugged the cord to the truck's electric engine heater, and then climbed into the cab.  His breath immediately covered the inside of the windshield with a thin layer of frost.  Using a disposable lighter that he kept on the dash, he unfroze the ignition switch by inserting his car key and warming it with the lighter's butane flame.  Then he turned the key while priming the engine with a few stomps on the gas pedal.  The engine whirred weakly in a series of crescendos before catching.  Violent shudders ran through the truck, and black exhaust billowed up from the tailpipe as the vehicle's V8 engine fought its way back to life against the cold.

Randy let the engine idle for a few minutes before taking the stick shift in both hands and forcing the frozen transmission into reverse.  He released the clutch slowly, until it caught with a jar that put the truck into motion.  More gas was applied to force the wheels to turn against the frozen grease that held their axles like glue.  Still shuttering violently, the truck rolled backward down Randy’s driveway, gaining speed as the grease warmed up and loosened its grip.  He turned on the headlights, and his snow-blanketed cabin, nestled in a forest of snow-covered elm and spruce trees, grew smaller as he backed down his driveway.  As the truck rolled over a small bump onto Gold Stream Road, it rocked from side to side, the heavy wooden kennel adding to the sway.  Though it halved his gas mileage, Randy didn't remove the kennel in winter because its weight improved the truck's traction on ice.

The detective backed around until he faced the glow of downtown Fairbanks.  He shifted into first, and as the truck started forward, its studded tires raised a howl that grew louder as he worked his way up through the gears.  Tall snowbanks, and frost- and snow-covered trees flashed by on both sides, and ahead shiny patches of ice on the pavement slipped beneath the truck.  The road ran midway along the valley's northern side for a few miles before dipping down into the basin.  Even with the heater on full blast, Randy could feel the interior of the cab become colder as he descended toward the bottom of the valley, where the coldest air gathered.  With temperatures invariably several degrees below those in downtown Fairbanks, the area inspired many locals to call it Cold Stream Valley.  Others in the area, however, preferred to draw attention to the numerous sled dogs in the valley by using names such as Dogville and Husky Hollow.

After crossing a bridge spanning the valley's namesake, the truck swept its lights across an old log cabin.  Windowless and sunk halfway into permafrost, the rustic dwelling invariably drew Randy’s attention.  Nearly fifteen years before, in his second year at the local university, Randy was shown the cabin by a real estate agent.  For two hundred dollars a month, Randy could have had a dirt floor in an eight-by-ten structure that reeked of burnt cedar from having been used as a smokehouse.

"Oh, it smells," said the agent in showing Randy the place, "but you'd be renting real Alaskana." 

Randy opted to pass on the cabin, and eventually took a small apartment in a building near the Sunset Heights complex.  For the next two winters, he would pass the complex almost daily in commuting to the University of Alaska, Fairbanks.

Gold Stream Road ran straight through a snow-covered forest for a few miles before curving into an intersection with the Parks Highway.  To the right, the city of Anchorage lay more than four hundred miles south.  Anchorage was the state's commercial center and unofficial capital.  Snow-capped mountains and modern shopping malls stood within its city limits, which encompassed more than a thousand square miles.  It was Alaska’s biggest city, and some called it the northernmost suburb of Seattle, Washington.  To virtually everyone in the state, it was the place to go for a taste of the Lower Forty-Eight.

There were no other cars around.  Randy turned left toward Fairbanks, and soon the highway cleared the forest.  The intersection with Geist Road came into view from across a flat, open field.  Streetlights illuminated the junction, and its traffic lights changed colors.  The intersection stood at the boundary between civilization and wilderness.  From here on, condos and zero-lot-line homes dominated the roadsides.  As Randy approached the intersection, the traffic light facing him changed from green to yellow, and then from yellow to red.  He ignored the light, slowing only enough to safely turn right onto Geist.  He wasn’t in a hurry, but there was no traffic at this time of day, and therefore, no reason to stop.

He ignored another red light in turning left onto Chena Pump Road.  A wooded hill rose to the right, and a small deserted shopping plaza ran along the other side of the road, all blanketed with snow.  After a few hundred feet, the plaza gave way to blocks of low-rent apartment buildings.  Most of the tenants here were students who attended the local university, which was just a half hour away on foot, and North Slope oil workers who spent only one or two weeks a month in town. 

Randy turned left at the second street, and his studded tires quickly fell silent as the pickup bumped stiffly over a badly plowed road.  Dark apartment buildings stood along both sides of the street.  After a gentle curve to the right, he came to an unlit sign bearing the words "Sunset Heights Deluxe Living Units" and a crudely painted arrow directing visitors through a gap between two buildings.  Beyond the gap, a solitary lamppost illuminated a parking lot in the center of an apartment complex that was formed by four two-story buildings.  Originally built during World War II on the local army post, the buildings were sold as surplus in the 1960s and trucked to Chena Pump Road in sections.  In daylight, seams were still visible in the peeling olive-drab paint where the buildings had been split for the move.

In the parking lot, the headlights of the pickup swept across several cars.  Snow completely covered few, while the rest looked tired from months for winter driving.  In front of one of the buildings, the patrol car Alice had dispatched sat unoccupied with exhaust rising from its tailpipe, the engine left on to keep it from freezing.  In winter, when local temperatures could drop as low as minus fifty degrees Fahrenheit, it was risky to leave an engine off without plugging in its electric heater.  Without heat, the motor oil could freeze solid, and the antifreeze could turn to ice, expand and crack the engine block.

The only sign of life was a man sitting beneath the burning dome light of a large, primer-gray vehicle to the left of the patrol car.  Randy recognized the man as Paul Schwartz, the Clarion reporter.  The detective parked on the other side the police cruiser and got out, leaving his engine on but dousing his headlights.  Snow squelched beneath his boots as he walked back along his truck and behind the two other vehicles  He rounded Paul's car just as a cigarette butt arched through the air from the reporter's open window.  Sparks exploded from the butt's glowing tip when it bounced off the rusty fender of the next vehicle.  A veil of smoke rose skyward through the window, leaving a gray frost where it lapped at the edge of the car's roof.

As Randy came even with the window, Paul’s eyes looked at the detective from two dark recesses.  A black cap crowned the reporter's head, and a thick black mustache hid his upper lip.  The reporter's appearance came from a journalism career spanning more than a decade and several U.S. cities.  Paul’s wanderings in the States had eventually brought him full circle back to Fairbanks, his hometown, where he was hired by the Clarion to be its star reporter.  On his first day at work, however, he was taken aside and explained the newspaper's dress code.  Female employees were to wear dresses, and male employees to wear suits and ties.  No facial hair was allowed, presumably on either sex.  When Paul refused to shave his mustache, which covered a knotty scar on his upper lip, the managing editor relegated the reporter to the night shift.  In the loneliest hours of the day, Paul worked among the city's dispossessed, and kept tabs on the police and other emergency services.

"Morning, Randy."  Paul's voice was gravelly from smoking.  "Here for a murder?"

"It's the only thing that could get me out of bed at three in the morning," the detective answered genially.  "Coming up?"

"Can't," answered Paul, and nodded toward the second floor.  When Randy looked up, he saw Greg Vernin leaning over the banister of a covered landing that ran the length of the building.  The patrolman waved with a flip of a gloved hand but said nothing.

"Well, if you keep your hands in your pockets," Randy instructed the reporter while turning away from the patrolman, "you can come up and look around."

A slight grin briefly appeared on the reporter’s face, and Randy started to walk toward the stairs to the top floor.  Paul dug a notepad out of his glove compartment, and then opened his car door and got out.  He was darkly dressed in a blue peacoat and jeans, and instead of heavy boots like those worn by most locals at this time of year, he wore a pair of black canvas high-top sneakers.  He tried to shut his car door quietly, but he closed it too gently for the old latch to catch.  When he opened it again, the door’s frozen hinges popped loudly, and Paul had to slam the door to make it latch the second time.

"What do we have?" Randy asked the patrolman as he climbed the stairs.  Greg stood waiting at the top, attired in a long, gray police-issued parka and black boots.

"William Trenton, Caucasian, early forties."  Greg reeled off the known facts.  "There appears to be a head wound but no obvious signs of a struggle.  The door was unlocked when I arrived.  I entered and found the victim face down in the living room.  He isn’t a pretty sight."

Side by side, the officers walked the short distance to the front door of the victim's apartment, the living unit closest to the stairs.  Light filtering through the brown curtains covering the window next to the door barely lit the way, and a hint of something fetid hung in the air.

"You're not letting Paul in, are you?" Greg asked, hearing the reporter’s footsteps on the stairs.

"Can't let him freeze out here," Randy answered.  He knew that he was inviting trouble by allowing Paul to come up, but he was trying to develop a rapport with the reporter.

Greg rested a gloved hand on the knob to the door but didn't turn it.

"He may muck up the evidence."

"He knows better."  Then thinking of another argument, Randy added, "Besides, it'll piss off Blakely."

The thought of angering the other Clarion reporter pleased the patrolman.  Alan often attacked the police department, as well as other government services in the area, with a tabloid writing style that readers found entertaining and local authorities found annoying.

Paul stopped just behind the two officers, unaware of what had just been said between the two officers.  To his surprise, Greg turned toward him with a smile.

"What?"  The reporter was wary of any sign of pleasantness from the officer.

"Just waiting for you."  Then looking back and forth between Paul and Randy, Greg said gravely, "Both of you will want to take a deep breath before going inside."

Without waiting for them to do so, Greg opened the door.  Paul suddenly felt ill as the odor of decaying humanity lunged at him through the doorway.  He cringed and turned away, barely suppressing his nausea.  He had viewed bodies before, but not one that had apparently spent days decomposing in a hot, unventilated apartment.

Randy had a similar reaction, staggering backward into Paul.  Tears welled up in the detective's eyes, and he felt his empty stomach churn as it searched for something to expel.  He looked at Greg, who was holding a gloved hand over his nose and mouth.

"I warned you," the patrolman said, the glove muffling his voice.

Randy covered his nose and mouth with a gloved hand as he entered the apartment with Greg.  He could see the body immediately.

"He was like this when you arrived?"

"I haven't touched him.  I'm leaving that pleasant task for the coroner."

The body was on its knees, bowing toward them.  Its arms were back along its sides, and its face was buried in a shag carpet that covered the entire living room floor.  A whiskey tumbler lay beside the body, and a large dark stain spread out from beneath the victim’s head.  Other than the body, the living room looked normal.  The room had a couch, a television set, a couple of tables, and chairs.  None of the furniture was overturned, nor was anything broken.  No struggle had apparently taken place here.

"Judging from the stain," Greg continued, his gloved hand still over his mouth, "I'm guessing our friend here was shot in the head."

Randy stepped toward the body to get a better look, but he was driven back by the smell.  Paul was still outside, rooting around in a pack of cigarettes while trying to compose himself.  His winter pallor had whitened a shade, making his eyebrows and mustache even more pronounced.

"Man, it stinks," the detective said.  He tried to breathe only through his mouth, but the smell was so intense it seemed to flavor the air.

"I don't know how the neighbors were able to handle it for so long," Greg commented, standing just inside the front door.  "Judging from the bloating of his head and hands, I'd say he's been dead at least a week."

"Smells don't travel far in extreme cold," Paul observed.  He had managed to enter just past the doorjamb, where he stood producing a cloud of cigarette smoke.  His eyes scanned the apartment, taking in details and assessing its late occupant.  "As strong as it is in here, a person would probably have to be just outside to smell it."

"You're probably right," Randy said, and turned toward the patrolman.  "Do you have any cigarettes?"

"Yeah," the patrolman answered.  He reached inside his parka and pulled out a half-empty pack of cigarettes and a disposable lighter.

"Light one," Randy directed, still breathing through only his covered mouth.  "Let's get this smell out of here."

Greg tapped out a cigarette and put it between his lips.

"Nasty mess," the patrolman said, the cylinder of paper and tobacco wagging up and down as he spoke.  He clicked the lighter, and out of habit from smoking outside, cupped the flame with his free hand as he lit the cigarette.  While drawing in the first, deep drag, he fed the lighter and the pack of cigarettes back into an inside pocket.  He exhaled a thick gray cloud before continuing.  "Not a nice way to go."

"No, not at all," Randy agreed.

Paul only nodded as he dug a pencil out of a coat pocket.  The consummate reporter, he overcame his revulsion and began taking notes.  Little details about the scene started to fill his pad: the position and the condition of the body, the presence of items and the absence of others.  A stack of magazines on a coffee table in front of the couch ranged from cars to sports, the usual fare for a single male, but no newspapers were present.  The furniture was mismatched and shabby, and the television set had a remote control that dated from the 1970s.  No pictures hung on the walls and nothing decorative sat on any surface.  With Far North Trucking across its back, a windbreaker draped over a chair at a table in the kitchen provided the only personal touch.  A layer of dust covering everything spoke of neglect, but there was no clothing scattered about to hint at slovenliness.  At the end of a series of entries, Paul wrote "unlived in."

Then he noticed three rectangular bare spots in the dust on a table beneath the window next to the front door.  The largest spot sat between the other two.

"Look at this," he said, motioning the two officers to the table.  "Looks like a stereo or something was sitting here."

"Not too long ago, either," Randy judged from the amount of dust that had settled on the spots.  Pulling back a curtain, he saw that the window was closed but unlocked, and that some of the ice that had formed on the inside of the window had fallen from the bottom edge of the pane.  "Someone standing outside could have opened the window and stolen what was on this table."

Through the pane, the blurry images of people walking along the veranda drew Randy’s attention to the front door, which had been left open to air out the apartment.

"Randy, I see they got you up for this," said the city coroner, Ben Caulton, as he entered the apartment.  Three crime scene investigators followed him in carrying boxes of equipment.  All said something about the smell before starting their search of the apartment.  Caulton unzipped his parka, revealing a striped pajama top with gray hair peeking out at the top.  In his sixties, he was bent somewhat shorter than Randy and had a girth approaching half his height.  He put on a pair of half-lens glasses, and pulled on a pair of disposable latex gloves before kneeling next to the body.  A member of the lab team began taking photos of the victim, and another started outlining the body with wide yellow tape as the coroner began his examination.

"Do you have a name for this guy?" asked Caulton.

"William Trenton," Greg answered, watching the coroner lower his face almost to the floor to look under the victim.  A bald spot in Caulton’s thin gray hair reflected light as he poked at the victim's jowl.

"Well, Mr. Trenton appears to have been shot in the head."  With that, the coroner pushed the body onto its right side, forcing the forensic investigator taking photos to jump back.

"I wasn't done taping," the other investigator complained.

"Guess," the coroner said.  Randy and Greg shared an amused look.

"This is where the bullet entered," Caulton said, pushing the tip of his right index finger through a large hole in the victim's jowl.  "Judging from the size of the hole, he was hit by a large round.  There's no exit wound," he added as he examined the victim’s scalp, "so I'll find the bullet inside."

Paul made notes on his pad.  The victim was dressed in gray sweatpants and a blue T-shirt that was dark where blood had soaked into it.  The victim’s face was bloated, but it held no expression of agony, as if death had come quickly and unannounced.  Paul guessed the victim to be in his early forties, and his height to be around Randy's.  His hands, though swollen, still showed the kind of strength that comes from doing heavy labor.  One pinkie was constricted by a ring covered with gold nuggets, the preferred hock piece of oil workers in Alaska.  Considering the residents of the complex, Paul wrote that Trenton had probably been connected with the oil industry.

"No powder marks," Caulton said as he examined the victim's hands, "and no weapon near the body, so we can rule out suicide and stick with murder.  It’s odd, though.  A bullet this big should have blown his head apart and sent him flying backward.  But as you can see, he just crumpled up and landed on his face."

"How long do you think he's been dead?" Randy asked.  He had removed his gloves and begun writing in a notepad.

"Oh, judging from his appearance, about a week, maybe longer."  The coroner checked the corpse's limbs for stiffness.  "As you know, rigor mortis sets in within twenty-four hours of death.  But after a few days, slackness returns to the limbs as the muscles begin to decompose.  Judging from the degree of flexibility in his arms and legs, and the amount of bloating and discoloration, I'm inclined to go with two weeks.

"However, this place has central heating, and like most buildings around here, it's probably overheated to keep the water pipes from freezing.  That would speed up decomposition, making the body appear dead longer than actual.  I'll have a better answer once I've opened him up."

Two attendants from Caulton’s office arrived with a gurney. With a nod from the coroner, they began loading the corpse into a black body bag.  Caulton grunted as he stood up to get out of their way, and then walked over to where Randy was standing in the kitchen, an alcove off the living room that was delineated by a breakfast bar and a linoleum floor.

"I have to say it again," Caulton continued as he pulled off his gloves, "it's strange the way that body landed.  A bullet that big should have done a considerable amount of damage."

"He could've been shot somewhere else and dumped here," Greg suggested, entering the conversation after talking to one of the forensic investigators.

"Yeah, that's possible.  But look at that glass."  The coroner pointed at the whiskey tumbler lying less that a foot from where the body had lain.  An investigator was photographing it before examining it for fingerprints.  Randy considered it for the first time since arriving.  "It looks as if he dropped it when he was shot.

"And then there's the angle of entry.  The murderer would've had to point the gun straight up if Trenton was shot here.  The skin around the entry wound isn't singed, though it would be if the muzzle had been held against it.  That means the gun had to be at least three feet from the underside of his jaw, which still would have left some powder marks.”

"The killer would've had to be on his back, pointing the gun straight up," Randy said.  While watching the attendants lift the body onto the gurney, he added as an afterthought, "He would have had the butt of the gun against his face."

"That would've left a nice bruise," Paul contributed.  “And the killer could be a she.”  The coroner and the two police officers nodded thoughtfully as they looked at the reporter.

"Possibly," the coroner said, then turning to Randy.  "You'll figure it out.  Call me this afternoon.  I should have a report for you by then."  Caulton zipped up his jacket and bade the others goodbye before following the attendants and the body outside.

"Do you want me to start waking the neighbors?" Greg asked Randy.

"No, we'll save that for later."  The detective shifted his gaze to the tape outline of Trenton's last resting place.  "I do want to talk to the guy who called this in, though.  Where is he?"

"I asked him to wait in his apartment."

"Go get him," the detective ordered.  "And also see if there's a building manager."

Greg left, closing the front door on the way out.  As the patrolman's footsteps faded toward the far end of the building, Paul followed Randy's gaze to the outline.

"You got a strange one," the reporter said.  The detective nodded in agreement.

"Randy, back here," an investigator called from a back doorway.  The detective and Paul followed the investigator into a bedroom.  Like the living room, the bedroom was sparsely furnished with an unmade queen-size bed and a dresser with pocket items on top.  Another investigator was rummaging through a closet next to the bed.  The one with Randy and Paul led them to a small on-suite bathroom, which contained the fixtures that were originally installed by the military.  There was no mistaking the signs of a single man.  Grime coated the bathtub and the sink, and gray calcium deposits clung to the inside of the toilet bowl.  Two grayish towels taken from different hotels hung from a rusty wall rack, and a can of shaving cream peeked through a hole worn in the silver back of the mirror door in the bathroom cabinet over the sink.

"Our friend wasn't very original."  The investigator lifted the heavy lid on the toilet tank.  "Take a look."

Randy and Paul stepped forward to peer inside.  In a clear plastic bag at the bottom of the tank was a thick bundle of money with Benjamin Franklin staring up from the top.

"Not as secure as a bank," the investigator observed, "but infinitely more accessible."

"Pull it out.  It could be legitimate, but tag it as evidence after you've counted it."  Randy led the investigator and Paul back into the bedroom.  "Any signs of forced entry?"

"None," the investigator answered without hesitating.  "But Greg said the front door and a window were unlocked when he arrived.  Maybe the killer didn't need to break in."

"Is there anything obvious missing that would lead your team to believe that a robbery has taken place here?"  Randy asked, having noticed a wallet among the items on the dresser.

"No.  There are blank spots in the dust on a table in the living room, but the victim could've done something with that stuff.  I think we're dealing with first-degree murder."

Randy considered the implications of the investigator's answer for a moment.  First degree meant finding a motive, a reason for taking William Trenton's life.  To find one, the detective would have to dig into the victim's past, a task he did not enjoy.  Killings with plenty of witnesses were more his style.  Such cases were readily solved with little thought and a short report.  This case, however, with the bullet's odd angle of entry and weeks having passed since the murder occurred, was already demanding brain work.

"We found the usual arsenal, by the way," the investigator added.  "A twelve-gauge and a thirty-aught-six were in the closet, and a forty-four magnum was in the dresser."

Guns were kept by most people in Alaska.  Some people owned guns for hunting, but most had them for a sense of security.  Guns were easy to buy in the state.  The camping departments of large supermarkets and drugstores sold guns, and the stores were usually open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.  Guns were easy to find at garage and yard sales as well, and generally speaking, no one asked for ID if a buyer looked old enough.
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