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Dale looked at Bruner and begged, “Please don’t say anything further. Send us to a prison camp. We have rights under the Geneva Convention. It would be in everyone’s best interest.”

The general shook his head. “The Geneva Convention has no meaning in this room — besides, it’s too late for that, because both of you already know too much. I’m convinced that after you listen to my proposal, you’ll participate. This has nothing to do with the war and everything to do with mutual survival.”

Dale was noticeably rattled. “So we won’t leave this room alive unless we participate?”

Bruner nodded. “It’s guaranteed. Now listen very closely.”
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June 8, 2008 — Angoon, Alaska

The old trapper’s thin and wrinkled hands trembled with excitement as he twisted the cork from a newly-opened bottle of Wild Turkey. It had been nearly five months since he had store-bought whiskey. After carefully pouring two portions, he swirled his glass to watch the lines of alcohol merge into the beautiful amber-colored bourbon. He handed the second glass to the blocky, middle-aged man sitting across from his kitchen table and smiled.

The old man softly spoke. “Jim, thanks for the whiskey — the only time I get to taste good stuff is when ya bring me some. Village laws don’t give a hoot about geezers like me.” 

Jim Bennett raised his glass, offering a toast to Ernie McKinnon’s recent birthday. “To my trapper friend — like fine bourbon, aged to perfection. How many years does this make Ernie?” 

“Turned eighty-three on the 5th, which was last Thursday. I always celebrate for two days. One for my birthday, then again for D-Day, which is June 6th.” He raised his glass and said, “Here’s for D-Day.”

Jim added, “Then we’re toasting two great events in history, your birthday and D-Day.” 

Both men smiled and sipped their drinks. Ernie swirled his glass and smelled the bourbon and said, “Sure wish this wasn’t a dry village. Tlingit law shouldn’t apply to me.” He pointed towards the pantry. “I’m tired of making hooch in that old still — I just can’t match Kentucky bourbon — got something to do with their water and those charred oak barrels.”

Jim glanced across the cluttered room at a small copper still sitting on the floor and said, “Nobody gives a rip about your still or what non-natives do behind closed doors as long as it doesn’t interfere with their way of life. The village is simply policing their own. They nearly lost their culture because of booze and pills, so I’m glad they’ve finally decided to do something about it — besides, I’ll see that you’ve got enough whiskey to keep you stocked for the winter.”

“I ain’t so sure about your behind-closed-doors stuff. The Village hired a town cop named Crane, and he confronted me about buying corn meal and barley from Engel’s store — asked if I was moonshining. He also grilled me about a rifle stolen from the fuel depot on Killisnoo Road. Then he demanded that I give him the pistol I was wearing on my hip — said I’m too old to safely handle guns. I told him a bear’s been hangin’ around town, and he could kiss my old wrinkled ass. Pete Engle got involved and demanded that the asshole leave me alone or he’d call Clan elders. Crane backed down and left. Pete told me Crane got fired from his job in Sacramento, and that’s how he ended up in Angoon.” 

Ernie shook his head and added, “You’d think bein’ married to a Tlingit for over fifty years would give me some kinda standing with the Clan.”

Jim sipped his whiskey and wondered why a newbie cop in Angoon would hassle a harmless old man. “The new cop’s probably desperate for employment,” he offered. “Otherwise, he wouldn’t have ended up here. I doubt that the Clan set him loose on you for making hooch and his actions are probably self-driven. Look, he can’t take away your pistol, and the Clan won’t back him up when it comes to you making your own whiskey. Just ignore him.” 

Jim stood and said, “I need to take a leak.” 

He set his glass down, stood up, and walked onto the wooden porch. It was 10:30, dusk, and too chilly to be wearing a short-sleeved shirt. Goosebumps covered his muscular arms as he urinated from the porch onto the mossy gravel below. The sound of an approaching floatplane roared through the bay, making Jim wonder why it was arriving so late. After relieving himself, he removed an electronic device the size of a cigarette pack with a telescoping antenna from his top pocket and turned it on. He studied the device’s screen; slowly pointing it in different directions as if searching for something invisible. Satisfied with the results of whatever information was on its screen, he shut the unit off and returned it to his shirt pocket. Bennett then grabbed several split logs from what remained of a firewood stack he’d piled for Ernie last fall and brought them into the old man’s cabin. His chiseled biceps were well defined as he tossed several logs into the wood stove. Red sparks exploded within the firebox, reminiscent of tracer rounds from his army days. While returning to his chair, he noticed a holstered German Luger hanging on an adjacent support post. 

Jim said, “Don’t worry about the new cop — I’ll talk with Clan elders about your concerns. I’ll email TacSec and run a background check on him. That way we know who we’re dealing with.” 

Jim could hear the bush flight taking off again and asked, “Who the hell flew in this late?”

“Probably that rich fella Santos — the guy who built the house in Hood Bay. I heard he’s got a big group comin’ in this summer, so he’s gettin’ things ready.”

Jim swatted a mosquito as it bit his temple slightly above an old, deep scar that ran across his cheekbone to his mid ear. The ear was obviously sewn back together at some point in time. His flattop haircut with neatly-cropped sides seemed to attract mosquitoes. He often wondered if the heat from his head was what attracted them. After scratching the newly formed welt, his fingers ran across the deep scar. “I’m thinking of letting my hair grow out this summer — maybe then these damn bugs will leave me alone.”

“Shit, you’re lucky he didn’t bite your pecker off when you was using my porch as your personal outhouse.”

Bennett smiled and continued to rub the rising welt, then asked, “Why would Santos stop here instead of landing at his place in Hood Bay?”

“Ice destroyed his dock this past winter, so his catamaran’s been parked at the marina. Locals been poundin’ replacement pilings and buildin’ a new pier. I was told it’s gonna take another two days to finish the job. They got a barge with a pile driver doing most of the work. Meanwhile, his caretakers use a small skiff for stocking the place and gettin’ ready for his guests. He won’t let hired help use his million dollar catamaran. If that’s him who flew in, he’ll sleep on his boat somewhere in the channel — probably go to his place in the morning.”

“Sounds as if you don’t care for the man. Have you ever spoken with him?”

“Tried last year, but his bodyguard shuffled me aside. He seemed annoyed that I tried to introduce myself. The way I see it, anyone who won’t say ‘howdy’ is an ass.”

Jim nodded. “I agree. I’ve never met the man and don’t care to — just saw his place while fishing for salmon in Hood Bay. I heard a rumor that he made a pile of money in the Brazilian oil fields. That’s probably why he’s got a bodyguard.”

“He sure didn’t make a fortune being nice to people. I bet he needs guards to protect him from all the people he’s screwed over.”

Jim questioned whether Ernie’s attitude was justified but played along. “Astute observation.” Jim again scratched at his bite. “What about his family?”

“Don’t think he’s got any — at least I never heard that he’s got a wife or kids.” 

Jim reached down and pulled a small backpack onto his lap from the cabin floor. After producing another bottle of whiskey, he pulled out a neatly-folded flannel shirt and handed both to the old man. 

“Here’s a little something to take the sting out of cold Alaska nights. If the shirt doesn’t fit or you don’t like the color, I’ve got the receipt and can exchange it for another. The whiskey should hold you over until my kids arrive. I also bought you a DVD player, but I left it at the house. I purchased every old western I could lay my hands on — new stuff too — certainly enough to keep you occupied for a while. I’ll see that you get it tomorrow.”

Ernie looked astonished and then smiled. “You’re an OK fella Jim — a real good friend. I know you’re a man of means, but you’re down-to-earth — not like the asshole in Hood Bay.” Ernie hesitated, then asked, “Can ya answer me a personal question about yourself?” 

Jim sidestepped the question by offering, “I’m not a man of means — just comfortable. My home in Denver and this place are paid for and I’ve got a few nickels put away to get me through retirement — that’s all.”

Ernie pressed for an answer. “I’d really like to know what possessed ya to build a place in Angoon? I know you’re involved with computers and stuff, but there’s gotta be more. Why would a high flier like you come here?”

“Trust me, you don’t want to know my life story — too much baggage.”

“Honest. I’d love to know, cuz you’re the only real friend I’ve got — everyone else is either senile or dead.”

Bennett considered ducking the question but figured that Ernie was harmless. Once again, Jim removed the electronic device from his shirt pocket. After pulling out its antenna and studying the screen, he responded to Ernie’s request. “OK, I’ll give you an official but abbreviated version if you promise to keep this conversation private.”

Ernie wondered about Jim’s need for privacy, but nodded. “Absolutely — I keep secrets better than most. What’s that gizmo you have in your shirt pocket?”

Jim answered, “Um, it’s a monitor for texts — that’s all.”

“So, are you gonna give me the Jim Bennett story?”

Jim hesitated about divulging his true past as a CIA/SOG agent to anyone, so he offered a response that would provide a somewhat accurate account of his life while protecting his need for secrecy. He began. “What it boils down to is I needed a place to clear my head. As a kid, I grew up on a cattle ranch in northwest Wyoming — near Cody. My parents and wife’s parents came from a long line of cattle ranchers. My father graduated from Yale and later became a five term Senator in Washington — you may have heard of the late Senator William Bennett.”

“Yep. Didn’t he die in a plane wreck several years ago?”

“That’s him. Anyway, because he was gone so much, I felt obligated to help run the ranch. After graduating from high school, I wanted to join the army — needed to get away from Cody — but my dad insisted that I go to college. I was set on joining the army, so we reached a compromise: he pulled strings to get me into West Point. After West Point, I transferred to Fort Bragg and became an Airborne Ranger.” 

Jim considered stopping, but decided there wasn’t any harm in continuing. After a brief pause, he said, “Because I excelled in Ranger School, I was asked to join Delta Force. Have you ever heard of Delta?”

“No. What is it?” 

“Delta’s an elite and covert military organization closely tied with the CIA. They have tremendous flexibility and autonomy — dressing in civilian clothes, long hair, sporting beards, looking like ordinary people; but doing whatever is necessary to gather information from foreign governments and terror groups. Much of my work was focused in hot spots like Central America — El Salvador, Nicaragua, Panama, Granada, Cuba, then finally in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Somalia.”

“Sounds like Oliver North kinda stuff?”

“Indeed, it was. In fact, I worked directly with Ollie for almost two years. He’s an honorable soldier and patriot. Anyway, after being promoted to Major, I was transferred to an actual military unit and commanded a squadron of three sections — 75 men. Two of my sections were assault teams — highly skilled commandos — while the third was a reconnaissance unit. I ran this operation from a twelve-man Recon troop we called the ‘Funny Platoon.’ I gathered intelligence in concert with embedded CIA agents, then my assault teams acted on that information. We basically killed enemy leaders, backed key political supporters, and provided training to pro-American rebels. I had immediate communication links with the Pentagon and certain CIA officials.” 

“For Christ’s sake Jim, that’s dangerous stuff!”

“It certainly was — these were secret wars with a secret army orchestrated by the CIA, and backed by the President. If we weren’t able to topple key leadership within hostile regimes, we’d simply kill them — making it look accidental or a result of health issues. That was the best way of handling bad actors.”

“The CIA provided us with private contractor mercenaries, which made our involvement invisible. The mercenaries were paid by the rebels, who we financed.”

“You were involved in Granada?”

“Somewhat — my commandos were involved during the invasion. We weren’t allowed to infiltrate their leadership and kick out the Cubans. Instead, the Pentagon decided to invade, which nearly cost the mission. They lacked ‘real-time’ intel and used antiquated communication systems. My unit could have handled it without the invasion, but the Pentagon thought otherwise. Those failures reshaped their thinking, however. If you’re going to invade, you must embed personnel who can provide accurate intelligence, advanced communications and superior weaponry. Our unit would have satisfied those needs. Rather than sending troops, send missiles and drones. When everything’s in place, we can topple any third-world regime.”

Ernie asked, “How about the Sandinistas?”

“We crushed the Salvadoran Revolutionaries by creating an insurgency from within. We infiltrated the Sandinista leadership, which gave us vital information. While that was happening, we trained the Contras and provided them with advanced weapons and intel. The Sandinistas never knew what was happening until it was too late. The entire operation required 75 Delta operatives and four CIA agents.”

“The CIA also provided us with mercenaries; former US soldiers who led assaults with the Contras against the Sandinistas. It looked as if our military wasn’t involved in the conflict, even though we were up to our eyeballs in the entire affair.”

The old trapper frowned. “Seventy-five men defeated the Sandinistas?”

Jim nodded. “Yes, sir — the Contras did America’s dirty work while Delta provided them with training, surveillance, weapons and computers. As for Granada, we could have eliminated the Cubans with the same outcome. No invasion needed.”

“How do you fight with computers?”

“Computers enable us to combine three key elements — satellites being our eyes, communication links our ears, and advanced weaponry our muscles. The same techniques were used against Noriega in Panama and Saddam in Desert Storm.”

“That’s a whole lot different from World War II. I like your term ‘secret wars.’ You guys did this without getting caught — no fanfare — no hoopla.”

“It’s the modern way of fighting — it avoids world wars. We’re doing the same thing against Al Qaeda, Hamas and Hezbollah in the Middle East and Southeast Asia. You name it, we’re there. Many hostile regimes are actually shills for the CIA who supply us with an endless stream of Intel on the Russians and Chinese. You might hear about it years later, but usually it remains hidden. By avoiding capture, our government can deny involvement — it’s called ‘plausible deniability.’ But if we’re caught, we’re treated as civilian mercenaries with no connection to the Pentagon.” 

Ernie shook his head. “My Lord! I knew our government was tricky, but not like this. You’re saying the CIA has its own army that works behind the scenes?”

Jim nodded. “In a simplistic way, yes. Here’s another example — my crew assassinated Pablo Escobar. One of my commandos put an M4 round through Escobar’s head from a distant rooftop while he was trying to escape. There was so much bad press in America about Delta-sponsored ‘Death Squads’ that we had to deny killing him. We provided the Los Pepes paramilitary of Colombia with a list of known cartel members, which made their job easier. They took credit for Escobar’s death and methodically eliminated the cartel by deploying death squads who we in fact trained. “

Ernie sipped his drink. “I knew we had spies and stuff, but this sounds like a damn movie. Is that how ya got the scar on your face?” 

The former colonel looked at his drink when Ernie mentioned “spies and stuff,” then ran his right hand over the scar. “Yep. Got this souvenir while ousting Noriega in Panama City.”

Ernie took a good look at Jim’s scar. “What happened?” 

“Three of my men and I were undercover as Miami drug runners with the Colombians. Escobar and Noriega were funneling Colombian cocaine through the Canal Zone, so we embedded ourselves by purchasing four thousand kilos of coke. During the transaction, we learned that one of our CIA agents had recently been uncovered and captured. He was about to be executed. I immediately contacted Washington and explained the situation. Old man Bush had been preparing to invade Panama, but that was the last straw. My mission was to extract our agent minutes before the invasion. During the rescue, a prison guard shot me in the side of the face and shoulder with an AK-47. Fortunately, he ran out of ammo. The guard wasn’t so lucky. I killed him along with six others.”

“Did ya save the agent?”

Jim nodded. “Indeed, we did. In fact, he and I have become close friends.” 

“How’d ya manage to raise a family during all of this?”

Jim sighed. “Ah, there’s the rub — I didn’t. My absence exacted a huge toll on my family, and to this day, I feel terrible. I was seldom home and couldn’t communicate truthfully with my wife. She never knew where I was or what I was doing. Had I been captured, our government would have disavowed my connection with Delta, and I’d have been tried as a drug trafficker or mercenary in a foreign country. It was a bad situation.”

Ernie asked, “Did your wife make ya leave the army?”

“No. Just before Clinton took office, I was promoted to full colonel, but the political landscape had changed. It all comes down to politics. We knew that Bin Laden was behind countless terrorist attacks, so my unit infiltrated Sudan’s government and bribed their Foreign Minister into giving us his exact location. Everything was in place and we were ready to kill him with a cruise missile, but Clinton ordered me to stand down. Days later I confronted Clinton during a debriefing with the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the Oval Office. I openly challenged his decision. He wagged his finger at me and said, ‘Shut your mouth.’ ”

“I lost it, and said, ‘Mr. President, you only have balls for fucking interns — you’ll soon regret not taking out Bin Laden.’ Clinton said I was insubordinate and ordered me out of the room. Within hours I was forced into retirement. At that point, I knew the only constructive way to serve this country was to improve military weapons with computer technology. Hence my company, TacSec, short for Tactical Security.”

“So ya got booted from the army and went into business. They’re different worlds.”

“Not at all. I assembled a team of computer programmers and we developed various software systems for existing weapons. I captured a niche market.”

Ernie asked, “So what do you make at TacSec?”

“Two things. One facet supplies the Pentagon with encrypted communication capabilities from anywhere on the globe, while the other provides digital software for new weapon systems. The Pentagon is my biggest client.”

Ernie looked confused. “But how’d you end up here?” 

Jim smiled. “Luck, I guess — an investment group took my company public after 9/11, so I cashed out. By then my marriage had collapsed, I hardly knew my children, I’d killed scores of people in the cause of national security, and I was psychologically drained. I needed a place to rediscover myself, get a handle on what was left of my life and try to rekindle a relationship with my children. I love the outdoors and always wanted to visit Alaska. I stumbled into Angoon by talking with a general who’d fished these waters. I fell in love with Angoon because of its remoteness and the Natives. Unlike touristy Alaska, Angoon is like it was during the whaling days. By coming here, I have time to reflect and relax. Now I’m closer to my kids than I’ve ever been. Things are working out for me and I’m glad to be here.” 

“Holy crap Jim, that’s some story. I had no idea you were a colonel and all this other stuff.”

Even though he was far removed from his past, Jim knew he’d disclosed too much. On the other hand, he was relieved that Ernie didn’t seem alarmed. He looked into the old trapper’s eyes. “Look, don’t share this conversation with anyone else — I must remain incognito.”

“I won’t say a word. You’re an amazing man and deserve respect for being a patriot.”

Jim shook his head. “I’m not a patriot. Real patriots are the brave men and women who’ve died for this country. They’ve given everything a person can possibly give. I’ve done nothing that most people wouldn’t have done under similar circumstances. If anything, I’m an opportunist.”

Ernie shook his head and wondered why Jim would downplay his accomplishments. He took another sip of courage and contradicted his friend. “Baloney, I read a book this winter about Old Blood-and-Guts — Patton. He once said, ‘The object of war isn’t to die for your country but to make the other bastard die for his.’ You did exactly that, so don’t downplay your past. I’m honored to be the friend of a modern-day patriot.”

Ernie then stretched his hand out and shook Jim’s.

“Well, thank you,” Jim said. “I’m honored to be yours as well. I’ve come to realize that family, friends and relationships are the most important things in life.”

Careful not to spill any, Ernie poured another two portions. “I’m taken back about what’s going on in the world. A person doesn’t see that living in Angoon.” 

Ernie unfolded the new shirt and held it up, then smiled. “How long do ya plan on stayin this season?”

“Most of the summer. I may go back to Denver for a few days, but I want to stay here until late September. Unfortunately, the director of TacSec expects me back as a consultant for a magnetic pulse missile jamming system in October. It seems the Pentagon’s having problems with excessive response times for intercepting surface-to-air missiles. I’m convinced it’s a software issue. I’d planned on going to Mexico for a few months next winter, but I’ll probably end up spoon-feeding a bunch of government geeks unless I can talk my way out of it. Otherwise, I look forward to seeing my kids and a few old friends this summer.” 

“We’ll fish, visit the hot springs, hike, maybe even explore that old abandoned village — Neltushkin. I’ll try making a treasure hunt out of it — perhaps bring my metal detectors and kick around the old cabins. My kids really enjoy that sort of thing.”

When Jim mentioned a treasure hunt, an off-the-wall idea struck Ernie. He looked at the Luger hanging on the post and considered divulging his memories, then dismissed it. 

He sipped his drink. “It’ll be good to see both of ’em. Young Audra’s a kick in the shorts — never stops asking questions — and your son’s a chip off the old block. He looks and acts just like his old man. The kid’s got a lot more muscle than you though — kinda like one of them bodybuilders.” 

“Audra’s not so young — she turned 26 in January, and Danny’s 28. Audra received a Master’s in marketing and starts working for Boeing in a month or so. Danny may look like me, but that’s where the similarity ends. He lacks discipline, which is my fault. It took him five years to finish college, and he’s done nothing with his degree since graduation. Spends his time roofing, landscaping, concrete and carpentry work. That’s probably why he’s so muscular. Here’s a kid with an electrical engineering degree who’s working like a dog in the trades.” 

Ernie wanted to tell Jim that he was too demanding of Danny, but gave a watered-down response. “Give it time. Today’s kids think if they get settled in, their life’s over — they’ll become their parents.”

Jim knew that Ernie never had children, yet his remarks seemed incredibly wise. “That’s a fresh approach of looking at it. You think he’s afraid of becoming me?”

Ernie nodded. “That’s how I see it — besides, he probably enjoys doin’ what he’s doin’.”

Jim never considered that Danny didn’t want to become Jim Bennett’s clone and that he might enjoy manual labor. Almost convinced, he murmured, “Maybe so.” 

Jim sipped his whiskey and looked toward the holstered Luger hanging on the post. “Today’s the first time I’ve noticed the pistol hanging there. How’d you manage to get hold of that relic?”

Ernie rose from his chair and retrieved an old rusted cookie tin from a shelf above the dirty porcelain sink. He pulled the Luger from the post and sat back down. He unholstered the gun and handed it to Jim. “I’m glad you noticed it — careful, it’s loaded. I was meanin’ to tell a story when ya mentioned treasure huntin’ with your kids.” Ernie opened the tin, pulled out two strange-looking medals, then slid them across the vinyl-coated red-and-white checkered tablecloth. 

Jim inspected the Luger. He cleared the chamber, then looked down the barrel toward the overhead light. Other than one minor rust pit, it was in remarkably good condition. His attention shifted to the medals, which appeared to be Nazi. Ernie smiled as he retrieved a fierce-looking dagger in a sheath and handed it to Jim. The knife was eight inches long, with a black ebony handle. The bottom of the handle had a polished nickel cross guard, and directly below the upper cross guard was a circular nickel button with the letters “SS” cast into the metal. The ebony handle center contained a silver inlaid Imperial Eagle on top of a German swastika. Its blade was engraved in gothic German text: Meine Ehre Heißt Treue.

Jim was stunned. He turned the knife in the light. “I’ll be damned — this is an authentic SS dagger. The inscription says, ‘My Honor Is Loyalty.’ “

Ernie bubbled with excitement. “I found the Luger, knife and these medals in 1945.” 

Jim carefully examined the Nazi medals, which appeared to be naval. One medal was oblong and made of pewter. The outside of the oval was outlined with an outer wreath, while the inner oval contained a finely detailed U-boat with the number U-740 emblazoned on its conning tower. Above the oval stood an outstretched Imperial Eagle and swastika. The second medal was perfectly round and obviously silver. Its inner circle contained a detailed engraving of a Viking ship. The ship’s bow culminated in a fierce dragon head. SS lightning bolts adorned the mainsail while a swastika flag topped off the mainmast. 

Jim shook his head. “Unbelievable, Ernie. Where did you get these?” 

“Found them south of here.”

Jim thought while he turned the U-boat medal between his thick fingers. He picked up the Luger and asked, “Who knows about this?” 

“You’re the only person I’ve shown these to, other than my late wife Jenny — gospel truth. Get this Jim, there’s a writer fella stayin’ at the Killisnoo Lodge — he’s writin’ about Tlingits — he interviewed me last month, and noticed the Luger hanging there. He completely changed his tune and kept askin’ about it — asked if I knew any Nazis during or after the war. He offered to buy the gun for $2,000, but I told him it wasn’t for sale. His constant questioning bothered me, so I asked him to leave — said I was feelin’ tired.” 

“Do you really think this guy’s an author?”

“Can’t say for sure, but he strikes me as odd.”

“We’ll revisit this fellow later. Where exactly did you find these?” 

“I found them on the south end of Admiralty Island.”

Jim shook his head. “Not in 1945 — Germany never fought here.” 

Ernie broke into a huge grin, leaned back into his chair and sipped his drink. “I was a civilian cook on the Alaska Highway during the war. Froze two toes off near Watson Lake and was sent to Juneau for treatment — that’s where I met Jenny. She was a kitchen helper from Hoonah, and I became a volunteer civilian cook at the same mess hall. After Germany surrendered, we married and moved here. Tlingits are a matriarchal society, and Jenny’s grandma was the oldest leader in Angoon. She was head of the Dog Salmon Clan, so she was able to give us this land. We built our cabin here, then worked for the fish processing plant by Killisnoo. Like most Tlingits, we were subsistence harvesters — fishing and hunting when we weren’t working at the plant. I was setting beaver traps in Whitewater Bay during early fall of ’45 when I noticed three eagles feeding on shore. It was low tide, so I beached my skiff and walked across the mud flats to where the eagles were. I found the bottom half of a decomposed human above the high tide line. It was wearing torn trousers and leather boots with the Luger, holster and belt still fastened to the loops of the trousers. I assumed it was a man. There was hardly any flesh left on the guy — it looked like a bear killed ’im. At first I thought he washed ashore durin’ a winter storm, but realized the tide couldn’t have washed him into that bay.”

Jim tipped his head to one side. “Are you bullshittin’ me?”

Ernie looked Jim in the eyes. “Gospel truth, Jim. Afterwards, I spent every spare minute searchin’ the bay for more evidence of the dead guy. On my second trip, I found a metal pipe with handles welded on each end. The dagger and medals were inside the pipe. It wasn’t even 50 feet from where I found the body. After many other searches, I gave up. I figure the guy musta beached in a boat, then got killed by a bear.”

Again, Jim examined the Luger, dagger and medals. If Ernie was fibbing, he was awfully convincing. Jim countered, “I doubt a bear killed him. He’d have used the Luger. It wouldn’t have been holstered. How long do you think the body was there?”

“Less than a year. The bay’s cold water and damp weather acts like an icebox.”

Jim’s experience as an interrogator told him that Ernie was telling the truth. “Very puzzling,” he continued, “because the time frame is wrong. Germany surrendered in May of ’45, and they never fought here. There’s no logical explanation for a Nazi to be in Alaska unless he was a spy. This could be evidence of a covert operation.”

Ernie nodded. “I never thought of that. I kept going back lookin’ for more stuff but came up empty.” 

Jim considered the use of a pipe as a container, then asked, “Describe the container these artifacts were in. Where is it now?”

“I’m sure it was special-made cuz it was machined — it was eight inches ’round and over a foot long. Each end of the pipe had finely-threaded end caps with welded handles for carrying. It was made from lightweight aluminum or pot metal. Ervin Weller traded me two six packs of beer for it in the ’50s — said he wanted it for a crab pot float.”

Jim asked, “I’ve never heard of him — who is he?”

“He lived with Martha Franks for over thirty years. Ervin’s taking the ‘big nap’ at Cemetery Park — he died of a heart attack in the ’70s. He and Martha had two kids — Mel and Eva Franks. I bet it’s still tied to one of Ervin’s old crab pots.” 

Jim smiled. “I know Mel Franks fairly well — in fact, I brought him some goodies from Denver. I’ll ask him about any old crab pots he might have. Why’d you show me these things, Ernie?”

“You said your kids like treasure huntin’, so there it is. Bring your maps tomorrow, and I’ll show you where I found the body. When you’re done snoopin’ round, I’ll tell you a few other juicy tidbits, like the one I heard from Jenny’s cousin. It’s about Nazis in Alaska during the war.”

Jim grinned. “Outstanding. I’ll take you up on it. My kids are going to love this. Just a few more questions. Was there wreckage from a boat or anything unusual during the time preceding your discovery?” 

“Nope. Never heard or found nothin’ else. If I hadn’t seen the eagles feeding, I’d never have found what I did.”

“What did you end up doing with the body?”

“I dragged it into the water and the tide took it away.”

Jim returned to Ernie’s comment about the author. “Tell me about this writer — what’s his name?”

“Rigby. Don’t know his first name.”

“Did he ask you how you came upon the Luger?”

“Yep. I told him I bought it from a pawnshop in Juneau.”

“Do you think he believed that?”

“I think so, but he wanted to know the name of the pawnshop and when I bought it. Then he wanted to inspect the Luger. That’s when I asked him to leave.”

Jim shrugged his shoulders. “Who knows, maybe he’s a collector. Look, when I get home, I’ll research the internet for missing boats and planes from 1944 and ’45. I may be pissing in the wind, but it’s worth a try.”

Ernie had often wondered about his random discovery. “Let me know what ya find,” he said.

“I’m jacked about this Ernie. Tomorrow morning I need to launch my boat and check it out for the season. My tackle’s a complete disaster and needs sorting out too. I should be off the water by noon, so give me your shopping list and I’ll grab your groceries from Engle’s before picking you up. I’ll be over by early afternoon to pick you up. We’ll eat at my place — I’ll heat up some elk stew. After dinner, we’ll talk about the upcoming treasure hunt.” 

Ernie smiled and nodded. “Can’t turn down home cookin’. I’ll be here all day — just like every day.”

Jim left the weathered cabin and headed to his refurbished Humvee, brushing away a swarm of black flies. He knew tomorrow would be nice because black fly hatches forecast calm, warm weather. He watched the Santos catamaran heading towards Chatham Strait. Ernie was right — Santos would probably spend the night in the channel. His attention shifted to Ernie’s story as he turned the Hummer onto Killisnoo Road. He wondered how the hell Nazi artifacts ended up on Admiralty Island. His kids would love the mystery and upcoming treasure hunt. 

Back inside the weathered cabin, the old man considered how nice it was to have his friend back for the summer. Since Jenny’s death, not many people visited or seemed to care much about him in this remote village, but Jim was different. He always checked on him and helped out. It made him feel good that someone still cared. Perhaps the story of Whitewater Bay would make up for some of Jim’s generosity. Ernie poured one last short drink and looked at his new flannel shirt. After unfolding the gift, he hung it on his bedpost. He’d wear it tomorrow to please Jim. 

The old man picked up the dagger and medals and placed them back into the rusted cookie tin. While replacing the items, he lingered over a folded paper and other documents in the tin. He spoke out loud. “Wait till Jim sees these — he’ll crap.” He closed the tin and placed it on the shelf above the sink. After hanging up the Luger, he finished his whiskey and crawled into bed. 

Thoughts of Whitewater Bay, the corpse, and his attempts to solve the puzzle haunted Ernie while drifting toward sleep. Computers were foreign to him, but perhaps Jim could use his skills to unravel the mystery. Jim was a smart man; if anyone could figure this out, he could. Ernie simply wanted to know before his own “big dirt nap” at Cemetery Park.

Jim arrived home and entered the expansive log house facing Chatham Strait. The panoramic view through the high, vaulted ceilings and glass front was breathtaking. A crescent moon reflected off Chatham, providing a surrealistic setting. He’d built the retreat five years earlier, anticipating an early retirement. His children enjoyed Alaska and made a point of coming up twice each summer. Jim made it easy for them by providing first-class airfare and traveling cash. After turning on the propane fireplace, he put on an Alan Parsons CD, walked into the study and turned on his PC. Unlike the rest of Angoon, his computer was linked to a stand-alone satellite system which TacSec technicians had installed. This provided him with immediate and secure internet and Pentagon access. 

Jim logged on and emailed Lori Phelps, his Security Chief at TacSec. He asked her for a background check on Richard Crane of Sacramento. 

Jim knew Lori had a crush on him even before his divorce became final, but he refused to fraternize with employees. Former military policy was difficult for him to overcome. They’d gone to company functions together but nothing more. After selling TacSec, he considered asking her out, but the Board of Directors exercised a consulting clause in Jim’s buy/sell agreement. He’d wait another six months before approaching her. By then he’d be clear of all ties to his former company and free to do as he pleased. 

Jim searched the internet for the type of Nazi artifacts which Ernie had shown him. Several sites indicated that they were authentic. Jim learned that U-boat pins were given to kommandants and crewmembers of each commissioned sub. The U-740 was captained by Oblt. Günter Bruehl. It was destroyed in the English Channel on D-Day, June 6th, 1944, with 51 men on board. It was impossible for anyone who died in the English Channel to wash ashore in Alaska. The second medal with the Viking ship was given to every member of the Kreigsmarine — the German Navy. The SS dagger found on the body was issued to the Allgemeine branch of the Third Reich. This was the political and administrative branch of Hitler’s regime. A U-boat commander wouldn’t have access to a high-ranking officer’s SS dagger. It was reserved for non-combat generals or political big shots. The dagger and navy pins didn’t belong together. 

After hours of accessing secure sites of the Coast Guard, FAA and US Navy, he stumbled onto something — three situations that occurred in late August of 1944. The first event was an unusually large fuel oil slick in Cross Sound near Elfin, Alaska, on August 27. Elfin is northwest of Angoon by fifty air miles. The second event was a lost bush flight originating from Pelican, Alaska, and going to Bellingham, Washington, which disappeared on the same day. The plane was never found and presumed crashed due to bad weather; another case of small planes being swallowed by Alaska’s endless wilderness. The slick was reported several hours prior to the bush flight’s departure from Pelican and was obviously unrelated. The third incident was a stolen fishing boat from the Sitka harbor on August 24. Like the missing airplane, it was never found. The proximity of the three events was within a 60-air-mile radius of where Ernie had found the body.

Jim focused on the missing floatplane. Navy records from Juneau indicated that the North Star Cannery reported their floatplane with a two-man crew missing on the afternoon of August 27. The Navy searched for five days without finding anything. Several independent pilots searched coastal Alaska for another week. The logical flight course would have taken the plane directly over Peril Strait, which intersects Chatham. This intersection is very close to Whitewater Bay, where Ernie had found the artifacts, but the Navy believed the plane crashed somewhere in the inland waterway near Ketchikan and sank without a trace. 

Jim shifted his attention to the oil slick in Cross Sound. The slick was located in an area near Pelican, where the missing plane originated from. The slick remained visible for several days, but a storm and strong tides made it impossible to pinpoint its origin. The Navy assumed that an unregistered fishing boat or the stolen boat from Sitka ended up sinking in Cross Sound. However, wreckage debris was never found. Jim wondered if there was a connection between the missing plane, the oil slick and Pelican Cove. To find out, he’d need help from a friend at the FBI.

Jim then considered the stolen boat from Sitka. This was problematic because it would be virtually impossible to hide something that large without getting caught. If someone tried removing a vessel from the area, the Navy would certainly have run across it. The report suggested it probably sank somewhere near Sitka, or was stripped of its contents and scuttled. 

Jim refocused on the town of Pelican and the North Star Cannery. The history of Pelican was brief but directly connected to the cannery and a cold storage facility there. Without the cannery, the town wouldn’t exist. The entire complex was sold to the Northern Cross Company of Seattle in 1955 for 1.7 million dollars, which was a huge amount of money in that day. There was no other information on the area other than modern demographics.

Jim got up and changed the music to laid-back Moody Blues CDs. He mixed a drink and sat in front of the vaulted windows. It was 4:00 a.m. and getting light. He’d been on the computer for nearly four hours. After finishing his drink, he decided to call his friend and Colorado neighbor, Doug Borland, section chief of the FBI field office in Denver. Jim knew Doug was an early morning person and probably on his way to work, so he called his private cellphone. Both men had encryption modules on their phones paired to each other, making it impossible for anyone to intercept or monitor their conversation. 

Doug answered, “Hey, how they hangin’, Jim? It’s 6 a.m. — what’s up?”

Jim apologized. “Doug, sorry to bother you this early, but I need a favor.”

Doug was sitting at a red light in his silver Mercedes. He smiled. “I’m flipping you shit, buddy. I’m in my car heading to work. Let me guess; you’re bored with semi-retirement and want a job at the Bureau.”

“That’s very funny, Doug. I really need a favor.”

“What do you need?”

“I’d like you to find everything you can about the North Star Cannery of Pelican, Alaska. It was founded in the late ’30s or early ’40s, then sold to the Northern Cross Company in 1955. The cannery reported a missing plane on August 27, 1944. Get me everything you can on the owners, their family and the missing plane. In particular, I want to know who the crew members were. There was another incident that occurred in Sitka on August 24 of ’44. A fishing boat was stolen from the harbor and was never recovered. Perhaps there’s a police report associated with the investigation. I’ll owe you and Sharon a salmon barbecue when I return.”

“Shit, Jim, these people died decades ago. What the hell do you want with crap like this?”

Jim could only offer a terse theory. “I’m doing historical research with a friend. I’ve come to believe the cannery was a German front or the missing plane’s crew were Nazi spies. It’s also possible that the stolen boat was used by the Nazis or a sympathizer. Find out what you can about the owner and his background.”

Doug turned the Mercedes into a parking lot. “Who really gives a shit? The Krauts lost. You actually need this crap?”

“I wouldn’t be asking if I didn’t.”

Doug shook his head and sighed, as if Jim was being a pain in the butt. “OK, I’m on it. I doubt we’ll uncover anything, but I’ll put one of my greenhorns to work on it. It’ll cost more than a damn barbecue though. I’m thinking a candlelight dinner at Chez Paul. You’ll need to bring Lori Phelps and make it a foursome. Sharon thinks you guys would make a great couple. She sees Lori at the gym several times a week. And get this, Lori told Sharon that she likes you — a lot.” 

Jim was pleased to hear that Lori had feelings for him but downplayed Doug’s statement. “If it makes you happy, we’ll all do dinner when my employment contract is up. You know how I feel about fraternizing with employees. Could you research this right away and email me the results?”

Doug took a deep breath. “You’ve got it. Look, I’d like to talk more, but I’ve got an interview with one of my agents in twenty minutes and I haven’t had any coffee yet. Email me particulars on what you want and I’ll forward my report. Is your computer formatted with our encryption program?”

“Only if you’re using the SE-200 system.”

Doug answered, “That’s what we have — with Version 3 upgrade.”

“That’s what I’m using. Hey thanks Doug. I’m sending you an email as we speak.”

“Good, because I’m pulling into a Java Hut. I’ll get back with you. Ciao.”

The sun was up and striking the crystal waters of Chatham. Jim knew he needed sleep if he was to get anything accomplished today, so he quickly chewed a third of a sleeping pill and washed it down with a shot of Crown Royal. After setting his alarm, he laid down and considered the Nazi relics Ernie had found. His thoughts floated back into the jungles and small villages of Central America; wondering what secret wars were presently being waged. Perhaps his unit was working in Venezuela to bolster Hugo Chavez, actually a CIA shill. Twenty minutes later, as the pill kicked in, his mind slowed down. He closed his eyes and slept.
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Chapter Two
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June 9, Late Morning — Patrick’s Point, California

A black stretch limo with darkly-tinted windows pulled onto the west road of the cemetery overlooking the seaside cliff of Patrick’s Point. A freshly dug hole awaited an upcoming funeral service. A finely-polished chrome casket rack spanned the grave, and excess dirt was neatly covered with green Astroturf. Large pots of cut flowers surrounded four rows of wooden chairs on top of a red carpet. 

It was an unusually warm California spring morning next to the Pacific Ocean. The gravesite was void of people other than two groundkeepers dressed in gray jumpsuits ready to fill the grave. A distant yellow backhoe stood ready. The limo drove beyond the gravesite, then turned around in order for its occupants to have an unobstructed view of the upcoming ceremony. Within moments, a white, late-model television news van parked across the road from the limo. It had two small satellite dishes on its roof and a KVIQ — TV-6 logo painted on its side. Both vehicles were perfectly positioned to view the coming service.

An elderly white-haired gentleman in the limousine’s rear seat tipped his head forward and rubbed his burning eyes with his left hand. A peculiar sound came from his robotic right arm as it extended downward. His artificial right hand pressed the button controlling the plexiglass partition separating him from the limo driver. He spoke softly to his chauffeur. “William, please contact the surveillance team and connect them to my rear intercom.” 

The driver obediently responded, “Yes, sir.” He picked up a telephone and pressed a button on the dashboard. “This is Blue Marlin to Central — do you copy?”

A short, solidly-built, red-haired man inside the news van answered. “Roger, Blue Marlin, we copy.”

William turned toward his employer. “We’re connected to the van, sir, and I’ve shut off the front intercom — you may proceed. Shall I close the partition?”

“Yes, please.”

After the partition closed, the white-haired gentleman began, “Rusty, do you copy?”

“Loud and clear, Mr. Reid.”

The old man continued. “As ordered earlier, photograph everyone we can’t identify as immediate family or friends and run every license plate through our DMV software. I want a shadow team member to follow anyone we tag as suspicious. During the service, contact Catherine and give her my message. Intercept and apprehend anyone who attempts to follow me — understood?”

“Yes, sir. Understood. Is your driver armed?”

The old man looked toward the van. “He’s armed and so am I, but no shooting unless it’s absolutely essential. They’ll be looking for me and my cousin, not the Weddell family; however, protect Catherine and her family at all costs. They’ll want them to locate me.”

The red-haired man answered, “Affirmative, sir.”

“We’ll talk as people start arriving — assemble your crew and pay attention.”

“Yes, sir.” Rusty Miller, a stocky man in his early fifties, sat back in his leather seat and talked with two other men and a woman inside of the van. “Time to position ourselves — team leaders, contact your people. The blocker team must get behind the limo immediately after the service. Our shadow members must follow every vehicle and individual I determine as suspicious. Position two bodyguards behind Catherine’s family. Stay with each target and maintain surveillance until I say OK or backup arrives. I expect constant radio and cellphone contact. Finally, no shooting unless family members are in imminent danger — that includes the ‘Old Man.’ We’ve rehearsed this, so I demand perfect execution. Questions anyone?”

An albino man in his late forties with white shoulder-length hair said, “You mentioned an incentive bonus earlier. What did you mean by that?”

Rusty apologized. “Sorry, I didn’t elaborate earlier, Whitey, but I got wrapped up in the big picture. Beyond our normal fee, the Old Man’s offering the team an additional half million if we determine who’s responsible for Weddell’s death. That means capturing and interrogating all verified operatives in order to find out who’s behind this. Reid expects no loose ends to haunt him, so get the word out to your men — capture every target and keep them alive for interrogation.”

Rusty’s three subordinates looked at each other and smiled. The men exited the van with their red-headed boss, leaving the woman to operate the expansive control panel. Within the van, four closed-circuit television screens adorned the wall, and two computer monitors were surrounded by an array of buttons and dials. A young, strikingly beautiful woman — Helen Moorcroft — sat at the console and talked through her headset to the surveillance team. Her black, shoulder-length hair and neatly layered shag cut; tightly-tailored blue jeans; and calf-high, black leather boots projected a Euro/punk-rock persona. A tight, black, tank top exposed well-crafted tattoos above each elbow and her well-developed breasts. A silver chain necklace with attached miniature handcuffs rounded out her desired look. Smooth, lightly-tanned skin and crimson lipstick added to an eerie, intimidating aura. Every man on the crew considered her as attractive and “kinky hot,” yet no single team member had the courage to ask her out. An English accent added to her dark-side allure. As a former British Intelligence surveillance officer, Helen’s knowledge of computers and electronics made her an indispensable team leader.

Inside the limo, the old man opened the rear compartment partition and sat back with a Eureka Times. At the top of the obituary page was a two-column obit for Henry Weddell, his friend and business partner for over sixty years. The old man had read the article at his home in Port Angeles, but he couldn’t believe Henry was dead. Oddly, there wasn’t an accompanying photograph in the obituary. The obit portrayed Weddell as a successful entrepreneur and generous benefactor. His accomplishments included the formation of Caribou Mines, Ltd., in southern British Columbia, where he’d made millions in the late ’40s developing two lucrative gold mines. This led to creation of the infamous Caribou mining district. Further ventures included the purchase of Pacific Cargo International (PCI), a large shipping and air cargo company based out of Seattle. Later, PCI became the parent company of Coastal Airlines, Alaska Freight & Marine, Island Transport of Hawaii, and Holiday Cruise Lines. Simply put, Henry Weddell was a multi-billionaire. 

His business savvy was eclipsed by his generosity and philanthropic activities. Henry created countless scholarships at prominent universities, funded medical research facilities and created the robotic prosthetics department at Harborview Medical Center in Seattle. Every year, the Weddell family trust donated millions to various charities and organizations, including the Jewish Documentation Center, the Wiesenthal Center, the American Cancer Society and many more.

Though he was a corporate titan and philanthropist, Weddell led a secluded, low-profile existence. Individual family members weren’t mentioned in the obituary. Only close friends were included into his inner circle. Donations were always made without his presence, and his business transactions were typically performed via proxy and attorneys. Most of the world’s business leaders wouldn’t recognize him even if they sat at the same table. That’s how Henry Weddell wanted it, and that’s exactly how things went in Henry’s world.

The old man’s reading was interrupted by the chauffeur. “Mr. Reid, would you care for a sandwich and something to drink? The hearse won’t arrive for at least another half hour, and you haven’t eaten in days.”

“No, thank you, William, although I truly appreciate your concern. Perhaps I’ll lay back and rest my eyes. They’re burning from lack of sleep. Please inform me when people arrive.”

The chauffeur responded, “Yes, sir.”

Reid picked up a small embroidered pillow his late wife, Delores, had made and placed it against the limo’s door jamb. He nestled his head into the pillow and reminisced. Initially, he had despised Henry. They were bitter enemies, but later they became the best of friends. He would miss the friend he affectionately called “The Wizard,” just as he missed Delores. He asked himself, “How did our lives get so out of control and boil down to this?” 

The old man’s eyes became heavy and closed as he entered the dream ether — the land of “Oz” where past dreams and nightmares often merge. 

March 10, 1944 — Over Hamburg

The skies over North Germany were cold and crisp. Captain Dale Olsen shifted his body in the seat and readjusted his oxygen mask. His tall, lanky frame made it difficult for him to get comfortable within the close quarters of a B-17G cockpit. Only 21, this was his seventh mission with the 457th Bomber Group. He was cited for bravery on his fourth mission after piloting his badly-crippled ship home from Leipzig. They’d been assigned “Tail End Charlie” position on that flight, becoming the formation’s sacrificial lamb. 

The first leg of today’s mission was expected to be “gravy,” but the bombing run would be risky, especially after the formation separated to move toward their two targets. One-hundred-sixty-two bombers left England that morning, hoping to destroy the Bruner-Visse shipyard and a railway complex southeast of Hamburg. A brilliant orange sunrise grew directly in front of the fleet, and a blanket of clouds presented a colorful array as the bomber group approached the target area. Captain Olsen enjoyed the early morning skies despite their dangers. 

The cloud cover was 3,000 feet lower and thicker than expected. The pre-flight briefing was wrong, so Colonel Lupner got on the radio and ordered the formation to drop to 19,000 feet. He expected them to be completely leveled out and at the prescribed speed before splitting into two separate squadrons. One-hundred fortresses would follow the colonel toward the railway hub while the remaining aircraft would follow Captain Olsen to the shipyard. The formation was 20 minutes away from the split point when they began their gradual descent. 

Dale Olsen was thrilled to be in charge of his own bombing run. On their left, countless P-47 vapor trails lined the skies 500 feet above the formation. Their much-needed air support had arrived.

Captain Olsen communicated the elevation changes to his navigator and bombardier. He expected them to obtain a visual fix on landmarks as soon as they reached 19,000 feet. Fifteen minutes later, the formation reached the new altitude to find a broken but acceptable view of the German countryside. Olsen re-trimmed his aircraft, leveled out, then adjusted the autopilot settings. Colonel Lupner gave the order to split the squadrons into their respective flight paths. 

Captain Olsen spoke to his squadron. “Tighten up, men. We’re entering the final leg before our turn. Trim your birds and follow my lead.” 

He switched to the on-board intercom. “Mr. Kowalski, what’s our ETA for target acquisition?”

“We’re three minutes from the way marker, sir.”

He shifted his conversation to the bombardier. “Mr. Fowler, have you recalculated the new glide path yet?”

“Yes, sir — no problems here.”

The captain asked, “Mr. Fowler, what do you need from me?”

“Hit the final marker as planned; then change course to twenty-one degrees north. That’ll place us directly into our bombing lane. After turning, give me exactly 245 mph with bomb bay doors open and perfectly level flight at 19,000 feet. Then re-trim the bird for autopilot. I’ll engage my clutch and let the bombsight take over from there.” 

Captain Olsen responded, “You’ve already got it. We’re in perfect trim, level and exactly at 19,000 feet. Mr. Kowalski, we should be approaching our final marker. What say you?”

“One minute, ten seconds, sir.”

Olsen radioed his squadron. “One minute to our turning marker. Keep it tight, gentlemen. Maintain 245 mph with bay doors opened.” 

Ground fire desperately reached for the formation but was at least 1,000 feet below the fortresses. At 19,000 feet, it’s difficult to hit something moving at such high speed, but sooner or later, ground fire would find its range and begin pummeling the squadron with 80-mm shells. 

Dale Olsen knew once that happened his squadron was within easy reach of ground fire. At this altitude, the B-17s had marginal floor space if they needed to recover from a hit.

Olsen took a deep breath as the formation executed a flawless turn toward the Hamburg shipyard. He spoke into the intercom. “Mr. Fowler, do you have target acquisition?” 

Fowler peered through his newly-installed Norden bomb sight. He cupped his left hand over the eyepiece, blocking out surrounding light, giving him a perfect view of the upcoming shipyard. He adjusted the lens dial while placing the crosshairs onto the bombing lane. “Yes, sir, I see it. Gyros on — engaging clutch in five, four, three, two, one — targets locked. I’m in control, sir.”

Captain Olsen radioed the squadron. “Mr. Fowler’s in control — bombing orders will come from him. Keep it tight, gentlemen. We’re so far up Hitler’s ass we’ll see his breakfast.” 

Black, greasy-looking flak surrounded the formation as they closed on the shipyard. The formation had entered the hostile zone known as “Flak Alley.” Final moments of bombing missions were always tense, and intercom chatter ceased as every crew member concentrated on his duties. 

The eerie silence was broken as Fowler warned the formation, “Easy does it — big flak zone ahead. Hang on, it’s gonna be rough. Get ready to give these goose-stepping assholes a taste of hot Pittsburgh steel.”

Olsen addressed his ship. “OK, men, bases are loaded and we’re at bat. Gunners on your toes for bandits.”

The B-17s seemed to crawl toward the drop zone. Ten seconds before reaching the drop zone, the radio blasted, “Red Hawk 3 is hit — two engines gone — they’re on fire and falling out.” 

Olsen looked over his left shoulder and saw the plane roll onto its side below the lower formation with smoke trailing. A red and yellow fireball was followed by a tumbling right wing. The single-winged aircraft spun in a crazy corkscrew spiral towards earth. As he lost sight of it, he said, “Remain focused everyone — on your toes.” 

Fowler engaged the trigger and yelled, “BOMBS AWAY! BOMBS AWAY!”

Flight engineer Decker slid down from the upper turret to watch as the bombs slid effortlessly from their racks. 

Olsen loudly confirmed the bombardier’s order to the squadron by repeating, “BOMBS AWAY, GENTLEMEN.”

Each Flying Fortress immediately ascended due to the 5,000-pound weight reduction. Moments after the last bomb cleared the bay doors of Olsen’s ship, a vicious explosion rocked the B-17 directly under its nose. The relentless ground fire had struck home. 

Switching back to manual control, Olsen calmly said, “Mr. Kowalski, damage report — what just happened?” There was no answer. “Kowalski — Fowler report.” There was no response, but the flak stopped. The B-17 lost altitude, and Olsen felt ice-cold air rushing into the plane. 

Co-pilot Lieutenant Adams grimaced, holding his left knee. “I’m hit in the leg. Hold us steady while I tie off my wound.”

Olsen banked the aircraft to the right and nudged the nose down to avoid being struck from behind by the trailing B-17s. Realizing that they’d been hit from below, he spoke over the intercom. “Decker, we’ve been hit under our nose — give me a visual.”

Decker had been knocked against the fuselage during the explosion and paused to gather his composure. After his foggy state lifted, he peered into what remained of the B-17’s nose. “You won’t be reaching anyone up front, Captain. The chin turret’s gone. There’s nothing but empty sky where our nose was. Fowler and Hanson are missing — Kowalski’s dead. It’s an ugly scene — we’ll have a tough ride home.”

Decker climbed back into the upper turret. P-47s were engaged in dogfights on both sides of the aircraft. Olsen maintained control of the plane as his squadron performed a 90-degree turn toward home. He began his own lumbering turn. Flight engineer Decker in the upper turret yelled, “Two bandits at six o’clock — one bandit at four — Christ, one more directly above at twelve o’clock.” Fifty-caliber machine guns barked from the ailing ship, and the interior of the B-17 smelled of spent gunpowder. 

Olsen reached to disengage the autopilot master bar as two Messerschmitt 109s unloaded on the crippled aircraft, tearing across both wings, taking out the number three engine, badly damaging number two and tearing through the cockpit. Burning pain tore through his right arm, upper left back and scalp above his left ear. Co-pilot Adams was slumped over the wheel, his right forehead missing. Adams’ body weight against the yoke was forcing the B-17 into a rapid descent. 

Captain Olsen became overwhelmed and dazed as his world transformed into slow-motion snapshots — suspended animation. Sparks flew and smoke billowed from the radio room as the captain’s consciousness separated from his body. Sounds became distorted and hollow as he rose above his own body. He saw his right forearm dangling from the elbow socket while floating above the eerie scene. 

Decker yelled into the intercom, “The cockpit’s been hit. I’m taking a look. Side gunner, man my turret.” 

Crews of the squadron’s last few planes watched Olsen’s fortress slowly list onto its right side. One of the formation tail gunners addressed his pilot. “I’ve got a visual on the captain’s plane — they’re going down, sir. Their nose is gone, number two engine’s burning and number three’s out. The cockpit looks torn apart. I’ve not seen anyone bailing out.”

The pilot answered, “Keep an eye out for silk. If anyone bails, give me a count.”

The formation’s radio chatter became silent as Olsen’s badly-damaged fortress slid toward the German countryside. Their esteemed leader was earthbound.

Andy Decker tore off his oxygen mask and scrambled from the upper turret to the freezing cold cockpit. With the chin turret gone, open bomb bay doors and fist-sized holes in the cockpit and windshield; the B-17 became an enormous wind tunnel. Decker yanked the dead co-pilot back into his seat and pulled back on the yoke. Frozen blood and tiny specks of brain covered the controls. Just as the B-17 leveled out, another ME-109 approached from the left side of the Fortress. Decker desperately scanned the instrument panel while the waist and turret gunners fired at the approaching aircraft. The bandit was destroyed, but only after it shot across the fuselage, wounding the waist gunner. The gunner fell to the floor, holding his leg in agony while thick smoke raced through the rear of the aircraft.

Decker yelled at Captain Olsen to hold the wheel with his left hand. Somehow, Decker’s shout enabled the pilot to regain his senses. He found himself back in his body and behind the controls. Adrenaline rushed through the captain’s veins, and he instinctively pulled hard on the yoke with his good hand and held the plane steady. Decker unstrapped Adams from the copilot’s seat and pushed him into the cavity where the chin turret had been. He slid into the copilot’s seat and steadied the shaking control wheel. 

The B-17 was sluggish and losing altitude. The captain looked at the burning number two engine and dead number three engine. He instructed Decker to cut the down engine’s throttles and propeller pitch. Andy reached over to the control panel with his left hand and cut power to both engines. Down to two engines, the plane helplessly slid to the right from lack of power. 

Captain Olsen pulled off his mask with his left arm and scanned the instrument panel. Number one engine’s oil pressure had suddenly dropped into the danger zone. He glanced at the engine and saw a thick trail of oily black smoke. The altimeter showed 9,000 ft. Olsen shook his head. 

“Fuck it, Andy, we’re done here — this plane’s had it. Hit the bail-out alarm. I’ll hold her steady while you and the crew punch out. I’ll follow.”

Andy hit the red alarm button three times, yelled into the intercom to bail out and trimmed the plane one final time. Intercom chatter reached a frenzy as the surviving crewmen bailed out. Decker ran behind the pilot, located their chutes and unstrapped Captain Olsen from his seat. 

“You’re coming with me,” he yelled.

The captain countered, “Damn it, Andy! There’s not enough time. I’ll get out on my own.” 

“You’ll never get your chute on with that arm. You’re wearing a body harness so it’ll only take me seconds to attach your chute. Come on, let’s go.”

The captain argued. “I gave you an order, mister — hit the silk.” 

“Shut the fuck up or we’ll both be killed! Now let’s go!” 

Stumbling in the cramped cockpit, Andy grabbed the sandy-haired pilot by his flight jacket. As they reached the bomb bay doors, bullets rattled across the wings and through the cockpit as another ME-109 strafed the dying ship. Andy quickly attached his chute, then struggled with Olsen’s. Managing to secure the captain’s chute to his body harness, Andy positioned Olsen next to the bomb bay doors. He cut a piece of cargo strap with a switchblade knife he carried in his jacket pocket. His hands became covered in Olsen’s blood as he tied a tourniquet around the remains of Dale’s arm. He was surprised at how sticky blood became while drying. 

The B-17’s metal skin looked like a cheese grater as sunlight penetrated the countless bullet and shrapnel holes. Number one engine sputtered and coughed, and the plane listed heavily to its right side and the nose dropped. Andy shoved the captain out the bomb bay doors and yelled, “See you on the ground, pal.” 

Decker quickly followed. Seconds later the ship rolled over, broke apart and tumbled toward the ground. Debris from the plane littered the sky like confetti falling from tall buildings during a parade.

The rushing, ice-cold air took Captain Olsen’s breath away. He fumbled with the rip cord handle several times before the chute finally deployed. The jolt of the opening chute was excruciating, and it felt as if his lower right arm had torn completely off. He became light-headed, dizzy, and then passed out. 

The parachute silently floated like a feather in the wind as the pilot swung back and forth toward the forest below. His immobile hulk crashed through a tall pine tree, and the chute and cords became entangled. Snow rained down to the pilot’s motionless body from the upper branches. He came to rest four feet above the ground, swinging from his harness. Blood trickled from his right arm and made circular designs onto the crusty snow below.

Within seconds, a Nazi half-track clattered toward the tree. When it arrived, three soldiers jumped out; yelling, running and stumbling through the snow toward the tree. They pointed their machine guns at the motionless pilot. They were about to shoot, but their sergeant ordered them to halt. 

“Cut him down. He looks to be an officer. If he lives, he may be of value.”

Rude Awakening

The chauffeur spoke to the old man. “You need to wake up, sir. People are arriving. Mr. Reid, please wake up. The hearse is approaching.”

Sweating and groggy, the white-haired man managed, “What?”

“Mr. Reid, you must wake up.”

The old man looked confused and disoriented as he sat up. His throat was dry. “I’m sorry, William. I was having a nightmare. Was I snoring?”

The chauffeur acknowledged, “Yes, sir. Would you care for something to drink?”

“Yes, please, a ginger ale would be marvelous.” 

He looked around as the hearse pulled up to the gravesite. He saw Rusty operating a television camera supported on his right shoulder. Another security agent played the part of a television reporter, with a microphone in his left hand, facing the camera. The limo’s radio beeped as William handed the old man a ginger ale.

Mr. Reid turned on the rear intercom and closed the partition and spoke. “Blue Marlin to Command.”

Helen responded, “This is Command. Everything’s up and running, sir. I can connect your audio with the entire team whenever you’d like, and your television monitor is live-stream. I can transmit any individual camera or send you a four-sectioned split screen.”

“Excellent job, Helen, split screen is best. Connect my intercom to the crew, please.”

She pressed a button at her console. “You’re connected, sir.”

“Rusty, do you copy?”

The red-haired man had an earpiece and spoke softly into a button on his left shirt cuff, “Yes, sir, I copy. Over.”

“Good. I’m watching our live cams. This is shaping up to be a modest ceremony — maybe three dozen people. It should make our job easy. They’ll stick out like sore thumbs. I see that Catherine and her family came in Henry’s limo. Watch them closely. Blue Marlin out.” 

Chatter filled the radio channel as team members began scrutinizing each arriving vehicle. People filtered toward the grave as eight pallbearers carried the cherry-wood casket to the chrome rack that straddled the open hole. The security team mingled among the crowd as if they were part of the procession. Small tie clasps with concealed cameras sent a constant stream of video to Helen within the van. Rusty’s news camera received the same barrage of live video. Within five minutes, all but three individuals were identified and cleared. Those three were immediately surrounded by the shadow team. 

Rusty keyed in on the three targets, taking high-resolution photographs. The van immediately forwarded them by satellite to a Seattle office for facial recognition. DMV software processed each and every license plate as bodyguards maneuvered themselves between family members and the targets. A sharply dressed, heavy-set Black man walked to the casket, placed a single white rose on its lid, then turned and faced the small gathering crowd.

A tall, blonde woman in her late thirties, accompanied by an older woman, walked to the front row and sat down. They were wearing black dresses and sunglasses and appeared to be related. The younger woman turned and motioned to a man standing behind the rear set of chairs. He grabbed a grade-school-age boy’s hand and hurried to join her in the front row. He sat next to her, placed a hand on her shoulder and offered his handkerchief. The restless young boy stood up, adjusted his belt and looked around. He noticed that the cemetery workers in gray jumpsuits were taking photos of him. One of the men had a camera with a telephoto lens, while the other was using his cellphone. The boy immediately sat down and whispered into his father’s ear. They weren’t the only people who noticed the two men. 

Rusty whispered into his left shirt cuff, “We’ve got two hot targets in gray jumpsuits fifty meters south of my position. They’re taking photos of Catherine’s family.” 

Mr. Reid looked at his monitor and barked, “Of course. We should have picked up on them when we arrived. I thought they were legitimate,” 

Rusty backed away from the grave, blocking the two men’s view of him. Once hidden, he spoke. “Whitey, have your men flank them. Don’t let them escape. Apprehend them when the service’s over, but avoid making a scene.” 

The albino immediately nodded at another guard, and they walked far to the sides of the groundskeepers, leaving the seaside cliff as their only escape route. 

Rusty spoke. “They may be connected to one or all of our targets. If they draw weapons on the family, shoot to kill. Helen, do you have anything on the other three targets?”

She responded, “Not yet. Wait — just got a hit on the guy in the tweed suit. He’s a local physician named Paul Linton. He treated Mr. Weddell before his death. Hold on — got info on the other two. They’re both lawyers for Weddell. One’s chief counsel for PCI by the name of Craig Johnson. The other guy’s Howard Bradley — he runs the Weddell family trust.”

Reid interjected, “Henry spoke highly of the last two men. I’ve never met them, but if their faces match the biometric program, they’re clean.” 

Helen said, “They match, sir, but Doctor Linton and the jumpsuits are solid targets.”

When the ceremony began, one of the groundkeepers walked north and paralleled the bluff. Whitey casually meandered along the cliffside, maintaining a flanking position. He knelt by the nearest headstone as if praying, then talked into his cuff. “Jumpsuit One has a slight limp. He’s changing direction, heading east toward the limo. Bill, intercept him if he gets too close to Blue Marlin.” 

The limping man stopped thirty feet from the rear of the limo, bent over, pretending to pick up something from the road while using his phone to photograph the limo’s license plate. Rusty watched as the man stood up, turned and made a call. Within seconds, the doctor reached into his pocket and looked at his phone, then glanced toward the limo. The limping man reversed course and slowly made his way back to the trees where his partner stood.

Again, Rusty whispered into his left cuff. “Jumpsuits and Linton are together — they just communicated via phone. After the ceremony, my team will apprehend the doctor. Whitey, you and your team grab the jumpsuits.”

Whitey whispered into his shirt cuff. “Roger that.”

The well-dressed Black man placed a hand on top of the casket as he finished the eulogy. “So let us celebrate the life of our brother Henry rather than dwell upon his passing. The measure of a man can be seen in the lives of the people that he’s touched, and I’m convinced that Henry Weddell has managed to touch everyone here today — with his kindness, his generosity and brilliant intellect. He once confided in me that he wasn’t a religious man and that his sense of God could not be found in church but in the everyday moments of life which most of us take for granted — like a plant turning toward the sun, the song of a meadowlark or the laughter of children playing. Henry celebrated God in the simplest of things. He took pleasure in watching people smile and did his best to make us smile. May his legacy live on in our smiles as we remember this extraordinary individual. God bless you, Henry Weddell.” 

The man turned to the casket cradle and began cranking a long chrome handle. Henry Weddell was lowered into the grave to rest beside his wife for eternity.

People stood and formed small groups away from the grave. Rusty held out his right hand to Catherine while placing his left hand onto her shoulder. As they shook hands, she felt a small folded paper being passed to her. He whispered something into her ear, then retreated. 

Upon reading the note, she looked at the black limo, then back at her father’s grave. A short man wearing a kippah was kneeling and chanting something in Hebrew while tossing flowers on top of the lowered casket. She quickly gathered her small family and walked toward the limo. Doctor Linton tried to intercept the family group as they approached the limo, but instead found himself surrounded by Rusty and the TV-6 news team.

Three Targets

The doctor was upset after being surrounded with newsmen from the Channel 6 team. He had hoped to intercept the Weddell family before they reached the stretch limo on the opposite side of the roadway.

The red-haired “newsman” stood in front of the doctor and asked, “Sir, could we have a moment of your time for a quick interview? This will only take a minute.”

The doctor shook his head. “No, I’m pressed for time and need to speak with Mr. Weddell’s daughter before going back to work.”

The newsman pressed on. “Lucky you. Catherine plans on returning to our news van as soon as her family leaves for Mr. Weddell’s estate. She’ll be here in less time than it takes for the interview. How about it, sir?”

Linton looked around and saw people were entering their cars and leaving. Unable to see his partners anymore, he declined. “I don’t wish to be rude, but I really must be going. I’ve got a two o’clock appointment which can’t be rescheduled.”

Rusty nodded to two of his men who stood near the van, then opened his baggy suit coat, showing off a gold chain with an FBI badge hanging from its end. A holstered pistol hung under his left armpit. “There’s no time like the present, doc. Don’t say a word and get into the van. If you don’t comply, the agents standing behind you will cuff and arrest you.”

Linton turned and saw two men standing directly behind him. He frantically looked for his accomplices, then turned toward his car. Rusty stuck out a leg and tripped the doctor, who fell hard onto the pavement. The three men picked up the doctor and brushed him off. 

“I’m sorry, Doctor. How clumsy of me. Let’s get you cleaned up inside the van,” 

Before anyone had noticed, the doctor was shuffled into the van. Within seconds, duct tape covered his mouth and plastic zip ties had him hog-tied.

Helen was sitting at her console holding a report. She spun around and commented, “Bravo! Jolly good show, guys. My first customer of the day.” She looked at the terrified doctor. “Let me see. Says here you’re Dr. Paul Linton, orthopedic surgeon, UCLA medical school graduate. This will be an interesting afternoon after all.”

“Focus on your work, Helen,” Rusty said. He spoke into his radio. “Whitey, what’s the status on the jumpsuits?”

Whitey responded, “They’re standing on the bluff, looking over the edge. There’s no safe way down. They saw you grab the doctor and are looking for options.”

Rusty considered the situation. “Fuck ’em! Take them now — alive.”

Whitey and four armed men spread apart and hurried toward the bluff, and both targets began negotiating the steep cliff toward the Pacific below. There was no pathway to the ocean there, only loose rocks and brush. Whitey sprinted several hundred yards along the cliff to the north. He located a steep trail heading to the secluded, rocky beach below and moved quickly and carefully down the path. As the other pursuers reached the bluff, the limping man lost his footing and bounced down the embankment to the rocky beach below. The final stretch to the shore was a 15-foot freefall. After bouncing like a rag doll, the man landed headfirst on top of the rocks. He lay motionless, unconscious or dead. His accomplice watched in disbelief; still hanging onto brush and continuing down the steep incline. One missed step or bad handhold would result in his partner’s fate. 

One of the security men looked at the motionless man below and commented, “Oh wow! That must’ve hurt. Think he’s dead?” 

Another said, “Yep. C’mon! The other guy’s getting away.” The men began a tenuous trek down the steep cliff, careful not to share the first man’s fate.

Moments later, the second groundskeeper managed to reach the beach below. He glanced toward his motionless partner and realized he was probably dead. Huge rock outcroppings and vicious breakers prevented him from escaping in that direction, so he scrambled north along the wet, rocky beach. Nearly out of breath, he turned to see if anyone was following him. Three men in suits approached the base of the cliff from above. Panicked by their persistence, he turned around and found Whitey standing less than fifteen feet away. 

The albino’s pistol was aimed at his chest. Whitey said, “Stay where you are! Put your hands on top of your head and drop to your knees.”

In desperation, the fugitive lowered his head and charged the albino like a linebacker rushing a quarterback. The albino stepped to his left and struck the passing man in the back of the head with his pistol. The “groundskeeper” fell face first onto the gravelly beach, and the albino pounced on top of him and put a knee onto the neck of his captive. He shoved the pistol barrel against the man’s head and ordered, “Alright, asshole. Move again and I’ll kill you.”

The captive whined, “Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot. I didn’t do anything.”

The other shadow team members arrived, cuffed the captive’s hands behind his back, then rolled him over. One laughed and said, “Fuckin’ a — great job, Whitey. I thought we’d have to run this jerk down or shoot him in the legs.”

Whitey proudly responded, “Just trying to keep ahead of you young pups.” 

They pulled the terrified man to his feet. A red, embroidered name tag on the jumpsuit identified him as John. They frisked him and found a cellphone, wallet and a small semi-automatic pistol. 

“Grave diggers with guns,” Whitey commented. “What’s this world coming to? OK, asshole, where’s the camera?”

“What camera? There’s no camera. You know the drill — read me my rights. I wanna lawyer-up.”

Whitey kicked the man in the groin, sending him to his knees. “We’re not the heat, asshole; we’re your worst nightmare. I’m not playing games, now where’s the camera?”

The captive moaned in pain and fell to his side. He hunched into a fetal position, trying to collect himself. He finally managed a faint response. “My cousin’s got it — the guy who fell.”

Whitey looked at his men. “Sam, you and I need to get this guy upstairs. There’s a fairly decent pathway about one hundred yards ahead. Bill, get over to the other guy and see if he’s still alive. If not, strip him clean of all I.D. and phones — and find that goddamn camera. I’ll call you when we reach the top. Don’t leave until I give you an all-clear.” 

Bill obliged. “Got it.”

Whitey turned to his captive. “On your feet — what’s your name?”

“Gary — Gary Wiser.”

Whitey opened the man’s wallet, looked at his license, then grabbed his ear and pulled. “Says here your name’s John Hart. Better start explaining.”

In pain, the man spoke. “It’s Wiser — that’s a fake I.D.” 

The albino let go of the ear and spoke into his sleeve. “Whitey to Command, over.” There was no answer. He repeated the message without a response. He turned to his partner. “We’re out of range down here. Let’s get our new friend up to the van.” He looked at the captive. “Start moving, asshole.”

After the kick to his groin, the man struggled to walk. He finally managed to move when Whitey kicked him in the buttocks. “I told you to get moving — we don’t have all day.” After five grueling minutes of climbing, the trio reached the summit. They were out of breath when the albino finally made contact with the van.

Rusty responded, “Go ahead, Whitey.”

“We’ve got both of them. One fell off of the cliff while trying to escape. He’s probably compromised or at least seriously injured. Bill’s checking on him now. I’m coming in with the live one.”

Rusty wasted no time. “No, wait there. You were out of radio contact and you’re the only link to Bill. If the other target’s salvageable, keep him alive, otherwise make sure he’s expired goods. No bullet holes. I want a photo of his face for the biometric program. Get that damn camera.”

“Yes, sir. Hold while I contact Bill.” 

Whitey stood at the bluff’s edge and watched Bill rifle through the man’s clothing. 

“Bill, this is Whitey. What’s up with our mark? Is he conscious?” 

“Negative — he’s done. I’ve got his camera, phone and ID. My job’s complete. The tide’s coming in and my new wingtips are getting soaked.”

“Wait,” Whitey ordered. “Get a photo of his face. He could be in our database.”

“Already did that. Am I going to have trouble finding the path you talked about?”

“No. Hightail it back here. You won’t have problems finding the path — it’s about a hundred yards beyond the spot where we cuffed our friend. There’s an enormous chunk of driftwood by the trailhead.”

“Good, I’ll meet you at the van in ten minutes.”

Whitey spoke into his radio. “Rusty, I gather you heard me talking with Bill. The other guy’s compromised, and we’ve got everything you asked for.”

Rusty responded, “Excellent! Come on in.”

As the three targets were being apprehended, Catherine and her family entered the long black limousine, unaware of what was transpiring around them. She immediately threw her arms around the old man and sobbed. “Uncle Frank! You’ve made it. I’m so glad you’re here. Where are Anna and Peter?”

The old man spoke softly. “I’m thrilled to see everyone as well. I wish this reunion was under happier circumstances. My children wanted to attend, but I advised them to remain at home. After we talk, you’ll understand why they’re not here. It’s extremely important that we discuss things about your father and I. This happens to be a very sensitive subject and quite personal, so I strongly suggest that we have this conversation in private — just you and I.”

Catherine frowned. “Nonsense. This is my family. They can hear anything you have to say unless it might upset my grandson.”

The old man shook his head. “Would you mind if young Henry joins William in the front seat, or returns to Henry’s limo? Trust me, this requires complete privacy.” 

Catherine looked confused. “Why? What’s going on?” 

Before the old man could answer, Rusty radioed the limo. “Blue Marlin, do you copy?”

The old man patted Catherine on her knee with his left hand and looked her in the eyes. “I’ll tell you everything, but I must take this call.” 

He turned his attention to the intercom. “Yes, Rusty. I’m with Henry’s family, so please speak in general terms. How are things on your end?”

“Things have developed quite well, sir. All targets are under our control — unfortunately one of them had an accident and I regret that he won’t be of any value. We’ve pulled the vinyl logos from the news van. When Whitey returns with his team, we’ll be ready to leave.”

“Wonderful. Get our targets to the warehouse and prep them for interrogation. Have the other two guard vehicles stay behind my vehicle and Henry’s. Catherine and I are going to talk briefly. I’ll leave for the warehouse as soon as we’re done here. I’m going to turn off the radio while I speak with Catherine.”

“Affirmative, sir. I’ll contact your driver if I need to speak with you.”

“Fantastic job, Rusty. We’ll talk soon.”

Catherine was staring at her uncle. “What is this? Why all the intrigue?”

The old man looked at her and winked, then patted the young boy on the shoulder. “So, young Henry. How about a personal ride in your great-grandfather’s car? Rumor has it that there’s a bag of goodies inside the center console, and I’m sure you know about the small television that unfolds from the ceiling. I believe there are several episodes of The Simpsons on DVD, which I understand appeals to you. They should be in the carousel next to the bar.”

Excited, the boy turned and looked at the other limousine. He asked his parents, “Can I go? Can I please?”

Patty answered, “Absolutely — but only one can of soda.”

Patty’s husband Travis assessed the situation and commented, “I think it would be in everyone’s best interest if I joined Henry. This sounds far too personal for someone who’s not flesh and blood.” 

Frank thanked him for his discretion. Travis opened his door and walked to the other vehicle with his son. Opening the door of the other limousine, he saw an albino escorting what appeared to be a handcuffed cemetery worker into the news van. He shook his head. 

Both limousines sat idling, and the partition in Frank Reid’s closed. Catherine and Patty listened as Frank began. “You’re aware that your father and I weren’t actually brothers — Henry said he had that conversation with you years earlier.”

Catherine nodded. “Yes, he did, but what does that have to do with anything?”

“Unfortunately, I can’t elaborate right now because of time constraints, but what’s important for you to understand is that my actions are at the request of your father. Henry was murdered by people from our past. The gentleman I was talking with on the radio is part of our security team, and he’s managed to apprehend three of the individuals involved in your father’s death. One of them is the doctor who treated Henry.”

Catherine was noticeably shaken. “Nonsense! Father wasn’t murdered; he died of heart failure after breaking his arm and hip. He was 97 years old and the sweetest person on earth. Why would you say such a terrible thing?”

“I’m not saying these things to upset you. I’m here to ensure your safety. Henry and I spoke two days after he fell. He informed me that a group of people from our past have become a threat and if anything happened to him that I was to protect both of our families. The next day, Henry died.”

Catherine winced. “You actually believe that father was murdered?”

“Yes, I do, and unless I can gather information from our captives, the gravity of the situation is unclear. Until I determine the depth of their organization, all of our lives are in jeopardy. That’s why my children remained at home. I believe these people are only after your father and I but they’ll use our families as bargaining chips.”

Catherine said, “You’re saying that people from Father’s past are behind his death and that our lives are in danger?”

The old man squeezed his lips together and nodded. “That’s correct.”

She was rattled. “Then why haven’t you gone to the police?” 

The old man shook his head. “That’s not an option. The authorities must be left out of this. Once you know the truth about our past, you’ll understand why. Trust me — no police, FBI, or anyone other than my security personnel.” 

Cathearine’s daughter Patty interjected, “You’re scaring us to death, Uncle Frank. If we need to know something, then get on with it so we can prepare ourselves.”

“I’ll tell both of you about our past when I’m done at the warehouse. Meanwhile, I’m asking that you work with me. Your cooperation is essential. Remain at Henry’s estate, contact no one, and allow my people to establish a protective perimeter until my return.” 

Knowing her father and Frank were as close as brothers, Catherine grudgingly cooperated. “I trust you, Uncle Frank. What do you want us to do right now?”

“Return to the estate in Henry’s limo and wait for my return. I’ll need to spend the night there with our security team. We’ll talk either tonight or first thing in the morning.”

Patty asked, “What do I tell my husband?”

Catherine said, “Tell Travis nothing. We’ll decide what to share with him once we know about Father’s past.”

The old man kissed Catherine on the cheek. “Excellent idea. I’ll see both of you later.”

The women left Mr. Reid’s vehicle and returned to Henry’s limo. Each limousine was followed by a two-vehicle escort filled with armed guards as they left for their respective destinations. By early evening, Frank Reid expected to have some answers.

Mid-Morning — Angoon, Alaska 

The alarm went off at eight-thirty. The former colonel stumbled to his feet, rubbed his face, then looked out the large windows. A lone humpback whale passing to the north blew a spout of mist directly in front of the house. Jim considered it a lucky omen to see whales. He went into the kitchen and made a small pot of coffee. After pouring a healthy shot of Irish Cream into his mug, he walked to the study and booted up his computer. Checking his email, he was surprised to see that Lori had already responded to his request. She also asked that he call her at 4:00 p.m. The Crane background report was attached to the email. Jim sent it to his printer and shut down the computer.

Typically, bad or questionable individuals are easier to locate than people with clean slates. Such was the case of former police sergeant Richard Crane. He’d killed a 14-year-old boy in 2005. The boy was an MS13 gangbanger dealing cocaine outside of a convenience store. Crane and a subordinate officer named Mendoza were staking out the store without permission. After witnessing several drug transactions, Crane left his vehicle, yelled, “Police!” drew a 9-mm pistol and fired on Ruiz when he ran. Young Jose Ruiz was hit in the back and died two days later. 

An internal investigation concluded that Crane was acting without authority and that he was involved in a turf war between the Hell’s Angels and the South American MS13 cartel. Hearsay evidence suggested that he had ties with several motorcycle gang members and accepted bribes to protect their turf. At the very least, he was a trigger-happy cop with a history of police brutality and prisoner abuse. After being fired, he was arrested three times; twice for beating his wife — now divorced — and once for hitting his neighbor in the legs with a baseball bat. Prior to becoming a policeman, he spent a short stint as a Marine Corps MP, but received a general discharge for assaulting an inmate. His psychological evaluation indicated a troubled individual who was dismissed for cause. Jim printed the four-page report and put it in his filing cabinet.

The outside air was warm and damp as he attached the Sojourn and its boat trailer to his restored military surplus Humvee. The black flies of the previous night proved to be accurate weather forecasters. After securing the trailer’s safety chain, he noticed movement to his right. An unusually large brown bear with a white patch above his right eye walked up the gravel driveway toward his house. He immediately opened the Hummer’s door and blew the horn. The bear was unphased and continued forward. Jim grabbed a .44-caliber Desert Eagle pistol from under the front seat and stood behind the door. When the bear had come within fifteen yards, he fired a round to the side of the bruin. The bullet spit gravel skyward, causing the bear to bolt into the timber. This was the bear that tried breaking into his house the previous fall. If it returned, he’d ask the Clan to have it trapped or destroyed. He returned to the house, poured another cup of coffee, flipped a hidden switch above the coat rack, secured the front door and headed to the launch.

There were less than ten miles of road in and around Angoon, so it took only five minutes to reach the marina. It was 9:30 a.m., and the docks were void of activity. Anyone else going fishing had left hours ago. Though the sun was up, it had yet to crest over the looming, snow-covered peaks to the east, making for a spectacular view. He launched the Sojourn and tied it to the pier, then drove the Hummer and trailer up the hill to a small parking area. He walked back to his boat, brushing away black flies as an old police car drove past him and stopped on the ramp below. A young Tlingit boy rode up on a beat-up bicycle with ape-hanger handlebars and a banana seat, and stopped next to the police car. He sat on his bike and watched a large, barrel-chested, dark-haired policeman get out of the cruiser. He stood between Jim and the dock. The officer’s temples were slightly gray, and he reminded Jim of someone, but he couldn’t remember who. A 9-mm Glock hung from his right hip and a black wooden nightstick balanced out his left side. He wore wrap-around silver reflective sunglasses, which prevented people from making eye contact. The man obviously tried to look intimidating. Jim already knew he didn’t care for Officer Crane, and this confirmed it. 

The policeman wore a baseball cap which had an embroidered gold star on its front along with ANGOON POLICE. 

He spoke. “You the fella that has a place in front of Chatham?”

Jim was solidly built and muscular, but Crane stood two inches taller and was at least fifty pounds heavier. Jim answered, “Yes, sir. How can I help you?”

Crane had a toothpick in the right corner of his mouth. “Just making sure you’re not a thief trying to steal his boat.”

Jim knew this was a ridiculous statement and challenged Crane. “I appreciate your concern, officer, but there’s no place for a person to hide a stolen boat around here. We’re on an island in the middle of nowhere, and Native culture forbids stealing. They don’t tolerate thieves. I’m certain you already know that, and I bet you know who I am. You watched me arrive on yesterday’s ferry. I saw you glassing people from your cruiser.”

Crane acted annoyed, turning the toothpick in his mouth. “I watched you leaving the ferry with that tricked-out Humvee. Looked like it was stuffed with boxes. What’s the likelihood of contraband being in some of those boxes?” 

Jim wondered why Crane was so confrontational. “So, this isn’t about a possible boat theft. Shame on you, Mr. Crane. That’s a rude way to introduce yourself. You have a peculiar method of dealing with people. After all, you’re a public servant. Let me demonstrate how this is done.” 

Jim outstretched his right hand and said, “Hello, my name’s James Bennett and I’m very pleased to meet you, Officer Crane. Now, isn’t that much better?”

Crane pulled the toothpick from his mouth and tossed it at Jim’s feet. “So besides knowing my name, you’re a mouthy prick. Makes me wonder about you.”

Bennett wanted to punch the man but refrained. “I’m trying my best to be civil, but this isn’t working, so cut to the chase. What do you want?” 

Crane barked, “Get something straight, asshole, I’m the law in Angoon, and I take my job seriously. That means you and Ernie McKinnon are on my radar. I’ve been watching him and think he’s involved with a rifle theft from the fuel depot, and I’m convinced he’s a moonshiner because locals say he’s got a still. Besides that, he avoids answering questions about his past, which tells me he’s got something to hide. You’re real chummy with him, so maybe you’ve got something to hide too. Listen up mister, I won’t tolerate either of you breaking the law around here and making me look foolish.”

Jim wasted little time getting into Crane’s face. “You don’t need help looking foolish — just look in a mirror. If you suspect us of breaking the law, then arrest us or get a search warrant from Juneau. As for the rifle theft, try talking with some of the seasonal help from the fishing lodge on Killisnoo. Most of them are college kids from the Lower 48 working for minimum wage and tips. Furthermore, Ernie would never steal from anyone, and he certainly has no need for additional guns. He doesn’t have to answer to you about anything. He’s lived here for over 60 years, so leave the old timer alone.” 

The officer shook his head. “You don’t tell me anything, and I’ll see about that warrant. Meanwhile, I’ll jump your sorry ass if you so much as fart. You’re nothing more than an arrogant corporate piss-ant, and I don’t like you.” 

Jim lifted his leg as if farting. “Oh my, does that mean we’ll never exchange Christmas cards? You’re a predatory bully who takes bribes, shoots teenage kids, beats up women, and pushes people around. Listen up, Crane. You don’t scare me, and if you think you’re man enough to have it out with me, let’s roll. Otherwise, get out of my face and leave me and my friends alone.”

Jim waited several seconds, then walked past Crane toward his boat.

Crane placed his hand onto his pistol and yelled, “Hey, get back here! I’m not done.”

Jim continued walking to his boat. He yelled over his shoulder, “Arrest me or fuck off.” After reaching the boat, he turned around and flipped Crane the middle finger.

The Native boy tore off on his bike toward town; in a hurry to tell someone what he’d seen. Crane stood dumbfounded. Jim untied his boat, started the engines and headed down Kootznahoo Inlet. Before reaching the outlet to Chatham, he turned left toward Mel Frank’s dock. It was nearly 10 a.m. when he tied up. He hurried up the steps to Mel’s house and loudly knocked on the door. A stained window curtain moved slightly to one side, announcing someone’s presence. 

A short man in his mid-sixties answered the door. “I’ll be damn. It’s good to see ya, Jim.” 

The two men shook hands, and Jim said, “Sorry to bother you, Mel, but I just had a run-in with the new town cop down by the marina. He tried picking a fight with me. He also accused Ernie of being a thief and moonshiner. He’d better chill out before someone gets hurt. Crane’s combative behavior’s bad for Angoon, and Ernie told me he’s been harassing him, so I pulled a background check on him. I’ll provide you with a copy. He’s got a checkered past.”

Mel shook his head. “Come in for coffee, and we’ll talk.”

“I’d like to, Mel, but I’ve got a pile of things going on today. I need to check out my boat, organize tackle and go shopping for Ernie.”

“I’m sorry he gave ya a hard time, Jim, but he’s been nice from what I’ve seen and heard.”

“Then he’s blowing smoke up your butt. Talk with little Otto Kankesh; he witnessed what happened at the marina. Even Pete Engles stopped him from harassing Ernie and considered banning him from his store. Crane’s a complete jerk.”

Mel nodded. “Guess I’m gonna need that report. I’ll talk to Otto and his folks — maybe swing by Pete’s store and talk with him too. Ya know it’s tough to get anyone decent for this sorta job. He’ll end up just like the others, either fired or quit. Between you and me, we don’t need a cop in Angoon, but some Clan members felt it would reduce domestic abuse. We got a few bad apples that get blitzed every night and wanna fight. When the Clan got an offer it couldn’t refuse, they hired Crane.”

Jim frowned in confusion. “What do you mean ‘offer?’ What kind of offer?”

“Santos asked through his lawyer for local law enforcement in exchange for hiring locals to rebuild his dock. He’d also donate $30,000 each year toward a cop’s salary — we’re gettin’ Crane for free. He’s even buying us a police boat if we patrol Hood Bay, so the Clan jumped at the offer. The boat should be here any day.”

Jim shook his head. “The village has no authority on the water or on privately deeded land; you know that. Only state troopers can perform those functions. Clan law doesn’t apply to non-Clan property or boats on the water, so what’s the point?”

“We told his lawyer that, but he wants it patrolled anyway. He bought us a new boat, and he’s paying Crane.” 

Again Jim frowned and asked, “How’d you end up choosing Crane?”

“Santos’ attorney hired him.” 

Jim cocked his head to one side. “This situation is bizarre. After reading Crane’s history, you’ll be as skeptical as me. I’m convinced that things are different than they appear. Do you have telephone numbers for both Crane and Santos?”

Mel nodded. “Inside the house. They’re written on top of my phone book.”

Jim’s mind raced. “Do you happen to have a photograph of Santos or know where I can get one?”

“So happens that Hank Stytes took pictures of Charlie Deshitan shaking hands with Santos and his attorney while they were giving the Clans a check for Crane’s salary. The pictures were used in our school newsletter.”
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Keith Beck s a Midwestern boy who honorably
served in the U.S. Amy Artillery from 1969-71
During college he concentrated on Science
and Engineering but enjoyed creative writ-
ing. He also studied English Literature with his
soon-to-be wie, Cindy.

After marriage, they moved to Philadel
‘as owners of an elevator company. During this
period, Keith invented and developed numer-
ous U.S. Patents, which led to a Ifelong ca-
reer of engineering, product development and
manufacturing.

As President of a mid-sized corporation,
he honed his writing skills by providing tech-
nical articies for trade magazines as well as
comprehensive product catalogs. He provided
insight and guidance to various govemment
‘agencies for disabled access and was ap-
pointed as an advisor to the U.S. Access Board.

In 1998, he and his wife's company was honored as SBA business of the
year. Keith also served as a Board Member for the Montana Manufactures
‘Association, an extension of Montana State University in Bozeman.

Upon early retirement, Keith purchased a Montana cattie ranch. He aiso
spent six summers on his fishing boat exploring Alaska's Inland waterway from
Ketchikan to Homer. He also spent time In the Kodiak Island chain. During this
chapter of this lfe, he wrote Dark Fortunes.
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THE TALE
OF THE TALE

.

I..ms, Keith Beck was contaced by a 95-year-old German physicst from Berlin
who claimed co be his grandfacher's sste’s son, making him Keic fesc cousin,
once removed. He spoke of events chat only could be known by family members
His auchenicicy was veriied by Keicis mocher, who spoke fuent German and had
numerous conversations wich him.

Afterward, a new understanding of the amily hiscory was uncovered. The orgi-
‘al fmily were Norsemen who soughe asylum in Germania via the Cacholic Church
in che ate 1300s. They purchased land from German offcals and b a Catholic
church n exchange for anonymicy and new identites. The church scands today:

‘The familyclan prospered for over 550 years,buc during World War ILall male
descendants of breeding age were cicher killd or simply vanished. The old physi-
cist hoped to uncover the stacus of his mocher’ brocher (Josef Johann, who came
 America n che early 1900s). Josef was Keichis grandfacher.

‘The old physicsc asked about Josefs descendans to ascerain f the blood line
from che original family survived in America. He also asked if anyone claming
o be distant rlacives from Germany ever contacted Josef's descendants. Odly
enough, just a year earier a person from the Wesc Coast had conacted Keich,
caiming o be a discanc cousin.

‘Unconvinced of his lams, Keich arranged a meecingover a few drinks and a bar-
beque. The man disclosed factsabou Josef s youth chat only family members knew.
‘None ofJosefs ofspring knew or had heard ofchis man, but hs fcial feacures were
scikinglysimila o Josf.

Due to business commicments, Keich lose concacewith the cousin ronically, ac-
cording o che old physicist, a family member wich che same name as the cousin
had gone missing during the war.

‘The encounter wich the old German physicsc scemed like somehing ouc of a
movie. The circumstances surrounding his family' hiscory — dating back to 1400
— plus che disappearance of former Nazi sodiers and missing German gold gave
Keich che idea for his book Dark Fortanes.
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A special thanks goes out to
my family and friends, and in
particular to Cindy, my wife
and partner of over 52 years.

Her support has kept me focused
while navigating the minefilds
of life. Our journey together has
been an absolute trip.

The rock star Joe Walsh said it best,
“Life’s been good to me so far”





