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Is Anybody Alive?

Book 5 in the series Talkeetna, Alaska

Mayday! Mayday!

When the call came over the radio at Purdue Flight Service, Candace Marshall started making the calls — first to her boss, Lanky Purdue, and to her fiancé, police Lt. Paul Kitka. And then she had a whole list of other people to notify.

They had a plane down. A pilot in trouble. Passengers in jeopardy. 

And then she got another message from the pilot just for her: Dace. Someone shot at us. Tell Paul.
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Chapter 1
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8:30 a.m., Monday, May 15, Talkeetna

Candace Marshall wasn’t sure whether she hated or loved May in Talkeetna, Alaska. An argument could be made for either, she thought, as she glared at the phone on her desk in the Purdue Flight Service office. It was one of those iconic black phones, somewhat square, with a rotary dial and the receiver perched on top. People thought it unusually trendy and retro for Lanky Purdue to have one. Dace never bothered to explain that it was 40 years old and had been the phone that came with the office building when Lanky bought it to start Purdue Flight Service.

She thought they should be able to figure that out if just they looked around. The office was in a metal building with serious Quonset-hut vibes. The coffee pot was a Mr. Coffee bought when that was a new-fangled thing, and her desk was gunmetal-gray surplus.

Retro? Lanky Purdue? Give her a break.

Actually the office was a lot like her boss. Both the office and her boss had been around so long they’d become cool again. Or retro. Or hip. Or whatever the word was for it these days. 

Candace sighed and grabbed the phone to answer it instead of just glaring at it. It was May; the phone rang non-stop from when she came in at 6 a.m. until she left at 5 p.m. And she had a voicemail full of messages when she came in the next morning. She was working six days a week. Because it was May. And June would be worse.

It was climbing season on Mount Denali.

For her part, the work load had been building since March — the calls, messages, the reservations, the frantic changes to reservations. And even leaving things to March was way too late, Candace thought sourly. Things were booked out a year in advance.

“Hello, Purdue Flight Service,” she said as pleasantly as she could. Lanky Purdue had a reputation as a curmudgeon, but that didn’t mean she could be one too. She was a 28-year-old office manager. He was a 68-year-old bush pilot who came to Alaska with the Air Force and stayed. He was revered for his rescue missions, his emergency supply runs to remote villages, his trips to take medical personnel out to vaccinate against measles and the other contagious diseases that could decimate the Native Alaskan villages.

Truly he was an Alaska icon. And if an additional story got added to the list last fall when a woman stole his plane and then dumped him north of the Arctic Circle? In November? Well, it turned into a romantic rescue by long-haul trucker Mickey MacIntosh. He lived happily ever after — another Lanky success story. Just thinking about it put Dace in a better mood.

“Sprechen ze Deutsch?” a male voice asked hopefully. 

“Nein,” Dace said regretfully. “Was brauchen Sie?”

There was a pause as the caller tried to reconcile the No and a question back in German. “Ein Team... Sieben... Sechzehn Juni....” There were more words than that, but Dace ignored them. A team of seven, June 16. She was grateful so many key words she needed sounded the same in German and English. 

She flipped through the pages of her calendar. “Ja,” she said. “Geben Sie email.”

He slowly spelled out his email for her. He had other questions. “En Sie Email,” she said, and repeated it patiently until he stopped asking question. Then the phone beeped. Another call coming in. “Mus gehen. Guten tag.” 

She didn’t wait and answered the next caller. An English speaker, thank God. She jotted notes on the pad of paper about the previous call and reservation he’d made. The problem with English speakers is that she was expected to answer all of the questions, and to engage in conversation. At least the German speakers realized they needed to keep it short and simple. 

She could now take reservations in German, Russian, and Japanese in addition to English. Although as she glanced at the email address from the previous caller, she realized he was actually from Poland, and had just hoped she might speak German.

More than a thousand people would attempt to climb Denali in the next eight weeks, and 40 percent of them were international climbers. For some reason, Poland ranked second in sending climbers, right after Canada. Japan and Russia were always well represented — hence her new knowledge of about six phrases in each of those languages.

The climbers ranged in age from a record-setting 13-year-old boy to a recent 75-year-old woman — pretty impressive, because only about 20 percent of the climbers were women. Dace thought it might be because women had more sense.

Denali was the tallest mountain in North America. It was actually taller than Everest. Colder too. It was one of the Seven Summits — the tallest peak on each continent, and obsessed climbers challenged themselves to do all seven. The average Denali climber was a 38-year-old man, with money — or sponsors — because a climb would probably cost $12,000 and take 18 days. That was a commitment your average guy couldn’t make. They were driven, focused, and they drank a lot. During the season, Talkeetna, the most common jumping-off point, turned into a two-month fraternity party of sorts.

She had to laugh, because actually it was kind of fun. At least it was when she was with her fiancé, Lieutenant Paul Kitka of the Alaska State Patrol. They’d wander the streets, get a beer at a bar, listen to music in the park. Sunset was after 10 p.m. and it got light around 4 a.m. Not that it mattered — the climbers seemed to think partying 24/7 was just fine. Lord love the Aussie climbers! Then their time slot would come up, and they’d get serious and focused on their climb. Probably still sobering up at the base camp, she suspected.

Climbing season brought in money, a lot of money, not just to Purdue Flight Service but to the entire town. The mountain guides were in high demand. The bars were full, the restaurants were packed. Every hotel room, every bunk in the Roadhouse, every Airbnb, they were all booked. 

A lot of Purdue’s customers just set up their tents outside the Purdue Flight Service hangars and waited for their turn to head up the mountain. Since the tents were colorful combinations of blue and yellow, orange and green, and red and white, it turned the place almost pretty — the gray metal buildings might be functional, but no one ever called them attractive.

It made her nervous to have so many strange men wandering around. They were friendly, running high on adrenaline and excitement. There was nothing to be afraid of, she told herself every time she had to leave the safety of her office. Here she reigned. Out there? Out there, there be dragons.

She knew it wasn’t a rational fear. She knew that. It didn’t make a bit of difference. Two summers ago, she’d fled her abusive husband, and ended up in Talkeetna. Best decision of her life, even if she did end up accused of his murder. 

Then last summer, she’d been kidnapped by a sexual predator who intended to keep her in a cage along with 10 other women. The women were free, the predator was dead. But she still quaked when she had to run out to the hangars to talk to the pilots. She still had nightmares. So did the other women she’d freed from those cages.

Paul had nightmares too. The role the police and military had played enabling and protecting the sexual predator had been a bitter pill for him to swallow.

Paul’s nightmares had gotten worse of late, and Dace fretted about it. The investigation into how the Anchorage police had managed to miss the fact that they had a serial killer operating in the city for three years was drawing to a close. There had been some indictments. Some had pleaded guilty to low-level charges. But Paul was tense. His boss, Captain Thomas Wyckoff, was grim. Even Paul’s partner, J.B. Dixon, wasn’t cracking jokes these days. She never thought she’d see the day when she missed the Texan’s bad sense of humor.

She asked Lanky about it, but he just shook his head. Either he didn’t know anything — highly unlikely — or he didn’t like what he’d heard.

Dace realized she’d allowed her shoulders to hunch, and her breaths were coming quick and shallow. She consciously relaxed her shoulders, rotating her neck carefully to relieve the tension, and took longer, slower, deeper breaths.

The phone rang, but as she grabbed it the radio crackled too: “Mayday, mayday!”

Dace told the caller on the line to call back later and hung up without paying attention to what the caller was saying. She looked at the radio.

She’d been up in a plane screaming ‘mayday’ more than once — and didn’t that sum up her life in Alaska? Alaska was not for the faint of heart, she’d found. 

But she realized now that sitting here listening to someone else yell for help might be worse.

Dace grabbed the microphone. “This is base,” she said. “Go ahead, pilot.” 

The radio wasn’t easy to decipher. She knew the pilot was male, young, and panicked. But that described them all but Lanky. She tried to think of who was in the air right now, but she thought they all might be.

“I’m going down,” the voice said. She placed it now. It was Rafe Martinez, and her heart sank. He was 26, and he’d been one of the pilots who had taught her to fly the winter before last. He teased her, joked with the other pilots, and was gentle with the women of Alqaq House — the survivors of the predator from last summer. He might be her favorite of the pilots, not that she’d ever admit to it.

Now that he knew someone was listening, his voice steadied. He gave her his coordinates. “I’m going to glide it in,” he said. “I think I can make the landing. But we’re a hell of a long ways from anywhere.”

“On it,” she promised him.

“Dace?” he said, and his voice was cracking up. “Tell Paul. Someone shot at us.”

And then there was nothing more.

Candace fought back tears. She looked up the schedule for the day and found Rafe’s flight. She frowned. It wasn’t a load of climbers like she thought it would be. It was a family of sightseers he was taking to Anchorage. Oh, God, she thought, there’s children on his plane. 

Rafe was giving them a tour, including the mountain, and was then supposed to deliver them to the Anchorage airport. She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. She couldn’t think about those poor people. Children, she thought again. She shook her head, and then she pulled out a laminated list of instructions and started making the calls that needed to be made.

She started with Lanky and told him what little she knew. “On my way back,” he said. He had taken a team of climbers into base camp first thing this morning and was scheduled for a second flight up the mountain after lunch. “Everyone booked?” 

“Yes, sir,” she said. The formality steadied her. 

“Give me the coordinates,” he instructed, and she read them out to him. 

“Lanky?” she said. “Rafe said someone shot at them.”

“Understood,” Lanky said after a pause. “Dace? Paul....”

“Next call on my list,” she promised.

“No, wait,” Lanky said. “I need to tell you this — Paul is on that flight.”

“What? No, he’s not — he can’t be. Rafe said for me to tell him he was shot at!” Dace felt her panic escalate.

“He was catching a ride to Anchorage this morning,” Lanky said. “Sounds like maybe he didn’t — call the station. Then call me back.”

Dace was barely listening to him. She scrambled for her cellphone. “Calling Paul now,” she said frantically. 

“Dace?” Paul’s warm voice answered. She closed her eyes in relief.

“Where are you?” she asked.

“At the station,” Paul said. “Why what’s up?”

“Hold on a minute,” she told him, and then turned back to the radio and clicked on the microphone.

“Paul’s at the station,” she said, still hyperventilating. 

“Ask him to meet me at the hangar,” Lanky said. “Don’t mention the shot to anyone else but him.”

“All right,” she said slowly, wondering what was going on, what hadn’t she been told. She returned to her call with Paul and told him what little she knew.

“A shot?” Paul repeated. “At Rafe’s flight to Anchorage?”

“Yes,” she said. “Paul? What’s going on?”

“I can’t tell you over the phone,” he said. Dace frowned. Cell phones, she realized. They could be eavesdropped on. But cops were the ones who did the listening, weren’t they? 

“I have to call a bunch of people,” she said reluctantly. She was alone here in the office. No one was up at the hangars either. And she didn’t want to hang up. But she needed to make the calls.

“Call me back if you learn anything,” Paul said.

“Lanky asked that you meet him at the hangar,” she said. “He’s probably 30 minutes out. He was going to do a flyover of Rafe’s last known coordinates.” Please God, let them survive the crash, she thought fervently.

Reluctantly she let him go and sat there for a moment in the office. She thought about losing Paul and her eyes burned with tears. She couldn’t cry! Not here. But she couldn’t get control of her panic either.

She could have lost him.

She hyperventilated, and her vision narrowed to black. She was going to black out, she thought with alarm. She couldn’t do that. She had work to do — Rafe was counting on her. Rafe and that family. Children, she reminded herself.

She put her head between her knees — that was supposed to work, right? — and focused on slower, shallower breaths. Paul is OK, she told herself. He’s on his way here. He is not on that plane.

She hadn’t even known he was going to Anchorage today. How come Lanky knew, and she didn’t? She frowned. Damn those men, not telling her things. She would have words with them both about this.

And that familiar irritation calmed her. She sat up, rolled her shoulders to release some of the stress.

Paul is fine, she reminded herself. It was a fear she lived with — he was a cop after all. She hadn’t told anyone how terrified she was that something would happen to him. She wasn’t going to either.

“He’s OK,” she said out loud in the empty office. “Today, Paul Kitka is safe and OK.”

And then she started down the call list on the laminated piece of paper in her desk drawer. A list she had never thought she’d ever use: FAA, NTSB, Search and Rescue, the Air Force base. 

“Who was on the flight?” the person in the base commander’s office asked.

“We aren’t releasing names, pending an OK from the State Patrol,” she said formally. It sounded good, but truth was after the military’s role in what happened a year ago, she wasn’t going to give them shit for information unless she had to. She blinked. She didn’t usually use such words, not even in the privacy of her own brain. She really was off-kilter.

“We need to know,” the man insisted. 

“Then you should contact the State Patrol and ask them,” Dace countered. She heard a plane taxi up to the hangars outside. “I’m sorry, I’ve got to go.”

He was still spluttering when she hung up the phone. Grabbed her jacket and cell phone, then headed out to see who had come in. It was Lanky. She closed her eyes briefly in relief. She could count on Lanky to know what to do to rescue Rafe.

A couple of the men who were camping by the hangar called out a friendly greeting, and she attempted a smile in their direction. She kept moving toward the hangars and Lanky.

He taxied up to the hangar, and she went inside to open the doors so he could bring the plane inside. The doors rolled down behind the small Cessna.

Lanky shut it down and hopped out of the plane. He was a tall, thin man — hence the name — with thinning, gray hair under a gimme cap. This one was blue and advertised Alaska Airlines. His flight jacket was brown leather, and underneath it he had on a dark navy blue shirt and heavy cotton trousers in some color between brown and gray. Lace-up brown boots. 

She’d seen him in some version of those clothes every day she’d worked for him for a year and nine months — the longest running office manager for Purdue Flight Services. For a man who actually had been awarded ‘worst boss ever’ awards for three out of the last 10 years. 

He was a bastard to work for, she admitted. He forgot receipts for the things he bought, agreed to flights and didn’t tell her. He could be gruff. And he liked Folgers coffee and didn’t see why they should ‘splurge’ on that expensive crap. (Dace kept a stash of the ‘expensive crap’ for herself. She made Folgers for the rest of the crew — because she agreed on that: if they were willing to drink Folgers she wasn’t going to waste her money on good coffee beans for them.)

But Dace adored the man. He’d been more of a father figure than her own father — not her father’s fault, he’d had early onset Alzheimer’s. Lanky Purdue had given her a job when she showed up with no credentials and wasn’t even using her legal name. He’d stood behind her when she was accused of murder.

And he taught her to fly.

He’d come to search for her in the Tongass National Forest last year. And then when she’d been flying in with a load of women who she’d helped to escape from the predator’s dog kennels, it had been Lanky who escorted her in and told the military to back off. And they had.

“Anything new?” he asked now.

She shook her head. “Paul’s on his way,” she said. Paul’s OK, she told herself firmly. “Did you see anything?”

“Yeah,” Lanky said dryly. “There’s a plane down. It’s going to be a son of a bitch to get to. You call Search and Rescue?”

She nodded. “Did you see any....” She trailed off. How did you phrase this question? “See anybody?"

“At least one person was outside, moving around,” he replied. 

Dace sagged a bit with relief. “Search and Rescue said they’d stage here. Paul’s on his way in. Why would anyone shoot at that plane?”

Lanky glanced at her. “Paul didn’t explain?”

“Said he was on his cell.”

He nodded. “Wouldn’t want this to get out,” he conceded. “We’ll wait until he gets here, and Search and Rescue. Then we only have to talk about it once.”

“Those climbers outside are going to know something is up,” she warned. “They’ll recognize Search and Rescue rigs.”

“Can’t be helped.” He started cleaning out his plane.

Dace watched him as she paced. Lanky took good care of his planes. If she could get him to take as good of care of his paperwork, they’d be all set. She grabbed a garbage bag and held it open for him. He dumped the debris from the last set of climbers into it.

“Lanky?” she said. “When I called the base? They transferred me to someone who was quite insistent on knowing who was on the flight.”

“Was he now?” Lanky said softly. “Did you tell him?”

She shook her head. “Told him we couldn’t release that information. If he wanted it, he should call the State Patrol.” She gave a half shrug. After last summer and fall, she wouldn’t give the Air Force base the time of day without clearing it with either Lanky or Paul. 

The predator had been an intelligence agent on contract with the Department of Defense. He had a gift for code — both designing it and breaking it. The former commander of the base had said he probably single-handedly prevented war with North Korea on more than one occasion. But he was a sexual predator. Once a month, he cruised Anchorage looking for a woman to abduct. He kept the women in dog cages at an installation in the Chugiak forest where he also monitored North Korean communications.

The military had known what he was — Dace had no doubt about it. And when she broke the women free — stealing a plane, along with his hard-drive — someone had ordered her shot down from the sky. It had only been Lanky’s stature as a hero among the Air Force ‘flyboys’ that made the pilots stand down and escort her into Talkeetna instead.

The base commander had tried to convince Lanky to let it go — in the name of national security and the reputation of the Air Force. She’d listened to that conversation right in this hangar — listened to it with Rafe, as a matter of fact.

That commander had since been transferred out, and there was a new commander on the base. Dace would like to believe the old commander had been demoted for letting the sexual predator get away with murder for two years, but she was more cynical now. She thought his sin was that the predator got caught, and the commander hadn’t been able to hush it up completely enough.

Not to mention, the predator returned to his installation in the Chugiak and someone shot and killed him, and the military lost their code breaker.

Candace was pretty sure she knew who killed him. And she was pretty sure Lanky knew too — because the killer wasn’t a pilot. Someone had to have given them a lift in — and out — of the remote location. She thought that person had been Lanky. It could have been any of the pilots, but Lanky wasn’t the type to let his pilots take those kinds of risks — no, he’d do it himself.

A lot of the subsequent investigation on the civilian side of things had fallen into Paul’s lap. And if Dace was more cynical now, it was nothing compared to Paul’s disillusionment.

Lanky glanced at her. “Something you do need to know, girl,” he said quietly, “is that Paul was expected to be on that flight. I thought he was on it.”

Dace stared at him, trying to make sense of what he was saying. Not just that Paul could have gone down with Rafe. Could be lying out there on that mountain dying or dead. She stopped that thought. This was why Paul couldn’t say more, she realized.

“You think the shot was aimed at him!”

Lanky shook his head briefly. “Might be more complicated than that,” he said obscurely. “But if you’re going to black out, do it now. Or breathe.”

She snorted, but she followed his instructions and breathed.

The pot of coffee hadn’t even finished brewing by the time Paul walked into the hanger. She paused just to look at him. He was the best-looking man she’d ever seen — and she wasn’t biased by being in love with him. His success with women in the state said most women agreed. He was about 5-foot-10, a bit taller than his Tlingit heritage would predict — but then his mother was white, and a tall woman at that. But he had the Tlingits’ warm brown skin, and dark, almost black hair.

He was gorgeous. And mine, Dace thought, almost greedily. He’s mine.

She glanced down at the engagement ring on her left hand, proof that he was indeed hers. It was a reworked wedding ring that his father had given his mother — and a sign that Paul had come to terms with his past. Her wedding band would be something new, Paul had said when he proposed, to represent their future together. But he thought she’d like to have this ring. His mother had still been wearing it a year ago when Dace met her in Sitka. But all of that turmoil had brought Elizabeth Kitka some peace as well. She’d remarried and given her old wedding ring to Paul for Dace. It had taken Paul some months to work up the courage to ask her — courage, and a realization that he could lose her. He’d been afraid she wasn’t ready after the disaster of her first marriage, he’d told her, but then he realized life was short.

The ring was a traditional Tlingit design of a raven and an eagle, representing his father’s heritage, worked in copper and silver. It said something about Paul’s reconciliation with his Tlingit heritage as well, Dace thought. Until recently, Paul had refused to claim Native Alaskan status — he was half, he insisted. Half white, half Tlingit.

But Native Alaskans claimed him, Dace thought with some amusement. A friend of theirs had likened him to a rock star — people in remote villages followed the stories of Paul Kitka just like people in the lower 48 might follow a movie star or a musician. Well, Alaska was like one small town spread out over millions of acres, and they gossiped all winter long. Sure wasn’t much else to do when it was 40 below zero.  

Dace knew they told stories about her too. She tried to be OK with that.

Paul gave her a one-armed hug, before shaking Lanky’s hand. “J.B. is bringing the Captain in,” he said. “Might as well wait for them. They’re right behind me.”

Dace grinned. No she couldn’t see the spit-and-polished Captain Wyckoff riding copilot in Paul’s red Corvette.

“I thought you were hitching a ride in with Rafe,” Lanky said.

“Wasn’t enough room for me and the two men I was escorting, and the family — they had to meet a flight?” Paul said. “So I sent the other two on ahead. I was going to drive in.”

And truly, Paul would rather drive anyway, Dace knew. He took every opportunity to drive that car — and drive it way too fast.

Lanky chewed on his cheek. “We’ve got a problem,” he said.

The door opened; Captain Wyckoff and J.B. Dixon came in. They were followed by Elijah Calhoun.

Dace didn’t know how Elijah even knew what was going on. Maybe he listened to the radio chatter at home? Dace had a picture of Elijah home alone, with only the radio for company. Well, at least he wasn’t drunk. It was only 10 a.m. but when Dace first arrived in Talkeetna, Elijah was often drunk by then. Or maybe still drunk from the night before.

It had been about five years since Elijah had been piloting a plane that crashed, killing his wife and children. It hadn’t been his fault, but that was hardly consolation. He hadn’t flown since. But he’d come to her rescue the day she’d had to pilot a plane for the first time, talking her through it while Paul had driven that red Corvette into Anchorage. Additionally, he’d tutored her through a lot of ground knowledge before she got her pilot’s license. And when she and Paul had gone missing in Sitka, he’d been one of the people who came to search and eventually rescue them.

A good man, loyal, she thought. Sad, and maybe lonely. But a real friend. She had friends, she thought with pleasure. But that reminded her of Rafe, one of her best friends, and his precarious situation out on the mountain.

They moved into the breakroom, and Elijah headed for the coffee pot. He raised it up, offering it to the others. Only Dace took some.

“So who was on that flight?” Dace asked, somewhat annoyed. She was supposed to know that. How many times had she lectured Lanky and the other pilots? Maybe they would listen now.

“Well, that’s the problem,” Lanky said. “I have no clue.”

Dace stared at him. What the hell did that mean?
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Chapter 2
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9:30 a.m., Monday, May 15, Mount Denali

“Mister Pilot, Mister Pilot.”

The voice was quite insistent. Rafe Martinez tried to pull himself toward consciousness.

“Digame, por favor, que...?”

Someone was speaking Spanish? Was he dead, then? Rafe had always expected Spanish would be spoken in heaven. It was the language of his childhood, the language of the Catholic church his mother attended faithfully. Hell, he was sure, would have English as its native tongue.

“Estoy asustada,” the voice whispered. And that did it. Rafe could not let the little-girl voice be scared. Not on his watch.

He opened his eyes. “¿Que pasa? What is wrong?” he asked.

The girl was about 9 years old with brown eyes and chin-length brown hair. She looked like his sisters had at that age. And right now she was staring at him as if he was too stupid to live.

Well, his sisters had often given him that look, too. 

But it was hard to think clearly when his head hurt like this. He frowned. Why did his head hurt this badly? And it wasn’t the only part of him that hurt either.

“The plane, it crashed?” the girl prompted.

And like that, the memory of the morning came flooding back.

“Dónde están tus padres?” he asked, struggling to get up. He sat back in his seat. Maybe he’d take this a bit slower.

“They won’t wake up,” the girl said. “Don’t tell them I spoke Spanish. I’m not supposed to speak Spanish.”

“Why not?” Rafe asked, in English. “Spanish is beautiful. Everyone should speak it. They should speak both languages. Don’t you think?”

The girl giggled. “Yes,” she agreed. “But Dad said no. No Spanish. Not until we’re allowed to go home.”

Rafe was sure that probably made sense, if only his head didn’t hurt so badly.

His head and his ribs. And his right shoulder wasn’t doing so well either. Cautiously he wiggled his toes and was relieved when they responded. He tried his fingers. They moved too. Good. His spine was OK. Anything else that hurt like a son-of-a-gun could heal.

Eventually.

He glanced at the instrument panel and flipped the emergency transponder on. The radio would be toast — a belly-flop landing would have taken out the radio antenna, attached to the bottom of the fuselage. 

“I won’t tell,” he promised the girl, returning to their conversation about Spanish. She looked relieved. “Let me see if I can get up.”

Moving around in a small aircraft was always tricky. He wasn’t very tall — 5-foot-9, but he still had to watch his head getting out of the cockpit. And right now bumping his head on the overhead didn’t even bear thinking about. Moving from the cockpit to the main cabin was the worst, especially if your ribs hurt, and your shoulder wasn’t working right. Rafe glanced at the copilot seat. There was supposed to be someone sitting there — where was he? Had he gotten out of the plane?

Without checking on Rafe?

That was troubling.

Well there was a lot about this flight that was troubling, he conceded.

The plane was a Cessna 210 and carried six passengers plus the pilot and copilot. For today’s flight that had been a family of five, and the two people Paul Kitka had wanted to take to Anchorage. But that was eight people, plus him as the pilot, and they wouldn’t all fit. After some debate, Paul said he’d drive in — no real surprise. Paul would always prefer to drive, and he would probably beat them there. Could Rafe take the other two men in? Rafe had agreed, but one of the men would have to ride in the copilot seat.

That had been 8 a.m. The family had scheduled a sightseeing trip around Denali and continuing on to Anchorage to catch a plane. Well, they weren’t going to make that flight, Rafe thought.

Paul had shown up with the two men just as he was getting ready to take off. Rafe had called Lanky who approved the addition. But then there was the problem of not enough room for the three of them.

Had he even been told the names of the two men? He couldn’t remember. He’d thought they were cops. Even in plainclothes, cops were cops. He’d spent enough time dodging cops during his wild years as a teenager to be able to spot a cop when he saw one.

Paul Kitka was a good example. A good guy, Rafe conceded, but you’d never mistake him for anything but a cop.

Focus on the now, he told himself. Focus on the little girl who had a hold on his arm. He wasn’t sure if it was for her or for him. 

Probably for him, he thought. She’d seemed more on top of things than he was.

His head really hurt!

“What’s your name?” he asked, as he stood hunched there in the cockpit trying to get his balance. He didn’t want to pass out now. 

“M... Ana,” she said. He had the impression she was going to say something else at first. He frowned. A name that started with an M? Well, many Mexican girls had Mary or Maria as a first name and went by a middle name. He dismissed it.

“OK,” he said, smiling at her. “I’m Rafe. Rafael Martinez. But no one but my mother calls me Rafael. Just Rafe.”

“Señor Rafe,” she said, too polite a child to call an adult by his first name. “Wait. Mister Rafe?”

He nodded. Not allowed to use her Spanish? That made him sad. Too many Latino families thought that their children would assimilate better if they only spoke English. He snorted. Deprive the child of one of the few advantages they had — being bilingual — in hopes of making their life easier. It didn’t work. He’d been harassed from the day he entered kindergarten until the day he got big enough to punch someone back and make them hurt. And it didn’t matter what language he spoke.

His parents had been proud of their Mexican heritage, however, and he’d grown up speaking Spanish and English. He was glad of that. He was proud of his heritage — as rare as it was in Alaska — and the language was a big part of that heritage.

Ana should be proud too. Maybe he would have a chance to talk to her parents about this before they left.

If they left.

Figuring he was as steady on his feet as he was going to be, he moved back into the cabin. There was a big hole in the side of the plane behind the copilot’s chair where a wing should be. He grimaced. Well, they obviously weren’t going to fly out of here.

In the seats behind the wings were the two parents and the two younger children. They were all fastened into their seats, but they weren’t moving. And it was cold. Really cold. Maybe 30 degrees, and there was some wind. Rafe swallowed hard.

How long had they been on the ground? He glanced at his watch. Not long, he saw with relief. Twenty minutes tops.

The cabin had two seats facing backwards right behind the cockpit, and then the four seats that faced forward. Ana had been in one of the backwards seats, along with the cop. “Where did the men go?” he asked her.

She shook her head. “I was unconscious,” she said, but she didn’t meet his eyes. Rafe frowned. “I don’t know.” She started to say something else, but then she looked at her family. “Are they OK?” she asked in a small voice.

“Let’s go see,” Rafe said. There was some debris in the center of the plane, and he struggled to move it out of his way. His ribs might be cracked, he thought as pain made him gasp, not just bruised. And his shoulder was definitely dislocated. Ana helped; he tossed enough debris out the hole to clear a path. It wasn’t like it was any great distance — six feet. But still. He was in no shape to leap tall buildings here. 

He touched the pulse point of the mother and was relieved to feel that it was strong and even. Same with her father. The two younger children were on the bench seat behind them. Alive. That was good.

But unconscious.

He glanced at his watch again: it was 10 a.m. They’d left at 8 a.m. — after the negotiations with Paul had been finalized — and then swung out around the mountain. The cops had been sour about the sightseeing flight, but Rafe just shrugged. They were getting a free ride into the city. They could deal with the extra hour of flight time allotted for some sightseeing. The family had been promised a sightseeing flight, and they were getting one. The kids were excited by the sight of the mountain. He dipped down so they could see mountain goats, but they were more excited about the climbers, he thought with a grin. At least the boys were. The little girl — Ana — had had tons of questions about everything and peppered her parents for answers.

But the cops had been silent, grim even. Of course, they’d probably seen it all before. Rafe frowned a bit now, wondering exactly why they had needed a ride to Anchorage. 

Should have wondered that before, he told himself sourly. Before someone shot out the engine and brought him down. He was just guessing here, but he doubted whoever had done it hadn’t been trying to kill a nice Mexican family.

And even more? Where the hell were they now? What kind of cop just walked away from a family in a crashed plane?

He didn’t think he’d like the answer to that one: Dirty cops.

“There are some silver heat blankets under your chair,” Rafe told Ana. “You want to see if you can get them out for me?”

She nodded and retreated backwards. Rafe carefully squatted down between the two adults.

He knew quite a bit of first aid. Lanky didn’t let his pilots fly without it. Smart man. All four of them were breathing normally. That was good. Whiplash, he thought. Dangerous, but their breathing was good. Their heart rate was good.

They’d come down hard. And then they’d slid. Rafe had blacked out when the plane had hit something — probably whatever tore off that wing.

He started with the father and felt his neck. Nothing seemed out of alignment. He had a horror of spinal injuries, Rafe admitted, but who didn’t? Well, maybe people were too ignorant or lacked imagination.

“What is your father’s name?” he asked Ana, when she returned with a stack of Mylar blankets.

“Are these blankets?” she asked, handing the small silver pouches to him. He nodded and took them.

“Watch,” he said, and clumsily tried to open one up with his left hand. Finally he used his right hand to anchor it while using his left to pull the Mylar blanket out.

“My father is George Garcia,” she answered him. “My mother is Carol. My brothers are Michael and Peter.”

He frowned slightly. That sounded like a memorized line, like what a much younger child would say. He wondered if she was OK, or if she’d been tossed about more than he’d thought. 

“Can you crawl over into the back with your brothers?” Fumbling a bit with the blanket, he finally just handed it to her. “Tuck this in around Michael,” he instructed. “Make sure you cover his head. That’s where we lose most of our body heat, you know. Wrap him up like it was a baby blanket, OK?”

She giggled at that, but she did an efficient job of it. “Now this one for Peter,” he added and gave her another one. He pulled out another and tucked it in around the woman — one-handed, which was really a bitch. What had Ana said her name was? Carol? She groaned slightly when he moved her, to tuck in the blanket. “Carol?” he said gently, hoping she’d rouse. “Ana? I want you to shake your mother very gently, and call to her.”

Ana nodded and did as he told her, while he wrapped the fourth blanket around her father. “George?” he said, and he shook his shoulder. The man opened his eyes and looked puzzled.

“What happened?” he said hoarsely.

Ana was whispering to her mother, Rafe noticed. So she’d roused her after all. 

“Plane crash,” Rafe told the man succinctly. “Just sit for a moment and get your bearings.”

“The children? My wife?” The man struggled to get out of the blanket.

“Easy,” Rafe cautioned him. “Everyone is fine.” He hoped that was true. “Just sit for a moment.”

The man leaned back against the headrest. “We crashed?” he repeated.

“Yes,” Rafe said. He didn’t mention the gunshot. There had been more than one shot fired, he thought. He’d been trying to do too many things at once to pay that much attention. Once the engine quit and they started down, he’d been focused on reaching Dace at the office.
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