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Chapter One:

Fairbanks

The small plane yawed toward the setting sun as we droned along above the jagged snow-capped peaks below us.  Nothing had prepared me for the sheer size of the landscape below.  Purple and white mountains stretched on either side of us as far as I could see.  Huge glaciers like glass rivers wound down into the shadowy valleys.  “It’s all so big,” I said.

“Yes,” Dirk said.  “Alaska is a huge place.  Easy for a man to get lost and never be seen again.”  

Beside me, my dog Sparky stood on my lap with his front paws on the window.  He whined and then licked my nose.  “I think Sparky needs to go,” I said.

“Once we get to Fairbanks, we’ll just have time to get our things together and get to the boarding house before dark,” Dirk said, “but I’m sure we can let a small dog make a stop.”

Dirk Armstrong, my uncle, is a famous anthropologist.  Besides teaching at New York University, he travels all over the world studying different peoples and cultures.  Sometimes I get to go with him, and he always lets Sparky come along.  We’ve been to Kenya, where we found a hidden palace deep within Mount Kilimanjaro, and to Egypt, where Sparky and I helped uncover the most spectacular tomb since King Tut’s.

But just last week, Uncle Dirk called to let me know he was joining a huge expedition in Alaska.  “We’ll be at the Yukon River,” he said.  “I’ll be studying an Inuit village and some other men will be going along to study the wildlife and geology.  I’d like you to come along, Brock.  And of course you can bring Sparky.”

I tried to imagine Sparky and myself in the wilds of the frozen north.  Dodging polar bears and sleeping in igloos did not sound like much fun.  “I don’t know,” I said.

“You’ll love it,” Dirk told me.  “It’s the most beautiful place on earth.  Majestic mountains, rolling rivers…  It’s a real frontier.”

“Well…”

“Sure to be a big adventure.”

He had said the magic word.  “All right, I’ll go,” I said.

A few days later Sparky and I took a train from Springfield all the way to Seattle, Washington, where Dirk met us at the station.  From there, a plane took us north along the coastline.  

Our pilot was Bullseye, a lanky chap with a leather cap and a heavy coat that looked three sizes too big for him.  He’d picked up his nickname during the Great War when he flew biplanes over Germany.  “I got off a shot or two at the Red Baron once,” he said.

I gaped at him.  “The Red Baron?”

“Only Red Baron I’ve heard tell of.”

“So what happened?” 

“Ah, he nicked me on the tail and I made an emergency landing right into a barn.  Hay and chickens everywhere.  I was sure lucky, let me tell you.”  For the next few hundred miles he treated us to his war stories, most of which sounded more like he’d picked them up from a Doc Savage adventure magazine.

After several hours, we made one stop to refuel in a small town called Mount Fairweather.  Then Bullseye headed the plane inland.  Now we were gliding over a massive mountain range.

Dirk pointed through the plane’s crusty window.  “Look there.”  Far away, a huge plume of black smoke stood stark against the pristine sky.  “You think we could swing closer?  I’d like to get a better look at that.”

Bullseye thumped his finger against the fuel gauge.  “Got plenty of petrol, and there’s enough daylight left.  Don’t want to linger too long, though.  Weather over some of these passes can get mighty mean, let me tell you.”

My stomach gave a small heave as the plane listed to one side and we soared toward the column of smoke.  “What is it?”

“Looks like an eruption column.”

“Are you saying that’s a volcano?”

“Sure looks like it.  A couple of years ago there was a massive eruption a few hundred miles to the south.”

“I remember that,” Bullseye said.  “Aniakchak.  Wife and I were living in Anchorage at the time.  There was an earthquake right before.  Broke my wife’s china pig.  She was mighty upset, let me tell you.  ‘Twas her grandmother’s.”

We neared the dark cloud.  “That’s really something,” Dirk said.   “This mountain range has always shown signs of volcanic activity, but the area’s so sparsely populated no one’s witnessed a real eruption.”

Bullseye dropped the plane closer to the mountain, and we could see the black smoke billowing up from a good-sized crater.  Everything below was black desolation.  “This was recent,” Dirk said.  

“Sure was,” Bullseye said.  “I flew this area just a month ago and I never saw. . . ”  He stopped in mid-sentence and turned his hawk-like nose to the air.  “You smell that?”

The odor of rotten eggs hit Dirk and me at the same time.  I buried my face in my coat.  “That’s sulphur,” Dirk said.  He and Bullseye exchanged an alarmed look.

Before I could say anything, the plane gave a lurch.  Then another.  Then there was silence.  Bullseye flipped knobs and switches like a madman.  The engine sputtered to life, then died.

I gripped the edge of the seat tight.  “What’s going on?”

“The sulphur gas,” Dirk said.  “It’s killing the engine.”

The plane’s nose dipped forward and we began to descend toward the black mountain ahead.

“We’re caught in a downdraft,” Bullseye said through a clenched jaw.  His face was blood-red from pulling on the wheel so hard.  The muscles in his neck stood out like thick cords.  “Hang on!”

We dove straight down toward the column of smoke.  I grabbed Sparky and clenched my eyes shut tight.  We were heading right into the volcano!  

Then a miracle happened.  The plane leveled off, and the engine roared to life.  I opened my eyes just as we sliced through the black cloud and soared up toward the sky.  We had cleared the walls of the volcano by only a few feet.

Bullseye’s face was dripping sweat.  “That was a close one, let me tell you.”

* * *

The airplane swooped down over the mountains and the town came into view through the clouds below.  “There it is,” Dirk said, “Fairbanks.”

As we descended closer, the outlines of the buildings became clearer in the twilight.  Wide, paved streets lined with lighted streetlamps intersected amid neat modern frame buildings.  A long train puffed black smoke as it snaked through town.  And to the north, the Tanana River was a silver ribbon winding across the valley.

We landed just outside the town on a wide, flat field and taxied toward a tiny metal shack.  Outside, the air was crisp, but not as cold as I was expecting.  Sparky took off for the small bushes in the gathering shadows.  “Stay close,” I said.

Though the air was mild, the ground was still covered with snow.  “Coming up on the spring thaw,” Dirk explained.  He was helping Bullseye unload the gear from the open hatch of the plane.  “That’s why we’re in such a rush to get to the Inuit village.  Travel is dangerous this time of year.”

Sparky bounded back to me and barked impatiently.  “What?” I said.

He barked again, and I understood.

Lately he had taken up with a small rubber ball.  It was red with a white star printed on it.  Sparky had made a game of burying it in off-the-wall places.  I patted my coat until I felt it in one of my pockets.  I drew it out, and he sat up on his hind legs and wagged his tail.  I threw it into the gathering gloom, and he tore off after it.

“Dr. Armstrong.”  A tall man with round spectacles stepped out of the glow of the office.  He pulled off his hat and wrapped his trenchcoat tighter around him.

“Ah, Dr. Saley,” said Dirk.  He turned to me.  “Dr. Saley is heading up the expedition.”  He thrust me toward the other man.  “I’d like you to meet my nephew, Brock Ford.”  

The tall man bent toward me and shook my hand.  “John Saley, professor of geology at Berkeley.”

“Nice to meet you, sir,” I said.

Dr. Saley straightened and thrust his hands in the pockets of his coat.  “Your uncle’s filled me in on the adventures you two have had together.  Must be fun, huh?”

I was still shaky from our near-disaster earlier.  “Yes, sir, it’s a laugh a minute.”

“We saw a new volcano in one of the mountain ranges on the way up here,” Dirk said.

Dr. Saley nodded.  “Mount Sura.  It happened several weeks ago.  I also got the pleasure of flying by it on my way here.  I’d like to take a closer look, but the area’s too unstable right now.”

Dirk nodded.  “We found that out.”

Sparky came bounding toward me, the ball in his mouth.  He stopped short when he spotted Dr. Saley.

“Here’s the other member of our team,” Dirk said.

Dr. Saley reached to pet him, but Sparky tucked his tail and whined.  He kept his eyes on Dr. Saley as he hid behind my legs and growled.  “Sparky!” I told him.  “Behave.”   I looked up.  “Sorry about that, Dr. Saley.  He’s usually friendly.”

“Perhaps he’s just tired from his trip.”  Dr. Saley pushed his glasses up his nose and turned to Dirk.  “Has your man finished unloading your things?  I have a car waiting.”

Dirk took another bag from Bullseye and added it to the pile.  “Yes, we’re about done here.”

Dr. Saley looked at his watch.  “We don’t want to keep the others waiting too long.  They’re all anxious to make plans.”

Dirk stood straight and stretched, then adjusted his hat.  “Let’s go, then.”

We said our goodbyes to Bullseye and piled into Dr. Saley’s black sedan.  Dirk and I slid into the backseat with Sparky between us.  Dr. Saley sat up front next to the driver, a pudgy Inuit man wearing a New York Yankees baseball cap and chewing on a cigar. 

I leaned toward the driver.  “So you like the Yankees?”

He turned to me and grinned.  “Yes!  Yankees!  Baseball!”

Dr. Saley clapped him on the back.  “Chester only gets to see what little of the games they show in the newsreels at the movie house.  I told him that one day I would have to take him to New York to see a real game.”

We moved through the darkened streets, past rustic storefronts with wooden sidewalks.  They looked like the frontier towns in the movie westerns my friends and I watched on Saturdays at the Bijou Theatre back home.  Among the other cars and trucks on the street, there was an occasional horse and rider, and once we saw a wagon being pulled by two mules.  I would not have been surprised to see John Wayne strolling down the street.

We came to a stop in front of a narrow building with yellow wooden siding.  In the dim glow of the streetlights I could read “RILEY’S BOARDING HOUSE” painted on the clapboards way above the top windows.

“Here we are,” Dr. Saley said.  “Miss Riley’s handyman will help Chester unload your gear.  I want you to come on in and meet the rest of the team.”

We stepped inside the door, and I felt as though I had entered into someone’s parlor.  Lush chairs and sofas sat about the room.  A small table in front of the window held a glowing lamp.  In one corner, a big unshaven man dozed in a rocking chair, a folded newspaper in his lap and a phonograph blaring Bing Crosby beside him.  From somewhere came the aroma of roasted chicken.  Sparky’s nose quivered and my stomach growled.

“Dr. Saley, I see you’ve returned.”  We turned and saw a handsome woman with her dark hair pulled into a bun on her head.  She wiped her hands on the crisp white apron tied around her waist.

“This is Dr. Dirk Armstrong,” Dr. Saley said, “and his nephew, Brock Ford.”

“Alice Riley,” she said.  “Welcome.”

Dirk took off his hat and pointed a thumb toward Sparky.  “I hope you don’t mind we brought a dog.”

Alice’s face broke into a huge smile.  “What a pretty fellow!”  She reached over and stroked Sparky’s head.  I noticed he didn’t shy away from her as he had from Dr. Saley.  “What’s his name?”

“Sparky,” I said.

She looked into his eyes.  “Well, Sparky, I think we’re going to be great friends.”  Sparky licked her nose.

Dr. Saley motioned toward a doorway, where the sound of men’s voices could be heard.  “This way, Dr. Armstrong, I’d like you to meet the others.”

In the dining room, three men huddled around the table, which was covered with maps and papers.  They seemed to be having an argument.  A slight fellow with dark hair and a little moustache was pounding the table.  “But if we go that direction, I will miss the nesting grounds,” he said with a slight British accent.  “It’s essential that I see the spotted sandpiper!”

A slim gentleman with wavy gray hair shook his head.  “Trevor, no one’s disputing the importance of your sandpipers, but that route will take us about twenty miles out of the way.”

The man between them was nodding like a jackhammer.  His round jowls jiggled and his curly blond hair flopped this way and that.  Behind his thick glasses, his eyes darted from one man to the other.  “It’s true, it’s true,” he said.  “With the weather warming up, it’s just too dangerous, too dangerous.  I’d hate to get caught in an avalanche.”

Dr. Saley raised his hands.  “Gentlemen.  Dr. Armstrong and his nephew have arrived.”

The men looked up and the room erupted with greetings.

The man with gray hair stood and shook our hands.  “Charles Lewis.  Archeology.  Good to meet you both.”

The hefty fellow in the middle reached over the table.  “Yes, yes, yes,” he said.  “David Gray.  Botany.”

The Englishman who had pounded the table nodded at us.  “Trevor Kingston.  Zoology.”

“Well, it’s wonderful to see all of you,” Dirk said.  “I’ve read many of your papers, Dr. Lewis.  Looked forward to meeting you for some time now.”

Alice nudged her way into the room.  “Dr. Armstrong, would you like something to eat?  Coffee and sandwiches?”

“That would be great.”

Alice leaned close to me.  “Come along,” she whispered.  “We’ll find you a place away from all this ruckus.”

