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1 

Kate Evans pushed open the screen door and stepped onto the broad front porch of her parents’ farmhouse. This was supposed to be her wedding day. Instead, her lace, floor-length gown hung in her closet.

Shifting her pack over one shoulder, she moved to the railing.  Closing her eyes, she savored the feel of a cool breeze on her skin and breathed in the subtle fragrance of sun-heated grass. Richard’s image stormed against her peace. She could see his blond curls spilling onto his brow, his wounded eyes. He’d always been steady, but her announcement had staggered him. She wanted to love him enough to stay, but the turmoil she’d been feeling had escalated until she felt she had no choice—she just couldn’t go through with it.

She gripped the porch railing, anxiety sweeping over her like a summer squall. Had she made a terrible mistake? It was one thing to postpone the wedding and quite another to call it off altogether.

They’d been friends since childhood and were comfortable with each other. But did that mean they belonged together? If she stayed, she’d be forced to give up her longtime dream and would have to settle for a commonplace life. She’d end up resenting Richard, and she couldn’t bear the thought.

Shaking off her doubts, she turned her gaze to her mother’s flower gardens. The well-tended yard was bordered by patches of rich soil embracing velvety pansies and roses that hummed their splendor. In contrast, a flower bed on one side was congested with brightly colored dahlias that shouted at the sun. Beyond were the apple orchards. The flowers were off the trees now, which were loaded with small green apples.

Kate folded her arms across her chest. She couldn’t have picked a worse time to set out on a venture. It was 1935 and much of the country was in the midst of a crushing drought, and despite President Roosevelt’s New Deal, the economy was in shambles.

She heard the screen door creak open and turned to see her mother step onto the porch. “Hi, Mom,” she said as cheerily as she could manage.

Joan Evans lifted a picnic basket. “Here’s some food to take along.” She managed a smile.

Kate took the basket. “Thanks.”

Joan picked fading leaves off a hanging basket of red lobelia, then turned kind eyes on her daughter. “We spent a lot of summer evenings on this porch.” She pressed her fingertips to her lips. “I remember you and Alison, sleeping out here and gabbing until all hours.”

Kate took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to release the rising ache in her chest. “Those were good days.” Memories, like a slide show, flitted across her mind until she purposely pushed them aside.

“Kate, you explained why you’re going, but I know there’s more.”

“I told you, I want to do something with my life.”

“You don’t think being a wife and raising a family is doing something?”

“It is, but it’s not right for me, not now. I have to . . .” There was no way to describe how she felt—as if her heart would shatter if she didn’t get away. She had to do something that mattered, something better than just being what people expected, a farm girl who got married and had babies. And better than the girl who larked about with planes.

Joan settled into a wicker chair.

Kate knew what was coming, and she didn’t want to discuss any of it. She sat on the edge of a chair and set her pack on the ground. She held the basket in her lap. Clasping her hands around it, she pulled it against her stomach, hanging onto it as if it were an anchor.

Joan began gently. “I know a day doesn’t go by that you don’t remember and feel the burden of . . . of Alison’s death.” She studied the dead leaves she cradled in her hands, then looked at her daughter. “It was a long time ago. It’s over. You can’t get that day back. You have to go on with your life.”

Kate pursed her lips. She’d decided not to speak, but no matter how she tried to hold back the words, they spilled out anyway. “You don’t know what it’s like—every day knowing she’s dead and that it’s my fault. If I hadn’t been so full of myself, so careless, Alison would still be alive. She’d be married and have babies and her mom and dad would still be happy—and they wouldn’t hate me.”

“Not living your life won’t bring her back, it won’t make anything better.”

“I’m trying to live my life. But I can’t do it here. Every time I go into town I’m afraid I’ll see her mother or father . . . or her brother or—”

“Kate, you can’t let the past rule the present.”

“That’s just it. As long as I stay here, everything is about the past. I need to start over in a place where I can prove myself, a place where I’m free to live without shadows of that horrible day dogging me.” She shook her head, squeezing back tears. “After the accident, I was too afraid to even go up in a plane. I thought I’d never fly again, but Dad helped me and I did. I’m a good pilot because of him. Now, well . . . I’m twenty-five years old, and I’ve got to do something with that ability while I still have time. And I want you to be proud of me.”

“We are. You know that.”

Kate chewed on her lower lip. “Okay, but I’ve got to be proud of me too.”

“Alaska’s a dangerous place, especially for pilots.”

The front door opened and Kate’s father stepped out. “So, Katie, you ready?”

She grabbed her pack and stood. “All set.”

Bill Evans slung an arm around his daughter’s shoulders. “Well, let’s go then.”

Kate strode toward her bright red Bellanca Pacemaker, which sat on the airstrip behind the house. Nerves made her stomach jump. She studied the name painted on the side of the fuselage—Fearless Kate. Was she fearless or just pretending? 

She set her belongings in the back of the plane, then walked around the craft, examining it to make sure it was flight ready. There were no signs of dents or fuel leaks, exposed or hanging wires, and the tires were in good shape.

She moved to the plane’s door. “She’s ready to fly.”

Her father squinted against the early morning sunlight. “I checked the fuel—it’s fine. And I put extra cans of gasoline in the back in case you need some.” A breeze caught at his salt-and-pepper hair sticking out from under his hat. “Oil’s good too.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

He moved to his only child and gently grasped her arms. “I’m going to miss my flying partner. We’ve been a team for a long while.”

“I’ll miss you too.” Kate blinked hard, holding back tears. “I still remember the first time we went up. I was so scared I was shaking. But that was the day I knew I had to fly.”

He smiled, the creases at the corners of his eyes deepening. “You got everything you need?”

“I think so. Mom made me enough food to last a week. And I’ve got my tools, extra blankets, and water . . . just in case.”

Kate dared a glance at her mother. Joan’s lips were drawn tight and her chin jutted up slightly.

“It’s time to go. I’ve got a lot of miles to cover.” Kate moved to her mother. “I’ll write. I promise.”

Joan’s brown eyes pooled with tears. She brushed the moisture away. “I packed your grandmother’s Bible in the basket. She’d want you to have it.”

Kate’s throat tightened. She could still see her grandmother’s weathered hands lying on the pages of her Bible as she read.

The sound of an approaching vehicle carried from the road. Dirt billowed around it in a dusty squall. Kate’s stomach clenched. Richard. She’d hoped he wouldn’t show up, and yet she’d have been disappointed if he hadn’t.

His Ford pickup ground to a stop, and the sturdily built man stepped out. His expression determined, he walked toward Kate. “We gotta talk.”

“We’ve said everything there is to say.” Kate folded her arms over her chest, hoping to match his resolve.

“Not everything.” He grabbed her elbow and pulled her several paces away from her parents.

Kate wished there was some way, any way, to avoid what was coming. What could she say? There was nothing that would make this easier. Why couldn’t he understand?

Out of earshot of her parents, Richard stopped. Facing Kate, he held her hands in his. She liked the feel of his strong, calloused grip. Her determination wavered.

“Why are you doing this? Today, we were supposed to start our life together.”

“I explained—” She disengaged her hands.

“No you didn’t. A week ago, one week before our wedding, you came to me and said you had to move to Alaska, that you had to fly and that you couldn’t live an ordinary life. And that you couldn’t explain why.” He shoved fingers through his hair. “I don’t get it, Kate. This is beyond even you.” His tone was angry.

“I know. I’m sorry. But . . . I have to go. If I get married, I’ll never have a chance at my dream.”

“Your dream of being a bush pilot?” He shook his head. “That’s not a dream, it’s a death wish . . . and it won’t bring Alison back or prove—”

Kate pressed her hands over her ears. “Stop it! I know it won’t bring her back.” She dropped her hands. “I just want to fly.”

“You can fly, here.”

“It’s not the same.” Kate squared off with Richard. His blue eyes were lit with pain and anger. “I don’t want to hurt you. Please believe me.”

“Then why aren’t you walking down the aisle with me today?”

Kate didn’t have an answer. It was true, she didn’t fully understand why she had to go. “I’m sorry.” She turned and walked toward the plane.

“Kate!”

She kept walking.

“If you go, that’s it. You’ll never see me again.”

She forced herself to keep moving. She loved Richard, but he wasn’t enough.

“I mean it, Kate.”

Ignoring him, Kate hugged her stricken mother. “I’ve got to go, Mom. I love you.”

The truck door slammed and the engine of Richard’s pickup growled. The tires spit dirt and rocks as he tore out.

Kate pressed a fist to her mouth as she watched the truck disappear. Why couldn’t he be enough? Turning to her parents, she said, “Tell him I’m truly sorry.”

Bill circled an arm around Kate’s shoulders. “We’ll tell him.”

She leaned against her father. He’d always understood her.

The wind sighed, lifting dust and fallen leaves into the air. A longing for peace swelled inside Kate. If only she could settle for an ordinary life. “I better go.”

Joan caught Kate in her arms and studied her daughter with adoring eyes. She brushed a strand of auburn hair from Kate’s forehead. “I remember when I first laid eyes on you. Oh my goodness, you squalled, outraged at having been born. And you’ve fought my attempts to gentle you ever since.” She glanced at Bill. “You’ve the same spirit as your father.” She swiped away tears. “I haven’t given up on your settling down and having a family one day.”

Kate looked at her booted toes, then at her mother. “One day.”

“Richard will be here when you get back. He’ll wait . . . if you’re not gone too long.”

Kate took a deep breath, the weight of her decision heavy in her chest. “You think so?”

Joan nodded. “He loves you.”

Her father rested a hand on her shoulder. “I’m proud of you . . . for not settling. You’re a good pilot, don’t ever forget that. Alaska will be better off because of you.”

“I hope you’re right.” Worry pricked Kate’s confidence. She rotated her shoulders back, trying to relax tight muscles, then looked to the sky where downy white clouds drifted. “It’s a good day to fly.” Her gaze moved to the grass runway bordered by apple orchards. “I’ll miss having fresh apples— heard they’re hard to come by in Alaska.”

“We’ll box some up and send them,” her father said.

“I’ll hold you to that.” As Kate walked to the plane, panic swept over her, and she felt like that little girl again, taking her first flight and scared out of her wits.

“I’ll crank her for you.” Bill moved to the side of the Bellanca, engaged the hand lever in the flywheel, and started cranking.

Kate climbed into the plane, pulled the door closed and latched it, then moved to the front of the craft and settled into her seat. When the flywheel was singing along pretty well, she pulled on her helmet and called out the window. “All set?”

Bill stepped back. “It’s ready to go.”

Kate pulled the ignition and the engine came to life. Bill handed the crank to her through the window, and she stowed it.

With the engine’s roar in her ears, she checked the oil pressure and temperature gauges—they were normal. Gas level was good. While the engine warmed, she double-checked her gear, then logged her time of departure.

With one more look at her temperature gauge, she waved out the window and then pulled it closed. The windsock that sailed from a pole alongside the airfield kicked from west to east.

Her adrenaline pumping, she moved to the east end of the grass runway, turned the plane into the wind, and revved the engine. The cockpit smelled of fuel and oil.

Her mother lifted a hand, but didn’t wave. Her father flagged his hat at her. With a hand on the stick and her feet resting on the rudder pedals, Kate moved the craft forward. Increasing speed, the plane rolled down the airstrip while Kate’s heart battered against her ribs. She’d done this a thousand times, but it had never mattered so much. Then a picture of Alison flashed into her mind. This is for you.

With one final glance at her parents, who stood with their arms linked, she increased power. She felt the plane lighten as its wheels left the ground and then the momentary sense of weightlessness as she lifted into the air.

The farm and its orchards fell away. Kate soared over the trees and looked down at the familiar patchwork of the family ranch. Large oaks hugged the old farmhouse, and chickens hunted for bugs in the yard. Apple trees stretched out in long green rows.

The sun’s glare flashed across the windshield, blinding her for a moment, and then she could see the endless blue sky. Kate felt joy working its way up from her toes, displacing her fears. She couldn’t keep from smiling.

She soared over soft brown hills that reached toward green forests and white-capped mountains. She made one more pass over the farm, then turned the plane in a wide arc. As she approached the landing field, she dropped down until she was just above the trees.

Buzzing the field, she dipped the wings of the plane back and forth in a salute of farewell, her joy mixing with a touch of regret at the sight of her mother leaning against her father. Bill and Joan waved, and Kate headed toward the white craggy peaks of the Cascades.



2 

Dry grasses and scrub trees passed beneath Kate’s plane. Beyond stood the mountains that served as a barrier between eastern and western Washington. They were no small obstacle. Kate had crossed them before and knew lethal downdrafts and dangerous side winds waited for unsuspecting pilots. Her eyes fixed themselves on Mount Rainier in the distance. Even from this distance she could feel its strength. Her thoughts moved to what lay ahead—first Vancouver, then on to Southeast Alaska, and finally Anchorage. 

Winds were calm as she approached the Cascades. Below, the dark waters of Rimrock Lake huddled between pine forests. Kate’s stomach tightened. Horrifying images bombarded her. She could still feel the icy waters. When her plane had hit, the lake had sucked down the craft as if hungry for lives. That was seven years ago, but it felt like yesterday.

I’m sorry, Alison.

Accusations from the past swirled at Kate. Why did you go to the lake? It was foggy. You knew better.

Self-loathing swelled inside her. She’d convinced Alison to take a jaunt in her father’s plane that day. When they left home, the skies had been clear, but when they reached the lake, fog clung to the hillsides and sprawled across the waters. 

She should have turned back, but she didn’t. And then . . . it was too late.

I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. She swiped away tears, relieved to see the lake fade into the collage of trees.

Kate barely crested the mountains when her eyes latched onto Mount Rainier. It stood amidst the rugged Cascade Range like a gleaming white jewel. As always, its power was startling.

As she negotiated the pass, she soaked in the splendor of forests, roiling rivers, and fields of white. Today, the mountains were merciful, sparing her from treacherous currents. The crossing was calm and heartening.

Leaving the Cascades behind, she approached Seattle. Lakes, looking like dollops of blue, speckled the landscape. Silver ribbons of water divided rich farmlands huddled in the broad valley that lay south of the city.

Kate’s attention turned to the blue waters of Puget Sound and the metropolis of Seattle with its stacked hillsides and long piers that reached into the bay.

Her eyes followed a scar that slashed across a section along the waterfront. Tin roofs, black stovepipes, piles of trash, and clotheslines marred the beauty. Images of those swept out of their homes by drought, dust storms, and poverty had been plastered across newspapers for months. Shantytowns, better known as Hoovervilles, sprang up across the country. Kate gladly left behind Seattle’s mecca for the homeless and headed for Vancouver.

After a decent night’s sleep, Kate felt refreshed and ready for the next leg of her trip. She walked across the airstrip, Vancouver drizzle wetting her hair and clothes. She glanced at a gray sky and craved the previous day’s sunshine.

An airport employee waited for her at the plane. He smiled and extended a hand. “Morning. I’m Donald Brown.”

“Kate Evans.” She made sure her grip was strong, feeling a need to convince him that she was sturdy. Women pilots were often under extra scrutiny.

“Got your plane gassed up and did a general check to make sure she’s ready to fly.”

“Thanks,” Kate said. “I appreciate the help.”

“Heard you’re heading north. Did you get a report on the weather?”

“I did, from a pilot who flew in from Port Alice last night. He said it was raining pretty good and that the winds were stiff—kept him on his toes.”

Donald grinned. “They measure rain by the foot up there.”

“That’s what I’ve heard,” Kate said, but even poor weather conditions couldn’t suppress her enthusiasm.

“Weather along the coast can get bad real fast, even in July. So be cautious.”

Kate buttoned her jacket and pulled on her leather helmet. “I’ll be careful, but I figure my Bellanca can handle most anything.”

Donald glanced at the Pacemaker. “Good solid plane, all right. Still better set her down if it gets rough.”

Kate nodded, but she wasn’t thinking caution, she was thinking adventure.

Wiping moisture from his face, he said, “I’ll crank her for you.”

“Thank you.” She moved to the plane.

“Not many women, or men for that matter, willing to fly the Alaskan Territory.”

Kate pulled open the door and chucked in her bag. “I don’t understand how pilots can stay away.” She flashed him a smile before climbing inside. She grabbed the crank from the cockpit and handed it to Donald. “I appreciate your help and your concern.”

With a nod, he moved to the side of the plane.

Kate closed the door, climbed up front, and dropped into her seat. After logging in her time of departure, she adjusted her helmet. Donald gave her the thumbs-up and she started the engine. He handed the lever to her through the window.

“Good luck,” he called.

“Thanks. I’ll need it,” Kate hollered and then closed the window. After one final check of the gauges, she moved away from the hangar and taxied to the end of the airstrip. There was no wind. She’d have to power up a bit to ensure a safe takeoff. Now the real flying begins.

Kate moved down the runway, the churning in her stomach starting up again. She glanced at her grandmother’s Bible, lying on the passenger seat, and remembered that her parents were praying for her. She wasn’t alone.

After five days of remarkable, wonderful, and unpredictable travel, Anchorage was finally within reach. The thrum of excitement and hope buzzed through Kate.

And then, Alison’s smothered laughter and the anguished faces of her dead friend’s parents ambushed Kate. For a moment, she felt dizzy and disoriented. Her gaze wandered over the endless wilderness. What was I thinking? I’m not ready for this. She felt small and afraid.

An unexpected blast of wind thrust her plane upward. She gripped the stick and fought for control. Pay attention! Currents, created by mountain ranges, tossed Kate’s plane about as she worked her way through the lower elevations. She put her mind on the business at hand, trusting in the Bellanca’s sturdiness despite her shaken emotions.

Below lay the spectacular beauty of the Alaskan wilderness— white peaks, gray and black rock formations, ice fields, and steep valleys. The mountains gave way to rounded knolls and sparse foothills. The winds subsided and Kate relaxed. Small patches of white stood out against the green backdrop. It took a few moments for Kate to realize the white splotches were sheep grazing on the short grasses on the hillsides. Juniper and alder forests hugged mountains that seemed to flow toward the sea, and frothing waterfalls looked like slashes of white against dark cliffs. As she continued north, ponds and bogs replaced grasslands and forests.

And then it was there—Anchorage. The community huddled along a huge slate-gray bay.

“I made it!” Kate whooped.

Euphoric, she headed toward the settlement. It was small, but looked like a real town.

Kate soon found the airport. She banked the plane and circled the field, which consisted of two dirt runways, a wind sock that flapped frantically, one small building, and what looked like a night beacon.

She lined up with the north runway and headed down, anticipating the moment that her wheels touched the ground. A crosswind caught her plane and tossed her sideways. Kate gripped the stick and with a careful touch to the pedals maneuvered the craft back into position. She cheered when the wheels connected with the earth.

The plane bounced twice before rolling smoothly to the end of the strip. Turning her Bellanca toward the building, she stopped in a small grassy area off the runway. Letting out a big breath, she pulled off her flying helmet and closed her eyes. “I’m here. I’m really here.”

Kate grabbed her handbag, took out a brush, and pulled it through her hair, then dug out a compact and put on fresh lip-stick. No use looking like I just climbed out of bed, she thought, rubbing her lips together. She tossed the compact and lipstick into the bag and headed toward the back of the plane.

She knew her parents were probably waiting to hear from her. I’ll call them the moment I’m settled. Richard bombarded her thoughts and a pang of sadness caught her unawares. She managed to dismiss him . . . for the moment.

She climbed out of the plane and looked about, hoping to find someone working. There was no one. Calculating in her mind how much money she had, Kate headed for the building. I hope they need a pilot.

When she reached what she figured was the office, she stopped at the door to gather her thoughts. She’d rehearsed what to say a hundred times, but at the moment she couldn’t get hold of one reasonable thought. She reached for the doorknob and turned it. With as much self-assurance as she could muster, she stepped inside.

All was quiet. The small room had only one window. A castiron stove squatted in a corner, and a scarred wooden desk with a matching chair sat alongside the far wall. Spare parts and tools were piled on workbenches. There was the sharp smell of diesel, making Kate feel more at home. It reminded her of her father’s shop on the farm.

Still holding onto the doorknob, she leaned into the room. “Hello. Is anyone here?”

A moment later, a stocky man wearing a heavy plaid shirt and blue jeans stepped into a doorway that led to a back room. He wiped his hands on a rag. “Afternoon. What can I do for you?” His cheek bulged with what Kate guessed must be tobacco.

“Hello. Are you the manager?”

“Suppose I am. Mostly I just try to keep planes in the air.” He shoved the cloth into a back pocket.

Kate moved the rest of the way indoors and closed the door. 

She wiped moist palms on her pant legs, then extended her right hand. “I’m Kate Evans.”

The man had a solid grip. “Glad to meet you. George 

Parker.”

Kate managed to smile. “I just flew in from Washington State.”

George’s eyebrows peaked. “That’s quite a trip.”

“It is. I flew up the coast. I don’t know that I’ve seen so much green in all my life.”

George nodded. “It’s a pretty flight, all right.” His eyes darted to the window. “You on your own?”

“Uh-huh.”

A moment of awkwardness fixed itself between them. Kate dredged up her courage. “I’m looking for work . . . as a pilot.” Before George could respond she continued, “I grew up flying planes. My dad taught me. I’m a good pilot and—”

He held up a hand, palm out. “I have to stop you there, miss. Sorry, but I don’t need a pilot. Not right now anyways. Even if I did, couldn’t afford one.”

“I’d work on a job-by-job basis—you get paid, then I get paid.”

He studied her and shook his head. “Nah. Just don’t need anyone. Things are slow. Wish I could help.” He shoved his hands into his front pockets. “I’m glad to have you here, though. We can always use more plucky ladies.”

“And how would you know if I’m plucky or not?” Kate tried to keep her tone light, hoping to disguise her disappointment.

“Figure if you flew here on your own, thinking you’d pilot the Alaskan Territory, you’ve got to have spirit, or you’re just plain stupid.” He grinned and then spit tobacco juice into an empty coffee can parked alongside the desk.

Kate liked the notion of being spirited. In a newspaper story she’d read, one of her heroines of the skies, Marvel Crosson, had once been referred to as plucky. “Well, I wouldn’t describe myself as stupid.” She stepped back toward the door. Realizing she had no notion of where to go, she stopped. “Can you give me the name of a hotel where I might stay?”

George rubbed the whiskers on his cheek. “There aren’t many places around here. But we’ve got a fine hotel down on Third. Real nice place.”

“How do I get there?”

“It’s not far. Just follow the road toward the bay, and when you hit Third, take a left. You’ll run right into it.”

“Doesn’t sound too complicated.” Kate grabbed the doorknob. “Do I need to sign in my plane?”

“Yep. And you better tie it off too. Never know when the wind’s going to kick up.” George grabbed a dog-eared ledger from a table and handed it to her.

Kate filled in the information and headed for her Bellanca. 

Her bag slung over one shoulder, Kate stood on the side of the road and stared at the hotel. It was nice, too nice. She glanced up and down the street, hoping for something more affordable. Nothing.

Figuring she might as well find out how much it cost, she pushed open the door and stepped onto a thick carpet. Not a good sign for someone needing to be thrifty. She felt underdressed and out of her element, but she straightened her spine and walked toward a counter. She’d probably be heading out the door in another minute.

A clerk was checking in another customer. His hair was slicked down with grooming oil. So was an overly tidy mustache, which seemed to dance above his lip when he talked. He called for a bellman. “Show Mr. Dalton to room 202.”

“Certainly,” a pudgy young man said, taking the key and dropping it into his uniform pocket. He picked up two suitcases. “Right this way, sir.”

The clerk turned to Kate and gave her a critical inspection. 

She was suddenly aware of her unorthodox clothing— slacks, a flight jacket, and her knapsack.

He made no effort to disguise his disapproval. “Can I help you?”

Self-conscious, she touched her disheveled hair. “I was . . . just wondering about your rooms.”

“What would you like to know?”

“Can you tell me how much the cost is for one night?”

The corner of his upper lip lifted slightly. “I’m sure more than you can afford.”

Indignation replaced Kate’s discomfort. “Cost is not an issue. I was merely curious. I’ll take a room.” Setting her mouth, she met his eyes with a hard stare.

He lifted an eyebrow. “Certainly.” Moving to a guest register lying open on the counter, he picked up a pen. “Your name?” 

“Kate . . . Katharine Evans.”

“Address.”

“I . . . don’t have one yet. I just arrived in town.”

“What was your address before you arrived in our fair city?” His tone was patronizing.

“Three fifty-seven Reservoir Road, Yakima, Washington.” 

The clerk recorded the information and then turned the ledger toward Kate. “Sign, please.”

Her anger had fired off so much adrenaline, Kate had to fight to keep her hand steady. She managed to sign her name, knowing it was foolish to stay in such an expensive establishment. She ought to walk out.

“It’s five dollars a night . . . in advance.”

Shock reverberated through Kate. Five dollars! That’s pure robbery! Doing her best to look unconcerned, she took a coin purse from her bag, dug out the exact amount, and set it on the counter.

“You can have room 210.” The clerk handed her a key. “It’s on the second floor.”

“Thank you.” Kate headed toward the stairs, chiding herself. Once again, she’d let her pride get the better of her. She found her room, pushed in the key, and opened the door. Standing in the corridor, she stared inside. The same plush carpet that sprawled throughout the hotel extended into the room. There was a full-sized bed and a bureau. Brocade curtains framed a window where afternoon sunlight slanted in.

The bellman she’d seen in the lobby approached her. He walked as if he were attempting not to wrinkle his perfectly pressed uniform. “Can I be of service?” The chin strap of his cap cut into a double chin.

“No. I’m fine, thank you.” All Kate wanted was rest.

The bellman remained. “How long are you staying in town?”

“I don’t know yet. I hope a long while.”

“Well then, welcome.”

“Thank you.” Kate soaked in his kindness. It felt good. “Do you know where I might find a job?”

“What kind of work?”

“Anything.”

“Heard the general store needs someone.”

“They sell quality goods and pay on time.”

It wasn’t flying, but it was a job. She needed something to hold her over until she found a position at an airfield. “Where is it?”

“About a block from here.” He walked into the room and moved to the window, then pointed up the street. “See, right there.”

Feeling hope stir, Kate looked in the direction he pointed. “I’ll go right away. Thank you.”

He smiled. “Anything I can do, you let me know. My name’s Bill.”

“I’m Kate.”

He headed toward the door and then stopped. “By the way, don’t worry about Howard.”

“Howard?”

“The front desk clerk. I overheard the way he talked to you. He’s got his nose so high in the air that when it rains he nearly drowns.” He chuckled. “He’s new and won’t last long.”

Kate smiled. “I hope not.”

After Bill left, Kate explored her room and was ecstatic to find a clawfoot tub. A hot soak was just what she needed.

She dug her only dress out of her bag, tried to smooth the crumpled linen, then hung it in the bathroom. She turned on the bathtub faucets, hoping the steam would take out some of the wrinkles.

After stripping off her travel clothes, she lowered herself into the hot water, rested her head against the end of the tub, and closed her eyes. Weary muscles relaxed, and sleepiness enveloped Kate in a warm, steamy cocoon. Forcing her eyes open, she picked up a bar of perfumed soap and lathered her body. She washed her hair and rinsed it under the faucet, then climbed out and towel dried.

Kate stood in front of a mirror and studied her reflection. The crumpled dress hung from her tall slender frame. “I look awful,” she said and pulled on a sweater, hoping it would disguise some of the wrinkles. She ran a brush through short bobbed hair, applied fresh lipstick, and then dabbed a drop of perfume on the inside of each wrist. With one more glance in the mirror, she headed for the door. Rumpled or not, she had to go. She needed a job.

A bell hanging from the mercantile door jangled as Kate stepped inside. A balding man, wearing spectacles, stood behind a counter. He squinted as he wrote in a ledger. When she approached, he straightened and looked at her, lifting the glasses.

“Afternoon. What can I do for you?”

“I’ve just arrived in town and was told you might be hiring.” Kate smiled and hoped he didn’t notice the condition of her dress.

“Could be.” He looked at her with interest. “Ever work in a store?”

“No. But I’m sure I can learn. And I’m strong—I grew up on a farm.”

“You look strong, all right . . . for a woman. I need someone who can lift fifty-pound sacks. You think you can do that?” 

“Absolutely.”

“Where you from?”

“Yakima.”

“Washington?”

“Yes. My parents own an apple farm.”

“Long way from home. What brings you here?”

Kate wasn’t sure how to answer. If she told him she was hoping to find a job flying, he might not hire her, but she didn’t want to lie. Reluctantly, she said, “I fly . . . I’m hoping to work as a bush pilot.”

The man smiled sympathetically. “Then I guess you do need a job.”

Kate wasn’t sure what to think of that, but it didn’t sound good.

“I need a clerk. The gal who used to work for me took off with her boyfriend, without a word to me or my wife.” He rested a hand on the ledger and looked straight at Kate. “Can you be here at eight o’clock tomorrow morning?”

“I sure can. Earlier, if you need me to.”

“No. Eight is early enough.” He smiled. “Guess I better get your name. The missus will want to know.”

“Kate Evans.”

He wrote down the name, then looked at her. “I’m Albert Towns.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“You have a place to stay?”

“I’m at the Anchorage Hotel.”

“That’s a pretty classy place. Can’t pay you wages to cover that.”

“I’m hoping to find something less expensive.”

Albert scrubbed his clean-shaven cheek. “We have a room in the back of the store. It’s not much, but it’ll keep you warm and dry. There’s a little kitchen with a sink and a small bathroom. Sofa’s not bad for sleeping. And my wife just painted it.”

“That sounds just right.”

“You want to have a look?”

“I’m sure it’s fine.” And right now I don’t have any other options. She extended a hand. “See you tomorrow?”

He shook her hand. “Tomorrow.”

Kate strode toward the door. A job and a place to stay! I’ve got to call Mom and Dad.

She hurried her steps, hoping the hotel had a phone and wondering how much it would cost to call home.
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Paul Anderson walked along an Anchorage street, taking in the sights and sounds of the community. He lived a mostly solitary life on Bear Creek and rarely came to town, so even something as ordinary as an automobile seemed noteworthy.

He slowed his pace and decided to browse the storefront windows. He stopped at one with a display of jewelry, which included fine watches. Taking out his pocket watch, he studied the gold timepiece, then flipped open the front. It was just after nine o’clock. He closed the watch and then turned it over, running his thumb across the letters G. A. engraved on the back. Gerald Anderson had been a good man. Paul could still see his father’s large hands as they snapped open the watch. He’d always been a stickler about being on time.

A breeze kicked up, swirling dirt into the air. Paul slid the watch back into his pocket and continued down the street. A pair of boots in a store window caught his eye. It would be nice to replace his old ones. He glanced down at the toes of his Harvesters and decided they’d do for another year. Summer was nearly over, and he’d soon be switching to fur-lined winter boots anyway.

He noticed a man and young boy standing in front of the next window display. The boy was looking at something, his nose nearly pressed against the glass. The man leaned over and rested an arm across the child’s back. Paul figured they were father and son and felt an ache in his throat. His son would have been about the same age.

Heaviness of spirit settled over Paul as his mind carried him to the what-ifs of his life—if Susan had lived . . . if his son had survived . . . if his home were still in San Francisco. He caught sight of his reflection in the store window. His usual serious expression had deepened into one of misery. Straightening, he lifted his hat to brush thick brown hair off his forehead and looked up the street.

Two children barreled past him. One of the youngsters bumped into Paul, knocking off his cap. He stopped. “Sorry, mister.”

“Not a problem.” Paul reached down and picked up the cap and handed it to the boy.

He planted it on his head, nodded at Paul, and then took off after his friend. Taking in a long, regretful breath, Paul watched them go and wished life had turned out differently. 

He headed toward the general store. Might as well complete his shopping and get on home.

The bell announced his arrival as he stepped through the door. He liked the mercantile; it felt homey and always smelled of grains and spices. He removed his hat and scanned the room, searching for Albert or Helen. He looked forward to seeing them. Aside from Patrick, who lived on the property next to his, they were the closest thing to friends he had in Alaska.

Albert Towns set a bag of grain against a wall and straightened. “Howdy.” He moved to Paul and grasped his hand, shaking it vigorously. “Good to see you. Where’ve you been keeping yourself?”

“Out at the creek.” Paul clapped Albert on the back. “Time to stock up for winter.”

“Summer came and went so fast I barely even got a look at it. Wish winter would hold off for a while.”

“It’s only the third week of August. We’ve still got some summer left.”

“Hope you’re right.” Albert moved to a counter and, taking a pencil from behind his ear, wrote in a ledger. He glanced up. “So, you going to be in town long?”

“Have to leave today.”

Albert straightened. “Too bad. I know Helen would like to see you.”

“Wish I had the time. Tell her hello for me.”

“Sure will.” Albert pushed the pencil back over his ear. “So, what can I get for you?”

“I need flour, sugar, rolled oats, beans, and rice.”

“How much you figure?”

“A hundred pounds of flour ought to see me through.”

“I’ve got plenty.” Albert headed toward the back of the store.

Paul followed. “I need fifty pounds of beans and rice, and twenty-five pounds of sugar.”

Albert stopped and peered at Paul. “Fifty pounds of rice?”

“Something wrong with that?”

“No. Just never eat much of it.”

“It’s great in fish pie. And the fishing was good this summer so I’ll be making a lot of it.”

“I’ll have to give it a try.”

“Come out to my place sometime and I’ll make it for you.”

“Just might take you up on that. That is, if I can get away. Helen keeps me tethered pretty close to home these days.” His eyes sparkled with humor. He stopped at a row of barrels. “We’ll get you set up.”

After Paul and Albert hauled sacks of staples to the register, Albert set a bag of sugar on the counter and asked, “You need traps?”

“I figured I’d get them at Susitna. Not enough room this trip.” Paul pulled a list out of his front pocket. “I do need a few other things. Some shells for my shotgun.”

“How many?”

“Four boxes ought to do it.”

Albert picked up a wooden crate from the floor and set it on the counter. He placed the sugar inside, then grabbed the shotgun shells from a shelf behind the register, and added them to the box. “How are things out there on the crick?”

“Not bad. Had a good growing season. Haven’t seen much of Patrick recently. He’s putting a new roof on his place. I offered to give him a hand, but he said his boys and Lily are all the help he needs.”

“Lily’s always been up to most any kind of chore. And his sons are getting pretty grown up, I expect.”

“I doubt the two younger ones are of much help, but Douglas is a hard worker.”

“Tell Patrick hello for me.” Albert rested his hand on the bag of sugar. “You need bullets?”

“Cast my own.”

“You’re becoming more of a sourdough every year.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t live so far from town. Too lonely out there.”

“It’s peaceful.” And private, he thought. Paul didn’t much like the world.

Albert glanced at the clock on the wall near the front door. 

“Hope you don’t mind, but I’ll have Kate finish up your order. Helen’s under the weather and I promised to make her some lunch. It’s nearly one o’clock—she’s probably grousing about my being late.” He chuckled.

“Nothing serious I hope.”

“No. Just one of her headaches. Doesn’t get them often, but when she does, they lay her low.”

“Have her steep ginger root in water and drink it. And she should stay in a darkened room.”

“You know about doctoring?”

“My grandmother used to suffer from headaches and she swore by ginger tea.”

“I’ll take some with me. Can’t hurt to try it.” Albert glanced about. “Now, where’d Kate get to?”

Paul spotted a tall, slender woman standing on a stepladder near the end of a row of kitchenware. “That her?” He nodded toward the woman.

With a glance down the aisle, Albert said, “Yep. Hey, Kate. Can you come up front for a minute?”

Taking long, easy strides, she walked to the register. Paul liked the way she moved, as if she were comfortable with herself. When she looked at him, vibrant amber eyes took him by surprise. He offered what he hoped was a casual smile.

She nodded and turned to Albert. “Do you need something?” 

“I promised Helen I’d make her lunch. Can you take care of the rest of Mr. Anderson’s order?”

“Sure.” She flashed Paul a friendly smile and her warm eyes locked with his.

“Paul, this is Kate Evans. She moved up from Yakima, Washington, several weeks ago and has been working with me in the store. ”

“Nice to meet you.” Paul thought he smelled perfume— Evening in Paris. His heart constricted. That had been Susan’s favorite fragrance.

“Good to meet you,” Kate said.

Albert moved to a vegetable bin. “Do we have ginger?”

“I don’t think so. Would you like me to order some?”

“Yeah. See how soon we can get it in.” He grabbed his hat and coat from a peg on the wall behind the register. “Don’t know what I’d do without you.” He looked at Paul. “She does a better job of running this store than I do.” Pressing the hat onto his head, he said, “Too bad she doesn’t plan to stay.”

“I’ll probably be here a good long while,” she said.

“Good.” He winked. “Make sure Paul gets everything he needs. He lives way out on Bear Creek, wouldn’t want him forgetting anything.”

“I’ll make sure.” Kate turned to Paul. “Bear Creek . . . hmm, I think I’ve heard that name more than once since I started working here.”

Paul grinned. “There are a few of them around. The Bear Creek I live on is a tributary off the Susitna River.”

Kate nodded as if she knew all about the Susitna. Paul doubted she did.

Albert shrugged into his coat. “I’ll be back in about an hour.” He headed for the door.

“Say hello for me,” Kate said. “I wish there was something I could do to help.”

“Not to worry. She’ll be right as rain in a day or so.” He stepped out and closed the door behind him, the bell jangling.

Kate placed her hands on the counter and settled her gaze on Paul. “So, what can I do for you?”

Paul tried to ignore Kate’s long-limbed good looks. He stared at his list. “Just have a few things left. I was hoping you had some heavy cotton, something I could use for a work shirt.”

“We’ve got a lot of different fabrics.” She moved toward a shelf with bolts of cloth. “Do you have a color preference?” 

“Brown. Probably two and a quarter yards will do.” He reached for a bolt of dark brown fabric and rubbed it between his fingers. “This seems about right.”

Kate lifted it off the shelf.

“And maybe some blue too. And plaid wool.”

Handing the material to Paul, Kate lifted the other bolts from the shelf. “Does your wife have buttons and thread?”

Paul hesitated and then glanced at her as he answered, “I’m not married.” He thought he might have glimpsed a glimmer of interest in her eyes before he looked away. “I do need buttons and thread, though.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You do your own sewing?”

“Is there something amusing about that?”

“No. Of course not. It’s just that I never knew a man who could sew.”

Paul liked her forthrightness. He allowed himself to smile. “Living in the bush means doing for yourself.”

She moved down the aisle. “The buttons and thread are here.”

“Thanks. I think I remember where everything is.” He was drawn to Kate . . . and he didn’t want to be drawn to any woman. He held the bolt of cloth against his chest, using it as a barrier between himself and her.

“I’ll take care of this, then,” she said, lifting the fabric out of his hands and adding it to her stack.

She walked to the register and set the cloth on the counter while Paul made his choices. He glanced up and found her watching him. She quickly returned to measuring and cutting the cloth, while he wrestled with ambivalent thoughts—in spite of himself, he wanted to know more about her.

When he set the thread and buttons on the counter, she asked, “Anything else?”

“One . . . more thing.” He headed down another aisle and returned a few moments later with two pairs of long underwear. As nonchalantly as possible, he added them to the rest of the supplies. He could feel heat in his cheeks and hoped Kate didn’t notice.

“So, you live on Bear Creek, huh?”

“Yep.”

“Does the Susitna River flow into Cook Inlet?”

“It does. It’s on the north side of the inlet. Once you reach the mouth of the Susitna, you go up a ways and Bear Creek empties into the river. I live near the mouth of the creek.”

“That’s a long way from nowhere.”

“I like it that way.” Paul manipulated the conversation around to Kate. “How about you? You have family in town?”

“No. They live in Washington.”

“Albert said you’re looking for a different job?”

“Looking, but not finding. I’m a pilot.” She set the underwear in with the other supplies.

“Never met a woman pilot.”

Kate studied him. “Does that bother you, me being a pilot?”

Her tone held a challenge, and Paul figured she had a chip on her shoulder, probably for good reason. “No. It’s just fine. A woman ought to be able to fly as well as a man.” He offered a lopsided grin. “But it is kind of ironic that you were surprised that I sew . . . since you live what most would consider to be unconventionally.”

Kate folded the fabric. “I was just surprised, is all.” She laid the cloth in the box.

“You been flying long?”

“Since I was little. My dad had a plane.” She blew her bangs off her forehead.

The gesture was appealing. Paul turned his attention to his supplies.

“Before I left home, I heard there were lots of jobs for pilots up here. There were stories about the adventures waiting here in Alaska. I’ve been looking, but there doesn’t seem to be any need at all, at least not for a woman.”

“I met a fella last night who just started up an airfield. Maybe he could use someone.”

“Where? At Merrill Field?”

“No. It’s a new outfit—small—down by Lake Spenard.”

Kate’s eyes lit with interest. “Who do I talk to?”

“Sidney Schaefer. Young fella, but he’s got big dreams and seems to have a lot of drive.” Paul doubted Kate had a chance at a job and wondered if he should have kept his mouth shut. No use getting her hopes up.

“I’ll check with him. Thanks.” Kate placed the thread and buttons in the box.

Paul couldn’t hold back a caution. “Dangerous line of work, flying.”

“Yes, but so are a lot of other jobs. And I never feel happier than when I’m in the air. I love it up there.” Her expression turned blissful. “The world looks different, more beautiful.” 

“Been a passenger a few times. It’s been a while, but I remember enjoying it. So I guess I know what you mean.”

“Maybe I’ll take you up some day.” Color flushed Kate’s cheeks and she glanced down one of the aisles. “Do you need anything else? Fruits or vegetables, spices?”

Paul placed his hat on his head. “I’ve got plenty of vegetables. The garden outdid itself this year. And I’m set for spices. Could use some coffee, though.”

Kate moved to a nearby shelf. “How much do you need?” 

“Four cans should be enough.”

She took two cans down and handed them to Paul, then grabbed two more and headed back to the register. “Anything else?”

“This ought to see me through the winter.”

Kate tallied his order. “That’ll be thirty-two dollars and twenty-one cents. Would you like it on your tab or will you be paying cash?”

“Cash.” He pulled a wallet from his back pocket, fished out several bills, then reached into his front pocket for the change and counted it out.

Kate studied the pile of goods. “Do you need help?”

“No. I usually haul it all down to the docks in a wheelbarrow.” 

“Mr. Towns keeps one out back.”

“Yeah. I’ve used it before.” Paul moved toward the back of the store. He hesitated, figuring he ought to say something else. “Thanks. It was nice meeting you.”

“You’re welcome. And it was nice meeting you too.” Kate smiled.

Feeling ill at ease, Paul mumbled, “Guess I’ll see you in the spring.”

By the time Paul had the supplies packed in the boat, his shirt was wet with sweat. He was thirsty. After returning the wheelbarrow to its place, he grabbed a soda off the store shelf.

Kate was busy reorganizing canned goods and Albert had taken up his place behind the counter. Paul found himself wishing Albert hadn’t returned.

“This is a nickel, right?”

“That’s right.”

He handed Albert a coin. “How’s Helen feeling?”

“Still kind of rough.” He pulled open a drawer, fished out a bottle opener, and handed it to Paul. “Wish I had some ginger for her.”

“My mother used to swear by it.”

Albert’s brow creased. “I thought you said it was your grandmother.”

“Oh . . . right.” Paul searched for a proper response. “She did, but my mother suffered from time to time too. It was a family thing.” He removed the cap from his soda and took a quick drink, then handed the bottle opener back. “Well, that does it for this year.”

“Take care of yourself. Maybe we’ll have another mild winter like the last one.”

“I’m not counting on it. Besides, hard winters mean better pelts.”

“You’re right, there. Say hello to the Warrens for me. And tell Patrick to hurry up and finish that roof of his.” He smiled, his blue eyes alive with mischief. “I’ve been practicing my chess game for the next time he comes to town.”

Paul smiled and gave him a nod. “Will do.”

The bell jangled and Albert stepped away to help another customer. Paul turned away from the counter and browsed a few of the shelves for any last-minute items while he finished up his soda. His thoughts wandered to Kate, and he glanced at her, wishing he could spend more time with her. The idea surprised him. It had been a long while since he’d wanted to spend time with any woman—not since Susan. He reached for his resolve, reminding himself that he’d never care about someone that deeply again.

Kate stepped to the end of the grocery aisle, acting as if she wanted to say something. She offered him a small wave. “See ya.”

Paul gave her a wave, stepped back to the counter to leave the empty soda bottle, and walked toward the door.

Before he could step outside, Kate stopped him. “How about I take you up in my plane next time you come to town?” Her face looked flushed, and she hurried on. “You said it’s been a while and you enjoyed it. So how about a free ride?” 

Paul smiled. Was she was interested in him? Or maybe she was just trying to make a new friend. He decided it wouldn’t hurt. “Sounds good. We’ll do that.” His eyes rested on hers for just a moment, and her blush deepened. “I’ll see you in the spring.”

Paul turned his dory northwest and headed out over the inlet. The bow cut easily through calm waters, but the boat’s small engine labored under the weight of the supplies.

Clouds hugged the foothills of Mount Susitna. Paul studied the mountain known as “The Sleeping Lady.” If he used his imagination, he could see the silhouette of a woman reclining on her back, staring at the sky, her hair flowing down around her shoulders.

A picture of Susan lying in the shade of an oak came at him from the past like a hurtling spear to impale his heart. The day had been hot and she’d decided to rest. He’d fished while she lay on the grass, gazing up through the leaves of the tree.

God, how could you have allowed it? I trusted you. Then a voice in his head rebuked him. And she trusted you.
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Sunlight burned brightly against Paul’s eyelids. Hoping to linger in sleep a little longer, he rested an arm over his eyes. It was no use. He was awake. In frustration, he rolled over and looked at the clock on the bureau—8:15. A list of chores rattled through his mind.

Paul sat up and dropped his legs over the side of the bed. When his feet touched the floor, spikes of cold jolted him. He’d been so tired the previous night, he’d fallen into bed without starting a fire.

He rested his arms on his thighs and stared at the floor. He remembered the woman he’d met at the mercantile. What was her name? Oh yeah, Kate. For a few moments he allowed himself to mull over the memory of the Alaskan newcomer. Then he forced all thoughts of her from his mind. He’d decided— no women, not ever.

Blowing out a breath, he pushed his fingers through tousled hair, grabbed his pants and pulled them on, then fumbled his way into the kitchen. He lifted off the lid of the firebox, crumpled paper, and shoved it inside. After adding kindling, he lit the newsprint. Soon a small fire danced and popped. He added a couple larger pieces of wood and slid the firebox lid back in place.

After filling a coffeepot with water from a hand pump in the sink, he tossed coffee grounds into the basket, and then set the aluminum percolator on the cooktop. With the pungent aroma of coffee in his nostrils, he moved to the sink and splashed his face with cold water. Shivering, he towel dried.

Now fully awake, he fed chunks of alder and birch into the fire, enjoying the sound and smell of burning wood. Barking dogs announced a visitor. He glanced out the window just as Lily Warren stepped onto the porch. It was early for a visit. He wondered what she wanted. Paul draped the towel over the back of a chair and went to the door.

The seventeen-year-old girl looked at him with her usual quiet smile. Although her father was white, she looked more like her native mother. “Morning,” she said.

“Good day, Lily.”

She glanced at her feet, then turned warm brown eyes on Paul and held out a basket. “Mama thought you might like some fresh sourdough biscuits, since you just got back last night. She baked them fresh this morning.”

Paul took the basket. “Your mom must have started baking early.”

“You know Mama, she’s up before the birds.”

Paul knew all about Sassa. And she was more interested in his marrying her daughter than in filling his stomach. “Tell her thank you for me.” Paul wasn’t sure just what to do. He didn’t want to give Lily the idea that he took her mother’s ambition of making him a son-in-law seriously. Still, it seemed rude to leave Lily standing on the porch. “Would you like some coffee? I have a fresh pot brewing.”

“Yes. I’d like that.” Lily stepped inside.

Paul closed the door. He wished Sassa would stop trying to match up Lily and him. He was too old for her—fifteen years were too many to overcome.

Lily’s eyes lingered on Paul’s bare chest. He glanced down, realizing he didn’t have a shirt on. “Uh. Just a minute. I’ll be right back.” He hurried to the bedroom, grabbed the shirt he’d flung over the back of a chair the previous evening, and pulled it on, then pushed his feet into slippers. Still doing up the buttons on the shirt, he returned to the front room. He could feel heat in his cheeks. “Sorry.”

“Oh, I don’t mind.” Lily smiled sweetly.

“It’s not proper for you . . .” Paul fumbled around for the right thing to say. “Well, it’s just not right.” He tried to smile, but it felt more like a grimace. “It was kind of your mother to send over the biscuits.”

“She figured you might like something fresh for breakfast, especially since you got in so late.”

“How did she know what time I got back?”

“Saw your light.”

Paul was glad for neighbors, but sometimes the few acres of land that separated the Warrens’ homestead and his weren’t enough. Setting the basket on the table, he said, “These’ll hit the spot. Would you like one?”

“No thanks. Already had a couple.” Lily sat at the roughhewn table.

“Coffee will be a few more minutes.”

“That’s all right.” A dark plait of hair had fallen over Lily’s shoulder. She tossed it back. “What was Anchorage like?”

“Busy—a lot of people in town. Figure folks are getting set up for winter.”

Lily propped her elbows on the table, clasped her hands, and rested her chin on them. “Mama and Daddy are going in next week. Wish I could go along. I have to stay and take care of my brothers.”

Paul checked the coffee. It still wasn’t ready. He wished it would hurry. He glanced at Lily. She looked like she was sulking. “Something wrong?”

“It’s just that I never get to go anywhere. I want to see something besides this crick.”

“I thought you liked living here.”

“I do, but . . .” She shook her head slowly from side to side. “Sometimes I feel trapped. There’s a whole world I’ve never seen. I wonder what the outside is like.”

“It’s not so great. Believe me.”

She studied him, then said, “You never said why you left California.”

A pulse of trepidation surged through Paul. No one had ever directly asked him why he’d left San Francisco. People in the bush seemed to understand that if someone wanted to share their past, they would. “I had my reasons.” He glanced out the window. “Cold this morning. Wonder if winter’s going to move in early.”

“Maybe. The trees are already turning.”

“You think we’re in for a rough season?” He checked the coffee again.

“Hard to tell. But the critters are getting ready.”

The coffee was boiling. Paul grabbed two cups off a shelf and filled them, setting one in front of Lily.

“Thanks,” she said.

The aroma of coffee filled the room. “You like yours black?”

“I like milk, if you have it. Daddy’s the one who says he doesn’t believe in muddying up his coffee. Figures it’s a waste of good milk.”

“Sounds like Patrick.” Paul took a can of milk down from a shelf. Using the sharp end of a bottle opener, he punched two holes in it, then set the can on the table along with a spoon.

Lily poured a little into her cup and stirred it in, then took a drink. “Good.” She gazed at Paul, her brown eyes inviting.

Her look unsettled him. Did she have feelings for him? “So, did your dad get the roof finished?” He leaned a hip against the counter, holding his cup in both hands.

“Nearly.” Lily sipped her coffee. “But we lost some of the new shingles in a storm that blew through a couple of days ago. Barely got them up, and now they’ve got to be put back.”

“I’d be more than happy to give him a hand.”

“I think Daddy wants the boys to learn some responsibility. He won’t even let me help.”

“Okay. But I’m here if he changes his mind.” Paul glanced outside. “Must have been a bad storm. I noticed a lot of trees down on the trail.”

“It was bad. The wind came up all of a sudden. Thought it might blow us off the homestead.” She set her mug on the table. “I don’t really mind. I like storms. Makes life more interesting.”

Paul cradled his cup in the palm of one hand. “While your parents are gone . . . if you need anything, just let me know.”

“I’ll be fine, but thanks.” Lily straightened. “’Course, we saw a couple of wolves two nights ago. They were pretty close to the house.”

“Wolves?”

“I’ve never seen them around our place before. Daddy figures they must be hungry—hasn’t seen much game this summer.”

“You have trash out?”

“No. We’re real careful about that.” Lily shrugged. “’Course we got the compost pile. Sometimes that’ll draw in animals.”

“I’ll keep an eye out.” Paul took a drink of coffee, then looked at it. “Took this off the stove too soon.” With a shake of his head, he added, “Can’t rush coffee.”

“It’s fine.” Lily leaned back in her chair. “Mama thinks it’s a bad omen.”

“What is?”

“The wolves. She says them coming in so close isn’t right.” She tapped the edge of her cup with her index finger. “She’s scared.”

“Your mom? I didn’t think she was scared of anything.” 

“She’s not . . . not usually. But wolves spook her. Did she tell you that when she was little, a pack killed a girl in her village?”

“No.”

Lily drank the last of her coffee and then stood. “Since seeing the wolves, she won’t even go to the outhouse without a rifle.”

“I didn’t think wolves bothered people much.”

“Never can tell what a wild animal will do.” She glanced at his rifle leaning against the wall near the door. “Probably ought to keep your gun with you and watch out for your dogs.”

“I will. But I doubt we have much to worry about. They’re likely a long ways from here.” Paul finished his coffee, then moved to the stove to refill it. “You want more?” he asked, hoping she’d say no.

“I gotta get back.” Lily picked up her cup and set it in the sink before heading for the door. When she stepped outside, the dogs whined. “Sure do like your dogs. They’re beautiful.”

“Yeah, they’re fine animals.”

“If Nita ever has a litter, I know Daddy’ll want one of the pups.”

“I’m hoping to have some come spring.” Paul moved onto the porch and closed the door behind him. Whining turned into barking. “They need a run.”

Lily walked down the steps. “See ya,” she said and headed for the trail that connected the two properties.

Paul remained on the porch and watched her go. Patrick and Sassa were good neighbors. He was thankful for them. They were helpful and weren’t much for meddling. The only real point of contention was Sassa’s idea of him and Lily getting married. He’d tried to be straight with her, but she wouldn’t listen.

Lily’s a pretty little thing, but even if she were old enough, there’ll never be another woman for me. The sorrow he usually managed to keep tapped down swelled in his chest. Fighting memories, he stepped back inside the house.

The dogs whined and barked when Paul walked toward the run where they spent most of their time. The largest of the three, a big male, powered toward him and planted his feet on Paul’s chest.

“Hey there, Buck, how you doing?” Paul buried his fingers in the animal’s thick ruff and kneaded his coat. He’d named him after the character in Jack London’s Call of the Wild. He moved to Nita, the female. She pressed in and nipped at Paul’s hands. She was the most intelligent of the three, so he usually ran her at the front of the lead when they were out with the sled. He patted her head. Jackpot, the quieter and smallest dog, held back, his tail thumping the ground. Paul stroked his glossy black fur. Although more reserved, he was also the most determined of the bunch. He’d won him in a game of cards, hence the name Jackpot.

He unhooked Jackpot’s lead first. “Did you guys miss me?” More panting and tail wagging was his answer.

Once free the dogs romped, bounding on and over one another. Paul headed for the trail, picking up a stick and sending it flying. All three dogs tore after it. Jackpot was the first to grab it. Although smaller, he was faster than the other two. Buck pounced on him, trying to wrestle away the prize. Jackpot held tight and trotted back to Paul with his offering. Paul took the stick and threw it again. While the dogs chased, he moved down the trail, accompanied by the occasional trill of a bird.

The air smelled like fall—sharp and clean with the scent of fermenting berries. He breathed deeply, nature lifting his spirits. Alder and birch leaves were turning color, showing up as bright flecks of yellow amid the greenery. Soon the forest would be ablaze with yellows, golds, and reds.

He stepped over a small birch lying across the path as the dogs bounded ahead of him and disappeared into the thick foliage. His attention went to the downed trees. There were several small birch and alder blocking the trail. They’d make good firewood.

Paul scanned the forest, wondering where the dogs had gone. Putting his fingers to his lips, he whistled, splintering the quiet. A few moments later the sounds of something crashing through the brush moved toward him. All of a sudden the dogs broke free of the underbrush, tongues hanging and carefree expressions in their eyes. They lumbered toward Paul, their tails beating the air.

He knelt and greeted his wilderness comrades. Buck nearly knocked him over.

“Okay. Okay. That’s enough,” Paul said with a laugh. “Time to head back to the house. I’ve got work to do.”

He walked toward the cabin, the canines by his side. Paul tied them, gave each a piece of salmon and some fresh water, then went to the shed to retrieve a handsaw and an axe. He’d limb and cut up the trees that were down on the trail, then load them onto a cart and come back for the dogs.

The first downed tree was very near the house. He cut away limbs and threw them into a stack for burning later. The tree hadn’t broken completely away from the trunk, so he cut it free with an axe. Using a crosscut saw, he divided it into manageable chunks that he stacked on the cart.

After he’d taken care of two other trees, he sat on a stump to rest. He wiped sweat from his face, then chugged water from a canteen. He studied the area. It was a nice spot. A breeze cut through the forest, rustling the leaves and bending tall grasses. Brilliant pink patches of fireweed swayed. On a day like this it almost felt like home.

Although not as bad as they’d been in the early summer, mosquitoes still pestered him. He slapped one of the annoying insects dining on his forearm, then flicked off its remains.

Don’t recall feasting bugs in San Francisco. His mind carried him back to his home. He remembered cool summer days with fog-laden mornings, and sunlight gleaming off the bay. He missed it. But there was nothing for him there, nothing but reminders of all that he’d lost and the shrieking blare of guilt.

He took another drink. He’d add one more tree to the cart, then go back to the house and get Buck and Jackpot. The two of them should be able to pull the load easily enough. He replaced the lid on the canteen and looped it over the cart handle.

A branch cracked in the underbrush. Paul studied the dense woodland, but didn’t see anything. Breathing easy, he listened. Something was out there—he could feel it. Cautiously he moved to the tree where he’d left his rifle. He picked it up, cocked it, and waited.

And then there was something . . . a shadow that moved in the deep green. A grizzly? This time of year, the huge carnivores were scavenging the last of the berries and any grubs they could find before denning up.

Several minutes passed, and when Paul heard nothing else, he decided whatever it was had moved on. He rested the gun against a tree and walked to a downed birch and set to work, hacking off limbs with his axe. Then, from the corner of his eye he caught movement.

He straightened just as a wolf darted into the shadows. His heart rate picked up and he grabbed his rifle. The large canine came out of hiding. Its golden eyes stared, challenging him. This wasn’t normal behavior.

Paul kept his gaze fixed on the animal. Its lips curled back and it showed its teeth. A snarl came from deep in its throat. Paul held his gun ready. The wolf took a step toward him. To his left he heard the snap of a branch. Another wolf appeared. Like the first, it stared at Paul. And then there were three . . . four . . .

Tension ignited the air. Paul barely breathed. Palms sweaty, he gripped his rifle. This was bad. How could he hold off a whole pack?

The predators paced back and forth. Paul took a step up the trail, then another. They kept their distance. Maintaining eye contact with the wild animals, Paul moved toward the cabin, one determined step at a time. They followed.

Although wolves were not known for their aggression toward humans, Paul’s mind raged with stories of attacks. He’d never been overly concerned about the predators, but now had to fight to quiet his racing imagination.

Before he could see the cabin, he heard the fierce barking of his dogs. They knew the wolves were here.

The first one who’d shown himself moved closer. He’s most likely the alpha. Paul counted them again—one, two, three, four, five . . . six. Were there more? They kept pacing and darting in and out of the underbrush, tongues lolling, yellow eyes staring.

He raised his rifle and fired one shot into the air. They backed off, but only momentarily. Paul kept moving. They were all around him. He took longer steps and fought panic that told him to run.

The cabin was close now. He could see his dogs lunging on their leads. A large wolf sprang at Paul. He lowered the rifle and shot. A blast and a yelp splintered the air. The animal fell. Another charged from the opposite direction. Paul fired again. This time he missed and the wolf seized his upper arm, tearing cloth and flesh. Pain flashed through Paul’s bicep.

He pushed his rifle against the animal’s gut and pulled the trigger. The wolf dropped to the ground, lifeless. The others kept their distance. Paul finally made the porch steps where he stood with his back to the cabin. His dogs strained against their leads, snarling and barking viciously. If the pack came at them, they’d have no chance while tethered, but Paul dared not release them. I should have closed them in the shed, he thought, angry with himself for taking the sighting of the wolves too lightly.

For several minutes the wolves remained at the edge of the clearing around the cabin, remaining mostly hidden in the foliage. One moved forward, and Paul dropped him. The rest of the pack dissolved into the forest. He calculated how many shots he’d taken—five. He had only one shell left in the chamber.

Keeping his eyes on the woods, he backed up the cabin steps, opened the door, and grabbed extra bullets from a shelf just inside. Hands shaking, he plugged them into the magazine, then returned to his post on the porch where he remained, waiting and watching. His dogs quieted. The wolves did not reappear.

A sound came from the side of the house. Paul turned, training his gun at the noise. It was Patrick.

His friend raised his hands, a rifle in one of them. “Whoa, neighbor. It’s just me.”

Taking a deep breath, Paul lowered his weapon. “Sorry.” All of a sudden his legs felt weak as the adrenaline wore off. He sat on the porch step.

Patrick’s eyes went to the wolf lying in the yard and to Paul’s bleeding arm. “Looks like you had some trouble here. You all right?”

“Yeah. They came at me.” Paul wiped sweat from his brow. “One got ahold of me, but it’s nothing I can’t take care of.” He shook his head, thinking about what could have happened. 

“I heard the shots. That’s why I came running.” The long-limbed man cautiously moved to the dead animal. With his rifle aimed at it, he nudged him with the end of the barrel. “He’s pretty lean.” His eyes moved to the forest. “How many of them were there?”

“I saw six and killed three. There’s two, dead, on the trail.”

Patrick turned his eyes to the forest. “They’ll likely be back. We better set out traps.”

“Good idea.”

Patrick moved to Paul. “You want Sassa to take a look at that bite?”

“No. I’m fine.” He ripped the already torn shirtsleeve and tied it off to staunch the bleeding.

“Might as well make use of the pelts.” Patrick headed toward the trail.

Paul followed, ignoring the burning in his arm. It would need cleaning and stitching, but that would have to wait while he and Patrick skinned the animals.

After stretching the last hide, Patrick said, “Sassa’s got supper waiting for me. You want to join us?”

“Not tonight.” Using his good arm, he gave Patrick a friendly clap on the back. “Thanks for your help.”

“You’d do the same for me.” He headed toward the trail, his rifle resting on his shoulder. “Take care of that arm.”

“I will.”

Paul set his rifle against the porch steps and moved to the dogs. One by one he released them and led them into the cabin. Tonight, they’d sleep indoors.
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