
Chapter One 

			The colourful crowd grew a bit bigger with every minute. Some came after work and had no time to change from their business suits. Others took better care with their outfits, hoping to show they were someone in this elite art world. A few dresses could have belonged to a fashion show, considering how strange they were. One of the guests even wore a kilt. The sign of an ancestor having colonized this distant land of Canada or a quirk to distinguish himself?

			The exhibition was in full swing, and Mark, the owner of the gallery, accompanied by the two artists, was grinning widely. He had a good dentist, Allison thought, probably extremely expensive. This upstart’s smile matched his glibness and his knowledge. She, on the other hand, bowed to her job’s rules and mostly kept her opinions to herself. Denigrating others openly always had consequences she would rather avoid. She had come to see what the competition was showing as part of her professional duties. Dressing to project an image was also part of them. Hence the outfit—pearl-grey silk jacket-skirt suit, and shoes with heels neither too high nor too low. Strict but not harsh, chic but warm. A few simple pieces of jewellery carefully picked. A successful professional.

			A waiter holding a silver platter covered with champagne flutes passed next to her. She took one with a smirk. Knowing the cheap quality served in this gallery, she wouldn’t drink it. This was Mark’s problem, a newbie in the field for only five years. He had money but no taste either in wine, food, or…art. She sighed while walking through the exhibition. Nothing original. This young artist believed in his big break. Or rather the young artists, husband and wife, believed in it. From the signatures in the paintings’ corners, she thought that madam had a greater talent than mister, though once again he was put forward, and she remained in the shadows. Typical of this place.

			“Allison, my dear, how are you?”

			Hearing the rattling voice behind her, Allison held back a wince. Mildred! Assuming a friendly mask, she turned. “Mildred. What a wonderful surprise! I haven’t seen you in a while.”

			“I was here and there for Timmy’s business. You know how it is when you have an important job in a multinational company.”

			Having been self-employed all her life, Allison didn’t know, and neither did Mildred, since she had snatched Timmy at the end of her college days and never worked. Allison merely nodded and raised her cup, moistening her lips with the champagne without drinking it. Mildred, looking happy to have met an acquaintance, did so as well and gulped down half of hers. At this rate, she wouldn’t last much longer, Allison thought mercilessly, and she considered encouraging her to drink in order to get rid of her. What a bad idea, my girl! You’re really naughty! How she despised these women unable to exist by themselves and who required a man at their side.

			“Any projects?”

			“For the gallery? Plenty. You know I never lack talented artists.”

			Mildred slowly turned away while observing the canvases. After a few seconds, she gazed back at Allison. “You have so much better taste than Mark, darling.”

			The wink accompanying these words displeased Allison. They weren’t friends. Because her consort Timmy had once invested in two expensive works in her gallery, Mildred assumed that she owned Allison. This bitch thought money bought everything, but Allison wasn’t for sale. She would never be. Death by starvation would be a preferable fate.

			“Experience, certainly. Forgive me. I see he’s free, and I need to greet him.”

			Without waiting for an answer, Allison left Mildred and took a quick step toward Mark, avoiding the other guests.

			“Mark. Congratulations. This exhibition is a success.”

			“Allison! What a joy to have you here!”

			The shining grin didn’t illuminate Mark’s small, black eyes. Allison knew he denigrated her as much as he could. She barely restrained herself from doing the same.

			“Allow me to introduce tonight’s artists, Louis and Martine Laporte, who are Quebecois. This is their first exhibition in Vancouver. I’m truly proud they’ve chosen my gallery.”

			While whispering a few words in French, Allison shook their hands and uttered the usual lies. She soon felt that she’d wasted enough time. “Thank you for the welcome, but unfortunately I must leave.”

			“Already? But the exhibition has just started!”

			Mark wasn’t a bad actor. Allison could give him that.

			“I am sorry, but I had a long day. You know how it is to prepare an exhibition while searching for new artists.”

			Mark’s face froze for a minute before he displayed a false smile once again. Allison’s successful gallery was on the same street as his, in direct competition. He had known that when he rented the premises and set up his gallery. She realized he’d thought he could benefit from their proximity and was silently jealous of her while trying to steal her discoveries or ideas.

			“A new exhibition? How wonderful! Is it soon?”

			“Really soon. I unearthed a prodigy. You’ll be the first to know, so don’t worry. After all, we are practically neighbours. Forgive me. Have a good show,” she said to the two artists, especially Martine, whom she found very cute.

			Relieved she had finished making her usual appearance, she quickly left. At least as quickly as possible while stopping to shake hands with acquaintances and potential customers. After all, it was one of her reasons for visiting her competitors: to talk about her projects and arouse the curiosity of the buyers.

			* * *

			As soon as Allison opened the door of her apartment on the upper floor of the building, she discarded her coat and her shoes. Although she had reduced the height of her heels over the years, her feet wouldn’t let her rest. She imagined receiving customers in slippers for sensitive feet. She winced and shook her head. Never! She had a reputation to preserve and would suffer in silence. In this field, reputation made up for three-quarters of the results. Word of mouth was everything.

			While putting on comfortable clothes, she started to roll her shoulders in order to relax her neck muscles. Her yoga master had insisted she do it regularly throughout the day. He was right; her headaches had greatly diminished since then. After years of physiotherapy and analgesics, she’d managed to decrease the number of her sessions and her medication. Thanks to yoga!

			Stopping next to her discreet hi-fi system, she turned it on and selected chamber music on her mobile phone. The sound of the cello slowly rose in the room. Smiling, she went to the kitchen to reheat the homemade soup she’d prepared yesterday before settling on the stool beside the bay window with a glass of good red wine. Even though at night she could see only the blackness illuminated by thousands of points of light, she never tired of the view of the city and the sea.

			While swallowing her warm broth with a slice of whole-wheat bread, Allison opened the lesbian romance novel she’d begun two days before. She didn’t have time to read all the books that interested her, though as soon as she had a spare moment, she jumped on her e-reader. This book took her to early twentieth-century Australia, and she loved it. The exhibition of Australian art she’d put together the previous year had been very successful. She’d enjoyed tracking down artists deep in Queensland and the Northern Territories while touring the country. Reading a romance set on a breeding station took her back to those fabulous landscapes and warm temperatures.

			She abhorred the cold. Fortunately, thanks to the sea’s influence, temperatures in Vancouver were never extreme, like elsewhere in the country. She winced. October. And tomorrow, she would leave for the North. The cold would certainly be biting in the Yukon. A shiver ran through her. Mentally banishing the future, she immersed herself with delight in the warmth of The Secrets of Willowra and its characters.

			




Chapter Ten 

			We won’t be able to stay here much longer. I’ve taken a good look at the valley we’re in, and it’s too deep for us to be found. We’d need a plane to fly right overhead and have time to send up a distress flare. I might as well tell you that, given what Teddy explained about our position, our chances are too low. It would be a miracle.”

			“That’s what you said the other day. Didn’t we finish sorting out all the stuff today so we could leave?”

			Mike and Allison were sitting face-to-face around the fire. The snow had partly melted, thanks to the sun of the past two days, but at night it was freezing. With winter approaching, Mike knew they couldn’t wait. Although very reluctant, Allison had inherited Teddy’s sleeping bag after they had buried their unfortunate comrades.

			Fish, mushrooms, and hazelnuts made up the different menus of the day, Mike wanting to save the noodles for their trip and spare the “vegetarian.” Allison ate, not enough in Mike’s opinion, but she consumed the fish without being asked to do so. Hazelnuts and mushrooms went down better, though. She had swallowed the raspberries and rosehips, found that very morning, with true pleasure.

			“Yeah. I wanted to recover a little. I don’t think my ribs are cracked. I probably just have a big bruise from the impact. And that’s good, because hiking with damaged ribs wouldn’t be fun. I’ll tell you more when I put on my backpack tomorrow. Your medication helped a lot. Thanks.”

			The good news pleased Allison. They had spoken little since the burial of their two unfortunate companions. Strangely, she felt comfortable in their complicit silence. Mike was always ready to answer her questions, but having realized now that the goal was to survive, she had fewer and fewer.

			“I still have to sort out my bag.”

			“Allison…”

			“I know. I get it. No extras, just the necessities. And I’m the one carrying it.”

			“Add this to your pack.”

			Mike grabbed a cloth-wrapped object and held it up to her over the low flames. Vini’s knife. Allison looked into Mike’s eyes and then, without questioning her, grabbed it. She pulled it from its sheath. A beautiful First Nation hunting weapon with a horn handle.

			“I’ll give it back to you when we arrive.”

			“Keep it as a souvenir.”

			“Vini was your friend.”

			“More than a friend. He replaced my father when he died. He pushed me to open my own tourist agency and helped me in the beginning. He taught me the tricks of the trade with the tourists—when to pamper them and when to say no. He had worked with them in Alaska and knew a lot about them. I had no idea how to please a customer.”

			For several minutes, Allison listened to Mike talk about Vini with admiration. It was a way of paying tribute to him. She realized that she knew almost to nothing about the First Nations, their family or tribal ties.

			“Sorry to bore you with my stories.”

			Allison smiled. “You’re not boring me. I was just thinking that I would have liked to have had a quarter of that support when my parents died.”

			“No brothers or sisters?”

			“Nah. No aunt or uncle either. Not even a distant cousin. Both my parents were only children. They died in a car crash when I was twenty-two. Except for a few of their acquaintances, I was alone at the funeral.”

			“I’m sorry. Even though he was white, the whole tribe came for my father’s funeral. My mother needed that support, and so did we.”

			“We?”

			“My brother and my sister. I’m the oldest.”

			Allison turned the knife in her hands, examining it. “Are you sure you want to give it to me?”

			“You can frame it and tell the story of how you got it.” Mike was gently teasing her. “It’s not every day you find yourself on an adventure like this.”

			“No, not really. Thanks. I’ll take good care of it.”

			* * *

			Mike took one last look at their camp. Except for one tent containing all the extraneous things, the area was cleaned up. When they reached civilization, a helicopter would certainly come to search for the bodies and remove the items that didn’t belong in the wilderness. At least that was what she hoped. They weren’t in a national park, and Mike didn’t know what the regulations here were. The pack weighed heavily on her shoulders with the tent and the stove. Allison carried the noodle soups and nuts in addition to her things. Mike had removed the bandage from her rib cage so she could breathe more easily. To her surprise, she was able to inflate her lungs without too much pain, despite the large hematoma that still painted her left side. Evidently none of her ribs were cracked. She’d been able to admire the change of colour on the contours this morning. A nice yellowish-green was starting to take over.

			These few days of rest had benefitted both of them. In addition to recovering from the shock of the accident, they had gradually gotten to know each other. When Allison smiled, Mike had a little trouble concentrating, which bothered her.

			The Barbie doll of the beginning few days had turned into a GI Jane. Well, not really, but close enough. Every day, Mike felt herself slipping a little farther down the slope of attraction. She had a thousand questions about Allison that she didn’t dare to ask for fear of being rebuked. Questions too private, too intimate. One in particular burned her lips, but that would have revealed her interest. And that, she didn’t do, ever. Usually, women would approach her. Her appearance was explicit enough for no one to doubt her sexual orientation. Her “coming out” to the family hadn’t really been one. They’d all looked at her as if to say, “You think you’re going to give us a scoop?”

			“Shall we go, or are you waiting for something?”

			Mike snapped out of her daydreaming. After a last look at the grave, she turned to Allison, who stood waiting, pack on her back, in her black pants stained with mud and the khaki parka too big for her. It was a good thing she’d brought jogging shoes, because the leather boots wouldn’t have lasted very long in the forest. Not that the ones she was wearing were ideal, but they were a little better.

			“I was wondering whether I’d forgotten anything.” Mike was lying. “But I don’t think so. This way.”

			She pointed east and into the forest before moving ahead.

			The day before, she’d looked through binoculars at possible paths and tried to find, without success, on the aeronautical map where they were. Why had Teddy landed in such a narrow valley? Getting out of it was going to take a lot of effort. Following the river might have been the wisest solution, but without a detailed hiking map and a boat, they risked getting stuck in a gorge and having to turn back. No. They needed to go to the heights in order to find their bearings.

			




Chapter Eleven 

			Out of breath after the tough climb, Allison looked around. Her muscles were screaming from the effort. No gym had prepared her for this kind of exercise.

			They were at the top of a ridge, but in front of them lay other mountains as far as she could see. Despite the blue sky and the sun, the icy wind didn’t encourage them to rest. Mike stood on the edge of a flat rock. Cautiously, Allison approached the precipice at their feet. Her hair almost stood up on the back of her neck when she realized how steep it was.

			“I’m not going down there! Out of the question!”

			“I know. Without climbing equipment, it’s not possible. We’re going to follow the ridge to try to find a way down.”

			Mike held out her hand to the right, pointing to some kind of hollow a little farther down. Skeptical, Allison said nothing. She didn’t dare try to explain that even with a rope, she would never go down such a vertical wall. Just thinking about it made her nauseous.

			Leading the way, blessing the fact that some of the snow had melted in the sun, Mike made slow progress up the narrow ridge, avoiding bushes or overly smooth boulders whenever possible. Occasionally, she would wait for Allison and offer a helping hand. The fir trees she’d spotted in that bottleneck seemed the only way down from this ridge. She cursed herself for this new lack of luck. Why hadn’t they crashed near a civilized place? Because you live in the Yukon, and this is the life you love, here in this harsh wilderness. She sighed.

			The valley below looked wider than the one they’d just left. Mike was worried about Allison. She’d struggled a lot on the climb with the weight of the pack on her shoulders. Yet they’d brought only the bare minimum to survive, and Mike was carrying the heaviest equipment. After the climb, her side hurt with every sharp breath. She gritted her teeth as she jumped over a large crack in the rock and then turned to offer her hand to Allison.

			With each step, Allison thought she would die because the void was so close. The fear of slipping into nothingness occupied her constantly. After long minutes of terror that seemed like hours, the ridge widened, and their walk, though still uneasy, became less agonizing. The more she looked around, the less she saw where they could get down what she was beginning to consider a trap.

			“We’ll rest here for a while,” Mike said, dropping her backpack. “I’d rather explore without having this weight on my shoulders.”

			“Explore? What do you want to explore?” Allison asked worriedly while glancing around.

			“A passage we can go down easily.”

			“I see only cliffs. Do you want to kill us?”

			With both hands, Mike grabbed Allison’s shoulders and stared into her eyes.

			“Trust me, Ally. I know what I’m doing. Get some rest, drink a little. Turn on my phone and see if there’s a signal. You never know.”

			The confident smile and look overcame the panic that was beginning to take hold of Allison once again. Live in the present. Do not think about the future, even for five minutes. She took a deep breath and, with Mike’s help, unpacked her bag and put it down. The wind wasn’t strong, but it was cold enough to force her to crouch behind a large boulder.

			While drinking, Allison turned on Mike’s phone and grimaced. No signal. She checked with hers just in case. No more success and a 10 percent battery. After these disappointments, she watched Mike’s comings and goings carefully. Sometimes Mike would disappear behind a rock, and her heart would start to beat a little faster. What if she slipped, leaving her here, alone, waiting to die? Other times, Mike would crouch for a long time, seeming to calculate. Calculate what? Allison couldn’t see how they could even get back down from where they’d come. They were stuck. Their rescue would arrive only from the sky. She began to scan the horizon. Only a few birds of prey, using the updrafts, were flying over the valleys. Curled up, lost in her contemplation, Allison was surprised when Mike knelt in front of her.

			“No luck with the phones,” she said immediately.

			“I’d have been surprised if they’d worked. I found a way through. The first few feet are a bit tricky, but without a pack you can make it. I’m sure of it. I have a length of rope I’ll tie you up with.”

			“You know that doesn’t make me feel better. The more you talk, the less I want to go.”

			Mike stroked Allison’s cheek with the back of her fingers. “Trust me, Ally. Everything’s going to be okay.”

			Under the soothing caress, Allison closed her eyes. The more days that passed, the more tactile the two of them became, especially at night. Human contact, the only softness in this harsh world, had become necessary beyond anything she could have imagined—she, the independent woman who needed no one.

			When Mike showed her where they would go, Allison stepped back.

			“You’re crazy! I’ll never go down there. I don’t want to kill myself to please you, Mike!”

			“You can do it, Ally. Trust me. I’m used to taking tourists to places like this,” Mike lied. “That’s why I brought the rope.”

			The passage Mike indicated wasn’t long, but it was very steep for anyone who had never climbed before. Plus, you had to go down, not up, which made it even trickier. On all fours, Allison dared to look again. No way. The part of the cliff she had to descend was only a few metres long and quickly led to scree before getting lost in the fir trees. Not far, no, but so steep. If she fell, she would slide down into the boulders and certainly break an arm or a leg. Her imagination offered her scenario after scenario, each one worse than the last. Could she really go through with it? She wanted so badly to believe she could, yet her mind rebelled. Her whole body began to shake.

			“Shh…Breathe, Ally. Take your time. Breathe in, out…like this. Come on, one more time. In, out…”

			Closing her eyes for a moment, Allison struggled to regain control. Gradually, the panic subsided.

			“I don’t know, Mike. I’m not sure I can do this. I’m just a city girl. If I fall…”

			A cold finger touched her lips. Allison drowned in the grey stare.

			“You’ll make it.” Mike smiled, taking Allison’s hands firmly in hers. “Weren’t you the one explaining to me the other day you weren’t a sissy, but an accomplished athlete?”

			Kneeling in front of her, she looked into Allison’s sky-coloured eyes. Despite the gloves, Mike could feel the warmth radiating from her, and it gave her the strength to convince her, to find the right words. She tightened her fingers and drew their joined hands against her chest.

			“Listen to me, Ally. You have to go down. You don’t have a choice. We can’t stay here. We have to find shelter before it gets dark, so we don’t freeze to death. To stay here is to sign our death warrant. I don’t want to die, and I don’t want you to die.”

			“I know,” Allison replied with a sob in her voice.

			Releasing one of Mike’s hands, Allison swiped away her tears, then sniffed several times. “Do you have a tissue by any chance?”

			“No, but I can teach you the hiker’s way,” Mike said humorously.

			Allison opened her eyes wide, clearly suspicious. Sniffing again, she motioned for Mike to explain.

			“Okay. Be careful not to be upwind, then tilt your head outward, plug one nostril, and blow as hard as you can. The same for the other side.”

			Mike laughed at Allison’s disgusted expression as she sniffed once again and gave her a mocking, challenging look.

			Allison stood up, took off her right glove, and studied where the wind was coming from. Her first attempt wasn’t very successful. Slowly, she observed her fingertips before she wiped them on some lichens.

			“I’m not usually squeamish.”

			“I’m sure you’re not,” Mike replied, barely suppressing a smile.

			“It’s true!” Hands on her hips, Allison stood in front of her.

			Holding back a giggle, Mike signaled her to take care of the other nostril. “You can’t be bothered by anything when you go down the cliff, Ally,” she explained, now serious again. “You’ll need to stay focused every second.”

			Allison had a little more success this time, but she didn’t manage to hide her grimace of repulsion.

			“It’s a matter of habit. When we get back to civilization, you’ll be blowing your nose like a woodland native without realizing it,” Mike said.

			Allison raised her eyebrows with an expression of disgust. “I could never get used to this unpleasant act. I already feel dirty all the time. I don’t want to think about it.” She put back her glove and pointed to the void. “Go ahead. Explain how you want to kill me.”

			Mike’s smile faltered for a moment. She, too, was afraid. Afraid that Allison would fall and she wouldn’t be able to hold her back, afraid that one of them would break something, afraid she wouldn’t be able to save them. But she didn’t let on. She couldn’t. They had to go down. They had no choice.

			

			* * *

			Frozen against the wall, Allison couldn’t breathe. Her legs were shaking, and she felt as if hours had passed. Sweat beaded on her face and rolled down her back.

			“Ally! Allison! Look at me!” Mike ordered her.

			Filled with terror, she stared up at Mike.

			“Breathe, Ally.”

			“I’m going to fall—”

			“No. I’ve got you on the rope. You breathe and listen to me, damn it! Use your right hand as a support on the block below. At your waist level. It’s huge. I can see it from here.”

			“I can’t!”

			Allison took small breaths. She closed her eyes for two seconds to try to regain her composure.

			“Yes, you can! Just do it, and stop being a spoiled, rotten brat!” Mike snapped.

			The words felt like a slap in the face. Allison gritted her teeth. Had she ever been this scared? Yes, during the crash. It was worse then, because she couldn’t control anything. Now you can do something, girl. So do something! One of her legs was starting to vibrate uncontrollably and would go numb if she didn’t act quickly. Slowly, she loosened the fingers of her right hand and slid them down the wall to stop on a large protrusion.

			“Good, perfect. Now put your weight on that hand and, with the other, grab the grip you just let go. That will take some of the weight off your legs.”

			Slowly, Mike gave her instructions, and, in three steps, panting, Allison stood on top of the scree. She was drenched in sweat, still shaking from the intense emotion the descent had stirred up.

			“Don’t move too much. I don’t know how stable the scree is. Untie the rope from your waist, and I’ll get the bags over to you.”

			Like a zombie, still in shock, Allison complied.

			Mike stood right above her and let the rope slide with the first bag, then a second. As soon as the second one hit the ground, she tossed the rope to Allison before stepping onto the wall. Every time she stretched her left arm to grab a hold, she had to repress a scream of pain. Putting weight on that arm brought tears of pain to her eyes. Maybe her ribs weren’t cracked, but something was chewed up just the same. Once she had both feet on top of the scree, she took a few seconds to wipe away any trace of tears before turning back to Allison.

			“See? It wasn’t so bad,” Mike said as soon as she stood in front of her.

			“If you say so.”

			Allison closed her eyes. She blamed herself for her weakness. Now that she was looking at the five-metre wall, she didn’t see how she could have found it difficult. Mike had come down without a rope in a matter of minutes.

			“It’s always easier to go up than down. Come on. Let’s keep going. I don’t want to spend the night here.”

			“Wait a minute. Recover for a while,” Allison said.

			“It’s fine, Ally. We can’t waste any more time. We have to find a camp for the night, and we won’t be able to pitch a tent on this scree or even on this slope.”

			“You think I don’t see the way you stand with your arm pressed against your chest? I may be a city girl who doesn’t know a thing about this life, but I’m no fool,” she replied moodily. “You think I didn’t see your grimaces of pain? I’ve never heard a doctor say that climbing is good for cracked ribs.”

			“It’s just a hematoma…”

			“What?”

			“If I had cracked ribs, I wouldn’t have made it even this far.”

			“Stop playing with words and come sit down.”

			Mike swallowed, looked at the position of the sun, the scree, and, defeated, complied. “Five minutes, then. We—”

			“Have to find a shelter for the night. Yes, I know,” Allison said in a dry tone before adding, more softly, “I need you, Mike. If you get hurt, I won’t be able to make it on my own, that’s for sure. You can survive without me, but I can’t survive without you. Promise me you’ll keep that in mind.”

			Allison’s pleading look forced Mike to re-evaluate her choices. She was used to going out of her way for her customers and took their well-being very much to heart. But Allison wasn’t one of them; she hadn’t signed a contract. They were both survivors who had to help each other return to civilization.

			“I promise you that. I’m sorry. I’m not used to talking about my little problems. I usually keep them to myself.”

			A huge smile stretched Allison’s lips. Mike’s heart raced. This woman was beautiful.

			“You know, it’s just the two of us, and what are we going to talk about for the next few days if not our little problems?” Allison was joking. “Knowing your fears will help me face mine.”

			Mike looked at her, feeling as if a monster had just appeared. Talk about her fears and her personal life? No, no, no.

			Allison burst out laughing. “Don’t worry. It doesn’t hurt that much. Just don’t look down, and jump in without thinking too hard.”

			Mike pinched her lips. Allison had just shot back her own words before she’d stepped onto the wall. “We should go on.”

			She stood up and began to put on her backpack with difficulty. Allison helped her.

			




Chapter Twelve 

			“Just a bit more and we’ll stop.”

			“You said that an hour ago, and we’re still walking,” Allison grumbled, exhausted. “I’m dead tired, Mike. I won’t be able to go much farther.”

			Her legs were shaking with every step. Bending even slightly to get down from a high rock was agony because her knees ached. As much as Mike seemed to go on without any problem, Allison was nearing the end of her energy. Between the climb, the fear on this small cliff, and this descent that never ended, she couldn’t take it anymore. She was slipping on the wet rocks with her ill-fitting shoes. And this was only the first day. She shook her head and gritted her teeth again. Her jaw was about to get sore from clenching it almost every minute. A small voice reminded her that at least she was alive, giving her the strength to continue a few more minutes.

			After passing large boulders, they reached the trees, which seemed to grow denser as they progressed toward the bottom of the valley. The light was fading, even though it was still far from dark.

			Mike didn’t dare turn around. She didn’t want to meet Allison’s accusing glare. She knew her survival partner was suffering. She could tell by the look on her face that she was tensing up at every tricky passage, but they couldn’t stop here. They had to at least find a clearing where they could pitch the tent. And a stream. Since the sun had disappeared behind the mountain, the temperature had cooled. Given the beautiful blue sky, it would be freezing tonight. The trees would provide protection, but with the damp bush, they would need a good fire to keep warm.

			Listening, Mike heard it before she saw it. She veered slightly to the right and quickened her pace. Water! Right there, below. Relief washed over her. She greeted Allison with a huge smile.

			“A stream. Finally! I was beginning to lose hope. We’ll follow it and pitch the tent as soon as we find an open spot.”

			Gasping, Allison took a long look at the narrow stream. “Is this why you didn’t want to stop before? I saw the river below when we were on the ridge,” she said. “Why didn’t you go straight to it? We’ve been walking through this forest for hours.”

			So happy with her find, Mike ignored the reproach and pursed her lips. How did you explain to someone who knew nothing about the mountains that the safest route wasn’t always the fastest?

			“We couldn’t go straight down. The rock barrier would have stopped us. Without equipment, it was a mission impossible. Imagine the cliff from earlier, but five or ten times higher. The presence of the forest indicated that it wasn’t as steep as where we were. It was longer, but less dangerous.”

			“And you wanted water.”

			“Dehydration is a constant concern when hiking. Plus, you don’t want to eat your dry noodle soup straight out of the package, do you?”

			Allison winced. Mike chuckled. She loved the look on her face when something disgusted her. Her nose wrinkled gently as her cheekbones rose.

			“And you think you can pitch a tent in this mess?” Allison pointed to the moss-covered rocks of all sizes, the trees, and the shrubs. “I don’t see a single flat spot.”

			“Not near the creek, that’s for sure. But close enough to get water without a problem? Yeah, I think so. I don’t guarantee a beautifully pitched tent, though.”

			Indeed, when Allison looked at their shelter an hour later, she almost burst out laughing.

			“Not great, I’ll give you that,” Mike conceded, standing next to her.

			“To say the least. Are you sure it’s a dome tent? From the look of it, I’d say it was a poorly stretched sarcophagus tent.”

			Despite her aching ribs, Mike laughed. She loved Allison’s deadpan humour.

			“You’re overreacting…just a bit. You’ll see. Tonight, you’ll be glad you have it.”

			“Oh, I have no doubt of it, once I’ve coiled myself around the pebbles protruding from the ground.”

			“We’ve put in fir needles to smooth it out,” Mike said. “It’ll be super soft.”

			“A real mattress, forty centimetres thick, made of pure organic latex.”

			“I admit it’s not forty centimetres…”

			Allison raised her eyebrows.

			“And that it’s not latex…” Mike gave her a mischievous smile and added, “But it’s organic! I guarantee it.”

			Allison looked at her with an outraged expression, but little by little, a smile appeared on her face, and then laughter rose from her throat before bursting out, sonorous in the middle of this silent forest.

			* * *

			As the two of them were greedily eating their noodle soup, along with a small fish they’d caught the day before, Mike suddenly asked, “Why are you here, Ally?”

			Allison looked up, clearly not understanding the question.

			“I mean, why were you going to Dawson City? At this time of year, it’s not the most popular destination.”

			Mike chewed the piece of fish with relish. She knew, however, that what they’d eaten today wouldn’t be enough to compensate for the energy they’d used.

			“I was supposed to meet with a young artist to check out the quality of his work and, if appropriate, offer him a show in my gallery in Vancouver,” Allison replied, swallowing her food.

			She took another bite. When Mike remained silent, she added with her mouth still full, “I own an art gallery.”

			For several minutes, without any other noise than that of their jaws and the forest, they contented themselves with scraping off the smallest crumb, then swallowing the remainder of the broth.

			Mike kept her face blank.

			“What’s wrong? You have a problem with art dealers? Ever since I told you what I was doing here, you haven’t opened your mouth.”

			Mike lowered her head, pursed her lips, and, after a long, tense silence, she finally spat, “It’s not the art dealers I have a problem with. It’s the crooks who make promises they don’t keep and ruin people’s lives in the process.”

			Allison straightened up on the reclining trunk she used as a seat. “Crooks? Did you call me a crook? Who are you to judge me? You don’t know anything about me. I really do have an art gallery, and I’ve never swindled anyone. Mostly, all the artists who’ve exhibited with me have sold quite well and left happy. And you know why?”

			The fury in the blue eyes made Mike suddenly feel uncomfortable. She didn’t dare answer and just shook her head.

			“Because I treat them well and sell their work at its fair value. Because I’m competent, have a lot of experience, and I travel myself to judge not only the works but also the personality of the artist. Do you know why some succeed and others fail?”

			Once again, Mike shook her head, truly sorry to be the object of Allison’s wrath. She never thought Allison would get on her high horse so quickly.

			“Because of their personalities. A good gallery owner knows how to put the works and the artist in the spotlight. To succeed, you have to want it. Not everyone wants it, and they remain unknown artists. I treat people well. Before I invest in someone, because exhibiting costs money, I have to judge not only the art but the person behind the art. So, I travel to meet them. And that’s why I’m in this nightmarish situation today,” Allison added. “I wanted to get this done in two days, and my assistant scheduled me on this flight to hell without realizing it was a lousy, rickety plane.”

			Allison stopped speaking. The silence, thick, dragged on. Night had fallen. Only the sound of the fire crackled at times. Its glow gave an orange look to them and the objects that surrounded it. All Allison’s frustrations and her fears of the past few days seemed to have come out in a flash, and she had exploded. Farewell to the always calm and objective professional, farewell to the smiling and friendly woman.

			Mike held out her hands to the flames to warm them. She was sorry, but her anger had risen so quickly upon learning about Allison’s profession that she hadn’t even considered the consequences of her words. At the murderous look that still flashed in her eyes, she sighed painfully. How could she explain to Allison? Should she reveal the old story that had hurt her whole family? After all their suffering together, she owed this woman the truth.

			“My uncle…My uncle was an artist. A sculptor. Everyone said he had talent…One day, a man
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