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Rachel Baker’s cross-country skis glided across the forested trail. The landscape reminded her of the Christmas cards she had mailed two weeks ago. Her heart constricted as she recalled the decreased number of names on her list. Another thing he got in the divorce – several of our so-called friends. 

She shook her head. “Not going there,” she muttered aloud. “It’s too beautiful of a day, and the past is the past.”

Rachel refocused her attention on the natural features around her as she pushed her feet along the snow-covered trail. Ponderosa pine needles shimmered with frost, and the mid-morning temperature hovered around fifteen degrees above zero. Sunshine off-set the December chill, as did her goose-down parka, Thinsulate gloves, and alpaca-knit cap.

She raised her gaze to the nearby mountains. Wyoming’s Teton range loomed, the rocks and ravines coated with snow. The Grand’s jagged edges and Mount Moran’s bold, round face caused Rachel to smile. For nearly ten years, she wanted to climb those peaks. Perhaps the upcoming new year would provide that opportunity. Now, as she stared at the majestic mountain scene, she made an early resolution: scale one of those mountains that beckoned her a decade ago and continued to enchant her.

I may be fifty, but I’m still in good shape, she thought. With resolute practice at the climbing gym this winter and long hikes in the spring, I can be ready.

Rachel paused her ski adventure. She looked around. No one nearby. She planted her poles in the snow, and then she spread out her arms. She raised her face to the sun and yelled, “Free! I am free!”

A full, hearty laugh bubbled up, and she released it for nearly a minute.

“Man, that feels good!”

Tears mingled with laughter, and she doubled over, hands on her knees.

“Crazy, just so crazy.”

As she returned her gray eyes to the Christmas-card scene, her heart seemed to split, the one half happy and free, the other mourning the finality of a twenty-two-year marriage. Joyful for the freedom to find herself again and to finally finish with the eighteen-month-long contentious divorce, yet sorrowful for the betrayal and abandonment she experienced. Rachel made another early resolution.

“I’m putting this behind me,” she said aloud. “It’s done, it’s over, it’s time to move on.”

She stared at the mountain range and recited words she had memorized from the magnet given her by her friend Rhiann. 

“I will be like a mountain – I will rise above it all, reach for new heights, and enjoy the view.”

Still standing on her skis in the snow, Rachel removed a granola bar from the small pack around her waist. She unwrapped the treat and took a bite, allowing the winter landscape to envelop her like a warm blanket. The screech from a bald eagle reverted her attention back toward the sky. She watched the bird soar. Her heart elevated with the large bird’s flight, and she took a deep breath and then smiled. 

“Fly free, beautiful one,” she whispered. “I join you in my heart.” 

She silently munched on the granola bar as her eyes watched the eagle dip toward the Snake River to her right. Another flicker of movement reverted her attention a few feet left. Rachel watched closely and saw a dark form slink between the snowy pines and leaf-barren aspens.

Fox. She knew red foxes were common in Grand Teton National Park and the surrounding area. The creatures hunted rabbits, mice, and other small animals. Although called red fox, she also knew they came in other color phases, including black. Rachel relished the idea of the swift mammal enjoying the sunny winter day as she did. However, the small dog-like creature had to work harder for its food. Tempted to leave a few morsels of her snack behind, she reminded herself that wildlife consuming human food was a bad idea. Bears and other animals could become habituated to human and pet food, and those that did often lost their lives. First living in Missoula and most recently in Deer Lodge, Montana, Rachel had read and heard many stories of such situations. 

She finished the granola bar and placed the wrapping back into her pack and then picked up her ski poles and continued her travel deeper into the woods with hopes of taking a few photos of the eagle.

“If it’s still near the river,” she murmured. “Maybe I can get a few shots of the fox first.” 

She began skiing in the animal’s direction, keeping her eyes locked in the woods for another possible glimpse of the dark figure. Less than five minutes later, the form stepped from the trees to the forest’s edge. Rachel stopped and stared. The size of the animal caught her off-guard; it was much larger than she first thought. The long, black muzzle rose; the animal appeared to sniff the air. Its dark head turned, and silver eyes locked with Rachel’s black ones. She inhaled through her mouth.

“Wolf!” she whispered.

Two seconds later, the large creature turned to its right and loped deeper into the tightly-woven grove of evergreens. Rachel watched for five more minutes, wondering if the animal would appear again. She wanted to grab her camera, but her body began to shake, and her toes tingled through the woolen socks and insulated ski boots.

Maybe waiting wasn’t such a good idea.

Rachel turned to her right and began skating toward the open meadow. Two miles from the parking area – good thing she had eaten that granola bar; she needed the energy to stop the quivering in her body and to focus on the pick-up location. The van from the guest ranch would arrive in about an hour. She picked up speed in hopes the driver might be a bit early. Rachel suddenly felt an urge to put distance between herself and the dark creature that had locked eyes on her. Although wolves rarely tangled with people, keeping distance between oneself and any wild animal was always the best idea. 

Finding another place to ski was also a good idea.
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Nick Fenton steered the tracked vehicle from the primary snow-covered road onto a side trail. The front desk clerk at the GBarN guest ranch had said no one was due for a pick up until ten, so he had left early to catch the light on the Teton Range. Nick knew the mid-morning light provided an excellent photo opportunity, and if he was lucky, he’d encounter some elk or perhaps moose closer to the Snake River. The camera equipment stashed behind the driver’s seat of the snow coach van he drove as a contractor for the ranch provided opportunity for nature photography, his creative outlet, and what he hoped would one day become his primary source of income.

As the van bumped along the snow trail, Nick hummed The Christmas Song – Chestnuts Roasting on an Open Fire. In his peripheral vision, he noticed a cross-country skier. The person appeared in a hurry to reach the pickup area. He or she would arrive forty-five minutes early. Must be some type of emergency, Nick thought. 

He decided to swing into the pick-up parking lot just in case. 

So much for nature photography this morning. Oh, well, there’s tomorrow.

After the snow coach reached the parking area and turn-around point, Nick’s eyes shifted toward his possible passenger. The skier’s glides were swift and strong, bringing the person to Nick’s parked vehicle in a matter of moments. He noticed blonde hair peeking out from the skier’s cap and a scarf wrapped around the person’s neck and lower half of the face. The slender build indicated the skier was a woman. Nick zipped up his parka and jumped from the vehicle. He trotted around to the passenger’s side as the woman stepped from her cross-country skis. He silently assessed her for injuries. No blood. No limping. She appeared able to walk and ski. Still he sensed an uneasiness.

“Everything okay?” Nick asked in a concerned voice.

“Not sure,” her hurried voice replied. “I saw something in the woods about twenty minutes ago and since I wasn’t sure what it was, I decided to head back. I was just going to ski on the other side of the trail, but when I saw you here, I decided to just hop aboard and go back. You’re with the GBarN, right?”

“I’m a contractor for them, yes. My partner, Paul, brought you out here this morning.”

The woman removed her winter hat and shook out her flaxen blonde hair. The winter sunlight created golden highlights, drawing Nick’s attention.

“I’m glad you’re early,” she said and handed him her skis. He accepted them and noticed her slate gray eyes meet his onyx ones.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Physically, yes, mentally ... I don’t know.” 

She removed her gray and black scarf and midnight-colored gloves. He diverted his eyes to her oval face. Rosy cheeks greeted his gaze. 

“I think I saw a wolf.”

Her statement startled him, 

“Wolf? Where?”

“Just inside the tree line.” She pointed in that direction. “My plan was to take the river loop trail, but before I got half-way, I noticed this dark animal. At first, I thought it was a fox. Then I saw it again, and it was much bigger than a fox. He was dark, almost black, with grey and silver fur on his ruff and rump. Maybe a bit of white also. Handsome guy, but I didn’t want to stay any longer, so I quickly skied back. Like I said, I’m glad you’re early.”

“Huh. Never heard of a wolf this low, but they are expanding their territories, so I suppose it’s possible.” He took her skis, walked to the back of the van, and placed the slender winter sticks in a vertical rack inside the snowcoach. 

“You saw him through binoculars, I take it?”

He glanced at the woman. She shook her head.

“No, I left them in my cabin at the ranch.”

He raised his eyebrows. 

“The animal was close enough that you could see what color it was?” 

“It’s a sunny morning, and, like a first grader, I know my colors.”

Nick caught the aggravation in her voice. He tried another approach.

“Could have been a coyote; some have darker coats. Lots of people mix up coyotes and wolves.”

“Look, I’m not one of your Philadelphia or Chicago tourists. I’ve lived in Montana more than half my life – I know the types of wildlife found in the Rocky Mountain West.”

She climbed the van’s steps and sat in the second seat on the passenger’s side. Nick stepped into the vehicle, stopped, and looked at the woman.

“Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you. I know the wolves move around the area; it’s just we haven’t had one this close to the valley.”

“Yeah, well, you do now.”

The woman looked out the window. Nick wished he could take back the condescending tone he had used earlier. No ranch guest deserved his disrespect, no matter where they lived. He knew better. The lack of time off between seasons was no excuse. If he didn’t keep his tone right, he could lose his contract with the resort. He and Benjamin Gant had been on good terms the past three years, and Nick knew he had to keep it that way. He needed just two more winter seasons with Gant’s operation, and he and Paul would be able to sell the business as they had planned last year.

“Listen, I’m sorry,” Nick said again. The woman looked at him. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

She gave him a brief smile, and said, “I imagine you have to tell a lot of people, ‘No, those are cattle, not elk or bison.’”

“True, but still, no matter where a person’s from, disrespect is no excuse. I apologize.”

“Apology accepted. And it was a wolf. Or a wolf-dog cross.”

“Well, you’re my only pickup, and I have a camera and tripod with me. Want to try to find it?”

She stared at him. “You ... you would do that?”

Nick shrugged and then gave her a grin. 

“Sure, I’m game. I was planning to do a bit of photography this morning. A wolf sighting would be icing on the cake, as they say.”

“You’re a nature photographer?”

Nick nodded.

“When I have time. I try to get out several times a week, and when I have drop-offs or pick-ups, I get in a bit of extra opportunities for shooting photos.”

Nick checked the logbook to reconfirm his passenger’s name. 

“Miss Baker, I take it?”

“Ms., actually, but just call me Rachel.”

Nick glanced in his review mirror. The woman was looking out the window. 

“See anything?”

“No, but I didn’t expect too. The animal was in the tree line, closer to the river.”

“Well, let’s go see what we can see!”

Nick put the snow-tracked vehicle into motion, moving the gear from ‘park’ to ‘drive.’ The van rumbled and lurched forward then began traveling down the snow-covered road.

“Your friend Paul – he doesn’t talk much.”

Rachel’s statement caused Nick to chuckle.

“Actually, he’s my younger brother. And yeah, he’s the quiet one.”

“Sorry – I didn’t mean ...”

Nick waved his hand.

“No need to apologize. He’s more of the brains of the business. He started pick-ups and drop-offs just last winter, so he’s still trying to catch on that a guide business means you have to hold conversations with clients.”

Rachel laughed. Nick’s heart jumped at the sound. Beautiful and delightful laugh and voice, he thought. His brain then scolded his heart.

Slow down, dude. She’s a ranch guest, just like everyone else.

“So what’s brought you to the GBarN?” he heard himself ask.

Rachel laughed.

“Making that conversation, eh?”

Nick also chuckled.

“Yep, but I’m always curious why people come to the area in winter. You said you live in Montana. There are a lot of beautiful places up there.”

“There certainly are. I haven’t been this way during the winter for several years. My sister from North Carolina arrives tomorrow, so it’s a sister holiday vacation.”

“North Carolina, uh? That’s a distance.”

He glanced in the mirror again and saw Rachel nod.

“It is. We don’t get to see each other often, and last year I went out there for the holiday season after ...” 

He noticed pause in the conversation. He looked in the mirror again to see Rachel staring out the window.

He prompted her.

“After?”

Nick heard her sigh.

“Kind of a long story and not something I really want to talk about right now.”

“Understood. So this year you and your sister are meeting up in the Jackson Hole area. Sounds like a great family holiday. No husbands on the trip, I take it?”

“No, no husbands,” she responded in a low voice.

He detected sadness in her tone. He glanced at her again and found her gazing out the window, either to avoid him or to look for the animal she had seen earlier. He refocused his eyes on the road.

“I’m Nick, by the way, Nick Fenton. My brother and I own Teton Range Guide Service. We specialize in ....”

“Stop!” 

Rachel’s near-frantic voice caused him to look up. Her hands were plastered to the window. As he slammed on the van’s brakes, he asked earnestly, “What is it?”

“It’s there! I see it!”

As the van slowed, Nick asked, “What? See what?”

“The wolf!”

Nick glided the snow coach to a stop.
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The van sputtered and lurched. Rachel clung to the seat in front of her with both hands. 

I probably shouldn’t have shouted. Likely scared the poor guy.

Yet she couldn’t contain her excitement. Almost a decade had passed since she had observed a wolf in the wild. In fact, nearly five years had gone by since she last visited Grand Teton and Yellowstone National parks, even though both were only a few hundred miles from where she lived. All the problems with her now ex-husband had kept her from enjoying so many things she used to do ... they had done together. With the divorce now finalized, Rachel looked forward to enjoying those types of activities ... and more.

“You okay?” 

“Yes,” she whispered, unsure why she kept her voice low.

It just seemed right, like this moment was sacred. And to Rachel, it was.

“Do you see it?” she murmured.

“I think so. Let me grab the binoculars.”

She glanced at Nick and saw him take a pair of the looking glasses from the glove box. He raised the binoculars to his face. Rachel again looked out the window. She no longer saw the dark mound of fur.

“I think it went back into the trees,” Rachel muttered in frustration. “Did you get to see it?”

“Briefly,” Nick responded.

“Am I right? Do you think it’s a wolf?”

“Could be but I just saw it briefly,” he answered.

“What else might it be? Black and gray like that?”

Nick shook his head. “Not sure. We’ll wait a moment ...”

“I see it again!” Rachel interrupted, and she nearly jumped out of her seat.

Nick quickly put the binoculars to his eyes. Rachel envied him and longed to have such telephoto lens through which to view. Then she remembered Nick’s camera equipment. She rushed toward the front of the van and saw an elongated case behind Nick’s seat. She reached down to unzip the bag but felt a large hand grip her wrist.

“Hey, what do you think you’re doing?”

Nick’s firm voice and grip stopped her.

“You have a telephoto lens, right?”

“Yeah, but you don’t have permission to ...”

“I want to see the wolf!”

“Here, take these. I have another pair.”

He shoved the binoculars into her hands, and, as she began to focus the lenses, she noticed Nick pull out another leather case from under his seat. Upon focusing the binoculars, Rachel steadied her grip, and as the animal came into view, she breathed and murmured, “Uh.”

Long legs extended from a black and gray body with protruding ribs, a black muzzle, and piercing blue eyes.

“Can’t be,” Nick murmured.

“It looks like a wolf, but it also looks like ...” Rachel started.

“A husky.”

Nick completed the sentence. Rachel removed the viewing scope from her eyes and looked at him. He was flipping through his phone.

“What are you doing?”

“I think I know that dog.”

“Dog? You really think that it’s ...”

“I don’t believe it,” Nick murmured.

“What? What is it?” Rachel asked. 

He looked at her and responded, “A husky that’s been missing for more than a month.”

“A missing husky?”

Nick nodded. She stared at him, and then he showed her his phone. The photo showed a poster about a missing dog, a black, silver, and gray husky, with the words REWARD in bold, red letters across the top of the information sheet.

“The dog was part of a sled race team training here in early November,” Nick said. “After the musher stopped to check a blade on the sled, somehow he went unconscious and when he woke up, the dog was gone. People gave up on finding him, certainly of finding him alive.”

Rachel looked through the binoculars again. The animal sat on its backside and stared at the vehicle. She felt a shiver down her spine as her eyes met the silver-blue of the animal’s orbs. 

“I remember that story,” she said, still observing the dog through the binoculars. “The husky’s name is London.”

“That’s right,” Nick said. “You, Ms. Baker, have located the dog, and he’s still alive.”

Another shiver filtered down her spine. She glanced at Nick and found him looking at her with what seemed like admiration.

“We both found him,” Rachel said quietly. 

She raised the binoculars to her eyes again and stared at the dog. She wondered if he could come to them if they coaxed him.

“A friend of mine adopted him to the musher a few years ago,” Rachel said, recalling Rhiann Butler and her pet rescue sanctuary. “The musher’s name is Owens, I believe.”

“Right again,” Nick said. “A friend of yours adopted London to Mr. Owens?”

She noted surprise in his voice. Rachel looked at him and nodded.

“Her name is Rhiann Butler. She operates a rescue animal sanctuary in Montana near Bozeman. Our paths cross now and then when I help with rescue dogs.”

“Really? That’s interesting. I’d like to hear more sometime. For now, though, we have to figure out how to not lose this dog again. I should probably call the Humane Society ... or sheriff’s department.”

“He might come to us.”

Nick shook his head and said, “I doubt it. He’s been out here awhile. He’s probably pretty wary of people.”

“Wouldn’t hurt to give it a try.”

“I don’t have a leash. I have rope ...”

Rachel smiled and walked back to her seat. She withdrew a dog leash from her pack and held it up to show Nick. 

“I never travel without one. A person never knows when it will come in handy.”

Nick grinned and laughed lightly.

“I don’t suppose you have any dog biscuits.”

Rachel’s smile widened. She reached into the pack and drew out a small bag of dog treats. She shook the bag and watched Nick’s grin deepen. A dimple on each side of his face appeared, and, for the first time in many years, she felt her heart flip at a man’s handsomeness.

“Guess that shouldn’t surprise me since you travel with a leash. May I ask why? Why do you carry a dog leash and dog treats?”

“Story for another day. Let’s just say I’ve come across a few strays in my life, so I go prepared.”

Nick turned off the van’s engine.

“Well, Ms. Baker, let’s try it. We can ski out there, and if we can entice London to come out of the wilderness and get him home, that would certainly make Mr. Owens’ Christmas!”

“London’s, too, I think,” Rachel responded. “I’d love to be a part of that Christmas miracle!”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4



[image: ]


Nick broke trail as he and Rachel skied toward the tree line. Although twenty minutes had gone by without another sighting of London, he believed the dog remained nearby. The pine and aspen woodland lay another fifteen minutes ahead of them, but with the deepening snow and no ski trail to the area, Nick estimated it might take them twenty-five or so. He paused for a break.

“Need to stay hydrated,” he told Rachel when she drew closer.

He removed a water bottle strapped to his belt loop.

She nodded and took a container out of her backpack. 

Both of them bundled against the cold, the break took longer than Nick would have liked. He began to wonder if the trip would be in vain when he heard Rachel whisper his name. He looked at her, and she nodded her head toward the tree line. He moved his head and saw London once again sitting at the forest edge.

“My, he’s splendid,” Rachel whispered. “Skinny but gorgeous!”

Nick silently agreed. Although London’s coat appeared somewhat dull due to lack of nutrition and likely surviving on anything and everything he could catch or scrounge, the steel-blue of the dog’s eyes still spoke of a strong, proud lineage.

“Let me take the lead.”

Rachel’s whispered words caught Nick off-guard. He looked at her.

“I don’t think so.”

“He seems to be waiting for us. Perhaps he’s remembering humans once fed him. He may come to me
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