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River Foster drove the snow machine as fast as she could with the full load of pelts and supplies. She wanted nothing more than to reach home and be with Tatum again. Working beside her had become such a pleasure, and the last few weeks without seeing her every day had been torture. The wind whipped River’s long hair around her neck, and she could hear the ice pelting against her helmet as the temperature plummeted. If the weather holds off, it will take just a few more hours to get to the village and then home. River was lost in thoughts of home until the bouncing light from a snow machine coming up the river caught her attention. What damn fool is out in this weather? She watched as the driver got within a quarter mile of her, and then the light disappeared. River couldn’t hear the ice crack over the rumble of her machine, but she knew. She knew the driver had broken through the ice and was probably now underwater.

River steered her machine off the trail and headed to the riverbank. When she slowed to a stop, she surveyed the scene and saw that the snow machine was partially submerged, the engine still idling, and the driver was nowhere to be seen. She recognized the machine and rushed forward in search of the driver. Nothing. River used her gloved hands to rake away the snow from the ice covering the water as carefully and quickly as possible, but there was no sign of the driver. She continued for another fifty feet until the ice became too fragile to approach. The swift flow of the water beneath the ice would have carried them away quickly, and she hadn’t arrived in time. Pain filled her body as she realized what had just happened. A young life had been swept away unnecessarily, and there was nothing she could do. Tears froze against her cheeks as grief struck her like a bullet.
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Tatum Chastain felt a growing sense of anxiety as the day ended. Her lover, River Foster, was due to return from her winter trapping season at any time, but Tatum felt a cloud of dread filling their home as she paced from room to room. The men from the village had completed the extension to the main cabin and built the additional outbuildings for storage and extra working space. Tatum tried to stay busy, carrying firewood for the large stone fireplace in their new bedroom and the small wood stove. She noticed Poe, her faithful raven companion, preening in the sleeping space she had made for him on one of her trips to the woodpile. The wind whipped viciously around the cabin, and the temperature hovered near thirty degrees below zero. She placed a kettle of water on the stove to boil and filled a hot water bottle to place under the rabbit pelts she had lined Poe’s bed with. The men had installed sheets of plywood as a windbreak for the porch, but it was still bitterly cold. She shivered as she stepped outside the warm cabin.

Tatum had moose steaks and other sides ready to cook, waiting in the refrigerator to welcome River home. She looked at her watch. It was already past seven, so River would not be returning tonight. Tatum cut two slices of bread from a loaf she had baked and covered them with blueberry jelly while she waited for her coffee to brew.
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Tatum washed her dishes and admired the growing menagerie on the windowsill. She had added several pieces while she waited for River to return. She was incredibly proud of the pair of wolves she and River had seen while checking her trapping line in the late fall. A gust of wind hit the kitchen window, and Tatum looked outside at the blowing snow. The drift had grown so high she could barely see the woodpile. She would need to shovel in the morning to clear the bathroom path. Tatum chuckled. Nothing is worse than slogging through snow when you really have to pee. She was determined to use the chamber pot only as a last resort, and her plan had worked so far. Tatum hoped tomorrow would be the day River returned. She added wood to the stove and turned out the lights before walking to the bedroom. After adding more wood to the fireplace, Tatum dressed for bed and turned down the covers. The village women had gifted them several thick quilts with lush down pillows in appreciation for all their hard work. She smiled at the beautifully carved headboard River had surprised her with at Christmas. Her fingers traced the beautiful characters. “Please come home to me tomorrow.” Tatum pulled the covers over her and clutched River’s pillow against her chest. The woodsy scent of River filled her senses and guided her into a night of peaceful rest and dreams of her beautiful lover.
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At the village, River stumbled onto Nikita’s porch after covering her snow machine. She opened the door and found her mother drinking coffee at the table, and she burst into tears. Nikita stood and rushed to her daughter, enveloping her in a warm embrace. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s been a horrible day,” River said with tears running down her cheeks.

“Are you hurt? Or Tatum?”

“No. We’re both fine.”

“Let’s get your coat off. I’ll pour you a cup of coffee, and you can tell me what happened.”

River shrugged her coat off and then removed her gloves. She shivered from shock and reached for Nikita again.

“Let me get a blanket to wrap you in. You are freezing.”

“It’s not the cold, Mom. I think I’m in shock.”

Nikita pointed at a chair. “Sit. I’ll be right back.”

River sat in the chair and allowed Nikita to wrap her in a warm blanket. Nikita poured a cup of coffee and placed it in her hands. “Drink.”

River sipped the potent liquid and felt its heat warm her throat. Her tears had subsided, and she looked at Nikita with blurry eyes.

“Can you tell me what happened? I’ve never seen you like this before.”

River held the cup in her trembling hands. “I was coming home today, so happy to end the first of the season with a full sled. About an hour from here, I saw headlights from a snow machine on the ice.” River paused to take another sip. “I watched in horror as the machine broke through the overflow ice on the river, and the rider was thrown into the current. I turned toward him, but I was too late. He had already disappeared under the ice, and I couldn’t save him. I looked for any sign of him downriver for almost an hour, but he was gone.”

“I know you did everything you could. Do you know who it was?”

River nodded her head. “It was Jay Barton. I towed his machine back to the village and got one of the Elders to go with me to break the news. His mother said he had cabin fever and wanted to go for a ride.”

“Poor woman. I know she was devastated. I will visit her once you are settled.”

“He was her baby,” River cried. “I couldn’t do anything to save him.”

“She knows you would have brought him home if it were possible. It’s horrible, but accidents like this happen. Even if you could have gotten to him, any chance of survival in these conditions would have been miraculous.” Nikita looked into River’s eyes and touched a spot on her cheek where River felt the burn. She must have pulled her goggles off during her search. “I need to get some ointment on your cheeks. You’ve got some frostbite burns.”

River nodded. “I’m okay if you want to go check on Wanda. She needs you more than I do right now.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I’ll take a warm bath and put on the ointment. I promise.”

“Can you eat?”

“No, Mother. I’m not hungry.”

“Okay. I won’t be long.”

“Stay as long as you need. I’ll bundle up after a bath and maybe have another coffee.”

“If you change your mind, there is fresh bread and lunch meat for a sandwich.”

“Thanks.” River stood and hugged her. “Don’t worry about me.”

Her mother nodded and pulled on her coat before rushing out the door.

†
[image: ]


River finished the coffee and walked to the bathroom to draw a bath while she got clean clothes from her room. She carried fresh sweatpants and a shirt into the bathroom and removed her trail clothes. When she looked in the mirror, she saw the burns her mother had told her were there. They weren’t bad, but the ointment would help ease the pain. River sank into the warm bath, closed her eyes, and let the water caress her body. When the water started to cool, she bathed and rinsed the lather from her warm skin. After dressing, she dabbed the ointment on her cheeks, returned to her bedroom with her dirty clothes, and pulled on thick socks. The coffee was still warm, so she poured a cup and took a cheese stick out of the fridge. She sat on the couch and tucked the blanket around her. That’s where Nikita found her an hour later.
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Nikita entered the Barton home and found Wanda surrounded by several women from the village. She walked up to her and pulled her into a hug. “I am sorry.”

“Thank you. I hope you will tell River thank you for everything she did. I’m not sure I told her. She was upset when she left here. Is she okay?”

“A bit of shock and some frostbite, but she will be fine,” Nikita answered. “What can I do?”

“Nothing that I know of. James is out to sea and won’t return to the harbor for another week. They can get him a message, but he can do nothing here. He will be home again in two weeks. One of the Elder men will contact him and alert townships downriver to keep an eye open for Jay’s body.” She burst into tears. “I can’t even bury my baby.”

Nikita sat beside her and held her hand. She was at a loss for anything else she could do for her. Her eyes scanned the room at the vacant stares that watched Wanda. Many of them knew the loss she was experiencing and were reliving their traumatic losses. She had learned from the experience of her husband’s death at sea that closure was difficult without a body to bury properly.

The door flew open, and Wanda’s sister rushed inside. “I just got the news. I am so sorry,” she said as she knelt before her older sister.

“Here. Take my spot,” Nikita told her. She stood and walked to the kitchen, where a small group of women were planning to bring meals and sit with Wanda. “Let me know what I can help with,” she told them.

Sonya looked at her. “How is River?”

“Shattered about losing someone so young,” Nikita answered. “I think she could use a dose of Reba. I expect she will go home to Tatum tomorrow.”

“I’ll send Reba over first thing, then. Maybe they can eat breakfast together.”

“That’s a great idea. Thank you. Reba always makes her smile. Does she know about Jay?”

“Yes. I told Reba before putting her to bed a little while ago. I’m not sure it has sunken in yet.”

“It’s hard for everyone to understand, but probably more for the kids who haven’t experienced that kind of loss. I’ll walk home with you. If she’s still awake, may I take her tonight?”

Sonya smiled. “She would love that.”

They left after hugging Wanda. “Let us know what we can help with,” Nikita told her. “Anything or anytime.”

Wanda nodded. “Thank you.”

“We’ll be by tomorrow,” Sonya said. She led Nikita to the door.

The wind howled viciously as they stepped off Wanda’s porch and rushed to Sonya’s home. Nikita wasn’t surprised when Reba ran down the hall when she heard her door open. She slid to a stop when she saw Nikita.

“Hey, Miss Nikita.”

“Hey there, yourself. Would you do something for me?”

“Anything,” Reba answered.

“Toss an outfit for tomorrow in your bag and put your boots and coat on. River could use your company tonight. She’s upset about Jay and would enjoy your company.”

“I’ll be right back,” Reba said, rushing back to her room.

“Why don’t you join us for breakfast, too?” Nikita asked Sonya.

“Don’t mind if I do. Maybe after River leaves, we can make something to take to Wanda.”

“I’ve got peanut butter if Reba wants to make her peanut butter bars. Or we can bake some cookies,” Nikita suggested. “Or both.”

“I’ll come around seven if that’s good.”

“That will be perfect. We can have coffee if the girls aren’t awake yet.”

Sonya checked Reba’s bag to make sure she had what she needed, then walked them to the door. “I’ll see you in the morning. Goodnight, baby.”

“Goodnight, Mama. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Nikita looked at Reba. “Ready to make a mad dash?”

Reba held out her hand to Nikita. “Just waiting on you.”
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River bolted upright when the door burst open, and Nikita and Reba entered the house. Reba peeled off her coat, dropped her bag, rushed over to River on the couch, and flew into her arms.

“I’m sorry you are sad about Jay.”

“Thank you. How are you?”

“I’m sad, too, but I didn’t know him well. Mama said I can spend the night with you.”

“That’s perfect, but no kicking like a mule,” River teased as she hugged Reba tight. She looked at Nikita with tears in her eyes. “Thank you,” she mouthed, knowing it was her mom’s idea.

Nikita nodded. “Sonya will join us for breakfast in the morning. I assume you will go home to Tatum tomorrow, so we will make something to take to Wanda after you leave. Maybe some cookies and peanut butter bars.”

“I can make those,” Reba stated excitedly.

“You do make the best ones,” River agreed. “I’m sure Wanda will appreciate them.”

Reba snuggled into River. “I am so ready to have another campout.”

“We will as soon as it starts to warm up some. It will be way too early to start hunting or berry picking, but maybe we can do some scouting for animals. Or maybe make a trip into town and visit Troy and Erica.”

“Could we? I’ve never been to town,” Reba said.

“As long as your mom approves. We will need to purchase some supplies by then,” River said. “Maybe on your break from school this spring, if the weather is good.”

“That seems like forever,” Reba replied.

River shrugged. “We must wait until the ice is gone from the river before we can travel to town.”

“What do you plan to do with that load of fur you brought in?” Nikita asked.

“Offer it to the village if the women need it to make clothing items. After last year’s haul, I’m in good shape financially. There are a few pieces I brought specifically for you.”

“Oh, really? What did you bring me?”

“Two wolverines and a lynx. I know those are your favorites. I’ve got them on top of the sled, so they won’t get mixed in with the others.”

“Perfect. I’ll have to come up with some ideas for them.”

“I’m sure that won’t be a problem for you.”

River could see Reba’s eyes growing heavy. “Are you ready for bed?”

“I think so, River,” she answered sleepily.

“We’ll see you in the morning.” River picked Reba up to carry her down the hall.

Nikita set the coffee pot to brew in the morning, locked the door, and turned off the lights before heading down the hall.

River had put Reba in bed and was about to turn off the lights when Nikita passed by. “Goodnight, Mom. I love you.”

“Love you, too. Rest well.”

River nodded, turned out the light, and wrapped her body around Reba’s. Her slow breathing lulled River to sleep.
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Tatum made pancakes for breakfast and fed one to Poe before sitting down to her meal. She had just finished eating and was sipping coffee when her phone rang. Tatum walked to the counter to retrieve it and saw that Troy was calling.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Good morning. I hope I’m not waking you.”

“Of course not, Troy. What’s up?”

“I just got some great news that I wanted to share with you and Charles. I received confirmation that I will start bush pilot training at the beginning of the month.”

“That’s wonderful news, Troy. Have you told Dad yet?”

“No, I wanted to call you first. I’m sure you and River played a part in making this happen. Is she home with you?”

“Not yet. River’s finishing up her trap lines. I hope she’ll be home soon.”

“So, you don’t know the bad news from the village?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. What bad news?”

“Erica got a call last night to keep an eye out for the body of a young man from the village who fell into the river.”

“Oh no. That is horrible news. Do you know who it is?”

“It wasn’t anyone that I recognized. I’m sorry, I don’t remember the name.”

“If River doesn’t make it home today, I’ll go to the village to see if I can help.”

“The village women will suffocate the family with food and attention. They sent out a call in hopes his body can be discovered downstream to allow for burial, but there is a slim chance of that this time of year.”

“Such a tragic way to lose someone,” Tatum said.

“Unfortunately, it happens every few years.”

“Damn,” Tatum said and wiped silent tears away.

“I’m sorry to drop that on you,” Troy said.

“That’s okay, Troy. It’s just horrible news. I am very proud of you and excited that you will be starting school soon. If you talk to Charles, please tell him I’ll call him this weekend.”

“I will. Are you okay?”

“Yes. Hopefully, this weather will change, and we can visit the town soon.”

“Do you need anything? I can try to get something to you if you need it,” he offered.

“I’m in good shape for supplies, Troy, but thank you. I think I’m just ready to spend my days outside again.”

“I understand that. I think I have inventoried Erica’s store three times now.”

“Are Erica and your mom doing well?”

“Staying busy. We’ve launched a new website for the bed and breakfast, and Mom has been busy booking reservations. Tom, one of our local pilots, will be my instructor, and he wants me to start riding with him over the next few weeks to make some remote deliveries.”

“That will be a good experience for you.”

“Yeah. I’m excited. I won’t keep you, but I hope you know you can call me anytime you need to talk.”

“Thanks, Troy, and same for you, too. Keep me posted on school, okay?”

“Oh, I will, for sure. I hope to see you soon.”

“We will make it happen. Thanks for calling.”

“Goodbye, Tatum.”
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Tatum ended the call and washed her dishes. Her heart was breaking for the family that had lost a son. She knew it was a risk living in this environment, but it was such a tragic loss of a young person. Tatum bundled up and walked outside to begin shoveling snow.

The bathroom felt toasty after being outside as she relieved her bladder. She shoveled a path to the woodpile and another to the greenhouse to check on her seedlings. Tatum would check on her plants and then carry more wood onto the porch after restocking the house. She had plenty, but felt she needed to keep herself busy today.

Tatum worked up a sweat, carrying firewood, and took a break to go inside for a drink of water. She looked at the clock to find the morning passing slowly. When Tatum glanced out the window, she saw that the snow had returned. “Coming down faster than I can keep it shoveled,” she said as she refilled her glass.

Tatum walked to her pantry and opened the door to survey her supplies. Her eyes fell on a cake mix and brownies. Some baking would keep her busy for a few hours. She pulled out River’s favorite cake mix and went to work baking.

When the cake was in the oven, she whipped up the brownie batter and slipped it inside next to the cake. The kitchen was filled with the scent of desserts, and she made a cup of coffee and sat at the table. She had tucked a section of wood into her pocket and removed it to begin carving. She found the image of a bear curled up asleep in the woods and thought of brother bear, denned up somewhere, sleeping through the winter months. When the piece was done, she swept the wood chips into her hand and dropped them into the stove. The brownies were almost done, and the cake was cooking well. Tatum placed cooling pads on the counter and brewed more coffee.
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“Bundle up, and you can help me with some deliveries,” River told Reba after breakfast.

Reba raced to pull on her boots and thick coat.

“We won’t be gone long. I want to drop the furs at the Elder lodge. I’ll send Reba back with your stash.” River looked at Sonya. “Is there anything you need?”

Sonya laughed and shook her head. “Sewing was never my forte, but thank you.”

“No problem,” River said and followed Reba out the door. They walked to the shed, and she started the snow machine to let the engine warm up. River peeled back the tarp and handed Reba a small bundle. “Can you take these to Nikita for me?”

“Sure can,” Reba said, holding the bundle tightly.

River watched her disappear into the house and reappear moments later. “Let me back out of the shed, and then you can hop on.”

After River maneuvered the snow machine, Reba climbed on behind her. They didn’t have far to ride, so River pulled away slowly. Reba was like a beauty pageant contestant, waving to people they passed on the way to the lodge.

One of the lodge Elders welcomed them inside. “Thank you for what you did for Jay,” she said. “I know you wish for different circumstances, but it was not to be.”

River nodded. “I wish I could have been there on time, but he was too far away.”

“Understood. Some things are just fated to be. So, what have you and Reba brought us today?”

“I’ve got some pelts the ladies might be interested in for sewing projects. If it all isn’t claimed, I will take the rest to town to barter.”

“I doubt there will be any left unclaimed. Are you sure you can afford to do this?”

“Yes. I had a profitable season with the antlers and that bear skull last year. I’ve got money for anything I need. How is the meat locker holding out?”

“Very nicely. I don’t think it will be empty this winter. You stocked it so well last year.”

“Tatum and I will scout for game with Reba once it begins to warm up.”

“How is Tatum?”

“She’s doing well. Expecting me to be home soon. I should get on the trail.”

“Thank you once more for your generous gift. I’m sure the pelts will be well received. We should hear soon about the lottery picks for next year’s caribou tags. I hope we do well again.”

“Please let me know as soon as possible, so I will know how to plan my hunts for this year. We had to travel much farther to get them this year.”

“I certainly will. Do you need my help unloading?”

“I brought some young muscle for that. Where would you like the pelts?”

“Place them in the banquet room. We can organize them and spread the word that they are available.”

“Let’s get to it. You can work the door for us, please.”

“I’m on it,” the Elder woman said.

With Reba’s help, unloading everything took three trips inside the lodge. “Those look like beautiful pelts.”

“It was a good season,” River said. “I’ll see you soon.”

“Safe travels,” she answered as River closed the door.

“Do you really have to go so soon?” Reba asked as they parked in front of Nikita’s house.

“The snow has stopped temporarily, and I haven’t seen Tatum in almost two weeks. So yeah, in a little bit, I need to go. Maybe next week, Tatum and I will visit for a few days. Right now, I could sleep for a week.”

“That would be good. I haven’t seen Tatum in a while either.”

“You two can plot your next great adventure,” River teased.
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“I know you are excited to get home, but I wish you could stay longer,” Nikita said as River placed her dirty clothes in a bag.

“You sound like Reba,” River joked.

“We miss you. This is the first winter you have been away from us.”

“I told Reba we would return for a few days next week, but right now, I just want to sleep and relax at home with Tatum.”

“I know. It’s been a long season for you.”

“Yes, it has, but a good one. This year has been terrific.”

“It will only continue to get better. Give my love to Tatum.”

“I will, Mom.”

“Have fun baking cookies,” River told Reba. “I’ll see you next week.”

Nikita and Reba watched River drive away and walked inside to start their baking project.
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River crossed the bridge from the village, and she felt her heartbeat quicken. In two short hours, she would be back in Tatum’s arms. She was tempted to go heavy on the throttle to get home quicker, but there were still dangers she would need to be careful to avoid on the trail. As thick as the snow was, a fallen tree could easily be concealed. River would need to scan the areas beside the trail to prevent a possible collision that would seriously delay her trip and health. She didn’t want to get caught on the trail when the snow began to fall, as it was threatening to do.

River was almost halfway home when the snow arrived, slowing her progress and diminishing her visibility. “Dammit,” she growled and pulled down her visor. The heated helmet had been a brilliant idea, keeping her head warm as she slogged through the thick snow. As she feared, a small tree had fallen, and she had to stop to remove it from the trail. She dropped the trunk into the woods, and her eyes drifted to the frozen river. Thoughts flashed of Jay’s body trapped somewhere under the ice. That had to be a terrible way to die. The vision chilled her, and River shivered. She pulled her eyes from the river back to the snow machine. River decided that one of the things she would teach Tatum was how to test ice on the river, so she would have those skills. She would also teach Reba. Losing either of them would destroy her. The weather would start to warm soon, and the ice would become even more fragile. River climbed back onto the machine and continued down the trail.
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The smell in the kitchen helped to lighten Tatum’s spirits. The brownies were cooling, and she was warming the frosting to cover the cake when she heard Poe call out. Tatum rushed to the kitchen window and saw the headlights from River’s snow machine bouncing down the trail.

“Yes,” she cried, grabbing her coat before rushing out to meet River. River had pulled the machine into the shed, picked up her bags, and rushed toward Tatum. She dropped the bags in the sled and ran to meet Tatum.

River took Tatum in her arms and kissed her hungrily. Tatum’s body was rapidly cooling in the falling snow. River broke the kiss. “I’m so happy to be home. Let’s get inside before you freeze.”

Tatum grabbed a bag and took River’s hand as they walked quickly to the cabin. “I’m glad you are finally here.”

“Hey, Poe,” River said as they climbed onto the porch. “I’m surprised you haven’t coaxed him inside the house.”

“It’s not for a lack of trying. We compromise, and I place a hot water bottle under Poe’s rabbit pelts before bed.”

“That was smart.” River pushed the door open and closed it behind them. “It’s toasty warm in here,” River said. She dropped her bag by the door and pulled off her coat.

Tatum pulled her close and frowned when she saw the injury to her cheeks. “What happened?”

“It’s a long story. Can we have some coffee, and I’ll fill you in?” River asked. She sniffed the air and looked at the pan of brownies on the counter. “Maybe a brownie? I’m suddenly hungry.”

“Take a seat, and I’ll make us some coffee.” She handed the brownie pan to River with a knife and two plates. “Eat all you want. I have a cake for dessert tonight.”

“Do we still have milk?”

“Yes, love, we do. I’ve got a gallon thawed out.”

River cut a large slice of brownie and took a bite. “Oh, my goodness, these are heavenly.”

“I was trying to stay busy this morning while I waited for you.”

“Mom, Reba, and Sonya send their love. I promised them we would visit for a few days next week after I’ve rested for a while.”

“That will be fun. Troy called me this morning.”

“Everything okay?”

“He was calling to tell us he starts pilot school next month.”

“That’s fantastic news. I know Troy must be on cloud nine.”

Tatum nodded. “He also shared the bad news from the village that one of the kids fell into the river under the ice. They called Erica to be on the lookout for his body.” Tatum saw River flinch at that statement. “Did you know about the accident?”

“Unfortunately. About an hour from the village yesterday, I saw headlights from a snow machine flying across the river. It was a young man named Jay. He was barely sixteen. He must have hit some overflow ice on the river, and he was thrown into the water.”

Tatum saw the tears begin to fall.

“I couldn’t reach him in time. He surfaced once, flailing his arms before the strong current caught him and pulled him under the ice. When I reached the river, I swept snow away with my hands, but I couldn’t see through the thick ice. He was nowhere to be seen. I searched for an hour but couldn’t find any sign of him.”

“Is that where you got the burns?”

“A mild case of frostbite I wasn’t aware of until Nikita pointed it out. I’ve been treating it with some ointment.”

“I am so sorry you had to experience that, but I know you did everything possible to save him.”

“I was too late. It’s still doubtful he would have survived, even if I could have reached him in time, but at least Jay’s mother would have a body to bury.”

“That’s got to be horrible for a mother. Not having any real closure.”

“I pulled his snow machine back to the village and got one of the Elders to go with me to break the news. To say she was devastated would be an understatement. She said Jay was going stir-crazy at home and wanted to get out for a while, so he rode up the river. I don’t know why he wasn’t on the trail unless he thought he could go faster on the river.”

Tatum reached over and covered River’s hand.

“When we go to town, I want to take you and Reba out to show you how to test and act around ice properly. You shouldn’t need to be on the river in the winter, but I want you to have those skills if you ever need them.”

“That’s not a bad idea at all.” Tatum took a sip of coffee. “Will there be some form of memorial service?”

“In the spring, the village will hold a Potlatch. It will be a three-day celebration of his passing, intended to give Jay’s family closure. Food, gifts, singing, and storytelling will be provided, and the entire community participates.”

“That sounds like quite an event.”

“Traditionally, the body is cremated or buried, but in this instance, a ceremonial fire will signify the cleansing. The family may burn some of his belongings for him to use in the afterlife.”

“When the time comes, I hope you will teach me how to participate. If Cheechakos are allowed.”

River’s laughter filled the room. “You are no longer a Cheechako, my love. You have been adopted into the community, and of course, you would be welcome.”

Tatum smiled. “I missed that.”

“What?”

“The sound of your laughter. Missed you terribly in general. I was going to Nikita’s if you hadn’t come home today.”

“You know she would have welcomed you.”

“I need to develop other skills to practice during the winter months.”

“Many of the women work on sewing during the dark months. I brought in a healthy load of pelts for them to work on.” River nodded toward the windowsill. “I see your menagerie has grown. Maybe you could carve larger figures and have Erica sell them. You have become very skilled with a knife.”

“That’s an idea to consider. Will you be going back to your trap lines this year?”

River shook her head. “I have trapped enough this year to keep the populations healthy. I want to scout south of here to develop a line that could be an alternate and allow me to remain closer to home.”

“I would love that, especially if you could return home sooner. I could even help more,” Tatum offered.

“Maybe we could find a suitable spot to build a small cabin for shelter.”

Tatum nodded. “A wood-burning stove could heat it sufficiently if we kept it small. I could get a smaller Blackstone to travel with, so we could come home to have hot meals. I can harvest firewood while you clear your trap lines. We could even use it to hunt for red meat in the fall next year, couldn’t we?”

“Yes. There is evidence of ample game down there that could be thinned out a bit.” River lifted Tatum’s hand and kissed it. “I like this new plan. Would you help me build a log cabin?”

“I would enjoy learning how to do that with you,” Tatum answered.

“We can work on creating a supply list and have Erica purchase what we need. A stove, roofing material, a Blackstone, some hardware, and we should be able to build the rest. I can borrow a chainsaw mill to mill lumber for a porch, outhouse, and furniture.”

“Is it too cold yet to start building?”

River nodded her head and smiled. “We need to give it a few more weeks at least. We can travel to find a cabin spot and maybe drop a few trees, but it’s much too cold yet to work outside for long stretches.”

“That will give us time to plan, visit the village, and for you to rest from a long year of hunting and trapping.”

“I look forward to spending some leisurely days in bed with you,” River replied. “I missed you, too. Especially on those cold nights when I couldn’t snuggle into your warmth.”

“Maybe we should work on that cabin, too, to make it more hospitable.”

“That would be time well spent. It can wait another year until I rotate back north.”

“Agreed. I have moose steaks to cook for dinner. Do you want to relax while I start prepping to cook?”

“Is there something I can help with?”

“You can slice potatoes and onions for me to grill. I also want to heat corn and green beans with the steaks.”

“You are making my mouth water.”

“Let’s get busy then, and we can eat and have a relaxing evening by the fireplace.”

River walked to the pantry for the vegetables while Tatum poured the canned corn and beans into pots to warm. She set them on the stove to heat, then began cooking the potatoes and onions on the Blackstone. “Will you bring me the tray of steaks?”

River disappeared into the house, and Tatum pulled out several potato slices for Poe. I have some leftover fry bread for you, too.”

Poe bobbed his head and began pecking away at the potatoes.
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After a delicious meal, River led Tatum into the bedroom. She added more wood to the fire, and then they undressed and entered the bed. Tatum stretched out on her right side, and River wrapped her body around her as they watched the dancing flames in the fireplace.

“This is perfect. I am so glad you are home.”

“I missed snuggling with you, too. We have time to be intimate later. Are you okay with just having my arms around you tonight?”

“Very much so. Your touch is comforting enough for me.”

River lay her head on the pillow above Tatum’s head. Her hand caressed Tatum’s arm as their bodies melted together.

Soon after, they had both drifted off to sleep.
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Hours later, Tatum was awakened by River thrashing underneath the covers. River had turned onto her back, and Tatum could tell she was dreaming. Tatum reached for River’s arm and called her name.

After Tatum called to her, River sat up in bed. Tatum saw River’s pulse throbbing in her neck, and she was soaked in sweat. Her legs were twisted in the covers, and she kicked her feet to free her body.

“You’re okay,” Tatum spoke as her hand sought River’s face. “You are home and safe.” Tatum could feel the tears running down River’s face and turned toward her. “Bad dream?”

River’s voice hitched in her breath as she tried to speak. She nodded and wiped at her tears. Now that she was awake, her breathing began returning to normal.

“It’s okay. Take your time. There’s no rush to explain.”

River hung her head for a long moment, and when she looked up at Tatum, Tatum could see the sadness in her eyes.

“I was back on the river. I was brushing away the snow, trying to find Jay in my dream, when his face pressed against the solid ice, and I could see the terror in his eyes. I pounded the ice with my fists, but his body disappeared into the darkness.”

“You never saw him after he entered the water, did you?”

River shook her head. “No, I didn’t, even though I tried to find him for almost an hour.”

Tatum reached for her and pulled her close. “It’s your subconscious playing tricks on you for feeling guilty that you couldn’t save him.”

“I know you’re right, but the terror in his eyes was real. I only hope that he was knocked unconscious and didn’t feel the terror of being trapped and drowning in the cold water.”

Tatum could feel River’s body trembling against hers. “It’s okay. You did everything you could to save him.” River began to relax, and Tatum placed River’s head on her shoulder as her hand caressed down her back. “You’re home and safe.”

Tatum listened to River’s breathing as it slowed, and then she returned to sleep. She prayed that the nightmare’s horror would fade and that River could rest in peace.
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Hours later, as River tried to leave the bed quietly, the movement woke Tatum. When River realized she had awakened Tatum, she frowned.

“Sorry for waking you, but I really need to pee.”

“Now that you mention it, me too,” Tatum replied. “You dress and go first, and I’ll start the coffee.”

River dressed quickly and entered the kitchen, stepping into her boots and putting on her coat. “I’ll be back soon.”

“Get the seat warmed for me,” Tatum teased.
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Tatum drew water from the faucet and began making coffee while River walked briskly to the bathhouse. Tatum looked at the clock to find it was almost five. The cloudy skies and darkness made it seem much earlier. She walked to the refrigerator, opened it, and decided on eggs and ham steaks for breakfast. She had baked a loaf of bread that she would slice for toast. A hearty breakfast was exactly what they needed to start the day.

When she heard River’s boots stomping at the door to knock off the snow, she slipped into her coat and boots. River came through the door. “Got it warmed up for you and turned the heater on.”

Tatum stopped to kiss River. “Thank you. I’ll be back to start with breakfast. Your coffee is on the counter.”

“Thanks,” River replied.

Tatum could see the sadness in her eyes. Hopefully, with time, the trauma would pass, and she would no longer fear the nightmare returning. Tatum rushed out the door and crossed the yard. The fresh snow crunched beneath her weight, and she stepped carefully to avoid slippery ice. The bathhouse was far from toasty, but it was significantly warmer than outside as she emptied her bladder and washed her hands.

Poe lifted his head as she walked by him on the porch. “I will bring you some breakfast soon.” Tatum entered the cabin and found River seated at the table. “How about ham steaks, eggs, and toast for breakfast?”

“That sounds delicious.”

“Would you prefer fried or scrambled eggs?”

“Fried would be great with toast,” River replied.

“Fried it is then.” Tatum made her coffee and took the loaf of bread to the table. “Will you cut five slices?”

“Toast for Poe’s breakfast, too?” River chuckled.

“Yes, he’s gotten quite fond of buttered toast.”

“I am pleased but amazed he has chosen this as his new home. I’ve never known a raven to become so adjusted to humans.”

“He’s become a great companion. I look forward to seeing him every day. I’d feel lost without him.”

“I know he’d feel the same without you. He’s gotten spoiled by your cooking.”

“Do you think he would enjoy some of the canned fish?”

“I’m reasonably sure he would, and the extra calories would help keep him warm.”

“That’s good to know.” Tatum walked to the pantry and removed a jar of fish, placing two slices on a plate. She took a slice of bread and dropped it into the toaster. “Honestly, I’m not all that crazy about the canned fish. I’d rather have them smoked or cooked. If he will enjoy them, I won’t feel guilty about them going to waste.”

“We can take some to the village, too. I’m with you. Canned aren’t my favorite either.”

“We still have filets and smoked fish if you’d like them for dinner tonight,” Tatum offered.

“Would you mind going on a ride with me? We could eat some smoked fish for lunch and grill some for




[image: ]





[image: ]































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png
A
Rebn Prltios





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image004.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





