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The End.

I lay dreaming. Micha came down the steep slope of the green mountain toward me with Thor and Freya on either side of him. Eyes like obsidian, straight dark hair fell past his shoulders, he was enough to wake me from a sound sleep. Not over six feet, his lean body made him appear taller. Complete in himself, not in the least arrogant, still as alpha as they come. He must be to keep two wolf-dogs doing his bidding. Okay, you want me to write about you? Done. 

Prologue

––––––––
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They pushed her out of the helicopter. Her shoulder didn’t pulse with the searing ache of a fracture, a plus. No backpack, cell phone, water, or wallet. She struggled to her knees. The phone didn’t matter out here. No towers existed for miles. She still had the hoodie tied around her waist and wore a long-sleeved shirt. Getting the sweatshirt on over her head hurt like hell. The drawstring of the hood pulled tight, all she had to protect were her hands and face. Blood-sucking mosquitoes would swarm her soon. 

With no need to ask why they tossed her out, she tried to get a handle on exactly where she might be. Could she walk out? A dismal prospect. Between her and any hint of civilization lay a vast stretch of tundra, swamp, and lakes. 

Their plan was for her to die out here in the back country. She understood the moment they made a ninety-degree turn off the flight plan. Several hundred feet in the air, if she jumped, she died. Without bothering to ask, she waited for their next move. It came fast enough when they dropped her in the bush, miles to the east of the Parks Highway, south of Denali. Somewhere between Wasilla and Fairbanks, Alaska, the highway lay to the east. 

It wouldn’t do any good to tell her know-it-all partner she’d held information back. He thought it was in the bag. Her grandfather’s stash spent in his mind. Intuition told her not to trust him, but she didn’t fly and needed a pilot. Why did Abby and Duke go along with it? She planned to share the gold.

Lane doubted she’d get the chance to ask. One of the apex predators would sniff her out. Near the middle of August, bears would take advantage of an easy meal. 

She reached a knoll and spotted Denali off to the left. She turned and began walking, keeping the mountain off her left shoulder. If she didn’t need to veer off course to get past a bog or deep stream. She might make the highway. Maybe, if the bears didn’t get her first, or she didn’t go insane from the mosquitoes. 

Making it out alive probably wouldn’t happen. She intended to try anyway. 

Not sure how long she’d been slapping away the bugs as she trudged toward the trees on the lower slopes, she heard the unmistakable sound of the helicopter. Matthew! Was he coming back to make sure she died? 

With nowhere to hide, she did all she could. Lane dropped to the ground and tucked her arms under her, trying to make as small a target as possible. The chopper got closer and the noise almost deafened her. Rotor wash flattened the grass and buffeted her body. 

Then came the growls. When she turned her head to the side, the unmistakable long nose and yellow eyes of a wolf stared at her. Lane’s fear hit overload, and she passed out.

Chapter One

––––––––
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Micha watched the woman drop to the ground. It appeared she wanted to hide from the copter. That didn’t make much sense. On his way back to the mine, after failing to find a moose, he and the dogs heard the distinctive noise of the aircraft. He thought he heard one earlier but hadn’t spotted it. 

Positive the noise had chased every moose within miles away, he’d turned back toward home. He had a few more days before the season ended. When hunting moose or caribou with Thor and Freya, he almost always bagged his prey. 

As much as moose hated wolves, they often turned to fight the pair on realizing they didn’t have a pack following along. When they turned, he shot the moose. He squatted with a wolf hybrid on either side of him. The chopper didn’t land to pick up the fallen figure. It hovered over her. 

Then it pulled back, made a wide circle, and returned to hover for another few minutes. Suspicious behavior, he questioned the entire episode. Something wasn’t right here. They had plenty of room to land and pick her up. 

Once more, it hovered over the figure. Someone climbed out on the landing strut and poked at her with something. That did it. The entire thing had nasty connotations, and he had to do something. 

Micha dropped the pack, unslung his rifle, and whistled to the dogs. The two short blasts and a wave of his hand had the animals taking off at a run. Two-thirds of the way toward the woman, someone spotted Thor and Freya running in their direction. 

The person balanced on the landing strut scrambled inside. Micha grinned as he sighted the scope in on the pilot. They thought the dogs were wild wolves. Damn close, they would fool anyone at a dead run. 

Both Thor and Freya skidded to a halt on either side of her body. The female dropped on her belly and put her muzzle close to the woman’s face. Thor took up a guard position, and he could almost hear his jaws snapping together. 

Two of the three in the copter grabbed each other. He bet those two were scared shitless. The pilot got his chopper out of there and it made a quick turn back toward Anchorage. 

What the hell were they doing here? He’d take her back to the mine. God knew he didn’t want a visitor, but he couldn’t leave her out here for bear bait. With a sigh, he slung the rifle over his shoulder and grabbed the pack. He hoped like hell she could walk. Carrying the woman and the backpack wouldn’t work. He’d figure out what to do when he got a good look at her and determined if she had any injuries. 

Thor dropped to his haunches on the other side of the figure lying in the grass. As he closed on the knot of human and dogs, Micha noted she had drawn the hood over her head and pulled the ties tight. Smart move out on the tundra where mosquitoes flew in swarms. 

He closed on the objective and spotted the moment she returned to awareness of her surroundings. Her body stiffened when Freya’s tongue flicked across her face. A sound, a cross between a moan and a muffled squeal, caused him to grin. 

“They won’t hurt you.” 

Her head swung in his direction as she took a classic sphinx pose. The tightly drawn hood heightened the impression. “Who are you?”

“The man who controls those two. Can you walk? If so, I think we need to get down into the trees before the chopper comes back.”

She scrambled to her feet, and her left hand went to her right shoulder. One injury noted. If it were the only one, they would get off the plain, then into the forest below with a minimum of trouble. Gray eyes looked him over.

Micha couldn’t see much under the hoodie and jeans, but he guessed the top of her head would come level with his forehead. Not a small woman, a little over average height and maybe average build. All good. He could carry her over his shoulder if necessary. 

“I figure the people in the copter will be back to see if the wolves did the job. When they don’t find any blood, they’ll come looking. I guess they have weapons?”

A nod answered his question. 

He held a hand up, and both animals came to attention. Micha closed his left hand into a fist, lifted his pointer finger, and gestured toward home. The wolf dogs turned and trotted in that direction. They wouldn’t get more than a hundred feet ahead of him before stopping and waiting for him to catch up. Thor and Freya were a lot more loyal than most people, including family. He’d put his life in their care several times and never been disappointed.

The chopper wasn’t an official aircraft. That meant the people in it knew this woman, and he suspected she’d had her trust violated. Nothing about the incident appeared impersonal. After they got back to the mine, he’d get answers. The woman wasn’t going anywhere until he did. 

Micha crossed and put himself on her left side, the uninjured one. If she faltered or made a misstep, he could give her support without doing more damage. A glance from the corner of her eye let him know she understood. Time to get one other thing out of the way.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Lane.”

“I’m Micha. It’s a long hike home, but once we get into the trees, we can stay under cover most of the way.” A deep sigh lifted her chest. She didn’t volunteer more, and he didn’t ask. It might be best if she saved her breath.

Chapter Two

––––––––
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Her brain spun. She didn’t have the energy to talk and walk at the same time. Lane’s attempts to make sense of what happened took most of her strength. Keeping pace with the man beside her drained the balance. 

Matthew had always been an ass. She’d hated having to bring him in on the project. The spot where the old cabin stood could only be reached by chopper if you had a load to take out. One-pound coffee cans of gold would be heavy. It was time to get it all out before the last of the hill slid into the river. The old trail bulldozed in way back in her great grandfather’s day washed out and the state left it that way. The road had gone from a goat trail to losing half the mountainside the year before she enlisted. 

Before she got Granddad’s letter along with the will, she’d never understood why he insisted they go out there every summer to hike to the end of the trail. They cut through the trees and when they got to the remains of the cabin; he sat her down with a snack and a book then left. He never left her alone for too long before returning with a smile. 

Granddad Irv told her how this had been the original cabin her great-great-grandfather lived in when he first came to Alaska. They sat and finished their lunch, and he retold the story of Osterback’s arrival in Alaska and his search for a stake to go home with. 

Instead of going home, Irving sent for the woman he meant to go back and marry. She took one look at the cabin so far from everything and insisted they move elsewhere. As she got older, she understood why a city girl might not want to live in the middle of nowhere. 

The original Irving took a job in a mine in the Willow Creek Mining District. The couple eventually homesteaded a parcel of land off what was now Willow Fishhook Road. Farther away from road access than most developers liked with a swamp between the house and the main road, her granddad never got a good offer for the land. Not that he would have taken one. 

She stumbled, and the man’s hand under her arm kept her upright. 

“You need to pay attention. We’re almost down, don’t blow it now.”

Lane grunted in response. She wasn’t about to screw up, she’d been through worse. Not some sweet city bitch. She could handle herself. If she fell, she’d get back on her feet. They threw her out of the chopper, not him. The roll she instinctively performed kept her from breaking a bone. 

Matthew had to make the accident he staged look as if she fell if searchers found anything. They had to report her missing. Too many people saw them leaving the Palmer airport for the other three to claim she never left with them. 

Too much damage on her remains would look suspicious. The best outcome for them would be if a black or grizzly bear made a meal of her. Those two wolf dogs appearing out of nowhere must have had the bastards cheering. They would fly back to the cabin, land, grab the remaining gold, and hightail it to the gold buyer in Anchorage. 

Not so fuck ups! A giggle escaped her, and Lane put her left hand over her mouth. When was the last time she giggled? She couldn’t recall. Not good. She must be close to passing out again. 

“Hang in there. We’re almost in the trees.” 

She liked the sound of the man’s voice. Calm with a lower tone, he helped her put her attention back on the trail. And there they were. A mixed stand of birch and spruce welcomed them in. The animals, what had he called them? Oh, yeah. Thor and Freya, Norse names, seemed to disappear into the dense scrub. Underbrush parted, and she saw the trail after a short hesitation. 

“I can’t walk beside you in here. Concentrate, keep it together, girl.” His command strengthened her spine. 

The big male wolf dog stopped for a moment and looked over his shoulder at them. A low growl came from its throat as it bounded forward. The female followed. 

Without warning, the man spun her around, bent, and tossed her over his shoulder. The backpack slammed against her chin. Lane thanked God she had her mouth closed. She might have bitten her tongue if it hadn’t been tucked away. 

The unmistakable sound of a chopper in the distance helped her understand why he’d picked her up. It would be as uncomfortable for him as it was for her to get slung over his shoulder. She tried to relax.

A glance at the landscape behind them revealed the problem. The treetops weren’t full enough to block them from view if the copter got too close. Several hard jolts caused her stomach to turn as he strode ahead, and the birch trees increased, crowding out the spruce. The tops met above them, providing cover the conical shape of the spruce, didn’t. 

He bent, lowered her to her feet, and Lane couldn’t stop herself. Her legs folded up, and she went down. Two hands with a firm grip on her upper arms lowered her. Her right shoulder protested his rough handling. 

She clamped her teeth against the pain. She had to be silent. Anything unusual would alert Matthew and the others. The bastard wasn’t a fool. He knew the land as she did. He grew up in Alaska.

The animals stood side by side on the narrow trail. Jaw partially open, the male snapped his teeth together a few times but made no other sound. 

“Thor doesn’t like the chopper. We’re going to wait here for a little while. I don’t want the people in it to see him or Freya. They would recognize them. I can’t have that.” His backpack came off, and the man lifted her before placing it behind Lane. 

“Isn’t it illegal for anyone to raise them?”

“You planning to turn me in?” A hint of anger in his question caused her to open her eyes and stare at the man seated on her left side. Eyes the color of obsidian gazed at Lane. Straight black hair fell over one shoulder and reached past his collarbone. 

“Nope. I’m not an idiot. I get what they had in mind for me. They want me dead, and I might be if you and the dogs hadn’t happened along. What are they, huskies?”

The smile and chuckle eased a knot of fear she hadn’t realized she carried. What had he said his name was? She thought she remembered. “You said your name is Malachi?”

Another chuckle and a shake of his head caused his black hair to dance. “Close but no, Micha,”

She closed her eyes. “Good. I never liked Malachi.” She heard him chuckle again as everything got to be too much. 
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When her head lolled and her chin dropped to her chest, Micha sighed. He’d be carrying her the rest of the way. The whop-whop of the chopper skirted the edge of the tree line. Thor’s growl rumbled in his chest. 

“Easy. They haven’t seen us, or they’d be hovering over this area.” A brief laugh at his habit of talking to his animals filled the area overgrown with currant bushes. He’d heard tales of old ladies talking to their cats. He talked to his zoo just to hear a voice. It seemed a small price to pay for peace. He didn’t mind living alone at the mine. 

He tugged her upward with both hands tucked into her armpits. Not as heavy as expected. He suspected she had on thermal underwear and liked her clothing loose. The noise of the chopper drifted away. 

“Stay, Thor. Stay, Freya. Guard.” With the woman held close to him, Micha pointed to the pack and rifle, leaning against it. 

By now, the bunch in the helicopter would be getting antsy. Without a body to point to and no blood or other remains, they must be close to panicking. He needed more information, but wouldn’t get it from her now. Rest would come before questioning. With his own operation at risk for scrutiny, he had to make sure no one spotted either Thor or Freya. 

Their pups were secreted away in the old cabin, and the regular huskies would give some cover. A good, long inspection of the premises couldn’t happen, not until the pups went to their new homes. The trouble following the woman would require him to keep the state fish and game wolf from his door. 

He hated to do it to her, but a firefighter’s carry was the only way he could negotiate the steep trail out of the draw and up into the rocks where his home waited. At the edge of the trees, he stopped to listen one more time. A raven called in the top of the old dead tree at the head of the draw on the far side of the mine entrance. 

Several yips and whines came from the old log cabin. The four huskies waiting in the enclosed run added to the chorus. They all understood feeding time should happen soon. Micha started up the trail. 

Inside the mine entrance he had widened and turned into living quarters, he deposited her on the bed. The cat, Bebe, dropped the mouse she’d caught and went over to jump on the bed and investigate. He gave her a quick stroke down her back and went back through the door. 

Outside, he put the padlock on the hasp and snapped it shut. She couldn’t get out, but no one could get in. Micha hurried back to get his dogs, the rifle, and pack. Once inside, he’d look at her shoulder. 

She wouldn’t care for him removing her clothing from the top half of her body while out, but it couldn’t be helped. He had to know if she needed medical attention or not. Grateful it wasn’t cold enough to require heating the truck with the weed burner, Micha hurried back the way he had come. He’d started the day hoping to bag a moose, instead he’d picked up a mysterious woman with trouble hot behind her. For an instant it occurred to him she was a lot like a dog that brought home a bear, more trouble than she was worth. He hadn’t had a lot of choice if he wanted to retain a shred of humanity. 

Chapter Three

––––––––
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Something smelled good. Lane turned on her right side and the ache in her shoulder caused her to flip over onto her back, trying to avoid the pain. Simultaneous with the voice that asked how she felt came the realization her arm lay bound to her chest beneath her right breast and her shirt had been removed. 

As she processed the information, one thing became clear, “I’m starving. You took my shirt off.”

“I did. You didn’t break anything, and I wanted to find out if your shoulder got dislocated. It isn’t. I think in another few hours you’re going to have a nasty bruise. Since you’re hungry, how about I help you sit up and we’ll get some ptarmigan stew in you? Then you can tell me what the hell is going on here.”

She caught the command tone in the last statement. He wasn’t asking. Using her good hand, Lane pushed herself up against the pillows behind her. While he dished up the stew, she looked around. The walls didn’t resemble any cabin she’d ever seen. Rock surrounded them. 

“Is this a cave? If so, it’s got more light than I’ve ever seen.” A wood wall with a door took up about one quarter of what appeared to be the front wall.

Hair tied back with something, he walked over with a towel on his shoulder, spoon in one hand, and a bowl. “You can scoot back farther. There’s a wall behind you that isn’t going anywhere, anytime soon.”

“Aren’t you worried about an earthquake sealing you in here?”

“This mine is older than the two of us put together. It would need to be as bad as the Good Friday one to move this place.” He took a seat on the edge of the bed, tossed the towel at her, and Lane spread it across her chest with one hand. 

“Open wide.”

Another damn command. They needed to address the issue when she got done eating his fantastic stew. 

“Here’s what I know. The bunch in the chopper want you dead, but intended it to look like an accident. I’m guessing they tossed you out at a height calculated to maim you some, but not look as if you took a real beating. They wanted to slow you up so a bear wouldn’t have any trouble making you lunch.”

She didn’t bother to try responding. The stew filled the void, and she needed the time to think. Another thing about it all bothered her, her lack of energy and feeling of utter exhaustion after being shoved out. Thinking back, she remembered the energy drink Abby gave her. Someone spiked it with something. 

“Fuck!” Lane sputtered out before he got another mouthful into her. 

His hand stilled. “What?”

“I think they drugged me on top of it all.”

“Makes sense. That, coupled with the fall, should have incapacitated you. Whoever those people are, they think they know you well.”

She finished the last bite, and he rose, taking the empty bowl and leaving the towel behind. Lane appreciated his gesture. He drew up a chair and leaned back, long legs stretched out in front of him. He’d removed the flannel shirt and when he put both hands behind his head, the t-shirt stretched tight across his chest. 

A smile tried to break out, and she held it in with difficulty. Damn alpha males. She’d seen far too many, enough to last a lifetime. 

“How much did I get right?” he asked.

“You’ve nailed it so far.”

“Good to know. Now, what is the underlying cause of all this plotting against you? Where did the helicopter come from and where were you going originally?”

Using a corner of the towel, she wiped her mouth. “Can I get a drink?”

“Sure. Water okay?”

“Yeah. The root of all evil is at the bottom of it all.”

He filled a canning jar from a crock with a water jug on top. When Micha returned, he put the jar in her hand and sat down. Sprawled out again, he waited. 

Cool water tasted like heaven. Lane emptied the container. “Gold. We took off from Palmer and planned to fly up to Hunter Creek, past where the road washed out, close to the Knik River.”

“Oh? The state forbids all prospecting in that area. The way me understand it,”

This time, she didn’t bother to suppress a grin. “Yep. But the gold got pulled out of the ground about a hundred years ago. Ever since Granddad took over raising me, he’s put the tap on the stash up there in the spring. I didn’t know what he was doing until he died and left me detailed instructions. My great granddaddy used to have a cabin up there. We’d hike in every spring, and Granddad would head into Anchorage a few days later. He came back with all we needed to make repairs, buy plants, and pick up my summer clothing.” 

“Why on earth did your great grandpa hide it out? Why not sell it to the buyer and stick the money in the bank?”

Lane lowered her eyes, unwilling to look at the man. “I wrestled with that one for a bit and think I finally came up with the reason. He sent for my great grandma and she refused to live out there. He took a job with one of the old mines...” With a sigh, she looked down at the towel draped over the unclothed top half of her body. “I think he stole it from the mine where he worked and hid it all at the old cabin. There’s supposed to be three old one-pound coffee cans of nuggets up there. That’s what we were going to pick up.”

“That makes sense.” He stretched.

Lane looked around her. “How come it’s so light in here?”

He pointed to a mirror hanging on one wall. 

She focused on it and realized it didn’t hold a reflection of the opposite wall. It pointed toward the ceiling. Something, a block of wood on the bottom of the frame, changed the angle it hung from. A beam of light reflected up to a sheet of metal hanging from the ceiling. Roughly curved, it directed the light back into the living space. “How the hell did you figure that out?”

“It’s called ‘daylighting’ and I ran across it a while back. I wouldn’t have bothered without a way to put some natural light in the place. Back to the business at hand. They think they know where the gold is located, or they wouldn’t have ditched you. They might have waited and killed you at the site. Why did you trust them?”

“Two of the three, Abby and Duke, have been friends of mine for years. Abby and I went to school together. Matthew is the pain in the ass. We needed someone to pilot the copter and he can fly almost anything. I didn’t expect Abby and Duke to sell me out.”

He lit a camp lantern and used a hook on a pole to transfer it to a hanger beneath the sheet of metal on the ceiling. Scrabbling came from a panel beside the wooden door on the left side, and four huskies barreled inside when he pulled it up. A home-made dog door. When they hurried over toward the bed, a growl sounded. 

Lane peeked over the side, and the male wolf dog got to his feet. Two of the huskies retreated to the table, where they slid under and curled up. She laughed. “Looks like your big guy runs a tight ship. Those two are males?”

“No, the one under the table with his back against the wall is. The smaller one, Velvet, got into it with Freya a few weeks ago, right after Velvet’s pups were born. Thor hasn’t forgiven her yet. Doesn’t matter, they’ll behave because I say so. I’m top dog in this run. The only one even close is Bebe.”

“Another female dog?”

“Nope.” He pointed at the end of the bed and Lane noted the little gray head which lifted. 

“A cat? I thought cats didn’t last long out here. Too many predators.”

“She doesn’t go out. There’s enough prey in here to keep her occupied. I’ll admit my motives in taking her in weren’t altruistic in the first place. The pups needed to learn to get along with cats. Some customers won’t take a dog who wants to eat the kid’s kitty. She came along and I figured to teach coexistence. Bebe earned her place here. All the huskies have a healthy respect for her claws. Thor and Freya know better than to cross me and leave her alone.”

Lane looked around her and nodded her head. Micha had a nice little life laid out for himself. She understood why he wouldn’t want anyone to mess it up. 

Chapter Four

––––––––
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The chopper tilted at an impossible angle. The belt released, and she grabbed for Abby. Tears in her eyes, her best friend pushed her out, and she fell... screaming Abby’s name. 

“Hey. Wake up.”

A strong hand on her shoulder gently shook her again. Only a faint glow lit the interior of his cave. She realized he wouldn’t need a light to get around. The man, Micha, must know every inch of the place. 

As she took a deep breath, she reached for the hand still lying on her bare skin. 

“You okay now?”

“Almost. Give me a minute.”

He remained on the edge of the mattress, a comforting presence. Micha didn’t know her. Unlike Abby, he hadn’t listened to her pour out her heart as a pre-teen. Hadn’t sat and had dinner with her and Granddad... but he rescued her... after... Lane took a hitching breath. “It’s a bitch when you find out your best friend for life must hate your guts. Why else would she push you out of a helicopter?”

“Sucks.” He agreed.

“I planned to share with them all. I don’t get it.”

“People are strange animals. Too twisted inside. I prefer my dogs and the cat. They’re a hell of a lot easier to understand. Well... the cat, not so much.”

His attempt at a joke eased the tension. Another deep breath and she was almost ready to release him. “Sorry I woke you.” All the darkness of the man seated on the edge of the bed drew her gaze. 

“I’ll survive it. The same way you did.”

A bare chest led her eye to bare hips. She realized her rescuer sat there, nude. A wave of curiosity flowed through her, followed by the thought he’d taken her shirt off. She now knew as much about his physical attributes as he did about her. “I didn’t mean to put you out of your bed.”

“It’s okay. I’ve got a good sleeping bag and lots of furry critters to cuddle up to on the floor. They’re loving it.”

She gave his hand a squeeze before letting go. The warm hand settled flush on her skin. A dark cave containing a dark man caused a shift inside her. She understood how easy it was to get carried away after an incident when all you wanted was a good fuck and a few drinks. When you sat square in the middle of a cocktail of hormones and neurochemicals. She had an urge to pull him on top of her. Lane quashed it. Although... he might be fun.  

“You can try sleeping again.” 

His hand moved to her head. A gentle stroke got followed by another. Her breathing slowed as she listened to the sound of his voice. 

The mountain is edgy today,

Gray clouds touched with light,

Here and there a golden ray.

I’ve seen it in another form,

Not a cloud in sight and 

The blue sky sunny and warm.

In winter it seems closer and bold.

No matter how blue the sky,

When it’s clear, it’s beyond cold.

My mountain, I know it well.

From high sharp peak

To the foothills swell.

This is where I find release.

In its shadow, I choose to stay.

Here, I’ve found peace. 

The rhythm soothed her. And the last words were a whisper. 
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She relaxed back into the bedding. Micha nodded, removed his hand, and stood, careful not to disturb her. The woman had been through a lot in twenty-four hours. It didn’t come as a surprise when she woke him with the nightmare. 

Lane looked good in his bed. The observation took him by surprise.

The first woman to enter his sanctuary, he found he didn’t mind as much as he first thought he might. Maybe it came from her inability to do much but lay there. He felt the energy between them. No surprise there, either. In the dark, she didn’t get a real good look, but he understood she knew he didn’t have a stitch on. 

He’d admired the pink nipples and the firm breasts when he removed her shirt and bra. A grin lifted his lips. The difficulty came when he wrapped her arm against her torso. It took all his willpower to not tease her pink buds. How tight would they get?

Now she’d had a look at him, although not a good one. It seemed only fair. Back on the air mattress against the back door leading to the interior of the old mine, he crawled into his sleeping bag. Thor and Freya lay on either side of his head. The male husky, Tug, lay at his feet and the other three females clustered in a semi-circle around the bottom of the bed. 

His thoughts about the woman caused him to smile. He was an ass, his sister told him so often enough. 

Micha missed her. They wrote since phone calls couldn’t happen. His cell was for emergencies only and didn’t work this far out, anyway. She married the pilot, and when they shipped Kretz to Florida, Micha knew it would be a long damn time before he saw her again. Junie-bug swore they would retire to Alaska. He believed her. Between now and her eventual return, stretched a lot of long years. The rest of the family could go hang. She was the only one who gave a damn about him, and he felt the same. 

All around him, the soft sounds of humans and animals sleeping calmed his nerves somewhat. He gained nothing by dredging up the past. Lane, the woman in his bed, might have enough problems to take his mind off his. As he drifted into sleep, the face of the pilot wandered into his thoughts. He’d got a real good look at the man through the rifle scope. In that instant, he could have taken him out with one shot. 

If any of those three had threatened either Thor or Freya, he would have pulled the trigger. Killing the pilot would have caused the chopper to crash. Then he would have been scrambling to hide shit. Not too difficult with the ammo, since he used a reloading kit and had a small stash of store-bought ammunition. A couple of tunnels in the old mine would work. 

Hiding Thor and Freya wouldn’t be so easy. He had one friend who would keep the animals for him if it became necessary to hide them. The man and his wife had a homestead far off the beaten track. They would help him out if it came to it. 

He held the shot. Maybe he shouldn’t have. Right at that moment, he didn’t understand exactly what was going on. Had he pulled the trigger; the chopper would be nothing more than a lump of aluminum with several dead people in it. 

Now, he felt the same way he did when hunting bears, on edge and sure one of them watched from the cover of brush, downwind. Still, he didn’t have the right to take a life. The knowledge held him back. He’d trained to help people, not kill unless no other avenue stood open. They did no harm to his babies, so he backed off. For now. 

Chapter Five

––––––––
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Thor’s low growl in his ear alerted him. Micha hadn’t zipped the bag and had no trouble tossing it open. After pulling on his pants, he went over to wake the woman. His hand over her mouth jolted her awake. Eyes wide, she stared at him. 

“Something or somebody is about to bother us. Do you want anyone to know you’re okay and in here?”

A violent shake of her head told him all he needed to know. He opened the door to the mine and called Thor and Freya inside. After telling them down and stay, he shut the door and slipped the bar over it. Jamming his feet into his boots, he quick laced them enough to keep them from tripping him up. 

The automatic he grabbed from the cupboard went into the waistband of his jeans in the small of his back. He pulled a vest on and opened the door. The four huskies followed him outside. 

Tug crouched on his forelegs, head lowered, the dog growled. Micha heard them, whoever they were, coming. They made a lot of noise, walking through the brush toward his clearing. Velvet, the female whose weaned pups waited to be released into the fenced yard, took a guard stance on his left side. The other two females ranged themselves out behind him. 

An Alaska State trooper exited the trail first. “You DeLond?”

Micha told the huskies to sit as he glanced at the others behind the trooper. One was the pilot of the helicopter. “I am. What can I do for you? One of my dogs has pups, and I’d appreciate it if the civilians went back down the trail a bit. She doesn’t need to deal with the stress of too many people.”

The trooper turned. “You heard the man. Go back down to the ATVs and
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