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      Two things I’ve loved to read since I was a little girl: dog stories and supernatural stories.

      What a joy it is to combine both and write my own.

      You will also find in this collection some of my other favorite topics: wilderness survival, the secret lives of veterinarians, country life, mysteries, and psychic communication with animals.

      I hope you enjoy these stories as much as I loved writing them. Now let’s go settle in to Nick Falls’s snow-covered cabin in the high mountain wilderness. Enjoy THE RESCUE…

      
        
        ~Robin Brande
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      Nick opened the latch at the front of his wood-burning stove and added more tinder to the firebox. He had already shoveled out the ashes from overnight and laid a new fire first thing, so the cabin was plenty warm, but the coffee wouldn’t boil unless the fire was raging hot, so he kept nursing the flames and feeding them more.

      The wind had been howling since he first woke up and shaking the walls of his one-room cabin. He wasn’t worried. Miners had lived here before he had, and the place was still as solid as it ever was. Snow had been steadily falling for at least the last half hour, soft and puffy flakes at first, wetter and heavier now.

      Avalanche snow. Not the kind of light snow he’d been seeing the past week. Sunny days, freezing nights, thaw-freeze-thaw—put a heavy new layer on top of a weak base like that, and a slab on one of these mountains was bound to break off and go.

      The wind shook the cabin again and the dog groaned contentedly in answer. She scratched at one of her ears with a long hind foot and then settled back into her nap on the old wool rug beside the stove. She looked like a half-grown bear cub with all the thick brown fur she grew even thicker in the winters. It made it so she never seemed to mind the snow no matter how long they were out in it, but as soon as they were back inside she’d lie as close as she could to any fire, and at night whenever Nick shifted on his bed she’d shift right along with him to make sure she kept on getting all of his warmth.

      The water was boiling now, so he added a few scoops of Folgers and tightened the lid back on the pot. He loved that smell: strong dark coffee on a cold morning. Loved the smell of butter melting on the skillet he had heating up right next to it.

      He took out yesterday’s pancake batter from his half-fridge and poured a pool of it onto the steaming skillet. He glanced at the dog, listened for a moment to the soft rumble of her snore, and poured a second small pancake for her.

      The wind was blowing sideways now, and heavy snow hurtled itself against the cabin windows. A gust sent the bucket of cooling ash skittering across the wooden porch, and it made enough of a clatter that Bruna briefly opened one eye.

      “Just a bit,” Nick told her as he flipped over both pancakes. Then true to his word he dropped the finished pancake into her metal bowl and broke it into pieces with his spatula so it would cool faster and wouldn’t burn her mouth.

      Snow and wind blustered over the compound. There were newer cabins across the one-track road, and there were scientists inside them huddling in their long johns and blankets and fleece this and that, maybe worrying about whether they’d get to take all their measurements today, or else grateful for a day off.

      Nick was grateful for the day off, too. A day off from all the yammerers asking him questions or trying to butter him up. “Are you the famous Nick Falls?”

      “I’m Nick Falls,” he’d tell them. “Don’t know about famous.” But he knew what they meant. Knew what they wanted to know.

      They all wanted to hear the story.

      How did he save those people?
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      When you’ve been in a place for fifty years, you know it in ways the day-tourists and the summer grad students and the winter scientists couldn’t possibly understand.

      Know it like you start knowing your own face through its changes, every brown spot, the wrinkles, the way your eyelids sink back deeper into their sockets the older you get. Not handsome, not ugly, just an old stump of a tree out in the woods, something reliable and recognizable, a way to measure your distances across the land.

      And if you know how to be quiet—really deep down quiet, not just silent, holding your words back, but quiet like the bottom of a lake—then eventually you start to hear things.

      Things that aren’t from you.

      You start looking at maps. Tracing the contours with the tips of your fingers, feeling the paper, then when you close your eyes—and you’re quiet—you can feel the bumps of the land underneath the map. The rough rock faces. The soft mosses down in the clefts.

      You can feel the way the land slopes here, how the edge of this map slips over to the next one, and it’s windy over there now, and you can smell the sticky sap of a summer pine.

      Nick had a drawer filled with maps, but that was before he could hear them. Back when they were just paper, just lines, just someone’s idea of how to show what the land looked like.

      Nick was out in that land every day. Taking measurements. Wind speed. Temperature. Rain. Snowfall. Recording when he saw the first robin and the first buds on the aspens in the spring.

      He wanted to know the place. Know it deep. So he started keeping records long ago, just for himself.

      Never dreaming they’d be valuable some day. That they would bring the scientists here all year round, to study the changes, to study his records. To prove what they already suspected about the way the world was going.

      Back in the beginning, fifty years ago when he was twenty-four, Nick was supposed to be just the summer caretaker up here. The handy-man fix-it, whatever the scientists and students who lived in the row of rustic cabins for those few months of summer might need. Mouse trapping. Roof leaks. Nursing the fussy electricity.

      But as the summer yellowed into fall, and the people all left, and the days got shorter and the nights longer, and it was just Nick and the vast mountains and the woods all around him, he found he had no desire to leave anymore. For what? Go back to what? Doing construction, drinking with his crew or drinking alone most nights, trying to find love, good luck with that—there was nothing.

      Whereas here. Everything.

      “You don’t have to pay me any extra,” he told the man who had hired him for just those few months. “I’ll keep the place up all winter. Look after it. Just let me live here for free.”

      It was lonely sometimes that first winter. That was before he got a dog. Now Bruna was the fifth one in a row of the best dogs nature ever made. It always worked out that way, whether he got them from a friend of a friend or off the back of someone’s pickup, Pups4Sale, when he went into town for groceries once a month.

      Or, like with Bruna, a reject from one of the ranches down in the valley. Someone saw her listed in the want ads, under Farm Implements. Ranch dog, $1. They called up Nick, knowing he’d just lost old Blue, and he skied into town the next day, all eight miles, to meet the sonofabitch who would give up such a sweet and affectionate dog because she wasn’t mean enough to herd.

      As soon as they were clear of town traffic and any of the people, Nick slipped the collar off her neck and Bruna had been a free girl ever since. Trotting happily at Nick’s side everywhere he went, as in love with him as he was with her.

      It had been Bruna who woke him up that day. Told him to pay attention.

      It was still dark out. In early February, sunrise didn’t reach the cabin windows until after 7:00. Nick normally got up at 5:00 anyway, just to start the coffee and go back to bed to read.

      But Bruna started whining around 4:00. “It’s damn cold out there,” he told her. He could hear the wind beating against the walls of the cabin. But Bruna didn’t want to go out, she wanted him to listen to her, to pay attention.

      She paced back and forth, her nails clicking against the wood floor.

      Nick clicked on the light and watched her for a minute, wondering what was wrong. He couldn’t hear anything but the wind outside. But maybe Bruna heard some animal. Nick listened harder.

      Bruna sat then, close to the wall, and looked up toward the map hanging there.

      There were maps all over the walls now, finally out of the drawers so that Nick could look at them every day. Contour maps of all the mountains surrounding the science station, showing the land that Nick and Bruna roamed all through the year.

      Bruna kept panting, looking up at the map, whining at Nick.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” he told her.

      Bruna thumped her bushy tail against the wood floor.

      She kept on like that for the next few hours. Through coffee, through pancake breakfast, through Nick checking the gauges and the thermometer and looking through the windows with the binoculars, writing down his notes on all the measurements and the observations he could make from inside the cabin. Delaying going out in the biting cold until the sun was well and truly up.

      As the dark hours of the morning wore on, Bruna got more and more agitated. Pacing, nails click click, whining, coming over to Nick and licking his hand, sitting and thumping her tail.

      He opened the door for her more than once, despite the snow blowing in. But Bruna didn’t try to go out.

      “I don’t know what you want,” Nick kept telling her. “What do you mean?”

      Always she kept looking over toward that map.
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      Over the years, without ever trying, he’d gained a certain respect. Folks knew he was out here every day, every year, always watching and listening and learning.

      A few times—more than a few—he’d fielded calls from Search and Rescue, asking for his help. Asking what he knew of the terrain this person had gone missing in. Asking if he saw any signs of rock falls or mountain lions or other hazards.

      Any new avalanche slides.

      Eventually they outfitted him with a radio so they could contact him in emergencies, and later a satellite phone that Nick got in the habit of carrying in his pack whenever he and Bruna went out to walk or ski the land.

      He’d seen his share of dead bodies. It never got easier.

      And Bruna, she hated it. She mourned about it. Whined and backed up and paced, ears flat.

      “It’s okay, girl,” he’d tell her. “Nothing to be afraid of.”

      Some poor hiker or hunter or skier. It happened.

      But Bruna would never be consoled. If Nick didn’t move her on soon she’d start howling, letting the whole world know that something had gone very, very wrong.

      Then she’d be out of sorts for days, like she took it personally. This person died, on her land. In her territory. She had failed somehow, ranch dog that she still was at heart. Like part of her own herd had been killed.

      But it had been a while since Nick had gotten any calls from Search and Rescue, or accidentally come across a body. Over two years by then. It was a good run.

      But now. Bruna was acting almost the same way. Ears back, pacing, whining.

      Nick didn’t want to believe it, but he was starting to.

      She knew something.

      She sensed something.

      Maybe.

      But to keep looking up at the map? What was that? Did dogs do that? Could they even understand what a map was?

      It couldn’t be. But Nick had seen a lot of things that surprised him in the last fifty years, and so he had learned not to be skeptical if he might learn something new instead.

      Out here in this world, his own world, he found it was better to listen. To go quiet. To watch. And then if he saw or heard something he knew was true, to believe.

      “We’ll go out there,” he told the dog. Nick started putting on all the layers he would need, five of them in total. Bruna thumped her tail, watching him. She could see she had finally gotten through.

      He took his usual winter gear, permanently in his pack: headlamp, emergency kit, an extra layer of clothing, and his avalanche beacon, shovel, and probe.

      If Bruna was right, if she really meant to keep looking at that one particular map, then Nick knew where they had to go.

      They set off.

      It was an area about five miles from the science station, accessible off a road that was closed to winter traffic except snowmobiles.

      Nick and Bruna came at it from the wilderness side, where there were no roads, where no snowshoe or ski had made a print or flattened the snow all winter. It wasn’t a place Nick usually went until after the snow began to thaw. There were too many hidden dips where the dog might punch through, and he had learned with his first dog how hard it was to get them out.

      Now that the sun was out, the day was looking better. The snow wasn’t blowing so hard anymore, but it was still damn cold.

      Bruna started out ahead of him, trudging as best she could through the deep snow, but Nick told her to wait and he skied out past her so she could follow in the track he made.

      After just a few strides, he got into his rhythm and he didn’t have to think about what his skis were doing, he could look around.

      Sunlight glinted off the pure white landscape, sparkling like jewels. Heavy pillows of snow rested on the branches of the spruce and fir. Birds sang, same in the freezing temperatures as in the warmth of summer. There were rabbit prints at the edge of the forest, leading off into the trees.

      Nick knew where the streams and gullies were, beneath the cover of snow, and he steered clear of them to always keep Bruna on solid ground.

      He could hear the dog panting behind him, sometimes whining. She tried to go around him a few times, maybe impatient that he was going too slow, but Nick knew of a dog who broke its leg by falling into too deep of snow, and so he kept out in front of Bruna to make the track safe.

      The snow had stopped falling for now. The wind had quieted down. The morning was brilliantly sunny and cold.

      But the dog was more agitated than ever.

      Finally she ignored his warning and raced out ahead of Nick. He could only pick up the pace and take longer, deeper strides, trying to keep up with her.

      “Bruna!”

      She barked. Not back at Nick, but ahead of her.

      Up on the ridgeline, Nick could see four people. To be where they stood, they must have ridden snowmobiles part of the way, then climbed up the steepest part through the trees on their own.

      Bruna barked. And kept barking. She paced, down here below at the base of the long, steep slope, so far from the people on top, Nick could barely see anything of them except their brightly-colored clothes.

      The first skier took off.

      The other three followed.

      Bruna howled. Howled like she did when they came across dead bodies.

      Nick felt a tingle all along his arms.

      Something told him, but he was slow to believe it.

      Take out the phone. Call them. Call them now.

      Time was the only thing that mattered, in situations like this.

      If this really was a situation.

      Bruna laid back her head and howled again.

      The mountain began to slip.

      Nick fumbled with the clip on his pack. He finally released it from around his waist. He couldn’t take his eyes off the mountain, off the snow, the way the slab was breaking off now, the way the whole mountainside was sliding⁠—

      But he had to find the satellite phone. Had to call. Had to get them coming, now. He was only one man. He needed a whole team. There were four people about to be buried.

      “Bruna, NO!” She was running toward the path of the slide, in danger of being swept up in it just like the skiers. “BRUNA! COME!”

      The dog howled and barked and ran a few more steps forward, but then she came back, thank God she came back, and Nick clutched a handful of her thick fur on the back of her neck, steadying himself, steadying her.

      “Girl, you have to wait. I’m calling. Just wai—” Nick’s voice hitched at the end, because Bruna looked up him then, her deep brown eyes so sad and bewildered, how could this happen? They were too slow! Too late! How could they let this happen?

      “N-Nick Falls,” he said when the dispatcher answered. He gave her his location. “Four skiers. All caught in an avalanche. All of them. Buried.”

      “We’ll get there as soon as
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