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Dedication

 


To my ever-evolving
self.

There’s so much more life
to be lived.

Keep reaching for those
stars and seeking all your dreams!

You can do it, and you
deserve it.

 



Prologue

 


 


A jagged, electric tear ripped across
the Alaskan skies.

Shuddering in fear from the nearby
strike, panic swelled in his chest, constricting his voice, as he
called out for the black Labrador. The ground, slick with rain,
offered little purchase, impossible to gain traction for him to
stand up again. The trail, now a raging torrent of mud and loose
rock, was treacherous even without the added challenge of his
injury.

Everything had happened so quickly.
Their morning had been crisp and cold, but bright with sunshine.
Moss-covered paths, sunbeams casting light and shadows through to
the forest floor. Although their mission was to find a missing
young girl named Abby—work he took seriously—he also couldn’t help
standing in awe of these majestic mountains. Hiking along the
trails; soaking in the beauty all around them.

As the day progressed, the clouds
moved in and the temperatures rapidly dropped. He realized now
that’s when he should have been paying more attention. When they
had the time to set up protective barriers, making sure the team
was on higher ground, away from flood risk. How had everything gone
so wrong, so quickly? The explosion of sound around them happened
suddenly, all before everything went black. That horrible, shrill
sound contrasted with the deafening silence once he’d regained
consciousness.

Now, stretched out on his back in
agony, trying to assess where he was, his eyelids recoiled. He shut
them tight, protecting them from the sheer intensity of each flash.
The storm raged on above him; it had become a symphony of terror.
Every bolt of lightning illuminated the sheer drop to his left. No
one was in sight; where had the others in his group gone? He tried
again, calling out for Shadow.

Despair threatened to engulf him, but
that spark of defiance also flickered within. He couldn’t give up.
Not here. Not now. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he tried
again to stand. Pressing his back against the sticky, wet earth,
slowly scooting himself away from the cliff. A jolt of agony shot
through his arm, his torso, causing him to scream out. He rested
his head on the earth again, feeling a stream of water flow across
the side of his face. How long had he been here? Time seemed to
have lost all meaning as he struggled to move a few
feet.

The storm, a relentless adversary in
this desperate battle for survival, showed no sign of letting up.
Exhaustion gnawed at him; his body screamed in protest. But the
fear of what happened to his rescue team, or what was yet to come,
spurred him to try yet once again. Progress was agonizingly slow,
every movement punctuated by a fresh wave of pain.

The biting wind cut through his wet
clothing. His teeth rattled; his body shivered intensely. He
couldn’t let this be the end. Forcing himself to keep moving,
crawling away from the ledge, he made it a few more feet before
collapsing. With a whoosh of pent-up breath, his face smacked down
into the muck. Darkness enveloped him like a warm
blanket.


CHAPTER ONE

Three months earlier…

 


 


I waved to Greg as he drove his Toyota
Tundra from the driveway. Shadow was in the backseat, with her head
out of the window, happy as could be. I blew them kisses again, and
my heart swelled as I watched them drive away.

I’d known this first day would be the
most difficult, but I hadn’t realized how immediately I’d miss both
of them as I walked back into the hush of an empty house. It would
certainly take some getting used to; probably also didn’t help that
my roommate, Bella Crenshaw, had moved out. I was all alone in the
house, for the first time in over a year. Thankfully, I had work to
occupy my time.

I made my way to the kitchen in the
early morning hours to make my latte.

The scent of it infiltrated my senses
as I stepped out into my backyard. I sat in my swivel chair and
sipped the warm, creamy caffeinated drink, watching for a few
minutes as the sun rose higher in the east, clearing my neighbor’s
roofline and bringing the heat to my face. I couldn’t sit there
long—once the sun rose in the summer months in Arizona, I could
only endure outside activities briefly. My morning runs were now
completed before sunrise from May through October. Not only that,
but today, I had to get to the spa early as well.

For months now, ever since our
attendance at the Mesa Arts and Crafts Festival, my massage therapy
schedule stayed completely full at our day spa. Not only mine, each
of the four therapists’ schedules did as well. My best friend and
business partner, Alexis Johnson, and I couldn’t be prouder of our
business endeavor. Dharma Inspired Day Spa, which we started up in
2020, was thriving. As I finished getting ready for the day, I
thought back to all trials and tribulations we managed our way
through over the past several years. I smiled and took a deep
breath, proud of how we’d come out strong on the other side of each
setback. Things were looking great now.

After six massage sessions that day, I
was exhausted. I flopped down onto the comfortable sofas in our
Serenity Room. Lexi, Bella, and our newest part-time receptionist,
Cody, sat with me and we sipped tea, developing a plan for a girl’s
night.

“JJ is away in Seattle for
at least a week,” Lexi informed us.

I set down my cup, smiling. “Well,
with Joshua away at summer camp and JJ on the road, looks like
we’re both on our own.”

She nodded her head. “So, I say you
all come over to my house. We should see what Sage is up to as
well.”

I grabbed my phone and shot a quick
text over to our friend Sage to see if she wanted to join us. She
quickly confirmed, asking what time and what she could bring. I
wrote back ‘six-thirty and wine’.

Cody piped up. “Sorry,
ladies, Brad and I won’t be able to join the girl fun this week,”
his bottom lip protruded into a pout as he said it. We laughed as
he popped up off the couch, his hands winding up and articulating
wildly, spinning in a pirouette, theatrically presenting the rest
of his explanation. “Brad
got us tickets! We’re going to
Hamilton!” For a moment,
I thought he was going to act out the entire musical right there in
the spa.

Bella giggled at his
antics.

I asked, “How many times
have you seen Hamilton now?”

Hand on his jutted-out hip, he sighed
with exasperation. “I know. I know. We are addicted.”

All three of us laughed when his head
fell forward, acting embarrassed, but then quickly popped right
back up, greeting us with his bright, wide, white-toothed smile.
Cody was model gorgeous, as was his husband, Brad. Both took part
in amateur theater, working day jobs to pay the bills. It was this
couple whom Bella had recently taken up occupancy with and I
couldn’t be happier for these twenty-somethings. Cody and Brad had
quickly become part of our group, adding a whole new dynamic I now
cherished.

It was all set. After I finished my
oolong tea, I washed out my cup and each of us completed the last
of our closing duties before locking the doors. We said goodbye to
Cody and then headed to Lexi’s home nearby. It was strange not
having to consider a boyfriend or my dog at home needing attention.
For now, I embraced it.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Semis, RVs, and large SUVs filled the
road ahead for as far as he could see. His white Toyota Tundra was
one of hundreds making their way through Utah on Interstate 15. The
last time he was on this stretch of highway dated back a full year
when Libby, Lexi, JJ, and he had taken an RV road trip. The same
time when they’d met a kind elderly couple who led the group on
quite an adventure—a treasure hunt, actually.

He smiled and glanced in the rearview
mirror at his black Labrador companion, who sat content on the
backseat, staring out the side window.

“What do you think,
Shadow?” Greg asked, thinking that she hadn’t fully realized how
long she’d be away from her mom. “We’re nearly at our first
stopping place. We’ll call her and let her know we’ve made it to
our hotel.”

Shadow laid down on the
backseat.

Greg glanced at the knapsack on the
seat next to him. He smiled broadly, remembering the scene with
Libby’s mother, Julia Madsen, just a couple of days before. Shaking
his head slightly, he was unsure whether she’d be able to keep his
secret. Julia was a doting mother and grandmother, but one thing
she wasn’t great at was keeping secrets. So why had he thought it
necessary to get her blessing?

Sighing, he turned his head slightly
toward the backseat, but keeping his eyes on the heavy traffic in
front of him. “I guess I’m a traditionalist, huh, Shadow? Since
Libby’s father is no longer with us…”

Naturally, there was no response from
the backseat.

Within the hour, they found
their pet-friendly hotel. After taking her out for some exercise,
he set up Shadow’s kennel inside the room and then ventured out to
find some dinner. Before long, they’d settled back in the room for
the night, and seconds before his phone rang, his heart skipped a
beat. What if she already had figured out his grand scheme? How
would he keep it
secret until they could meet up in Alaska.

“Hello, darling. I already
miss you and I’m barely out of the region yet.”

The sigh was audible. “Hey! It’s so
good to hear your voice. And, it’s sooo strange not having you and
Shadow at home. With Bella gone too, it’s way too quiet. So, how’s
the drive been … that was a long haul today, wasn’t it?”

“It wasn’t bad. At least
not until we reached the Interstate from hell through Utah. I think
it took a little over ten hours.”

“Ugh. I remember that
stretch of highway—not my favorite. Glad you are safe, though.
How’s my girl? Behaving?”

“Perfect road companion.
She’s doing great, but I don’t think she’s figured out yet that
we’re not joining up with you soon. How was work? Bella still happy
with her decision to move in with CB?”

Libby giggled at his nomenclature for
Cody and Brad, but it was easier than saying the two names each
time. “She seems thrilled. You know, I think she’s actually doing
more twenty-something activities now and getting out a bit more.
This was a good move for her. And she’s loving her new job with the
fire department.”

“But she’s still doing work
at the spa, too?” he asked.

“Yep, part-time. Cody has
picked up more hours and ultimately, he’ll be our full-time person
before too much longer. That is, if we can compete with his time at
the theater.”

“Wow, you guys must be
busy, then. I remember when it was difficult keeping Bella fully
employed. I sure hope you’re still able to take some time off in
the fall.” He held the velvet black box in his hand, carefully
opening it to reveal the two-carat princess cut diamond
inside.

“Yeah, me too,” her voice
sounded wistful.

“So tomorrow, we’re up
early and will drive about eight hours to Helena … the next day
into Canada, which we’ll be driving through for at least five days.
Still a long way to go, but I’m looking forward to all of it. The
drive, time to reflect and, of course, the search and rescue
training, along with getting to see such beautiful countryside. As
we talked about, neither of us have ever been to Alaska … or
Canada, for that matter. I’m really looking forward to when you get
to join me here.”

“Oh, that reminds me! Mom
has it all set up now. I’m included on their itinerary for the
cruise and land portions of their tour. She is super excited—I
guess that’s why she’s acting strange.”

Greg’s heart skipped a beat when she
mentioned her mother. Libby joining Julia and her friend, Margie,
on the cruise was all part of the plan to get his girlfriend to
Alaska. After Julia suffered a head injury at the spring festival,
Libby became especially protective of her mother. She hounded the
doctor at her appointments, asking whether it was safe for her
mother to travel that far. He knew then that the only way he would
get Libby to relax was to convince Julia to persuade her to join
them on the cruise. It worked.

“Wait, what do you mean by
‘acting strange’? Her doctors are still happy with her progress
from the TBI, right?”

“Oh yeah, she’s doing
great. No, she’s so smiley and happy—giddy, actually.”

“And that’s strange?” he
asked. “She’s always been upbeat since I’ve met her.”

“Oddly so.”

Libby updated Greg on all the
happenings at home. “Sage reported all’s well next door at your new
property. As mentioned, Bella is a little overwhelmed by her new
EMT job, but she loves it. You already know that JJ is on an
assignment in Seattle and Joshua is thriving at the youth theater
summer camp.”

“Well, doesn’t sound much
different from when I left just over twelve hours ago, then,” he
laughed sarcastically. “Listen, sweetie, it’s late and I’ve got to
get some sleep. I love you and I’ll check in tomorrow night when we
get to Helena.”

As soon as he hung up the phone, he
questioned again what he was doing leaving Arizona for so long.
This three-month course would provide excellent credentials for his
forest service employment, but was it worth going all the way to
Alaska to accomplish that? Everything he’d been told indicated that
to be true. His heart questioned whether he could have obtained
similar certificates closer to home, though. For now, he’d have to
trust his decision.

Shadow nosed open her crate door,
crawled in, and curled up for sleep.


CHAPTER THREE

 


 


Greg and Shadow had been traveling for
nearly a week before I became accustomed to being the only one in
the house at night. That night on the phone was also the first time
I worried about my beloved travelers. Although I couldn’t pinpoint
the specific threat, my intuitive brain had been sending signals
day after day. That’s when I felt sure I was going crazy; trying to
ignore it, I dove more into my work.

After work one evening, I stopped over
at my mom’s house. My sister Jordan and her family were there. Her
teen daughters, Apple and Annie, flanked my sides on Grandma’s
floral ‘70s sofa, and filled me in on all their activities. Apple
was highly involved in dancing and had been busy with rehearsals
for an upcoming performance. Annie, the studious one, was preparing
for her school’s debate team competition, which would take place in
the fall, as soon as school resumed. I was astonished to learn that
they started back to school in early August and that the debate
team was already preparing. I swore when I was a kid, there were
more summer break months than there are now. There probably were.
So much had changed since I was a kid.

Jordan’s boys, Chase and Ryan, were
quietly sitting and had said very little. That was highly unusual
for Chase, anyway. He was nearly six and always on the go. When
Jordan explained he’d been at the trampoline park most of the day
with friends, it explained a lot. Ryan was a sweet boy—two years
old, and he hadn’t seemed to reach the terrible stage yet. From
birth, he always had a quiet temperament and gentle demeanor. If I
was going to have kids, I’d prefer one just like Ryan. He seemed
easy. Too bad it doesn’t actually work that way. And, fortunately,
I don’t want kids. I have plenty of nieces and nephews to fill that
void, thank you very much.

Mom asked for help to set the table
and bring out the hot dishes. “Libby, have you started packing for
our journey?” Jordan walked into the dining room at that moment and
I hadn’t missed the look she gave both of us. Jealousy?

“Mom, there’s plenty of
time. There are still over a couple months before our flight to
Fairbanks.”

“How long is your trip,
anyway?” Jordan asked us.

“Roughly ten days,” Mom
explained. “We do a land tour for three days—that starts in
Fairbanks. Then we get on the cruise ship and sail back to
Vancouver.” Her smile widened and her eyes sparkled. “That’s where
Libby will meet up with Greg!” she teased, patting my arm before
turning back into the kitchen.

Jordan’s and my eyes curiously
followed our departing mother, before we looked at each other and
shrugged.

My sister asked, “Is she being weird?
Or is it just me?”

I laughed. “She’s been acting goofy.
So unlike herself. Do you think it was the hit to the
noggin?”

Jordan shrugged, moving out of Julia’s
way.

She plowed through the doorway with
the same wily smile. “Here’s the casserole. Come on, kids! It’s
time to eat!” she hollered in a sing-songy way.

We crowded around the dining table,
said grace, and then served our plates. Tonight, it looked like we
were in for her famous spaghetti and meatball casserole, salad, a
Jello mold, and garlic bread. I suppose I was so used to there
always being a Jello dish somehow incorporated into every meal that
it hadn’t seemed a strange accoutrement for an Italian-inspired
menu. Tonight’s version was a green gelatin with shredded carrot
and raisins. A true classic from my childhood.

“Make sure you pack a fancy
dress.” Mom directed her statement at me.

Looking bewildered, I asked,
“Why?”

“Well, one night we will
sit at the captain’s table,” she stated
matter-of-factly.

“Do I have to?” Certainly, it wasn’t
mandatory, I considered. The look that came from the other end of
the table told me I was wrong. I nodded as I tried picturing where
my little black dress was in my closet. Did
I still own a dress?

Jordan asked us details about the
itinerary, clearly concerned about our mother’s capabilities for
the venture we were going on. Stabbing at another piece of
meatball, I listened to the detailed plans, according to Julia. Her
face lit up when mentioning the lodge at Denali where we’d be
staying. And another highlight she looked forward to was a train
ride from our land excursion to catch the ship near Anchorage. My
heart fluttered a bit when realizing that we’d be so close to Greg
at that point, but since he’d still be in training, we’d have to
meet up later. If mom hadn’t had her fall, and Greg and Shadow
weren’t so scheduled with the SAR training, I’d just as soon stay
with them in Anchorage and drive back home with them. However, it
was important that I stuck close to mom on this trip.

As she spoke about our final stop in
Vancouver, Canada, I saw it again. The sly grin on her face,
followed by a bright smile, making her sparkling eyes dance. She
sure was looking forward to every aspect of this trip. I’d never
seen her so excited, but it made my heart happy. Maybe she’s taking
a new outlook on life after her accident? I don’t know, but I was
grateful I’d get to share this time with her.

In the meantime, thank goodness I had
plenty of time to sort my schedule out at the spa, and apparently
shop for some cruising clothes. It’d been so long that I required
anything except athletic wear for my daily activities—whether work,
running, hiking, or the RV trips we went on. Those only required
casual attire.

 


Later that night, my phone rang just
as I’d shut down lights throughout the house and made my way to the
bedroom for the night. It’d only been a week, but we certainly had
a routine, around which I centered my days.

“You sound more tired than
usual tonight. I’ll be relieved once you finally arrive in
Anchorage in a few days.”

“Yes, you and I both. The
last two days have been interesting driving, and Shadow is a
trooper—she’s doing great.”

“Awww, I sure miss her.
Miss you both! What do you mean by ‘interesting driving’? How?
Sounds like a story there…”

Hesitating before launching into his
story, he cautiously began. “I guess there’s some kind of protest
going on here in Canada. We’ve seen some interesting characters. In
fact, there’s one couple we keep running into.”

“What type of
protest?”

“I’m not sure yet.
Yesterday, I thought it was strange to see numerous large, lifted
trucks with American flags. I mean, we’re in Canada, so I’m really
unsure what that’s about, but we ran into a couple roadblocks,
which stalled our progress. Today, there were more cars on the road
than we’d been used to—we’re near the Watson Lake area. Small place
and not much going on around this town, so it seems out of
place.”

“Hmm. And what about the
couple?”

“Oh, a young lady and, I’m
guessing, an older boyfriend. Not elderly by any means, don’t get
me wrong. Maybe five years older or so … late twenties or early
thirties, perhaps? Grungy look—you know, like what was the big rage
in the ‘90s. Maybe they’re traveling here from Seattle?”

“But they have caused no
problems, right? Just people you’ve noticed along the
way?”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m sure
they’re a traveling young couple. It only strikes me as odd when
there are hundreds of miles of country, so much space, and we keep
seeing the same people. Maybe I’m just becoming older and more
paranoid?”

I giggled. Greg old—that’s hilarious.
He was only forty, extremely physically fit from his forestry work,
and also youthful in spirit. From what I’d known of this man, for
more than a year now, he hardly worried at all. Paranoid?
No.

After a couple more yawns heard over
the phone, I decided he needed his sleep. We called it a night, and
he promised to check in again tomorrow night. I hung up and laid
there in the dark staring at the ceiling. There was something he
wasn’t telling me as he minimized the details about the protest
blockade and the young couple. It took a while to settle my mind,
but I was determined to quiz him a little more on our next
call.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


Leaving Shadow in the room while he
loaded his truck, he stepped out into the frigid morning air. In
the parking lot of the small roadside motel, he noticed four older
trucks, all with American flags on poles on both sides of the
tailgate. NRA member stickers in the windows made sense when he
also saw their gun racks. At the exact time he reached for the
office door handle, a large man wearing red plaid, worn jeans, work
boots, and a camouflage hunting jacket threw open the door and
nearly bowled him over.

Greg jumped to the side as the man
with long, bushy brown hair and equally unkempt beard towered over
him. The guy had to be six-foot-seven, and at least two hundred and
fifty pounds, if not more.

“Excuse me,” Greg politely
said, reaching for the door as it closed.

The man grumbled, pulled his black
knit hat down over his ears, and then proceeded toward one of the
smaller vehicles in the lot. A young lady joined him at the back of
their SUV. Greg noticed she had a long bright red braided ponytail,
extending beneath a bright yellow beanie, which rested near the
brown belt on her tattered jeans. She impatiently motioned for her
man to open the hatchback and then threw in her khaki-colored
backpack when he did.

Greg recognized the lady with the
yellow knit hat from the motel the night prior. He tried to
remember what insignia was on that hat—some type of sports team,
maybe. Shaking those thoughts, he continued to the desk to check
out, trying to get the attention of the lady who had her hands
full. Finally, it was his turn; he flashed her his model-gorgeous
smile.

“I hadn’t expected these
parts to be so busy. What’s going on in town?” he asked.

“Oh, Watson Lake’s season
is over … this is unusual. There’s something going on up in
Anchorage, I suppose. Between the oil pipelines and
environmentalists, we seem to see all types when America’s politics
fester over onto us.”

Greg handed her his credit card and
signed the slip when asked.

“What brings you to town?”
she asked. “You’re not part of all that?” Her hand waved around
toward the window, where they both turned their heads to witness
about six trucks all lined up, revving their engines, and then
slowly pulling out.

“Oh, no. I’m headed to
Anchorage on other business. Search and rescue.”

“Wow. Who’s missing this
time? Seems like summer tourists are always getting lost in the
mountains—especially when they don’t realize how short our summers
really are. Here, and in Alaska.”

“Well, my dog and I are
actually attending a world-renowned training facility there to help
with those future rescues.” Greg decided Shadow would soon enough
be classified as his. No need to explain to this clerk.

“That’s mighty fine, sir.
Much needed, that’s for sure.” She stapled the credit card receipt
to his bill and then handed it to him. “Be careful out there. These
agitators have been making trouble everywhere. Don’t get caught up
in their mess.”

“Thank you. Don’t
worry—I’ll stick to my business and stay out of theirs.” He
chuckled as he folded the paper, stuck it in his shirt pocket, and
zipped up his jacket before turning toward the door. He looked
back. “Take care now.”

 


A few hours down the road, near the
small town of Jake’s Corner, he wasn’t chuckling anymore about the
motel clerk’s warning. Traffic slowed to a stop and after twenty
minutes of no forward progress, he turned off the engine and
stepped out to see what the holdup was, asking Shadow to sit
tight.

Several vehicles in front of him had
the same idea. He stepped up to two older couples having a
conversation. They apparently were traveling in a Class-C RV parked
off to the side of the road several car lengths ahead.

“Any idea what the trouble
is ahead? Sure hope no one is hurt,” Greg asked a kind-looking
gentleman.

“Another driver said he
heard it was some sort of protest. They’ve blocked the bridge ahead
at Teslin Lake. No way around other than that.”

Just behind Greg’s truck, a hefty
Dodge pulling a small horse trailer slowly came to a stop. Greg’s
attention diverted to it when he heard yips and barks, thinking it
was Shadow. She was calmly sitting in the front passenger seat,
staring directly at him.

“Excuse me, I’m gonna check
on my dog.”

As he approached his truck, he
realized the excitable dog sounds were coming from the trailer that
had just parked. A man and woman made their way out of the cab.
Both appeared to be of similar age—Greg estimated somewhere in
their late thirties, or early forties.

“What’s going on?” the man
shouted.

“Not sure. Rumor has it
there are some pipeline protesters.”

He nodded and approached Greg with his
hand jutted out for a handshake. “Neil Brown. Coming up behind me,
that’s my girlfriend, Sky.”

He noticed they looked very similar to
the couple back at the motel. “I’m Greg Lawson. Nice to meet you
both.” He reached out and shook both of their hands. “Are you from
around here?”

They both nodded. “Well, not Canada,
but we’re on our way back home to Alaska.”

“Whereabouts?”

“This week, we’re headed to
Anchorage. But our Alaska home is in Skagway. Are you visiting
Canada? Or?”

“Headed to Anchorage as
well. My girl,” he tilted his head at the eager black Labrador in
the driver’s seat just behind his head, “Shadow and I are headed to
a SAR training facility.”

Sky’s face contorted. “Been there
before?”

“Nope, first time. I’m a
forest ranger down in Arizona. They’ve sent me for some training up
here and the owner met Shadow some months back when he was visiting
Arizona. He suggested we try her out as a rescue pup.”

“We?” Neil asked, looking
around.

“Oh, my girlfriend, Libby,
and me. She’s back at home.” Greg’s gaze met Sky’s again. “Have you
heard of the training facility—seems like you may have?”

“Nope.”

“Sounds like you have some
pups yourself over there,” he pointed to their trailer, noticing
for the first time the insignia on the side of the trailer. It
read: Slushy Mushers.

Neil nodded. “We’re mushers. Always
training for the next race. This lot here we’re transporting for
another team actually. They’re young ones and have a ways to
go—worked with a trainer we know down in Minnesota for the summer,
but now they’re headed to Anchorage.”

Sky’s boot scooted the asphalt rock
aside, digging at the side of the road. She looked up. “You sure
those aren’t ASPCA protesters up ahead?”

Greg pointed to the RV and the small
group that had gathered behind it. “Only know what they told me.
They mentioned someone farther ahead told them they heard it was
about a gas pipeline.”

“Huh,” she mumbled,
continuing to distract herself by moving earth with the toe of her
shoe. “Seems people need to get much more upset over stolen pups
than pipelines and such.”

Greg questioned, “Is that a problem
around here?”

She scoffed. “You betcha. Mushers from
all over the area have been battling with these activists who seem
to think they can provide a better life for the
huskies.”

“I had no idea that was a
thing.”

Neil hesitated, then added, “All
summer there have been issues with activists of all kinds. Seems
like you can’t go anywhere these days without offending
someone.”

The sound of engines firing up got
their attention, and they looked ahead.

Greg made the first move. “Looks like
we might be on the move again now. Hey, it was really nice to meet
you! Travel safe.”

Shadow bounced back into the passenger
seat when Greg opened the door. After a minute, the vehicles
crawled along. Several minutes later, they were once again
maintaining highway speed and finally making progress.

As he approached Teslin Lake, Greg
looked around. No sign of a blockade anywhere. He shrugged it off,
reached over to twist the dial, turning the volume up on his
country playlist. Shadow settled back into her seat and was soon
snoring again.

It wasn’t long before this peaceful
existence would be destroyed.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


 


I dusted myself off as I rose to stand
again. Apparently, I can no longer blame Shadow for my clumsiness.
I turned my right ankle a couple of times to make sure it wasn’t
injured, then I put some weight on it again and started walking. No
problem. After walking a little, I jogged the rest of the way home.
Stupid desert terrain got me every time, and I thought it was
Shadow who always tipped me off balance or tripped me up. My heart
swelled as I missed my pup on my morning run.

As I rounded the corner of my
neighborhood, I realized I’d been distracted when I tripped; my
mind constantly replaying the conversations I’d been having with
Greg each evening. I was more than grateful they’d arrived in
Anchorage safely at last, but the harrowing tale of their last two
days’ journey nearly had me on a plane to join them early. The loop
started again in my head…

Greg’s anger poured out. “You should
have seen them, Libby. Huge lifted trucks barreling down on me. One
truck started to pass us, and another truck was right on my bumper,
so when the guy beside me held the same speed and wouldn’t actually
pass, we were trapped! It was insane!”

“Oh jeez! What did you do?
How did you get out of that?” My heart raced, wondering what I’d do
in the same situation.

“Honestly, I held
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