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I was working away on the ending of book two and thought I had it all lined out in my head—who, what, where, when and why. Then along came bad boy Don Dick, AKA Ralph Unger. “I don’t want to die alone out in the damn Gulf of Alaska. Why can’t I have a happy ending? Okay, I’ve been an ass, but people can change; I need a second chance, I’m due for a little good luck. Come on, do right by me here. Please. You know I’m way more fun than the wimpy kid. Promise, you give me the girl and the yacht, I’ll treat ‘em both right. It’s only fair.”

All right already. Don Dick, you get your wish. Bad boys can whine so well. LOL. Cherime. 
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Chapter One
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A full night and another day later, bailing the raft became job one for Ralph. He had to get the water out of the boat. The high seas were making staying afloat almost impossible. He didn't bother cursing the situation he found himself in. His own fantastic plan had put him out in the gulf in the middle of a storm with no EPIRB. 

He had a damn backpack overloaded with gold and no way to get rescued to use it. Instead of keeping a tight hold on the beacon which would tell the Coast Guard where to find him, he’d kept the gold close. 

If he'd paid attention to the old cabin cruiser in the first place, he might have caught the short circuit. Attention focused on getting to the gold-bearing stream without alerting the Feds, he’d ignored the condition of his boat. 

Any pre-teen kid in Southeast Alaska understood if you meant to stay alive on the water, looking after the boat had to be a priority. But no. He didn't bother because his marvelous plan involved sinking the thing as soon as he returned with the gold. 

Instead the boat took the initiative and tried to kill his ass. Whether or not it succeeded remained to be seen. As the day wore on, the odds went in the boat's favor. 

He didn't have the water he packed or a damn thing else other than oars, the line he'd attached to the raft, and an old empty gallon plastic jug to bail with. 

Oh, and gold. He had close to seven grand in nuggets of varying sizes. Would he live to spend it, or would it wind up at the bottom of the Gulf of Alaska? That depended on several things none of which he had any control over. 

Another wave lifted the life raft and some of the crest slopped over into the craft. He bailed like a madman again until, arms aching, he lowered the jug to the floor of the boat and sighed. 

Exhausted, he needed to sleep. But if he closed his eyes, the possibility of waking again sat at a fat zero. When another wave sloshed over into the raft, if he didn't bail like hell, it would sink. The weight of the gold would drag the little rubber boat straight to the bottom.

His stepdad would have taken a swing at his head for not sticking the damn EPIRB in the backpack. The instant he caught the scent of burning wires, it should have been his first move. It wasn't.

The top of another wave threatened to crash over him. At the last minute, the little raft slewed to the side and the wall of water that would have taken him to the bottom of the sea slid away. Some of the water found its way inside the raft and he had to bail again. Ralph couldn't decide if not seeing the raging ocean or seeing the waves coming at him would be the worst. 

He realized he had drifted out into the Gulf as he worked to bail as much water out as possible. When his thoughts turned to Unger again and how disgusted the old man would be with him, another thought had him closing his eyes for a moment. Ralph shook his head. 

All the things the old man had beat into him, both physically and verbally, had rolled over him as the waves were now. Unger's paranoia and fear had drowned out the earlier things his mother tried to teach him. Unger would have said his stupidity and weakness brought him to this point. She would have said he brought this on himself by his actions. Who would have been correct? His mother or Unger?

When another load of water splashed into the boat, he scooped it up and tossed it back over the side. The entire time, his brain sought to recover the things she said which Unger had worked so hard to erase. 

Greasy and the other old boys in Wrangell befriended him. When he came looking for a place to hide out, he’d found one and they helped him find the old cabin cruiser so he bought them booze and snacks. The amount of work they put in on the tub to help him get out of Wrangell had been a lot for five old retired guys. 

A couple of twelve-packs and a few beers in the bar weren't enough to buy their help and friendship. Unger would have thought so. His mother would have disagreed. The little raft slipped to the side again and he breathed a prayer of thanks. 

When this was over, if he somehow lived through it, Ralph Unger would die right along with Nate Dick. Much as he hated the name Donald Dick, Don Dick would turn up in Seldovia Village. 

Ralph Unger had been a crazy bastard and Don decided he didn't want to use his stepdad's name again ever. Never. His goal now was to live through the night and get back to the Seldovia Sandy with the permits to fish in hand. 

He was done. All his plots and plans hadn't done him much good. It was time to try things his mother's way and that meant cleaning up his act. He'd caused Tore Olson enough grief. When he looked at it with a clear head, and left his wounded pride out of the thing, all the man did was buy a boat. He planned to buy it himself, but didn't get back to the seller soon enough. That was on him, not Olson. 

Worse, he could have gone back a few times and panned gold. Poaching other people's fish and pots came under the heading of revenge. 

The gold he panned, the nuggets sitting in his backpack were illegal—stolen—but he took it from the Feds, off Federal land. That didn't deprive a regular dude of anything. Justification, sure. He supposed the term “victimless crime” applied. 

When he stole the pots and the fish inside them and then destroyed the gear, there sure as hell was a victim. Along with that, if you factored in Olson's broken leg... Olson had been hurt. 

With a crash, more water flooded the boat. It seemed he was in the middle of what his mother referred to as a “come to Jesus” moment. Arms aching, he furiously bailed the boat out again. 

Beneath the cloud cover, the sun finally appeared long enough to vanish below the horizon. After a long time, the waves seemed to diminish. Not as much water found its way into the small raft through the cover. The entire thing was old and should have been replaced at least five years before. Whoever owned the Ginny Too hadn't bothered with upkeep much. 

Apparently he had dropped off at some point, but a direct hit of cold seawater in the face woke him. Just as well. It was time to stick his head out to survey the area. He needed to keep a lookout for boats; they probably wouldn't see him unless he did something to draw attention. 

The clouds were going to burn off. He figured it would be a beautiful day. At about the same time the sky slowly lightened, movement caught his eye. He stood and tried to get a better look. 

"Sails?" Don muttered. "What the hell is a sailboat doing out in this?" 

Without binoculars, he couldn't see if anyone was on deck. It had one sail up and the vessel seemed to be quartering his course. If he could make a few adjustments with the oars...

As the sun rose, he and the boat met and the rubber raft bounced back from the hull. Don couldn't see anything easy to grab. He screamed at the top of his lungs, but no one appeared. The raft slid toward the stern. 

This would be the last chance he had to stay alive. His fingertips found the cable attached to the heavily sloping stern and bolted to the hull. After passing a line around the stanchion, he hung on, picked up one of the plastic oars and began to beat on the boat. 

Don prayed the crew hadn't washed overboard in the storm. Someone should be steering. Autopilot. The thought turned his blood to ice. He'd need to gather enough strength to somehow work his way... 

A woman stared over the stern at him.

"Lady, get the captain, please. You've got to get me out of here. I'm dying for a drink and this is damn uncomfortable."

She shook her tousled head and stared at him for a moment. "I'm the captain. I'll rig something in a minute. But stop beating on the hull. You'll need to come amidships. I'll throw you a line so you don't drift off. Hang tight."

"Are you the only one on there?" He yelled as she turned away. 

"Yeah. Now shut the hell up and let me get this taken care of. I didn't sleep through that damn storm and you woke me. I'm not in the best of moods."

Don lowered the oar into the life raft and stared at the stern of the boat he clung to. She might not be in the best of moods, but neither was he. He heaved a sigh of relief. This time he wasn't going to die in the damn Gulf of Alaska after all. 
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Olivia pulled a spare line out from beneath the bench and secured it to the cleat before tossing the coil into the raft. "Grab hold and come around amidships. I'll hoist you and the raft up with the boom. I can't move the boom up more than a quarter of the mast's height. That would mess with the center of balance."

She couldn't see much of the man's face as he had on a survival suit. He caught the rope with one hand and still kept his stranglehold on the backstay. "You have to let go of the stanchion and I'll bring the line around."

"You got the damn line cleated?"

"Listen, you infuriating jerk, I brought this ship up from Hawaii and through that storm. I'm not an idiot."

"Sorry! It's my life on the line here, cut me some slack."

"All right. I suppose you've got cause to be touchy."

"If you lean over some, can you take my backpack on board first? I can't lose it."

"Gee, you want a lot of shit." Olivia leaned over and looked into the raft. "You've got the cleated line. Tie off and put the line on the backpack. I'll pull it up."

He let go of the rope he had been using and glanced down at the backpack. Olivia could have sworn he patted it. "You won't drop the thing? It's heavy, weighs a ton."

"Why the hell did you haul it along if it's that big a drag?"

"Everything I own is in there. Just be careful, okay?"

"Yeah, yeah. Let's get this show on the road. I got blown off course and need to get below and find out where I am and how to get to where I need to be."

After he fastened the rope to the shoulder straps and made a check to be sure it was closed, the man tossed the rope up to her. "Remember, that's heavy."

"Crud, dude. You weren't kidding. What the hell you got in here? Gold bars?"

When his lips flattened and he glared at her, Olivia stopped pulling for a minute. "Maybe I should leave you in there and tow you along. I don't know who you are and I'm not ready to get my boat hijacked."

"My name's Don, Don Dick. No need to crack the jokes, okay? My damn cabin cruiser went down in Clarence Strait and I drifted out on the current into the Gulf of Alaska. That's where you're at right now. Somewhere east of Kodiak Island. I can give you the name of a friend or two in Seldovia. If you have a satellite phone, you can call and they'll vouch for me."

After she took a deep breath, Olivia began pulling the backpack up on deck. She dropped it and nodded at Don. "Okay. Since there's only you, I'll assume this isn't a pirate operation."

"Not hardly."

With the baggage dealt with, Olivia moved the raft by hauling the line around and securing it off to the midships fitting. He waited quietly as she fed the rope ladder down. "Come on up and we'll bring the raft on board. Although it's in pretty ratty condition."

"Maybe. I'll still be able to use it on my fishing boat. You can never have too many life rafts out here."

Olivia reached down to give him a hand as he slid under the safety line. On his back, still in the survival suit, Don closed his dark eyes. "Give me a second and I'll help you get the thing up here. We should probably collapse it. I'll have to get the inflation cartridge recharged."

"Seldovia is in Kachemak Bay, right?"

"Yep." He rolled to his side and pushed up to a standing position. "Jesus! I'm stiff as a board. How do you want to do this?"

She unlashed the boom crutch from the bottom of the overturned dinghy, turned and handed it to the man. "I'm gonna winch it up using the boom. When you're by yourself, it’s always a good thing to know a few tricks just in case."

They brought up the raft and Don almost collapsed in the cockpit as she returned the boom back to its original function. Olivia took his arm and helped him down into the cabin. 

Without a word, she handed him a bottled water. The man gave her a nod as he uncapped the small container and took a swallow. Don's dark eyes closed and he held the liquid in his mouth for a little while before swallowing. 

She made her way to the navigation counter and pulled up the electronic chart. A noise had her glancing at her visitor from the corner of one eye. He was removing the suit. That made perfect sense to Olivia. He'd been in it for a long time. 

Her attention back on the chart, Olivia started when his voice came over her left shoulder. "Jesus, did I drift a long damn way! That's almost a couple of hundred miles."

"Humm. That means I'm roughly five hundred off course. That is a long way. How long were you in the water?"

His hand landed on her shoulder. "The whole thing went to hell a bit before sunset. Although it's hard to tell in the strait 'cause it's narrow and hemmed in by mountains. It's close to noon, so I'd estimate forty hours, give or take a couple."

"Then I'd guess I went off course well before I thought I did." She sighed. "Damn it! I thought I was paying attention."

"From Hawaii? Shit... that's..."

"Don't you dare say anything about sailing backward. I don't want to hear any shit."

"Hey." Don's hands on both her shoulders exerted pressure and she had to turn to face him. "Why would I say something like that? What's it supposed to mean anyhow?"

She felt her face get hot and the tops of her ears tingled. "Sorry." Her eyes focused on the T-shirt in front of her. Olivia stared at the hollow of his throat. With the survival suit off, he wasn't as bulky. Long dark hair brushed his shoulders.

Olivia took a deep breath and a step back. "My sister and her husband are first class jerks, both of them. He started the shit about sailing home to Alaska was sailing backward because Alaska is a backward hick state unlike his roach and vermin infested paradise."

"Well, can't say as I've ever heard Hawaii described in those terms before. You don't like being warm all the time and living in perpetual greenery?"

"Oh, it's all right." Olivia turned away and wrote the new course on her hand. "I don't like taking electronics on deck." She grinned at his raised eyebrow. "I've lost my share of cell phones to Poseidon. I don't feel like risking another one, but I'm not sure if the one I have will work in Homer."

"So, Homer is home?"

"Yeah. It sure is and I haven't been home in years. If they could have stopped me, they would have. But I'm of age and Dad left the Bay Babe to me, free and clear. The house is another story. I've got to find a job as soon as my feet hit land. My stash was enough to get here, but not enough to pay the land taxes. Nat and Rod refused to pay another dime. They figured to force me to sell the Babe and the house. Nope. I came back and those two aren't going to bother to come after me either."

Don smiled at her and took a step back. "Good for you. But you should go get the course correction made. You're using an autopilot?"

"Sorry again. You can make a sandwich or two. There's canned lunchmeat in the pantry and bread in the fridge. Yep, I need to get this done. I've got an autopilot; I'll show you everything after you catch a nap."

"Okay. You want something?"

"No. I'm good." As she hurried away, he spoke behind her. 

"I'll relieve you later, if you like."

Maybe it wouldn't be so bad having Don around. She stifled a giggle when she thought of his last name. Who in the world named a kid Don Dick? That was so wrong. 
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Something else is how he would describe the captain of the Bay Babe. Don smiled. Her wide-eyed look on hearing his name, the one he planned to use now, didn't put his back up at all. A new occurrence for him. 

The table had been converted into a bed and he understood why. She sailed all alone up here. Girl's got brass balls. 

Rather than get into her personal space, he opened the sleeping bag all the way and draped the outside over his body. He didn't need food yet, but a few hours’ sleep would help his outlook. The motion of the sailboat through the water didn't correspond to the slamming and banging his fishing boat did. 

Lying next to the hull, a swish of water racing past the boat was all he heard. It relaxed him and before he knew it, he was out. When he woke next, eyes and ears alert and up on one elbow, he glanced around trying to discover what changed. 

The vessel no longer slid through the water as it had. That meant the weather conditions had changed. The girl said he woke her when he banged on the hull. Had she fallen asleep on watch?

Don flipped the bag aside and bent to pull on his boots. Without a jacket it would be cold on deck but he wasn't going to struggle into the suit again. Maybe she had something he could use, but right now, it was imperative he get topside.

When he opened the hatch, the first thing he saw was the girl. At that moment he realized he didn't know her name. She stood behind the big wheel almost dwarfed by it. "Hey, Captain," he stepped out of the cabin and ducked to make sure he cleared the boom. "What do I call you? Beside captain?"

Her face looked a little gray in the full light of day. The woman must be exhausted, but she smiled when she glanced his way before putting her attention back on the ship. 

"I'm Olivia, Ole to my friends. Since I rescued your ass, I'll allow you to use Ole."

"Something woke me. What changed? And hey, it's not like I'm some greenhorn. Being captain of a fishing boat can't be so different. I can take over if you show me what to do."

She shook her head. A wide grin split her wind-burned face. "Ain't that easy. It's way different and I don't have enough fuel in the tank to let you motor along. So it's sail the Babe back to the entrance to Cook Inlet."

He knew better than to bounce his behind up there and attempt to barge in. She got the ship here all on her own, he respected that. "I can try, if you show me. You need to get some shut-eye. Your eyes look red as hell."

"You're cute too! Okay, yeah, I need a nap. Come here. I figure you can read a compass, not that it's that much good this far north. This is a big ocean and we should be okay for a couple of hours."

He slid off the seat and took up a position right behind her. "That heading could be off a few degrees due to deviation."

"Compass deviation isn’t the biggie here. The sail trim and such are far more important. The reason the motion of the Babe changed is because I changed tacks. We can't just sail into the wind; we have to make a zig-zag course to sail back to where we need to go. The wind was out of the west-southwest for most of the storm. I put up the storm jib and got just enough steerageway to keep going in one direction and not get blown all over hell."

"I notice you changed sails. I would have helped."

"No problem, I handled it. Here's the thing you need to know. Right now, if nothing changes, wind being the most important, keep it on this course and we're good. If the wind changes direction, even a tiny bit, I want you to use this line here, and that one to release the sail trim a little. What we're doing right now is called 'beating' upwind and we're sailing close-hauled. If we get too close to the edge, the sails will start to flap. Too far to the other direction and she could wear around on you. I didn't want to make the tacks quite so long but if you keep her pulling as she is now, I can get at least an hour."

"Pulling?"

"Drawing is another term. But if the wind moves much in any direction and the sails aren't trimmed correctly, we risk capsizing or breaking something with a massive jibe."

"Okay, you scared me. I get the picture. This is a hell of a lot different."

"It is. Now," Ole moved the wheel and nodded toward the sail. "See the flapping? Not good. If I move the wheel slightly, it stops. Too much the other direction... you feel the motion of the boat? That's dangerous. Move the wheel back into the sweet spot. But if the wind moves too much the sails must be trimmed. You release the sails until they are flapping, no longer drawing. For God's sake don't let the sails take the lines all the way to the end. That will screw us good. Just slack off a little and scream at me. Got it?"

"Yes, ma'am, Captain. I'll keep her like it is right now. You get an hour and then I'll call you."

"Excellent. Put one hand on the wheel and steady as she goes." When the steering was under his control, Ole stretched and stifled a yawn. "An hour, no longer."

Don gave her a short salute and the woman turned to go back inside. Before she closed the hatch, Ole tossed a jacket his way. 

"Do I need to come back out and hold the wheel or can you manage?" 

"Thanks. Much appreciated. I'll get it on, you get some rest."

The hatch closed and he found himself in a world he'd never realized existed. When he moved the wheel slightly to test what she'd said, he felt the motion of the boat slow as the sails lost the wind. 

A tiny movement to the port side and the Babe strained against the sails. Don understood how that could go bad quickly. With the boat held in the sweet spot, he took the time to feel it all—the wind, the vessel's motion and the incredible lack of noise. 

The wind caused the tight cables holding the mast in position to sing. A hiss accompanied the movement of the hull through the water. He had spent most of his life on the water and never experienced the ocean in this form. 

There was time to think. He began to plan. The first thing he needed to do was find a gold buyer. They didn't ask a bunch of questions. All he needed to do was open the pack and display his find. After the sale, he'd contact the broker and get the damn permits. 

He thought about the woman depending on him to keep them afloat and from harm. When he went to sleep, he’d characterized her as “the girl.” That was before he realized what it took to get her to this point. She might be young, but Olivia proved to him she knew how to sail. He might know these waters better, but she knew her boat. 

It occurred to him he knew where she might find a job. The Valley Girl needed a seasoned, dependable deckhand. Then again, he couldn't introduce her to Olson without giving his secrets away. 

He needed to come on the scene as someone without too much information on the people and the area. He could point the woman in the proper direction without giving anything away. 

By using Seldovia as a home port, he would stay out of the mainstream with a couple of exceptions. The little female bouncer in the Old Salt Bar would probably remember him, but he could use the excuse of becoming reacquainted with his home turf as a reason for being in Homer then. The thing in Kodiak might come up later. Don figured he would pass off starting the fight between Monster Dodds and Tore Olson as a one-off due to his anger at losing the boat and blame it on a bottle of whiskey. 

Don decided he liked sailing a lot. Maybe if he behaved himself with the woman, he could get her to take him out on occasion and teach him what she knew. That would be fun. He didn't want to wake her up in an hour, but he didn't know quite what to do to make the tack so would need to give up this wonderful feeling. For the moment, he planned to enjoy the Bay Babe to the fullest. 
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The alarm on her watch went off and Ole pried her body out of the bunk. An hour didn't make a dent in the sleep deficiency she had going, but she had no choice. The man, Don, didn't know enough to get them out of trouble should something happen. 

At the chart table, she noted the coordinates for the next leg of their beat to windward and pulled on her jacket. The one she gave Don was a little lighter and she hoped he stayed warm enough. Pulling open the hatch, she glanced up at her guest. 

He wore a broad smile when he looked in her direction. Then he ran his eyes over the boat with the experience of a sailor. Don might not know how to sail, but he understood the sea. 

Still, something about the expression on his face kept her attention on the man. She could picture this dark-haired stranger on the deck of a pirate vessel in the golden age of sail. He looked the part. The scruffy beard added to the aura of a dangerous man. 

Ole drew a deep breath. What did she have on board? A thief or worse? Then his broad grin changed the brooding man into someone else.

"You're going to do another tack, right? I want to see how it’s done."

"Well, I'd better get to it. Then you need to grab some sleep."

"Naw. I'm fine. That hour couldn't have done much for you and I'm enjoying the hell out of this. Besides, the sun is going to go down in a while and you should be at the helm then. When it's my turn to sleep, if you don't mind, I'll bring the bag up and sack out on the bench here. That way if you need information, I won't be far away."

Ole shook her head with a smile. "Why not. You want to freeze your tail off, be my guest. Now, let's get this jibe over with."

"Jibe? I thought we were tacking?"

"The jibe is the maneuver we use to get on a new tack. The tack is the result of the jibe. And it has to be done clean and without any hesitation. There are commands to use for this. The big thing to remember is we can't let the boom slam across to the opposite side nor can we allow the jib to lose all its air before it goes across. Since you're so interested, this sheet moves the main; it must come to the center of the vessel and swing across to the opposite side of the boat, but not go too far. Now, take that line."

He did as the captain ordered. 

"Release the sheet from the cleat, but don't do anything yet. For now, we'll forgo the winches. I use them when alone. I need to pull the jib over to the other side. The minute I say 'jibe ho,' you pull the main to port and to the approximate position it's in on this tack. Got it?"

"Aye, aye, Captain. Whenever you're ready."

"Now. Hang tight for a second." Ole repositioned the jib. "Jibe ho! Yes, over she goes." When she turned the wheel, the stern of the boat swung around. Ole shouted at Don, "Pull the main over. Easy! Hold steady... cleat the line, and we're on a new tack."

The ship lost momentum for a moment. The main sail filled and the Bay Babe seemed to surge forward. 

"That's what woke me up before. What happens if you don't do it right?"

"If the boom slams over, we could break something. There's a lot of force involved. Can you guess how deep the keel goes and how much ballast I have to carry to keep the wind from blowing us over?"

"No." He shook his head. 

"Babe's keel is 7.58 feet deep and the amount of ballast she carries is 6,283 pounds."

"That's a lot for a little boat."

"Who you calling little?" Ole laughed at the look of puzzlement on his face. "Babe is a medium sized boat and almost at the limit of what a solo sailor can handle. Length overall is 43.50 feet, on the waterline a little over 30 feet. She's a handful sometimes."

"This is a whole new world for me. But we can talk later. You should go below and rest. I'll call you in an hour, if you don't wake first."

"You sure you're okay? You’ve been through a lot." 

"I'm fine. I've worked for forty-eight hours straight before, I'm a tough old bird. Don't worry about it."

"All right, I will. Another hour will help. But if anything bothers you, even a little twinge, get me up. I figure we've got about three more days of this before we reach Cook Inlet."

"What speed are we making?"

"The wind is close to fifteen knots; without sailing too close to the wind, we're doing close to seven or eight knots."

"And all for free." His eyes went up the mast and he turned to smile at her. "Get along with you, Captain. Your first mate has the helm and will call if the shit hits the fan." 

Ole went inside and closed the hatch. She really should teach him how to use the wind vane autopilot, but didn't think she could concentrate enough to teach anyone much. Everything she did now was all by rote. She'd done each chore enough that they were ingrained in muscle memory. 

***
[image: ]


Don searched the horizon. Keeping a good lookout came to him as naturally as breathing. Out here in the Gulf, traffic tended to be quite a bit lighter than in the close confines of the Southeast Passage. 

The big Alaska Marine Highway ferries kept a good lookout and any boat driver tangling with one would have to be dumb as a box of rocks. Seagoing traffic increased again in Cook Inlet. 

He made a mental note to talk to Ole about the tide in Cook Inlet. It came in fast and high. For some reason he wasn't sure anyone understood, the same tide ran faster going out. It was something she needed to think about when it came time to run for Homer. 

A couple of other things needed to be discussed, where she planned to dock the ship stood at the top of the list. Being short on money might make her choices hard. Seldovia would be a little easier and cheaper, but he didn't recall the harbor depth. 

The breeze gusted and the boat plunged forward. For an instant he wondered if he should call her. The woman couldn't have had more than twenty minutes rest, tops. As quickly as it had come, the wind eased down again. 

Off to the west in the direction of Kodiak Island, the sky had a decidedly gray hue, but that didn't mean a whole lot. Weather did burn out sometimes. If it got any closer, he would wake her. 

Don glanced at his watch. Thirty minutes in and she had thirty to go. He didn't dare let it go too long. Out of his depth, if something happened it would all be on him. His track record wasn't too good as it stood. First he screwed up and Nate drowned, then his boat almost killed him. He couldn't make any decisions for her. This was her baby and after making it to Alaska all the way from Hawaii, she obviously understood her craft.

It surprised him that he could tell the wind increased by the sound of it in the rigging. The boat pulled a little harder. Time to wake the Captain. 

Don stomped on the deck as he shouted. "Ole! Wake up. Something changed and I don't know what to do. Ole! Woman, wake the hell up!"
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Chapter Five
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A rhythmic noise punctuated with shouting plucked her out of the deep sleep Ole coasted in. It took a minute for the words to register. Don had the helm and there was a problem. She pulled on her deck shoes and was zipping the jacket as she reached for the hatch. 

"What? What's wrong?"

"The wind changed!" he shouted. Dark eyes wide with worry stared at her. 

Ole looked at the lee rail and understood what frightened the man. They were heeled over enough that the starboard side appeared to be at least two inches below the level of the sea. Because of the covered deck, the water sluiced away toward the stern and off the hull. 

She grinned at her greenhorn. "We're moving right along, down and driving. Take it easy. We'll just ease her off a little."

As she eased the jib line then the main sheet, the boat lost speed. Don heaved out a sigh. "You can't do that shit in a fishing boat. The damn thing would head to the bottom like a rock."

When a mischievous spirit took her, Ole decided to pay him back for waking her from a sound sleep. Her mind told her to go easy on the man; some little demon of perversity said skewer him.

"You wanted to learn to sail, here's your first lesson. You saw what I did?"

"Yeah. When you let off a little on the line for the sails, the speed slacked off."

"Let's take a sleigh ride." Without giving him the story of what a Nantucket sleigh ride entailed, she tightened both lines and the Bay Babe seemed to leap ahead. 

"Hold tight to the helm!" Ole shouted. A quick glance revealed his knuckles on the wheel were white. 

They approached the maximum heel possible before going over and she slacked the main, then the jib, a fraction. The Bay Babe plowed through the crest of a wave and spume bathed both of them in icy sea water. 

Don's grip on the helm eased and a smile creased his face. "Any farther over and we're in danger, right?"

"Yes."

"Fuckin’ choice is what this is. A rush and a half."

"You like this."

"You bet your sweet ass! Please, Ole, teach me to sail. I used to watch the boats come up through the Southeast Passage in the summer and figured sailing was a rich dude's sport."

"It sure isn’t cheap. Some of the manufacturers of boat gear seem to think everyone who owns a boat is rich. It cost me a lot of years and working my ass off to get the money to make this trip. Lesson number two, a boat is a hole in the water you throw money in."

"Can I ease the sails out then tighten them again?"

"Sure. That way I'm here to watch. If you can handle this, I'll get the rest of my nap. It may not look like it, but on the Babe the jib is best controlled first. All boats are different; they all respond differently even if the ships follow one another on the assembly line."

As she instructed, he slacked off the jib before easing the main sheet. The angle of heel lessened. When he repositioned the main sail, they resumed a somewhat leisurely speed as they tacked across the Gulf of Alaska. 

Ole sat on one of the benches in the cockpit and watched as Don practiced the procedure several more times. A great yawn almost cracked her jaw. The man glanced her way. 

"Go. Much as I'd like to do the sleigh ride thing, I'm not going to without you around. I'm smart enough to get that I don't know what I'm doing. With the Babe easing along, if I grab a gust I'll be able to handle it without sinking us. Catch a nap and don't bother setting your alarm. If I need you, I know how to wake you."

"I will. It looks to me like you can handle her for now. Take good care of my ship, greenhorn. Don't hurt her."

He snapped her a quick salute, "Yes'm. Your Babe is safe with me."

She believed him. The man understood he didn't know everything and being a fisherman for years didn't make him a sailing expert. 

Through the years, she'd had a couple of boyfriends who turned out to only have one thing on their minds—taking over the title of captain of the Bay Babe. Both men planned to acquire a sailing yacht the cheap way, namely, by marrying the owner. It had been easy enough to scare them off. She mentioned sailing home to Alaska and they had moved along. 

Just to make sure he wouldn't try to do something stupid when she wasn't in sight, Ole sat on the bunk and waited for twenty minutes. The ship's angle of heel only changed perceptively twice. He trimmed sail in reaction to the wind speed and each time the boat returned to an easy reach. 

Heaving a tension relieving sigh, she flipped the open sleeping bag over her exhausted body. They still had to make the course change, but could wait a half hour longer. With her watch set for the full hour she'd missed, Ole snuggled into the bunk and allowed herself to sleep. 

Dreams of pirate ships and great white whales sped through her brain. All too soon, she woke to the steady chiming of her alarm. Time to make the next tack and give Don a break. He needed to catch a nap and she would insist if needed. 

Before going on deck, she made sandwiches and a thermos of coffee. Ole planned to let her relief sleep a lot longer than an hour. The sun was about to sink beyond the horizon and she would be the one on duty. They still had a long way to go, another thirty hours at least. 

In the morning, she needed to see how far they were from the inlet. If the wind didn't change... It wouldn't matter. She had a long stretch ahead. At least she would have company. Having someone to talk with would make the days easier. 

On deck, Ole doled out the food and Don devoured one sandwich quickly.

"Coffee?" he asked, looking at the thermos. 

"Yep. Ignore it. You go below and get some sleep. I'll scream and stomp if I need you."

Don nodded. "You planning on taking the entire night watch?"

"Captain's prerogative. You know that."

"I do." 

Don yawned and Ole chuckled. "Get your hind end down there and sack out. That's an order."

He stuffed the last bite of the second sandwich in his mouth and gave her another of those salutes. "Aye, aye. I'm gone."

The wind ruffled her hair and the mast lights glowed in the sky above her. Stars were easy to see in the vastness of the night sky and she caught a glimpse of a passenger plane high above. The red and green lights made her smile. Ole wondered if humans ever made it into deep space would the lights be used. 

Red for port and green for starboard. The same lights that had kept ships from colliding on the dark ocean were used for the sky. Would they be used when—she hoped it was when—they plied the dark universe?

On watch had always been her time to think. She loved the solitude of a sailing vessel on the huge ocean. Her thoughts turned to Don. In the whole of the Gulf of Alaska, he’d found her. 

Providential for him and perhaps for her as well. Tomorrow they would talk more. She wanted to know about fishing and she would tell him about sailing. It seemed she had her first friend in Alaska and hadn't even made it to Homer yet.
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Chapter Six 
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It hit him like a splitting maul. Exhaustion claimed him the minute his head hit the bunk cushion. Twice, dark dreams of drowning caused him to struggle awake enough to banish them. The last one stayed with him. He dreamed he was Nate and kept trying to escape the cold waters of Clarence Strait. Poor Nate. Don hoped like hell the man never regained consciousness. 

He woke to a spear of light through the port above him and off to one side. The girl had been on watch all night. He scrambled into his shoes and the jacket. 

When he pushed the hatch open, Don was in time to catch sight of the sun as it popped up over the horizon. At the helm, Ole was bathed in the glory. For a moment, the sight stopped his breath. Tall and straight like the mast of her boat, she stood with tendrils of brown hair swirling around her head and wearing a wide smile. 

"Morning, Don. There isn't a cloud in the sky and it looks like it's going to be a fantastic day."

"Yeah," he drawled out. It's looking pretty damn fine." And he didn't mean the day. "You ready for a nap?"

"Almost. How about you make us a couple of sandwiches and sit out here with me for a little bit."

"Sure. I'll be right back." After hopping down off the stairs, he went to the pantry and chuckled when he found several cans of a canned meat he ate tons of when he lived with his stepfather. He opened one can, teased the lump of pork and gelatin from the tin and dropped in on the cutting board. 

He took a chance and slathered mustard on one slice of bread and mayo on the other for the girl. Two thick slices of canned meat on either sandwich and they were ready. A paper towel went around each one and Don hurried up the steps. 

"Want me to take the helm so you can eat?"

Ole grinned at him. "Nope, I'll set the autopilot and we'll munch this stuff down. I don't dare set it and sack out when we're doing these tacks, If I didn't wake up in time... God only knows what might happen."

He took a seat beside her and watched as she set up the manual wind vane steering. "That's slick. On the Seldovia Sandy, our autopilot is electronically controlled. But we don't run it without having someone on watch."

The girl bit into the sandwich, closed her eyes and chewed. "Oh, you got the right amount of mustard." She reached for the thermos and Don jumped up.

"Nope. You don't need any more coffee, water for you. Hang on for a minute, I'll get a couple of bottles." His sandwich hit the cushion. 

Don surged back up the stairs and placed a container in her hand. "So that wasn't too much yellow shit on it?"

"Nope. Just right." She gulped a long drink
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