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  Thank you for choosing this book. 
We hope the story 
brought you as much joy reading it 
as we had in creating it!
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  This book is dedicated to our fellow Alaskans. ❤️
  
  
May your freezers be full of salmon, your boots stay mostly dry, and your favorite fishing story continue to improve with age.

  
As summer fades and the fireweed blooms to the top, may you squeeze every last drop of sunshine from the long days beauty in the wild places that make Alaska home.

   
For those who have never visited the Last Frontier, we hope you'll find your way north. We'll save you a spot by the fire.


With love,

Harmony & Melody
💕☕
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  Prologue

Princess Kitty, the Cat


August 20th, Evening — Dillingham, Alaska 
   
Humans are exhausting.
I spot this human crossing my tundra as the evening wind sharpens its claws. She stumbles through the brush in bright yellow cannery rain gear, muttering and smelling of salmon.
Not the good kind.
The industrial kind.
The kind that comes from the giant metal fish-building. The place where humans spend sixteen hours a day making terrible life decisions. They stand in slime.
I sit on a stump and watch.
The human takes three determined steps, catches her boot on a frozen root, and nearly face-plants into the tundra.
Interesting.
Most humans would have turned around by now.
“I’m fine,” she mutters.
A lie.
Her eyelashes are frosted. One boot lace drags. Her hands disappear deep inside her sleeves.
The wind hits her again, and she sways.
“Okay,” she tells the tundra. “Maybe not completely fine.”
Better.
Honesty is important.
I jump down and let her get a good look at me. She freezes. I am a large gray tabby—scarred nose, perfect whiskers, built for survival.
The human stares.
“Hey, kitty.”
Kitty?
The disrespect.
Still, she’s more alert than most. She spots the cabin light through the trees right away.
Good.
Maybe she won’t die after all.
I turn and start walking toward the cabin, stopping after a few steps to look back. The human is still standing there, staring at me.
Humans require an astonishing amount of instruction.
She blinks, and blinks again.
“Are you... leading me somewhere?”
I stare.
Finally, something clicks behind those frost-covered eyes as she sees my collar. “Oh.”
Congratulations. You can learn.
The human follows, stumbling often. Once, she nearly sat in the snow, considering giving up.
I seriously reconsider my rescue mission.
Then she begins muttering, in a weak voice, about not going back. Not to the fish place. Not for any reason.
The fear in her voice sounds real.
So, despite my doubts, I keep walking.
The cabin appears through the spruce a few minutes later, smoke curling from the chimney and warm yellow light spilling from the windows. Inside is Taylor, my human. She’ll tell you she owns the cabin, but ownership is a complicated concept.
I permit her to live there.
She’s capable enough—keeps the woodstove going, opens tuna, provides blankets, reads thick books. She also overthinks.
This feral human might be exactly the problem she needs.
By the time we reach the porch, she’s shaking so hard her teeth rattle. She grabs the railing, breath heaving like she ran a tundra marathon.
Given her boots, she basically has.
For a moment, after all that effort, she just stands there staring at the door.
Humans love hesitating at exactly the wrong moment.
I leap onto the porch railing.
The human laughs once. Weak and breathless.
“You better not have brought me all this way just to let me freeze.”
Finally, a sensible thought.
At last, she raises a trembling hand and knocks.
Inside, I hear boots hit the floor. The familiar creak of floorboards follows.
Taylor is coming.
I settle beside the door and wrap my tail around my paws.
My work here is done.
The humans will spend months convincing themselves this was fate. Destiny. Love. Some complicated series of choices and circumstances.
Humans adore complicated explanations.
The truth is much simpler.
I found a freezing girl.
I delivered her to the woman who needed her.
You’re welcome.






  
  Chapter 1
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Taylor

The Knock


The wind doesn’t blow in Dillingham. 
It tests you.
Tonight it comes off Bristol Bay sharp enough to skin exposed flesh, rattling the cedar siding of my cabin and combing through the tundra in long, cold fingers. The air smells of salt, mud, dying grass, and the last desperate push of the salmon run.
Beneath it all, winter is already making plans on the landscape.
Winter is close enough that I’ve started stacking birch behind the cabin and checking the trapline more often. Fox pelts are stretched in the shed. Beaver hides hang curing beside them. The freezer is filled with salmon, moose meat, and the blueberries I picked before the bears found the best patches.
Everywhere in the village, people are doing the same thing.
Smokehouses are working overtime. Nets are coming out of the river. Generators are getting serviced. Freezers are being packed tight enough to survive a power outage.
Out here, winter isn’t a season.
It’s a deadline.
I sit beside the wood stove with a black coffee cooling in my hand. Birch crackles softly behind the iron door. Princess Kitty is somewhere outside committing crimes against local wildlife.
Peace.
That’s what I came back for.
A year ago, I had the fast-paced life of a practicing attorney, my shiny law degree hanging proudly on the wall and clients calling at all hours with problems they expected me to solve yesterday.
Now I have fox pelts drying in the shed, beaver hides curing beside them, a stack of weathered books next to my chair, and enough silence to hear the river when the wind drops.
The two lives couldn’t be more different.
Back then, I was a lawyer, and every minute belonged to someone else. A partner. A client. A judge. My phone buzzed so often I’d started reaching for it even when it wasn’t there or ringing.
Out here, the land decides the schedule.
The salmon run comes when it comes. The berries ripen when they’re ready. Winter arrives whether you’re prepared or not.
I don’t miss the constant noise.
Most days, I don’t miss being a lawyer either.
The cabin is small, but it’s mine. The trapline is honest work. The silence doesn’t demand anything from me except that I listen.
Some days, when the coffee is hot, the stove is crackling, and the river is talking to itself in the distance, I can almost convince myself I never wanted anything more.
The stove pops. The cabin settles around me.
Then—
Thump. Thump. THUMP.
The sound cuts through the quiet.
I don’t move at first.
I stared at the door, the heat of the mug finally seeping into my palm. I didn’t want to move. I’d paid for this silence in burned bridges and a life left behind in Anchorage. Whoever was on the other side was a thread I didn’t want to pull. With the knock, the quiet I’d spent twelve months curating starts to fray.
Three knocks.
A pause.
Not Uncle Amos.
Not Nessa.
They’d just walk in.
Then I freeze and my heart races. Elena? Surely not. She made it clear she didn’t need me dragging her down.
My thumb finds the ivory carving hanging from my knife sheath. Walrus tusk. My grandfather carved it years ago. The smooth edge grounds me instantly.
Outside, the wind pushes against the cabin.
Another knock comes.
This one is weaker.
Wrong.
The wrongness settles low in my gut before I can explain it.
In Alaska, a knock this late usually means one of two things.
Trouble.
Or tragedy.
Sometimes both.
I set my mug down and cross the room.
The floor creaks beneath my socks. The stove ticks quietly behind me. Beyond the windows, darkness presses against the glass. No moon tonight. Just tundra and weather.
I crack the door open.
The cold wind immediately shoves its way inside.
For a second, I can barely make out the figure standing beneath the porch light.
Then the bulb catches her face.
Young.
Too young to be out here alone.
Too thin for the weather.
The tundra has already started claiming her.
Cannery rain gear hangs from her frame. Mud cakes her boots up above the ankles. Cheap gloves drip water onto the porch boards. Her arms are wrapped around herself so tightly in a bear hug that it looks painful.
She’s shaking. Trying to hold herself together. Trying not to fall apart.
Then she lifts her head, and her tired, big brown eyes meet mine. Scared. And determined.
Something tightens unexpectedly in my chest. The dangerous kind of stubborn. The kind Alaska likes to break first.
“Help.”
The whisper barely survives the wind, but I hear it.
Her lips are red from the cold. Her cheeks were windburned raw.
Not blue.
Good. There’s still time. I step forward.
Her knees buckle instantly.
“Damn it,” I mutter, catching her before she hits the porch.
The moment my arm wraps around her waist, I feel the cold radiating through her soaked clothes.
Not an uncomfortable cold… a dangerous cold. The kind that settles into bone.
I haul her inside and kick the door shut behind us.
The cabin swallows the wind.
Immediately, I glance back outside out of habit. Assessment.
No headlights. No ATV. No truck. No second set of tracks.
Just darkness stretching toward the bay. Whoever she is, she came here alone.
Which means she’s either desperate or foolish. Judging by the state of her boots—poor-quality rubber, no insulation—she’s probably a little of both.
“Can I...” she whispers.
Her voice catches.
“Sorry. I...” She sways.
I catch her elbow before she can fall again.
The contact startles her.
She stiffens automatically. Like she’s not used to being helped.
Interesting.
“Can I—” Her voice catches.
She swallows and tries again. “Sorry. I’m cold. I …”
She stops. She slumps against me and the mudroom wall, her breath coming in shallow, ragged hitches.
“Cold,” she rasped. “Stings. Inside... chest stings.”
“Don’t talk.”
I move with the deliberate pace of someone who’s seen cold do worse.
Her gloves come off first.
The wet fabric clings stubbornly to her fingers. When I finally work one free, my bare hand brushes her skin.
Cold.
Far too cold.
Yet impossibly soft.
The contact lasts barely a second, but something strange flickers through me anyway.
My bare hand brushes hers as I work the glove free. Her skin was soft—that dangerous, delicate city-softness that had no business on the tundra. The contact sent a jolt through me, but it wasn’t a spark. It is an alarm. I pull my hand back faster than I need to, my heart thudding a warning.
Don’t get tangled, Taylor. You came here to be a hermit, not a hero.
I ignore the warning.
She needs help. That’s all.
Still, my hand lingers a fraction longer than necessary as I check her fingers for frostbite. Her skin is smooth despite the cuts and scrapes marring her knuckles. Delicate.
Not the hands of someone who belongs out on the tundra in weather like this.
A ridiculous thought.
Neither did mine once.
I clear my throat and reach for her other glove.
The glove finally comes free.
Mae sways.
I catch her elbow before she can fall.
The movement is automatic.
Her skin is cold even through the damp fabric of her sleeve, but beneath it, I sense strength still fighting. Stubborn strength.
The kind that refuses to quit.
Her eyes lift to mine.
For a second, neither of us speaks.
The air between us feels oddly charged.
Not enough to name.
Just enough to notice.
Then she shivers violently, and whatever strange thought was forming disappears.
Right. Hypothermia.
Focus, Taylor.
Under the soaked coat, she’s all hard angles and cold muscles. Her eyes meet mine again. Dark lashes wet with mist. Her face is careful and shy.
“I’m fine,” she says.
“No.” I let go slowly. “You are solid ice.”
A beat.
Then, unexpectedly, she shakes her head as if to argue with me.
“It’s August,” she says, “Summer. How can it still be so cold here?”
I glance at the dripping sleeve of her jacket, then at the window rattling in its frame from the cold gusts.
“This is Alaska.”
That gets me a better look at her smile. Small. Tired. Worth noticing.
“I’m Taylor,” I state, keeping my volume level steady, an anchor in her storm. “You’re at the edge of Dillingham village. You’re safe. Just need to warm you up.”
She looks up. Her eyes are wide, dark, and observant, even through the haze of hypothermia. She notices the old woodstove. She notices my scarred, rough hands as I unbutton her jacket. She hides her hands deep into her oversized sleeves, trying to disappear into herself.
“Mae,” she manages. “I work... the slime line. Elena’s fish processing cannery.”
I stare at her, my eyebrows rise, but inside my heart is about to explode with rage at hearing her name. Of course, Elena is causing me problems and ruining my evening.
The cannery is miles away, across open tundra,  muskeg and enough wilderness to kill someone dressed like that.
She takes in the stove, the fur pelts hanging near the wall, the stacks of books, and every other detail of my cabin.
Like she’s collecting information she might need later.
Mae.
The name fits her somehow. Quiet and soft-spoken, but stronger than she first appears. Most people would’ve curled up somewhere warm long before reaching my cabin. Somehow, she’d crossed miles of tundra instead.
I start unbuttoning her soaked outer jacket.
“You’re safe here, Mae.”
For the first time since I opened the door, some of the tension leaves her shoulders.
Not trust—not yet—but relief.
The kind that arrives when someone finally stops running.
Outside, the wind rattles the windows. Inside, Mae sits shivering beside my stove, exhausted.
“Sit,” I commanded, pointing to the old chair closest to the stove.
She moves like her joints were made of rusted iron.
I watched her—really watched her. She has a quiet, stubborn set to her jaw, even as her body betrays her by refusing to stop shaking from the cold. There is a softness to her features that doesn’t belong in the harsh work of a cannery, a grace that the wilderness and long hours standing in the cold haven’t diminished.
I disappear into the kitchenette and come back with a bowl of warm water, a kettle, and a clean rag.
“Shoes off,” I say, setting the kettle atop the hot stove and the bowl at her feet.
“I can... I can do it,” Mae whispers. She reaches for her laces, but her fingers are useless claws. She fumbles, her face twisting in a mix of frustration and shame. “I don’t... need...”
“Mae.” I kneel in front of her.
“Relax. Right now, you’re losing the fight against the cold. Let me.”
Her lips press flat into a tight line. Stubborn. Even half-frozen, I can see that much.
Mae sees the cat run between my legs and, for the first time, something changes in her face. Not softness exactly.
A slight grin. Relief maybe.
Like she knows at least one thing here—Princess Kitty.
“She found me and brought me here.”
I glance down at Princess Kitty sprawled beneath the chair. The gray tabby flicks her tail once, looking entirely too pleased with herself.
“That makes sense,” I say. “She has a habit of collecting strays.”
Princess Kitty immediately abandons me and winds herself around Mae’s legs. The cat presses against her shin and begins purring loud enough to be heard over the crackling stove.
Mae startles at first, then carefully reaches down to scratch behind the cat’s ears.
The reaction is immediate. Princess Kitty leans into the touch as though they’ve known each other for years.
“Wow,” Mae says softly. “She doesn’t seem afraid of anything.”
“No,” I say dryly. “That’s usually everyone else’s job.”
A tired laugh escapes her.
It’s small and shaky, weakened by exhaustion and cold, but it’s real.
The sound catches me off guard.
For a moment, I simply stand there listening to it fade into the silent cabin. The room feels different somehow. Warmer. Less empty.
When was the last time I had someone sitting beside my stove?
Not Uncle Amos stopping by to drop off salmon, along with his fishing stories. Not Nessa—who is always trying to get me to come into town and gossip with her at the bar.
Here’s a person who’s around my age and who doesn’t already know every corner of this cabin.
Someone who made me laugh back.
The answer comes uncomfortably fast… Too long.
Long enough that I’d stopped thinking about it.
Mae bends to remove her boots, breaking the thought before I can examine it any further. She works at the frozen laces with stiff fingers, her brow furrowing in concentration.
She pulls once.
Then again.
The knot doesn’t move.
A flash of frustration crosses her face before she quickly hides it.
I’ve seen that look before.
It’s the look people get when they’re used to handling
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