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Chapter One
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Author’s Note: 

Indigenous people, particularly those in remote settlements, when speaking English rarely use contractions. They say, “I cannot” rather than “I can’t.” This is reflected in the novel. Also, the citizens of Canada’s Yukon Territory refer to the region as “Yukon.” Outsiders tend to call it “The Yukon.” This, too, is reflected in the novel.

––––––––
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The red pickup swung into the yard and came to a halt in a spray of snow. Brooke killed the engine and jumped out, shock written on her face.

“My dogs? Where are my dogs?” Her words reverberated in the frigid air.

Harnesses in his hands, her husband Seth turned to face her. “Come and admire my new team.”

The breath was sucked out of Brooke’s lungs. A wave of anger roiled up. Near exploding, she stammered, “Where are my dogs?” She pointed to the empty pens beside the cabin. For emphasis, she slammed shut the truck door.

“I had a buyer. Sold them.”

“You did what?” Rage constricted her throat.

Seth continued harnessing the eager huskies. “Just what I said. Sold ‘em. We can’t keep mutts that can’t race. Not like my new Iditarod team. These beauties are finally gonna land me in the winner’s circle.”

Brooke stepped onto the covered porch. “You piece of crap! You had no right to sell my dogs. Mine, you hear? Not yours! I want them back. Where did they go?”

The dogs that were already harnessed grew impatient. They barked and jumped in the air, raring to go. The snow anchors barely held. 

Ian Campbell and Vince Bergen, their neighbors from two miles away, who had come to see Seth’s new team, rushed to restrain the sled before the team took off on its own.

Seth hitched the team leader. “Don’t fret. They were just a bunch of old rescues that couldn’t race if they tried.”

Trying for calm, but with an icy tone, Brooke dropped her travel bag on the porch. “Where are they? I want them back.” Her anger mounted another notch. “You, lowlife! You took advantage of my being away at my father’s funeral to do your dirty deed. You’re beyond despicable.”

Seth made a mock gesture of despair for the benefit of the males present. “Women! They know nothing about business.”

Ian let go of the sled now that Seth was standing on the runners. “You sure did good getting these guys from Dan up at Big River. He wouldn’t sell to me.”

“He only sells to the right people. You’re too fat.”

Ian’s features twisted into an annoyed grimace.

Brooke’s fury surged again. “You, jerk! One last time, where are my dogs?”

“In good hands. I’ve had enough of doing no better than the twentieth place. And renting a team isn’t going to help me win the Iditarod.”

The powerful huskies, feeling the looseness of the restraints, barked at the top of their lungs and stretched the gangline to breaking point. 

“Tell me where my dogs are or I’ll shoot you.” She grabbed the rifle from the peg by the cabin door, where it hung when they were outside. Their protection in summer against a visiting grizzly or in winter, if an ornery moose thought of attacking a dog team.

Seth laughed. “You’d better shoot the two old dogs that are left. Nobody wanted to buy them.” He let slip the brake and his team bounded forward in a blur of motion. 

Brooke brought the Marlin to her shoulder. Before she could take a bead on her husband, the firearm was pulled from her grasp. Man and dogs disappeared down the snow-packed trail. She whirled round. Dexter Weiman stood beside her, holding the rifle out of her reach. His dark eyes locked on her gray ones.

“Dexter, what are you doing here?”

A disarming smile floated on his lips. “I was coming to borrow a neighborly cup of sugar.” He kicked the snow off his boots.

“I’m not in the mood for jokes, cheechako.”

He lifted one shoulder in a lopsided shrug. “Yep, that’s me, the tenderfoot. At least until the end of winter when I become a bona fide sourdough. Is that how it works?”

“If you last that long.”

Jimmy Redhead took a couple of steps toward her. “I think I can find out where your dogs went.”

A tear rolled down her cheek on hearing the gentle voice of the Tlingit First Nation. Dexter put his arm around her shoulder. At the end of summer, he’d moved into the cabin next door, if two hundred yards away could be considered next door. He said he wanted to learn all about sled dogs and races.

Vince headed to his truck. “Okay, folks, I’m off. Thanks a million, Jimmy, for taking care of my lead dog.

“Me too. I’d better get going.” Ian’s eyes lingered on the six one-year-old husky pups poking their noses through the fence. He was about to say something, but clamped his jaw shut and hauled himself into his truck.

With a sigh, Brooke turned to Jimmy. “Thanks for acting as a vet today. What was wrong with Vince’s dog?”

“A torn dewclaw. I removed it. I’ve fed the pups.”

As if they understood his words, the youngsters let out excited howls.

His arm still around her shoulders, Dexter returned the rifle to its peg on the wall. “I figured I’d save you from going to prison.”

She sighed. “I was fully prepared to shoot him.”

“I figured you were. That’s why I intervened.” 

His gentle tone and sincere compassion defused the last of Brooke’s anger. 

A wail came from deep in her chest. “No, no...”

Julot and Nana, the veteran dogs, answered with a long sad howl. She cried on Dexter’s shoulder. Several racking sobs later, she lifted her head. “Sorry, your coat’s all wet now.”

“It’ll dry.” 

“Let’s go in. I’ll make coffee.”

The kettle was simmering on the stove. Automatically, she spooned ground coffee into the top of a French coffee pot and filled it to let the boiling water filter through.

“This old French cafetière is my prize possession, after my dogs. It makes the best coffee ever.”

Dexter added a log to the stove and Jimmy slipped into the cabin. Although it was already three months since her father died when his boat capsized during a freak storm off the coast of the Bahamas, it had taken all that time to negotiate the return of his body and get it back home. Her husband’s treason tore anew at her heart, already torn by her father’s unexpected death.

Brooke placed three cups on the table while Jimmy took sugar from the shelf. He cut slices off the sourdough loaf he had baked that morning and brought them with a dish of butter to the table. Jimmy had come to her cabin every day to look after the dogs while she was away.

“Thanks. Now, I’ve got to find my dogs. I must phone my lawyer to get a divorce.”

A smile etched Jimmy’s rugged face. “We can find the musher who bought your dogs. He had personalized license plates, which read Dream On.”

Brooke’s eyes widened. “That sounds vaguely familiar.” Galvanized, she rushed to her computer. “Dream On kennels. I should find it.” Luckily, the internet connection came to life. Moments later, she leaned back on the chair, deflated. “Not a thing. It’s not a working kennel, obviously.”

“I still think we can find him,” Jimmy said.

Brooke gave a discouraged shake of the head. “How? Yukon Territory is not exactly small. We can’t go to every community and ask if anyone has seen a truck with Dream On plates transporting a bunch of dogs.” 

The Tlingit drew himself to his feet. “I have friends. I’ll get the word out.”

“Gunalshéeh,” Brooke said.

With a trace of a smile on his lips, Jimmy said goodbye. Shortly afterwards, Brooke heard the yips of his dogs and watched through the window as his team vanished beyond the trees.

“What does that word you said mean?”

Brooke smiled. “It means you’re kind and generous. There isn’t really a word for thank you in Tlingit, but gunalshéeh is an accepted translation.”

“You speak the language?”

“Just a few words I picked up from Jimmy. It helps me get along with our aboriginal friends. Now, when did my jerk of a husband sell my dogs?”

“Yesterday.”

“I must check how much money I have to buy my dogs back.”

Dexter frowned. “We must find them first.”

“Did you see the truck, too?”

He lifted his hands in defeat. “I saw a dark green dog truck go up the road, but didn’t think too much of it. Trucks coming to your home clinic are nothing unusual. When I heard the ruckus the dogs made, I thought maybe a grizzly had intruded.”

“Didn’t they tell you grizzlies hibernate until March?”

He shrugged and gave a sheepish grin. “Anyway, I saw the same truck going back. Dark green. But I was too far away to see the plates. I swear Jimmy has a pair of laser eyes in the back of his head.” 

“And today you came to my rescue. I’ve got to thank you.”

“This morning Jimmy said he ought to tell me about the sale and did. Right away, I knew there might be trouble. So I cut across the back way on snowshoes.”

“Silent and efficient.” The remnant of a sob shook her chest. “What would a man want with a mismatched bunch of old huskies, including the four young Canadian Inuit dogs I rescued? Those are guaranteed to give anyone trouble. They may even have found a way to escape by now.”

Dexter buttered another slice of bread and sprinkled it with sugar. He pushed it toward Brooke. “You’ve had a shock, but you must keep up your strength. What do you mean, they could have escaped?”

“Julot and Nana, out there in the pen, are their parents, so part of their pack. Those dogs will do anything to stay together. Their pack mentality is super strong.”

He whistled. “And they’ll find their way home even though they traveled in a transporter?”

“You’ve seen the air holes in the dog boxes. The dogs smell the landscape.”

Eyes wide in admiration, Dexter clicked his fingers. “They escape and smell their way back.”

“Exactly. Those dogs can detect an aglu one mile away. That’s how keen their sense of smell is.”

“What’s an aglu?” Dexter wasn’t embarrassed at showing his ignorance.

“A seal breathing hole in the Arctic sea ice. Inuit hunters rely on their dogs to find seals.”

Like a student who suddenly understood, he nodded. “And the others? How many?”

“Four Alaskan huskies that were injured, and three that didn’t work out. The racers were only too glad to leave them for me to re-home.”

“But sled dogs are not pets.”

She swallowed the last mouthful of sugary bread and butter. “No, they are certainly not pets. They are athletes. I rehabilitate those who can no longer race, train them to be good canine citizens and find someone or a family who likes hiking and skiing. The huskies are working dogs. Like all athletes, they need plenty of exercise. After a while, they adapt. They become loyal companions.”

“But not the Inuit dogs?”

“No way of turning them into pets. Inuit dogs are a primitive breed and are best left that way. Those animals came from Outside. They didn’t adapt to the southern climes, or rather the owner didn’t adapt to them.”

“Excuse-me. Outside?”

For the first time since her return, Brooke laughed. “Outside is anything beyond Yukon’s borders.”

“One more thing to remember before I can graduate to sourdough status.”

She smiled. This tall man with muscles bulging under his sweater was endearing. Although she didn’t have any expectations, she checked her cell phone. “Since there is no cell coverage here, I’ve got to go to Donek to phone the bank in Whitehorse.”

“I’m heading that way. Can I give you a ride? We can make it before the bank in Whitehorse closes.”

She let out a breath. “Thanks, that would help a lot.”

The big jeep didn’t take long to get to town through the shortcut over the frozen creek. Dexter parked outside the veterinary clinic. “I’ll meet you here when you’re finished. I’m going to the post office.”

Her assistant greeted her with a smile soon extinguished. “Is something upsetting you?”

“Not half, Erin! My worthless husband sold my dogs.”

“No!”

“I must phone the bank to get a loan to buy them back when we find who bought them, then my lawyer. I’m getting a divorce.”

“It’s about time, too.”

To her relief, the bank was still open in Whitehorse. Not long after, Brooke stormed across the waiting room floor. She shook her fist. Mrs. Marsh and her placid Labrador looked up in surprise. “That jerk emptied our account. They can’t give me a loan. I have no security. Why on earth did I agree to a joint account? There’s next to nothing left in my personal savings account.”

His business over, Dexter had come in and chatted with Mrs. Marsh. He turned to Brooke. “Maybe you don’t charge the mushers who come for veterinary care half enough money.”

With an apology to Mrs. Marsh and her Lab, he placed a comforting arm around Brooke’s shoulders and forcibly walked her outside. Still holding her, he guided her across the street to the hotel restaurant. She crumpled onto a chair and held her head in her hands. A deep sob shook her. She brushed her hair back and took a deep breath.

“Some of the racers can’t afford full vet fees. I’m more concerned about the dogs’ welfare. Small matters can turn to big matters in the middle of a race with poor outcomes for the dog, and the musher, really.”

“You’re too generous and I can’t change that, but I can help.”

The waiter approached their table. Dexter smiled. “Moose steak with steamed vegetables for both of us.”

Brooke raised her eyebrows, but remained silent until the waiter moved away. “I can’t accept your help. How would I repay you?”

His smile revealed his perfect white teeth. “We could establish a veterinary scale of payments. Nobody needs to get a free ride. Look at it this way. If a musher can afford to run races, he has to be able to afford the care of his dogs.”

“Some of them sacrifice everything just to enter the races, hoping to win enough to get a sponsor.”

“Nah, it’s not quite like that. This is the twenty-first century. Anyone wanting to race knows exactly down to the last dollar what it costs to run a kennel and feed dogs. They know how much money they need for race fees and veterinary expenses. If they can’t lay their hands on that kind of money, they should not be racing. You have been giving in to their sob stories and letting them off lightly. In short, many of them exploit your obvious love of animals to nickel and dime you.”

Brooke gave him a sober look. “You don’t believe in anyone having a dream, do you?”

“But I do, only not at our expense, so we have to reorganize the clinic.”

“Our? We?”

He threw her a warm smile. “That is, if you accept my help.”

Head tilted, she examined him as if she was meeting him for the first time. 

His smile was teasing. “Like what you see?”

The twinkle in his dark eyes drew a smile from her lips. “Where did you live before you abandoned everything to come to this backwoods place? And why come here?”

“Where did I live? In the heart of Vancouver, British Columbia. Agate Creek is a nice community, a bit off the beaten track, but close enough to Donek, which has all the amenities a guy like me would need. When I viewed the cabin in Agate Creek, I was hooked.”

“Excuse my nosiness, but do you have something to hide?”

His laughter drew an inquisitive look from Brooke. A lock of dark hair fell over his forehead. 

Just then, the waiter brought the food, along with a basket of fresh-baked bread. He poured water in their glasses. 

She didn’t start eating, but looked expectantly at her neighbor.

“Okay, confession time. I was your typical corporate executive. Tie, dark gray suit and all that. After some time, I came to the realization that I wasn’t cut out for that lifestyle. For example, I would have liked to keep a dog. I had one when I was growing up. Nope. Nothing like that was possible. I reached the point where I had to quit or lose my sanity.”

A quick glance at his trim body, large shoulders and capable hands made her think he spent more time at the gym than at the office. 

Dexter followed her eyes. “Do I pass muster?”

She laughed. “I was wondering if you spend much time at the gym.”

“Gym, yes, and skiing, bicycling. Swimming too. The city is great for that kind of thing, but I felt caged in.”

A forkful later, Brooke nodded. “I think I can understand. When I was a student in Saskatoon, which has the best veterinary school in the country, by the way, I couldn’t wait to get back here. But for you, why Yukon? It’s a long way from anywhere.”

He shrugged. “The little cabin I found was ideal. The local council was happy to get rid of it, for the unpaid taxes.”

“Little cabin? It’s the biggest log structure for a hundred miles around. Dare I ask how you earn a living?”

His carefree laugh resonated in the room. The few fellow diners shot curious glances in their direction.

Dexter lowered his voice a notch. “I’m okay for the time being. Right away, I spotted the potential. A roomy cabin, nestled in an unspoiled valley. Great views of the northern lights.

“Potential for what?”

“For a hotel, lodge, resort, whatever you want to call it. Tourists would flock here for the beauty, the nature, the peace and quiet.”

A frown furrowed her brow. She narrowed her eyes. “Have you considered that we locals don’t really want a busy resort on our doorstep?”

“Why not? Tourists bring a lot of cash. Something, I gather, mushers around here are rather short of.”

“We’ve got our pride. We’re a tight-knit dog-sledding community.”

“Let’s not talk any more about it, shall we? It’s only an idea.” 

Her phone rang. Dexter was relieved. He was glad that she, and most likely the rest of the community, wouldn’t want a resort. He had no intention of building one. That wasn’t why he was in Agate Rock.

“That was my lawyer returning my call. I have an appointment for tomorrow afternoon, then I’ll talk to the bank. I wonder if she can vouch for me to get a loan, considering what my soon-ex-to-be did.”

“I have some business in Whitehorse tomorrow. How about I give you a ride?”

“Mr. Weiman, you were on your way to Donek and gave me a ride, and tomorrow you happen to have business in Whitehorse, where I have to be. Is all this a coincidence?”

Dexter replied in a deadpan voice. “Broke my sunglasses and have to get a new pair. I’ll show you the bits if you don’t believe me.”

“Okay, I accept. I’ll get Alex to come and feed the dogs and keep the stove going.”

Dexter helped her with her parka. “I get the impression that young fella would rather spend his time with the dogs than attend school.”

“Contrary to what it looks, he’s a serious student who has ambitions to be a veterinarian. Yes, he finds school boring because he finishes his assignments in half the time. He much prefers a biology textbook to a comic book.”

“That’s refreshing to hear from a teenager.”

***
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Long before daylight returned to the territory, Brooke was up caring for her two old dogs. They were still howling over the loss of their pack. “I know, babies. I could howl too, but I’m doing something about it. I’ll get them all back. Be good, now.” Once more, she turned toward the east and blew the recall signal on her silent whistle. An empty gesture, but one that expressed her hope. She then fed the six pups, who were too young to have gone on Seth’s training trip. “Poor puppies, it’s not your fault that my husband is such an idiot. You’re real beauties. You’ll make someone a good racing team. That’s if I can manage to find you a good home before he returns in three days’ time.” She lifted a gloved finger. “Actually, I think I know someone.” The boisterous pups jumped up and sat expecting a treat. With a laugh, she handed them a piece of dried meat each.

Minutes later, Dexter’s truck pulled into the yard. Brooke was expecting him, but not what he was driving.

“My, a nice rig! A big truck and a dog transporter. And you don’t even have any dogs.”

“It was an opportunity too good to miss. Business decisions should be made fast. Dogs need to be chosen slowly and carefully.”

“Amen. You’re a man after my own heart.” She blushed and climbed into the passenger seat.

He welcomed her with a big smile. He reached into the CD compartment. “Bruce Springsteen okay?”

Grateful for the change of topic, she nodded her agreement. And if you don’t want people to take notice of you around here, just drive a truck with a dog transporter. No need for dogs.
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Chapter Two
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The bank business was concluded quickly. It didn’t take them long to say no. The visit to the law office boosted Brooke’s self-confidence. The capable woman lawyer put immediate measures in place to prevent her husband from attempting more damage, such as mortgaging the clinic, even though the business was in her name only. The lack of such measures had enabled him to mortgage the cabin, even though that too was solely in her name.

On the lawyer’s advice, Brooke blocked her credit card and, despite the bank manager’s misgivings about its legality, also blocked her husband’s access to their joint account. With depressing thoughts running wild, she walked the short distance to Antoinette’s, where Dexter was to meet her. The restaurant was her favorite on her infrequent visits to the capital. On this occasion, she hoped, in fact, was quite sure, that Dexter would pay for the meal. He had suggested Antoinette when she had proposed a cheaper eatery.

The subdued lighting and dark red decor soothed her tormented soul. While she waited for him, she pondered over the reasons why she had married Seth in her last year of vet school. Now she could see clearly how he had bamboozled her. The handsome young musher, unable due to lack of funds to move to Alaska, was happy to move north to Yukon with her. His irresistible smile, his devoted attention, his declarations of love, all that was part of his malevolent agenda. He must have assumed that veterinarians made big money. As a bonus, she would look after his dogs for free. She was taking over Dave Roberts’ practice. Everything was set up.  

How blind she had been, how naïve! She should have known not to trust a man so intent on her projects and career. A man who shared her ideals, ideals he had never expressed until she did. He coincidentally had possessed those self same ideals. What was the old saying about love being blind? She was the poster child for it. 

The waitress smiled. “Would you care for a drink and a starter while you wait?”

Brooke realized how thirsty she was. “I’d like a lime juice, please. I’ll wait to order.”

While she waited, she pulled out her phone. “Hi, Stephanie!”

“Goodness me, Brooke! Are you in town?”

“At Antoinette’s. Do you have anything for me?”

There was a laugh from her friend. “You bet! Four bags of stuff. Can I bring them to you?”

“Please do. I’m waiting for a friend.”

“If it’s a man, maybe I shouldn’t.”

“I’ll tell you about it when you’re here.”

In no time, Stephanie bounded into the restaurant. The two friends hugged.

Stephanie ordered a mango drink. “And don’t leave without the bags this time.”

They laughed over a past incident. Stephanie’s happy mood evaporated as Brooke told her of the disaster that had befallen her.

“I know you told me before that Seth was a slimy character. I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you.”

“Let’s not dwell on the past. What are you going to do now?”

A sigh later, Brooke shook her head. “I’ll continue with my practice. My lawyer made sure that worthless husband of mine can’t cause any more damage. It’ll take time, but I’ll repay the debts. My lawyer said we can sue so he’ll end up paying the debts, though there’s no guarantee of that. Anyhow, it’ll all take an awful long time.”

“These things usually do.” Stephanie put her hand on Brooke’s. “If the bank won’t lend you money, how are you going to buy supplies for the clinic?”

A silence followed, while Brooke leaned on her elbows. “I’ll use more of the traditional medicine Jimmy is teaching me... I’ll borrow from friends for essential stuff...” The last sentence stuck in her throat.

“Wait.” Stephanie reached for her phone. “Tanya, can you pack a carton with antibiotics, disinfectant, vaccines, a box of needles, a box of gloves, and a few other items like that?” She smiled. “Good, we’re at Antoinette’s.”

Brooke took her head in her hands. “You can’t do all that. I can’t pay you.”

“Who mentioned money? I’m the president of the Helping Paws Club. We fundraise, we rescue, we foster, we re-home, offer vet care in remote communities and do a million other things. It includes vets helping other vets. So there it is.”

Her throat too tight to speak, Brooke squeezed her friend’s hand. Shortly afterwards, Tanya entered and surveyed the dining room. She came across to Brooke and Stephanie’s table. “I have the supplies in my car.”

Stephanie helped Tanya bring two cartons of vet supplies so they wouldn’t freeze.

At that moment, Dexter arrived. After he’d been brought into the picture, he went out to open his truck. They stored the supplies and the bags of donated dog blankets and toys, except the veterinary supplies. The friends parted with the promise of a longer visit next time.

The desserts were so appetizing, Brooke, encouraged by Dexter, couldn’t resist the lime ice cream parfait. Replete, she excused herself and went to the restroom. When she returned to the table, she noticed a change. Dexter was sitting bolt upright in his chair, his phone in his hand, a distant expression on his face.

He relaxed when she resumed her seat. “I just got a call from a business partner which throws a monkey wrench in the works. I have to set off for, er... Edmonton tonight. I’m happy I was able to have dinner with you. Would you mind having to take the bus back to Donek tomorrow? I’ve made a reservation for you at the Sternwheeler Hotel here in town. The shuttle will take you to the bus depot in the morning.”

“No problem. Let me send a message to Savanah to come and house-sit for me. Savanah is Jimmy’s wife.” 

“I’ve met her. A lovely woman.”

As usual, there was no phone connection. She had to call Doug, the auxiliary constable in Donek, to ask him to relay a message via ham radio. When Stephanie had visited Agate shortly after Brooke’s return to the community with her brand new veterinary license, her friend couldn’t believe that communicating by ham radio was still necessary in the twenty-first century. Her ten-year-old, on the other hand, thought it was the most marvelous thing he’d ever seen in his whole life. Afterward, he had pestered his parents for him to join the amateur radio club. By now, not only had he learned how to operate a radio but also how to build his own set.

Dexter unloaded her supplies from his truck and carried them into her suite. The hug he gave her before leaving warmed her heart. 

Alone in the quiet of her hotel room, Brooke mulled over the last two days. The question that kept churning in her mind was simple. How was she going to cope with the mountain of debt and not enough cash flow to repay the bank? They made absolutely no consideration for the fact that, as a vet, she earned an income, small she admitted to herself, but all she needed was a schedule of payments. They were not impressed by her rather modest income. Her plan as of now was to spend more time at the Donek clinic where pet owners paid the going rate, at least the majority did. How could she charge ninety-year-old Mr. Adams, when he shared the little food he had with his beloved cat because he couldn’t buy cat food after paying the heating bills? When he had come to surrender his companion, she had understood his immense loneliness. She’d improvised a loyalty coupon for vet care to preserve his dignity. His cat on human food was healthier than most cats in the district. Then she had asked keen fisherman Mr. Swindley whether he had any extra fish. His enthusiastic response was heartwarming, not only the cat but Mr. Adams had plenty of fish to eat. Mrs. Swindley now happily accepted his frequent fishing expeditions. Everybody won.

Of course, her lawyer planned to arrange that she would only be responsible for half the debt, but that still represented a tidy sum, and it probably wouldn’t work out. That was without taking into consideration other creditors. She remembered the pile of bills that she had put on Seth’s desk, some of them marked overdue in red. The clinic wasn’t mortgaged, but the scum had mortgaged Doghaven, her cherished log cabin.
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Chapter Three
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The last light of the day was disappearing fast when the repurposed school bus pulled into Agate Creek and came to a halt in front of the café that doubled as a bus depot. Brooke jumped off and retrieved the packages the driver was extracting from the cargo space at the back of the vehicle. Conservation officer Conrad Windett came out of the café to meet her. A smile broke on her lips, then died. He had a grim look on his face. Her heart began to pound. Something had happened. She knew for certain. The privately owned bus departed, leaving a cloud of diesel fumes in its wake. 

Conrad bent down. “I’ll take the bags.” 

“What’s up? I can read your face.” She picked up the carton of vet supplies and started walking beside him to her cabin.

“Let’s get you settled first.”

“Uh... oh... that bad? But after my dogs were taken away and my bank account emptied by that worthless husband of mine, I can handle anything.”

Savanah was waiting on the porch. She helped with the baggage.

“Gunalshéeh for staying over and keeping the place from freezing up,” Brooke said.

Conrad looked her in the eyes. “It’s about your husband, Seth.”

“Did he cross the border and get lost in Alaska?” Her flippant tone didn’t draw the smile she expected.

“Seth had an accident.”

Brooke brushed back her hair. “The dogs? What about the dogs? Are they okay?”

“The dogs are fine.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. So what happened?”

Conrad steadied himself with a deep breath. “Byron and I were out on a snowmobile patrol when we came across a driverless team. It was careening out of control toward us. We managed to stop the dogs.”

In silence, Savanah put a bowl of soup and a mug of coffee in front of Brooke.

Conrad resumed. “We knew it was Seth’s sled. It bore your clinic sponsorship logo. The sled had blood on the handlebar and on the sled bag. It had some minor damage to the side. Byron brought the team back here while I went in search of Seth. I found him farther back on the trail. He appears to have collided with a tree on a tight bend. I’m afraid the trauma was very violent.” He paused looking at her stoic expression. “He was no longer breathing.”

The news hit Brooke as though someone had punched her in the ribs. Eyes wide open, she stared at Conrad. Adrenaline surged in her body, numbing the effect of the news. “He must have underestimated the power of those new dogs. What now?”

“The Royal Canadian Mounted Police are investigating. They determined that he broke his neck against the tree.” Conrad paused to let Brooke assimilate the information. “At first glance, it looked like a straightforward sledding accident. It wouldn’t be the first time a musher slammed into a tree. Only, this time it wasn’t a pure accident.”

Brooke stared at him. “What are you trying to tell me?”

“Seth was murdered.”

“He was what?” The air left her chest. She could hardly breathe.

“In addition to the collision, he had a bullet wound to the chest. That’s where most of the blood came from.”

She gasped. “Someone shot him!”

“I’m afraid so, with a high-powered rifle.”

“A poacher?”

“Could be. That’s why we’re working with the RCMP. The autopsy will tell us more. The body was taken to Whitehorse once the nurse practitioner confirmed the broken neck, the bullet hole and the lack of life.”

Brooke sighed. Reality was slowly sinking in. “She can’t sign a death certificate.” Conrad’s words danced frenetically in her head. It wasn’t possible. Yes, in the heat of the moment, she had wished him dead and even had tried to shoot him. And now he was. So tight were her hands, the soup bowl was in danger of breaking. A hand took it from her.

“Are the dogs in a pen?”

Jimmy had entered without a sound. He sat on the other side of the table. “They are all here. I checked them over. Not a scratch on them.”

“Thank you.”

“My wife will stay tonight. I am taking the kids home now.”

Two little heads poked around the door of the bedroom. The boys tiptoed out behind their father.

With a fatalistic gesture of the hands, Brooke straightened. “Alright. What do I do now?”

“A Mountie will come tomorrow to take a deposition. You can plan the funeral, but it has to wait until the autopsy is completed.”

“Of course.”

Still in a daze, Brooke put the pharmacy supplies that needed to be kept cool in her small fridge until she could transfer them to the clinic, then stacked the blankets and toys in the corner of the living room she used when people brought an animal in for treatment. She’d take them over to the clinic in Donek later.

Conrad gave her a hug. “Dexter gone away?” 

“Some unexpected business down south. Did Savanah tell you I was coming back on the bus?”

“She did. I’ll leave now.”

“Of course, you have to get back to Fletcher Creek.” Her head was spinning, and she was babbling.

“Rest, now. We’re all here to help.”

She watched him fire up his snowmobile and leave. Back in the cabin, she let herself fall onto the sofa. “Well, this changes everything.”

Savanah put a steaming dish on the table. “Eat, Early Sun. You have to keep your up strength. You will need it.”

Brooke smiled at the use of the name her Tlingit friends had given her, and which made her proud. “Only if you eat with me.”

“You do not think I cook all that just for you?”

Amid laughter, thought a little strained, they sat at the table. While she ate, Brooke’s thoughts swirled around her head. She had just laughed despite learning her husband was dead. Somehow, she wasn’t devastated. She ought to be, but only a vague sadness colored her emotions. On reflection, she had long lost the excitement that had presided over the whirlwind courtship and hasty wedding so soon after personal tragedy had left her vulnerable. She was now a widow and she shouldn’t be laughing. But she could shed no tears for a husband who had used her, deceived her, and cheated her. The loss of human life, even one she labeled worthless, was a tragedy, not something she felt indifferent to. Yet, she was lacking the emotions she’d experience if a stranger was killed in a road accident.

Savanah sent her to bed and lay on the sofa to keep watch over her.
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Her chores finished, Brooke put water to boil to make a tisane. Her coffee can was empty, and she wasn’t going to buy any as part of her new austerity plan. She had plenty of herbs to make all the tisane she wanted. A knock on the door jolted her from her task.

“Come in.”

Corporal Ron Larsen stepped into the living room. He removed his uniform fur cap and dropped his parka on an armchair.

“Take a seat, Ron. I’ve just made wild mint and raspberry tea. Would you care for a cup?”

“Thanks. It smells good.”

Brooke and the police officer sat on opposite sides of the table. 

“This is formal RCMP procedure. I have to ask you a bunch of what may seem like obvious questions.”

“I know.”

Ron carefully recorded her answers. He stopped writing when Jimmy entered and went to the clinic’s fridge and left silently.

“Redhead is still your assistant?”

“My indispensable right-hand man. Someone must have come for deworming medication.”

“How do you know?”

“I saw what he took.”

“You’ve got sharp eyes to have identified what it was.”

A haunted look passed over her eyes. “A necessary skill.”

Ron raised an eyebrow, but went on with his questioning. “Is it correct you threatened to kill Seth Lammers after you learned he had sold your dogs? Just reply yes or no.”

“Yes. Everybody must have already told you that.”

“I know, but I have to put it in writing.”

“Is this the moment when I ask for a lawyer?”

He smiled. “You’re only a witness at this time.”

“I like the distinction.”

“But don’t tell me you aimed the rifle at your husband.”

Eyebrows raised and mouth open, she stared at the Mountie for a second. “Alright, I won’t.”

He smiled. He had known her since he’d been posted to Fletcher Creek two decades earlier and she was but a girl, always top of the first aid classes he taught every year. He had loved the small communities he served and had decided not to leave, passing deliberately on promotions and other assignments. “Now, I need to see and take the rifle. A Marlin 30.30, right?”

Her head swiveled to the gun cabinet. “Oh... I must have forgotten to return it to the cabinet.” She looked puzzled. “It must be still...” She stood up and went to the door.

Ron followed her onto the porch.

“Dexter Weiman took it out of my hands. I don’t know what he did with it. We hang it from this peg when working outside to keep it handy, just in case.”

“Where is Weiman now?”

“We went to Whitehorse the day before yesterday, no, the day before that. He had business Outside. I don’t know when he’ll be back.”

“Then that’s all for today. I have to tell you not to leave town.”

Brooke laughed somewhat hysterically. “Right! I wasn’t even here, but I’m a suspect.”

“No, not a suspect, and I’m obliged to add, at the moment.”

“I have to run the clinic in Donek too, and if necessary, I go to a musher’s place to vaccinate the dogs or respond to an emergency somewhere.”

“I know. That’s all part of town. Town is an urban concept. It hardly applies to our situation. I also have to question the other people who were present on that day.” 

Ron shrugged into his parka. About to leave, he turned toward her. “Did Seth have any enemies?”

She pursed her lips. “About a dozen or more. My late husband had a unique talent for putting people down and ticking people off.”

“Totally off the record. Why did you marry him?”

She laughed bitterly. “I didn’t know snakes shed their skin.”

Ron squeezed her shoulder and let himself out.

Snakes. Useful animals that shed their skin, which decompose and enrich the soil. She would have her late husband cremated and would spread his ashes over the land to become fertilizer to enrich the soil. That would be the one useful thing he would have done with his life. She couldn’t recall whether he had any relatives. This was a subject he had always brushed off. In the beginning, being in love was sufficient. There would be time for family later. The hurried wedding had been attended by her father and a few friends from veterinary school. Her father and Stephanie showed their disapproval, but she took no notice. She shook herself. She had work to do.
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