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Author’s Note

Talkeetna, Alaska, is a real place. In this series I’ve tried to be faithful to the sense of community that exists there. But it’s Paul’s and Dace’s Talkeetna — a fictional version. This is even more true of the Alaska State Troopers’ Talkeetna station. It doesn’t exist, not any longer. But the challenges of being the law enforcement for remote stretches of highway, and tiny communities is real for all the troopers. Welcome to Talkeetna.

Somebody New

Book 6 in the Talkeetna, Alaska, series

She's Changed

Naomi survived. A serial killer kidnapped her along with dozens of other women over a three-year period. When they were rescued, Naomi wasn't the same person she had been. How could she be? She'd seen unspeakable things. Had unspeakable things done to her.

Done unspeakable things.

But then a woman named Dace Marshall swooped in and rescued them all. Now Naomi is facing the biggest challenge of all: learning to live again.

Book 6 in the Talkeetna, Alaska, series featuring Dace Marshall and her fiancé Captain Paul Kitka of the Alaska State Troopers.
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Chapter 1
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Wednesday, August 14

Naomi Naypayok lay very still until she was certain where she was. It was dark, as dark as it got in Alaska in August — how odd that she knew that, but was uncertain about exactly where she was. Gradually, she knew. She was in her bed in Alqaq House. That was good.

Something had awakened her, however. She got up and pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt that said University of Alaska on it. She might have worn exactly this 20 years ago, she thought, amused. This sweatshirt had come in some donation or another, and she’d grabbed it — a link to the woman she had been.

Before.

Quietly Naomi padded down the stairs to the living room of Alqaq House. Sister House. A strange sisterhood, but one nevertheless, born not of birth but of shared terror and abuse. And for some of her sisters, the terror still held them in its grip, even now, a year after their escape. No shame there, she told them. It grabbed her too, sometimes.

When the terror got to be too much, the women sometimes crept downstairs to sleep in front of the fire — banked now in the summer, but there was still something about a hearth. And when that happened, it helped to have a sister to sit with you. Often it was Naomi who came to sit with someone. Sometimes there was more than one woman sitting out the night down here.

But not tonight. The living room was empty. Naomi paused and listened, but there were no sounds beyond the creaks of an old house. Satisfied that the other women were still sleeping, and if there were nightmares, at least none of them were screaming. It happened. Not as often as it once had, thankfully. It had been months since a neighbor had called Dace and Paul on them. That was good.

So her own restlessness had awakened her, she decided. She glanced at the time — 2 a.m. — and hesitated. Alaska had strange laws about bar-closing hours. Once she could have told you all of the bar closing times across the state. For a moment she wondered whether there had been changes since she’d been that person. It was odd not to know.

But in Talkeetna the last bar closed at 2 a.m. and that meant a lot of drunks pouring out of the town bars — all two of them, she thought with amusement — and heading home. Of course, it was tourist season, so there would be more people. Finally, she shrugged, found her shoes by the door, and left the house.

She glanced back at the big house she lived in now. It had been built by hand, then added on to by a nurse with a bent for doing things herself — even plumbing and electric wiring, something that had appalled Candace Marshall when she found that out about the house she’d just bought. Dace was from the Lower 48 where there were laws! Naomi grinned at the memory. But the house did just fine, and a half-dozen women still called it home. Some probably always would, she thought sadly. She could probably move out, and sometimes, she thought about it. Well, not now, in August — there were no places to be had during the summer months. But later, after the tourists went home, there were rooms for rent. The women needed her, she told herself, as she often did, when the urge to move into her own place surfaced. And that was true, they probably did.

But it was also true that staying was easier for her, she acknowledged as she walked away from the house, heading toward the few blocks that served as Talkeetna’s downtown. If she moved, she’d have to think about getting a job, and that raised all kinds of problems — starting with her name.

She was just Naomi, here. She wasn’t even sure anyone knew her last name — Paul Kitka perhaps. She wasn’t the person she once was. The nice, earnest social worker. A bureaucrat in Juneau. No, she had become something else to survive. A fierce woman, Dace had called her. She liked that word. Fierce.

She didn’t feel fierce, she conceded. She felt angry. Maybe that was the same thing.

She was Naomi, just Naomi.

The year-round residents knew her and accepted her roaming about the town at all hours. There was one old sourdough she encountered about this time of night coming out of the bar who always greeted her by some name — not Naomi, some other name. She didn’t know him nor who the person he named her as. It had startled her the first time, and she’d fled from him. But when he didn’t follow her, she’d relaxed. After that she just wished him a good night, two lost souls passing by each other.

The winter nights had been cold, but beautiful. All that snow. She’d appreciated the silence — and the occasional Talkeetna resident who might be finding their way home. Not long walks. And not every night, of course. But cabin fever was real, and sometimes she just needed to get out. 

Dace’s fiancé, Lieutenant Paul Kitka, got her some snowshoes, and she’d explored the forest around Talkeetna, more often in the daytime. All bundled up, even goggles for her eyes, but she’d gone out. She had to escape.

No, not lieutenant, anymore, she reminded herself. Captain Paul Kitka of the Alaska State Patrol. It was important to give him the honor he was due — he was Tlingit, well, half, and becoming captain was quite the achievement for an Alaska Native.

He’d grown up in Sitka, not far from the small village she’d grown up in. She thought he might be a few years younger than she was. She knew his mother, actually. Of course, most people in social services knew Professor Kitka. Paul didn’t know she knew Dr. Kitka, and she never planned to tell him.

That woman had died out in the Chugach Forest, and this Naomi was a different person. Somebody new.

Then spring had come, and with it the tourists. First the climbers, and they were a rowdy bunch. She snorted, amused by the young men who partied hard, and then went out to the base camp to test themselves against the mountain. She didn’t understand them really. Why would you risk your life if you didn’t have to?

Well why did she go out at night to wander like she did?

A cluster of young tourists came out of the Fairview. They ignored her, or pretended to, looking at her out of the corner of their eyes as she passed by. A woman out walking alone in the middle of the night? Why? Was she mad?

She knew that more than a few of the Talkeetna residents thought she might be. Women didn’t wander like men did. She thought about getting a dog. Women could walk dogs, right?

Although most people around Talkeetna didn’t. They had dogs. But take them for walks? Why?

Tourists did that. She saw them with all the dogs — small yappy ones, big goofy ones that wagged their tails at her — and wondered why they’d go to such trouble to bring their dogs with them to Alaska? The ones who drove up — that made some sense, she conceded. But the ones on tour buses, or who came in groups on the train?

That didn’t make sense.

But then, these were tourists. The year-round residents seemed to tolerate them as a necessary evil. They’d be gone again soon enough, and they would have their town back to themselves. But without them, there wouldn’t be much in Talkeetna. The old shops like the Roadhouse or the Inn needed them, and the newer shops, like the bookstore or the quilting shop would have never come here if it wasn’t for the tourists.

Even institutions like Purdue Flight Service were dependent upon tourism, she thought, turning to wander out that way. Lanky Purdue had been around a long time, but he’d expanded, and expanded again.

Most of the year-round residents weren’t born here either, she thought suddenly. They too had come from some place else. About the only person she knew who was actually born in Talkeetna was Mary Abbott, one of the sponsors of Alqaq House. Mary was Lanky Purdue’s daughter, and married to a man who worked up on the Slope. They had four kids — more people she knew who were born here, she thought with some amusement.

Naomi nodded to some tourists who were coming out of the bar, and kept walking, wondering what they saw. A tall, lanky Alaska Native woman, with long, somewhat straggly hair? Tall, because she was Haida, not Inuit. Straggly hair, because she couldn’t be bothered. She had a mental flash of the perfectly cut hair she used to have with the tailored clothing she used to wear. She shook her head. She’d been having more and more of those kinds of flashes lately. She wasn’t sure why. She was fond of the woman she used to be, but she couldn’t imagine being her now.

Things changed.

She snorted at that thought, and walked on.

Things had changed all right. She’d come up to Anchorage early for a conference, intending to spend a few days playing in the city where she’d gone to college. She still had friends in Anchorage, after all. And they’d been having some good times. The kind of good times she didn’t have back home in Juneau where she had a professional reputation to uphold. She was a senior administrator for programs that helped Native Alaskans in the Southeast cope with alcohol abuse. Tying one on was not the kind of example she should set! And she was fine with that. Her work mattered to her. She’d seen all the ravages that alcohol had done to the Native communities. It was rewarding to be a part of the efforts to solve those problems.

But Anchorage was different. In Anchorage, she was anonymous. Just another 30-something out to have a good time. Dance. Drink, too much maybe. Laugh, and flirt, and who knew, maybe even find someone.

She hadn’t seen the man who was stalking her.

Naomi swallowed hard, and stopped the memories. Remember the woman you used to be out having a good time with her friends, she admonished herself. Do not think about what happened next.

She stopped in the middle of the path, uncertain where to go. Not back to the Alqaq House to sleep. Memories became nightmares, and there were the other women to consider. So, as was happening more frequently, she turned down a road to a small log cabin, and knocked softly on the door. It was 3:30 a.m., he was probably asleep, but maybe not. He had his own memories that turned to nightmares and woke him up. He might be awake.

Or maybe not. She turned to go, when the door opened. A sleepy man stood there with just a pair of jeans on. “Naomi?” he said huskily. “Do you want to come in?”

She laughed at that. No, she’d just knocked for the hell of it. “Yes,” was what she said, however. And he stepped back, letting her inside. 

“I should just give you a key,” he murmured and then he kissed her.

Naomi kissed him back hungrily. He’d said that about a key before, but she knew he wouldn’t give her one. Besides his door was usually unlocked. She wouldn’t take a key if he did offer it. It felt like some kind of commitment to have a key to his place.

And neither of them wanted commitment. She wasn’t sure either of them was even capable of it. Elijah had his own scars, and his own nightmares. He’d loved someone once. Married her, had a family, and lost it all in an airplane crash.

Lost the thing he loved almost as much as his family — he hadn’t flown since. She’d heard that for the first few years after the crash, he’d never been sober enough to get into a cockpit, much less fly the plane. So Elijah Calhoun had no interest in a relationship with anyone. Fine by her. She was too damaged herself. She’d done things. Seen things. Suffered things. No, there was no relationship in her future.

But this? She would always owe Elijah Calhoun for giving her back her body and the pleasure of it. He’d washed away a lot of filth and damage with this no-commitment sex.

He led her back to his bed, and she went with him.

Naomi left him sleeping — or pretending to. She was never sure. But she wanted to get back to Alqaq House for breakfast. The other women knew she wandered at nights sometimes, but it worried them if she didn’t return for breakfast. She didn’t mind. They’d worried about each other for a long time now.

They were survivors, she reminded herself fiercely.

There were six of them still living in the house. Some had gone back to their families or villages — and that was something worth celebrating! Naomi was pleased for them, even though she knew she’d never return to her own. Naomi didn’t see all the others who still lived in Alqaq House, but Ruth was in the kitchen, and she smiled when Naomi came in. Like Naomi, Ruth was a self-designated protector. But where Naomi was perceived as the fierce defender, Ruth was their mother. And she cooked.

“Coffee?” she offered now, and Naomi nodded. Ruth glanced at the woman sitting at the table, and gave a small shrug. Naomi gave a brief nod back. She got it. Martha was waiting for her. “And we’ve got scrambled eggs,” Ruth added.

“Sounds good,” Naomi said, taking the mug of coffee. She sat down at the table across from Martha. “Are you waiting for me?”

Martha nodded. She was a short, round woman with straight black hair, of Inuit heritage. She looked like she was in her 40s, but Naomi suspected she was younger. Martha had been out in the Chugach for over a year. Only one woman had been out there longer, and she wasn’t here. She was in a long-term facility in Anchorage. No one really expected she’d leave it.

Rebecca, Eunice, and Joanna still lived here too. She wasn’t sure where they were this morning — either a late start, or maybe it was Naomi who was running late. The six of them, plus Sarah Itee who came out most weekends, made up the household. It had been Sarah’s kidnapping that had led to Mary Ayek’s search for the missing women. Mary had come to Paul Kitka, and Paul had begun the search.

But it had been Dace who had led them out of captivity.

Look at her, she was sounding positively biblical these days.

“So what’s up?” Naomi asked, smiling her thanks to Ruth when she slid a plate of food in front of her. Scrambled eggs and toast with jam made from berries they’d picked earlier in the summer. She took a bite, looked at Martha, and waited.

Everyone worried about Martha, although Naomi hoped she didn’t know they did. But she had the worst nightmares of any of them. She rarely left the house, and when she did, she just shook her head if someone asked where she’d gone. Naomi suspected she didn’t know.

Well, fair enough. Naomi didn’t always know where she went either. Naomi was happy to just roam. Maybe Martha was too, although, Naomi didn’t think Martha was happy about much of anything.

Even now, she didn’t answer the question. Martha just slid a flyer across the table at her. It was a bit crumpled, as if Martha had been carrying it around for a while. Naomi swallowed her bite of toast, and picked it up.

It was a flyer advertising a quilting class at The Quilt Shop.

Naomi didn’t know what she’d expected, but this wasn’t it. Ruth came over with the coffee pot, and topped off her cup. She peered at the flyer too.

“Do you want to learn to quilt?” Naomi asked, making a stab at why Martha had a flyer for a class.

Martha nodded. “I walk past it all the time,” she said softly, barely above a whisper. “The store? All of those beautiful fabrics in the window. And the quilt they have in the window? It’s so gorgeous.”

Naomi nodded encouragingly. “I’ve gone by it too,” she offered. 

“So I went in,” Martha said. “That’s OK, isn’t it?”

“Of course,” Naomi said. “You can go into any store you want.”

Martha looked a bit skeptical, but she went on, “And there are more fabrics inside, Naomi! All these beautiful colors. People cut them into shapes, and then sew them together to make those quilts. I want to do that!”

Naomi and Ruth stared at the woman in silence. Who was this person? Naomi thought humorously. This was the first sign of interest Martha had shown in anything. “And they have a class?” Naomi ventured.

Martha nodded, but then she looked sad. “I don’t think they’ll let me go, though,” she said.

“Why not?” Naomi asked.

Martha shrugged. “I went by the shop at night when there was another class, and it’s full of white women,” she said. “No Natives like us.”

“I bet they’d let you take it,” Ruth said. She looked at the flyer. “Do you think Dace would approve the cost?”

Naomi thought Dace would approve anything if it got Martha re-engaged. “I’m sure she would.”

“I’d be too afraid to go by myself,” Martha said softly. She looked at Naomi. “But you’re brave. Will you go with me?”

“Me?” Naomi squeaked, startled by the notion. Quilting? She wanted to burst out laughing, but she contained it for Martha’s sake. Martha would think Naomi was laughing at her. Far from it. She looked again at the flyer. It listed supplies — she didn’t even know what most of them were. They needed to bring their own sewing machines.

“Please?” Martha whispered.

Naomi sighed. If God was keeping track, this had better erase some of the sins on her tick sheet. Then she had an inspired idea. “You know what? We need to talk to Mary Abbott,” she said. “I bet Mary knows about stuff like this. She probably even has a sewing machine we can borrow.”

Martha’s smile lit up her face. Naomi stared; she’d never seen Martha smile before, she realized. OK, she thought, resigned. Quilting class, here we come.

The two of them helped Ruth clean up the kitchen, and then they walked over to Mary Abbott’s big white house, just off the main street.

Mary Abbott knew about cages. She understood their nightmares, because she had them too. When she was 5, a psychopathic teenager had locked her in a cage alongside animals he’d trapped. It took her father, Lanky Purdue — of Purdue Flight Services — five days to track the boy and rescue his daughter. It had been 40 years, and Mary was still affected by it. She rarely left town — although she’d made some trips to Anchorage with Dace, Naomi knew. Everyone had cheered her on.

In one of those weird twists of fate that happened more often in Alaska than one would think, that psychopathic teenager grew up to be a respected — and feared — lobbyist, and married Candace Marshall, a second marriage. Dace had fled him and his abuse, and landed in Talkeetna, renting Mary’s Tool Shed Cabin, and went to work for Lanky Purdue. Dace’s husband had pursued her, and ended up dead in the cabin. Not at Dace’s or Mary’s hand, not that Naomi would fault them if they had killed him.

Say what you would, there was a place for revenge.

Dace had inherited her husband’s holdings, and he had been a wealthy man. That was where the startup funds for Alqaq House came from — the estate of an abusive sociopath. And Mary Ayek, an elder and board member of the Bethel Native Corporation, was leading the fundraising for the House.

How fitting. She knew that’s how Dace felt about it. A second Alqaq House was now open in Anchorage, providing shelter to abused women. They could take more women here, Naomi thought suddenly, but she thought she knew why Dace hesitated. The women in Talkeetna were truly sisters bound by the trauma they’d gone through. Would another woman, even someone escaping domestic violence, understand?

Naomi knocked on Mary’s door, and Mary was delighted to see them — as Naomi had known she would be. Mary led them through the living room to the kitchen table, and made them tea.

And there were cookies. Naomi grinned at her, and took one. “Tell her,” she told Martha. Martha looked at her anxiously, but Naomi just gave her a smile of encouragement. Martha took a deep breath, and handed Mary the flyer — now even more wrinkled than before.

Why all of this struck her as funny, Naomi didn’t know, but it did.

Mary listened intently, and Martha took heart from it. “Do you think Dace would allow Alqaq House to pay for the class? And the supplies?” Martha asked doubtfully, looking at the flyer. “It’s quite a bit of money.”

“The board of directors most certainly will agree,” Mary said firmly.

“And a sewing machine?” Martha asked. “Naomi thought you might have one we could borrow.”

“I do,” Mary said. She tapped her fingers on the table. “But I have an idea. Let me call Dace, and invite her to lunch. I think all four of us should take the quilting class. What do you think?”

Naomi would do a lot to see Martha smile like that — even take a quilting class.
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Chapter 2
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Dace surveyed her desk with a grimace. It was truly amazing how much paperwork there was for a small business. Especially one involving airplanes, apparently. The desk was an old gray steel desk — government surplus, she assumed, knowing her boss. And probably surplus from shortly after World War II. Those desks never wore out.

It fit the building that housed the business offices of Purdue Flight Services — an old Quonset hut that had insulation added. Thank God for that. Dace had now survived two winters in Talkeetna and in this building. It had better have insulation!

The walls were gray, the floors were mottled gray linoleum tiles. The windows were covered on the outside with vinyl to help block the winter wind and made them all opaque. Dace shrugged. At least the coffee maker was new.

It wasn’t the bleakness of the office that had her frustrated. It wasn’t even the paperwork, although she’d really like it if the pilots learned to bring her readable receipts when they bought something. She should be grateful; after two years, they at least brought her receipts most of the time.

It was August, and tourist season was in full swing. All the planes were out with sightseeing tours. Business was good. And the reservations for next spring’s climbing season were coming in nicely. She could now take reservations in a half-dozen different languages.

She kept one ear on the radio, while she responded to emails from clients. After Rafe’s Mayday call last spring, she would never be able to ignore it. Just the thought of hearing his call made her sick to her stomach even now.

No, just admit it, she told herself. She wasn’t worried about the office, she was worried about her fiancé. Paul Kitka wasn’t himself. He was increasingly grim, and he wasn’t talking about it. Not with her at least. She wondered briefly if he might be confiding in Captain Wyckoff, and snorted at the idea. Two years as the office manager of an all-male flight company had taught her a lot about men — and confiding in each other wasn’t done. Confide in her? Yeah, they’d drift down, pour themselves a cup of coffee and talk to her. Each other? Lanky? Nope. Not happening.

So why wasn’t Paul confiding in her?

That was a good question, she thought. Tonight she was going to corner him and ask.

Her cell phone rang, and she glanced at it. Mary? “Hi, there,” she said warmly, hoping nothing had gone wrong at the Alqaq House — or at Mary’s for that matter. 

“Hey, Naomi and Martha are here,” Mary said. She sounded cheerful enough — wait, Martha had left the Alqaq House? “Do you want to join us for lunch?”

“Be there as soon as I can,” Dace promised. She ended the call, and then called out to the hangar to let Lanky know she was heading to Mary’s for lunch. “Might be a long one,” she said lightly. It was a 20-minute walk from the airstrip to Mary’s House. And then back again.

Lanky grunted. “Take your phone,” he said.

Duh. She didn’t go anywhere without her phone. During tourist season? Was he kidding? His way of giving permission without saying it, she thought. She rolled her eyes, grabbed her phone, and headed out the door.

She liked this walk, actually. It took her through the heart of downtown — such as it was — and she could ignore the big, diesel sightseeing buses. She was getting as bad as the locals, she thought with amusement.

Well, after two winters, you were a local, really.

Or so she’d been told.

She was wearing her navy fleece vest that said Purdue Flight Service on it, over a long-sleeved blue shirt, and navy trousers. Not particularly feminine, but then given where she worked, this was appropriate. What was she supposed to wear? She glanced around at the tourists in their slogan T-shirts and bright shorts, and grimaced. She was dressed just fine.

And 20 minutes later, she knocked on Mary’s door, having managed to get there without fretting about why Martha — and Naomi — were here. Mary opened it, and she didn’t look stressed, so Dace relaxed a bit. Just a bit, because Mary did look amused. Amused made her wary.

“Hi,” she said with forced cheerfulness. “What’s going on?”

“We can’t just have lunch together?” Mary teased. 

“We could,” Dace said, smiling. “We do. Usually at Alqaq House, though.”

Martha ignored the banter, and shoved a battered piece of paper toward her. “I want to take a quilting class,” she said softly. “But maybe it will cost too much? Naomi said she’d take it with me, and Mary thought maybe all four of us could. That would be good — then I won’t be afraid.”

Dace glanced at the piece of paper. The class itself wasn’t all that expensive, but she guessed the supply list might be. “Is this at The Quilt Shop?” she asked, buying for time. Martha wanted her to take the class too? She glanced at Mary, promising revenge for suggesting it.

On the other hand, she’d been in the shop herself. And all those fabrics did call to her. Maybe it would be fun.

Martha nodded. “But we all need sewing machines,” she said doubtfully. “Mary has one, do you?”

Dace chuckled. “No,” she said. “I was raised by a single father, remember? I’ve never sewn anything — machine or otherwise.”

“Everyone should have a sewing machine,” Mary protested. “How do you mend your clothes?”

Dace glanced down at what she had on. She thought they were probably indestructible — it was more about getting oil or dirt on them that she couldn’t get out. 

“Point taken,” Mary said dryly, seeing Dace’s expression. “But the Alqaq House should have one, don’t you think?”

Dace shrugged. “Yes?” she said. “And I suppose I should have one. Will Rebecca let us rent some? Loaners to try out?”

Mary beamed at her. “You all get the salad fixings together, and I’ll give Rebecca a call.”

Dace glanced at Naomi. This didn’t seem like her cup of tea. She looked resigned — probably the same expression Dace had. But if Martha was willing to leave Alqaq House for a quilting class, then they were all going to learn to quilt.

How hard could it be?

Rebecca Gaines was one of those assertively pleasant women who ran things. She ran her shop, she ran the Chamber of Commerce, and she was behind the winter film festival. They probably needed to get her on the board for Alqaq House, Dace thought, speculatively. She was in her 60s, with blonde hair, perfectly coifed, and always looked put together. Dace liked her, and was terrified of her, in equal amounts.

And she was all in for the four of them taking the beginner’s class. “You’re in luck. We’ve got a new class starting tomorrow night,” she said enthusiastically, on speaker phone when Mary reached her. She listened to Mary’s concerns — not enough machines. No sewing knowledge among three of them. And they’d need to buy everything.

“No problem,” Rebecca said, and Dace mouthed it along with her. Naomi snickered. “The first class is really all about what you will need, and then the store will be open for you to purchase everything you need. And yes, I’ve got some sewing machines you can borrow to try out. I’m happy to! This will be fun!”

Dace looked at Naomi, and they both laughed. But Martha was beaming, and Dace’s laugh softened into a smile. “It will be fun,” she agreed.

“How many are in the class?” Mary asked. 

“The four of you will make 20,” Rebecca said. “That’s a full class! But really, I think you’ll like it.”

She paused. “I run a class every month,” she said; her voice was serious. “I do it for me, really. There’s something about a room full of women learning together, creating something new, that bonds us. I’m glad you’re joining us.”

“I am too,” Mary said. “See you tomorrow.”

Dace excused herself to get back to work. Naomi and Martha left with her. They walked in silence until the turnoff to Alqaq House. Companionable silence, Dace thought, with relief. These women didn’t require her to talk. It was the thing she dreaded most about this class — the other women would expect her to talk to them. 

“Thank you,” Martha said, smiling at her. “Those fabrics just make me happy. And it would feel good to be creative again.”

“What did you create before?” Dace asked. This was news to her, and it looked like news to Naomi. How little they knew about each other! It worried her, but everyone she’d talked to said let them take their time.

“I was a mixed-media artist,” she said, and she sounded wistful. “You could probably still find some of my work for sale in Anchorage. But now, when I think about images, they’re all dark, and violent. My work wasn’t like that. But those fabrics? They feel like happiness.”

Dace’s eyes burned. She would not cry. Pete Dawson had kidnapped these women, brutalized them in ways Dace could only guess at. But more than that, he’d destroyed who they were as if it didn’t matter. An artist. A nursing student. A woman who organized trips into the bush and the wilderness area of the Arctic. Women who had children, families who loved them. He reduced them to almost-feral animals.

That was what he really got off on, she realized suddenly. Not just the sexual predator part. He was driven to smash them down.

Well he was dead. And Dace was committed to building the women back up. She nodded at Martha. “I can’t wait to see what you create,” she said sincerely.

The two women walked away, and Dace watched them go, one tall and slim, the other short and round. 

And Naomi? Dace wondered what Pete Dawson had taken away from her?

A lot, she decided, as she walked back through Talkeetna toward the airstrip. She detoured down the side street where The Quilt Shop was located and looked at the quilts in the window that had grabbed Martha and pulled her out of the house. She knew Naomi had gone to college. Dace thought she had done some kind of social work. Paul had said she was Haida, a part of the Sitka tribes with the Tlingits. She didn’t even know her last name.

But she knew Naomi. She was fierce. She had helped Dace protect these women and get them free. And she was pretty sure Naomi had gone back to that cabin in the Chugach and waited for Pete Dawson to return.

And she’d killed him.

Dace hadn’t asked questions. She didn’t ask when Naomi had disappeared and then returned. She hadn’t asked Lanky about how Naomi might have gotten to the cabin — or gotten back out again. It required a plane, after all. 

And most of all she hadn’t asked Paul what he knew. She suspected, but she hadn’t asked. Because if Captain Paul Kitka knew who had killed Pete Dawson, he’d be obligated to do something. And she didn’t think he would do it — even if it cost him his career.

So much silence, she thought, as she unlocked the office door and sat back down at her desk. So many secrets. She didn’t know which ones were valid and which ones needed to be discussed.

Well, she did know some things. She wasn’t going to talk about Naomi connection to Pete Dawson’s death, not to Paul, not to anyone. But she was going to make Paul talk to her about what was bothering him.

She hoped it wasn’t her and their engagement. Did he regret that? He had quite the reputation as a carefree single man who liked ‘fast cars and faster women’ as someone had put it to her. It made her giggle.

But he hadn’t driven the Corvette all summer.

Something was wrong. And she was determined to make him tell her what it was.

And then tomorrow night she was starting a quilting class. Thursday night, Friday night, all day Saturday and Sunday. She shook her head, and called Elijah Calhoun to cover her for the weekend.
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Chapter 3
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Dace was waiting outside the office door when Paul pulled up in his Subaru. He was late, and she couldn’t stand answering one more phone call. This time of year, her days started at 6 a.m. and she stayed until Paul picked her up at 5 p.m. but Paul’s days were getting longer and longer, and therefore, so were hers.

Maybe she needed to get a car. She grimaced, because she walked most of the time; Talkeetna was too small to really need a car unless she was going to the grocery store out at the highway. And she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been grocery shopping. Paul did it usually. He liked to cook, and the patrol office was on the highway too. She wasn’t brave enough to drive a car during the winter anyway.

Now flying? That was different. Maybe she should schedule some flight time, that always made her feel better.

She needed a bumper sticker for the Subaru that said ‘My Other Vehicle is a Cessna.’

Good humor restored, Dace was tempted to walk home. It was only about a mile. Most things in Talkeetna were about a mile apart — although often in different directions. But she’d already walked to work this morning, then walked to Mary’s and back at lunch. And it was nearly a 12-hour day. She was tired, and she wanted Paul.

As if that thought conjured him, he turned into the gravel parking lot, and parked in front. She climbed into the front seat. “I’m sorry,” he said contritely. “I stopped for some groceries. I felt like making pasta tonight.”

Paul cooked when he was stressed. There were certainly worse ways of dealing with stress — alcohol was a big one. And raging at someone who was helpless to escape. She’d been the victim of both of those. Having to eat homecooked meals seemed easy enough in comparison. The thought made her smile at Paul as he backed away from the office.

“Bad day?” she asked.

Paul shrugged. “No worse than most,” he said.

She shied away from prying into what that meant. Wimp, she chastised herself. Paul was nothing like her former husband. Stephen had been a sociopath, and he often punished her for asking questions. Or if she didn’t show an interest in his work. Or for.... She had never known what she was supposed to do. That had been the point. It was all designed to keep her timid and quiet. She knew that. Just as she knew Paul wasn’t like that at all. He welcomed her questions. He encouraged her to express herself.

But it was hard. By the time she’d worked up the courage to ask him more, they were home. Silently, she helped him carry in the groceries instead. They put the groceries away, and then Paul started the water to boil for the pasta, and Dace made a salad. She watched him out of the corner of her eye — he was making a marinara sauce, and her stomach rumbled. The lunch salad at Mary’s seemed like a long time ago.

He smiled at her. “Hungry? Do we have time for me to make garlic bread?”

“We always have time to make garlic bread,” she said firmly, relieved that the silence had been broken. Usually silence didn’t bother her, but it did tonight. “I had lunch at Mary’s today,” she said, and told him about Martha and her desire to take a quilting class, and how they’d all gotten themselves roped into the class. “That’s a positive step,” she finished. “I’m really pleased that Martha’s found something to leave the house for. And the image of Naomi taking a quilting class has made me laugh out loud all afternoon.”

Paul laughed at that. “Hard to picture,” he agreed. “You’ll need to snap a photo of the four of you at the first class.” He fell silent again.

“I need to talk to Naomi,” Paul said slowly. “That was one of the things that made today such a bitch of a day. Not tonight. Maybe tomorrow? I’d like you to be there when I do.”

“That explains today,” Dace said. She swallowed hard, her mouth dry at what she was doing. “But you’ve been tense all summer. You’re miserable. Do you regret us? Our engagement? We don’t have to do this, you know.”

Paul stared at her. Then he gathered her into a tight hug. “No, no,” he said, and there was horror in his voice. “Oh gods, Dace, you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me — and I’d be drowning right now if I didn’t have you. I am so sorry if I’ve given you reason to doubt that.”

She noticed he’d turned off the sauce and the oven. Leave it to her fiancé to not burn supper, just because she was having a meltdown. And it was a meltdown, she thought with dismay. It had been a while since she’d had one, but she was shaking with it.

She could hear Stephen’s voice chiding her for overreacting to something. “Not everything is about you,” he said, in that superior tone of voice that she hated so much. “Stop trying to make it so.” Even at the time she’d known it wasn’t true — she didn’t do that. But it didn’t matter. Stephen would have picked something else to criticize. Something else she’d done wrong. 
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