
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Dead Body in the Dark

By L.J. Breedlove

[image: ]


If you'd like to subscribe to my newsletter to hear about more books like this, you can sign up here.



Published by L.J. Breedlove 

Copyright 2025 L.J. Breedlove

License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your ebook seller to buy a copy. Thank you for respecting the work of this author.

Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. While place descriptions and news events may coincide with the 

real world, all characters and the plot are fictional. No generative AI was used in this book.

Contact Information

For more information about this author, please visit www.ljbreedlove.com. 

Email address is lois@ljbreedlove.com.


Dead Body in the Dark

Book 7 in the Talkeetna, Alaska, series

A Favor Is Owed

The Iditarod. A race across 1,000 miles of Alaska done by dog sled, with a racer (musher) and a dozen or so dogs. The ceremonial start is in Anchorage; the real start is in Willow on the first Saturday of March. It will end some 10 to 15 days later, one of the hardest endurance races in the world.

It takes thousands of volunteers to make it happen. Thousands more turn out to watch.

After a winter of cabin fever, the Iditarod is the first sign that spring will come. Not for a while, mind you. Spring won't happen in Alaska until June. But the days are longer — dawn is at 8 a.m. and sunset is at 5 p.m., a welcome change from the winter days where you never see the sun at all.

Still damned cold, however. Twenty below, at times. Fierce storms as well. But the worst challenges are always caused by people. Isn't that the way it always is?

Benny Askoak had been a musher once. He'd even finished the race when he was young. But it was expensive to run a team. Expensive to care for them. Now, he cared for the town of Skwentna instead. A town the Iditarod teams came through every year. It always made his heart glad to see the teams of dogs come through. The race was important to Skwentna. Very important.

But someone wasn't cheering for the dogs and the race this year. Someone wanted to bring the race to a halt altogether. Benny Askoak didn't know who and didn't know why. But he knew Skwentna wouldn't survive without the race.

Finally, he admitted he needed help to solve this case. It couldn't be solved quietly after all. He picked up the phone and made a call. A favor was owed. He would call it in, and hope for the best.

"Purdue Flight Services," a woman's voice said crisply. "How can I help you?"

Book 7 in the mystery series Talkeetna.
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Chapter 1
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Skwentna, Alaska, Friday, February 14

The phone wouldn’t stop ringing. Benny Askoak was awake enough to know that he should answer it — people didn’t call in the middle of the night for no reason.

Or for a good reason, for that matter.

But he wasn’t awake enough to manage reaching the phone in time either. He flopped back in his bed. They’d call back. He didn’t want to look at the phone and see who had called. Didn’t want the bad news the call meant.

He sighed. He was getting too old for this.

The phone started ringing again, and this time he grabbed it. “Where?” he said.

“Michael’s place,” the voice said.

“He OK?”

“He will be. You going to come out?”

Benny Askoak didn’t know what good he could do. He hadn’t done any good with the other calls either. “Yeah, I’ll be out,” he said.

He checked the time on his phone, 4 a.m., just like the last call. Well, maybe the Roadhouse would have coffee going when he was done dealing with whatever this was.

His home was a small cabin, made of logs, and well chinked against the cold. He made sure the stove had enough wood so it wouldn’t go out while he was gone. Getting a fire started again in a house gone cold was an ugly task. Too cold, and then the pipes froze, and.... No, it was best to take care of things properly.

And to take the time to dress properly. It was probably below zero out there. No wind, thankfully, but still damned cold. He pulled on his insulated Dickies coveralls, a thick goose down parka, and extreme weather gloves, then wrapped a knitted wool scarf around his face. His mother still made him one for Christmas each year. This one was a green color. He might take teasing at the Roadhouse about the color, but a man who wouldn’t wear the scarf his mother made him was no kind of man.

He snorted at the whimsical thought. He was not known for whimsy — maybe because he kept his thoughts to himself, like a sensible person.

He unplugged the snowmachine from the engine-block heater, and shoved it out the garage door. Michael’s place was about three miles up Hewitt Creek. He’d be there fast enough, no need to push it and create wind against his cheeks. He pulled on his goggles. Took longer to suit up than it would to get there. He didn’t think about it much. He’d lived out here most of his adult life. It was the way it was.

Even in Anchorage where he’d grown up, you dressed like this for even the smallest winter excursion. He’d watched enough television to know most of the world didn’t have to be this weather-wise, but this was Alaska. It wasn’t just the weather you needed to be wary about, there were plenty of ways to die out here. But he’d bet there were more deaths from weather than anything else. Even from other people, and the Lord knew mankind had been killing each other off for a long time.

The sound of the snowmachine was loud in the night. It was still completely dark out. Not much of a moon tonight. The stars were real clear, however. The snow showed white, and the trees were such a dark green they appeared black. Benny Askoak followed the edge of the river. It should be frozen enough he could ride right on it, but he didn’t trust it. Not this year. Breakup was still a ways off, but it had been unseasonably warm this year. And dry. They had enough snow to use a machine on, but not much more than that. It worried him.

Well, it was on the list of things that worried him, at least. The list was long and getting longer.

How had someone gotten the jump on Michael Robins? The man was fit, young, and lived with two dozen dogs. Surely, they’d given warning a stranger was about?

But he’d thought the same things about the last three victims.

Four mushers with their teams who made their homes out here and were putting the last pieces together for their participation in the Iditarod. And someone got the jump on them. He couldn’t wrap his mind around that.

It had been decades since he had been a musher. Longer ago than he liked to think about. For just a moment he closed his eyes and could feel the joy of running a team of dogs instead of riding a snowmachine. Instead of the engine, there would be the yips of the dogs, the sounds of the harnesses, the thump of the sled.

He missed having dogs. But his last had died a decade ago, and he just hadn’t had the energy to raise any more. No, his energy was devoted to keeping Skwentna alive. Such as it was. Really, it was the Roadhouse, an airstrip, and a post office. There were 40 people in the last census. It decreased every year. But the airstrip served as a hub for dozens of hunting lodges in the area. Everything was flown in and out for those lodges. He wasn’t sure the term lodge did them credit. Some were large, fancy resorts. Others were barely a hunting camp set up by some old codger like himself who made his cash income by taking out clients to hunt or fish. Benny liked the fishing trips better. Hunting wild game for sport didn’t set well with him. He didn’t say it. It wouldn’t win him any friends, not in this area.

But Benny loved this place. He’d come out here to set up his own sled dog camp, and never left. Probably should have. He’d probably have two fewer failed marriages, and might still be speaking regularly to his kid if he’d given it all up and moved back to Anchorage. 

But he just couldn’t leave this place. The Skwentna River deltas drew him like nothing else did. So what did he do? Take on responsibilities that kept him tied to the airstrip and town.

He shook off his thoughts and pulled up in front of Michael Robins’s cabin. It wasn’t much more than a shack, really. All of Michael’s money from guiding went into his dogs. Dogs that were setting off a racket at his arrival. See? How could someone sneak up on the cabin? He didn’t like the answer that came to mind.

The front door opened, and Blair George stood framed in it. She gestured to the lean-to that Michael called a garage, and Benny nodded, wanting to plug in his engine-block heater. The lean-to was crowded with Michael’s own snowmachine and Blair’s, as well.

Blair met him at the lean-to door, and tossed him an orange extension cord. He plugged his machine in, and followed her into Michael’s shack.

“You’re going to get your nose frost-bit if you don’t cover it better,” she observed.

Benny ignored her. Blair George ran the Roadhouse. She was a 40-year-old woman, stoutly built, and had opinions on everything. Arguing with her would be a full-time job. He only did it when he wanted to get laid. They’d had a cordial, if contentious, no-strings relationship for years. But she could be exhausting.

He almost grinned at that thought, because it worked in both senses. But she’d demand to know what he was grinning about, and then they’d argue. So he kept his face neutral and followed her into the cabin’s main room where Michael sat huddled under a blanket near the pot-bellied wood stove.

“How are you doing?” Benny asked.

“Alive,” Michael said tersely. He nodded to the wooden table in the center of the room. “Got a letter. Just like the others.”

Benny glanced at the envelope sitting on the table. He’d collect it — like he had the others. Wouldn’t understand it, but he would have it. If they had to call in the state troopers, he’d need them. No one wanted to do that. Not less than a month before the Iditarod and thousands of onlookers came through here. And they were all willing to spend money — some of it in Skwentna.

It always warmed Benny’s heart to see the teams of dogs come through town. The race was important to Skwentna. Very important. News that mushers were being attacked in Skwentna would make people stay away. Might make mushers and race officials reconsider Skwentna as a stop. And God forbid, something bad might happen to the Iditarod mushers when they came through here.

The thought of something horrible happening here made Benny’s chest tighten. They had to figure this out and get it stopped ASAP. The clock was ticking.

“Tell me what happened,” he ordered.

Michael shrugged. “Same thing that happened to Wilbur. Have there been others?”

There had been, but Benny didn’t want a panic to start. All too easy when most people had a touch of cabin fever and tended to be paranoid anyway. “Tell me,” he repeated.

“I put the dogs to bed,” Michael said. “Then I came in, sat down with a beer in front of the stove. Woke up hours later, naked in the kennel with the dogs all around me. They kept me warm, I guess. My hands were tied behind me. Then Blair came, and let me loose. The letter was on my table.”

Michael was shivering, and Benny thought he might have some frostbite on the left side of his face. Probably where he’d been touching the ground. The blanket hid the rest of him, but Benny would guess there was some more down his left side. He was damned lucky at that.

“You need any spots looked at?” Benny asked. Michael shook his head.

“Blair looked me over pretty thoroughly,” he said. “And no offense, I’d rather have her looking at me than you.”

Benny snorted. “I’d rather she looked at you, too,” he joked back. Michael grinned.

Michael took good care of his dogs. They ate well, were sheltered and cared for. Almost like a pet, but not quite. Maybe a co-worker? A partner? And they’d responded by keeping him warm — a dog pile, probably.

“Do you know how long you were out there?” Benny asked.

Michael shook his head. “Couldn’t have been long,” he pointed out. “The dogs were good boys and girls, and piled on me when I called them. But still, it’s cold out there unless you’ve got a coat like a husky.”

Huskies had an undercoat, and if they were used to being outside like Michael’s dogs, could withstand sub-zero temperatures without a problem. Dehydration was the bigger issue — hard to get them to drink water on demand, and water in a bowl was going to freeze quickly. Given a shelter over the kennel like Michael’s, the huskies would just snuggle down in the snow together.

But a human without clothes? Michael had been lucky there’d been no wind tonight. Wind-chill factor would have pushed his body temperature down rapidly, and Blair wouldn’t have had a chance to get here in time. Benny looked at her. “You got a message like last time too?”

Blair nodded. She looked tired, and it made her look old. Well, older. At 56, Benny still had her beat. He suspected she hadn’t been getting good sleep since this all started. Knowing that sleeping through a text could be a death sentence for someone was tough.

“Came in at 3 a.m.,” she said. “I’ve been sleeping in my clothes. And I’ve set an alarm to go off at 2:30 a.m. so I can watch for messages. Benny, we’ve got to do something! I’m getting more and more sleep deprived — eventually I’m going to sleep through the alarm or miss the text. Someone is going to die!”

“I could come over and keep you company,” Michael offered. Blair just rolled her eyes. She’d probably seen that one coming, Benny thought with amusement.

“I know, I know,” Benny soothed. “You’ve been pulling more than your fair share of the load here. So you see the message, see where it is, and you get out here as fast as possible,” he summarized.

Blair nodded.

“Still would take 30 minutes, don’t you think?” Benny continued, almost thinking out loud.

Blair frowned. “Yes,” she said slowly. “But Michael doesn’t seem like he’s been out there much longer than that.” She looked Michael over slowly. He reddened under her scrutiny; Benny was amused again. That joking offer might have been for real. Or hell, maybe Blair and Michael had hooked up before. Benny had no delusions that he and Blair had something lasting or exclusive. Winters were long, and there were few women out here. Blair could pick and choose any man she wanted.

And choose again.

Benny forced his mind back to the issues at hand. “What time did you bed the dogs down, Michael?” he asked.

Michael shrugged. “Probably around 8 or 9 p.m.,” he guessed. “Had a couple of dogs in here for company. When they whined to go out, I followed and put them all inside the kennel. Went back in. Had a beer. Had another beer.”

Benny glanced toward the kitchen. Probably had more than that, he would guess. Well, not a lot to do during the winter months. Michael wouldn’t be the only one who enjoyed his beer. He was racing this year in the Iditarod, however. He’d sober up here soon, and ramp up his strength and endurance training. He was already in good shape — and cold endurance was a part of the endurance training most mushers did.

Skwentna didn’t have any alcohol laws. They didn’t have any liquor stores or bars either. The Roadhouse served beer and wine. Blair had a stash of hard liquor she brought out ‘for friends’ at holidays. Some of the lodges also had bars of a sort for their guests.

Alaskans were hard-core drinkers. There was just no getting around it. It made them one of the top 10 states for alcoholism, substance abuse, and sadly, alcohol-related deaths. It was especially true for Alaskan Natives.

Benny had been hard core when he was in his 20s. Probably the reason for divorce number one, he thought now. But he’d dried out at 32. His doc had told him he’d be dead if he didn’t. He didn’t miss it.

Much.

But he’d learned it was either be a drunk or be completely sober. There was no in between, not for him. Probably not for any Inuit, but he kept his mouth shut about that. No one liked to be preached at.

His mind was drifting again. But no matter how he looked at it, it didn’t add up. “The attacker calls you first,” he said finally. “Then he watches to make sure you get here. He wasn’t trying to kill Michael. Did everything not to kill you. Drugged your beer? Hauls you out of here and sends a text out to Blair.”

“How did they drug my beer?” Michael asked with frustration.

“Did you lock this place up?” Benny asked. Most people around here didn’t bother —especially if they were just going out to put the dogs in for the night.

“No,” Michael muttered. “Not sure I have a key.” He looked around the place vaguely. “Must have one here somewhere.”

“So the challenge is getting the drug into the beer, and putting the cap back on,” Blair summarized. They’d had this conversation before. And yes, that was the sticking point. Benny suddenly had an idea. He went over and opened the refrigerator. He was right. Bottled water. Jugs of it.

“Not the beer, the water,” Benny said.

“Need to get a sample sent off,” Blair commented, but she was nodding. Much simpler. And probably most people around here used bottled water — or they purified it someway and kept it in the fridge. He would need to check with the other victims, but they’d all reported having a beer or whiskey, and it had been too easy to focus on that. Benny was frustrated. He wasn’t a trained investigator!

“What about the others? Wouldn’t they notice their water was tainted?” Michael asked.

“You would think,” Benny agreed, discouraged again. “But we’ll need to get your water tested somehow.”

“Once you do, the cat’s out of the bag,” Blair predicted. “All hell will break loose.”

Benny sighed. This had been a disaster from the beginning.

About two weeks ago, Blair had gotten a similar text: Pete Carroll needs your help. It came from a number she didn’t recognize, and it woke her up. She’d started to blow it off — was this some kind of weird come on? But then, she tried to call Pete, and there was no answer. She’d thrown on clothes and gone out to his place — no easy feat, because he was a paranoid recluse. Pete lived out in the middle of nowhere, which was saying something since most folks thought Skwentna was already as remote as you needed to get. And he’d been hogtied and stuffed in with his dogs.

Like Michael, his dogs were almost pets, and they’d just snuggled in. Blair had rescued him, and called Benny. Benny sighed at the memory. He really wished she’d given him a pass on this one.

He was... what? The airport manager. The postmaster. He didn’t know what else. Seemed like every time someone was needed to be an ‘official’ somebody, they just put his name down. Pete probably had jobs he didn’t even know about.

But Blair had called him, and he went.

Two days later, Blair got another text: this with a GPS location. She found Nick Jones tied to a post outside his kennels. He’d been still out cold. And he had a black eye, he refused to explain. Benny still didn’t know what to make of that.

Six days ago, it had been Steve Kelleher. And that one had been ugly.

Kelleher was an abusive musher — not something Benny was going to say out loud, because Steve Kelleher was a mean drunk. And he was frequently drunk. He didn’t feed his dogs enough. He’d been called on it a couple of times, but he claimed that hungry, mean dogs ran faster. Maybe. He had some trophies to prove his theory. But no one who loved dogs like most mushers did would abuse their dogs to find out.

Benny knew some mushers had gone hungry themselves so they could feed their dogs well during some lean patches. Hell, he’d done it. You fed and cared for your dogs. Wife number 2 had said he cared more for his dogs than he’d cared for his wife. He wasn’t proud of his reply. And then she had become another ex-wife. Unfortunately, she’d moved back to Anchorage and took his daughter with her. Hard to be a good father when you had to catch a flight to see the girl. He wished he’d done better with that.

So, their mysterious attacker had drugged Kelleher and tossed him naked into the dog kennel. Unlike the others, whose dogs had snuggled down by their musher, his dogs had.... Benny avoided thinking about it. Kelleher would walk again, but he’d have bite marks on his leg for a long time. Benny had hushed up the letter and the rest of it — what most people knew was he’d fallen in the pen, and his animals had attacked him. Kelleher was in Anchorage, healing. People were taking turns feeding the dogs.

There was talk among the mushers about taking his dogs. But no one knew what to do with dogs that had been abused like that. Well, they did, but no one wanted to do that either. Wasn’t the dogs’ fault.

Wilbur Benson had reverted back to this format — Blair had found him, still sleeping, amidst a dog pile.

And now Michael.

Benny turned to the table with a sigh and picked up the letter sitting there. Neither of them had opened it. Well, Blair had seen the letters at the other places, and they were all similar. But he knew they were really passing the buck. This was his problem to solve, they seemed to be saying. If Benny could think of someone to pass the buck to, he would, too.

He picked up the letter. Like the others, there was no name on the envelope. It wasn’t sealed either. He pulled out the pages, and glanced at them. The first page was a short letter. It said, Stop abusing the dogs. How do you like being treated like your dogs?

It went on to talk about the number of dogs that had died in the Iditarod, including three young dogs in 2024. That had been heart-breaking, Benny acknowledged. The letter writer talked about the hundreds of dogs that were injured. And for what? Entertainment? Enclosed in this one was a clipping from PETA — some organization that thought races like the Iditarod were cruel. He hadn’t heard of them before, but he didn’t follow the news much. News didn’t seem all that relevant to Skwentna. Got some hunting and fishing magazines, and Alaska magazine. But even the Anchorage newspapers and television seemed focused mostly on cities. Which made sense, he guessed. Even in Alaska, most people lived in cities.

But the letter and the clipping gave him no clues to who might be behind this. Were they trying to stop the Iditarod? They needed to be preaching to people in Anchorage, if so. Or Willow, maybe. That’s what he couldn’t figure out. Why here?

And how? How was the assailant doing this? The dogs had barked when he pulled up on his snowmachine. He couldn’t imagine they wouldn’t do that with everybody. Of course, who was the important question, he guessed. But if you figured out one piece, maybe it would lead to other answers.

But he wasn’t an investigator. He had no idea how to even start. He might even be down on someone’s paper as the constable, but all he knew really was who to call. Forest service, FAA, state troopers, Indian Health Services.

So, then, who should he call about this? They needed help, he admitted. Quiet, off-the-record, help.

Suddenly he had a flash of a woman with a long braid and cool gray eyes. She’d flown in here with a bullet graze across her leg, and he’d helped them out. His niece had been with her, and they’d been flying a med-vac to Bethel. Which was weird — usually you flew med-vac out of Bethel. But they’d used two names that meant he would help — first, they were headed to Mary Ayak in Bethel. Women in trouble going to Mary made a lot of sense.

And that woman with the bullet graze was Lanky Purdue’s office manager. He couldn’t remember her name, if he’d even been told. But Lanky Purdue? He was a legend in this state. They told stories about him with great reverence. And they told stories about his office manager too.

One of the important stories for his purposes was that she was the fiancée of that new state trooper captain in Talkeetna. And she’d said she owed him a favor.

Benny Askoak tapped his fingers on the letter. Time to call in that favor, he decided. He glanced at the time. He had time for coffee and breakfast first.

And he needed to find that gal’s name. Well, it would be online somewhere. Everything seemed to be.

That decided, he turned to the other two. “I think I’ve got an idea,” he said. “As soon as it’s normal business hours, I’ll make a call.”

“We still going to keep it quiet, right?” Michael asked anxiously. “This gets out, they’ll drum me out of the race. And I’ve got a good chance of finishing this year. Maybe even in the money.”

Benny nodded. He agreed with Michael — Michael’s team was solid. He’d watched them run more than once. Skwentna might have a winning team this year.

“I’ll make that clear,” he promised. “This has to be off the books.” He hoped Captain Paul Kitka would go for that. They told stories about him too. Really, during the winter, Alaska was one small town scattered across thousands of miles, and all there was to do was gossip. And getting Kitka to go along was really the favor he was asking for.

But anyone who could manage to stay the office manager of Purdue Flight Services for over two years had to have some managerial skills. They’d just have to see how well she could manage that fiancé of hers.

He pulled out his phone, and searched for Purdue Flight Services. There it was. Candace Marshall.

He hoped she could help because he was fresh out of ideas otherwise.
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Chapter 2
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Talkeetna

Dace Marshall thought they had the morning routine down now. She got Xanie ready while Paul made lunches for the two of them. She swore the dog had more gear than a child would.

She would have to ask Mary Abbott sometime. Mary was the only person she knew who had kids. 

Xanie — a nickname for Xán aa, the Tlingit word for partner — was six months old now. Dace had been hesitant at first to give the pup a nickname since Paul had put so much thought into the name. But she’d found yelling Xanie out the back door worked better than Xán aa. Paul hadn’t been concerned. A lot of people had call names, he said. Why wouldn’t a dog?

Especially a dog who was famous around town for escaping and needing to be called? Dace sighed. Everyone knew Xanie. Maybe if the merchants on Main Street didn’t give her treats when she trotted by, she wouldn’t be inspired to escape so often.

Xanie was convinced if she sat by a door or gate long enough, someone would open it for her. And she wasn’t wrong. People underestimated the speed she could muster to push past them and down the road. And they were surprised by the strength and power she had in making that push.

Paul was more philosophical about it. Dogs got out and went walkabout. That’s what they did. They’d come back, or someone would call. It happened.

Talkeetna required leashes on public property, but enforcement was lax, especially after the tourists left in September. And Xanie was so damned cute. Dace smiled unwillingly at that.

She was a husky mix, and probably stood 20 inches at the shoulder — mid-thigh high. She weighed 50 pounds now, and would probably be closer to 70 when she was full-grown. A mottled gray, black and white coat and a thick undercoat kept her warm. And she had one blue eye (the sure sign she had husky in her heritage and not malemute), and a goofy grin where her tongue hung out.

She talked. Huskies didn’t bark, really; they howled, yipped, and yodeled. Left outside at home, Xanie could sound so mournful people would come to check on her — and then be surprised when she escaped.

So Xanie went to work with Dace, especially as the days got colder. A husky could withstand quite cold temperatures if they lived outdoors and developed that thick coat, but Xanie was in the house with them most of the time. She still loved the snow and cold, but she also loved sleeping on Dace’s feet under her desk at the office.

For all of Dace’s embarrassment over Xanie’s escapes, she adored the dog. She was happy to have an excuse to take her into the office with her.

She put Xanie into a harness and attached a leash. Xanie had started out with a collar and leash, but a husky’s neck was practically the same size as her head. Xanie would plant her feet, and when Dace tugged, the collar would come off, and Xanie was free to run.

She couldn’t do that with a harness. It wasn’t the kind the sled dogs used, of course, just black straps, and a silver ring to attach the leash. Dace was grimly satisfied; Xanie couldn’t pull out of that.

She and Paul loaded up the Subaru with Xanie in the back seat, along with her dog bed, food and toys. Dace got into the passenger seat, and held their lunches — or there would be no lunches by the time they got to Dace’s office at Purdue Flight Service.

Ask her how she knew.

During good weather, she and Paul usually went out to lunch, together or separately. But the State Trooper’s headquarters was out at the highway, 20 miles from Talkeetna. On days like today where the snow was two feet deep and had been for months, and the roads were packed snow — and would be for weeks to come — those 20 miles could take an hour to travel.

So Paul made lunches, because Paul was a better cook. And Dace prepped Xanie, because Xanie was really her dog.

She belonged to them both, of course. Xanie loved to go for long runs with Paul. She’d crawl up on their bed at night, and slept across both of their legs. But there was a special rapport between Dace and the dog.

Dace had never had a dog before. Her mother had died when she was young, and her father had found raising a daughter alone to be challenging enough. And then had come his early onset-Alzheimer’s, and it had been all Dace could do to take care of him.

Her first husband most certainly hadn’t been the type for a pet. Dace was grateful actually. She’d learned more about sociopaths in the years since his death, and a pet would have been a hostage to her good behavior or just another victim.

She thought there might have been a kitten when she was really young. She had a brief memory of petting one, but that was it. It could have been someone else’s cat — probably had been. Surely, she would have remembered it if the cat had been hers?

She set that question aside. She had a dog now. A dog that would lay its head on her lap when she sat on the couch reading, and let Dace knead her fur. The warmth was incredible. A dog’s body temperature was 4 or 5 degrees warmer than a person, so Xanie was like a mobile heated blanket. Add Paul’s arm around her shoulders, and it was bliss. Two people with their books, and a dog.

“Is it getting busy at the station?” she asked Paul. He ran the station now, and Dace thought he was settling into the job and liked it. It had been a rocky start.

“Yes,” he said. “Tourists are beginning to show up for the race — the Iron Dog race and then the Iditarod. A lot of tour groups are offering Iditarod tours. And tourists and sub-zero weather are not a good combination.”

Dace hid her grin. It wasn’t funny, not really. But a lost tourist in the summer probably would survive several days until they could be rescued. In this weather? They might have only a few hours, and that was if they were dressed properly. From what she’d seen in Talkeetna, it wasn’t a given that the tourist would be dressed properly.

She’d probably made every mistake in the book her first winter, she acknowledged. But this was her third, and she was a real Alaskan now. Everyone said so — stay for two winters, and you would always be an Alaskan. Even the state government said so — she was eligible for the dividend check now. She could snowshoe, liked cross-country skiing, and now she had a husky. A sled dog.

All fall, she’d taken Xanie out to train with Jonesy, Paul’s co-worker who had bred her. Jonesy raised mixed-breeds that were thought to be good for the sled teams — a combination of husky or malemute and Australian shepherds. He’d been doing it for a while, and had some winners to his name. Who knew? People surprised you sometimes. She’d known Jonesy as the station dispatcher since she first got to Talkeetna. Turned out he was more than that.

Most people were, she guessed. She was used to Lanky Purdue and his pilots — men who were obsessed with planes and flying. Single-minded people.

Xanie wasn’t going to be pulling a sled, although Dace acknowledged privately it would be kind of cool. But she did need to be trained to walk on a leash, sit, stay, and most importantly, come when she was called.

Xanie was a well-trained dog. She just escaped a lot.

“Huskies, malemutes, and shepherds all need a lot of exercise,” Jonesy had told her. “They’re working breeds. If they get bored, and under-exercised, they’ll be quite destructive. I’ve seen a husky destroy a house — including shredding the sofa — in an hour because he was left alone too long.”

Dace loved Paul’s house, and she took that warning to heart. 

Paul said it was their house, and it was. Kind of. But even Paul acknowledged most of the things in the cabin were his — he wanted Dace to make her mark on the place. She was trying. Some of the books were hers now. The lap quilt she’d made last summer with the women at Alqaq House was draped over the back of the couch. Dace was careful to say ‘their house’ out loud, because it hurt Paul if she didn’t. Some day she might really feel like it was.

Paul pulled up in front of the metal Quonset hut that held the offices for Purdue Flight Services. It wasn’t hard to see that Lanky Purdue spent his money on planes, not the business office, but Dace hardly even noticed anymore. It was insulated. It had a decent bathroom, and electricity to heat the place, and to run the computer as well as the coffee pot. She was good.

She got Xanie out of the back while Paul pulled out the dog’s bag of toys, food — stuff — and they went inside. Someone had already been here and turned up the heat. Dace was grateful. The heater never went below 60. Frozen pipes led to burst pipes which led to insurance claims, and no one wanted that — least of all her, because she’d have to file all the paperwork. But 60 degrees wasn’t warm.

Paul set down the load and kissed her goodbye. She waved at him as he drove off, and then turned to survey the office. The heater was warming the place up, and someone had made coffee. She hesitated. Her first month here, someone had put poison in a pot of coffee and left it for her. She was slightly paranoid about coffee she hadn’t made. Her second reason for hesitating was more pragmatic. She kept the good beans in her desk drawer for herself. The pilots and Lanky didn’t mind Folgers, so why waste expensive beans on them?

She sniffed at the pot.

“I made it from your good beans,” a voice said from behind her. Dace whirled and almost dropped the coffee pot. She had no idea someone was in here! She stared accusingly at her dog. What good was a dog that didn’t alert you someone was here?

Said dog was getting her ears scratched, that’s why. Elijah Calhoun must know the good spots, because Xanie’s tongue was hanging out and her eyes were closed. Bliss.

Dace rolled her eyes. “So what favor are you working up to ask?”

Elijah snorted at that. “Pour yourself a cup, and I’ll tell you,” he replied.

Elijah had become the de facto hanger manager. Lanky, recently married, had moved into quasi-retirement. He still came in regularly, mostly to putter with the planes’ engines. Dace wasn’t quite clear why plane engines needed so much tinkering, but it seemed they did.
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