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“The Wild still lingered in him and the wolf in him merely slept.” 

― Jack London, White Fang


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

If they were close enough, they would hear the wolf panting, see the air crystallising as it huffed out of the wolf’s lungs, pearled in the hair and fur of its jaw, and beaded in the fur between its eyes. There is panic in the wolf’s eyes as it bounds through the deep snow, cutting a path along the river, flicking its gaze from the ice ahead. A glance over its shoulder, just once, as the plane swoops in low, pushing, shoving and herding the wolf onto the frozen surface of the Yukon River. The wolf bounds over the lip of the river bank, tumbles through the snow and skitters onto the ice. It runs, faster now, but not as fast as the light aircraft chasing it downriver towards the border of the 2.5-million-acre Yukon-Charley Rivers National Preserve, deep in the interior of Alaska. The plane pushes the wolf along the river, the engine straining, as the pilot works within the stalling range of the Piper PA-18 Super Cub, scraping and swirling snow along the ice with its skis.

“Half a mile,” the passenger calls out, as they approach the long, slow north bend, where the boundary of the Preserve cuts across the Yukon River and stays firmly on the northern bank. Anything roaming the centre of the river, outside the Preserve boundary, is fair game to the hunters – those in the sky and those on the ground. 

The wolf slows, and at this speed, at this distance, the spots and splashes of urine are clearly visible on the ice, as the wolf tires, stressed and spent. It lies down and the Super Cub roars over it.

“Yeah, that’s no good,” says the passenger, as the pilot throttles into a long turn. “You’re gonna have to loop around.” He pauses to adjust the mic. “Maybe we can drag it across the boundary. It’s just a few hundred yards.”

“No footprints,” the pilot says as he dips the wing to spy the wolf. 

“So?”

“So… just sit tight for a bit.”

“I ain’t going nowhere, Elias,” the passenger says. 

Elias Rhodes presses his shoulder against the port window as he circles the wolf, teasing the yolk with a light grip. The early moon shines on his gloves, highlighting the spots of blood, earth and oil; an Alaskan palette on a calfskin canvas. He levels out and slows to a taxi speed, pressing the skis onto the icy surface of the river. 

“Hold on, Taylor,” he says, as the glassy knobs of ice shudder through the skis and along the light fuselage. “We’re gonna push him some.”

“Got it.”

Taylor Kohl leans around the pilot, watching the wolf first through the cockpit, and then through the side windows as Elias harasses the wolf to its feet, forcing it into a ragged lope, and then a run as it sprays the ice with the last contents of its bladder and races across the ice.

“Damned varmint,” Elias says, as he powers up to cut the wolf off.

“He’s going for the opposite bank.”

Elias cranks the flaps down on the starboard wing, providing some lift as he raises the opposite flaps, just enough to tilt the Super Cub, and cut in front of the wolf. The wolf skids, turns and races back the way it came.

“That’s more like it.” Taylor opens the window behind Elias and slides the barrel of the .30-06 calibre hunting rifle into the cold stream of air. The calibre is more than adequate for the wolf, and it’s lighter and quieter than a Magnum. Taylor licks his top lip as he sights through the scope, before looking over the scope and settling for a snapshot at the wolf’s flank as soon as Elias says they’ve crossed the boundary line.

“Take him,” Elias says. “Before he turns.”

Taylor squeezes the trigger. At this range, just beyond the wingtip, the impact of the bullet rolls the wolf through the snow. Elias throttles down and turns the Super Cub in a slow spin. There is a sharp crack as one of the skis bumps a twist of surface ice. Elias bumps the bush plane three-hundred-and-sixty degrees until he shuts off the engine and the Yukon quiet spills into the cockpit. Elias lifts the door window, dropping it against the side of the aircraft. He swaps his headset for a trapper’s hat and folds the fur-lined side pieces over his ears, tucking his long blond hair inside the hat as he walks towards the wolf.

“I got him good,” Taylor says. He climbs out of the Super Cub and slips the rifle into the crook of his arm. He fiddles with his own hat as Elias kneels next to the wolf. “Is it him?”

“Nah,” Elias says. He rolls the wolf on its side and presses the gums up with his thumb to reveal the teeth. “They’re too worn,” he says. “This is an older male. It’s not the alpha.” Elias lets the wolf’s head slump on the ice as he stands up. He points at the tail. “See the fur there? Lighter. The mask is greyer, too. He’s probably a disperser.”

“A what?”

“One that left the pack, maybe he was kicked out and now he’s looking for a mate.” Elias slips two fingers between the wolf’s fur and the radio collar around its neck. He cuts the collar free with the hunting knife on his belt. Elias presses the collar into Taylor’s hand and turns in a slow arc to scan the river, the opposing banks, and the peaks and ridges of the mountains. 

“What are we going to do with this?”

“We’ll toss it out the window on the way back,” Elias says. He points at the aircraft. “Just get the wolf inside, then we’ll take off, fly back to Fairbanks.”

“What about March?”

“What about him?”

“Well,” Taylor says, as he fishes a plastic tie from his pocket and cinches it around the wolf’s front legs. “You promised him the alpha.”

“I promised him a wolf.”

“From the Kathul Mountain Pack. You said if you got the alpha…”

“Then, given the right conditions, the pack would tear itself apart. I know what I said.”

Elias walks towards the Super Cub, stopping to curve his fingers around the strut as Taylor heaves the wolf into the space behind the passenger seat. Elias picks at the ice crusting the cross-weave of the snowshoes strapped to the strut, as Taylor claps clumps of bloody ice from his gloves.

“So, what are you going to tell Ken?”

“That you shot the alpha.” Elias shrugs. “It’s not like he’s going to come down here and look for him.” Elias slaps his hand against the side of the aircraft. “He’s too fat to fly.”

“In the Cub? Sure. But he’ll just hire a chopper. When his dentist friends come for the moose…”

“There’s plenty of moose, Taylor,” Elias says. He gestures at the black trees standing stark against a hillside of snow. “Plenty for wolves and men.”

“Then why are we here? Why did you shoot the alpha?”

“Because he paid me.”

“Enough to chase it out of the Preserve?”

Elias looks away. He pinches his nose as the temperature drops. Taylor doesn’t need to know why he chased the wolf across the river, doesn’t need to know the hold Ken March has on Elias, how his seat on the advisory council puts him in a position of power in Fairbanks, and as far as the eye can see. Elias knows he can’t outrun the likes of March, how national borders and park boundaries mean little to a man with a mind as aggressive as his palette. Elias looks at the wolf, figures that he and the wolf are not so different, and slaps Taylor on the shoulder. 

“Get in,” he says. “And let’s go home. Let me worry about March.”

Elias uses a little more gas to compensate for the added weight of the wolf and the patch of thin ice he noticed before landing. The Super Cub lifts into the air, its yellow fuselage catches the moonlight as Elias uses the familiar landmarks and the stars to fly home. Taylor is chatty in the passenger seat, recalling conquest tales, and his progress on encouraging the elusive but delectable Sequoia Adams to come visit him in Fairbanks.

“Who?” Elias asks.

“The girl I told you about. Sequoia.”

“Like the tree?”

“Sure. The forest, the trees. She’s got it all, man.”

“How old is she?”

“Twenty-three,” Taylor says, shifting in his seat. “You have to see her legs, man.”

Elias smiles as Taylor leans into the cockpit, flicking through a gallery of photos on his smartphone until Elias pushes him back into his seat. At twenty-three Sequoia is almost young enough to be Elias’ daughter. And if she was his daughter and with those legs, then he couldn’t imagine letting her out of his sight, certainly, nowhere near Taylor.

“What’s that?” Taylor says. “I thought I heard you say something.”

“Nothing,” Elias says. 

Taylor continues with his list of side projects, as he calls them, the girls he entertains while working his long-distance charm on Sequoia. Elias flies the river, turning left above the village of Circle, then swapping the broad Yukon for the thinner, almost invisible Chatanika, buried beneath the snow alongside the Steese Highway. The highway is also buried, perhaps until Christmas, unless the Department of Transportation can find the budget to get the ploughs through.

Elias blinks at a dark shape crossing through the snow drifts covering the road. A second shape becomes clear as he flies closer. Then a third. The corner of Elias’ mouth creases as he realises, he’s found one of the twelve wolf packs known to be in the Yukon-Charley area. There’s a string of five wolves, maybe six. Elias lets Taylor’s tales of conquest drone past him as he leans forward, just a little, peering over the engine cowling, dipping the nose of the Super Cub and picking up speed.

“What’s going on?” Taylor asks, as he grips the back of the pilot’s seat.

“Wolf pack,” Elias says.

“Really? Outside the park?” Taylor reaches for his rifle.

“Forget it. They’ll be in the trees before I can get you a shot, and there’s no place to land.” Elias shakes his head. “I’ll be damned,” he says.

“What?”

Elias lifts the nose of the aircraft, bleeding speed as he slows the Super Cub. He stabs the window with his finger.

“It’s him. The alpha.”

“You think?”

“Has to be.” Elias takes one last, long look at the wolves as they cut across the road and disappear into the woods. The cushions of the pilot’s seat creak as he leans back, levels out, and resumes course.

“You’re not going to follow?”

Elias taps the fuel gauge in front of him. “No.”

“But you’ll tell March?”

Elias shakes his head.

“You’re just going to let them go?”

Elias hikes his thumb over his shoulder. “March wanted a wolf. I got him a wolf.”

“You promised him the alpha.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Elias says. “Better yet, tell me more about this young willow of yours.”

“Willow?” Taylor frowns. “Oh,” he says. “Right. I get it. A tree. You want to know more about Sequoia?”

“That’s right, Miss California.”

“Oh, no, man. She’s from Texas. But her folks, originally? Maybe they were from California. She sent a photo from L.A., anyways.”

Elias is lost again. He can feel the stick between his hands, the flow of the air across, around and even through the Super Cub’s blistered rubber window seals. But his thoughts are on the thin trail, the one the alpha wolf is cutting through the trees. At this altitude, he thinks, it’s easy to think you can see the whole picture, that you know everything, that nothing escapes you. But Elias knows the wolf pack will soon be gone, hidden again. Maybe a researcher has a collar on another wolf in the pack. Maybe, Elias thinks, if he had the frequency, he could find it. He shakes his head. There’s a skill involved in tracking and hunting wolves from the air. About the only thing that separates Elias from hunters like March, and his fat-wallet friends, is the skill of hunting, and the knowledge he has that, from whatever distance, at whatever height, there’s only so much difference between a wolf and a man. Predators both. Each of them an alpha in his own way. Elias grins at that last thought. He looks over his shoulder, in the direction of the wolf – last seen cutting the highway, breaking trail into the woods. 

Elias turns the plane in a slow circle and taps the window, nodding when Taylor lifts the collar and gets ready to toss it out of the plane. Elias dips the wing and Taylor opens the window. There is a tiny plume of snow where the collar lands, just beside the wolf trail.

“We’ll be back,” Elias whispers, as he levels the plane, taking one last look for the wolves between the trees, before setting course for Fairbanks.


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Emma’s feet slip on the gravel path as she runs downhill from the church on the hill in Thyrup. She knows it’s a dream, and she knows the dream well. She read once that people call them night terrors, more accurate than nightmares. She had them as a child. The terror of the night is something different, more visceral. What she dreams now, compared to what she dreamed as a child, is beyond measure. This dream is real, as real as the memory of that night, when the dog savaged her right arm, and evil twists of fate, fear and ignorance, took the life of the boy she might have loved, the same boy in her dreams each night, with his blood, bone and brain scattered across the path beneath the church in Thyrup.

Jacob.

The dream ends in the same way each night, sometime before the birds on the copper and clay roofs of Copenhagen wake with the false dawn of streetlights and car headlights. When the early risers thud down the stairs of their apartment block, when they unlock their bicycles, when they scuff their feet, cough after their first cigarette, when they greet their neighbours – in the middle of that morning repertoire, just before dawn, that’s when Jacob takes his own life, and Emma sees him, reaches for him. But she can’t move for the weight of the dog, slumped on her chest, its blood mixing with hers as she looks at the white bone shining through the blood and tissue that used to be her arm and skin. She screams then, at that moment, the same moment every morning, just before her dad bursts into her room, slipping across the wooden floor as he reaches for her hand, as he wipes at her hair plastered to her forehead, and sits on the side of her bed.

“It’s okay, Emma,” he says.

But it’s not.

“Wake up now.”

But she can’t.

“I’m here. You’re okay. You’re going to be okay.”

In a rare moment of understanding, Emma’s friend, Pernille, suggested she try and count her way out of the dream, from the moment she can feel her dad’s hand, to the moment she opens her eyes.

“How long does it take?” Pernille had asked.

“Too long.”

“Okay, but is it getting longer? To wake up, I mean.”

No, Emma thinks. It’s the same every morning. It takes the same time. Too long.

Jon thinks so too.

He blinks at the crust of sleep sticking to his eyelashes. He squeezes his daughter’s hand. He wipes her forehead a second time, holding his hand on her cheek until she opens her eyes. Her blue eyes dart from one side to the other, up and down, as if she needs to see all around her before she knows she is no longer on the path, that the dead dog is not pressing down on her chest, and that Jacob’s body is more than an arm’s length away, that he is buried, in Thyrup, just metres from where he died.

“Emma?” Jon says.

“Water?”

“I’ll get some.”

Jon squeezes Emma’s hand as he stands up, but she holds on. He sits down, pushing her leg gently to one side.

“I’ll stay,” he says.

The noise of early morning traffic, bicycle bells, and the beep beep of a van reversing, press against the window pane, followed by the rain. Jon’s shoulders sag as wind presses the rain from a different angle, and he pictures his commute to the office at the University of Copenhagen. 

Emma swallows. She slips her dry tongue over her lips, brushes her hair with her fingertips and rolls onto her side, looking at her dad, holding his gaze.

“When do you go back to Thyrup?”

“Next week,” he says. “The wolves have crossed the border, back into Germany. There’s not much to do. It’s all blown over, for the moment.”

“But you’ll go back?”

“Yes,” he says. And then, “Only when you’re well.”

“I’m okay, dad.”

Jon shakes his head. “You’re a great liar, kiddo.” He smiles and squeezes her hand. “Let me get that water.” Emma lets him go.

She looks around her room, follows the rolling light from the cars on the street as it curves across her walls. She looks at the photo on the wall of her as a child, in the snow, at a wildlife park. She is kneeling in the snow, her big mittens wrapped around the neck of a large puppy with crazy big feet. Only it’s not a puppy, it’s a wolf, and she’s in the pen with her father and two alpha females, two mothers – the wolf’s and her own. Emma lifts a finger, tracing the outline of her eight-year-old self in the air between her and the photograph. She’s still moving her finger in the air when Jon walks into her room, a glass of water in his hand, and his mobile.

“It’s your mum,” he says. He waits for Emma to sit up, waits for her to take two sips of water, and then swaps the glass for the mobile. 

Jon sits at the end of Emma’s bed as she talks with her mother. He smiles when Emma rolls her eyes. He can just imagine the lecture Elin is giving her daughter, about how she needs to see someone, a professional, someone who can recognise what she is going through and help her process it, help her get better. Jon knows what it is, even though it has taken him a few months to fully appreciate it. The documentary he saw put it in perspective, explaining how post traumatic stress disorder is not limited to soldiers on the battlefield, that it can affect anyone, any child or adult exposed to severe trauma – physical, psychological, or both. Emma has PTSD. Jon is sure of it. Perhaps Elin can convince Emma to see someone? Jon has the number, he’s already made the call, but so far Emma has been reluctant to agree to the first meeting.

“She wants to talk to you,” Emma says, leaning forwards and pressing the mobile into Jon’s hand. She flops back onto the pillow as Jon presses the mobile to his ear. They look at each other, the car lights catch Jon’s eyes and Emma can see they are wet, like her own.

“Will you do it?” Jon asks, as he ends the call with his ex-wife.

“Maybe,” she says. “I don’t know. If it’s going to be a lot of talk…”

“Probably. But it’ll be more than that, Emma. She’ll give you exercises.”

“Exercises? Like going to the gym?” Emma says, and sighs. “Running won’t help.”

“You know what I mean.” Jon stands up. “You’re being stubborn.” 

“And where do I get that from?”

“I don’t want to fight.”

“No, you just want to farm me out to some therapist, so they can clear up your mess.” Emma grips the corners of the pillow, her fists turning white. 

“My mess?”

“You took me to that stupid place. You’re responsible for this.” Emma lets go of the pillow and raises her right arm. She rolls back the elastic bandage. She’s worn it so long that it’s loose now, although it still covers the deep red welts of scars and puncture marks that she tries to hide but can’t forget.

“It’s not your arm that worries me, Emma,” Jon says. His smile is soft, like his voice, and the tears well in his eyes.

“No?” Emma says. “Well it should do. I’ll never wear a t-shirt again. Never wear a dress. What am I going to graduate in? A sweater?” She turns away, and her hair falls across her cheek hiding her eyes, but he knows she is crying.

“We need to talk about Jacob…”

Emma lifts her hand, raises a finger. She shakes her head.

“You can’t do this alone,” Jon says. “And I can’t help you. Neither can your mother.” He puts the glass and mobile on Emma’s desk and sits down on her bed. Jon presses his hand on Emma’s foot, squeezing it through the duvet. “Elin and I agree on this, Emma. You need to talk to somebody.”

“I’m not ready.”

“That’s what you think.”

“It’s what I know, dad.”

Jon rests his hand on Emma’s foot. He doesn’t reply. Emma lifts her head from the pillow and turns. She looks at him through the locks twisted in her hair.

“I can’t help you, Emma, but I want to, so badly.”

Emma curls out from beneath the duvet and into her father’s arms, pressing her body against his chest, she can feel his heart, they can both hear hers. Her body shakes as the tears stain Jon’s shirt. He presses his lips against her head, kisses her, holds her as she trembles. If he looks to the right, he will see the photo of his daughter when she was just a child, eleven years younger than the young woman she has become. 

“I want to make this right,” he says.

“I want to be right. I want it to be like it was before.”

“But it won’t be, Emma. And it wouldn’t be fair. You mustn’t forget him. Don’t erase Jacob. He has to exist, in you.”

“But not like this,” she says.

“I know.”

Emma’s hair clings to Jon’s stubble as she pulls away to wipe her tears. She holds her father’s hands, looks at her arm, at the bandage bunched around her wrist.

“Maybe if I went away,” she says.

“Away?”

“Just for a bit. A change of scene.” Emma lifts her head. “If I could see new places, think about something different. Be on my own for a bit.”

“Where would you go?”

Emma smiles as she brushes a tear from her cheek. “I liked Alaska,” she says.

“Alaska?”

“We were only there a few days and then we had to leave for Thyrup.”

“Where would you stay?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who with?”

“I don’t know, dad. It’s just an idea. Just forget about it.” Emma pulls away.

“Wait,” Jon says. “Let’s think about this.”

Jon is quiet long enough for Emma to worry that he’ll be late for work, that she is going to make him late again.

“Silja understands,” Jon says. “It’s not a problem.”

“I don’t want to be the reason you’re late, dad.”

“Alright.” Jon stands up. “Let me get dressed. We can meet for lunch, at the University.”

“More students,” Emma rolls her eyes.

“What’s the problem? You’re a student,” Jon says, smiling at the sudden shift in his daughter’s attitude, a return to form, familiar ground.

“But I don’t worship the ground you walk on,” she says. “Besides, I’m not a student yet. I have to finish Gymnasium first. Remember?”

“They don’t worship the ground I walk on.”

“No? You’re the wolf man, dad. Every time we meet in the University café it’s the same, some bunch of groupies crowding the table trying to catch your eye, hoping to be picked as your next field assistant.”

“I work alone.”

“Then tell them, dad, because they don’t seem to have gotten the memo.”

“What memo?”

Emma sighs. “It’s an expression – an old one. I thought you might get it.”

“The memo?”

“No, dad.” Emma grips her hair and grits her teeth. “God, it’s like talking to grandma.”

“I know,” Jon says. He laughs as Emma throws back her duvet and gets out of bed.

“Out,” she says.

“Out?”

“I’m getting dressed dad. And you should too.”

“I’ll see you at lunch?”

“Yes.”

“At the University?”

“Yes.”

Jon stands up and walks to the door, stopping for a moment as if he is about to say something.

“What?” Emma asks.

“Alaska?”

“Yes, Alaska,” she says. “But it’s just an idea. It could be anywhere. Just not Denmark.”

“Spain?”

Emma folds her arms across her chest and looks at Jon. She presses her lips closed and Jon feels a familiar stab in his chest. It’s a rhetorical question and a reprimand all rolled into one.

“What do you think, dad?”

“I think your mother would like to see you.”

“Out.”

“Okay.”

“Dad.” Emma points at the door.

He picks up his mobile and steps into the corridor, buoyed by the return of Emma’s teenage attitude, but knowing that it might be fleeting. The scars run deeper than those on her arm. 

The floorboards creak as Jon walks to his room, past the photos of Greenland and wolves. He stops at a more recent photo, taken just before the summer in Thyrup. It’s an awkward selfie, taken outside the Museum of the North in Fairbanks, Alaska. There is a poster just visible in the corner, behind Jon’s shoulder, beyond the reach of Emma’s tongue sticking out of her mouth. Jon leans in close to the photo, tapping the frame over the image of the man in the poster, an Eskimo, wearing traditional clothes for hunting. It’s an image from the Alaskan archives, but it could have been taken that same summer, because the man in the poster is the spitting image of David McGrath, Jon’s counterpart in Alaska, a man who knows wolves better than Jon does.

And he has a daughter, Jon remembers. About the same age as Emma.


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

If girth was the measure of a man’s success, then Ken March would be counted among one of Alaska’s most successful men. He is taller than most men, too, and his thick grey hair is wiry, reminding more than one of his acquaintances of the wolf. Everybody knows about March and his wolves, the ones he has stuffed and put on display in the centre of each of his hunting stores, with two in the flagship store in Fairbanks. Three of the four walls in his office have skins framed on the wall, and the paperweight on his desk is a wolf’s front paw sealed in glass. The paw prevents the papers from blowing across his desk in the summer, when March runs his air conditioning unit at the maximum, chilling the air close to freezing, and staving off the sweat stains beneath his arms and in the small of his back. His own appearance matters just as much as that of each of his hunting stores. And, like the rivers that flow around the mountains, the people of Fairbanks, the small businesses and small banks, the small community enterprises and co-operatives, anything associated with the business of hunting and the business of the land, flow around Ken March. Anything that requires approval, anything that might affect the business of hunting, from the store to guided expeditions in the interior, such things must go through Ken March, must receive his seal of approval, agree to his percentage in commission or in kind. It is then that the man’s girth, his height, his thick, wiry hair and the cool interior of his office come into play. The lucky ones are blessed with a favourable commission and a relatively light crushing of the hand, as March seals the deal in a cable-like grip of thick fingers. The unlucky usually leave town or redirect their enthusiasm in new areas that have nothing to do with hunting. But in Alaska’s interior, most everything is connected to hunting, and Ken March.

March drives a Cajun Red Silverado HD. He parks it outside the door of the Fairbanks store, drives it across the parking lot every lunchtime to the Subway on the opposite side of the street, right next to Alaska Ammo. Like his girth and his wolves, March is known for his love of a foot-long sandwich every lunchtime. He says he’s saving his palette for venison, for moose steaks, for all manner of game, roasted, grilled or baked in the evening. But until he finds a woman who can roast, grill and bake to his high standards, he’ll eat out every evening, like he eats out every lunchtime. The diners, restaurants and even the Subway, with its plastic chairs, have invested in comfortable and sturdy seats for men of March’s size and community standing. It’s a good investment, and, until March’s physician says different, they make sure the seat at March’s preferred table is available.

When the Subway staff see March climb into his Chevrolet, they start preparing his sub. He prefers the honey-glazed bread, the steak and cheese – double portions, industrial-standard as he calls it, like the model of his Silverado. Once he’s parked and walks into the restaurant, it’s ready, with all the trimmings. Subways, as a rule, don’t offer a tab for their customers, but March worked around that, sealing the deal with his trademark handshake and a window seat from which he can see the front of his store.

March barely looks up as Elias enters the Subway, picking his way around the customers to March’s table. Elias sits down, pours himself a coffee from his thermos and sets the flask on the table.

“You should buy a coffee,” March says.

“They don’t serve coffee in here,” Elias says. “Just bitter-tasting water.”

“Still.” March wipes his mouth with a napkin and places his half-eaten sandwich on the tray. “It’s the right thing to do.”

Elias shrugs and sips his coffee.

“Is that French Vanilla?”

“Yep.”

March drains the last of the soda from his sixteen-ounce cup and reaches for Elias’ thermos. “May I?”

“Help yourself.”

March wafts the thermos beneath his nose and then pours. He rests one hand on his belly as he sips the coffee. “It’s good.”

“I know.”

“So,” March says, placing the cup on the table. His chair creaks as he leans forwards. “Taylor says you were out yesterday?”

“Taylor says?” Elias shakes his head.

“Hey, ease up on the kid. He came into the store this morning. I told him we were meeting at lunch. He just wanted to give me the good news. About the alpha.”

“Well, I guess that proves his loyalty.”

“How’s that?”

Elias tops up his coffee as March waits.

“How’s my application coming along?” he asks.

“Master Guide-Outfitter?”

“Yep.”

“I guess that depends on the wolf.”

March knows the wolf isn’t the alpha. Taylor might be loyal, but he could never play poker, or graduate beyond the position of Assistant Guide in March’s guiding and outfitting service. The kid is just a kid, March thinks, and then he looks at Elias. March can’t remember ever meeting a gnarlier, more reluctant and downright pain-in-the-ass guide than Elias Rhodes. But he has a sense for big game in the backwoods, and a waiting list of clients desperate for one more trip with Rhodes, because Elias always delivers. With a subtle word here and an anonymous contribution there, March has successfully stalled Elias’ application, pushing it into a quagmire of red tape. The simple truth is he can’t afford to lose Elias, and, with a Master Guide licence, Elias Rhodes would be able to set up on his own, and thin out March’s lucrative guiding service. Even with a competitive restraining order, or some other dang thing, March could, at best, force Elias to set up his guiding company outside of Fairbanks, but not outside the State. March’s influence only reaches so far and if Elias moved north, south or even west of Fairbanks, both men know March’s clients would follow.

“It’s not the alpha,” Elias says.

“You’re sure?”

“I checked the teeth. All worn down.”

March presses his palm on the table. His fingers are so thick that he had an armourer extend the trigger guard around his favourite handgun, the Colt Defender, designed for deep concealment. It is the smallest thing March owns. 

“I asked for the alpha, Elias.”

“I know.”

“And you didn’t get it.”

“Save it, March,” Elias says, his lips curl as he stabs his knuckle on the table. “That wolf was probably from the Kathul Mountain Pack. Now, I don’t know why you have such a hard-on for that particular pack or even that alpha, but I came as close to it from a plane that I am ever going to. If you want it so bad, then, as far as I see it, you have two options. You can get out there yourself, or you can light a fire under my Master Guide application.” Elias shakes his head at the look on March’s face. “I know you’ve got it stalled. Everybody knows, March.”

“We had a deal, Elias.”

“No, what we had was an understanding. I know how this game is played. I’m not Taylor, or some other snot-nosed kid just getting started. I’ve got fifteen years of guiding squared away. Big game hunting, mind you. You know this, and so do the twenty plus big game hunters that have supported my application. And still, it’s stalled. Now, that’s gotta be you.”

March reaches for his cup and finishes his coffee. The patrons at the tables within earshot of March and Elias bow their heads, concentrate on their sandwiches, some even move further away in anticipation of March losing his temper, and then, should it get way out of control, Elias losing his. It has only happened once before, when Elias found the drunk who killed his wife in a car crash. It made the news, and now, even ten years later, people still talk about it when they see a drunk swerving along the roads through town. March knows the story as well as anybody. He takes a breath, finishes his coffee, and sets the cup quietly on the table.

“It’s good coffee,” he says.

“Karen liked it.” Elias shrugs. “One of the assistants, in Fred Meyer’s, she keeps a can of French Vanilla behind the counter if they start to run low, just in case I come in.”

“That’s nice.”

“She knew Karen.”

March nods. Everybody knew Karen, and everybody missed her. No-one ever asks about the drunk driver. He seemed to disappear after he got out of hospital. March wonders about that from time to time, especially at times like these.

“Perhaps,” he says, “I could look into that application. Talk to some people.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

“And we could come to some kind of agreement.”

“An understanding. Sure.”

“Better than the last one.”

“Clearer,” Elias says.

March pokes at his sandwich. “Cold,” he says. “If I get another…”

“You go ahead. I have to get going.” Elias looks at his watch. “It seems someone heard a plane out over the Yukon-Charley Preserve last night. They called it in. Said it was flying in a suspicious manner.”

“Trouble?”

“Nah. I’ll meet with Amka. She just wants to talk.”

“Amka? You mean Trooper Pearson?”

“With the Alaska State Troopers, sure. Karen used to babysit her when she was a kid. So, she’s a friend of…”

“Karen’s.” March smiles. “Everybody liked her.”

“Yep.” Elias says. “Anyway, they’ve got my log from the airport. The caller saw my Cub over the river, called it in. I’ll get it sorted.”

“I could make some calls.”

“No,” Elias says. “Better not. I don’t want him getting word of it.”

“Who?”

“That pain-in-the-ass Eskimo.”

“McGrath?”

“He has a nose for the backwoods.” Elias smiles. “It’s uncanny. If he’s looking for something, he’ll find it.”

“People say that about you.”

“Yeah, but McGrath is different. It goes deeper somehow. I guess it’s the Eskimo part of him.”

“I just hired his daughter.”

“You did what?”

March nods. “That’s right. Nukilik McGrath. She’s smarter than the rest of them, has my store manager worried. She keeps trying to trip her up, but every time Nukilik just slides around it, like a wolf avoiding a trap. It’s only been two weeks, makes for a little entertainment.”

“David McGrath’s daughter works for you?” Elias laughs. “Ten-to-one her daddy doesn’t know.”

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





