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Chapter One
“Hart of Alaska Charters, how may I help you?” Wiley Hart spoke into the phone. Listening to the person on the other end requesting flight information and prices, she glanced at the clock and gave an inward sigh of relief. Just a few more minutes, and she would be able to close up for the day and switch on the answering machine.
The doorbell jingled as Wiley ran down a list of available times for her flight-seeing tours. She glanced distractedly at the man who stepped through the door, noting the business suit he wore. Man, she sure hoped it wasn’t the IRS coming to hassle her again. She thought Chelsea had taken care of that mess months ago.
The person on the phone asked her another question, drawing her attention away from her visitor. A couple minutes later, she finished the call. As she hung up, Wiley spoke to the man.
“Give me a minute and I’ll be right with you. I just need to get this information into the computer before I forget it.”
“Don’t rush on my account.” The man’s unexpectedly deep voice startled Wiley. She looked up, but he had turned his back to her to study the display of brochures near the one and only window overlooking the parking lot. Her gaze skimmed downward from the immaculate cut of his dark brown hair over the tailored gray jacket sitting perfectly on the broad expanse of shoulders to the long legs encased in matching slacks. The man reeked of money. He was no IRS agent.
Her fears about him calmed, but her curiosity spiked. Why would anyone of such obvious wealth be here in her office? What could he possibly want? There was only one way to find out. Wiley quickly finished entering the reservation information into the computer and then turned the answering machine on to take any further calls.
“Sorry about the wait,” she spoke, drawing the man’s attention. “What can I do for you?”
Wiley’s breath caught in her throat as he turned toward her, revealing a handsome angular face sporting a rich tan. From his polished looks, she had a feeling that his tan came from a salon and the hard rigid lines of his body were the product of extensive workouts in a gym and not that of hard physical labor performed by a blue-collar man. No, this man was as white-collared as the one on his shirt beneath that expensive silk jacket.
But it wasn’t the handsome face with its long straight nose or the generous lips that caught Wiley’s attention. It was the silvery gray eyes edged with spiky black lashes peering at her through wire-rimmed glasses that held her captive in their gaze. Never had she seen such a color in her life. She wondered if it was his true color or the effect of contact lenses. No, she quickly decided, they were real. This man didn’t need to draw attention to himself with colored contacts or any other cosmetic trick. Just his mere presence demanded all the attention he needed.
Realizing she had been staring, Wiley blinked and drew herself upright. She repeated her question.
“How can I help you?”
The man’s lips thinned into what appeared to be an angry grimace. Alarm shot through her. Was he upset with her?
“I need to charter a plane,” he spoke again in that low, smooth voice of his.
Wiley studied him curiously, her apprehension fading. “Okay, but I’ll need some information first. When were you wanting to charter it; how many people are going; and for how long?”
“Tomorrow, one, and two days.”
“Two days! I don’t think you understand, Mr., uh…”
“Sweeney.”
“Mr. Sweeney, this is a flight-seeing company. We don’t usually charter our planes out for more than three hours at a time, much less for two days.”
“Your company will be well paid, I assure you.”
“You don’t understand. We have tours already booked for the next two days. It’s just not possible.” Unless she called Pete in on his days off to do the tours for her. But she didn’t feel right about doing that to her relief pilot. He had been filling in for her quite a bit lately and needed a break.
Sweeney’s eyes narrowed behind the wire-rimmed glasses. Apparently, he wasn’t used to taking no for an answer and proved it with his next words.
“I need a pilot to take me out to the Grubstake Mine northwest of Fairbanks. I was told that Wiley Hart is the best bush pilot in Alaska, and that’s who I want. If it’s a matter of money, I will pay three times the amount this company would make on tours over the next two days.”
Wiley’s mouth dropped open in shock. She couldn’t believe this man was that desperate for her services.
“Do you realize…” Wiley’s voice squeaked. She stopped, cleared her throat, and tried again. “Do you realize how much money that is, Mr. Sweeney?”
He gave her a bored look. “With an operation this size, I would guess that you will be making around four thousand dollars over the next two days. Times three, and that would be around twelve thousand dollars. You still want to turn down that much money?”
Was he crazy? Of course she didn’t want to turn down that kind of money! It would almost be enough for a down payment on that new plane she had her eye on, one that would carry more passengers and ultimately bring in more money.
When Wiley hesitated too long, the man sighed impatiently. “Okay, twenty thousand dollars, but that’s my final offer.”
Twenty thousand dollars! Wiley already knew she would take the man up on his offer. She’d be a fool not to. Of course, she would have to give Pete a call and see if he could come in and cover her flights for her over the next couple days, but she already knew he would. When he heard about the money and the new plane it would buy, he’d be more than happy to fill in for her.
As for her cousin Chelsea, she would be ecstatic. She had been after Wiley to buy another plane and hire a third pilot. They both knew it was vital to expand the business, but there had never been quite enough money for a down payment until now.
“Well?” Dexter Sweeney prompted.
Wiley’s looked up into his eyes. Her knees momentarily turned to jello. Get a grip! she scolded herself. He’s just a man. A handsome man with lots of money, she quickly amended.
“Okay, but you’ll have to have the money here in cash before the flight.”
“You don’t take credit cards?” Not waiting for an answer, he pulled a leather wallet out of his pocket and thumbed it open.
“For twenty thousand dollars?”
He tossed a platinum credit card onto the counter in front of her. Wiley raised a skeptical eyebrow. There was no possible way his credit card company would approve such a substantial charge.
With one long elegant finger, he pushed the card across the scratch-marked countertop. Grudgingly, she picked it up and ran her gaze over it. Her heart skipped a beat as she read V.P. next to Dexter Sweeney’s name. Even she was educated enough to realize that those initials stood for Vice President. But the name of the multi-million dollar, no, make that multi-billion-dollar company just below his name was enough to send her skipping heart into a frantic run.
She cleared her throat and tried to control the shake in her hands. “Well, Mr. Sweeney, I suppose a credit card would be acceptable.”
“I suppose you’re right,” he said, looking pointedly at the Rolex on his nicely tanned wrist. Clearly, he had other places to be. She could take a hint.
“Just give me a minute, and we’ll have you on your way.”
Okay, so he worked for one of the largest companies on the West Coast, but she wasn’t about to take his word that he could charge twenty thousand dollars on a credit card. She hadn’t been born yesterday. This character may look like a million bucks, but for all she knew he may be a criminal trying to lose himself in the great Alaskan wilderness.
It only took a few minutes for the transaction to take place, and then Wiley watched him sign the credit card receipt. She glanced at the name he had signed to make sure the signature matched the one on the card. Dexter Sweeney. But that wasn’t quite good enough.
“I need to see another form of ID. A driver’s license if you have it on you,” she said, glancing up in time to catch the tightening of his lips at her request. Was it impatience or something else?
He handed her the license. Wiley carefully looked over it. It just wasn’t fair. Even the man’s driver’s license picture was impeccably perfect. Holding back a heavy sigh, she quickly scanned his signature, saw that it matched the others, and then handed the license to him.
“Thank you, Mr. Sweeney,” she said as she gave him the receipt, knowing he would probably have a lot of explaining to do for a twenty thousand dollar flight. Or not, considering his position. Either way, it was his problem, not hers.
“I’ll be here at eight,” he told her. “Does the pilot know how to get to the Grubstake mine?”
Comprehension hit her like the force of a baseball between the eyes. Mr. Dexter Sweeney had no idea that he was talking to the pilot. Wiley broke out in a cold sweat and for a brief moment thought she would throw up.
Was Dexter going to be another of those male chauvinists who didn’t think women could, or should, fly planes? Or was he modern enough to put his trust in her abilities? He had said that Wiley Hart had been recommended to him as the best pilot in the state. Surely that would matter more to him than her gender.
“Maybe I should talk to him myself,” Dexter said when she didn’t answer right away.
“Uh, no! That won’t be necessary.” She tried not to panic. “The pilot knows where the mine is located.”
He gave her a doubtful look. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, I…uh…yes.”
Oh, Lord, please don’t let him back out of the deal when he discovers the truth. Wiley knew she ought to tell him now, but she was afraid he would renege on their deal and she would have to give back his money. Although, she still might have to in the morning.
“Is there anything else you need from me?” Dexter asked as he reached into his pants pocket and withdrew a set of keys.
Wiley glanced down at his immaculate suit, knowing it had to have cost him a bundle. She nodded her head at him, indicating his clothes, “You might want to dress down a little.”
He looked down at his attire with a frown and then back up, pushing his glasses up his nose with his thumb.
“Don’t worry…” His gaze swept down to her left hand, checking her marital status. “Miss…”
“Hart,” Wiley supplied without thinking.
Dexter’s eyebrows rose. “Miss Hart, I’ll be sure to dress more appropriately for the trip.”
He looked at her more closely. “I didn’t realize that you’re one of the owners of this business.”
A surge of guilt threatened to loosen her tongue and make her tell the truth. She forced a smile instead.
“Yes, I am, Mr. Sweeney.”
When she didn’t elaborate, Dexter cleared his throat and stepped back.
“Well then, good evening, Miss Hart.”
“I’ll see you in the morning,” she replied, and then mentally slapped herself for the slip.
“You’ll be here tomorrow?”
Wiley quickly recovered with a smile. “Yes, of course, to open up the shop.” And fly you to the mine.
She came around the counter and followed him to the door.
“Goodnight, Mr. Sweeney.”
As soon as he stepped outside, Wiley locked the door behind him and turned the open sign to indicate that the shop was closed. From the front window, she watched him drive away and then went over to the phone and dialed a well-memorized number.
“Chelsea? You’re not going to believe this…”
Chapter Two
Although it wasn’t quite eight in the morning, the sun was well above the horizon when Dexter pulled into the parking lot of Hart of Alaska Charters. It was going to be a beautiful day for flying, if only he had the desire to do so.
Dexter turned off the car and reached for the brown leather jacket and the bag lying on the seat next to him. He had opted to carry his laptop and his overnight bag instead of bringing his briefcase. Everything he would need was on his computer.
Stepping out of the rental car, Dexter locked it and then pocketed the keys. He hoped the car would still be sitting there when he returned tomorrow. But then, this was Anchorage, Alaska, not Los Angeles. He doubted the crime was as bad here as it was in California.
“Good morning,” a cheery voice greeted him as he stepped into the shadowy office. He recognized the young woman from the night before.
“You’re right on time.”
“Miss Hart.” He greeted her with a nod.
The slender young woman smiled, her rich brown eyes crinkling in the corners. The tiny lines gave her the appearance of an older woman but Dexter didn’t think she could be much more than twenty-five.
She glanced down at his clothes, nodding in approval. “Good, you’ll be more comfortable in jeans.”
Not really. He rarely wore jeans, finding them too constricting. Slacks were more comfortable and suited to his tastes, but he wasn’t about to inform her of that. It wasn’t any of her business.
“Would you like a cup of coffee? A donut?” the young woman asked, pouring herself a cup from a coffee pot sitting on a table on one side of the room. A plate of donuts sat beside it.
“No, thanks,” Dexter politely declined. He had already drunk several cups trying to calm his nerves. It hadn’t worked. And the thought of food only made his stomach churn. He hoped he didn’t embarrass himself by vomiting on the plane.
Miss Hart grabbed a donut off the plate and then waved her arm for him to follow her. Sticking the donut in her mouth, she opened the door to the hangar with her free hand and then stood back to let him by. He stepped out into the high-vaulted building.
A single plane was parked on one side and being looked over by a man in gray overalls. He raised his head only long enough to glance their way before going back to what he was doing. Dexter realized he must be a mechanic. He wondered where the pilot was.
“The plane is already on the tarmac,” Miss Hart’s voice broke into his thoughts. “If you’ll follow me this way.”
Good. No doubt Wiley Hart was in the plane getting ready for the flight. Dexter hoped the man would make sure the plane was in top shape for flying.
Miss Hart led the way across the hangar to another heavy looking metal door. She tossed her half full coffee cup into a garbage can by the door on their way outside. The bright sunlight temporarily blinded Dexter, and he stopped in his tracks, blinking until his eyes adjusted. When they did, he saw Miss Hart standing near a very small plane.
His stomach rolled. Surely he wasn’t going to be riding in that tiny machine. It was no bigger than his Mercedes and certainly not as solidly built.
“Mr. Sweeney?”
Dexter looked at her. She was watching him with a curious look on her face. Had he let his fear show? He cleared his throat and stepped forward.
“If you’ll give me your bags, I’ll stow them in the back for you,” she said, her hand reaching out toward him. He handed them to her, wondering why the pilot wasn’t out here waiting for him.
Miss Hart opened a side door and placed his bags behind the single passenger seat which was situated behind the pilot’s seat. Then he watched as she grabbed a backpack that had been resting on the ground beside the plane and tossed it in as well. She turned to face him.
“I forgot to ask. Do you need to use the facilities before we go? It’s going to be a long ride, and there isn’t a restroom onboard.”
That was only too obvious. “No, thanks, Miss Hart, I’m fine.”
Wait a minute. Did she say we?
“Good.” She smiled at him. “Then you can climb on in.”
“Where’s the pilot? I specifically requested Wiley Hart.”
The smile faded from her pretty face. “You’re looking at her.”
Shock reverberated through Dexter. His stomach rolled sickeningly, and for a moment he thought he would throw up.
“You mean, you’re…?”
“Wiley Hart,” she confirmed solemnly.
“But you’re….”
Her expression hardened. “But I’m what? A woman?”
That was part of it, but he had meant to say that she was so young. He knew she wouldn’t be happy with either answer. He opened his mouth to answer, but she beat him to it.
“I have been flying for seventeen years, Mr. Sweeney, and have yet to have an accident. I have the best safety record in Alaska, and I know this state like the back of my hand. I don’t take unnecessary risks, and that is why you were told I was the best. Not the best of any woman pilot, but the best pilot, period.”
“Why didn’t you tell me who you were yesterday?” he asked angrily. “You deliberately led me to believe that Wiley Hart was someone else.”
Wiley cheeks turned pink. She shifted her tennis-shoed feet, but didn’t look away.
“I apologize for that, Mr. Sweeney. Unfortunately, every client I took up yesterday questioned had questioned me about my flying abilities. By the time you came in, I wasn’t in the mood to explain anything at that point and figured I’d deal with it this morning. If you would rather have a man fly you to the mine, I’ll have Pete take you up. You’ll only be delayed half an hour until he gets here.”
Dexter’s anger slowly evaporated as he considered Wiley’s offer. He could take her up on it and let this other pilot, Pete, fly him to the mine and back, but the thought of having to wait any longer didn’t sit well with him. He wanted to get this part of his trip behind him so he could relax. Besides, he hadn’t ever heard of this Pete fellow, and Wiley Hart had come highly recommended.
Henry Stewart was a reliable acquaintance, and if he had no qualms about Wiley’s piloting skills, Dexter shouldn’t either. But he wondered at Henry’s reason for keeping Wiley’s gender a secret. He sighed inwardly. Whatever his mentor’s reasons were, he knew Henry wouldn’t have recommended her if he didn’t think she was capable.
“No,” he said at last, “that won’t be necessary. I need to get to the mine, and I don’t want to wait around for another pilot. I have no problem flying with you.”
Relief flickered in Wiley’s brown eyes, and her face softened into a smile. “Then let’s get going.”
She made sure his seatbelt was securely fastened before closing the door on him. Then Wiley climbed into the seat in front of him, closed her own door, and then turned sideways to peer at him.
“There’s a headset under your seat. I suggest you wear it if you want to talk to me once we’re in the air. Otherwise, I won’t be able to hear you.” Without waiting for his reply, she turned back around and went through her pre-flight routine.
Dexter wasn’t particularly in any mood to talk, but he figured he better put the headset on anyway. He didn’t want to be searching for it once they were in the air. He shuddered involuntarily as the plane engine roared to life. Grabbing the headset, he pulled it on and immediately he could hear Wiley talking to the tower as she slowly guided the small plane to the runway. The sound of her cool calm voice eased his fears if only slightly. She certainly sounded capable. He should have asked to see her license.
“Mr. Sweeney?” Wiley’s soft voice interrupted his thoughts. “There is one plane ahead of us. We’ll be in the air in just a couple minutes.”
“Great,” he spoke into the small mike jutting out in front of his mouth, not bothering to hide his sarcasm. Wiley looked back at him over her shoulder.
“Are you okay?” she asked, her delicately arched brows knotted together in a frown.
No, he wasn’t. He was afraid he was going to lose his lunch. He wanted off this tiny contraption she called an airplane and never again wanted to step foot on anything that left solid ground.
But he forced a smile onto his face and grated out between clenched teeth, “Just peachy, Miss Hart.”
She gave him a doubtful look, but turned back around.
“Wiley,” she corrected. “Call me Wiley.”
Wiley Hart. Who in the world would have named their daughter Wiley?
The plane suddenly lurched forward, causing Dexter to grab on to the sides of the seat. There weren’t even armrests to hang on to in this tiny suicide machine. If he survived this trip to hell, he was going to tell Robert Lowell just what he thought about his idea of buying companies located in the middle of absolutely nowhere.
“Okay, Mr. Sweeney,” Wiley’s spoke, “we’re taking off.”
He closed his eyes, swallowing the bile rising in his throat. The engine roared, and he could feel the airplane racing down the runway.
Oh, God, please let me survive this trip in one piece, and I promise to start attending church more regularly. Dexter knew better than to make deals with God, but at a time like this it was the only thing he could think of to keep from screaming in terror or losing his lunch.
The slight bouncing of the plane subsided as they lifted off the ground and into the air. Dexter braced himself, expecting to be pushed back into his seat as the plane nosed up into the air, but it never happened.
Surprised, he opened his eyes and looked around. Wiley was guiding the plane at a gentle incline. It was nothing like the sudden steep tilt of commercial airplanes that made a person feel as if they were rocketing for space. This was a lot more smooth and level – like a car ride.
Dexter released his hold on the seat and wiped his sweaty palms on the stiff new jeans he wore. He looked out the window as they flew over downtown Anchorage and then out over the muddy waters of Cook Inlet. Wiley banked the plane in a large arc to the right as they climbed higher on their trek north.
“That’s Mount Susitna to your left,” she spoke to him through the headphones. “Or Sleeping Lady, as the locals like to call her.”
Dexter looked out the left side of the plane, instantly aware of which mountain she was talking about.
“If you look back over your left shoulder, you can see Mount Spurr.”
Not that he was particularly interested in the scenery, but Dexter found himself following Wiley’s suggestion.
“Isn’t that an active volcano?” he asked, spotting a faint plume of steam coming out one side of the enormous mountain.
“Yes, it is, but it’s quiet right now.”
And he hoped it would remain that way.
Looking down, he saw that they were over land once more. Dozens of tiny buildings, which he recognized as houses, were scattered throughout the lush green countryside.
“The town of Wasilla is to your right,” Wiley said again, “and Big Lake is on your left. In a few minutes, we’ll be following the Susitna River north.”
Was she going to give him a running commentary for the entire flight? Perhaps if he pulled out his laptop he could get some work done. If she saw he was busy, maybe she would leave him alone. Dexter looked over his shoulder at the small cargo space behind him and quickly realized that getting any work done on this trip was going to be impossible. His laptop was at the rear of the plane and there was no way he would be able to reach it without getting out of his seat, another impossibility in this flying little death trap.
Resigned to the fact that it was going to be a long, miserable trip having to listen to Little Miss Sunshine, Dexter sank back into his seat. There was nothing he could do but sit here and make the best of it.
However, Wiley fell silent after her last interpretation. As the minutes stretched out long and tedious, Dexter found himself wishing she would speak again, if for no other reason than to keep him from going insane. When he could stand it no longer, he broke the silence.
“Wiley. Is that really your given name?”
She tossed him a quick look over her shoulder, her eyes hidden behind reflective sunglasses.
“No, it’s just a derivation of my real name.”
When she didn’t elaborate, he prodded. “Which is…?”
Once more she turned and looked back at him, this time sticking her finger in her open mouth as if to gag herself.
“Wilhelmina.”
Dexter’s mouth quirked into a smile. “Yes, I can see why you go by Wiley.”
“Dexter isn’t such a popular name, either,” she replied pointedly.
Well, it was certainly a lot better than Stanley, his first name. But he wasn’t going to tell her anything about that. He was not, nor had he ever been, a Stanley, or even a Stan. Dexter may be a nerdy name, but at least it didn’t make him sound like beer-drinking plumber with a gut to match.
“No,” he agreed, “it’s not exactly popular. It makes me sound like a computer geek.”
Silence fell again, and Dexter found himself studying the back of Wiley’s head. Sunlight spilling in through the right side of the plane turned her dark brown hair the color of shiny mink. Dexter wondered if the short hair brushing the nape of her neck was as soft and silky as it looked. His fingers itched to touch it, but he fought the urge by curling his hands into fists.
He forced his gaze out the window toward the mountains rising in the distance, but his thoughts weren’t on the scenery. He was thinking about Wiley and the way he had been inexplicably drawn to her from the moment he had stepped foot into her office yesterday.
Dressed in faded jeans and a t-shirt bearing her company’s logo, she had looked like a college kid as she talked on the phone. Her soft brown eyes had only given him the faintest indication of her awareness of his presence, but she had kept her attention on the call. Her hand had reached up to tuck her hair behind her ear when it fell forward as she bent her head. She wore no jewelry of any kind, at least none that he could see.
Dexter found that a little odd, especially in this day and age when everyone wore a multitude of it on every conceivable part of the body. Apparently, Wiley was one of those rare individuals who didn’t feel the need to follow every whim of fashion. She certainly didn’t need to. Her poise and confidence were just as attractive as her pretty face and slender body. She was not drop-dead gorgeous, but she didn’t need to be. There was something sweet and good about her, something that captivated Dexter and kindled a spark of interest deep inside, something he hadn’t felt in a very long time.
Warning signals went off in his head at the direction his thoughts were taking him. He couldn’t allow himself to think such thoughts about this girl. There was no room in his life, much less time, for relationships. His life revolved around his career. He couldn’t afford to get involved with anyone. He had learned his lesson the hard way with Julia.
Dexter sighed heavily. He hadn’t thought about his ex-wife for a very long time. He had missed her tremendously for a while after their divorce, but he quickly came to realize it wasn’t because he had really loved her. It was because she had filled an empty spot in his life. It had been nice knowing there was someone waiting for him at home, when he had been able to get away from work early enough.
But his work had eventually consumed him, and his time at home had dwindled to mere hours each night. Julia had nagged him continually about his growing absence until one evening he had come home and found all her things gone and a note saying that she was divorcing him. It hadn’t really surprised him. He had known it was coming.
In the end, they were both better off. A year later, Julia had remarried and appeared to be quite happy, and Dexter was happy for her.
Wiley’s voice broke into his thoughts. “We’re coming up on Mount McKinley on the left. The other peaks are Foraker and Hunter.”
Dexter focused on North America’s largest mountain peak, but his thoughts wandered back to Wiley. She wasn’t the first woman he had felt an attraction to since Julia. There had been others. He had even dated a couple of them, but that’s as far as it had gone. They hadn’t been interested in getting involved with a man whose main focus in life was his career, and he hadn’t been interested in developing a relationship he knew would never last.
That had suited him fine until recently. Now, over the last few months, Dexter had been experiencing a growing restlessness. Something inside him was lacking. It wasn’t the same emptiness he had felt before finding Christ, but something similar.
He couldn’t quite put his finger on it. It wasn’t money or the need to make more of it. He was wealthy beyond anything he had ever dreamed of. It certainly wasn’t his job. Or maybe it was. He loved nearly every aspect of his job except for all the traveling it required. He was away from home for nearly nine months out of a year. Unfortunately, the majority of his business travel required flying. At first it had been rather exciting, but now, the more he flew the more he dreaded it.
The thought that perhaps he seriously ought to consider changing jobs had crossed his mind several times over the past few months, and now he toyed with the idea again. Maybe if he found something that required less travel or better yet, no travel, he might settle down, and the restlessness would go away. But deep down he knew better. No, it would take something much more radical than changing jobs to stave off the restlessness, the yearning, for something deeper. But it was something he wasn’t yet ready to put a name to.
Chapter Three
Wiley banked the plane to the northwest, bypassing the town of Nenana. She had considered landing to stretch her legs, but Mr. Dexter Sweeney probably wouldn’t be too comfortable with any more landings and takeoffs than was necessary. The man was terrified of flying.
Wiley couldn’t help but smile, but she wasn’t ridiculing his fear. She would never make fun of someone in that way. Even she had fears. No, the reason for the smile was because Dexter’s fear had come as a surprise to her. She had no doubt that he did a lot of traveling for his company, and hadn’t figured flying would be something that would bother him. But for whatever reason, it did.
Wiley had thought he was going to tuck tail and run when he had discovered she was a pilot. That had hurt. Having her abilities questioned in this day and age was something that didn’t happen very often, but when it did Wiley always found herself on the defensive.
Surprisingly, Dexter hadn’t put up much of a fight. In fact, he had caved rather quickly. Wiley suspected that it was because he just wanted to get this trip over with and that he hadn’t really been questioning her abilities.
So why did Dex have such a fear of flying? Maybe it was the confined space. Claustrophobia affected a lot of people when flying. Perhaps that was his problem. She wondered what had happened to him that had left such a lingering effect on him. Not that she would ever find out. She would never see the man again after they returned to Anchorage.
The thought left her sighing. It wasn’t often that gorgeous wealthy men ever crossed her path. Oh, she supposed there were a good number of men she had flown on tours who had their fair share of money, but none of them had ever caught her attention the way Dexter Sweeney had. Not that money was important! It was just a nice little side benefit of the package.
Another nice benefit was how well he filled out those jeans. The man was impressive in a business suit, but put him in a pair of jeans and…wow! Unfortunately, he seemed ill at ease in them. It probably meant he never wore them, which was too bad for the female population. Then again, maybe that was a good thing, for her.
Stop right there, Wiley Hart! She chided herself for letting her thoughts get so carried away over the man. She was acting like a teenager with a crush. She didn’t stand a chance with a man like Dexter Sweeney. There was no way he would be even remotely interested in an unsophisticated blue-collar girl like herself. He was probably attracted to women who were rich and sleek and beautiful and who had high-powered jobs like his own. He wouldn’t be interested in a short, plain pilot who barely had two nickels to rub together.
A sudden unexpected gust of wind caught the side of the plane. Wiley’s attention snapped back to her surroundings, and she focused on leveling out the plane.
“Is everything all right?” The worry was evident in Dexter’s voice.
“Just fine,” she assured him. “We’re catching some wind off the mountains. I’m going to climb a little higher to get above it.”
Ten minutes later, they were a good five hundred feet higher than they were before, and the ride smoothed out.
“You all right back there?” Wiley asked, tossing Dexter a look over her shoulder.
He looked a little pale, but he nodded and shoved his glasses up his nose. “I’m fine.”
She gave him an encouraging smile and turned her attention to her flying. “We’ll be there in about another thirty minutes.”
True to her word, Wiley set the plane down on the gravel runway next to the Grubstake mining camp exactly thirty minutes later. As they taxied to an open-air hangar, she could see a Jeep headed their way. No doubt, it would be the on-site manager, Rob Donnelly.
Wiley parked the plane by the hangar and shut off the engine. She divested herself of the headset and climbed out of the plane the same time as Dexter. While she stretched to get the kinks out after sitting for so long, Dexter pulled their bags out from the cargo space behind his seat.
“Here you go, Miss Hart,” Dexter handed her the backpack.
“Please, Dex, call me Wiley.”
His eyes widened in surprise behind the wire-rimmed glasses. Wiley blushed, realizing her mistake.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Sweeney,” she swiftly corrected herself. “I didn’t mean to be disrespectful…”
But he cut her off. “It’s okay. Nobody’s ever called me Dex before. It just surprised me…Wiley.”
The faintest hint of a smile touched Dexter’s lips as he looked down at her. Wiley breathed a soft sigh of relief, glad she hadn’t overstepped her bounds. She smiled back up at him, and for the briefest moment, Dexter’s gaze dropped to her mouth. Wiley’s heart thumped erratically, and the smile faded from her face.
“Hello!” Rob Donnelly called as the Jeep stopped beside the plane. Wiley’s smile flickered back into place as she turned to greet the man.
“Hey, Wiley,” Rob reached out to shake her hand. “I thought that was your plane. It’s good to see you.”
“You, too, Rob,” she said honestly. Withdrawing her hand, she glanced at Dexter. “I brought you a visitor, Dexter Sweeney with…”
“Oh, yes,” Rob cut her off and reached out to shake Dexter’s hand. “We’ve been expecting you. I’m Rob Donnelly.”
Once the formalities were out of the way, Rob grabbed Dexter and Wiley’s bags and tossed them into the back of the jeep. Wiley climbed in back, allowing Dexter to take the front passenger seat. Rob started the Jeep and headed to the camp.
“I hope you’re hungry,” he said to Dexter, but included Wiley as well. “We’re just about to have lunch.”
“Starving.” Wiley grinned. “What’s on the menu?”
“Meatloaf surprise,” he answered, winking at her, “your favorite.”
“Meatloaf surprise?” Dexter asked hesitantly. “What’s the surprise?”
Rob and Wiley exchanged grins.
“Go easy on him, Rob,” Wiley said, reaching forward to pat Dexter’s broad shoulder. “He’s a cheechako.”
Seeing the confused look on Dexter’s face, she explained for his benefit, “A cheechako is a newcomer or greenhorn.”
Rob grinned at Dexter. “The surprise is that we never know what kind of meat the cook will use.”
Dexter looked slightly uncomfortable. “I’m afraid to ask. What kind of meat might it be?”
“Well, let’s see,” Rob said. “In the past, he has used moose meat, caribou a couple times, and once he even made it with bear meat.”
Dexter was looking slightly sick. “Bear meat?”
“Yeah,” Rob said with a laugh, “but usually it’s just plain old beef. Don’t worry; we won’t feed you anything that will make you sick.”
Wiley decided to take pity on Dexter and changed the subject. “How’s your wife, Rob?”
His face softened into a smile. “Tracy’s great. She’s expecting in December.”
Wiley felt an unexpected jab of envy. Tracy was thirty, same as her, and already on her fifth child. But Wiley smiled and replied sincerely, “Oh, Rob, that’s great! Congratulations!”
“Thanks, Wiley,” he said, and then looked at Dexter. “You have kids, Mr. Sweeney?”
“No,” Dexter said, with something akin to regret on his face. “I’m not married.”
Hearing her suspicions confirmed sent Wiley’s heart tripping over itself. Mr. Dexter Sweeney was not married. Of course, it didn’t mean he wasn’t involved with someone, though.
Once again, Wiley reprimanded herself for letting her thoughts go in that direction. She wasn’t interested in starting a relationship with any man, much less with Dexter Sweeney who would be heading back to California in a couple days.
They pulled up to a large building where several miners were filing through the doors.
“This is the mess hall,” Rob told Dexter as they got out and fell in line behind the men. “It’s not much to look at, but the food is good.”
Along one side of the room was a buffet line where the food was served. The rest of the room was filled with tables and chairs, which could each seat up to eight people. Wiley followed behind Rob and Dexter as they got in line to get their food.
The two men chatted about nothing in particular as they loaded their plates. Wiley only half-listened as she fixed her plate. Helping herself to a glass of iced tea, she threaded her way through the tables toward the one where Rob and Dexter sat, stopping occasionally to chat with a couple of the men she recognized.
Dexter gave her a curious look when she finally sat down next to him. “You sure know a lot of people.”
Wiley shrugged, reaching for the salt shaker. “I fly up here several times a year. I’ve gotten to know some of the guys on my visits.”
He gave her a speculative look, but didn’t say any more.
After lunch Rob took Wiley and Dexter over to the main camp to find them rooms to stay in for the night. Wiley shouldered her backpack and followed Rob into the building. Once inside, the man stopped and looked back apologetically. Alarm seeped through Wiley.
“Rob?” she asked cautiously when he hesitated. “What is it?”
He grimaced and looked at Dexter. “I am really sorry, Mr. Sweeney, but I’m afraid we only have one room available.”
Dexter blinked and adjusted his glasses on his nose. “Well, then, let Miss Hart have the room, and I’ll bunk with one of the men.”
Rob’s agitation increased. Wiley’s heart sank, already knowing what he was going to say before he said it.
“That’s the problem, Mr. Sweeney. I’m afraid the camp is completely full. There are no extra beds. The only ones available are the two in the visitor’s room.”
“Oh, I see,” was Dexter’s reply.
Wiley spoke up. “I’ll just sleep in the plane, Rob. Mr. Sweeney can have the room.”
“No!” Dexter said somewhat sharply, looking alarmed at her suggestion. “That’s not necessary, Wi…Miss Hart.”
She looked at him in surprise.
He cleared his throat. “There’s no reason why we can’t share the room. I…I promise I’ll stay on my side of the room.”
“Good,” Rob said, not giving Wiley a chance to protest, “I’ll show you to your room.”
Wiley had no choice but to go along. Rob was putting her into a very uncomfortable position and he knew it. She planned to give him a piece of her mind the first chance she got.
The room was even smaller than Wiley had remembered. It held two beds and two sets of dressers. There was no room for anything else. She dropped her backpack on the nearest bed, silently claiming it as Dexter deposited his bags on the other one.
“Wiley,” Rob spoke, “would you care to join Mr. Sweeney and me on a tour of the mine?”
“No, thank you,” Wiley bowed out. Dexter was here on business. She didn’t want to alienate him further by tagging along. “I’ll just hang around here.”
“Okay, then,” Rob said, “if you get hungry, there are snacks in the mess hall. Otherwise, we’ll see you at dinner.”
Dexter glanced at Wiley as he followed Rob out of the room. She gave him an apologetic smile, hoping he didn’t think she had anything to do with this.
As soon as the door closed behind the two men, Wiley dropped onto the bed, groaning. She was going to kill Rob for putting her and Dexter into such an uncomfortable position. She was his hired pilot, not a business associate. She knew the last thing Dexter wanted was to be sharing a room with her. It was the last thing she wanted.
Wiley almost felt sorry for him. The poor man was terrified of flying and obviously out of his league in the bush. And now some rough and tumble camp boss was putting Dexter in the awkward position of having to share a room with a woman he had no desire to be around. It might be different if they had something in common, but they were on such opposite ends of the spectrum.
Dexter was a city boy with lots of money, good looks, and authority. Wiley was basically a country girl at heart. As for money, it was something that she didn’t have a lot of, and the only authority she had was over her three employees. She rarely exerted it because they were more like friends than employees. They knew their jobs and didn’t have to be told what to do, and that really made her life a lot easier. She sure wished she could pay them more.
Where was she? Oh, yeah, the differences between her and Dexter. As for looks, she wasn’t exactly Miss America, but, at the same time, no one had gone blind from looking at her. She supposed she didn’t look half bad when she dressed up and put on a little makeup, but that opportunity rarely arose. Not that she cared. She was more comfortable just being who she was.
Dexter, on the hand, could easily be a male model. He didn’t exactly have a pretty boy face, but rather the hard, angular lines that drew attention to his masculinity. It was his full, generous lips and those spectacular eyes that made him the gorgeous specimen of a man that he was. And that very nice athletically built body of his only enhanced his attractiveness. If only…
Wiley sighed and rolled over onto her stomach. Get over it, Wiley. There was no way that such a spectacular looking man wouldn’t have a spectacular looking woman waiting for him back home. There was no doubt in her mind that he was already taken.
Chapter Four
Dexter knocked on the door, giving Wiley the opportunity to get decent if need be. When he didn’t hear an answering reply, he opened the door and went in. He stopped short, finding her stretched out on the bed nearest to the door, sound asleep. She must have been tired because she hadn’t even removed her shoes.
Dexter automatically moved toward her to do the job but suddenly stopped. What was he doing? He didn’t know this woman from Eve. She’d probably have a cow if she woke up and found him taking off her shoes.
He diverted to the other bed where he had set his bag earlier. There was still an hour before dinner. He could get a little work done on his laptop.
But several minutes later, Dexter found his gaze drifting over to Wiley. She looked like a little girl, her face innocent in sleep. She may be innocent, but she was no little girl. And who was to say she was innocent?
But something in his heart told him there was no guile in this young woman. Wiley was as open and friendly as her sweet, expressive face.
There was something about her that attracted him. Something apart from the dark brown hair cut at her jaw line or the slender nose with the curious little bump on the bridge; something that only emphasized the slant of her coffee-colored eyes and the softness of her lips when they curved into a smile; something warm and tender and kind.
But it was more than Wiley’s warmth and kindness that drew him to her. It was the quiet confidence, optimism, even contentment that emanated from her, soothing him and easing his fears. He supposed it was just a by-product of being a pilot, that ability to remain calm in stressful situations. And he knew that despite her seventeen years of flying with no accidents, she had to have experienced more than one harrowing incident over the years. Surely no pilot made it that long unscathed.
He wondered just how old she was. If she had started when she was a teenager, say around thirteen, she would probably be close to thirty. Just five years younger than himself.
Dexter suddenly found himself staring into Wiley’s dark brown eyes. She had awakened and caught him off-guard. His heart thudded in his chest as a flicker of awareness sparked to life between them. In that long, unguarded moment, Dexter had the explicit feeling that somehow, some way, his life was about to change forever and that Wiley would be at the heart of it.
As if having the same thoughts, Wiley’s eyes widened, and she scrambled upright. Dexter dropped his gaze back to the laptop sitting on his thighs and struggled to find something to say.
“I…uh…I hope I didn’t wake you,” he said, keeping his eyes on the screen in front of him.
“No…not at all.” Wiley’s voice shook slightly.
Dexter heard the rustle of clothing as she stood, and only then did he let himself glance at her. She was looking at her watch.
“It’s nearly time for dinner. I guess I should wash up.” She darted out of the room before he had a chance to reply.
Dinner turned out to be a somewhat more boisterous affair than lunch. The dining hall was filled with at least forty men. Although Wiley appeared to be on speaking terms with a good number of them, she stayed near Dexter, sharing a table with him and Rob Donnelly.
Dexter found the food to be quite good and the atmosphere relaxed. The conversation flowed easily, but Dexter found himself only half-listening as he ate, his attention focused on the woman sitting next to him.
Wiley ate with enthusiasm, going back for seconds when her plate was empty. Apparently, she wasn’t concerned about putting on weight, something Dexter found appealing. In his world, the women he knew were thin to the point of emaciation because they were terrified that eating anything more substantial than lettuce would put pounds on them. He was glad Wiley wasn’t like that.
Instead, she ate her food with enjoyment, laughing and chatting with the men who stopped by to say hello. Dexter felt an irrational surge of jealousy at all the attention she was affording them while she barely said two words to him throughout the meal. But every time she started to speak to him, someone else stopped by their table. He couldn’t begrudge her the simple courtesy when he barely knew her well enough to monopolize her attention.
“Hey, Wiley,” one of the men at another table called as she walked with Dexter and Rob through the mess hall after dinner. She halted and looked back, a smile on her face.
“If you don’t have any plans, why don’t you come to my room later and play cards with me and the guys?”
Dexter waited expectantly to see what she would do. Wiley shook her head.
“Thanks for the invitation, Ed, but I’m going to pass. I’m really tired tonight.”
That was an outright lie because Dexter knew she had slept a good three hours that afternoon.
“Aw, come on, Wiley,” the man pleaded, “It’ll be fun. If you want, I’ll tell the guys to leave early, and you and me can have a little fun on our own.”
Dexter felt himself tense at the man’s outrageous proposal, but to his surprise Wiley laughed it off.
“Now, Ed, you know I’m not that kind of girl.”
“If you’d just give me a chance, I know I could change your mind.”
Wiley waved at Ed. “Sorry, but no go. I’ll see you all next time I’m around. Good night.”
She turned and led the way out of the mess hall. Dexter followed behind her and Rob, vastly relieved that Wiley had turned the man down.
Rob parted ways with them at the door to their room, saying he had to call his wife. He told Dexter he would meet with him at breakfast the next morning and give him a tour of their offices before he and Wiley left. Dexter nodded and waved him off. Wiley slipped into the room, leaving him to close the door. He did and then stood staring at Wiley as she opened her backpack and started sorting through it.
“What are you staring at?” Wiley’s voice broke into his thoughts.
Dexter blinked. “I was just wondering why you would turn down that man’s offer to play cards.”
She looked at him as if he were crazy. “Do you see any other women around here, Dex?”
“No.”
“Exactly.”
He frowned, pushing his glasses back up his nose. “I don’t understand.”
She gave a soft sigh, folding her arms over her chest.
“These men work for weeks on end without any female companionship. It’s not exactly safe for me to be here when they are lonely and longing for the company of a woman. I know most of these men and doubt any one of them would do anything to hurt me, but a person just never knows. That’s why I don’t mingle with them when I come up here. There’s no point in pushing my luck.”
“I see.” Dexter respected Wiley for using common sense and not foolishly putting herself in a precarious situation. His admiration of her grew a little more.
Wiley picked up a small bag she had pulled from her backpack and smiled at him. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. I’m just going to wash up.”
When she returned, she traded her bag for a book and settled on the bed to read. The open shade over the window allowed in all the light she needed.
“Feel free to wander around the camp if you want,” she told Dexter as he stepped to the window to look out. “It’s early yet.”
But Dexter found himself reluctant to leave her company. “No, I think I’ll just stay here and try to get some work done on my computer.”
But he stared out the window at the nearby hills and the mountains in the distance beyond them. It was a hard concept to swallow that there was not another soul out there for miles, probably hundreds of miles. The isolation of this place made him realize how just how small and insignificant he really was. There was no road that led back to civilization. The only way out was by airplane. If anything happened, the chances for survival probably weren’t that good.
But Wiley was here.
Dexter’s heart nearly stilled as he pondered where the thought had come from. Of course, she was here in this room, and in the morning she would be flying him back to Anchorage. What else could it mean?
“Dex?”
He turned away from the window to look at her.
“You’re standing in my light.” She held her book up indicating she needed the light coming in through the window in order to be able to read and he was blocking it.
“Oh, sorry, I’ll get out of your way.” He moved over to the bed and retrieved his laptop. Kicking off his shoes, he settled back against the wall and turned on the computer.
Chapter Five
Wiley put down her book and checked her watch. Only an hour had passed since she and Dexter had returned to their room. Unfortunately the night was still young, she was wide-awake, and the book she was reading was poorly written. If she hadn’t borrowed it from the library, she would toss it in the garbage.
Sighing softly, she sat up and looked over at Dexter. He was peering at the screen of his laptop computer, a frown marring his face as he typed furiously on the keyboard. Wiley drew up her knees and rested her forearms on them. She was tempted to interrupt him, but figured he wouldn’t appreciate it. He seemed awfully absorbed in his work.
Instead, she took the opportunity to study him. While she had been reading, he had unbuttoned the dark green cotton shirt and had untucked the tails from his jeans. The shirt hung open revealing a white undershirt clinging to his sculpted chest and abdomen. And yes, by golly, there was such a thing as six-pack abs. Although she had to lean to one side to see around the computer on his lap to get a good look, it was well worth the effort.
Enjoying the view, Wiley stretched out on her side, supporting her head on her hand. Yes sir, Dexter Sweeny was one fine specimen, all six feet two inches of him, give or take a few. She was really going to regret saying goodbye to him tomorrow when they returned to Anchorage. Not only did she admire his dark good looks enhanced by those incredible silvery gray eyes, but she had also come to respect the man himself.
He had trusted her enough to let her fly him here even though he was terrified of flying. If that wasn’t enough, Dexter Sweeney, a man who no doubt was used to cutting billion dollar deals, had treated her and the men here at the mine with dignity and respect. He hadn’t looked down his nose at anyone, which was something she had half expected. Instead, he had been gracious and courteous to everyone he met.
Wiley smiled. She had a feeling there was a lot about Dexter that would intrigue her if she had the chance to get to know him better. But by this time tomorrow, he would be out of her life and on to the next business deal. She would never get that opportunity.
A faint low rumble caught Wiley’s attention. It took her only a second to recognize it for what it was.
“Earthquake!” she gasped, shooting up off the bed.
Even as she spoke, the floor moved beneath her feet.
Dexter continued typing.
“Don’t you feel it?” she asked, her voice sounding panicked. She couldn’t help it. She hated earthquakes.
Dexter looked up.
“It’s okay, Wiley,” he said soothingly, “it’ll be over in a few seconds.”
The whole room jarred as a sudden jolt reverberated up through the earth. With a startled cry, Wiley darted toward the door. Dexter jumped up, dumping his laptop on the bed. He was across the room in two steps and grabbed her by the arms.
“Stay away from the door,” he said, pulling her away from it and closer to him. “You don’t want to get hurt.”
Wiley latched onto his t-shirt as another jolt rocked the room.
“Dex!” She looked up at him in fear. She hadn’t been in an earthquake this strong in quite some time.
“Hang on, Wiley, it’s almost over,” he said, his calm gaze holding her in place. His steady assurance made her feel as if she could believe him, even trust him.
Sure enough, the jarring diminished to the faintest of rocking and then nothing. Wiley dropped her head onto his chest as the adrenalin rush ebbed away. She could hear the excited talk of the miners out in the hallway as they checked to see if everyone was all right, but she and Dexter remained where they were, almost in each other’s arms but not quite.
“Are you okay?” he asked a moment later. His hands still gripped her upper arms.
“Yes,” Wiley whispered. She lifted her head and met his silvery gaze. “I’m sorry. I really hate earthquakes.”
The corner of his mouth twitched as if he were trying not to smile. It drew Wiley’s attention, and she wondered what it would be like to kiss him. Dexter’s hands slid down to her elbows and then back up to her hands to remove them gently from his shirt. Disappointment along with embarrassment had Wiley blushing and stepping backwards. Apparently, he wasn’t thinking along the same lines.
“Is everyone all right in here?” A man called from the other side of the door. Wiley assured him they were fine, and he moved on.
“There will probably be an aftershock,” Dexter warned as he resumed his seat on his bed.
“I know. I’ll try not to freak out on you again.”
This time he allowed the smile. “It’s okay, Wiley. Everyone has something they’re afraid of.”
“Yes, but I was born and raised in earthquake country. You’d think I’d be used to them by now.” She plopped down on the bed, knocking her book onto the floor.
“A person can get used to such things,” Dexter said, as she leaned over to pick up the book, “but that doesn’t mean they have to like them.”
Wiley straightened and looked at him. “You mean like your fear of flying?”
Dexter’s eyes widened. “How did you know?”
Wiley smiled. “I’ve learned to recognize the signs.”
Dexter sighed softly, removing his glasses to rub the bridge of his nose. “Believe it or not, I used to like flying.”
Wiley dropped the book on the bed beside her. “What happened?”
He looked at the glasses dangling from his fingers.
“Nothing, really. It’s just that my job requires a massive amount of travel. You know what they say, the more you fly the more your chances increase of being in an accident. I guess I’ve let that dwell in the back of my mind somewhere, and it triggered this fear.”
Wiley gave a low laugh. “If that’s the case, then I guess I’m way overdue.”
Dexter looked up, his gaze seeming to measure her. “When did you start flying?”
Wiley leaned back against the wall. “Oh, let’s see. My dad took me up for the first time when I was about five. I was hooked from the moment he let me sit on his lap and fly the plane. But I didn’t start taking lessons until I was fourteen.”
“And you’ve been flying ever since?”
She nodded.
“How long have you been running the business?”
Wiley looked away as pain stabbed through her heart at his innocent question. “For three years. I took over when my father, uncle, and aunt were killed in a plane crash while on a hunting trip to Kodiak Island. Before that, I just flew the charters.”
“I’m sorry, Wiley.” Dexter’s voice was low and soothing. “What about your mother?”
“She wanted no part of the business. She wanted to sell it, but my father had left specific instructions in his will that it was to stay in the family. I sold my personal plane and bought out her share of the business. She took the money and dad’s pension and moved to Arizona.”
Her heart still ached from her mother’s decision.
“So, you’re the only family member left?”
“No, my cousin Chelsea is part owner. She takes care of the books. I do everything else.”
Wiley was glad she had Chelsea. Although she kept in touch with her mother, things had never been quite the same since her father had died and her mother had asked to sell the business. Wiley had tried not to let her anger over having to sell her plane in order to buy out her mother’s share get the best of her. There were times, though, especially when money was tight, that Wiley found herself resenting her mother. But she knew it was only because her mother had loved her father and blamed his death on flying that she wanted nothing to do with the business. Wiley couldn’t blame her.
But flying was Wiley’s passion. If she didn’t have Hart of Alaska Charters, she didn’t know what she would do. Hiring on with another company was something she wasn’t too keen on. Instead, she would fight and struggle to make ends meet as long as it meant she had the company, even if it meant putting her personal life on hold and forgoing the desire for a husband and family.
“Wiley?” She looked up, realizing she had wandered off in her thoughts. Dexter was on his feet staring down at her.
“I thought I’d use the restroom and get ready for bed. Did you want to go first?”
Wiley scrambled to her feet, forcing Dexter to take a step back. There really wasn’t much space in these little rooms, she noticed.
“No, I’m fine. I’ll get changed while you’re gone.”
He nodded, but didn’t move. Wiley looked up at him expectantly.
“Is there something else?”
His face reddened. “I…uh…don’t normally wear pajamas to bed, and I wasn’t expecting to….”
Wiley cut in. “You weren’t expecting to share a room with a woman, so you didn’t bring any with you.”
Dexter looked relieved. “Yes, exactly.”
“Don’t worry, Dex,” she told him. “I’ll look the other way when you get undressed.”
“Thanks for understanding.”
As soon as he left, Wiley took a pair of pajama pants and an extra large t-shirt out of her bag, pulled the window shade two-thirds of the way down, and quickly changed clothes. She was just tucking her bag in a corner when Dexter knocked on the door.
“Come in,” she called, straightening and moving to her bed.
He stopped just inside the door, staring at her. Wiley fought the urge to jump under the covers even though she was well covered. Instead, she said, “Dex, would you mind shutting the door?”
“Uh, yeah.” He shut it and then moved over to his side of the room, returning a shaving kit to his bag.
Wiley went to the door and locked it. Dexter noticed and asked what she was doing
“I don’t particularly want to wake up in the middle of the night to find an uninvited guest pawing me.”
“Oh, of course.” He sat down on the edge of his bed to unlace his boots.
Wiley turned down the covers on her bed and climbed between the sheets. Almost immediately she realized that she was going to roast. It was already warm in the room from the late setting sun still shining through the window. The blankets would only add to her misery. She swept the blankets down to the foot of the bed leaving the single sheet to cover her. Turning on her side, she looked across the room and saw Dexter watching her.
“Oh,” she said, “I’ll just turn over.”
“Thanks,” he said with a hint of dryness in his voice.
As soon as she was facing the wall, Wiley heard the distinct sound of a zipper and the swish of denim. A moment later, the bedcovers rustled and mattress springs squeaked as Dexter climbed into bed. He had barely pulled the covers up when Wiley turned back over.
“You don’t snore, do you?” she asked, tucking her arm under her pillow.
Dexter had just laid his glasses on the nightstand by his bed. He gave her a disgruntled look before lying back down.
“Only when I’m tired.”
Fighting a smile, Wiley asked, “Are you tired?”
“No!”
She gave a sigh. “Me, neither.”
Wiley flopped onto her back, pulling the sheet off her legs. She sat up to readjust it and then lay back down to stare up at the water stains on the ceiling. Several long moments of silence passed. When she could stand it no longer, she asked,
“Is this your first trip to Alaska, Mr. Sweeney?”
“Yes,” he answered, “and probably my last.”
“Oh.” Wiley was disappointed. She had hoped he would be returning and would need her to fly him to the mine again. “I take it you don’t care for Alaska.”
She heard the rustle of sheets as he turned over. Glancing sideways she saw he was lying on his side, facing her.
“It’s not that I don’t like Alaska,” he admitted. “I just don’t like the idea of having to fly to get here.”
Wiley rose up on her arm to look at him in the shadowy room. “What if you decide to buy this mine? Won’t you need to come back up here for negotiations, or whatever?”
Dexter propped his head up on his hand. “If I decide that the mine is a good investment for the company, I’ll make the recommendations to the proper people. They will take it from there, and I’ll go on to the next potential investment.”
Wiley sat up cross-legged on the bed. “So, that’s what you do? Check out companies and give recommendations on whether or not to buy them?”
Dexter sat up and rested his forearms on his drawn-up knees.
“That’s basically what I do, yes. It’s a little more involved than just checking it out, though. I go over financial statements, observe the operations of the company, and try to get a feel for how things are run. If it seems like a good investment, I’ll write up a detailed report and give it to our CEO who will make the ultimate decision on whether to buy it or not.”
“Wow! That’s quite a heavy load of responsibility. What if it turns out to be a bad investment?”
Dexter smiled. “That rarely happens. But if it does, then we write it off as a loss on our taxes.”
Wiley drew up her legs to rest her chin on her knees. “Don’t get me started on taxes. Hart of Alaska has been running at a loss for years.”
“Maybe you ought to look into investing.”
“Oh, I am,” she said, smiling. “As a matter of fact, your twenty thousand dollars is going toward the purchase of a new plane. Chelsea’s been after me to buy a new one so we can expand our business and start making more money.”
Dexter returned her smile. “No wonder you didn’t tell me who you were yesterday. You wanted that money and were afraid if I found out that I would have someone else fly me up here.”
Wiley laughed. “All right, I’ll admit that was part of the reason I kept silent.”
She grew serious. “I hope you won’t get in trouble paying that much money for a charter. I’ll give it back.” Even though it would hurt to do so.
“No.” Dexter shook his head. “I won’t get in trouble. The IRS might question it when it comes tax time, but no one else will. It’s a business expense and not the first time I’ve paid a lot to get somewhere. Don’t worry. Your down payment is safe.”
Wiley breathed a sigh. “That’s a relief to hear.”
She let go of her legs to lie back down but never made it any farther. The faint rumbling of another earthquake froze her in place. Her eyes flew to Dexter’s, looking to him for courage.
“It’s just an aftershock, Wiley,” he told her gently as their beds rattled beneath them.
“I know.” But she couldn’t ward off the feeling of panic that threatened to cut off her breath. She squeezed her eyes shut, forcing herself to sit still. It only lasted a few seconds, but it felt like hours. When the movement finally ceased, Wiley opened her eyes.
“Are you all right?” Dexter asked.
“Yes.” But she was unable to hide the shakiness in her voice.
“Are you really that afraid of earthquakes?”
There was no point in denying it. He had seen the effect they had on her. “I can’t help it.”
Dexter seemed to consider her words. “What happened, Wiley?”
She was unable to suppress the shudder that accompanied the sudden memory.
“Wiley?”
She looked up. His silvery eyes were cloudy in the dimness of the room, but the concern she saw in them gave her the courage to tell him the story.
“When I was about four or five I got locked in a hall closet when an earthquake struck. The door slammed shut on me, and I couldn’t get it open. When the shaking finally stopped, I could hear my parents looking for me. I tried to let them know where I was, but I was scared and crying too hard. I don’t know how long I was in that closet before they found me, but it seemed like forever.”
“And now, whenever there’s an earthquake, it triggers the same fear you felt when you were stuck in that closet,” Dexter finished for her.
Wiley nodded. “I know it’s irrational.”
“Like my fear of flying?”
The irony in his voice caused her to smile. “We’re quite the pair, aren’t we?”
“We’re human,” Dexter said. “It’s inevitable that we’ll have irrational fears. We just have to learn how to deal with them without letting them keep us from experiencing life as we were meant to.”
The man was wise as well as good-looking, another mark in his favor.
“You’re right,” Wiley told him. “That is something I’ll have to work on.”
A moment later, Dexter yawned widely.
“You’re not tired are you, Dex?” Wiley asked with a grin.
He smiled back. “Yeah, I guess I am.” He lay back on his pillow.
“Good night, Wiley.”
“Night, Dex.”
Wiley lay down and closed her eyes, the events of the day replaying in her mind as she tried to wind down enough to go to sleep.
“Wiley?”
“Hmmm?”
“Does the sun ever set up here?”
Wiley sat up and looked at the window, realizing she hadn’t pulled the shade all the way down. She was used to sleeping with the sun still high in the sky, but Dexter obviously wasn’t. She hopped out of bed and let the shade down. Darkness enveloped the room.
“There.” She climbed back in bed. “The sun has set.”
Dexter sighed tiredly. “It’s about time.”
Chapter Six
Wiley was still sleeping soundly when Dexter returned to the room the next morning after his breakfast meeting with Rob. He carried a tray loaded with a variety of food since he was unsure of what she liked to eat in the morning, but he was fairly certain Wiley would eat just about anything judging from what he had witnessed the day before.
After setting the tray down on his freshly made bed, Dexter turned to wake her up. He smiled to himself thinking that she looked like a sleeping beauty. She lay on her side, one slender arm cradling her head and the other dangling over the side of the bed. A short lock of dark brown hair lay across her cheek, falling just short of her mouth.
Dexter let his gaze rest on her full soft lips parted slightly in sleep. For a brief moment, he wondered what it would be like to kiss her but quickly withdrew the thought. There was no sense encouraging something that could never happen. They belonged in different worlds, and, in just a few hours, he would be going back to his.
However, his impulses got the better of him. Before he could talk himself out of it, Dexter reached out with one finger and lightly swept the lock of hair off her face, tucking it behind her ear. Bending down, he brushed his lips over her cheek. The silky smoothness of her skin was too enticing and he let his lips linger a fraction longer than he intended. Wiley’s eyes opened, and he jerked upright, his heart thudding heavily in his chest.
She blinked at him, looking disoriented.
“Dex?”
He cleared his throat, forcing a smile. “I was just about to wake you.”
Wiley sat up and stretched with a yawn. “What time is it?”
She answered her own question by grabbing her watch off the nightstand. Her eyes widened, and she looked back at Dexter, her gaze sweeping over him as she took in his fully dressed appearance.
“Oh, no! Why did you let me sleep in this late?” She jerked the sheet back and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Then she spotted the tray of food on Dexter’s bed.
“Oh. Is that…”
“Breakfast,” Dexter said, stepping over to pick up the tray. “They were shutting down the kitchen when Rob and I finished our meeting. I figured I better bring you something so you didn’t miss out.”
Wiley’s eyes were shining when she looked up at him.
“Oh, Dex, that is so sweet of you!”
He felt himself flush like a schoolboy at her compliment and quickly looked down to settle the tray securely across her lap. Shoving his glasses up the bridge of his nose, he said, “You better eat up before it gets cold.”
But the first thing she did was bow her head.
“You’re a believer?” Dexter asked when she lifted her head a moment later and picked up her fork.
“A struggling one,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “It’s been fifteen years, but I still don’t have it down pat. And you?”
She bit into a slice of toast, her eyes watching him as she chewed and waited for his answer.
“Henry Stewart, a business associate, led me to Christ about a year ago. He’s the one who recommended you to fly me up here.”
“Henry Stewart? Of Stewart Industries?”
“Yes.”
Wiley smiled. “I’ve flown for Henry several times. He’s sent a lot of business my way. He’s a good man.”
Dexter nodded. “Yes, he is.”
“But he didn’t tell you I was a woman, did he?”
Dexter felt his face burn under her intense scrutiny. “No, for some reason he didn’t. He just gave me your business card and said you were the best.”
Wiley seemed to be considering his words. It was a moment before she replied. “How well do you know Henry?”
Dexter quickly opted to give her the bare bones version.
“Several years ago, Henry and I worked together to secure a business deal between our two companies. It was a long process and during the course of that time we became friends. After the deal was completed, we stayed in touch. Like I said, he was the one who led me to Christ.”
Actually, both Henry and his wife Marta had been instrumental in his conversion. The example of their marriage and their unpretentious faith in God had made a tremendous impact on Dexter. He had known of very few marriages that were still intact. The respectfulness in Henry and Marta’s relationship had surprised him, and, when he had asked Henry about it, the man had simply explained how God had intended marriage to be and how he and Marta lived by those rules.
From there, Dexter’s curiosity about God had grown, and under Henry’s tutelage he had come to accept Jesus as his Savior. Now the man served not only as his friend and confidant, but his mentor as well. Because of Henry’s guidance, Dexter had learned how to temper his business dealings with wisdom and sound judgment rather than using the ruthless, aggressive tactics that had gotten him the wealth and success he enjoyed today. He was still just as successful in his business dealings, but his conscience was now clear.
As for his personal life, that was a different story. Knowing that Jack Sweeney had done his best by him, Dexter had made peace with his father shortly before the man had died of liver disease. Jack had tried hard to provide for his wife and son, but he had been unable to hang onto his money. He had been a good lawyer, but his sympathies had lain with the underdog, the poor who were unable to afford his services. Most of his cases had been pro bono, his clients benefiting from his services without making payments, which meant that his own paycheck was often small or non-existent.
Dexter understood his father’s motives now, but he hadn’t when he was growing up. Neither had his mother. Christine Sweeney had nagged and harped on Jack about their finances for as long as Dexter could remember. Coming from a wealthy family, Christine had been convinced that Jack was the next up-and-coming corporate attorney when she had married him. However, that had changed the moment he had left the family practice, setting up his own private practice in order to take cases that most attorneys wouldn’t touch. Instead of being supportive, Christine nagged and complained endlessly about the lack of money. In the end, Jack had turned to alcohol for escape.
When she realized she wasn’t getting any response from her husband, Christine turned her attention to her son, determined that he wasn’t going to end up a softhearted, spineless man like his father. Thanks to his mother’s incessant harping, he hadn’t.
At first, Dexter had fought tooth and nail to keep his mother from dictating his every move, but in the end he realized it was better just to go along with what she wanted. She had molded him into the image of the ruthless, cutthroat businessman she had wanted her husband to be, and he had attained all the wealth and success his father never had. A side benefit had been the control he had gained from his success. Because of his lack of control over his life growing up under his mother’s embittered nitpicking, Dexter enjoyed the power he now had over every aspect of his life, both personal and business. He was the one who determined how things were to be done, and no one else dare tell him different, his mother least of all.
Drawing himself back into the present, Dexter realized he still had to work on his attitude toward his mother. Upon learning of his conversion, she had sneered at him and accused him of being weak and simple-minded like his father. Although her accusations angered Dexter, he let her remarks go unanswered. He knew his dependence on God didn’t make him weak or simple-minded, but instead it made him a stronger and much better person. But he had to admit, he still liked being in control.
“I guess I’ll have to give Henry a call when I get home,” Wiley said. “It’s been awhile since I’ve talked to him or Marta.”
Dexter would be talking to him, too, in particular about his silence on Wiley’s gender. Had it been intentional? Or was it just an innocent mistake? Considering their conversations of late, Dexter had a feeling it had been far from innocent.
“Are you in a desperate hurry to leave?” Wiley asked as she finished her breakfast.
Dexter needed to get back to Anchorage, but he wasn’t really all that anxious to part company with her just yet. Just why was something he wasn’t ready to explore.
“No, I suppose not. Why?”
Wiley gave him a pleading smile. “I’d really love to take a shower before we go.”
“As long as you don’t take all day.”
“Five minutes, I promise.”
“Five minutes?” He laughed. “No woman ever takes a shower in five minutes. I’ll give you ten.”
She grinned. “Okay, I’ll take ten, but I assure you I can be done in five.”
“I believe you, Wiley. You don’t have to convince me.”
Fifteen minutes later, he was convinced when they were walking down the long hallway to find Rob’s office to catch a ride back to the airplane. They stopped outside Rob’s office. The door was open, and he waved them in.
“Just give me a minute to find my keys,” he said, “and we’ll be on our way.”
He found them and then herded them outside to his Jeep.
“I hope your stay was productive,” Rob told Dexter as he drove back to the hangar where Wiley’s plane was parked.
“It was. Thanks.”
Rob glanced back at Wiley sitting in the back seat. “Quite the earthquakes we had last night, huh?”
“Did you hear how big they were?” she asked.
“The first one was 5.3. The second was 4.9. The reason they felt so strong was because they were centered not far from here and were only a few miles deep. We’re lucky it didn’t do any damage to the mine.”
“I’m glad to hear that,” she said. “I’d hate to see you out of a job.”
“Me, too,” he said, grinning. “Got six mouths to feed, you know.”
“Tracy’s a lucky woman,” Wiley said.
“Thanks, I’ll tell her you said that.”
Rob dropped them off at the hangar, but didn’t hang around to see them leave. “I hate to run, but I’ve got a meeting with a couple supervisors in a few minutes. You guys have a safe trip home.”
“Thanks, Rob.” Wiley gave him a quick hug and then stepped back to let Dexter shake his hand and say his farewells.
Wiley had finished stowing their bags in the back of the plane when Rob took off. She turned and looked at Dexter. She could tell he was getting nervous at the thought of having to fly again. He had taken care of her last night. Now it was her turn to take care of him.
“‘I sought the Lord, and he heard me and delivered me from all my fears.’ Psalms 34:4.” Wiley recited. “That verse never fails to reassure me that all I have to do is ask God to ease my fears. He’s usually pretty good at answering.”
Dexter repeated the verse as Wiley stepped aside to let him in the plane. He climbed in, and she waited until he had finished fastening his seatbelt.
“Dexter, I understand your fear, but I want you to know that I am in control of this plane and I am not going to let anything happen to you. But ultimately, it’s God who is in control. That’s one thing you’ll learn about being a Christian. We have to learn to put our trust in him and have faith that he has everything under control.”
He looked a little less tense when he answered, “No doubt, that’s something that’s easier said than done.”
Wiley laughed. “Yes, Dex, you’re certainly right about that.”
She was still smiling when she climbed into the cockpit and went through her pre-flight routine. Checking the gas gauge, Wiley realized they’d have to make a stop to fill up if they wanted to make it home. The village of Hughes would probably be the closest and was right on the way.
Relaying the news to Dexter through the headset, Wiley started the plane and taxied out to the end of the gravel runway. Moments later, they were cruising well above the earth.
“How are you doing, Dex?” Wiley asked, glancing back over her shoulder at him.
He forced a smile. “I’m all right. Just keep your eyes on the road, Miss Hart.”
She laughed, facing forward. “Sure thing, Mr. Sweeney.”
Twenty minutes later they landed in Hughes and taxied up to the gas pump. One other plane was parked off to the side, which Wiley recognized as belonging to Charlie Webster, the man who ran the pump and the little store at the edge of the wilderness. As Wiley cut off the engines, Charlie and his Athabascan Indian wife, Gretchen, came hurrying out to greet them.
“This will take a few minutes,” Wiley told Dexter. “You might as well get out and stretch your legs.”
It took more than a few minutes. Charlie and Gretchen rarely had visitors, other than their fellow villagers, and whenever they did they were more than eager to visit and get caught up on what was going on in the outside world.
However, after thirty minutes, Wiley could sense Dexter was getting impatient. She started saying her goodbyes and edging toward the plane.
“Oh, Wiley,” Gretchen said, “I have to ask a big favor. My cousin in Allakaket is getting married tomorrow, and I would like to send presents to her. Could you take them to her?”
“You’re not going to the wedding?” Wiley asked, trying to find out a way out of it. Allakaket was several miles to the northeast, in the opposite direction from where they were going.
“No,” Charlie spoke up, “we’re grounded. I’m waiting for that son of mine to fly in a part for the plane from Fairbanks, but they had to order it from outside so who knows when it will get here.”
Wiley glanced at Dexter, hoping he would understand. “Sure, Gretchen, I’ll deliver your presents.”
The women’s face lit up. “Thank you, Miss Wiley! You wait here. I will be right back.”
“We sure do appreciate you going out of your way,” Charlie said as they waited for his wife to return. “Gretchen was upset that her presents wouldn’t get to the wedding in time.”
Dexter gave her a questioning look. Wiley just smiled as she answered Charlie.
“It’s no problem, Charlie. I don’t mind at all.” But Dexter might.
Gretchen came hurrying back a few minutes later with a pile of boxes in her arms. Wiley and Dexter secured them behind the passenger seat for her.
“I made you a lunch,” Gretchen said. “I know you may not get a chance to eat before you get to Anchorage, but this might keep you from getting hungry.”
“Thank you, Gretchen,” Wiley graciously accepted her gift. “We appreciate it. Don’t we, Dex?”
She elbowed him.
“Uh, yes, thank you very much, Mrs. Webster.”
Finally they were able to say their goodbyes and got underway.
They were well on their way to Allakaket when Dexter finally asked, “Just how far out of the way is this…Allakaket?”
“Oh, a few miles,” Wiley answered vaguely. It was a good fifty miles as the crow flies. “When does your flight leave tonight?”
“Nine o’clock,” Dexter replied. “We will make it back to Anchorage well before then, won’t we, Miss Hart?”
Uh oh. He didn’t sound too happy.
“Yes, Mr. Sweeney,” Wiley replied equally as formal, “we should be back no later than four this afternoon.” Plenty of time to do whatever it is he had to and still make it to the airport in time to catch his flight.
As they flew over the Koyukuk River, Wiley kept her eyes open for wildlife. It wasn’t long before she spotted movement near the riverbank. She descended to get a closer look.
“Dex, take a look out your left window. There’s a brown bear near the river. See it?”
Seconds passed before his reply. “Yeah, I see it. It looks pretty big.”
“It is. I wouldn’t want to run into him in the bush. You want to get another look at him? I can circle back.”
“No, that’s okay. Just get us to where we’re going.”
“Yes, sir!” She grinned back at him over her shoulder and was rewarded with an answering smile. He didn’t seem too upset about their diversion.
They were only on the ground in Allakaket for ten minutes, but by the time they got back in the air, storm clouds were building in the southwest over Indian Mountain. Wiley eyed them warily. She would be veering back to the southeast before reaching the mountain, but the storm could easily move east before then.
Cutting the sound to Dexter’s headset, she radioed for a weather report but only got static. After trying several more times, she realized that she was on her own and had to make a decision. It was either go back to Allakaket and wait out the storm or change her flight plan. If they waited out the storm, they may not make it in time for Dexter to catch his plane to L.A. But changing her flight plan without anyone knowing could be dangerous. If anything happened, no one would know where to look for them, and Alaska was a mighty big state.
“Hey, Dex, I need to discuss something with you.”
“You mean that storm that’s catching up to us?”
“Yes. I need to make a decision, but I would like your input first.” She quickly laid out their choices, careful to make light of the danger in changing their flight plan. She knew how nervous he was already and didn’t want to worry him unnecessarily, but at the same time she wanted him to be aware of the consequences.
“I really need to be on that plane tonight,” Dexter told her. “Do you think you can bypass the storm and get us back on the original flight path?”
That was her intention, providing they didn’t run into any unforeseen problems.
“Yes.”
“Then do it.”
Wiley hesitated. It was going against her better judgment to take such an unnecessary risk when they could easily avoid any problems.
“Are you sure, Dex? We could just as easily wait it out in Allakaket, and I could still have you back in Anchorage in time to catch your plane tonight.”
“I’m sure, Wiley. I have a couple things to take care of before I leave tonight. I don’t want to cut it too close.”
“If you’re sure….”
Wiley banked the plane to the left, heading up a river valley toward the mountains to the south. Uneasiness settled in the pit of her stomach. She’d rather wait out the storm in Allakaket and try again later in the afternoon when the storm activity calmed down. Taking an unfamiliar route just didn’t sit well with her.
But you’ve done this before, she told herself as she kept careful watch on the sky and the terrain around them. No unnecessary risks and they would be fine. If they followed the river, it should lead them to the Ray Mountains. From there, they could easily make it to Rampart, or even on to Fairbanks, depending on the weather.
Chapter Seven
Of course, the weather could never be depended on. As Wiley guided the little plane through the Ray Mountains, thunderheads grew rapidly over the peaks. She sent up a silent prayer for help as crosswinds buffeted the plane, and she climbed higher to get over the rugged mountain passes.
“Wiley!” Dexter’s anxious voice sounded in her headset. “Let’s go back!”
Those were her thoughts exactly, but it was already too late. The storm had built around them, and Wiley was afraid she would take out a side of the mountain if she attempted to turn around.
“Just hang on, Dex, we’ll be over the pass in a few minutes, and it’ll get better.” I hope.
Lightning lit up the sky, from cloud to cloud and cloud to mountainside. As if the wind wasn’t enough, rain pounded the little plane, making visibility even worse.
Lord, please get us out of this in one piece, Wiley prayed silently as she battled to keep the plane in the sky. As if in answer, a bolt of lightning struck the plane. Wiley gulped back a shriek of alarm, but Dexter wasn’t as successful in keeping his fright to himself. Unfortunately, there was no time to soothe his fears. The engine was sputtering and backfiring ominously, and she had to focus her attention on keeping them in the air.
“Come on, baby,” Wiley pleaded, “don’t die on me now.”
A glance at the oil gauge revealed a drop in pressure. The altimeter was slugging its way ever downward indicating that they were losing altitude. It was only a matter of minutes before she would be unable to guide the plane over another mountain pass.
Then the engine coughed one final time and died. The only sound in the cabin was the whistling of the wind over the wings and Dexter praying fervently. Frantically, Wiley tried to restart the engine, but she knew in her heart that it was hopeless.
“Wiley!” Dexter yelled in her ear.
“Hang on, Dex!”
She struggled to keep the plane aloft, searching desperately for a place to land. There was nothing but rugged mountains all around, and those were rushing up to meet them with incredible speed. When a massive mountain draped in clouds loomed ahead, Wiley knew she couldn’t steer the plane around it. They were going to crash.
But as they neared the mountain, the clouds miraculously parted to reveal a level-looking plateau instead of another jagged peak. It was as if the top of the mountain had been sheared off with a sweep of a divine hand. She wasn’t sure if there would be enough room to land the plane, but at this point she had no other option. She had to attempt a crash landing.
“Brace yourself!” she yelled at Dexter.
As carefully as possible, Wiley dropped the plane onto the brush-covered ground. They bounced violently, the tires tearing up the wet mossy earth. Seeing the edge of the cliff coming up fast, Wiley braked hard. At the very last possible second the plane lurched to a stop.
For a long silent moment, Wiley sat trembling in shock and staring out into nothing but dense gray clouds. Rain pounded the windshield and wind rattled the plane.
A groan came from behind her.
“Dexter?” Wiley whipped off the headset and turned in her seat to look at him. His glasses sat crooked on his face, and blood was seeping from a cut on his forehead.
“Wiley?”
She breathed a sigh of relief. His injury seemed to be minor. He knew who she was.
“Are you okay?”
“I think so,” he said, straightening his glasses.
“Good. We need to get out of the plane. We’re sitting on the edge of a cliff and I don’t think it’s very safe to be in here.” As if to exaggerate the point, a gust of wind rocked the little plane, pushing it closer to the edge of the cliff.
“I see your point,” Dexter said.
She wasn’t anxious to get out into the elements, but it would be preferable than going over the cliff with the plane.
The wind grabbed the door as she opened it. Wiley fought to hang onto it as she climbed out. Rain and wind pelted her mercilessly. She slammed the door shut and took her first look around. The large tundra tires of the plane were just inches from the edge of the cliff, and each gust of wind edged the plane every closer to disaster. She realized that they had to act quickly to save the plane.
Wiley turned to Dexter who was standing behind her.
“We need to get our bags and the survival kit out of the plane!” She hollered at him above the noise of the storm.
He nodded and reached back into the plane to fold his seat forward and grabbed their bags. He shoved them at Wiley and then grabbed a duffle bag marked “SURVIVAL” as well as the box of food that Gretchen had given them earlier. They set their few belongings well away from the plane and turned to look at it.
“Do you think we can pull it back from the edge?” Wiley asked above the howl of the wind.
“We can try.”
Wiley started for the tail of the plane. “Grab the tail fin on that side and on the count of three we’ll pull.”
Dexter slipped around the tail and grabbed the fin.
“Okay,” Wiley called. “On three. One, two, three!”
They pulled back as hard as they could, fighting the wind and the rain and the weight of the plane. But the elements were stronger, and they were unable to move it.
Wiley gasped from exertion, feeling the cold rain saturating her clothes. “Let’s try it again!”
“Wiley, it’s not going to do any good!”
“We have to try, Dex!” She grabbed onto the tail fin again, not waiting for him.
“Wiley!”
“Please, one more time!”
He gave in, grabbing his side of the plane.
“Pull!” Wiley cried.
This time they managed to rock the plane backwards a couple inches. But just as they let it rock back to get their momentum going, a strong gust of wind caught the plane and it kept rolling to the edge of the cliff.
“No!” Wiley screamed, digging in her heels and trying to keep it from going over. Her efforts did no good. The plane dragged her toward the edge of the cliff.
“Let it go!” Dexter hollered, grabbing her around the waist. With a jerk, he pulled her hands free. They staggered backwards as the plane tumbled over the edge of the mountain.
“Woman, are you crazy!” Dexter yelled at her, letting her go once they were safe.
“My…plane…” Wiley gasped.
“Your plane is gone, and we’re alive!” Lightning crashed nearby. “At least, for the moment! We need to find shelter!”
Dexter was right. They had to get out of this storm until it passed. Then they could figure out what to do next.
“Grab your bags and the duffle,” Wiley told him, as she slipped her pack onto her back. She picked up the box, and as soon as Dexter was ready, she led the way down the mountain.
Mourning the loss of her plane, Wiley picked her way through the brush looking for some place they could hole up in until the storm passed. Eventually she spotted an outcropping of rock that looked like it had potential. Skirting the rock at a safe distance to allow for any wild animal in the vicinity, Wiley discovered that it created an overhang offering protection from the storm. It wasn’t very big, but it would work for their immediate needs.
“Come on,” she told Dexter. “I think we just found shelter.”
Within moments, they had deposited their belongings in a pile and sat close together on the dry mossy ground under the overhang of rock. They were both soaked to the skin and shivering from cold.
“At least we have dry clothes to wear,” Dexter said, his teeth chattering.
“If we put them on now we have to stay here until it quits raining,” Wiley said.
Dexter gave her a dry look. “I’m not going back out in that. Are you?”
She blinked at him. “No.”
Tossing aside their modesty for practicality, they reached simultaneously for their bags. In silent agreement they turned their backs to each other and stripped out of their soggy clothes, replacing them with the dry ones they had worn the day before. Using her nightshirt as a towel, Wiley rubbed her short hair, and then handed it to Dexter to use.
“Just leave your stuff with mine in a pile, and when it quits raining we’ll spread them out and let them dry in the sun,” Wiley said.
Dexter towel-dried his hair, but blood smeared the t-shirt. He stared at it in surprise.
“Where did this come from?”
Wiley reached up and lightly touched his forehead near the gash.
“You must have hit your head when we landed. Hang on, and I’ll get the first aid kit.”
She pulled a metal box out of the duffle bag and opened it on her lap. It had been awhile since she had last used the kit, but quickly found everything she needed. In minutes, she had cleaned the cut on Dexter’s forehead, administered an antibiotic salve and taped a bandage over it. Upon returning the kit to the duffle, she pulled out a wool blanket.
“There’s only one. We’ll have to share,” she said, unfolding it and then draping it over them. They had to sit close to share it. As soon as they had it tucked it around them, Wiley started feeling a little warmer. It was then, sitting under the overhang and looking out at the storm raging around them that she suddenly realized the seriousness of their situation.
“I am so sorry, Dex,” she whispered, looking into his eyes, “this should never have happened.”
His lips pressed together, and he looked out past the edge of the overhang where the rain was still coming down, although not as heavy as before. Wiley’s heart contracted painfully. He was angry with her and had every right to be.
“You’re right. It shouldn’t have.”
Wiley bent her head, hugging her knees to her chest for warmth. “I feel so terrible. I’ve taken your worst fear and made it come true. It’s unforgivable.”
She pressed her forehead against her knees, fighting the tears and the shock.
Dexter’s hand settled on her elbow under the blanket. “You’re not entirely to blame, Wiley. I didn’t want to wait out the storm.”
She raised her head and looked at him. “But it was ultimately my decision! I should have turned around and gone back to Allakaket. It would have been far easier getting you on another flight home than…than dealing with this mess we’re in now.”
“Wiley, it doesn’t matter. We can’t change what happened. At least we’re alive and that’s all thanks to you. You did a wonderful job of getting us down.”
“Not so wonderful,” Wiley disagreed. “My plane is totaled.”
“But we’re alive.”
“You don’t understand, Dex. When that plane went over the edge, it’s very possible our chance of rescue went with it.”
He frowned at her. “What do you mean?”
“The ELT, electronic locator transmitter,” Wiley explained. “I didn’t manually flip the switch in the cockpit before we got out. If it didn’t automatically come on after going over the cliff, no one is ever going to find us here. And since we changed our flight plan without telling anyone, no one will be looking for us this far east.”
Her words slowly sank in. Their situation was dire.
Dexter’s voice was shaking when he finally spoke. “So, what do we do?”
Chapter Eight
“We have to find the ELT, and if it’s not working we have only one option,” Wiley said, answering his question. “We will have to walk out of here.”
Dexter peered out at the drizzling rain. The clouds were starting to break up, and he could see a little farther, but not far enough to tell where they were at. All he knew was that they were on the side of a mountain and lucky to be alive. He was glad about that, but Wiley’s words held an ominous tone.
He looked back at her. Her short dark hair clung damply to her head in tousled disarray. Her eyes were large and luminous as she stared back at him.
“That can’t be so bad, can it?” Dexter asked hopefully.
Wiley looked away. “It’s a long way back to civilization through unforgiving country. We may have survived the plane crash, but we may not survive the journey out.”
“You want to be a little more specific?”
She looked back. “Specifically, we are out in the middle of nowhere. In order to get somewhere, we have to hack through thick brush without a machete, ford unfordable rivers, and contend with bears and other wild creatures including the ever present, ever vicious mosquitoes. If none of that kills us, we still have to worry about finding shelter at night, food to eat, and water to drink on top of dealing with whatever Mother Nature decides to throw our way. Is that specific enough?”
It was a little too specific. “I suppose we can’t just sit here and hope someone flies over and spots us.”
“Sure, we can sit here, but we will probably run out of food and water. Of course it could snow first, and we would end up freezing to death.”
“Snow? In the middle of summer?”
“We’re up around 4500 feet, Dex; it can do whatever it wants up here no matter what time of the year. As a matter of fact, as soon as we get our clothes dried out, we’re going to have to head down the mountain if we don’t want to risk freezing tonight.”
The more Wiley told him, the grimmer their situation seemed. At this point all he wanted to do was hunker down under the blanket and go to sleep. Hopefully, when he woke he’d be back home in his own bed and this whole trip would just have been a nightmare.
But the cool breeze sneaking under the blanket and chilling him where he sat was too real to be part of any dream. He and Wiley were on their own with no one to depend on but themselves to be rescued, and if he ever wanted to wake up in his own bed again he would have to do whatever it took to survive this ordeal. This was going to be a challenge like none other he had ever faced. His very life depended on how well he met it.
Dexter shivered. He was still not warm even though he was finally dry. Wiley leaned against his arm, her body radiating blissful heat.
“Dex, you’re still not cold, are you?”
“Yeah, I guess I am. I’m used to the warm weather in California, not this sixty-five degrees you Alaskans call summer.”
“Well, it’s not sixty-five degrees right now,” she told him. “It’s probably only forty-five up hereif that.”
She half-turned and wrapped her arms around him, pressing against him. Dexter stiffened, unprepared for her unexpected behavior.
“Relax, Dex,” Wiley said, as she rubbed her hands briskly over his arms. “I’m just trying to warm you up.”
She was doing a good job, too, considering he was heating up from the inside out.
“You better get used to the closeness,” she went on to say, “We’ll probably be sharing this blanket a lot.”
Dexter swallowed a groan. Not only did he have to contend with wild country, bears, and mosquitoes; he was going to have to fight temptation as well. Lord, I sure hope you know what you’re doing.
The first thing they did once the rain stopped and the sun broke out from behind the clouds was to lay their wet clothes out on the overhang of rock to dry. Then they took a good look around to get the lay of the land.
As Wiley had said, they were high on a mountainside above the tree line. Far down in the valley between the mountains, they glimpsed a river winding like a silver thread through thick stands of evergreen trees and rugged stretches of slate-walled canyons. There was nothing but wilderness for miles upon miles.
“So, which way is home?” Dexter asked as they stood together at the edge of the cliff where the plane had gone over. Wiley had wanted to hike back up to see how much of the plane had survived the fall. The sight of the wreckage scattered for thousands of feet along the steep rocky slope of the mountain had momentarily stunned them both. They had come so very close to dying.
But the tail section of the plane where Wiley had said the ELT was located seemed to have survived intact. It was going to be a long trek down to where it rested near the bottom of the mountain.
Wiley rubbed her hands over her arms although she was wearing a sweatshirt. She looked up at the sun shining high in the sky above their head and then at their surroundings.
“Home is that way.” She pointed upstream. “But if we have to walk out, we’re going back the way we came.” She turned and then pointed in the opposite direction.
“Why?”
“Because all we have to do is follow the river to where it meets the Koyukuk River, and then it’s only another ten miles to Allakaket.”
“Only another ten miles?” Dexter asked in dismay. “Just how far is it to the Koyukuk?”
Wiley looked at him, her eyes somber. “About seventy miles.”
“Seventy miles!”
“Give or take a few.”
Dexter looked back the other way. “Why can’t we just go that way?”
“Because we would have to climb those mountains to get over the peaks and in doing so we would get away from the river and could very possibly end up lost. But even if we did make it to the other side, it wouldn’t matter. It’s just as far to a village, if not farther, than going back the way we came.”
The sudden frightening aspect of what they were up against knocked the air out of Dexter’s lungs like a fist to the solar plexus. For one terror-filled moment, he considered jumping off the side of the mountain and being done with it. Better to die quickly, than slowly and miserably over an unknown length of time.
As if sensing where his thoughts were taking him, Wiley clasped his arm, drawing his attention back from the edge of despair.
“I know this seems like an impossible feat to accomplish, but it can be done. The Indians lived here for thousands of years and survived just fine. We can, too, if we take our time and do things right. No mistakes. No unnecessary risks.”
His fear caused him to lash out at her. “Like the unnecessary risk you took flying into that storm?”
Wiley let go of his arm and stepped back, her face white. Her chin went up a notch but she answered evenly and honestly. “Yes, like that.”
She whirled around and started down the mountain to their makeshift shelter. Guilt strove with anger and admiration as Dexter stared after the woman stalking away from him into the brush. He knew he was just as much to blame for what had happened, but this situation they were in could have been avoided. After all, she was the pilot. She was the one who had been in control as she had told him that morning. She should have ignored his protests and returned to Allakaket, but instead she had listened to him and had decided it was worth the risk.
Dexter sighed in frustration, shoving his glasses up to pinch the bridge of his nose between his fingers. It was too late for recriminations. What was done was done as he had told her just a short time ago. They had to make the best of their situation and move on.
Wiley disappeared over a rise, and Dexter realized he better get moving or be left behind. Like it or not, Wiley knew more about this country than he did, and he was dependent on her to get them out of it.
When Dexter caught up to Wiley at the shelter, she had dumped out their bags and had everything strewn out on the dry ground under the overhang.
“What are you doing?”
“Taking inventory. We need to see exactly what we have and figure out what we don’t need.”
“Why can’t we just take it all with us?”
She looked up at him. “The lighter we travel, the easier it will be. We’ve got to get through some pretty wicked country, and carrying forty pounds of excess baggage is something I don’t want to do. But, hey, if you feel up to it, be my guest!”
She started grabbing his belongings and stuffing them back into his bag. Dexter realized she was still upset with him for what he had said to her. He knelt down beside her and grabbed her wrists.
“Wiley, stop.”
She bit her lip, keeping her eyes down.
“Look at me, Wiley.”
She raised her eyes, and he saw remorse mingling with hurt in her gaze.
“I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I shouldn’t have said that to you about taking risks. I didn’t mean it.”
He sighed and let go of her to sit on the ground. “I am totally out of my league here. Put me in a boardroom making million dollar deals, and I can hold my own. But this…” he waved his arm at their surroundings, “…this is something else. It’s overwhelming and frightening to say the least.”
Wiley softened, nodding in agreement. “I know.”
“The thing is, Wiley, I’ve never even been camping. Not even as a kid. I have no survival skills at all. I don’t know one plant from the next or how to start a fire using sticks.”
“We’re in trouble then, because I don’t know how to start a fire using sticks either.”
Dexter stared at her. “You don’t?”
She shook her head. “But…” she reached into the duffle bag and pulled out a butane igniter, “…I do know how to use one of these.”
She grinned as she flicked the lever with her thumb and they had instant fire. He laughed, the tension relieved.
“Very funny, Miss Hart. What else do you have in your bag of tricks?”
“All kinds of wonderful things,” she said, reaching back in to pull out a variety of items.
“A hatchet, the blanket we used earlier, a water filtration bottle, a knife, several packets of dried food, a tin cup, twine, fishing line, a hook, a first aid kit, this, that, and the other…and last, but certainly not least, my gun.”
Wiley pulled a long-barreled revolver out of its holster, surprising Dexter yet again.
“A gun?” he asked with distaste, “Why do we need a gun?”
She raised an eyebrow at him, and then checked to see if it was loaded. “Hopefully, we won’t. But there are all kinds of critters out here, and it won’t hurt to have something to scare them off with. You ever shoot a gun?”
“Never even touched one.”
“That settles that then,” she said, sticking it back into the holster and setting it aside.
“What settles what?”
“You ain’t touching this one, either.”
That was fine by him. He didn’t want to.
“It looks like you have everything in there except the kitchen sink.”
She sighed. “Not everything. I forgot the most important thing of all.”
“What’s that?”
“Toilet paper.”
“Oh.” He hadn’t considered the necessity of toilet paper. But now, knowing that they didn’t have any, it left him wondering how they would overcome that problem. But Wiley had that covered, too.
“However, we do have Loni Love.”
“Who?”
Wiley held up the textbook-sized hardback book she had been reading the night before.
“Loni Love, author of this ill-conceived love story. At least it will be put to good use, one page at a time.”
It finally dawned on Dexter what she was talking about.
“Isn’t that a library book?”
“Yes, but it should be on the banned list.”
“Won’t the library want their book back?”
Wiley laughed. “Not after we’re done using it. But if they can catch up to me out here, I’ll gladly buy them another, even if it is the worst book ever written.”
Put like that Dexter had to agree. “Okay, then, Miss Love’s book is now toilet paper. Hand me that.”
She did, and he tore off the hard front and back cover. “There. That should make it a little lighter to carry.”
Together they sorted through their meager belongings and weeded out things that they wouldn’t need like Wiley’s travel alarm clock and hair dryer, and his electric shaver and cell phone with its dead batteries. But when it came to his laptop, Dexter balked.
“No! I can’t leave this behind. It has all my notes, files, and important information on the mine.”
“Didn’t you back it up on a thumb drive?”
“Well, yeah.”
“Then you don’t need this.”
“But…”
“Dexter, you’re a rich man. You can always buy another one when you get home.”
He couldn’t argue with her, but he really hated leaving it behind.
“I think that takes care of the stuff we’re not taking. Now let’s see if we can get everything else into the backpack.”
Wiley pointed to the duffle with the survival gear.
“Hand me that, will you? We should be able to get just about everything into the backpack.”
With a little work, they did. Wiley would be wearing the gun in its holster around her waist, and the hatchet fit perfectly through a loop on the outside of the backpack. Everything else went into the backpack with the exception of the box of food Gretchen had given them and their jackets. Wiley cut a couple lengths of twine, rolled up their jackets, and tied them to the bottom of the backpack.
“Great!” she said, sitting back on her haunches to survey her handiwork, “I think we’re ready now except for that box of food.”
Dexter pulled it over, his stomach growling with the realization they hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast early that morning. It was now mid-afternoon and he was starving.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/27960 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!