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In memory of Inigo and Mawson; two honest dogs.
 
 
Leader
Start with the dogs. End with the dogs. In the middle, pray.
The words run through Aaron’s mind as he squints against blackness. The team of Alaskan Huskies vanishes ahead, beyond the reach of his headlamp. Collective breaths of thirteen dogs lift in frozen clouds over their backs as they jog, creating an eery, ice-glow through electric light.
Aaron’s eyes sting, lashes trying to freeze together. His feet feel numb on sled runners inside boots approved for 50-below. He shifts his feet, making sure blood still flows.
Words bounce through his head like pingpong balls. His father-in-law’s words: Start with the dogs. End with the dogs. In the middle, pray.
That’s what he has done, hasn’t he? Every morning, every rest, every stop, always the dogs. He can look after himself. They have no one but him.
Feeding, watering, checking them over—feet, gums, legs, eyes, skin. Are they fit? Energetic? Hydrated? Paws strong and well? No ice? No cuts? Good coloring? No pale mucous membranes or bloodshot eyes?
Of course, at every checkpoint along the trail, a race veterinarian is also there, yet that does nothing to ease Aaron’s sense of responsibility. These dogs depend on him. They will not stop on their own. They will not look back and say, “Hey, boss, my left shoulder’s feeling stiff. Could I ride on the sled for a few miles?”
He started the race with sixteen. Down to thirteen now—sending “dropped” dogs out on bush planes at checkpoints. It was okay with Teek, who’d started limping on a foreleg. It was okay with Glacier, who had sore paws. But he would trade any two dogs in the team to get Quest back. He never imagined he would drop Quest.
Smoke billows and churns above the dogs in an endless line ahead. Darkness closes on each side, reaching after him from behind, engulfing him like water.
Aaron lifts one numb foot from a runner to shake it vigorously, then the other. He pulls his hands from the handlebar one at a time, clenching and unclenching his fingers inside thin gloves, snow gloves, and a final layer of beaver skin mittens.
So tired. The dogs run best at night. Good temperatures for them—no chance of overheating. They run almost without sound. Only the frozen, muted click of collar and harness snaps, the patter of dozens of paws, and the slide of sled runners over snow fills the silence like a whispered song.
He should sing, talk, write a letter in his head, a novel—do something to entertain his mind.
But … all that smoke: thick, gray, gleaming in his headlamp over the dogs’ backs, puffs and swirls of it. How did all this smoke get on the trail? Why don’t the dogs mind? Bright specs flash and glow around the jogging team. Sparks fly from their paws, dance off their fur, then spin away into darkness.
Aaron’s heart leaps into his throat. His team is on fire.
“Stop! Whoa!” Not bothering with the drag or setting his snow hook, Aaron dashes alongside the sled.
Grayling and Kaltag, his wheel dogs, jump and look around, staring at him. Other dogs down the team look back, slowing until the whole team stops. Aaron drops to his knees beside Kaltag, the first dog he comes to, and grabs him, throwing snow on fur, trying to pat out the flames.
Kaltag wags his tail and licks Aaron’s face. Beside them, Grayling stares. The next two dogs, Mawson and Keeneye, turn half around in their harnesses to watch. In the headlamp’s glow white ice glistens around their whiskers and muzzles, on their chins and cheeks. Keeneye cocks her head. Mawson wags his tail. Kaltag offers Aaron his paw.
Aaron stares at them. “Sorry.” He clears his throat. It looked so real. So … fiery.
Kaltag shoves his paw out more insistently, hitting Aaron’s arm. Aaron catches the paw through his vast beaver mitt and pats Kaltag.
“Good boy.” He reaches to rub Grayling. “Good dogs. Okay.”
He stands, shaking. So real. And it happened before. From the second day he was out, sleepless almost round-the-clock since two days before the race started, he has been seeing things. These hallucinations range from shadowy apparitions chasing his team to sparks and fire.
He glances up the line, headlamp picking out the long team of huskies until they vanish into glowing eyes and reflective strips on their harnesses. Not one is on fire.
The dogs shift, turning, some trying to approach him. Leader might swing all the way around and trot back for a look.
“Okay!” Aaron calls through silence. “Let’s go. Hike, Leader! Hike, Chinook!”
The team swings into line. Aaron snatches the sled as it moves past, stepping onto runners.
“Good dogs! Let’s go!”
This won’t do. He has to keep his mind active, his feet moving. Terah advised singing on the trail. Aaron wracks his brain but cannot remember a single song. Not even a radio jingle.
What else?
He recites every book title he can think of: “The Speed Mushing Manual: How to Train Racing Sled Dogs, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Gone with the Wind … uh … Puppies, Dogs, and Blue Northers, Ten Thousand Miles with a Dog Sled, The Great Gatsby, and … and.…”
He trails off, unable to think of another book. It doesn’t seem possible. He’s read many books. And knows about even more. Yet … that seems to be all at the moment.
So late. Dark. He closes his eyes.
No, that won’t do either. He hasn’t the faintest idea how far they are from the next checkpoint. Soon. Just … stay awake until then. And away from fires.
No songs, no more books, nothing. His father-in-law’s words: Dogs. Dogs. Pray. The Lord’s Prayer pops into his head. Perhaps he can turn that into a song.
“Our Father who art in heaven,” Aaron calls in a loud baritone.
Kaltag looks around at him. Grayling only twitches his ears.
“Is it ‘who’ art in heaven, or ‘which’ art in heaven?” He starts over, sticking with “who”. At the end, he begins again. And again.
The silent team jogs on. Snow-shrouded wilderness slides past like a slow river.
Far ahead, Aaron spots the faintest flicker and glow of electric lights: checkpoint. He whoops and yells, breaking off mid-verse, encouraging the dogs on.
“Good girl, River! Let’s go! Come on Kaltag, come on Grayling! Let’s go, Mawson! Good dog, Chinook!”
Almost as an afterthought, he remembers Leader. Oh, yes—Leader. With Quest—the best lead dog Aaron has ever known—gone, Aaron is stuck with Leader. Whether he likes it or not. Whether Leader is ready for this or not.
“Good boy, Leader, hike!”




~ ~ ~
 
He was born in the middle of their bed. Terah closed Quest in the whelping pen the day before, but Quest became more and more restless until she sat against the gate, howling: calling for Terah. Sitting with the expecting mother in the pen had not helped. Quest, usually so self-contained, climbed into Terah’s lap, then attempted to move up to her shoulders. Terah released her from the pen.
Quest streaked past yelping dogs in the dog yard—a mix of fences and tie-outs—to the cabin door. Aaron, who had come to the door to check on his wife and her favorite lead dog in the whelping pen, stepped aside as Quest dashed through the kitchen, then leapt onto their bed. Not a moment too soon.
Terah ran after her, boots crunching the last snow of spring as sunset cast a fuchsia glow across her flushed face. She gripped Aaron’s arm, looking past him to Quest at the opposite end of the cabin, licking and whimpering as if talking to herself.
Aaron sipped his coffee. “So … where are we sleeping tonight?”
Quality, not quantity, was the philosophy of the Fairfield kennel, which Terah’s father started almost 50 years before. Averting his eyes from blood and stepping outside for a deep breath as Terah hurried forward, Aaron felt grateful they had only one new litter every two or three years.
John and Ruth Fairfield had finally retired, moving south to town, over an hour away in best summer driving conditions. Now the kennel, the land, the racing, the responsibility, were Terah’s and Aaron’s.
Aaron grew up in Anchorage, knowing the Fairfields only as distant family friends. He enjoyed the outdoors and trekking to remote places where no engines roared and no electricity hummed. But he also appreciated coming home to indoor plumbing and power outlets.
When Ruth and her then teenage daughter spent a few nights with his family while visiting Anchorage, Aaron saw Terah for the first time since they were both in grade school. At first, he was startled when Mrs. Fairfield invited him to stay with her family.
“We can’t pay you much, Aaron. But we’ve got a guest cabin and we can teach you everything you could ever want to know about dogsled racing. We always need extra help getting ready for the winter season.”
It wasn’t until later that Aaron realized his open-mouthed, glassy-eyed staring at Terah while she told him about her dogs and racing, had made Mrs. Fairfield believe he was fascinated by sled dogs. He was, in a way. It was always something he’d been interested in. He loved seeing races, loved dogs, had never missed the start of an Iditarod in Anchorage.
A lot of years had passed since that sunny afternoon in his childhood home with Mrs. Fairfield and Terah and his own mother eagerly encouraging him to try it. (“What an opportunity. Thank you for offering, Ruth.”) A whole lot of years. College for both—Aaron in Anchorage, Terah long-distance. The wedding. Her parents retiring and the newlyweds settling in the remote cabin. Remote, but not primitive.
They already had running water and electricity when Aaron first visited. Now, he’d made sure of other improvements: Internet, propane, a relatively luxurious indoor bathroom with a full shower and bath. He converted the guest cabin into a studio for Terah. A sculptor, she found a market with shops catering to tourists in the coastal towns far south of them. His own work engineering came and went. During the summer, he often had to stay gone all week with a commute over four hours roundtrip. The kennel was down to under 30 dogs then, but Aaron still didn’t like leaving her alone out there.
Winters were the best. In seasons between puppies, when the dogs were fit and hyper with snow-joy, Terah and Aaron could harness every dog in the kennel to two sleds and spend as many days and nights on the trail as they wished, no mouths to feed at home, the bills paid for now.
Aaron first started with sprint races, though theirs were not sprinting dogs. They were distance dogs. He worked up to mid-distance events. The dogs loved them, hysterical with excitement at the start, happy and ready to push on at the finish. By his third two-day race, Aaron came in second place, much to his own surprise. He’d never thought of winning races. That was Terah’s department. Modest prize money did help offset kennel expenses.
When Quest arrived, Terah told Aaron she would be one in a million. As an adolescent Quest had a noble bearing and poise which even Aaron noticed. A pretty little creature, cream and white, weighing little over 40 pounds, she moved like a phantom through the snow, bright blue eyes always watching the trail ahead.
By the time she was four years old and had her first litter on their bed, Quest had won nine races for Terah. With the infrequent puppies in the kennel and the importance of staying in racing trim for Quest, it would also be her only litter. The four dark, wet blobs fighting for their first meal, looked just the same to Aaron. By the next morning, Terah could tell one from the other and had picked out distinguishing characteristics.
“See how the one female always wakes up first? And this one’s small but he still gets around faster than his two brothers?”
The honest answer was, “No.” Even when she pointed these charming details out, Aaron could not tell the difference. But he nodded and asked if they could have their bed back. They’d slept on the floor in sleeping bags after the birth.
Terah moved Quest—top quilt from their bed included—out to the whelping pen that day. Aaron cleaned and fed jubilant kennel dogs while Terah did several loads of laundry and cleaned the cabin, interrupted frequently to sit with Quest.
Aaron let Mawson, the pups’ sire, out of the run he shared with two neutered males. He bounced around Aaron like a yoyo, then dashed off to the whelping pen, which every dog had been most interested in since Quest occupied it.
Mawson, a long-legged team dog, was tricolored, powerful, and an all-around racer. He excelled at both sprint and distance and was what mushers called an “honest” dog—he never slacked in the harness, never failed to do his best. Terah used him as ambassador when she did talks on sled dogs for schools or libraries in southern Alaska. If he found a group of children to pet him, he would lie on the floor for an hour while she talked.
Aaron always felt Mawson was a bit of a knucklehead and felt surprised he’d been chosen to pair with Terah’s precious Quest. Mawson wasn’t even a lead dog. But Mawson had his own qualities which Terah said complemented Quest’s: “It’s not about great leaders. It’s about great dogs.”
Mawson had been in all nine of Quest’s winning races as well.
When Aaron opened his kennel gate and invited Mawson to meet his family, the husky bounded to the pen and pressed his nose to the wire. Lying inside the warm box on her quilt and straw with Terah rubbing her chin, Quest looked up. Silently, she drew back her lips to show Mawson her teeth.
Though the pups were not visible to him, hidden inside the box and against their mother, Mawson lashed his tail and sniffed up and down. He licked his whiskers, then arched his neck, taking a step back, and vomited beside the fence.
Terah beamed. “Look at that. He’s such a good dad.”
“If you say so.” Aaron grabbed the shovel leaning against the fence.
“He’s offering to feed them,” Terah said. “That’s how wolves feed pups when they’re being weaned. He’s telling her he’s willing to feed his family.”
“So this is the canine equivalent of assuring her he’ll bring home a paycheck now that they have a baby?”
“Something like that.” Terah chuckled.
By the time the puppies were six weeks old and moving about the pen on their own, Aaron still thought they looked the same. All four matched their dark father with cream and white markings. Only one had the blue eyes of his mother and another had complete heterochromia with a solid brown and a solid blue eye. This bi-eyed dog was the one who took after his father most in personality—excessively friendly and always passive to both people and dogs.
Aaron could not have been more surprised when Terah named the puppies.
“Leader? That one? With the different eyes who’s always getting plowed by his brothers and sister?”
“It suits him.” Terah stood inside the pen with her clipboard of kennel records as she watched the pups. “He notices things the others miss. He pays attention when they’re napping. He was the first to notice ravens and storm clouds. That’s a lot of thinking when you’re seven inches tall and have just met the world.”
It wasn’t until the first snow had fallen and Leader was six months old that Aaron began to see what Terah noticed from the start:
While the rest of the puppies played with a beef bone, Leader sat against the southwest corner of the pen, his back to the wire fence. His black ears were pinned against his skull, nose lifted as if sniffing into the wind, though the autumn day was still and unseasonably warm. Soon, Leader stood. He trotted to his plywood box, climbing in among straw to vanish from Aaron’s sight.
Half an hour later, an arctic blast that seemed to have swept straight from the top of the world crashed on them from the northwest, bringing a 24-hour blizzard.
A week later, with roads passible, despite plenty of good snow for training the dogs, Aaron was repairing sleds when he spotted Leader break off play to bound on top of his dog box. Ears pricked, tail up and waving, he gazed south, down the road.
Aaron paused, looking toward the road, but heard and saw nothing. He had returned to work when Leader threw back his head and howled.
The rest of the kennel joined, though halfheartedly, soon falling silent to get back to their naps. Only dawn and dusk were the team’s prime howl times.
Close to twenty minutes later several other dogs became interested in gazing down the road, watching the same spot Leader had remained fixed on all that time. Quest and Keeneye barked. The rest of the kennel exclaimed with yips and woofs. Then Aaron heard the engine.
Terah’s parents pulled up in their Jeep, sending every dog into jumping, barking, spinning delight.
Aaron gazed across the dog yard to Leader, now trotting back and forth along his fence, waving his tail with the others. Not barking, Aaron noticed, but he could have sworn that dog grinned at him.
Aaron had previously seen these knowing behaviors in dogs, but not a dog like Leader. He was just a puppy. Besides, he fit none of the other wise dog traits: bullied by his siblings, edged out at mealtimes, humble, silly, the class clown. To get attention from older dogs he carried around water bowls or rubber toys, even resorting to chasing his tail when these prizes failed to draw admiration.
Late in the winter, when Terah began training him with Quest and another experienced leader, Siberia, Aaron couldn’t help laughing at Leader’s first attempts at double lead.
He always tried to play with the dog he ran beside, regardless of placement in the team. Now he was overjoyed to find either his mother or the old and impassive Siberia next to him. He licked faces and wriggled all over, just as excited about the company as the run. One day, Siberia bit him so sharply across the muzzle he bled. Another time, Quest pinned him to his back in the snow. He calmed some after that, though he remained delighted to see either his mother or Siberia working beside him.
He learned commands readily, but often became distracted by his teammates. The idea that the whole pack chased him, at last giving him their undivided attention, appeared to go to his head. He perpetually raced out of the dog yard looking over his shoulder, leaping and flirting his tail, almost skipping as he ran: so tickled by the big chase. Then he tried to swerve and cut back on them, earning growls, often bites, from his double lead teammate.
Aaron was startled when Terah began entering Leader in mid-distance races by the time he was twenty months old. He ran point, or double lead, and Terah seemed happy with him, though Aaron couldn’t say the same.
The only time he ran Leader in a race—point with the soon to retire Siberia in single lead—Leader tried to join another team.
Aaron had been enthusiastically calling, “On-by!”
Siberia obeyed, overtaking the slower team at a good clip. As he passed the team dogs, Leader lunged sideways, yanking Keeneye nearly off her feet.
To Aaron’s dismay, the dogs in the neighboring team greeted Leader with wagging tails as they jogged along. Keeneye, a sweet, hard-working dog, only regained her footing and loped on. But she did not try to tear Leader’s ear off—which might have taught him a lesson. So much of sled dog training depended on existing dogs in the team.
All that saved them from a tangle was savvy Siberia: feeling the jerk on the gangline behind him, he showed his teeth and leapt ahead, yanking Leader into line.
They placed second that day, enough for prize money covering their costs, but Aaron told Terah he was done with Leader as far as racing. She could run him herself if she was so tickled with him.
“He’s really a good dog.”
“When he’s running in the middle of the team and there are no distractions on the trail. Sure.”
Leader was two and a half when Terah was preparing for the biggest distance race of their season and planning her team. Aaron helped her train and maintain the kennel, giving no input for team selection. He had no interest in races lasting more than three days.
He would have paid more attention to which dogs would run if he had the kind of intuition Leader possessed. He might even have tried to keep Terah from finding the sponsors, training the team, entering at all.
But things were done, ready, less than a month from the big day, when Terah broke her ankle and three ribs in an accident on a training run in the mountains twenty miles from home.
That was the end of racing season for her. And her dogs.
Of course, there could be no changing the musher at this late stage, no explaining to the sponsors. Of course, Aaron had no intention at all of running in such a mammoth event across however many hundreds of miles. So many “of courses.” So simple. Scratch from the race, take care of that ankle, plenty of bed-rest, wait for next year.
Of course. So why, why, is he out here on this trail with Leader upfront and untold miles still to go?
 
~ ~ ~
 
Start with the dogs. End with the dogs. In the middle, pray.
Aaron closes his eyes against fluttering ice crystals. That’s it? Really? A week-long race and that’s the advice he gets. How about: Watch out for hallucinations. Make sure you can reach your gun in case of a moose on the trail in the middle of the night, looking about the size of a cargo ship. Get a warm drink at every opportunity. Pay attention to your feet and fingers, don’t let them get past the numb stage.
He grimaces, feeling ice crack and part around his eyelids as he opens his eyes. How many more days? How many more miles? A lot. He’s sure it’s a lot. One more checkpoint last night. The dogs are well, eager. The vet seemed pleased with their condition. Yes, the dogs are always good, in their element, ready to run after every rest and snack.
It’s himself he is beginning to wonder about. He still cannot think of a book passage or song or movie to contemplate while he gazes blearily at the white snow and white mountains and white sky.
The dogs jog with their tongues out, steam lifting over their backs, freezing into fur and forming ice ruffs around their cheeks. Soft fall of paws inside many dozens of trail booties, tiny click and jingle of harness and collar snaps, light breath, swish of runners. Otherwise, silence.
He thought several times that a man sat in the basket of his sled. Not possible, he knows. Hallucinating, yet the man keeps returning off and on, waving to get his attention, sometimes asking him ridiculous questions like, “How many days in the year? Come on, how many?”
Stupid questions that don’t mean anything.
A tune leaps into his head. “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy.” He can’t stand the song, but it’s a song. He sings under his breath, ignoring the man who has reappeared on his sled. So much extra weight for the dogs to drag. He should order the man out. But he’s not real. Of course not.
Aaron sings louder, able to remember only half the words. Finally, he gives up, goes back to trying to think of movie titles. Now that song is stuck in his head, repeating like a broken record. The man on his sled sings the song.
“Whoa!” Aaron sets the snow hook and walks around to the basket as the dogs stop, some looking over their shoulders at him, others snapping up snow.
Mawson lies down for a good roll through powdery ice. Keeneye stretches and wags her tail.
“Look, mister. I don’t know who you think you are, but this is not a tourist ride. Get off this sled now and walk.”
The man lounges back in the basket, grinning, hat tipped down to cover most of his face, still singing “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy.” 
“I mean it, mister.” Aaron takes a step forward, thinking of his moose gun. But what’s he going to do? Shoot the man? He would never do such a thing.
It occurs for the first time how odd it is that the man wears a baseball cap. Ridiculous. This interloping moron has got to go.
Aaron jumps forward, leaning into the man’s partly concealed face. “Get off my sled! Now!”
Snow swish, jingle, panting dogs. Aaron looks up as his whole team glances around. Another sled is moving up to pass them, stationary in the middle of the trail.
“On-by, let’s go!”
Aaron watches as the musher draws level, his Alaskan Huskies trotting amiably past Aaron’s team.
“Who are you shouting at?”
“The man on my sled. He won’t get out.”
The other laughs. “Just one of many problems out here, eh?” The Canadian glides past, looking back to call to Aaron, “Listen to your dogs, not your own eyes. Only the dogs tell the truth out here.”
Then he’s sweeping away.
Leader strains forward, eager to be off. The other dogs also lean into their harnesses.
Aaron looks at the sled. No one there. He closes his eyes and grits his teeth, that horrid song still banging away in his brain. Not one dog ever noticed that the man was here. No tracks lead away from the sled.
Aaron pulls up the snow hook. “Okay, let’s go!”
Far down the row of dogs, Leader jogs beside Chinook, a reliable but not particularly bright dog meant to run lead only as backup. Leader dips his head, grabbing mouthfuls of snow as he trots, keeping his tugline barely tight.
The miles, hours, days, and nights blur and slip together. Coffee and the need to take good care of his dogs keeps Aaron going.
As he sits one night in a warm checkpoint cabin with other mushers and steaming moose stew prepared for them by locals, he cannot hear a word of the conversation around him. Each face smears across his vision until he can't say if its owner is male or female, musher, resident, or race official.
By the sixth day, or perhaps the sixth week, Aaron wants to sleep more than anything in the world. More than getting home. More than a hot meal and warm bed. More than a shower and shave and clean clothes. More than seeing Terah and reaching the finish line. If offered, he’s sure he will trade everything he possesses, material, body, and soul, for twelve hours of sleep.
When he looks up, the world is white. Aaron stares, looks left, right, behind him. Nothing but white. The long team of cheerfully trotting dogs has vanished. The horizon and snow and ice have vanished. The sled before him has vanished. This last he finds most alarming for he can feel the sled, but not see it. The soft jingle, click, pant of the dogs reaches his ears in muffled silence. The dogs are still there as well. As he looks down, he can just make out his hands, incased in furry beaver mitts, gripping the handlebar. Beyond that, only soft white.
He closes his eyes. Hallucinating. Or he has fallen asleep and it’s not real. He shakes his head, clears his throat, shifts his weight on the runners. Get it together. Everything’s okay.
He opens his eyes. White. Cold, stinging, biting white. Not a hallucination.
Whiteout.
Aaron’s pulse accelerates as he clutches the handlebar in both fists. Terah has been in whiteouts during races. But Terah had a lifetime of experience and a steady head and good dogs. Terah had Quest.
Stay calm. Always, always stay calm. Panicking out here can mean more than being late for work. It can mean death.
As he relaxes his grip on the sled, he feels how gingerly they are moving. The dogs still click ahead, but the pace has become slow, uneasy, as if they are checking for thin ice or smell something they don’t like ahead, or someone is limping.
Slow breaths, in, out. Terah had Quest. He does not. He has to make the best of it.
“Whoa,” Aaron calls into the wall of nothing pressing his eyes.
By bending low and peering closely for the sled, he finds the snow hook, sets it in ice, and makes his way up the sled by touch: across the basket to the brush bow, then feeling the gangline below that. Left hand on the gangline, reaching ahead with the right, he follows a tugline until he comes to the back of a red harness.
“Hi Kaltag. Good dog.” Bending over and holding the lines, Aaron can just see each dog through a whiteness of ice-mist and snow shrouding them. From Kaltag, he reaches Mawson, who swishes his tail and bounces on his forepaws, trying to lick Aaron’s face. Then River, finally up the line to Chinook and Leader.
Leader stands still, gazing ahead into white as if watching a fascinating movie. He hardly twitches an ear when Aaron says his name. The brown and blue eyes focus somewhere else, nose lifted to the white swirl.
Beside him, Chinook is a very different dog. He crouches, one foreleg lifted clear of snow, trembling.
Aaron kneels beside the usually steady Chinook and checks his feet. He has to remove the huge beaver mitts first, letting them dangle on a cord that runs around his neck, under his hood, leaving his hands only in thick snow gloves. All four booties are in good shape. Aaron put fresh on less than two hours earlier by his best guess. Something has happened. Maybe he fell on the ice and twisted something in the whiteout. Maybe he stepped in a hole. Maybe he just doesn’t like the weather.
Aaron rubs the husky and checks his limbs. Besides flinching a little when Aaron rubs his forelegs, there’s nothing obvious wrong.
“All right,” Aaron says, unclipping the neckline from Leader’s collar so it forms a short leash to Chinook’s collar. “You come back with me and ride in style, sir.”
He snaps Chinook’s tugline to Leader’s harness, then pulls his beaver mitts back on over the heavy gloves. One arm around Chinook’s ribs, holding the dog against him, Aaron squints at Leader through white. Even Terah never ran Leader in single lead.
Glacier would have taken Chinook’s place if she hadn’t already been dropped. Starting the race with four leaders had seemed like enough. Quest being the best, Leader, Glacier, and Chinook being acceptable.
As Aaron kneels there, staring at Leader and holding Chinook, so utterly surrounded by white he feels as if they are the only three living creatures in the world, Leader turns for the first time to look at him. He barks, once.
Aaron jumps. The sound rings through him like a scream in this desolation. Behind Leader, Aaron senses heightening of interest in the team dogs, eager to move on.
Leader gazes ahead, ears up, eyes bright, his blue eye and blue harness forming points of color in a nothing world. He strains forward, tightening his double tugline, glancing again at Aaron, tail swishing.
“You know where you’re going … don’t you?”
Leader cocks his head, then barks and bounces in place, hopping against his line.
Aaron reaches out to cup the dog’s muzzle in his mitten. “Then take us there.”
Following the team back down the line to the sled, he bundles the unprotesting Chinook into the basket while the team jumps and yaps. Far away in white, Leader barks again.
“Please be right,” Aaron whispers. He pulls up the hook. “Okay! Let’s go!”
They swing out and Aaron presses close to the sled, glad Leader’s teammates caught his enthusiasm. Quest has the power to motivate a team like that. Any good leader does. And they must be close now. One day left? Maybe into the night?
The pace has increased. Aaron wonders at this new burst of loping, arctic wind buffeting his face with snow and ice crystals. He should slow them up. They’re wasting energy. And what if they get lost? What if Leader does not know what he’s doing?
Through ringing in his ears, Aaron feels as if he’s hearing voices around him, ahead, perhaps to the sides. Not again. Then that song. No, no, no—not that song.
He closes his eyes to the wall of white. Voices hum, someone calling out. It’s best if he doesn’t think about what they’re saying, try to push them from his mind. Something about numbers and, “Coming in!”
He shakes his head, opens his eyes, still nothing but white. Something whirrs, rumbles. A generator? Wait … is he at a checkpoint? Are those really people talking? People … calling … to him?
“Hello?” Aaron says.
“Hi there. What’s your number?” The voice is close, male, cheerful.
“Number?” Aaron looks around at nothing.
“Race number.”
“Oh. 33. Aaron Buckner, number 33.”
Something moves out of the white, a shape, tall, vague, dark. A man. “Congratulations, Mr. Buckner, you’ve come in eighth!”
“Eighth what?” Aaron leans away. Why can’t these crazy visions leave him in peace?
The man laughs. “Eighth place. You’re in the top-ten finishers.”
“We’ve got the dogs,” someone calls from up ahead.
The sled has stopped. The dark shape materializes and a man, leaning forward, muffled in parka and fur hood, carrying a clipboard and pencil, claps Aaron on the back.
“What?” Aaron stares.
The white has cleared enough that he can see other shapes moving about, holding hands or long, colorful cords to guide them back to other people or invisible buildings. A great buzz of chatter and excitement surrounds him. And the dogs. The dogs have stopped. Chinook is looking up and around at the man slapping Aaron on the back.
The dogs can see all these people.
“Come on. Not really photo ops right now so we’ll get you inside. The vet’s here. I see you’ve got a dog in the basket.”
“I … I … where…?”
The man laughs again. “You’re at the finish line, Buckner. Didn’t you know? There’s a Terah Buckner here who’s been on the lookout for you. Come on inside.”
Aaron can’t go inside. He can’t think of Terah or the vet right now. Or coming in an amazing eighth place out of several dozen mushers.
He steps off the runners, following the line of dogs and people to the front of the team where he finds Leader in a crowd of race officials. Aaron kneels to hug the tail-wagging husky.
When he stands, someone is hugging him. Terah found him through the white.

“Congratulations!” She kisses him, arms around his shoulders.
Aaron can hardly speak: so lightheaded, so dazed, so shocked to find himself surrounded by people, holding Terah in his arms, done with the race—alive. His chapped lips feel frozen together. He cannot think what to say as Terah tells him how proud she is of them.
She steps away, glancing from Leader—gazing up, ice crystals all over his face—back to Aaron.
He can only stare at her. Words hammer through his ears. Words about Leader, all Terah’s faith in that young dog. Start with the dogs. End with the dogs. In the middle, pray.
At last, he knows what to say: “You were right about the name.”
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