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Chapter One

	I felt the ground move slightly under the light coating of snow. The dogs had sensed something earlier. I gave them enough slack to pull me to whatever shelter their inner instincts felt were safe. They guided the sled nearly 100 feet up an almost snowless hillside and stopped. I watched the dogs carefully. Their noses were up and the ears rigid. They sensed the danger but could not see it.

	I had been through this before but not with this particular dog team. These Huskies were less than two years old. The last earthquake had been over four years ago and only a few miles from here.

	I knew better than to try to keep the dogs moving. I’d been driving dog teams since my grandfather taught me 30 years ago. A good driver knows his dogs. The dogs know a good driver. That’s the way it works. That’s the way it must work.

	The dogs eventually sat down and relaxed a bit, but were still very much alert. When all four dogs look back at me at the same time, it will be time to continue our journey. A good driver must pay attention to his dogs at all times.

	It had been almost 30 minutes when the dogs decided it was safe to go. We had only six more miles to go. We should be able to reach my grandfather’s old cabin by early evening if all goes well.

	Those last six miles were the hardest on the dogs. We had some mountain passes with mostly gravel underfoot yet slippery because of the spring thawing and refreezing. I knew that it would be slow going. I’m sure that I’ll have to stop and put the leather socks on the dogs’ feet to prevent their paws from getting cut. The dogs will tell me if, and when, they need the socks.

	My sled was packed with supplies. I planned on staying at the cabin a full three months this time. I had chosen a smaller dog sled so I could only use four dogs. If it had been the dead of winter, I might have used up to eight dogs and a sled big enough to hold two people and all of their supplies. This spring the snow depths hadn’t been as deep as expected, and a four-dog sled team could do the trip with only a one night stopover, if needed. It all depended on the weather. I had been somewhat stranded a few years ago with only 500 yards to go!

	The first leg of this trip was only 20 miles or so. With only 14 to 24 inches of snow on the ground, a 250 pound fully loaded smaller sled, and my additional 220 pounds, the dogs never strained.

	Although I’d be at the cabin, the dogs would actually be going another 12 miles further north. I had an arrangement with my Eskimo friend, Ecko. He could use the extra dogs for his usual spring hunting trips. Ecko and his Number One son would be at the cabin next week to get my dogs. My smaller sled will remain at the cabin for some modifications and routine maintenance. Ecko and I have had this type of arrangement for the last few years. I’d trade him the use of my dogs for some dried fish and meats. It is a good trade.

	 


Chapter Two

	I unloaded my supplies from the sled. I had two big cases of geological equipment and another large bag of dry dog food. I also carried two five-gallon jugs of water and some dry kindling wood to start my cook stove and fireplace.

	The cabin has a special type of fireplace as well as a wood burning cooking stove. I had split some logs last year before I left. These same logs were still neatly stacked by the hearth. There is an unwritten rule up here that one should always prepare the fireplace with dry paper and some dry wood to use in case anybody needed to find refuge during bad weather. The doors were never locked over the winter, and all they needed to stay dry and warm would be a match to light the fire. The neatly stacked firewood by the hearth meant that nobody had used the place. I had brought enough small hardwood pieces just for the cook stove.

	I pulled two big plastic bags out of the front of the sled. There was a half bale of dry straw for the dogs. I carried it over to the dog shed and divided it equally. The dogs were delighted! When Ecko and Number One son arrive, we will do some fishing in the river out front. We will need to catch at least eight large fish. Including Ecko’s dogs, the dogs will require four of those fish, and we will eat the rest. Ecko’s Number One son does all of the cooking over an open fire outside. The wood-burning stove in my little kitchen is too complicated for him! Nobody minded a bit. He is a great cook. They will bring some squash and potatoes, too.

	I keep referring to Ecko’s Number One son. I don’t know if he has a real name. There are two more sons and one daughter. Ecko just numbers the kids, or maybe it’s just the boys. I don’t really know. Number Three son is the youngest, somewhere around 16 or 17 years old. Ecko didn’t have a wife or any kids when I first met him. I think that I must have been about 12 at the time. I had been fishing with my grandfather in the river out front of this cabin when Ecko first appeared out of the blue. My grandfather had given him a big hug and introduced me. Grandpa told me that it was Ecko that had taught him how to pan for gold and make and set snares to catch rabbits. At that point they had been friends for about 10 years.

	Ecko had but one or two teeth and a leather-looking worn face. He didn’t know how old he was either. This was not a state then, and nobody kept any records in those days. My grandfather thought that Ecko was in his thirties or so then. That would make him in his sixties or older now. Ecko always said that to stay feeling young all Eskimos should hunt seals and walrus. I was never sure what that actually meant. It didn’t sound too inviting to me, but we always smiled and agreed with him.

	Ecko taught me how to track certain animals. He taught me how to handle a dog sled and how to ‘listen’ to what the dogs say to me. He taught me things about the Alaskan soil and the different rock formations and types. He was my mentor. It was because of Ecko that I had become a geologist. I wrote my Master’s thesis about the origins and mysteries of the Alaskan soils and the different rock formations created in this special climate.

	My thoughts and memories just got interrupted by the dogs. They were growling. I reached for my rifle and drove a shell into the chamber. If it is a bear, the dogs would be barking to scare it off by now. These were the lower yet intense growling sounds from the very depths of their throats. It was the type of growling that indicated some other type of danger.

	I opened the back door just enough to peek out and scan the area. I saw an eagle circling low overhead. His target was a rabbit on the side of the hill. Near the top of the hill was what was bothering the dogs. It was a fox. That fox had his eyes on that same rabbit. The eagle was on its way, swooping low with its talons extended. The fox ran after the rabbit but was too late. The eagle snatched that rabbit with both clawed feet but a few inches from that fox. My dogs watched the entire scenario unfold quietly. I wonder what they had been thinking as the fox watched the eagle disappear over the crest of the hill with his dinner. The fox then sauntered off looking for another meal somewhere, and the dogs calmed down. It was a prime example of survival of the fittest in the animal world of Alaska.

	I built a large fire in the fireplace. I needed to take the chill out of the place. It wouldn’t take very long for the rocks and the chimney to warm up. My grandfather had built this fireplace from river rocks. It was designed after the Russian type of fireplaces. It didn’t waste any heat. It used the heat to warm all of the rocks in its construction. It was the rocks that gave off that heat later as the fire burned down. A few slow burning logs could create enough heat to keep this place comfortable for two or three days. The calendar said that it was spring; Mother Nature disagreed. The daytime highs were lucky to hit the high teens, but the nighttime lows would still hover in the low single digits. The high temperatures would be with the sun shining a few hours all day and no blowing wind. It was weather perfect for the Huskies! And, speaking of the dogs, I filled their food bowls with dry food, and each got a bowl of water. I checked their tethers and bid them goodnight. I had some test equipment and paperwork to prepare for tomorrow. I wasn’t here on vacation this time.

	 


Chapter Three

	I set out my flexible solar panels on top of the front edge of the dog’s shed but kept them low enough to reach with my hands. In the event of lots of snow I could easily pull them down, as there were only two of them anyway. It was just enough power for my laptop computer. The small laptop didn’t require much power, and I certainly wasn’t surfing the Internet or playing games on it. Out here there weren’t any Internet or cell phone connections!

	The sun was shining brightly, and it didn’t take very long to get my laptop up to speed. I tossed a log into the fireplace and set up my ‘lab’ on my only table. Just as I had started to sit, I heard the dogs becoming restless as they began with those low growls and ended with a bark or two. I listened to my dogs. They told me that I was about to have some company. By the sound of the dogs it was a friendly visitor, at least to the dogs.

	Sure enough, over the crest of the hill came an eight-dog team pulling a piano-sized sled. I could see by the dogs’ breath that it was a very heavy load. I watched them a few minutes out of my window, then grabbed my coat and boots. Amid the dogs’ barking we managed to say hello as he glided that team of dogs and that gigantic sled to a smooth stop right in front of my porch stoop. The driver jumped off of the rear runners, immediately secured the dog sled, and then dragged out some food and water for all of the dogs. There is a particular order of things in this country; the dogs always came first.

	He stepped onto the stoop and stuck out his hand. “Hi, I’m Dan, the local vet in these parts and one of the best, I might add.”

	He looked over my shoulder and let out a big whistle, then took two steps into the cabin. He went directly to my fireplace.

	“My dad had one of these fireplaces in Fairbanks years ago. Yup, it’s a Russian one, huh?”

	I reached out my hand and introduced myself.

	“Nice to meet you, Dan, the local vet. I’m Gene, the local geologist, Gene Woolworth,” I said. “Does Dan, the local vet, have a last name?” I asked.

	“Oh, sure. Sorry ’bout that. Most people know who I am. It’s Logan. Dan Logan.”

	We talked several minutes. He had gone to vet school at Michigan State University. I told him that I had gone to his rival school right down the road at the University of Michigan for my geological training. That gave us more to talk about! The minutes grew into a couple of hours.

	Dr. Dan, as he was known in Fairbanks and along the Iditarod routes, offered to check over my dogs at no charge this time around, and we went outside to the dog shed. As we went out the back door, he told me that he was hauling a 600-pound dead moose in his oversized sled. He was going to have to autopsy this animal back at his lab. It had died under some very unusual circumstances, and the State Conservation Department wanted to know why. It was routine, but heavy work nonetheless for both Dr. Dan and the dogs.

	Dan explained why that huge monster of an animal was in his sled.

	“Sometimes the State will helicopter these guys over to me, but it was in such a remote area that they just dropped two guys down by ropes to help me get this beast loaded. Then they just popped right back up to the helicopter and left. So, here I am on my way back.”

	He reached inside his pocket and pulled out a stethoscope and a bunch of dog treats.

	“These are the high protein variety. It doesn’t hurt the dogs to have one or two a week when they work extra hard. It makes them more friendly once in a while, too!” he added, smiling.

	Dr. Dan spent a little more time examining my lead dog, Bruno.

	“Say, Gene, this dog has a nasty sore and a big lump under his fur on his rear leg. I don’t like the feel or the sight of it. I think that we should do a biopsy. Is that okay?” he asked, somewhat worried.

	“Sure,” I answered quickly as I bent over to see that lump. “I have a microscope and some dyes,” I continued, but he waved me off.

	“That’s great,” Dan replied, “but I always carry that stuff, too. We better give him a little shot first, though. This is not a good area.”

	I watched closely as Dr. Dan put Bruno to sleep. Then we carried the dog inside the cabin and laid him on the heavy bearskin rug in front of the fireplace. I took my microscope out of its box and set up a clean place on the table. I used the power plug from my solar panels to power a tiny light under the bottom plate of the microscope.

	Dan had snipped some of the hair out of the way and proceeded with the biopsy. He took three samples from around and into the lump, then cleaned and bandaged the area. We prepared the slides for both of the microscopes and viewed each slide as he added the necessary dyes. Dan explained each slide. This was not good. Bruno had a cancerous tumor. It was a bit rare for a Husky but was not unheard of.

	Dan dug out some medications from his bag of tricks and wrote down instructions for me to follow. Dan wanted me to bring Bruno into his office within the next two weeks for surgery to remove the entire lump.

	I boiled some water, and we cleaned up ourselves and the area.

	“The dog should remain in the house for a few days. Change the dressing tomorrow. Hey, I’m glad that I met you,” he said, as he threw his heavy coat back on.

	I answered, “I’m glad that you stopped by. I’m sure that Bruno is, too. Thanks much, Dan.”

	I watched his dogs strain to get that heavy load moving, and they soon disappeared over the hill.

	I looked at Bruno stretched out in front of the fireplace. A cancerous tumor is a big concern whether it is a dog or a person. I know that Dan was truly concerned. It was hard for me to concentrate on my other work now. I took several long breaks. I chopped wood. I stared out of the window at nothing in particular. I went for a walk up and down the river. I just couldn’t work with Bruno on my mind.

	I fed the other dogs as the sun was setting. I swear that the other dogs were thinking about where Bruno was. If they started talking about it, I was in deep trouble!

	I finally felt better and started working on my work-related stuff. I was typing notes in my computer when I found myself dropping down two lines and adding in the events of the day. I often did that as I remembered things. This time it was a subconscious thing. I read back over what I had typed, and it gave
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