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Chapter One Diane
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The windshield wipers fought a losing battle against the thickening snow, each sweep clearing my vision for mere seconds before white flakes reclaimed the glass. I leaned forward in my seat, shoulders tense, hands gripping the steering wheel as if my fingers alone could keep the truck from sliding on the increasingly treacherous logging road. The weather forecast had mentioned snow, not this relentless assault that transformed the familiar mountain pass into an alien landscape of white-edged shadows and vanishing landmarks.

"Just five more miles," I muttered to myself, the sound of my voice oddly comforting in the muffled silence of the truck cab. 

I'd driven this route hundreds of times, but familiarity offered little comfort as daylight faded and the storm intensified. My headlights carved weak tunnels through the swirling white, barely illuminating the next few feet of road. The truck's heater hummed steadily, but the cold seemed to seep through the metal frame, settling into my bones despite my layers of thermal clothing.

A gust of wind rocked the vehicle, and I eased off the gas, letting the truck slow naturally rather than risking the brakes on what could be black ice beneath the fresh powder. Common sense said I should have stayed in town when the first heavy flakes began to fall, but stubborn independence, the same trait that had drawn me to this remote mountain life, had pushed me to head home anyway.

Something dark appeared at the edge of my headlights, a shadow against the endless white. I squinted, thinking it might be a fallen branch or deer, when the shape resolved itself into the distinct form of a dog, a husky, standing alone at the roadside, snow collecting on its thick fur.

"What the hell?" 

I tapped the brakes gently, the truck sliding slightly before coming to a stop several yards past the animal. In my rearview mirror, I could see it was still there, watching the truck with unnerving focus.

No collar visible. No owner in sight. Just a solitary husky in the middle of a snowstorm, miles from the nearest house.

Common sense told me to keep driving. The storm was worsening by the minute. But the image of that lone dog, standing sentinel in the blizzard, twisted something in my chest. With a resigned sigh, I pulled the truck to the roadside, where the snow hadn't drifted as deeply, and killed the engine.

The wind's howl rushed in the moment I cracked the door, along with a blast of arctic air that stole my breath. I pulled my knit cap lower over my ears and zipped my jacket to my chin before stepping fully into the storm.

"Hey there," I called, keeping my voice gentle as I approached the husky. "You lost, buddy?"

The dog watched me with intelligent eyes, neither frightened nor friendly. When I was about ten feet away, it turned and trotted a few paces up what appeared to be a smaller logging track, then looked back at me expectantly.

I stopped. "I don't have time for games. Come here if you want help."

The husky moved another few feet away, then turned and stared at me again, its posture tense and alert.

"You want me to follow you? Is that it?"

As if in answer, the dog gave a short bark and took a few more steps up the track, looking back over its shoulder.

I glanced at my truck, then at the rapidly disappearing tire tracks on the main road, then at the darkening sky. Following a strange dog into the woods during a snowstorm violated every safety rule I'd ever learned. But something about the animal's deliberate behavior suggested this wasn't random.

"This is how people die in wilderness survival documentaries," I muttered, but I was already zipping my jacket higher and reaching into the truck for my emergency pack. I slipped the small backpack on, containing a first aid kit, flashlight, multi-tool, emergency blanket, water, and energy bars, before following the husky.

The snow was already ankle-deep on the smaller track, and the wind cut through my jeans like they were made of tissue paper. The husky moved with purpose, occasionally looking back to ensure I was still following. After about five minutes of trudging through deepening snow, we entered a small clearing.

At first, all I saw was the overturned sled, its runners pointing skyward like desperate arms reaching for help. Then I spotted him, a man pinned beneath the heavy wooden frame, half-buried in snow.

I rushed forward, assessing the situation with a quick glance. The sled had flipped completely, trapping one of his legs underneath. His face was pale beneath his beard, eyes squeezed shut in pain or concentration.

"Hey," I said, kneeling beside him. "I'm here to help."

His eyes snapped open, startling blue-gray, like the winter sky before a storm, and narrowed immediately with suspicion.

"Who the hell are you?" His voice was rough with pain, but the words weren't as hostile as they might have been.

"Diane. Your dog found me on the main road." I gestured to the husky, who stood watching us with alert attention. "How long have you been out here?"

"Not my dog. Lead husky. Shadow." He grunted, shifting position slightly and wincing. "Maybe an hour. Sled hit something buried under the snow. Rolled."

I assessed the sled's position, noting how the weight distributed across his trapped leg. "I can help lift this off you, but we need to do it right or it could make things worse. Can you feel your foot? Move your toes?"

He nodded tersely. "Nothing broken. Just stuck."

"Good. I'm going to move to the opposite side and lift on your count. Ready?"

"Don't need counting. Just lift when I do."

I bit back a response about his charming personality and moved to the other side of the sled. Despite his gruffness, I could see the logic, we needed to coordinate, but overthinking it wouldn't help. I gripped the wooden frame, planting my feet as firmly as possible in the snow.

"Now," he said, and we both heaved upward.

The sled was heavier than I expected, and for a heart-stopping moment, I thought we wouldn't be able to move it. Then it shifted, lifting just enough for him to drag his leg free. I eased my side down while he pushed it away completely.

He sat up, brushing snow from his clothes with rough movements that couldn't quite hide his trembling. Whether from cold, pain, or relief, I couldn't tell.

"Can you stand?" I asked.

"Give me a minute." He rubbed his leg, flexing the knee carefully.

Around us, the storm had intensified. Snow fell so heavily now that I could barely see my own tracks leading back to the road. The wind drove ice crystals against my exposed cheeks, and darkness was settling faster than it should have been this time of day. A chill that had nothing to do with the temperature crept up my spine as I realized how quickly our situation was deteriorating.

"We need to get out of here," I said, my voice calm despite the growing knot of anxiety in my stomach. "This storm is getting worse."

"No shit." He tried to stand, using the now-righted sled for support, but his leg buckled. I moved quickly to his side, offering my shoulder without asking permission. After a moment's hesitation, he accepted.

"Truck's back on the main road," I said. "Can you make it that far?"

He glanced around at the half-dozen huskies that had emerged from the shelter of nearby trees, then at the darkness settling over us like a heavy blanket. "Too far. Cabin's closer. Mile northeast."

The implications hit me all at once, I wasn't just responsible for getting this injured stranger to safety. There were his dogs to consider, the rapidly dropping temperature, the blizzard conditions reducing visibility to almost nothing. The odds of finding the main road again, let alone navigating it safely in my truck, were dwindling by the second.

I looked at the man leaning against me, at the loyal dogs waiting for direction, at the wall of white surrounding us. Whatever plans I'd had for the evening had just changed drastically.

"Show me the way to your cabin," I said.
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Chapter  Two Tom
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Pain throbbed through my leg in steady waves, each pulse a humiliating reminder of my situation. Trapped under my own damn sled like some amateur, rescued by a stranger, and now forced to accept help I neither wanted nor asked for. The snow had soaked through my pants, numbing my skin while my pride burned hot beneath my frozen exterior. I'd survived blizzards, wolves, and three decades of mountain winters without needing rescue. Until today.

The woman, Diane, stood a few feet away, giving me space while simultaneously staying close enough to help. Smart. Most people would hover, ask too many questions, or worse, try to take control without understanding what they were doing. She'd done none of that.

"Can the sled still be used?" she asked, her voice level against the howling wind.

I tested my weight on my injured leg, grinding my teeth against the sharp pain that shot from ankle to knee. Not broken, but bad enough. "Yeah. Has to be."

She nodded once, assessing the situation rather than me. Another point in her favor. I'd half-expected panic when Shadow led her to me, most people who drive these roads aren't prepared for emergencies. But her emergency pack and steady hands told a different story.

"You'll need to lie on the sled," I said, hating the words even as I spoke them. "I'll tell you how to handle the team."

If she was surprised at the idea of driving a dog sled through a blizzard, she didn't show it. Instead, she helped right the sled completely, brushing off snow with efficient movements.

"Shadow," I called, and my lead husky approached immediately. The other dogs emerged from where they'd been waiting, a disciplined team even in crisis. "Come."

They circled closer, and I noticed how they looked at Diane, curious but not wary. Shadow even sniffed her hand when she held it out. Something uncomfortable twisted in my gut. My dogs didn't trust easily. I'd trained them that way deliberately. Yet they accepted her presence without hesitation.

Getting onto the sled required more help than I wanted to admit. Each movement sent fresh pain through my leg, and my damp clothes had begun to freeze in the relentless cold. When Diane offered her shoulder for support, I hesitated only briefly before accepting. Her frame was smaller than mine but solid, unexpectedly strong as she helped bear my weight.

"Northeast, you said?" she asked once I was settled on the sled, partially covered with the emergency blanket from her pack.

"Follow the tree line." I pointed with a gloved hand. "There's a path the dogs know."

She looked at the husky team, uncertainty flickering across her face for the first time. "I've never driven a dog sled."

"You don't need to. Shadow leads." I showed her the basics, how to hold the handles, where to stand, when to step off. "Let them do the work. Just don't fall off."

The dogs watched us, their breath forming small clouds in
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