
[image: image]

WILD HORIZON

Robert Appleton

Copyright @ Robert Appleton 2022

Smashwords Edition

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

This book is a work of fiction. Characters, names, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

* * * *
[image: image]


When a series of late-winter storms hits the annual Iditarod sled dog race in Alaska, bush pilot Ben Helm gambles on a break in the weather to fly two dropped dogs and two race personnel to the checkpoint at Unalakleet. But the conditions worsen, and a catastrophic mid-flight accident forces Ben to ditch on the landfast ice somewhere in the Bering Sea.

Stranded, with no communications and only limited supplies, the three survivors, with their two canine companions, must try to ride out the storms and stay alive long enough for a rescue party to find them. Katja, a young, sick trainee vet from Norway, and Obie, an optimistic race judge, come to rely on Ben’s survival grit and knowhow. Despite a personal childhood tragedy, he’s never forgotten the vital lessons his mother taught him.

But the frozen wild is an unforgiving place. A series of fateful events, encounters and opportunities forces the survivors to repeatedly take all-or-nothing risks to reach civilization. A lost musher and her team provide much-needed dog power, but no bearings. Meanwhile, a lone hunter who comes to their aid might not be who he says he is. And with seemingly no end to the tundra, the wild horizon dares man and dog alike to dig deep in order to survive the trek of their lives.
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An old Cessna 180 Skywagon tottered into its descent toward Takotna’s frozen landing strip. Its wings dipped repeatedly to either side as crosswind met headwind, forcing onlookers from the tiny village to hold their breaths or mutter encouragement for the stricken pilot. The winds had become borderline unflyable across the Alaska Range up from Anchorage that afternoon, upwards of 50 mph. Visibility, too, had lessened to a mile and a half in some places. It was touch and go whether the Federal Aviation Authority would ground all flights along the Iditarod trail. This Cessna would likely be Takotna’s last visitor for some time, at least until the storms passed. It had plenty of fuel, but few prospects of sticking the landing.

The pilot abandoned his first approach. He’d underestimated the punch power of that crosswind. With one eye on the windsock, he lined up his next attempt, adjusting the rate and angle of descent to compensate for wind force and direction. To those watching from below, the Cessna appeared to be heading in at a crazy forty-five degree sidewise angle. In reality, it was crabbing into the crosswind. It still tottered, but the pilot’s experience told as he guided it carefully, intuitively, fishing it down onto the slick ice, turning its nose at just the right moment to land straight with only a slight skid and a bump.

The first thing he did after he’d taxied his plane to a stop was glance up at the sky to the northeast. Clouds as dark and steep as wet granite cliffs hung over the Yukon River. The question was: would that storm continue to head south and miss him at Takotna, or was he stuck here for the duration? A village this small, he’d probably wind up sleeping in the school gym or some damn place. Two dropped dogs awaited transfer to Unalakleet, and he really wanted to get them there as soon as possible. Not just for the dogs’ sake, but because his date tonight was waiting there with a warm bed and a hot meal.

Yes, he’d just diced with the elements and won. It had been luck more than anything, but it was remarkable how often confidence and preparation summoned that luck when required. And in truth, that was ever the bush pilot’s lot: one more roll of the dice.

Race time: 4 days, 19 hrs, 31 mins

“Fluid” was the catchword of the Iditarod race so far. Each year tended to produce one that encapsulated the conditions on the trail, usually by the time the majority of mushers had encountered the treacherous Farewell Burn between Rohn and Nikolai. This year, unusually mild temperatures had softened the trail to slush in some parts, making it tough going for all concerned.

The sled dogs, in particular, were not coping well. Mushers were having to carefully monitor their animals’ fluid intake; diarrhea and dehydration had decimated teams for days now. Canines bred to run nonstop for hours in subzero temperatures simply suffered more the further that mercury level climbed into the red. “Fluid”, then, was a both-ends problem. You had to get enough into the dogs in order to make up for the surplus coming out. Or you would have no choice but to scratch.

Many teams had. And many more would before race end.

But over the past twenty-four hours, “fluid” had become a more figurative term. The situation itself was fluid: a series of storms had punched its way across the trail, throwing ground blizzards and shocking temperature drops at mushers with such suddenness, such ferocity, it was now a coin toss whether the Iditarod Trail Committee would even let the race continue.

For Benjamin Helm, a thirty-three-year-old bush pilot volunteering in the Iditarod Air Force, each call for aid or hasty new flight plan took on increasingly dicey dimensions. He’d already flown through bouncy crosswinds that had made his Cessna 180 feel like a galloping metal Seabiscuit that morning over the Alaska Range. This landing at Takotna had not exactly helped his blood pressure. And a buddy of his, Dick Michaux, had folded a wing and mangled a prop on his Aeronca Sedan after overshooting his landing and cartwheeling over a snow berm at Grayling. Dick was one of the best pilots in rotation; that he’d come a cropper like that really hammered home how fearsome these winds could be.

“How do we haul these?” shouted Ben, transferring the first bundles of dog food and HEET from the pile in his plane’s hold. The trail volunteer trudging onto the runway motioned toward a small building behind him. The man then grabbed a bag himself and signaled for his colleague, who wore a ramper’s high-viz jacket, to drive the snowmobile and sled over. Each bundle was labeled with its musher’s name: the first was for ‘B. Hickey’.

As far as airports went, Takotna’s was one of the tiniest, but it had a huge runway. Planes usually landed on the frozen Takotna River right next to the village in winter, but the recent thaw had made it unsafe. It was about a one-mile trip from the airport to the village, which didn’t help Ben’s tight schedule.

“How’s it looking?” he asked the first helper, a middle-aged Inuit man. “Are they going to stop the race, do you reckon?”

“Nah. They’re just flash storms. Might hold them up, but this race has seen worse. And the dogs can take it.”

“Would you race in this?”

“That’s like asking if I’d climb Everest,” the man replied. “Sure, if I was crazy enough. But I’m not, so there’s that.”

Ben smiled at him. “This is Alaska, brother. Show me one sane person who lives here all year round.”

The man flashed a nearly toothless grin, and jabbed his thumb skyward. “Present company just proved his own point. Nice landing. What’s your name, friend?”

“Ben.”

“Head on over to the house with the blue roof before you leave, Ben. Grab a cup of coffee and a piece of pie, on us.”

“I will. Thanks...”

“Inuksuk.”

“Much obliged, Inuksuk.” He’d tucked into a couple of Takotna’s famous pies last year, alongside several ravenous mushers. If he had time, he’d absolutely murder a plateful.

It was a chilly ride to the checkpoint on the sled, but the driver didn’t mess around. He reached the village in a matter of minutes.

“Can you point me to the vet who’s seeing to the return dogs?” he asked Inuksuk as they alighted near the alphabetized piles of supplies that constituted the checkpoint cornucopia.

“Sure thing. Follow the lath markers to the right, about fifty yards, and you’ll find the most sorry-looking trio you ever saw.”

“Trio? There’s another been dropped?”

“Oh, last I saw there were just two, but the vet looking after them, she’s come down with something as well. Got the runs, and a fever. Hasn’t kept her away from her dogs, though. No, sir. Dedicated as wool dye, that one.”

“And the dogs?”

“One got dehydrated on the trail, started shaking. The other, a sprain, I think. Tried sprinting after his team when they left, damn near broke his leash.”

“They never know when to quit.”

“Aye, and the same with his howling. Poor fella hasn’t given us a minute’s peace since he got dropped.”

Ben playfully shook his head. “I’d give ’em all a medal if I could.”

“Amen to that, brother.”

After he’d helped Inuksuk and the ramper unload the supplies, Ben headed down to the race lane. The village itself was what his pa would have called a one horse dorp, no more than about a dozen homes, a little school, and a handful of small stores and utility buildings. While the total population wasn’t much above fifty, during Iditarod it more than doubled. Takotna also tended to be a popular place for mushers to declare one of their extended rest periods, undoubtedly with a slice of pie or a mouthwatering steak in mind. Resting teams were dotted around the village now, some in residents’ gardens. And the commotion on Main Street suggested the arrival of more was imminent.

Fluorescent strips at the tops of the wooden lath markers blazed in sequence when a snow plough turned a one-eighty across the street. Its headlights caught the swirling flakes of a very light snowfall whipped into motion by competing gusts. A loose cardboard banner danced across the race lane and wrapped itself around Ben’s leg. He tried to kick it off but it was stubborn. Finally he yanked it free, and read ‘WE LUV U CASSIE!’ in bold pink lettering, with the trace outline of two sled dogs in full flight, drawn surprisingly well with a black marker, underneath. 

Someone had put a bit of effort into creating this. He scanned the small line of muffled-up cheerleaders across the lane, and saw a pair of young women about forty yards away, waving and pointing at him—no, they were pointing at the banner. Now motioning up the race lane, to a fast-approaching team. One of the women pressed her palms together in mock prayer, pleading for Ben to—do what, exactly? She held her hands aloft, waving an invisible...

Ah, he got it. They’d come out to cheer on their favorite musher, and just as Cassie McClaren was about to pass—Ben now saw the famous pink dog harnesses and booties, and Cassie’s matching pink, fur-lined coat—the wind had snatched their banner from them.

He waved back, and held a dumb smile as he raised the banner high. Cheers. Whistles. Yells of support for one of the most popular mushers on the circuit. Cassie flashed him a good-natured grin and shouted something he didn’t quite catch as she hurtled past with her full sixteen-dog team intact. She had to be one of the few who could boast that number at this stage of the race.

The surreal moment summoned a piercing flashback of his own mother. Her tough, frontier feminine energy. Proud. Indefatigable. Ma, like Cassie, had been a dedicated musher and dog-breeder at a time when men had not wanted the sport to be inclusive. She hadn’t been a professional racer like Cassie McClaren or Susan Butcher, but Ma had loved the Iditarod all her life. Her big dream had been to compete in it, if only once, to visit those famous checkpoints she’d memorized by heart, with the dogs she’d reared pulling her sled to their hearts’ content, through wilderness, exhaustion, elation ... chasing the white horizon ...

He drifted in and out of his reverie while he returned the banner to the appreciative young local women, exchanged a few words with them, then continued on to find the vet and the two dropped dogs. Takotna, like all the other checkpoints, was a mostly well-oiled logistics machine, with the appearance of chaos but just enough troubleshooting knowhow to keep things running smoothly. And despite the dicey race status and mercurial weather, there was still something of a carnival atmosphere, a heightened, expectant, jubilant charge in the air that was as consistent across the Iditarod as the race’s fortunes were changeable. 

The pen for the dropped dogs lay some twenty yards up a shallow verge, in a copse of spruce trees, away from the race lane. Ben found them lying on a generous bed of straw, each chained to a separate tree. The smallest, a female, had a thicker white-and-silver coat, and striking gunmetal blue-gray eyes. She gazed up at him forlornly, seemed subdued, weak. She didn’t even try to get up.

The second dog, on the other hand, leapt up onto his haunches as Ben approached. His wagging tail scythed the straw apart to reveal the bare snow beneath. His big, pleading brown eyes appeared to will his master into being, or at least for Ben to say or do something that would summon his master, or undo his chain, or otherwise free him from this misery so he could get back to doing what he was born to do. The poor fella. A big, sturdy black-and-tan racer, he was not like the archetypal sled dogs of yore, those wolf-like huskies and Malamutes you still saw in paintings and drawings from artists who didn’t know how much the sport had evolved over the past several decades. Even since his mother’s time. These modern sled dogs were cross-bred to be slender, fast and durable, with powerful hind quarters shaped for maximum forward propulsion.

This male was a superb specimen, spirited and proud. He had the aura of a race winner. But when he realized Ben wasn’t going to return him to his place in the team, he whined, limped around in a circle a few times, then sank back into his straw bed, crestfallen. Ben’s heart went out to him. Getting injured so soon, and deserted in some strange remote village, had to be absolutely devastating.

“It’s okay, boy. You’ll be with them again before you know it.”

A slightly hoarse Scandinavian voice greeted him from behind: “You the pilot?”

“Uh-huh. You the vet?”

“How soon can we leave?”

The young woman’s pale, round face glistened – a thin layer of fever sweat frozen in patches over her skin. She was small, dumpy, not unattractive. A series of sniffles and chesty coughs told him she really ought to be laid up in bed. Her padded parka with beaver fur ruff was similar to his, would definitely keep her warm, along with many other insulating layers; but those and her padded pants didn’t allow much flexibility. The achy fever only exacerbated that stiffness as she knelt beside the bitch to assess her, and coughed again.

“You sure you’re up to flying?” Ben asked. “More likely than not it’s gonna get rough. That’s hell when you’re feeling nauseous.”

“Yah, I’m sure. Takotna is the last place I want to be right now, believe me. And the dogs need to be in a hub facility when the storm hits. So yah, I’ll take your hell over this one.”

“Is someone giving you a hard time?”

“No harder than I’m going to give him if he doesn’t stop with the—” She sighed, sniffled, and spied Ben askance, “—but you don’t want to hear about that.”

If it was boy trouble, then no, he really didn’t. “I’ll get someone to drive a snowmobile and sled over, for the dogs. What else are you bringing? Supplies? An overnight bag?”

“It’s there. The dog handler got the others ready before his shift ended.” She pointed to three bags stood against a tree. One was her own rucksack, the others contained straw and dog food. “I think the best way to do this is—”

“I’ve done it before, miss. Trust me, this is half of what we do.”

“Okay.”

“What’s your name?”

“Katja.”

“I’m Ben.”

“Pleased to meet you, Ben.”

“Likewise. Listen, I just need to check in with race ops, assess the weather one last time, make sure it’s safe to fly. I’ll be five, ten minutes tops. Okay?”

“Yah.”

He caught the sad, cute little dog faces watching him leave, and asked Katja, “Who’s the big fella with the limp?”

“Dirk is his name.”

“And Snow White?”

“She’s Valerie. Descended from one of Susan Butcher’s champions.”

“So we’ll be flying with royalty,” he called back.

Another two teams sped through Takotna, one almost on top of the other, as Ben made his way to the Iditarod Trail Committee’s checkpoint office located in the community center. He was pretty sure one of those mushers was Mikael DeBoer, another giant in the sport. A perfunctory stop to check in with one of the race officials, then it was straight on to the next checkpoint, Ophir, for both teams. No messing. Were they racing to stay ahead of the weather? The best mushers always had a race plan, but they also had that ability to adapt to conditions. Getting pinned down by a storm might cost them the race, or worse.

Overlapping phone and radio chatter in the ITC office, not to mention the groups of people huddled around the monitors, scrutinizing the various weather reports—everything from real-time satellite images of the Bering Sea to barometric numbers falling at umpteen checkpoints—told Ben all he needed to know about the seriousness of the situation.

A slim, scruffy, middle-aged man with glasses and a ducktail beard had been eyeing Ben as soon as he’d entered. Now that he’d broken away from his intense conversation with two gesticulating women, he dropped the harried, haggard expression and weaved his way over to Ben with an anticipatory smile. “Are you Helm, the pilot?”

“Ben. Yeah.”

“Ah, thank God.” A hand on his heart, an almighty sigh. “Our window’s about to close. I was hoping you’d make it in.”

“Our window?”

“Yeah, I hope that’s okay. Your director of operations said you wouldn’t mind carrying one extra passenger to Unalakleet.”

“Ah, no, I guess not. Who are you?”

“Sorry. I always do that. Name’s Obadiah Lee. Call me Obie. I’m a race judge—well, surplus to requirements here at Takotna. As you can see, Jill French over there runs a tight ship. But our man in Unalakleet has asked for help. The storms have wreaked havoc with the flight schedules all across the north, and it’s become a logistical nightmare for him up there. Think you can help me out?”

“Hey, no problem. You said our flight window’s still intact? What sort of wind speeds are we looking at?”

Obie beckoned him over to one of the monitors. “It’s hovering around forty from here to the Kaihyu Mountains, then slightly higher around Norton Sound.”

“Borderline,” said Ben, “but doable.”

“Yeah, I’m just worried about those fronts moving in from the north. I think if we left now, we’d make Unalakleet okay. But it’s your call, Ben. Nothing doing without your say-so.”

He scanned the various readouts, noted the visibility still hadn’t dipped below 1.5. That was encouraging. Nothing worse than a whiteout in high winds, and conditions appeared to be stable for the time being. One more roll of the dice, then: “Let’s do it.”

“My man!”

Ben indulged the unnecessary high-five, then patted his enthusiastic colleague on the back. “Look, I’m just gonna swing by the store. You grab your gear and head on over to the dog pen.”

“Gotcha. Oh, if you’re wanting cash, you’re out of luck, I’m afraid. Both ATMs have been broken into.”

“No shit. Both?”

“Yeah, the one here and the one in McGrath. It’s—” Obie checked his watch, “you know what, I’ll explain later. But if you do need cash, I can lend you some.”

“Thanks, but I’m good. Won’t be long.”

No shit, indeed. Some sort of precision explosive charge had been used to blast a hole in the convenience store’s ATM. A posse of disgruntled locals practically lynched the poor owner when he admitted there was nowhere else they could get cash, seeing as the only other local ATM, at McGrath, fifteen miles away, had also been raided by a similar method during the same night.

Ben bought a box of Alaska Wild Berry chocolates for his girlfriend, Terri—the 16-piece dark and milk chocolate covered creams she liked—together with a bottle of 7UP and a pack of twenty Camels for himself. He dropped the change into the charity box for the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention (AFSP) Alaska, as he always did, remembering friends and relatives of friends that had taken their own lives this past decade or so. Too damn many. Sometimes he wanted to force every last stubborn Alaskan down into the lower forty-eight for their own good. Then he remembered the eighteen months he’d spent in Sacramento, and how much it had made him miss his home state.

Staggered cheers outside greeted the arrival of another musher. This one decided to declare his rest period and stay in Takotna. Dirk leapt up and barked his head off as they slowed. All the arriving dogs responded, and became unwieldy, defiant as their musher tried to anchor the sled to the ground with his snow hook. He grumbled and let them pull him on instead, before settling at another spot nearer the cornucopia. Well away from the incorrigible Dirk.

Katja was lying on the straw, cuddling Valerie as Ben directed the approaching snowmobile over. “Come on, sweetheart,” he said, lifting the sick young vet onto the sled. “We’ll find you someplace warm in Unalakleet. Here—” He lifted Valerie in beside her, then Dirk, and climbed on himself, holding the latter’s harness to make sure he didn’t jump out again. Obie joined them a few moments later.

The distant sounds of cheers and sleighbells faded into memory behind blustery gusts that raked any fresh top snow into streams across the frigid runway. Despite Katja’s insistence that she could manage on her own, Obie and Ben helped lift her aboard the plane, where she promptly collapsed onto her seat, shivering. Ben strapped her in, made sure Obie was secure, then affixed their headsets and gave his rote safety briefing. The dogs settled on blankets in the pokey hold at the rear, obviously used to this mode of transport. Ben went through his usual pre-flight checklist, found nothing of concern. Lastly, he radioed in his flight plan, waited for confirmation, then advised Operations he was about to leave Takotna.

The box of chocolates lay beside him on the co-pilot’s seat. The sky ahead looked utterly white. He took a swig of 7UP, then fired up his Cessna’s refitted six-cylinder, 230 hp, Continental 0-470 engine. It rattled a little at first, but sounded in fine fettle as he steered the bird center runway ready for takeoff.

Dirk howled from the back. One sorrowful, almost mournful howl that signaled he’d finally given up all hope of being able to rejoin
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