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CHAPTER 1

A Seventh Dog
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There was nothing but white as far as the eye could see. Snow and ice covered everything for miles and miles and miles. The trees, stripped bare by the harsh wind, made the land look even lonelier. It was hard to believe that anyone could survive in this place. It was the savage and bitter Wild of the North.


A team of dogs slowly pulled a sled along the frozen river. One man walked in front of the dogs and another man walked behind the sled. They all moved slowly. It was very hard work.


The men wore wide snowshoes, big heavy coats, wool hats, and mittens. Their breath froze in the air, coating their eyelashes and cheeks with ice crystals. There were no sounds other than their own footsteps in the snow. The two men felt very alone in this silent white land. They began to worry that they would never reach the safety of the next town.


They heard a faint cry in the still air. It slowly died away just as a second one rose. The front man turned his head to look at his friend. The cries were coming from somewhere behind them.


“I think they’re after us, Bill,” said Henry, the man up front.


“I know,” Bill replied. He sounded worried. “Meat is scarce. I ain’t seen a rabbit for days.”


The two men continued to walk in silence, listening to the approaching howls behind them. They both knew there were plenty of reasons to be scared. A great famine was going through the Wild.


A wild wolf pack had been roaming the land for weeks looking for food. It was a new member of the pack who first noticed the two men and team of sled dogs. She was a red dog who had left her Indian village when food was scarce. She knew the sight and smell of man very well.


The days are very short during Northern winters. As darkness fell, the men led their dogs and sled near some trees. They built a fire and started dinner. Bill and Henry had made many trips along this river in the winter. They were used to the routine of traveling during the few daylight hours and camping at night. This time felt different, though. With the wolves following so close, they were more nervous about their journey.


The sled dogs gathered on the far side of the fire. They snarled and bickered with one another, but showed no signs of running off into the darkness. They knew fire meant warmth and safety in the Wild.


After Bill fed the dogs, he returned to eat his own supper. His friend handed him a plate of beans.


“Henry,” Bill said. “How many dogs do we have?”


“Six,” Henry said. “Why?”


“Well, I took out six fish to feed them and I didn’t have enough for all the dogs.”


“You must have counted the fish wrong,” said Henry.


“No, no, I had six fish. There were seven dogs over there,” Bill said. “I saw one run off after it got the fish.”


“Then you’re thinking it was—” Henry’s sentence was cut short by another cry in the darkness. They both sat perfectly still as they listened. Their sled dogs started to panic as the tiny camp was surrounded by howls. Bill threw more wood on the fire.


“So, you think it was a wolf from that pack?” Henry pointed out into the darkness. “He’d have to be pretty tame to get in that close,” Henry added. Bill shook his head. “Didn’t look like a wolf to me. Seemed more like a dog.”


“A dog?” Henry said. “What’s a dog doing out here?”


Bill started to reply, but he stopped. He thought he saw something moving just past the light of the fire. He nudged Henry. They looked into the darkness and saw eyes—several pairs of eyes—staring back at them.


The red dog took the lead of the wild pack. She had spent many hours near campfires and knew the feeling of warmth and comfort a fire provided. The flames, however, frightened the wolves. In the Wild, fire meant danger; it was something to avoid. But they were starving, so they took the red dog’s lead and tried to move in closer.


“Check for bullets, Bill,” Henry said. “How many do we have left?”


“Three,” Bill replied. “We’ve only got three bullets left.” Without saying another word, both men knew they were in trouble.


They tried to stay awake to keep watch, but they were too tired. Also, they knew that the next day would be just as difficult. They would need a great deal of energy to travel over the ice. They bundled into their sleeping bags and fell asleep. The two men felt confident that the campfire would keep the wolves away.
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CHAPTER 2

An Accident
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Bill woke up with the first light of dawn. After a quick inspection of his dogs, he nudged Henry awake.


Henry could see immediately that his friend was upset. “What’s wrong now?” he asked.


“All right,” Bill said. “How many dogs did you say we had?”


“Six.”


“Wrong,” Bill said.


“Seven again?” Henry asked.


“No, five. One’s gone.”


“Did the wolves get him?” Henry felt very worried.


“I guess so,” Bill shrugged.


Henry jumped up to look. Bill was right. One of their dogs was gone. Now they had only five dogs to make it across the snow and ice.


The two men quickly repacked their sled and set off with the dogs. Once again they barely spoke, saving their energy for the hard work. They made good time despite the bumpy ground. The sled almost turned over several times but Henry and Bill refused to stop. They did not want to spend another night in the Wild. But they were still far from the next village when disaster struck.


Rattling over ice and snow, the sled tipped and broke one of its runners. Henry and Bill couldn’t repair it without the proper tools. Their only choice was to head out on foot. It was impossible to carry or drag all of their supplies, so they bundled up everything they couldn’t carry and placed them high in a tree. Perhaps they would be able to come back for them later or someone else could use them. Men often left stores of supplies and food to pick up on their return journey. Henry wrote a note saying, “Take what you need. We left what we couldn’t carry.” He stuck it inside the top flap of their bundle. Taking hold of their remaining dogs, Henry and Bill continued down the frozen waterway.


One of the dogs, Spanker, kept trying to pull away, but Bill held on tightly. “Something’s drawing him out,” he said. Bill scanned the land around them. There was not much daylight left. He was not looking forward to another night huddled around the fire.


He stopped suddenly. “Henry,” he whispered. “Look over there!”


Following at a distance behind them was the red dog. She stopped when they did, waiting to see what would happen next.


“She looks awful red for a wolf,” Henry said. “And she’s pretty big.”


“Looks more dog than wolf, I’d say,” Bill replied. And Bill was right. Although he did not want to get too close, he knew it was the same strange dog from the fire. She did not seem to be nervous around them. Bill wondered if she had ever lived with humans. She looked too tame for an animal from the Wild.


While they all waited, Spanker took the opportunity to pull quickly on his rope. He gained his freedom and ran toward the red dog. They approached each other slowly, moving in circles and sniffing. Spanker lowered himself as she came closer. Everything looked innocent enough, but the men knew there would be trouble.
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In a flash, Spanker was surrounded by the wolf pack. He barked and snapped, but they kept drawing nearer. Bill raised his rifle and fired a single shot. The wolves scattered, but Spanker ran with them. The two men called for him, but he was gone. They listened to his barks getting further away in the distance for a few minutes before heading off. There was nothing else to do.


“I thought Spanker had more sense than that,” said Henry.


“Nah,” Bill answered. “He was always a fool of a dog.”


“Those wolves looked pretty skinny. And there were a lot of them too.”


“I know. It means they’ll soon be back looking for food.”


The two men marched through the snow for the rest of the day. The sun was already setting by three o’clock, so Henry and Bill decided to make camp. They realized that a roaring fire might be their only protection. The wolves were growing braver as they became even more desperate for food.
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CHAPTER 3

The Attack
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Henry was stirring the beans over the fire when he heard the sled dogs suddenly snap and growl. He looked over the flames and saw them scatter around the fire. By the time he reached them, one more was missing. Bill rushed to his side.


“Frog’s gone,” Henry said. “And he was the strongest of the bunch.”


Bill looked out into the darkness, searching for movement or eyes too close to camp. The pack of wolves started to howl again, sending the sled dogs into further panic. The wolves were all around the small camp. Bill knew they were surrounded. They were in a great deal of danger. “Looks like we won’t be sleeping very well tonight,” said Bill.


Henry and Bill took turns keeping watch and sleeping. It was a restless night and both men were very nervous. Every sound startled them. They looked around quickly every time a sled dog whimpered or moved. First one sled dog ran off, then another. They had no way of knowing if they joined the wolf pack, were eaten, or took their chances in the Wild. With any luck, they found their way to the next village.
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