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CHARACTER LIST:
 
                 Author’s note:  One of the things readers comment about most regarding this series are the character names. Some readers appreciate that they are (mostly) authentic Inuit names.  Other readers lament they have a hard time keeping track of the characters.   In hopes of making it a bit easier, I’ve added this list.
 
                 Author’s other helpful note: There is a glossary of Inuit terms at the end of the book.
 
    
 
   THE FAMILY:
 
   Kigiuna………..Alaana’s father
 
   Amauraq……..Alaana’s mother
 
   Maguan……….Alaana’s eldest brother
 
   Pilarqaq……….Maguan’s bride
 
   Itoriksak……….Alaana’s second brother
 
   Avalaaqiaq……Alaana’s sister, deceased
 
   Anaktuvik   Kigiuna’s brother, Alaana’s uncle
 
   Makaartunghak….Alaana’s big dog
 
   Yipyip…………………Alaana’s little dog
 
    
 
   FRIENDS:
 
   Mikisork……..Alaana’s friend, a handsome boy, 
 
                                             also called Miki
 
   Iggianguaq…Alaana’s friend, an overweight 
 
                                             boy, also called Iggy
 
   Aquppak….Alaana’s friend, from poor family
 
   Ipalook………Maguan’s best friend
 
   Ivalu………….Ipalook’s wife
 
    
 
   THE ANATATOOK:
 
   Old Manatook… shaman with polar bear 
 
                                             guardian
 
   Higilak ………Old Manatook’s wife, also
 
                                             the storyteller
 
   Kanak……..best hunter among Anatatook
 
   Tugtutsiak…..the headman, Miki’s father
 
   Aolajut……..Tugtutsiak’s wife, Miki’s mother
 
   Talliituk…….Tugtutsiak’s eldest son
 
   Putuguk…….Aquppak’s grandfather
 
   Tikiquatta….Aquppak’s aunt, 
 
                                             also called Tiki
 
    
 
   SPIRITUAL CHARACTERS:
 
   Balikqi………….A polar bear shaman
 
   Orfik…………….young polar bear shaman
 
   Oktolik………….young polar bear shaman
 
   Sila………………..great wind spirit
 
   Tekkeitsertok…guardian spirit of caribou
 
   Tornarsssuk……guardian spirit of polar bears
 
   Tulukkugraq……great raven spirit
 
   Sedna…………….the Sea Mother
 
   Kktakaluk………Sedna’s mate, a sea scorpion
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alaana squeezed into the crowded tent.  People moved aside so she might step up next to her teacher Old Manatook. 
 
   Kanak lay on his sleeping platform, the furs pulled down midway across his lean, muscular belly.  His naked chest bobbed up and down with the rapid breaths of poorly-controlled panic.  Both arms were straight at his sides under the covers.  He dared not move any part of his body except for his eyes which darted wildly about the tent, touching first upon one wife and then the other.  Finally they came to rest upon Old Manatook, the shaman.
 
   Old Manatook, the tallest among the Anatatook people, leaned carefully over the sleeping platform.  He was a study in white from the lush white mane atop his head to the curly white beard, faded caribou-skin parka and trousers of shaggy polar bear fur. 
 
   “Do something!” Kanak hissed through stiffened lips.  
 
   A study of Kanak’s face could tell many stories.  His sharp-bridged nose had scented prey both in summer and winter, out on the tundra or the frozen sea; his deeply tanned skin spoke of the limitless patience of the hunter; and the thin mustache and dab of hair on the point of his chin, both streaked with the stately gray of middle-age, proclaimed his many years on the hunt.  But now his eyes told the tale.  Usually sharp and alert, they stood wide with panic.  Alaana thought it terrible to see fear in Kanak’s eyes.  He was famous for his ferocious heroism on the hunt, risking his life with steely calm and at an instant’s notice if one of the other men were in danger.
 
   Alaana wondered what could have brought Kanak so low.  He was a vigorous man, perhaps the most successful hunter among them, a skilled tracker who always managed to find the trails of game animals and could go without sleep longer than anyone else.  There was never any lack of food in his house and his lamps always burned with enough blubber to keep a wide flame.  Kanak was so successful he had two wives, both kept busy scraping and tanning the many skins he brought home.  Even now his tent smelled comfortably of hot soup and lamp smoke.  
 
   “Are you certain it’s an adder?” asked Old Manatook.
 
   “Yes I’m certain!” snapped Kanak.  His head shook slightly with his fury, and he grew startled at the movement.  His eyes gaped wider, running slowly down the length of the sleeping fur that covered the lower half of his body.  Calming himself he added, “I was half-awake when it crawled in.”
 
   “He has trouble falling sleep in daylight,” added his second wife Tassiussak.
 
   “Tssst!” said Kanak, urging her to quiet.  “I saw it slip under the fur.  I saw the tail end of it.  I know an adder when I see one.”
 
   In her thirteen years of life, Alaana had never seen one.  Snakes were rare in the arctic wastes.  But in springtime anything was possible. 
 
   Spring was the most wonderful season on the tundra, hectic days filled with activity and surprises, an end to winter’s gloom and oppressive silence.  Wading birds built their nests and lay eggs, jaegers and gulls called to each other as they skimmed over the thawing ocean, the rumble of distant thunder marked a pack of walrus crossing the bay.  A torrent of brilliant wildflowers struggled through the surface crust, waiting to burst into view.  
 
   With the world so full of life again, anything could happen.  If it were truly an adder, wakened from its winter sleep to find its way into Kanak’s tent, it brought the threat of painful death.  The bite of an adder proved almost certainly fatal.  In her studies of the healing arts, Alaana had learned what would happen.  First a fire spreads through the affected limb, burning the skin black; then comes a painful spasm throughout the entire body; then the shallow ‘snake-breathing’ as the breath of life is stolen away.  Such a thing couldn’t be allowed to happen to Kanak.
 
   “Ohhhhh, I can feel its tongue…” Kanak said.
 
   His first wife screamed. 
 
   “Quiet,” said Old Manatook, “unless you are eager to be rid of your husband.”
 
   At such a frightful thought, she screamed again.
 
   “Someone, take her outside,” suggested Alaana.
 
   “No, I won’t go,” the wife argued, although she did allow herself to be pulled over to the entrance flap.
 
   “Then remain quiet,” said Old Manatook.  
 
   “Should we pull down the blanket?” asked Iggianguaq, Kanak’s adopted son. 
 
   This suggestion sent the whole household into an uproar.  Kanak’s two natural sons were also in favor, both wives opposed.
 
   Old Manatook waved them all to silence.  “Touch nothing.  Leave the sheet where it is.” 
 
   “Do something, Manatook!” insisted Kanak.  “Can’t you do something?  Are you the shaman or aren’t you?  Can’t you vanish it away?”
 
   A faint snicker came from the shaman’s dry lips.  “If everyone will stand quiet for a moment,” he said with a stern gaze that raked across the crowded family, “I will do what I can.”
 
   Alaana watched a change come over Old Manatook’s face as he invoked the spirit-vision, the method by which a shaman could see the life force within everything in the world.  His expression betrayed very little.  As stiff as his personality, the old man’s face was never truly evocative.  Under the beard, his well-tanned features sagged a little like an empty bag as he fell into deep concentration.
 
   “A baby snake seeking warmth,” said Old Manatook softly, “A deadly gift of spring.”
 
   “We know all that already,” muttered Kanak.
 
   Old Manatook spoke in the secret language of the shamans, saying, “Iqitquuraq, qieiyunaqtuq, iqitquuraq.”  
 
   Of all the people in the crowded room only Alaana understood his meaning.  Speaking directly to its spirit, the shaman had called the snake ‘Little Finger’ and asked politely if it might be persuaded to go away. 
 
   The snake was not as receptive to the shaman’s pleas as might have been desired.  Old Manatook went on to point out that its presence put a good man in danger, that the man was harmless, and even should he move suddenly there was no reason to bite.  
 
   “It does not want to go,” he said at last.  “Apparently your thigh is a bit too comfortable Kanak, your blood nice and warm.  Take note.  It is young and easily frightened.  Hold still.”
 
   “Is that your only advice?” asked Kanak, with eyes agog.  “Hold still?”
 
   “It’s good advice,” muttered the shaman.  He stood up.  “I have something in my tent.  A mixture of certain herbs and medicine.  While I go to get it, Alaana will watch over you.”
 
   The shaman’s tall figure parted the tent flap, and all eyes fell upon Alaana.  She was the newest shaman of the Anatatook people, having completed her initiation only the winter before.  Both of the wives looked at her with something less than great expectation.  Thirteen years old, perhaps they still saw the young girl they remembered playing recklessly among the sleds and who only recently said and did so many foolish things with the other children. 
 
   The quiet in the tent became suddenly oppressive.  No one had anything to say and certainly nobody was going to ask Alaana for help.  Kanak lay silent, looking no longer the heroic hunter but more like a little boy, frightened and helpless under his sleeping blanket. 
 
   Alaana kneeled before the palette.  In the quiet of the tent she forced herself to enter the state of concentration required for the spirit-vision.  Two deep steady breaths and the entire scene changed color, lighting up with the purple hues of her second sight.  In this state she saw the inua, the inner spirit of everything laid bare.  The soul-lights of the concerned relatives shouted at her in gold and orange.  Kanak’s soul-light was a similarly brilliant fire which once again evoked the fabled hunter.  No child now.  The sleeping fur still held a fragment of the soul of the caribou it had once been part of, a gentle yellow light.  The driftwood plank of the sleeping ledge also held a spirit, a remnant of a tree that had lived its life far away, had sheltered a beaver and a family of ground squirrels, and ultimately fallen to the hacksaws of the white men.  
 
   The baby adder’s soul glowed with a stunning blue color, so fresh and new.  Sensing Alaana’s gaze, the snake tensed uncertainly. 
 
   Alaana spoke with the secret language of the shamans, a tongue that was understood by the souls of all things.  She had an idea.
 
   “Brother snake,” she said.  “Are you warm?  Are you comfortable?”
 
   The snake didn’t answer.  Alaana saw it coil under the blanket.
 
   “Brother snake, you must be tired from your long crawl.  Why not rest a while?  Settle down into sleep.”
 
   The snake’s inua dulled subtly at Alaana’s soothing words.  “Sleep now,” she suggested.  “Sleep, sleep.”
 
   Alaana broke trance. 
 
   “Pull the sheet down.  Slowly,” she said to Iggianguaq. 
 
   “No don’t pull the sheet!” said both of the wives. 
 
   “It’s safe,” said Alaana.  “The snake is asleep.”  
 
   Kanak cast the deciding vote.  He nodded to Iggy.  Everyone followed the edge of the fur with their eyes as it peeled slowly away.  The baby adder was a thin black line against the pale of Kanak’s inner thigh. 
 
   “There it is!” said several people at once. 
 
   Kanak’s first wife, terrified at sight of the black ribbon cutting across her husband’s thigh said, “I can’t stand it.  Oh, don’t move, Kanak!”
 
   “Iggy, use the scoop,” suggested Tassiussak.
 
   Iggy approached his father, holding a little snow shovel made from the shoulder blade of a caribou.  He leaned forward, his hand shaking.  Iggy was a heavy-set young man and his trembling fingers were thick with fat. 
 
   “Don’t do it,” said Kanak.  “What if you aren’t fast enough?  I can feel its fangs sinking in just thinking about it.”  
 
   Iggy stepped back, relieved of the burden of having his adopted father’s life in his shaking hands.
 
   “Get my knife,” Kanak said.  Then, looking down at the snake, he added, “Oh what’s the use?”  The irony of the situation was not lost on him.  Of all the Anatatook there was only one hunter who had the sure hand to knock the snake off with no chance for it to bite, and that was Kanak himself.  But there was no way he could reach down to get at the thing without waking it first. 
 
   “Call for Aquppak,” he said. 
 
   “Putuguk’s boy?” someone asked. 
 
   “Go and get him,” hissed Kanak.  “Yes, he can do it.  He has the eye for it.  I’ve seen him practice with the bow.  Hurry up.”
 
   Iggy, going out to fetch the boy, crossed paths with Old Manatook coming back in.  Old Manatook carried a delicate bone cup containing a thick brown syrup.
 
   “Drink this,” he said to Kanak.  “It contains herbs to beat back the poison.”  He held the cup over Kanak’s head but did not yet let him drink.  In a loud voice he said again, “Drink this and you’ll be safe.  The sting of the snake’s bite will not hurt you.”
 
   He locked eyes with the hunter, and Kanak nodded stiffly.  His chin lifted slightly, and he allowed the shaman to pour the draught into his mouth.
 
   “Bitter,” he mumbled.
 
   “Drink all of it.”  Old Manatook nodded soberly.  “Now you’ll be safe, no matter what happens.”  
 
   “Thank you, angatkok,” said Kanak.  A miraculous change came over his face.  The fear went instantly away, fled like a shadow that had never belonged there in the first place.  His eyes narrowed again, the corners of his lips beginning to smile.
 
   He began to sit up, but Old Manatook pressed him down with one long forefinger.  “Although the potion is sure to work, there is no need to suffer the bite.”
 
   Aquppak had arrived.  He was a boy no older than Alaana, dressed in cast-off mukluks and a ragged dog skin parka.  As his father was old and infirm and could no longer hunt, the boy was a common sight begging for food about the camp. 
 
   “Let the boy try,” said Kanak. “Let him use the knife that fell from the sky.”
 
   Aquppak’s eyes gaped at the sight of the knife, recognizing it as one of Kanak’s most prized possessions.  A knife cut from a piece of rock that fell from the sky, a rock unlike any they had ever seen.  The knife edge had been honed to a keen blade of brown stone that glittered with shiny golden flecks.
 
   Aquppak stepped up to the palette without hesitation.  He took a moment to test the weight of the knife in his hand.  The stone had a strange feel, heavier than he had imagined.  
 
   The boy swung the meteor blade in a swift arc that grazed just above the skin of Kanak’s thigh, sending the little snake flying off the end of the bed.  
 
   Kanak winced.
 
   “He’s stung!” cried Tassiussak from the doorway.
 
   “No, he was just nicked with the blade,” said Iggy. 
 
   The crowd surged forward, intent on the little trickle of blood welling up against Kanak’s thigh. 
 
   “He’ll be all right,” pronounced Old Manatook. 
 
   “The leg feels warm,” said Kanak, a hint of worry having returned to his eye. “It burns!”
 
   “That’s the medicine at work,” said Old Manatook. “Have no doubt.”
 
   Kanak returned a tight nod.  He swept the furs up over his naked body.  He told Aquppak that he could keep the meteor blade as a gift.  The boy reacted with an excited whoop of joy, and the rest of Kanak’s family joined in.
 
   “Let’s go,” Old Manatook said to Alaana, taking her by the shoulder.
 
   “Go?  Now?” 
 
   “He has no further need of us.  The medicine will protect him in any case.”
 
   Outside the tent Alaana remarked that she should like to know the recipe of the snake medicine. 
 
   Old Manatook snickered.  “I didn’t have much time.  It’s made of Lancaster root and whatever dirt I could scrape off the bottom of my boot, for taste.” 
 
   “You lied,” whispered Alaana. 
 
   “Hmmf.  A lie in the service of good is not very much of a lie,” replied Old Manatook.  “But what could I do?  It was Kanak’s life.”
 
   “You told me a shaman must never lie,” said Alaana.  Lies were poison on the shaman’s soul-light, easily visible to the spirits.  And what spirit could be swayed by a shaman it could not trust?
 
   “Sun and Moon, girl, I did not lie,” said Old Manatook in an irritated tone.  “I told him that if he drank the potion the snake’s bite would not be able to hurt him.  Was it not so?  Watch and see.  We will not lose Kanak this day.  Though he was bitten, he will walk among us as if nothing had happened.  Because he believes, it will be so.” 
 
   Alaana saw the value in her teacher’s words.  
 
   “Remember,” added Old Manatook.  “Always we cure a man’s soul, not his body.  The physical form is only a coat, worn by the spirit, a vessel of skin and bone that has no life of its own.  The spirit is everything.”
 
    
 
   Alaana sighed.  The soft, half-melted snow of spring made travel by sled impossible, and they had been walking all day.  Plodding along, plodding along.  The cold had numbed her feet, but her thighs were on fire from the lengthy trail.  Each new step brought an aching pain all the way from her hips to her knees.  Now that night had finally come she’d assumed they would take shelter and some rest, but it seemed the old shaman had every intention of continuing onward.  
 
   Old Manatook bent close to the trail.  
 
   “Look here,” he said.  “How to tell the way north when traveling the wastes at night?  The Moon and stars are shrouded by clouds, there are no landmarks visible at the horizon.”  He illustrated with a sweep of his arm.  The barren ground to the north lay as a flat and unwelcoming plain of snow and crust.  The familiar bergs that lined the shore, the gray mountains of the southern climes, all gone.  It seemed as if the two lonely travelers were the only living things left on the face of the world.
 
   “Hmmf,” said the old shaman.  “I know this land.  Every mountain, every berg, even the gentle curve of the ice is a familiar sight.  So many times I have chatted with its rivers and lakes, they are all friends to me.  No place is strange to these old eyes.  I can travel just as well in the dark months as in the light of day.  But what about you?
 
   “The way is here,” he added, indicating a line of drifts on the bare ground before them.  “This is called the sastrugi.  During the night the wind always packs the snow in the same direction.  Here.”
 
   He snatched Alaana’s hand by the wrist and pulled it to the ground.  Alaana ran her fingers over the subtle line of ridges in the snow.  “You can feel them,” continued Old Manatook, “even in total darkness, and never be lost.  Since the wind runs always to the southwest, the sastrugi let us know the way.  We travel away from them, to the north.”
 
   “Is it much farther?” asked Alaana.  She thought she might not have the strength to stand back up.
 
    
 
   Alaana woke to the smell of breakfast — snow hare roasting on the spit.  Dawn had just broken over the barren lands.  The sun hung low in the sky, still not yet strong enough to reach more than halfway up the dome.  It painted the horizon in red and yellow, streaks of brilliant color that spilled across the smooth wet ice of winter’s end.  The jagged surfaces of towering bergs fractured the light and tossed it back in stunning shades of green and blue.
 
   Alaana drew Old Manatook’s attention to the marvelous sight.  “Look.”
 
   The shaman glanced up but his eyes did not linger on the scene.  “Yes, spring’s dawn, so I see.”  He finished dismantling the tarp that had sheltered them for the night, then set off to scout the trail, saying, “Eat quickly.”
 
   The colors were so deep and vibrant that Alaana almost believed them to be a voice, a voice that spoke in gentle commanding tones.  It used no language, yet she understood it.  Each different hue was like a musical note, coming together into a tune that spoke her name, begging her to look and listen, to pause and contemplate.  This was Nunatsiaq, the Beautiful Land.  The gentle colors were soothing, the cooling breeze a friendly caress.  You are mine, it said, and I am yours.
 
   The rabbit meat tasted pungent and satisfying.  Even without herb or seasoning the old shaman was a good cook.  Their relationship had changed so drastically over the past year.  Alaana had always been a little afraid of the gruff shaman, but as they spent more time together she had come to rely on his wisdom and strength.  The old man had saved her life several times over.  
 
   During her initiation Old Manatook had given birth to Alaana, had forced the breath of life back into her lips as she lay dying, ushering her into a new world, the unseen world of the spirits.  From that moment on Alaana had two fathers — Kigiuna, her stalwart and strong natural father, and Old Manatook as spiritual father.  She loved them both.
 
   The old shaman was always so harsh and blunt, it was impossible for Alaana to tell how he felt about her.  He seemed no less impatient and irritated than before, but she got the general impression a sort of warmth had developed.  
 
   Old Manatook returned to the cooking fire a few moments later.  Alaana had just finished the last of the rabbit.  
 
   “Look,” said Old Manatook.  The mist had risen, revealing a group of sharp pinnacles silhouetted against the fiery sky.  “That’s where we are going.  The Ring of Stones.  The sastrugi have led us true.  We are almost there.”
 
   Almost there, as far as Old Manatook was concerned, meant another day’s travel through the endless slush.  By the time they arrived the sun had sunk so low on the horizon that the stars were already visible in the dusky gray bowl of sky.
 
   As they neared the ancient monument Alaana noticed conflicting lines of bear tracks cutting deep in the snow.  She wondered why bears would wander here, so far from the open water of the sea.
 
   Any further speculation was cut short by her first sight of the Ring of Stones.  The ice crystals that frosted the huge gray blocks shimmered like jewels in the fading sunlight.  A chill ran down her spine.
 
   These towering monuments had been raised eons ago, almost before living memory.  But the old stories remembered everything and the storytellers kept them alive. 
 
   This was an old place, a Tunrit place.  It was said the Tunrit rose from the mud of the earth after the Great Rift shattered the Beforetime, making an end to paradise.  These first people were much stronger and wiser than the people of today, creatures of indomitable will who faced the challenge of a world in perpetual darkness.  In those days there was not yet a sun in the sky.
 
   Not only could Alaana smell the Beforetime in this place she could actually taste it as well — on the tip of her tongue, an endless array of sensations each so new and unique that her head began to spin.  In the Beforetime, everything had been possible.  People lived in total freedom, changing shapes at will and creating anything their hearts desired from the formless stuff of imagination.  But then came the Great Rift, and the formation of the world itself, and those who had once been all-powerful were reduced to walking the earth as the Tunrit.
 
   Alaana followed Old Manatook into the circle.
 
   “What was it for?” 
 
   Old Manatook stepped into the center of the ring.  “Long ago the Tunrit people used this to reckon the movement of the sky, they used it to divine the passage of time.”  He spun around, squinting up at the sky.  Alaana noticed circular holes had been bored through the lintel stones at irregular intervals to match the positions of the stars.  
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I told you, girl.  Reckoning the movement of the sky.” 
 
   The old shaman at last found the view he desired.  He stood transfixed, studying the sky through the holes in the stones.
 
   “Not good enough,” grumbled Old Manatook.  “The stars move so very slowly, don’t they?”
 
   Alaana honestly didn’t know.
 
   The old shaman sat cross-legged at the center of the ring.  He gestured for Alaana to do the same.  “Sit, and be quiet!  Don’t ask any more questions.  You’ll witness something human eyes haven’t seen for thousands of years.”
 
   “Aagdru, Yug, Yaavaad,” intoned Old Manatook.  If these were words in the secret language, they were words Alaana had not yet been taught.  There was something about the way the old shaman spoke them.  Was he appealing to the great spirits of the stones and calling them by name?  
 
   The spirit-vision came across her eyes, completely unbidden.  Had Old Manatook invoked it for her or was it possible the trance state came spontaneously in this mystical place, falling upon the unsuspecting young shaman like a gauzy blanket thrown over her head?
 
   The towering stones stood bright against the purple backdrop of the spirit-vision.  Even in its current state of disrepair — half of the crosspieces had fallen down and two of the thirteen standing stones had gone over as well — this place was nothing short of glorious.  The stones contained spirits both ancient and immensely wise, though currently all asleep.  The structure rippled as if with lightning flashes, each one an echo of the Beforetime when everything had been made of light itself. 
 
   “Yihood,” said Old Manatook.  “Oogdith.”  A shudder from one of the great stones.  
 
   “Oogdith, my great friend,” continued Manatook, “Open these old eyes to what has come before.  You know the work I must do, and time my enemy.  Share with me the gift of your long memory.  Take me back, I beg of you.” 
 
   A tunnel opened with the sound of a tremendous whoosh of seawater.  The spinning vortex  rose out of the snowy ground, arching above their heads, churning snow and slush and bits of gray shale amid a wave of deep blue, mystical light.  The noise increased to a thunderous roar and Alaana realized it was not the sound of water, but the voice of time itself.
 
   The tunnel swallowed them.  Alaana had not even been aware that her spirit-woman had left her body until she found herself traveling along the deep blue tunnel.  She and Old Manatook had been plucked like berries on the vine by an ancient and gentle hand.  And yet she had the impression they weren’t moving.  It seemed the tunnel itself moved past them, that time was flowing, shifting backward.
 
   The ancient monument still held its place all around them, but the light in the sky flashed with summer day and winter dark as each year passed.  As the centuries flew by in an instant, Alaana felt dizzy and closed her eyes.  When she opened them again she was almost relieved to find an unbroken darkness. 
 
   The intoxicating smell of the Beforetime was overpowering.  Alaana could see vague hairy shapes in the distance, huge beasts with long trunks and flaring tusks.  The mamut shuffled in the dark, calling to each other by blasts of air through their long expressive trunks.  
 
   A group of strange beings sat within the stone circle.  Not ordinary men.  These figures had rough, craggy profiles in the dim starlight.  Their heads seemed almost too large for their bodies, with huge sloping foreheads and ponderous brows.  They were swathed in bulky furs against what must have been intolerable cold, their clothing as thick with frost as the ground below.  The Tunrit seemed so full of contradictions.  Their hands large and powerful yet delicately dexterous.  Their faces brutish yet amazingly expressive and thoughtful.
 
   Their bellies empty, the Tunrit began to sing.  Their voices joined together in low forbidding tones to create a song of intense loss and sorrow.  Their words were unintelligible to Alaana but the sadly resonant melody carried their lament deep into her heart, hitting her as solidly as a spear thrust.  
 
   “There it is!” exclaimed Old Manatook.  His spirit-shape, a blurry white figure which hunched beside Alaana on the altar stone, raised its hands to the sky.  He made a triangle of the index fingers and thumbs.  “Not yet,” he said, “but almost too late.”  The spirit-shape lowered its arms, craned its long sloping neck toward the stars and clapped its hands together.
 
   The thunderclap echoed across the barren lands, rousing Alaana from her trance.  She sucked in a draught of biting cold.
 
   Old Manatook still gazed at the sky.  His face showed a deep worry. 
 
   “Too little time,” he said again.  It seemed he was always saying it. 
 
   “Too little time for what?” asked Alaana.
 
   Old Manatook ignored the question.  He inhaled sharply, taking in a deep breath of the frigid air.  “I’ll be gone only a moment.  Guard me in case of trouble.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   Old Manatook had no intention of answering that question either but this, too, was nothing new.  The old shaman was famous for his mysterious journeys, disappearing from the Anatatook settlement for long stretches of time, with no explanation at all.  Even his wife Higilak had no idea where he traveled or what he did on those jaunts.
 
   “What kind of trouble?”
 
   “Sit,” said Old Manatook.  “Wait.”
 
   Old Manatook’s soul took flight, leaving his body sitting cross-legged on the altar stone.  
 
   Alaana watched the blurred image of her teacher’s soul rise up into the air and shoot away.  While all the other souls she had ever witnessed held a shape similar to their owner’s personal appearance, Old Manatook’s inuseq was incomprehensible to her.  She was certain the old shaman was hiding something, some secret which he would not share with his anyone.  Alaana strained to see its true shape in that moment, but as usual she couldn’t make it out. 
 
   The old shaman’s body lay vacant.  Hunched forward it seemed old and tired, very much unlike the vigorous and energetic shaman.  The shoulders rocked slowly with shallow breathing.  His face hung flaccid and deflated under the white beard.  His skin looked odd, old and dead like a lifeless mask.
 
   A sharp crack of ice in the distance brought Alaana’s gaze up.  As the sun neared the end of its trek along the horizon, the cooling plain of white had been visited by a fine mist.  Alaana could almost believe it had been flung up by the simmering vortex that had carried them on their journey.  She knew they hadn’t actually traveled back in time; the great stone had merely been sharing with them its memory of things long past.  The Tunrit had not seen them; surely such stalwart warriors would have noticed intruders in their midst.  And yet, her spirit had passed among the forebears, had seen them and heard their song.
 
   The ice spoke again.  There was movement in the mist.  Alaana strained to see a large shape not far in the distance, white on white.  A bear was coming!
 
   The silhouette shifted slightly in the mist.  The creature stood still, as if stalking prey.  But there was no doubt about it.  A white bear poised only thirty paces away.  Alaana could even see the clouded breath spewing from its nostrils. 
 
   Alaana sat breathless.  The shamans traveled unarmed.  Yet even if she had a spear or harpoon she wouldn’t have been able to fight a white bear by herself.  She was no hunter.  She had never even seen a white bear up close.  The Anatatook didn’t hunt them; Old Manatook had forbidden it.  Alaana supposed this had been because it was too dangerous. 
 
   She heard Old Manatook’s voice inside her head, speaking the secret language of the shamans.  “Dying?  What do you mean he’s dying?”  Alaana realized the words were not meant for her, that the old shaman was in conversation with someone else but had lost control and shouted. 
 
   The white bear stepped lazily to the side.  Its slender head remained pointed in Alaana’s direction, its ears high and alert.  
 
   Alaana had been charged with protecting Old Manatook.  Was this what the shaman had meant?  What should she do?
 
   She might wake Old Manatook from his trance state.  But what if she was wrong and bothered the shaman for no reason?  The old man’s scathing wrath might be worse than a mauling from the bear.  Was that really a bear over there, she asked herself?  The mist seemed to have reclaimed the outline.  Was it gone?
 
   Old Manatook returned to his body.  He stood up, slapping the clinging snow from his trousers.  He seemed even more upset than usual. 
 
   “I saw a bear out there,” said Alaana.
 
   “Never mind.”  Old Manatook sorted through the pack he had brought along on the journey, counting out strips of dried seal and fishmeat. 
 
   “I heard something,” said Alaana.  “I heard that someone was dying.”
 
   “Never mind, I said!  Sun and Moon, girl!”  He shook his head.  “Go back to the camp.  You know the way.” 
 
   “And you?”
 
   “I’m going north.”
 
   “Can’t I come with you?”
 
   Old Manatook shook his head again, tossing the pack at Alaana.  “And who will see to the Anatatook?  Your place is with them.  Always.”
 
   Alaana sighed.  She couldn’t argue with that.
 
   “I may be gone for some time,” said Old Manatook.
 
   Again this was nothing new.  It was useless to argue.  The old man’s will was like stone.
 
   “See to the turgats,” said Old Manatook, meaning the great spirits that sent out the game animals to be taken for food.  “The most important thing is the turgats.  They must come to know you.  Appeal to Tekkeitsertok within the next moon.  If you catch him in a good mood, the caribou will be plenty.  You’ll have to journey down into the sea at start of winter, pay homage to Sedna and arrange for the seal hunt.” 
 
   “Winter?” asked Alaana, a little quaver of panic breaking her voice.  Was Old Manatook expecting her to do this alone?  “Won’t you return before winter?”  
 
   “If I’m not back in time it falls to you to negotiate with them.  Sedna lives in a big house at the bottom of the sea.  During the summer all the mistakes people make, the taboos carelessly broken, these things settle in her bedroom like soot and grease.  Any angatkok who wishes to please her must make apology.  Clean out her house and comb the errors of men from her hair.  If you don’t do it properly she’ll shut all the seal and walrus away in the water basin beneath her bed and our people will starve, maybe even die.”
 
   “I don’t—”
 
   “You can and you will!”  Old Manatook spoke to her as a father rebuking a wayward child. 
 
   “It’s a long way back,” said Alaana.  She didn’t understand any of this.
 
   “I’ve shown you the way.  Take note of the shape of the berg.  From this angle it looks like a face, see it?  Keep that face to your back until you see the fjord.  The angatkok travels alone.  You should get used to it.”
 
   Yes, thought Alaana, the shaman too often walks alone.
 
   She watched the old man stride away across the barren wastes, heading for parts unknown.  She couldn’t know it at that moment, but it would be more than three years before she set eyes on Old Manatook again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   DEATH IN THE NIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
   Three years later:
 
    
 
   It was silent as death, and at least as cold.
 
   Her breath clouding softly in the stillness of the polar night, Alaana scanned the shadows.  Behind her the outlines of the snow houses and encampments of the Anatatook village were limned in the milky light from a crescent moon and a handful of mist-shrouded stars; ahead lay a vast plain of snow and ice stretching away to the tree line in the distance.  There was no movement, only absolute stillness mated to absolute silence.
 
   The intense quiet of the night had always felt vaguely reassuring to Alaana.  A heavy blanket of snow lay over the land like a gentle hand pressing down from the heavens, muffling all sound.  With her kinsmen all safely abed, she could rest easily.  The silence meant no white bear prowling; it meant no storm blowing on the horizon, no unwelcome visitors in the dark. 
 
   But on this night, like so many others of late, she could draw no such comfort.  She pulled her parka close, scouring mittens against the tiny ice crystals that had settled upon her face.  She must go inside soon.  
 
   Alaana took a moment to settle into the intense one-pointedness of mind necessary for receiving messages on the wind.  Concentrating on her memories of Old Manatook, she created a perfect image of the old shaman’s face — the bristly white beard and hair, the broad sloping nose, the glittering abyss of his eyes.  And she listened.  But as so many times before over the past three years, there was no whisper from her teacher carried on the spirit of the air, no trace of the one she sought. 
 
   And yet something was out there — silent for now, but a distinct presence nonetheless — hanging over them as inexorably as the towering masses of ice that marked the tundra itself.  Something circling the camp, stalking them in the endless night.  Preying on them.
 
   Alaana snapped to attention.  There it was again.  Cutting through the great silence, another howl.  The shifting shadows across the ice field revealed nothing; the thin slice of moon had hidden itself behind the clouds. 
 
   There were many different cries of the wolf in the night — the wail of hunger, the call of a lonely male in search of a mate, the fierce growls of a cockfight.  But the coarse braying that haunted the arctic gloom this night possessed a much richer timbre and a harsher tone than she had ever heard. 
 
   The howling this night, she decided, asserted a chilling note of triumph. 
 
   An uncontrollable shudder rattled Alaana to the core.  She turned and trudged back toward the village.  As she bent at the entrance tunnel of Higilak’s iglu she realized how very tired she was.
 
   Alaana had come to live with the old woman three years ago, at the age of thirteen, upon the sudden disappearance of Old Manatook.  Her own family had enough strong sons, but the old shaman’s wife had no one.  In the absence of her husband, Alaana thought it important for Higilak to have someone to listen to her stories and keep her busy with mending and cooking.
 
   Old Manatook had departed on one of his mysterious visits to the north, never to be seen again.  It was widely believed he was dead, swallowed by a sudden storm or a tricky stretch of ice floe, or perhaps fallen victim to some ranging predator.  His wife waited patiently in their iglu, alert for any sign of him.  It was well known that the spirit of the dead must invariably return to its home on the way to the other world.  But Higilak’s vigils were so far in vain.  Manatook’s spirit had not returned.  
 
   While some chose to believe he had run off, having foreseen the thinning of the herds, Alaana could not believe the old shaman would have deserted them simply because times were growing hard.  Old Manatook had always been an excellent provider and with Tornarssuk, the polar bear, as his spirit guide an excellent hunter as well. 
 
   The old woman was still half-awake, keeping the spirit vigil.
 
   “Manatook…?”  Her voice was a frail whisper, withered by time.  In the dim glow of the soapstone lamp Alaana could see her face, lined with worried expectation.  “Oh, it’s you,” she added.  “For a moment I thought maybe…”
 
   “You should be asleep, Old Mother,” said Alaana softly.
 
   “I’m no good at sleeping alone.  Manatook was always so warm at night.”  She sighed.  “A good man.  So warm in the bed and always so gentle.”
 
   Alaana straightened the sleeping furs on her own pallet.  “It may be easier,” she suggested, “if you separate the dolls.”  Higilak still slept with her matrimonial dolls in the bed beside her, a pair of palm-sized figures bound face to face.  In earlier days the love medicines in their pockets held a sweet fragrance, but all that was long since faded.  At least, to anyone besides the old woman.
 
   “That, angatkok, is poor advice,” returned Higilak sharply.  “If he were dead his spirit would surely have come to visit me already.”
 
   “Sleep now,” whispered Alaana, “I will know if he comes.”
 
   ***
 
   Shrill voices cut through troubled sleep.  Alaana’s eyes snapped open.  These cries in the night, so frightened and desperate, left no doubt some new horror had been visited upon the village. 
 
   “Hurry!  Come!” they shouted. “Murder!”
 
   Five or six people scurried about a wrecked tent, but as more voices added to the clamor the entire camp quickly became roused.  The dogs, already miserable and restless in their hunger, yapped wildly at the commotion.
 
   The tent had collapsed – the thick whalebone support beams scattered about, the thin driftwood posts shattered.  When the furs were pulled away they found what was left of poor Takio and his young wife Netsilik.  Their bodies had already frozen solid.
 
   Alaana could not look upon the shredded parkas without feeling the lethal edge of three-inch claws; it was impossible to gaze at the ruined flesh and shattered bone without sensing the heartless intelligence and efficiency of the hunter wolf.  The work had been hastily done, the bones cracked but only half the marrow sucked out.  Such blatant waste indicated the wolves still felt some trepidation at attacking within the confines of the camp.  But that fear, Alaana suspected, was quickly fading away like mist rising off the ice fields in the spring sun.  There would be no stopping them now. 
 
   Takio’s decapitated head had been knocked to the side, the flesh devoured off the cheeks.  Alaana could not bear witness to such carnage without envisioning a snarling snout dripping ropey streams of fresh blood and saliva.  The man’s buttocks and legs, which would have represented the most succulent cuts of meat, had been carried off.
 
   The couple had two small children.  There was no sign of them.
 
   Alaana stooped to inspect the pink traces pressed into the snow, finding tracks unlike any she had ever seen before.  Impossibly large, each was almost the size of a polar bear paw yet they clearly bore the sharply elongated features of the wolf.  The sight sent a shiver up her spine that dwarfed any the deepest chill of winter had ever invoked.
 
   “How many?” asked Alaana of the man beside her. 
 
   “Three,” Aquppak replied sharply. “Three inside the camp!”
 
   Alaana bristled with anger.  The implication was clear.
 
   The wolf pack had at first limited their raids to the outskirts of the camp, digging up whatever long-forgotten caches of salmon or old meat they happened to ferret out.  Then the precious winter stores, buried deep in the ice, had been raided, leaving the Anatatook with depleted reserves.  The men had set traps, deadly pitfalls baited with fresh blood and snares of heavy sinew, but the wolves had consistently and expertly avoided them time and time again.  Such clever beasts.
 
   As the long, dark winter wore on, the wolves grew bolder and their attacks more incursive.  The first killed was Kiligvak, grandmother to twelve in the village, who had wandered too far beyond the tree line alone.  Nothing was found of her except a tattered amautik among a bloody drift of snow. 
 
   Next came Igimara, a boy of ten who was the youngest son of the village headman Tugtutsiak.  Igimara had decided to try the woods in search of what small game he might find.  The large game had found him.  Chased down and killed on the smooth ice, there were no tracks to betray the identity of his killers but the fetid scent of wolf hung thickly over his mangled body.
 
   There had been no further attacks for seven sleeps.  Alaana’s people had settled into the great white silence of the winter snows, in desperate hope that Igimara would be the final victim.
 
   “They hunt us in our beds!”  This came from Uatchiaq, second brother of Tugtutsiak.  He was renowned for his curly black hair and his ability to spot a seal in the water a full two hundred paces away.  “The snow will not stop them.  The cold will not stop them.  Once a wolf has tasted human flesh it will never stop killing.  If we don’t answer this threat, we’ll all be dead before the thaw.”  
 
   Alaana sniffed at the snow beside the shattered tent.  It smelled of rank wolf piss.  The wolves had been marking their new territory.
 
   “We must end this,” said Uatchiaq. “Run and wake Kanak.  Perhaps we can track the wolves to their lair before the wind wipes clean their trail.”
 
   Stooping once more, Alaana noticed a dark shape out of place amid the clutter of the ruined house.  She snatched up a rough patch fur which bore the unmistakable tawny bristles of a grey timberwolf.  Yet the inside surface of the hide was carefully tanned and processed as if for use as a garment.  It could not belong to Takio or his family.  Wolf hide was never used for clothing by the Anatatook because it was such bad luck.  Alaana sniffed at the scrap and snapped her head back from the sour musk of wolven spoor.  The scent was fresh.  How could that be?
 
   A hand grabbed her roughly by the shoulder.  Alaana dropped the scrap of hide as she turned toward the angry face of Uatchiaq.
 
   “No wolves?” scoffed Uatchiaq.  “No wolves in the taiga?”
 
   Alaana said nothing.  
 
   Three sleeps ago she had held a spirit-calling in the karigi, an elaborate ceremony designed to persuade the wolf pack to let the village alone.  But the vision trance was hazy, with Alaana consistently distracted by the growling of her empty stomach, and she had been unable to contact any wolf spirits.  She finally concluded there were no wolves in the taiga.  The people had taken heart in this announcement, eager for any sign that the pack had moved on.  Alaana had actually come to believe it herself, but now she knew better.  She had failed the Anatatook yet again.
 
   Failure and more failure.  Alaana choked back her crushing frustration.  How was it she had such weakness in her, and why should all the others have to pay the price?
 
   It was the dead of winter, and there was no food.  The migrating caribou had gradually drifted out of reach of the Anatatook settlements, with this current season the worst yet.  The main herds ranged farther south, offering the Anatatook hunters with less opportunity for meat than ever before.  And it was all her fault.  She was angatkok, the shaman, and it was her responsibility to placate the spirits of the caribou with her drum and her songs, to appease and honor the souls of the animals so that they might offer themselves up to the hunters, and bring them within range of spear and bow.  
 
   No doubt her difficulty influencing the animal spirits was a direct result of having the wind as her spirit guide.  Sila the stormy, the ever-changing Dweller In The Wind, was feared by men and beast alike.  Then again, she was a woman, and there were no female shamans.  It was said the presence of a female soul made the spirits uneasy. 
 
   Raised in times of plenty, Alaana had never known such hunger and despair.  The entire Anatatook camp lay on the verge of panic.  The men had separated themselves from the women in hopes of bringing about a successful hunt.  The women curtailed all unnecessary activity, sealing themselves in their tents, not daring to brush their hair or adorn their appearance in any way lest they further offend the spirits.  Three new mothers had yet to name their babies in case they would not be able to keep them.
 
   If only she’d had more time to train under Old Manatook things might have been different.  Alaana sang the songs to call the caribou to the hunt but the barrel-chested beasts either did not hear or refused to obey.  She appealed to Sedna, the Mistress of the Sea, but to no avail; the seal did not come.  Whether as a result of her inexperience or her female gender, the turgats turned a deaf ear to her impassioned pleas.  Her people were starving, and it was all her fault.
 
   “Take up a spear, Alaana,” added Uatchiaq coldly.  “You’re coming with us.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   THE WOLVES OF WINTER
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The four Inuit trudged forward, crossing the dead plain that separated the Anatatook settlement from the distant woods.  Their tedious progress was made possible only through the grace of bulky snowshoes.  The winter storms had piled the drifts high and arctic winds had blasted them into uneven shapes.  The jagged tongues of ice made the frozen landscape treacherous to the unwary ankle, even despite the wide pad of a snowshoe.  And yet the recent snows aided their cause as well; the fresh wolf prints stamped deep into the new drifts glittered sharp and clear in the starlight.  
 
   Alaana was grateful there was no wind to hinder them.  She thought this perhaps a token blessing from Sila in support of their cause. 
 
   Kanak led the way across the snow-covered icefield, sniffing at the trail with the tenacity of a half-starved huskie.  Observing the strict silence of the hunt, their advance seemed to Alaana as an almost comic dance of slow movements acted out in careful silence.  
 
   The long, dark night of winter was only half passed.  The orange glow of the sun would not be seen again until at least one more full turning of the Moon.  It was impossible to follow the trail more than a few paces at a time by torchlight, but Kanak’s sharp eyes were up to the task.  He was well-known for his ability to read the floes for any indication they might crack, telling at a glance the thickness of the ice merely by the differing shades of cool blue.  That skill would not be needed this night.  The mid-winter ice was several inches thick, and sure footing was the least of their worries.
 
   Kanak bent low to the trail, grim determination chiseled across his stony features.  Careful study of the wolf prints told him the size, weight and speed of their quarry.  Where the tracks were jumbled and many, he tested the firmness of the ridge of snow between the sole pad and toe depressions, picking out the softer ones as the most recent. 
 
   Aquppak followed close behind, pacing the hunter’s steps with deliberate care.  At sixteen, he was the same age as his childhood friend Alaana.  Tall and strong, Aquppak had grown so easily into the role of manhood.  He was perhaps a bit too impulsive when it came to facing the brown bear or the charging walrus, but he’d proven himself steadfast in the face of the unexpected.  Their friendship had dwindled away as Aquppak took his place among the adult men and Alaana among the women, but she couldn’t help admiring the promising young hunter’s steely nerve and quiet confidence.
 
   Lastly came Uatchiaq.  He carried a long antler bow and a handful of ivory-tipped arrows fitted into a sealskin cover.  If the party reached the wolven lair before the moonlight was gone, his arrows would quickly find their home in a grizzled neck or breast. 
 
   Preferring not to chance giving themselves away, Kanak ordered the torches quenched at the tree line.  The others stayed carefully in line behind him, panting in rough chorus with the exertion.  They paused for a moment at the edge of the wood to take a brief rest and unfasten their bulky snowshoes.
 
   Alaana had slept very little of late and the warmth generated by the hard work of marching through the drifts in her thick parka now weighed heavily upon her eyelids.  She wished she could close them for a few minutes, but they had no time. 
 
   The going was even slower among the somber arctic conifers of the taiga.  The scattered dwarf pines enveloped them in a bristling, unwelcome embrace.  Having tracked the migrating herds farther and farther south in recent years, these were unfamiliar surroundings for the Anatatook.  Alaana kept a keen ear out so they wouldn’t fall prey to some wandering beast themselves.  But the thinly wooded area was deathly still, as if the soul of the forest had fled and taken all the lesser creatures away to the spirit world.  Foul things were happening in this place. 
 
   The many competing tracks of snow hare and fox obscured the wolven trail.  Kanak had trouble keeping them on course in the dark, and frustration and uncertainty replaced the determination on his face.  Aquppak occasionally ventured a suggestion to which Kanak paid no heed.  The veteran tracker would only listen to loose twigs and trampled branches, as he scouted the ground.  Alaana noticed that twice they passed the same thick-bellied pine at a cleft in the trail.
 
   All doubts of Kanak’s abilities were forcefully dismissed as they came upon a small clearing where several shadowy figures could be seen.  Kanak had circled back intentionally, maneuvering them so they would make their approach from the high ground.  He signaled the others to group together on a narrow ridge of ice-rimed rock where they could observe the action below without being seen.  Plucking a few caribou hairs from his mitten, he floated them on the air to test the wind.  He nodded with satisfaction.  The sensitive snouts of the wolves would not find them on the ledge. 
 
   Alaana could make out four large wolves below an overhanging ledge of rock that formed a cave entrance.  The wolves had made their lair next to an abandoned camp site complete with the remnants of an ashy hearth.  The murky moonlight was uncertain and the deep shadows of the wood were eager to swirl and obscure.  No, she thought, there were six figures there.  Four wolves and two men.  Men and wolves together!
 
   “How many do you see?” she asked.
 
   “Six at least,” whispered Kanak. “Two wolves and four men.”
 
   “Four men?” repeated Alaana, squinting into the failing light.
 
   As they watched in amazement, one of the timberwolves stood on its hind legs and began to shake and dance.  No, thought Alaana, it was not dancing.  The beast tossed its shoulders back as if shirking off a cloak.  A moment later a thick gray wolfskin dropped to the ground and the man beneath, now naked and shivering, moved toward the cave.  He reached for a parka from a small pile beside the entrance.
 
   “How is such a thing possible?” hissed Kanak.
 
   “Are they men or beasts?” demanded Aquppak, a bit too loudly.
 
   Uatchiaq was unable to answer either question, nor pose one of his own.  He was panting furiously, letting out a small sob with each exhalation, his eyes bulging with terror.  Muttering senselessly, he shoved Kanak aside.  He began scrabbling backwards along the incline, sending lines of dirty snow trickling down the ridge.  In his panic, the long bow had been carelessly discarded.  
 
   Alaana threw herself at Uatchiaq.  She stilled the man’s cries of terror by pinching his face tightly between thumb and forefinger and drawing it close to her own.  By force of will she dissolved Uatchiaq’s fear with her eyes, projecting a pair of deep black pools of quiet calm.  “Be still,” she said.
 
   Uatchiaq nodded slowly and Alaana released him, his chest still heaving with each breath, his face a dazed mask blank of expression.
 
   In the clearing below, the wolves had all reverted to manshape and arranged themselves around the hearth.  Six ragged men were now visible, while shifting silhouettes hinted at others inside the cave as well.  One of the men struck flint for a fire with which to roast their meat.
 
   Alaana felt her stomach churn at the sight.  The children.  She remembered the boy Aringit playing stick and ball, his little sister dancing gaily at the summer festival.  She could see their inuas still hovering over their crisping bodies, lost and alone.
 
   A clatter of snapping branches erupted beside her and a gigantic gray wolf crashed through the thicket, lunging and snapping.  With a quick leap the monster landed full upon Uatchiaq’s back, claws digging firmly in, the long snout dipping at the man’s neck and coming back dripping red.  Uatchiaq let loose a horrific wail of pain, held immobile beneath the massive, deadly beast. 
 
   Another wolf came tearing at them from the other side, this one reddish brown in color, its grizzled fur already matted with crusted blood from a previous kill.  Alaana fumbled with her tukaq, unsure of the harpoon-headed spear’s utility in such close quarters.  She was not a hunter; she didn’t need to be.  Her task was to call the animals and soothe their spirits, not drive home the killing spear.  Kanak was much quicker with his weapon, and ran his spearhead deep into the wolf’s neck with such driving force the tip emerged from the back of the shoulder.  He pushed hard, intent on overturning the animal to reveal its vulnerable underbelly.  At such close range there could be no mistake, this was no man in wolf’s clothing, but clearly a full-blooded, snarling beast.  The face was no inanimate mask; the snapping jaws all too real, striking with a carnivorous ferocity unequalled in man.  
 
   Aquppak came quickly to Kanak’s aid, plunging his dagger into the wolf’s underbelly, ripping the fur in a wide gash that exposed red meat and steaming intestine.  The wolf howled in pain, a sound that froze Alaana where she stood — an agonizing wail that could only have come from the throat of a man!  
 
   Powered by fury and desperation the wolf righted itself, snapping the hunter’s spear at mid-shaft.  Kanak was sent tumbling into the snow. 
 
   And yet, too late.  The huge timberwolf spun uselessly around, unable to see its adversaries clearly through the haze of pain.  Although they struck out wildly, its powerful jaws snapped only at empty air.  Alaana drove home her harpoon at last, finding an easy target in the huge beast’s barrel chest.  
 
   The other wolf, having finished its grim work on Uatchiaq, jumped up, poised for another attack.  The beast growled softly, its head rocking side to side as it evaluated its tenuous position.  Its mate was done.  Outnumbered now three-to-one, the gray wolf chose to back off.  It retreated into the woods, barking sharply in a call for help.
 
   “There are too many,” urged Kanak.  “We must get away.”
 
   “Uatchiaq…?” muttered Aquppak, standing numbly before them.
 
   “Hurry!” ordered Alaana.
 
   Alaana stepped over the body of Uatchiaq, where it lay amid the blood-red snow, a look of fatal surprise still locked onto his frozen features.  His throat was gone.
 
   Alaana paused to place a smooth black stone at the bloody hollow of his ruined neck.  There was no time for burial; she would say the prayer later, after the starving animals of the taiga came to pick Uatchiaq’s body clean.  There was time now for only one solitary prayer stone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   RED TOOTH AND CLAW
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A special council was held in the karigi, the ceremonial center and men’s meeting place.  Presiding over the meeting was the village headman Tugtutsiak.  He had long been famous for his powerful build, but looked decidedly leaner in recent years after cutting back on his rations for the benefit of the others.  He was still a big man with huge, strong hands.  In his left hand he held a rattle which he used to keep order during the meeting.  That hand had two fingers missing – lopped off by the end of a wild harpoon-line during a struggle with a big-bearded seal several years earlier.  
 
   Maintaining order was no easy task.  Hunger was foremost on everyone’s mind.  The men grew paranoid when ravenous, and heated accusations were leveled at anyone who might have broken the taboos and brought misfortune on the rest.  Ipalook’s wife confessed to cleaning three seal skins while she was still in mourning for the death of her baby.  Sugluk, well-admired for his limitless patience during the seal hunt, admitted to bouts of bad temper against his family.  And in a reluctant confession ferreted out by Tugtutsiak, Oonark revealed he had secretly observed his wife while she was giving birth.
 
   It was agreed that women should refrain from sewing until the crisis was over so the thread wouldn’t draw evil spirits into the village.  After the next moon, when the long night lifted and there was finally daylight again, the band would move to the shore and try for better luck with seals and walrus.  Perhaps Sedna, the Sea-Mother, would be kind to them.  But first they must survive the next few weeks of bitter winter, and deal with the wolves.
 
   Alaana was asked to explain what the scouting party had seen.  A mass of astonished faces stared back as she related her tale of men who put on the rank and rotten skins of the wolf to become inhuman monsters.  She described creatures of utter ferocious hunger with blazing eyes and elongated muzzles full of teeth as long as knives.
 
   “Are they men or beast?” demanded Tugtutsiak in his deep commanding tone. 
 
   “They are men,” she said.  “But they have warped the spirits of the forest.  When they dress in the fur of the wolf, they become as the wolf.”
 
   “What must they have given up in return?” asked Aquppak.  “What dark bargain have they struck for such a power?” 
 
   “I cannot guess,” answered Alaana.  
 
   “Nothing breeds desperation as does hunger,” said Tugtutsiak.
 
   “They are no longer men,” spat Kigiuna.
 
   “Their blood is red,” added Kanak, “and they die stuck on the end of a spear, just like all the rest.”
 
   “Men or beasts, we will kill them,” announced Tugtutsiak to widespread approval from the men.  “We know their lair.  We’ll attack right away.”
 
   “It will not be easy,” explained Alaana.  “There are dark forces at work in the taiga.  A corruption such as this…”  She shook her head.  She was at a loss to say more.  She was young; there was nothing in her experience to prepare her for a threat of this great measure.  The others searched her with their eyes, and she knew her recent inability to call the animals to the hunt weighed heavily on their minds.
 
   “If only Manatook were here…” muttered Tugtutsiak.
 
   “Yes, if only,” agreed Alaana.  She had no pretensions to being as capable a shaman as her predecessor.  Old Manatook had possessed strength perhaps to rival that of his spirit guide, the polar bear, and certainly the ferocity and indomitable will.  Whispered tales had it that Manatook had even been able to transform himself into a bear in his younger days, that he had once retained such a form for two full moons during which time he had lived with the white bears and learned their ways.  Indeed he had taught the tribesmen how best to walk on thin ice – with legs spread as wide as possible and sliding their feet along quickly – a trick he had learned from the polar bears.
 
   Alaana felt pressured to offer guidance.  With Old Manatook gone, she was the shaman now.  She must come up with some plan.
 
   “We will hold another spirit-calling,” she announced. 
 
   “A spirit-calling,” growled Tugtutsiak.  “Weren’t you the one who stood on this very spot three sleeps ago and told us there were no wolves in the taiga?”
 
   “Yes,” said Alaana firmly.  “And I was right.”
 
   Tugtutsiak bowed his head in grudging agreement, but when his eyes met Alaana’s again it was with little respect.
 
   “I will appeal to the spirit of Old Manatook,” said Alaana with sudden inspiration.  “I will ask him to teach me the trick of changing human shape to that of the white bear.  That way, we’ll be sure of victory.”
 
   Her plan was met with great enthusiasm.  Much more than she had expected from this group of people, half of whom believed that Manatook had willfully deserted them.  Many of them privately scoffed at the tales of his magical transformations, claiming they were exaggerations born of Manatook’s tall stature, long neck and narrow head which caused him to resemble the great beast, and his habit of wearing a pair of luxurious trousers made of thick polar bear fur. 
 
   Tugtutsiak gazed at Alaana with narrowed eyes.  “We will have the spirit-calling,” he said solemnly, although his tone implied he thought it would do them little good.  Alaana knew what the headman thought of her.  She was young and, even worse, a woman.  In his eyes a woman was no shaman at all.
 
    
 
   From the stores in the karigi Alaana gathered the things she would need for the ceremony.  She put her ceremonial parka over her heavy winter coat.  The ceremonial parka was fashioned from an albino caribou hide inlaid with polar bear teeth for strength and caribou ears for luck, and belted with a string of tiny bone knives.  In the crowded confines of the karigi, she began to grow unbearably warm.
 
   The Moon mask was a large, round, bone-white face.  A long thin nose sat above a wide, gaping mouth punctuated by wooden pegs meant to resemble teeth.
 
   Alaana gave the mask a little twist to straighten the eye-holes.  She could only see out of the left which was cut in full circle; the other eye-hole, smaller and crescent shaped, was spaced too wide.  With this mask, if the ceremony were successful, the spirit of the Moon would flow into her body.  It was well-known that the ghost of a shaman would typically visit for a time on the surface of the Moon before moving on to the land of the dead, and it was Alaana’s hope that Old Manatook could yet be reached by a soul flight to that celestial realm.
 
   A large round section had been cut from the dome of the karigi to allow a clear path for the shaman’s soul on her flight up into the night sky.  Alaana sat on a braided mat of caribou skin.  Woven into the fabric were waves of color designed to represent the ever-changing form of Sila, the spirit of the wind.  
 
   Alaana extinguished the lone oil lamp.  The men sat in silence.  The only sound was the young shaman’s breathing, a rhythmic cadence that grew progressively heavier as she forced herself to relax.  In the darkened snow house only Alaana was visible, focused in the pool of starlight that beamed down from the exposed circle of sky.  She hoped that wrapped in two parkas and the great mask, she would appear no longer a teenage girl but a bulky awe-inspiring form.  The people depended on the shaman for protection from malevolent spirits of the wild.  It was she who must save them.
 
   “The way is made ready for me.  The way opens before me.”  She spoke clearly and without hesitation, her tone commanding and sure.  She repeated this five times, for five was the number of steps which separated the world of the living from that of the dead.
 
   She produced a small rattle from the inner folds of the ceremonial parka.  Its yellowed gourd contained several dried strips of Manatook’s flesh, cut from his forearm many years ago.  
 
   Alaana began a chant Old Manatook had taught her, an appeal to the Moon-Man in the sky to receive her, repeating the words over and over until they lost all meaning.  Alaana shook the rattle in time to the ritual words.
 
   She could hardly bear the stifling heat, but the heavy garments served their purpose.  Slowly, she lowered her consciousness, falling into the warm folds of the bulky parka and entered the trance.
 
   Alaana felt a tremendous euphoria within the allaruk, the vision trance.  Despite the gravity of their situation her spirit was suddenly free, relieved of all worldly concern, opening outward like the petals of a rare summer bloom.  It was a feeling of total unity, of being in touch with every aspect of her environment.  She could feel the pulsing heartbeats of the men in the room as they quickened with anticipation, the good nature of the women and children throughout the camp, the implacable calm of the ice, the loneliness of the snow and the freedom of the wind.  Her soul left her body.
 
   Alaana shot up into the sky like the surest straightest harpoon ever flung from the hand of man toward the face of a god.  The iglus of the village retreated below her.  The air raced past in freezing sheets, but the ceremonial parka kept her warm.  Alaana lost herself in an impossibly deep blue sky whose stars rushed toward her in brilliant lines, sharp and clear in the cloudless night.
 
   The Moon-Man lived in an enormous iglu in the sky.  A team of four ethereal dogs lay tethered beside his giant sledge, which was fashioned from the massive jawbone of a blue whale.  As Alaana flew toward the celestial icehouse the huge dogs slowly lifted their heads.  Their shimmering fur, made of moonbeams and star dust, glowed silver-white.  The dogs did not react aggressively but simply looked up at her, curious at her odd manner of approach.  Perhaps they thought her already dead. 
 
   Alaana found the Moon-Man alone in his hut.  He was a tall, stern-faced giant with an enormous bleached-white gourd for a head.  Hunched over a circular hole in the ice below him, he held a walrus tusk in one hand, a flensing knife in the other.  With quick sharp strokes he knocked off little ivory flakes and let them drift down, down into the night sky.
 
   The Moon-Man slowly lifted his gigantic head up.  He turned toward Alaana, his blanched face a twin to the great moon mask.  The crescent eye narrowed. 
 
   “Manatook…” mumbled Alaana, choking slightly on the name.  She feared she was not bold enough to put the question directly to the awe-inspiring spirit before her.  
 
   The giant’s pale brow wrinkled as he waved Alaana off.
 
   “I would speak with Manatook…” stammered Alaana, but already it was too late.  Falling over backwards, and with the sound of a great cracking of ice, she plummeted down.
 
   Alaana opened her eyes to behold a circle of eager faces staring at her in the darkened iglu.  Her heart sank in her chest as the exhilaration of her wondrous flight faded away to nothingness like ash in a crumbling hearth.  
 
   Off came the heavy mask.  Alaana slipped Manatook’s rattle out of sight into the depths of her ceremonial parka, and shook her head.  She would not lie to them.  Her brother Maguan patted her reassuringly on the back, proclaiming loudly that it was not Alaana’s fault.  One had only to look outside to know the difficulty lay in the timing of the enterprise.  The moon shone only as a thin crescent this time of the cycle.
 
   “Useless!” hissed Tugtutsiak and he went back to his house to make ready.  Alaana could say nothing to him; the man had lost first his son and now his younger brother Uatchiaq to the ravages of the wolves.
 
   “Alaana shoulders too much responsibility for one so young,” added Maguan.
 
   Outside, a light snow had begun.  The flakes, like flecks of shaved ivory, drifted gently down into the night sky.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” remarked Massautsicq.  He was ihumataaq, one who has much wisdom, and his words carried great weight.  “We have a good plan and many brave men.  We must strike while we still have some strength left among us, and before hunger saps the rest.  Let each man bring out his weapons and harness.”
 
   Alaana pointed out there was no point in using the dogs, as they could never be coaxed to attack such unnatural beasts.  They would only spoil the hunters’ approach.
 
   “As you say, angatkok,” replied Massautsicq. 
 
   Alaana watched the others go to their houses to prepare for the hunt.  The men, though terrified at the thought of what they might face in the cold and dark, were desperate to end the siege.  They gratefully seized this opportunity to strike back at their enemies, but the shaman’s mind was full of doubts.  She couldn’t shake a foul and persistent premonition, the image of dead men strewn over the snow amid frozen pools of blood.
 
    
 
   Kanak led the way across the ice with the unerring strides of a seasoned bloodhound, following the trail he had forged the day before.
 
   The men wore their heaviest furs and skins, glad for whatever protection the thick garments might provide against raking claw and tearing fang.  Many wore coats adorned by amulets fashioned by Alaana and anointed with droplets of her blood to give them power.  These included the caribou ears for luck, the seal’s claw for a steady hand, and the teeth of the brown bear for strength of arms.  As decisive action allays fear, the men moved at a rapid pace, fueled by a desire to meet their terrible foe as quickly as possible, whatever the cost. 
 
   The light snow did not hinder them much.  Again there was the conspicuous absence of wind.  Kanak found the enemy encampment without difficulty and Tugtutsiak ordered the men to surround the area in a rough semi-circle.  He planned to give the bowmen a chance to let loose before he signaled a rush at the lair.  In so far as it would be possible to surprise beasts with such sensitive noses, the men arranged themselves along the ridge of the high ground.  
 
   But in the end it was the Anatatook who were to be surprised.
 
   The enemy camp had very recently been the site of a pitched battle.  Six or seven bloody corpses lay strewn about the snow. 
 
   The Anatatook men exchanged cautious glances as they moved carefully down the rocky slope.  There were no wolves.  They found only dead men, clad in the rotten skins of wolves, their makeshift garments torn, their bodies lifeless.  Frozen gouts of blood and thrashed muck showed that they had been killed by slashing claws and savage teeth.  The bodies had not been eaten, but a being of extreme power had dashed them about as if they were children’s playthings.
 
   There was not a soul left alive in the camp.
 
   They found the bear in the rear of the cave, still locked in a deadly embrace with two wolves.  It was a fair-sized polar bear, its thick white pelt matted with red gore and muck, killed by a massive throat wound.
 
   Alaana shuddered.  
 
   Cries of triumph and relief went up from the men.  Miraculously, the battle had been won for them before it had even started.  No one saw fit to question their outrageously good fortune except for the shaman.
 
   “Leave it!” ordered Alaana as Otaq and Massautsicq advanced toward the carcass of the bear with their knives ready.  “We will honor the spirit of the one who has saved us.”
 
   “But the meat…” protested Massautsicq.  Annoyed grunts came also from many of the others.  Six hundred pounds of bear meat could feed the village for many sleeps.
 
   “We must not eat the bear!” insisted Alaana.
 
   Tugtutsiak scowled at her.  He would indulge the young shaman in many things, but not this.
 
   Alaana insisted he listen to her, taking the headman gently by the elbow and leading him away to show him the hideous thing she had found behind the cave.
 
   Tugtutsiak’s usually stoic face convulsed in surprise at the sight.  Alaana paused to carefully fold the thing and conceal it under cover of her parka before she rejoined the men. 
 
   “We’ll do as she says,” announced the headman a moment later.  “The bear must not be eaten.  Alaana will provide food.  She will bring the caribou to us.”  This last pronouncement, Alaana noted, again rang with a note of weary resignation rather than confidence.
 
   There was no hope of cutting through the thick ground ice for burial so late in the year.  Alaana supervised the positioning of stones atop the bear’s body, making sure the spirit of the fallen animal received its due.  The bodies of their foes were left where they lay, as food for the wild animals of the taiga.
 
   In darkness, they set out for home.  The men marched quickly.  Most were still upset at having to leave such a ready-made feast behind.  But for all of them, the carnage they had witnessed in this dark and foreboding place left them unnerved. 
 
   Alaana walked among them, relieved that the bodies in the bloodied snow had not been those of her own men.  Her beloved Anatatook remained short on food, and some would die before winter’s end.  But they would not be ripped to pieces by wolves.
 
   The dead calm they had enjoyed thus far was now broken by a wind, a gentle breeze blowing out across the ice field toward their camp, toward home.  As the breeze blew past the back of her neck, tickling her ears, Alaana smiled and nodded her head.  Farewell, old friend.  Old Manatook had heard her call after all, returning from his far journey to protect the Anatatook people even at the cost of his very life.  Higilak would soon receive her nocturnal visitor as the snowy owl tolled his passage.  In death would his true nature at last be revealed to her?
 
   And as a mystery from the past had been answered, a new question rose to take its place.  All the way back to the village, Alaana kept thinking about the discarded cloak of cured human skin with Old Manatook’s face.  In all those years, Alaana wondered, how could his wife not have known?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   THE YUPIKUT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Tekkeitsertok, spirit of the wild caribou, heed my call.”  
 
   Alaana’s stomach growled, ruining her concentration.  The hunger, an undulating pain in her belly, would not give her a moment’s rest.  At its peak she could think of little else beside the overwhelming desire for food.  When its nagging voice temporarily ebbed she could reason more clearly, which left her to face the keen-edged panic of starvation.  Through a slitted eye, she risked a peek at the ring of men surrounding her in the large ceremonial snow house. 
 
   The men sat steadfast against the seeping chill of midwinter, their faces carefully composed into stoic neutrality.  They prayed silently to guide and protect the shaman on her journey.  Alaana was intensely proud of them, and by the same token shamed by her own inadequacy.  Even in the darkened iglu her incessant fidgeting would make it obvious to them that her spirit had not yet left her physical body. 
 
   “Tekkeitsertok,” she intoned, “Spirit of the wild caribou, heed my call.”  Still the allaruk, the vision trance, would not come.  The young shaman straightened her posture, intent on conveying confidence in the face of her losing struggle.  Old Manatook had left her too soon and now, inexperienced and alone, responsibility fell heavily upon her shoulders.  
 
   She raised a smoldering braid of sweet prairie grass whose aromatic smoke was especially pleasing to the spirits of the wild, and waved it carefully before her, invoking patterns to the east, west, north and south, skyward and earthward.  
 
   It was the dead of winter, and there was no food.  Each spring the migrating herds of caribou ranged farther and farther south, gradually drifting out of reach of the Anatatook settlements.  This season the main herds, thick with summer fat and full stomachs, had presented the Anatatook hunters with only a few hundred stragglers where there should have been thousands.  And it was all Alaana’s fault.  She was angatkok, the shaman, and it was her responsibility to drive game into the village’s hunting grounds.  In this crucial task, she had consistently failed.
 
   A loud gurgle sounded from deep in the crowd as hunger spoke its disapproval where words were not permitted.
 
   The young shaman continued her appeals to Tekkeitsertok but the barrel-chested turgat that controlled the supply of game animals kept a deaf ear to her pleas.  Perhaps the great spirit was asleep in his home in the Wild Wood.  She added a sprinkle of dried star anise to the burning embers within the soapstone vessel before her.  The pungent wisps spiraled upward, carrying her song to the supernatural realm.
 
   “Heed my call.”  Alaana felt ashamed.  There was desperation in her voice, and that was something the shaman must never show.
 
   Tugtutsiak coughed softly, signaling to Alaana that it was time to end the ceremony.  The headman’s lack of confidence in her only strengthened her resolve.  Abandoning her attempts with drum and song she let herself fold inward, falling, falling, blotting out all feelings of shame and inadequacy.  None of that mattered.  She need only find the center.  
 
   Concentrate, she told herself.  Concentrate.
 
   In a blink the karigi was gone.  The men were gone.  Tugtutsiak was gone.  Alaana sat alone in the dark, the taint of anise pungent in her nostrils.  She extended herself in the way Old Manatook had taught, seeing nothing, but feeling all, every flickering spirit, every spark of life.  She felt the steady heartbeats of the men, their gentle breathing.  She heard the women in their tents, scraping skins and mending the clothes; she sensed the children’s discomfort as, playthings forgotten, they moaned and cried out with hunger.  Alaana steadied herself.  All would soon be made right. 
 
   Her awareness extended outward.  
 
   And suddenly she was flying, lifted up in the blissfully wild embrace of Sila, the Walker In The Wind.  Invisible hands tore at her from every direction and she feared she would be lost, swept away and gone.  Relax, she told herself.  This was her element, Sila her patron.  As wild and chaotic as it may seem, there was always order in the ways of the wind.  
 
   The tundra rolled past, her spirit-vision painting the snow and ice in surreal layers of pink and purple.  Soul-lights littered the landscape, visible to the shaman despite their concealment in burrows beneath the snow.  Lemming and fox, wolf and musk ox — the myriad sparks of life marked a glittering tapestry below.  She heard the ponderous crack of distant ice floes, the bark of a bull walrus, the hooting of the snowy owl, a white hare and its mate invisible against a drift of snow, breathing softly.  
 
   She sought out any sign of the caribou.  
 
   And she found them.  The soft mewling of the does, a snort of challenge from an angry buck, the clash of antlered prowess, of stamping hoof and hindleg.  One of the small stray herds that had not yet made the winter migration, ranging not far to the south.  Two hundred strong, they were foraging the last shoots of bear grass along the banks of a frozen stream.  The scent of the star anise gave way to the musky scent of unwashed fur, heady spoor, and animal sweat.  As her inuseq hovered in the air, held up in the arms of great Sila, Alaana sought any who might be receptive to her pleas.
 
   She reached out to the lead stag, a magnificent deep-chested beast with a luxurious spread of barbed antlers, but found it much too proud and independent to submit to her influence.  Next, she approached the bucks milling about the frozen watering hole, but suggestion only made them nervous.  They snorted and trotted away.  She explored several younger caribou, finding little success.  She wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep her concentration as her soul hovered in the air, battling the currents of her impatient patron.  If only she’d had more practice.
 
   She singled out an old stag, shuffling through the snow with bowed back and aching at the knees, its breaths ragged and uneven.  “Come to me,” Alaana suggested.  “Your end is near, turn about.  We need your strength, your meat and sinew.  You will live on in us.”
 
   The buck shuddered.  Lifting its weighty head from the tundra, it sniffed at the frigid air.
 
   “Hear me,” she said in the secret language, a language that spoke directly to the soul.  “Come.  We will honor your spirit after you are passed.  I promise.  Turn about.”
 
   The old stag felt the pull but the herd had begun to move again.  They turned as one, following the direction of the lead buck, turning south.  Away from the Anatatook winter settlement.  The old stag turned and stumbled after them; he would follow along until he dropped.  
 
   Alaana felt herself slipping.
 
   Back, back again to the karigi and the men assembled.  Back to the incisive glare of Tugtutsiak.  Alaana met the headman’s stare and sadly shook her head.  Inexperienced and alone, responsibility fell heavily on her shoulders.  
 
   “Enough of this,” proclaimed Tugtutsiak.  He stood and began working the stiffness out of his legs.  He motioned the men to return to their homes.  “We can at least be warm if we are to starve to death.”  
 
   The headman’s criticism stung her very deeply.  Ever since she was a little girl, she had admired Tugtutsiak.  The headman always had a playful smile for her, but all of that had changed abruptly once she had become the shaman.  Now their relationship had grown strained and serious, as she found herself thrust headlong into a lead role in the Anatatook struggle for survival.
 
   Kigiuna stood, offering Alaana a compassionate glance.  Her father suffered along with her.  He had come to believe that she did indeed have a connection to the spirit world — he could hardly refuse to accept what his very eyes had seen.  But he feared that the spirits were going to get Alaana, and perhaps all of them, killed in the end. 
 
   “She has too much responsibility for one so young,” he declared.  The others answered with a variety of indistinct murmurs.  They had heard these arguments before; there was no use in repeating them.  The men shuffled away.  They would need to explain Alaana’s failure to their starving families.
 
   An agonized scream sliced through the air.  
 
   As if some hidden floodgate had been ripped asunder, a sudden tumult rang through the settlement.  Wild war whoops, the thunder of approaching sleds, the frenzied barking of the Anatatook dogs.  Shrieks of surprise and terror from the women, the angry shouts of men, a cry of pain, the yells of a dying man.  Alaana recognized a woman’s anguished voice; it was Ipalook’s wife, screaming that her husband was dead.
 
   Alaana gazed frantically about.  A vast number of sleds and dogs had appeared, cutting across the settlement, kicking torrents of snow into the wind. 
 
   Like a ravenous tide a well-armed party had descended upon the Anatatook.  As the group of men at the karigi had sat distracted, no one had heard the crack of the whip; they could not have known what was about to be visited upon them.  But Alaana should have sensed the impending attack, if she hadn’t been so preoccupied by her failure with the caribou.  She should have been able to warn her people.
 
   Between the whirlwinds of disrupted snow, she could only catch glimpses of the intruders.  They wore dark furs with distinctive trappings almost exclusively relating to the brown bear.  A shudder of panic chilled her heart. 
 
   There was an old Inupiaq curse: ‘May the Yupikut fall upon you.’
 
   The Yupikut ranged over a broad area of the Northern peninsula, taking the brown bear or the caribou wherever they found them but bound to no particular hunting ground or territory.  Their vicious nature was well known, and too often demonstrated in unpredictable raids against the settlements of the established communities.  They struck like lightning, favoring surprise attacks and unnecessarily gruesome acts of violence. 
 
   Now they swirled about the camp, living fully up to their reputation of fierce devastation.  Unprepared for the attack, the Anatatook were easily routed.  Women spread the alarm in shrill voices.  Men popped out of their iglus only to rush back inside again in search of weapons.  A group of marauders bore down on Alaana’s position, dropping Anatatook men as they came.
 
   This was all a horrific mistake, thought Alaana.  Her people had nothing anyone could want.  They had no food.  Their stores were already gone, having been ravaged by wolves.  But of course, the Yupikut couldn’t have known any of that.
 
   She could speculate no more.  The tide of attack had reached the karigi.  As a pair of sleds reached the big tent, attackers leapt from the braces.  
 
   Kanak emerged from his tent bearing a pair of ceremonial spears, and tossed one to Alaana.  She fumbled with it.  Kanak already had his spear poised for the throw.  An excellent marksman, Kanak was known to hit a seal in the eye at a hundred paces.  He would not miss.  But he didn’t get the chance to make his cast.  A throwing knife imbedded itself in his throat.  Kanak spun away, going down with a scream and a sickening gurgle of blood.
 
   Alaana made ready to fight.  A young Yupikut warrior charged her, swinging a slender war club.  She lunged at the youth’s chest with her spear but the stroke missed its mark.  The warrior’s club smacked the spearhead with enough force to knock it from her hand, and Alaana took a blow to the shoulder on the backswing.  She staggered, almost going down.
 
   The Yupikut swirled all around her, as if their goal had been the karigi all along.  Alaana wondered what they could possibly want, but the swarm of attackers made the answer obvious.  In her stark white ceremonial parka she was readily identifiable as the shaman. 
 
   The Yupikut took another swing at her head.  Ducking the blow, she slipped and fell in the snow.  The tip of a spear hovered at her breast, poised for the killing stroke.  
 
   “Hold!”
 
   The young warrior’s face, gleeful at the prospect of the kill, turned away.  He stepped aside to reveal the largest man Alaana had ever seen.  Swathed in dark bulky furs, he might well have been a bear himself.  His wild hair and beard of deep chestnut brown rivaled the color and texture of the most luxurious pelt any such beast had ever claimed.  Running down either cheek from eyelid to chin were four jagged lines of scarification meant to resemble the claw marks of the brown bear.  At this startling sight, Alaana’s hand went instinctively for the handle of the ceremonial dagger at her belt.
 
   The giant stomped her hand into the snow.  “Take him!” the main said.
 
   Him?  Of course, they assumed the shaman was a man.  The Yupikut men handled her roughly, dealing out vicious blows to the face as they tied her ankles with thick strands of sinew.  Knowing her life was lost, Alaana looked toward the fate of her friends and family.  It was almost impossible to see anything beyond the rush of fur-clad raiders.  Through a red haze Alaana thought she saw her brother Maguan, standing fast outside his tent, struck down with a club.
 
   The Anatatook dogs were going wild in the kennel.  Alaana heard the frantic barking of her own lead dog Makaartunghak, struggling so violently it threatened to shake the kennel to the ground.
 
   The Yupikut sled pulled out, dragging Alaana helplessly in its wake.  Her hands could do little more than scrabble at the ice and snow that raked against her backside, shredding her parka beneath her.  She twisted helplessly at the end of the line, shifting herself one way or the other each time her head thumped sharply against the ground.  This was all her fault; she should have heard them coming.  That was her last thought before darkness took her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   DEATH’S ICE HOUSE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alaana felt a splash of icy liquid against her face and chest.  The stuff stung her eyes when she opened them, and the stink wafting into her nostrils told her it was not water but rank piss. 
 
   Her eyes burned.  She couldn’t see anything.  Her hands, bound securely behind her back, couldn’t wipe them.  She felt an intense, stabbing cold.  She heard cruel laughter.
 
   She struggled to remember where she was and what might have happened to bring her to this.  Had there been a raid on her village, or was that the stuff of nightmare?
 
   Through watering eyes the scene began to take shape.  She was inside a fair-sized illuviga, a living quarters made from cut blocks of ice arranged in an oblong pattern.  She lay sprawled on a putrid mat draped across the floor.  Other than the sharp edge of a sleeping pallet pressed against her back, the room was empty and bitter cold.  It was too cold.  Instead of a small ventilation hole, the dome had a large opening cut into the top.  This place was not meant to keep the heat inside, but to release it.
 
   The opening revealed a circle of dull gray sky, the color of the short winter day’s end.  Hanging from the dome were a series of inflated sacs, much like the seal bladders the Anatatook strung up each spring to honor the seals killed in the previous season.  Unlike the festival bladders which were gaily painted and preserved, Alaana recognized these grayed and rotting vessels as human, and guessed they were not meant to honor the souls of the fallen.
 
   Three Yupikut men stood over her, engaged in a heated argument.  They spoke with a different dialect than the Anatatook used but Alaana understood most of what they said.
 
   She heard the name Manatook clearly.  She tugged at her bonds again, hoping to wriggle loose while her captors were distracted, but the thong wouldn’t give any slack.  Every move brought searing pain from the raw furrows that had been etched into her back and buttocks by passage over the rough terrain.
 
   As she blinked away the urine, she came to see her captors more clearly.  The huge man with the bear claw scarification on his face, who answered to the name Garagos, was gesturing at her.
 
   The sight of this man terrified her, bringing to mind snippets of all she had witnessed during the raid — Ipalook’s wife running screaming from her tent with blood streaking the front of her anorak, Kanak stabbed in the throat, Maguan struck down by a club.
 
   “This is not Manatook,” said another man.
 
   “This is the angatkok!” insisted the giant.  “There was no other.”
 
   One of the men reached down, grabbing Alaana’s ceremonial parka roughly by the front panel and yanked it apart.  A few of the attached caribou ear amulets went flying.  Alaana noticed her belt, which had been strung with a row of tiny flint knives and her ceremonial dagger, was gone.  Sila’s amulet hung between Alaana’s breasts, with its paired owl and eagle feathers.
 
   The Yupikut hardly noticed the amulet.
 
   “Look, you fool.  It’s a woman!” said one of the men.  He snorted disdainfully at Garagos.  For this insult the warrior was knocked to the floor of the ice house, brought down by the big man’s fist.
 
   “What do you want?” demanded Alaana, weakly.  “Why are you—”
 
   Alaana’s answer was a split lip.  Towering above her, Garagos struck down at an awkward angle but what he lacked in leverage he made up for with ferocity.
 
   The giant glowered at her.  “I will speak slowly,” he said, “because you are so backward and stupid.  You are Manatook’s student?  A girl?”
 
   “Manatook is dead,” spat Alaana.
 
   “So I’ve been told.  We have also been told that he possessed great skill at the rolang.”
 
   “The rolang?” she asked, unsure of the giant’s usage.  “The Corpse Who Dances?” 
 
   Garagos made his meaning clear by lifting Alaana up and spinning her around.  In that dizzying motion, the thing that lay on the pallet behind her was revealed. 
 
   Alaana recoiled from a face that was a horror of sunken cheeks and blackened lips pulled back in death’s grimace.  Bulging eyes lay scarcely concealed by lids grown thin and translucent.  The corpse’s head arched sharply backward in its rictus, the corded neck stretched as tense as a loaded bowstring.  The withered skin was a particular blend of sallow and pale, much like snow marked by the territorial piss of wolves.  The scalp had released its hold on most of the hair, which had fallen in clumps along the block of ice which served as pallet. 
 
   The figure lay completely naked on the snow ledge, a thin rime of ice crusting the brow and extremities.  Alaana noticed there was no aura at all.  The breath of life had blown out.  How long?  More than two days at least.  The corpse didn’t stink much of decay, just a subtle whiff, but the man’s name and soul had already fled its mortal shell.  
 
   “Can you do it?”
 
   Alaana didn’t answer, her mind working feverishly.  If they were asking her to reanimate the corpse, most certainly she could not do it.
 
   “This is the brother of our headman, Verlag,” said Garagos.  “He is dead two days.  Can you do it?”
 
   “Have your own shaman work your sorcery,”she replied.
 
   As she had half expected, Garagos jumped at the bait.  “We have none.  He was killed in the same raid.”  Again the giant motioned toward the corpse on its bed of ice.  “Bring him back to us!”
 
   “I won’t,” said Alaana forcefully.
 
   A thick-bladed hunting knife appeared in Garagos’ fist.
 
   The giant’s hand was yanked backward, the attack stayed by a sharp rebuke from one of the other men.  “Not here.”
 
   Garagos glanced at the corpse, and said, “Outside, then.”
 
   Two men hauled Alaana to her feet and shoved her through the low doorway of the ice house.  They dragged her in front of a small fire and pushed her down to her knees. 
 
   She had a brief moment to take in the layout of the Yupikut camp.  The shelters were all hastily constructed tents of walrus skin and other hides strung along juts of rotten timber and long bones.  A vast array of sleds and dogs were arranged at the far end of the camp in a straight line, ready for travel.  Groups of men sat tending small fires on low stone platforms, but she saw few women and no children. 
 
   More importantly, she noticed the camp was set into the mouth of a frozen fjord. The water had been stopped up by blocks of ice carried down by the current and frozen in place.  On either side of the riverbed rose towering cliffs of crystalline ice.  The Yupikut had hidden themselves well.  Although the hue of the failing light told Alaana they must be within a few hours ride of the Anatatook camp, it was unlikely her friends or family would ever find this place. 
 
   Garagos stood menacingly before Alaana.  Now illuminated by the smoldering open flame, his face took on a demonic cast.  He reached one gigantic hand forward and grabbed her right ear, pinching it painfully between his fingers.  The other two men knelt behind her, pressing her down.
 
   Though captive and at the mercy of the ruthless Yupikut, Alaana believed she must still hold onto some small shred of hope.  The fact that they thought her a powerful shaman might be played against them.  She considered threatening to bring down some magical destruction on their band if they didn’t release her immediately, but thought better of it.  The ice-like sparkle in the giant’s eyes seemed to say that such a plan would meet with a spear-haft thrust through the ribs without delay.  No, she must be careful.
 
   “Again,” said Garagos, twisting the ear painfully.  “Can you perform the rolang?”
 
   “You’ll get nothing from me,” she said.
 
   “Not so.”  In a blink the knife flashed down and Alaana felt the painful pressure on her ear replaced by a sharp stinging pain.  
 
   The scene swam before her eyes in a flush of bewilderment as the pain strove to convince her of what had just happened.  Smiling broadly, Garagos held up the top half of her ear.  A lone drop of blood dangled from the rim, then spattered into the snow.  Garagos wagged the severed organ in Alaana’s face and then, laughing, tossed it onto the fire.  
 
   Alaana smelled her flesh burning.
 
   A tremendous crack echoed down from one of the massive chunks of ice inside the fjord as it settled in place.  The Yupikut, accustomed to such monumental forces, did not acknowledge the sound.  To Alaana, it tolled the end of her life.
 
   All thoughts of bluffing her opponents fled with the departure of her ear.  Since she could not possibly do what they asked, she resolved to go to her death defying them.
 
   The knife appeared directly in front of her face.  Alaana had a good look at the handle, which was carved from the jawbone of a bear, as the flat of the thick metal blade was laid directly across her eyes.  Garagos leaned down on the weapon with just enough pressure to crease the skin at the bridge of her nose, drawing blood. 
 
   “I’ll carve your face away, piece by piece,” he growled.
 
   Alaana said nothing.  She was already dead.
 
   “Hold!”
 
   The knife was lifted away and Alaana saw another man moving into the fire’s ominous glow.  A scowling face bent close, a glittering pair of obsidian eyes carefully measuring her own.  Three shiny earrings, golden hoops in various sizes, dangled from the left ear.  Long strands of deep black hair hung down well past the shoulder, elaborately fanned out in greasy folds along the back of the man’s fur collar.  Despite the cold, his bearskin cloak was open at the front to reveal a deep chest matted with thick black fur.  This was Verlag.
 
   Garagos backed slowly away, making deference to his headman.
 
   “I don’t fear death,” said Alaana.
 
   “I see that,” replied Verlag.  He paced in front of the fire for a moment, before turning back again to face the young woman. 
 
   “Understand me.  We will raze your village.  Every man, woman and child will be killed.  And from each one of them…”  Verlag spat each word directly into her face.  “From each one of them, I shall squeeze your name from their throats before I slit them open.  They will curse you before they die.”
 
   Alaana withdrew from Verlag’s probing stare, before the headman could read the helplessness and horror on her face.  She drew a deep breath of the chill air, letting the world fill her with its icy calm.  She held that breath as if it were to be her last.  Quite likely it would be.
 
   Alaana painted a mask of confidence across her face and said, “Your brother will lose his tongue.  Such is the rolang.  It can’t be avoided.”
 
   “So I’ve heard,” returned Verlag.  He gestured toward the fire.  “A tongue for an ear.  It’s a fair bargain.”
 
   “She’s lying,” raged Garagos.  “Look at her – she’s no shaman.  The spirits won’t answer a woman, you know that.”
 
   “Either she can do it, or she can’t,” said Verlag.  He straightened himself, placing his hands on his hips.  “We’ll know soon enough.”
 
   “I’ll need owl’s blood and lancaster root,” said Alaana.
 
   “Owl’s blood?” chuckled Verlag.  “Ha!  We have the blood of the brown bear, freshly killed.  There is no more powerful magic.  You will use that.”
 
   “Drum and rattle,” continued Alaana, but Verlag cut her off with a wave of his hand.
 
   “Yes, yes,” said the headman, “All you need will be provided.”
 
   “What you ask is powerful magic,” said Alaana sharply.  “It will take a full day to prepare.”  
 
   Verlag turned away.
 
   “Don’t take too long.  You sleep in the ice house tonight.”
 
    
 
   A brown-skinned young man, perhaps fifteen years old, was put in charge of bringing Alaana the various herbs she requested, apparently raiding the stores of the band’s former shaman for the supplies.  The youth put pointed questions to Alaana, refusing to allow her anything which he considered irrelevant to the task at hand. 
 
   He was extremely defensive, his movements nervous and quick.  He wouldn’t answer questions about himself, saying only, “I know things, lots of things.”  His knowledge of spiritual matters was obviously lacking, as he required detailed descriptions of every herb Alaana required.  His left arm was useless and hung limply from the elbow.  She thought he might have been handsome beneath the dirt and blackened bruises that lined his face, at least as far as she could tell in the silver moonlight reflected by the icy walls of the ice-house.  She admired the hard line of his jaw and the fullness of his lips, both features that suggested a person of great inner strength.  
 
   Alaana didn’t let her eyes linger long on his soul-light.  One brief glimpse was enough.  His inua was so blackened with misery and folded over upon itself as to be almost unrecognizable as a human soul.  She had never seen someone so terribly abused.
 
   “Do you have the sight?” Alaana asked.
 
   “Never you mind,” he replied with a stiff lip, “You’re the prisoner, not me.”  Alaana was not so sure about that.
 
   As the Yupikut would allow neither torch nor lamp within the ice house, it had already grown too dark to work.  Alaana managed only to make a soothing poultice to staunch the bleeding where her ear had been cut away.
 
   The young man brought a warm meal of weak broth and bear meat.  He took only one step inside, coming just close enough to deliver the bowl. 
 
   Is he afraid of me? wondered Alaana.
 
   “What’s your name?” she asked.
 
   “I just bring the food.”
 
   She motioned to the bowl of salve she’d made.  “Will you put some of this on my back?”
 
   He was loathe to meet her inquiring gaze and turned away, a move that brought him frightfully close to the thing on the pallet.
 
   The sight of it brought forth a clipped cry of pure terror.  From just beyond the entrance of the illuviga, the night guard’s dry laughter echoed back.
 
   “Do not fear him,” said Alaana.  “His spirit is already gone.”
 
   “And you?” he asked, throwing her a disdainful look.
 
   “You’ve nothing to fear from me,” she added.  “I won’t lay a hand on you.”
 
   She shuddered with the cold as she lowered her tattered parka from her shoulders and turned away.  The young man gasped as he caught sight of her ravaged back.  She waited patiently, and after only a moment’s hesitation she felt the salve warm against her skin, soothing the raw cuts and scrapes.  And she let out a sigh of relief.  
 
   “Will you tell me your name?” she asked softly.
 
   “There is food,” he said.  “You should eat.”
 
   When she turned around, he’d gone.  The soup was spiced in a way that was foreign and distasteful.  It didn’t matter.  Alaana was hungry enough to gulp down walrus leather.
 
   After eating, she lay on the rotten bearskin mat gazing up at the night sky through the open dome of the illuviga.  She was in terrible trouble, having gained only a brief respite from the murderous attentions of Garagos.  Worse yet, the fate of her entire village now also hung in the balance.  She would willingly die for them.  She would shed her own blood down to the last drop to save their lives, but that would not be enough to stop the Yupikut.
 
   The cruelty of the marauders was beyond her understanding.  The best way of survival was cooperation.  If they had simply asked her to help, she would have told them she couldn’t do it.  Instead they chose to attack.  What had their violence gained them?  Still their goal would not be achieved.  And what of Kanak?  What of Maguan?  It seemed so senseless.
 
   She had seen Old Manatook perform the rolang only once and with disastrous results.  The old shaman had rigorously refused Alaana any instruction in that area, insisting first she learn the basic arts — calling the animals to the hunt, seeing to the people’s needs, tending wounds and bracing broken bones, and listening to the messages on the wind.  She had proven less than adept at those simple tasks and Old Manatook was gone too soon, leaving her to fend for herself and her people in the face of a woefully incomplete training.  If she let them down again now, it would be for the final time.
 
   The Northern lights danced in the night sky above.  Their haunting glow, shifting, shimmering, flashes and swirls in changing shades of green and purple, lightened the young woman’s spirit.  These were the souls of dead children playing across the sky with a walrus skull for a ball.  She whistled softly, drawing the spirits nearer, the gentle crackling sound that accompanied the display like their feet crunching ice.  She begged the celestial children for help, but it was not to be.  They had no advice for her tonight.  Their dance brought to mind only a little song, most often sung by children during their game of hiding and seeking.  
 
   And yet, she considered this something worthwhile to think about.  Hide and seek.  Could that be the answer?
 
   The open roof of the ice-house left Alaana no protection from the full intensity of the biting cold which settled over the fjord at night, but that at least was not a problem.  One of the first skills Old Manatook had taught her was the method of warming without fire, necessary for extended forays into the wild that any shaman might be required to make.  
 
   Sitting cross-legged on the mat, she set about generating tumo, the mystic warmth.  With a series of deep breaths she woke up a tiny fire within her chest, and grew it to the size and shape of a little ball.  Alaana imagined tiny suns on the palms of her hands and the soles of her feet, and with each deep breath of air these small fires expanded along the lines of her blood flow.  The balls of heat joined in the center, filling her whole body with intense warmth.  Soon each breath became as an exhalation of fire.  
 
   The soothing warmth pushed aside her fear and desperation.  It was time to sleep.  Perhaps in dreams some inspiration might come. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   THE CORPSE WHO DANCES
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alaana spent the better part of the morning crafting a large box-shaped drum from scraps of birch bark hoop and a stretched sealskin cover.  On its face she painted in red and black, in soot and berry juice paste, a suitably terrifying portrait of Erlaveersinioq the Disemboweler, the Skeleton Who Walks. 
 
   The nameless youth who was in charge of the supplies carefully inspected the drum.  Alaana studied his reaction carefully and came away convinced that he was sufficiently distracted by the painting of the grisly tarrak that he hadn’t noticed the second portrait she’d hidden within the lines of the picture.  Perhaps she was being too clever, she thought, secreting the image of Tekkeitsertok beneath that of the ghoul.  She hoped the benevolent caribou spirit would not be offended too much at keeping such rough company. 
 
   He brought some more soup, a gray stew of old walrus meat and bitter roots.  Alaana didn’t doubt it was the same fare reserved for the dogs.  She’d drawn near to the end of her welcome.  He was careful to say nothing to her and, with an angry flash of his eyes, seemed put out at having to bring the food.  He shoved it at her from the doorway, but Alaana suspected he was merely playing to the Yupikut guard’s expectations.  From within the sleeve of his ragged dogskin parka he passed Alaana her ceremonial blade.  She didn’t acknowledge the gift, but thanked him for the food. 
 
   Garagos and Verlag made their appearance late in the day when their hunting party returned with the carcass of a large brown bear in tow.  A cheer rose up throughout the camp, drawing Alaana to the entranceway of her prison.  A great deal of attention was paid to a slim young warrior in particular, presumably the lucky hunter who had brought down the big game.  
 
   The bear carcass was given an even greater amount of bizarre adulation.  A pair of women dutifully skinned the entire animal except for the head and paws.  Their faces covered with cloth, they were careful not to look upon the creature’s face directly.  Then the beast, a naked horror of glistening red sinew, was carefully propped up in a birch bark bower, its chin resting comfortably between the forepaws.  Glittering rings were placed on its great black claws and a pair of silver coins laid across its eyes.
 
   A tremendous feast began.  Greeting the carcass with a kiss on the snout, the men took turns addressing the bear in reverent tones and paying respect to the grinning bear-slayer who sat to the right of his trophy.  The grim headman sat to the left.  Verlag had mounted the bloody carcass of an ermine atop his head.  Freshly killed, the creature was sliced open and inverted, its soft pelt resting against the headman’s scalp, the splayed ribs jutting upward, the grisly organs dangling.  Crusted rivulets of dried blood traced their way down his hairy chest.
 
   The feast went on into the night with musicians playing, celebratory dancing and strong drink.  Alaana hoped the revelry might allow her a chance at escape, but the guard at her doorway had been doubled.  And having to miss the celebration had put them in a foul mood.  They grumbled at each other in low tones, stamping the ends of their spears into the icepack outside the illuviga, eager for any excuse to kill the young Anatatook shaman and be done with it.  
 
   The occupants of the ice house were never far from Verlag’s thoughts either, as the headman cast frequent glances toward the illuviga.  
 
   In the absence of a shaman, the headman attempted to commune with the slain bear.  He spent some time at it, whispering in the carcass’ ear and then lifting the head to test its weight after each question.  Alaana became nervous.  The great brown bear so freshly killed would have a close link to the spirit world, perhaps strong enough to divine what she intended to do.  She hurried to the center of the ice house and sat in calm repose, clearing her mind of all thoughts that might reveal her plan.  
 
   In time, Verlag approached the illuviga.  He stepped inside the entrance, flanked by the bristling guardsmen.
 
   “My patience reaches its end,” he growled.  “Do it now.”
 
   Alaana maintained her attitude of concentration.  “Dawn is the time of birth and renewal.  I must wait for first light.”
 
   Verlag bent close and applied his penetrating stare.  Alaana didn’t know what the headman saw in her face, but noted the way his eyes were glossed over with strong drink.  
 
   “If you play false with me, little shaman, it’s your bladder I’ll have hanging from this rafter!” he roared, with a drunken wave toward the grisly trophies strung up above their heads.
 
   In a rare display of sentimentality, the headman visited for a short time at the funerary pallet.  Alaana watched him stare silently down at his brother’s body, which had begun to give off the sickly, unmistakable odor of death.  Verlag sighed heavily.  His hand fidgeted at his side, but was unwilling to bridge the gap to touch the corpse.  
 
    
 
   They came at dawn, with the first streak of orange at the horizon.  Both Garagos and Verlag, along with several of their men.  Looking haggard from their revels of the night before, they crowded into the illuviga. 
 
   Alaana was ready for them. 
 
   During the night she had raised the corpse from its pallet by means of a sturdy line of sinew bound around its neck.  The noose was laced with brass bells and attached to a long pole standing up in the ice.  She sat cross-legged before the pole with drum and rattle in hand.  At the approach of the men, Alaana used the pole to lever the corpse up and brace it atop her back, the bells jangling their call for the dead man’s spirit to return.
 
   Beating the shaman’s drum in alternating raps on the rim and belly, Alaana produced a pulsating rhythm.  The noise was loud enough, she hoped, to cover her low chant.  An invocation which bore the name not of the Disemboweler, lord of the rolang, but of Tekkeitsertok, the barrel-chested turgat who controlled the supply of game animals.
 
   “Tekkeitsertok, spirit of the wild caribou, heed my call.”  
 
   This time she must not fail.  She made obeisance with the braid of sweet prairie grass, waving it carefully before her in a pattern of east, west, north and south, skyward and earthward.  She’d been unable to light the root inside the ice house, but it wouldn’t matter.  
 
   She shifted the weight of the corpse.  The dead man was precariously balanced in a squatting position on her shoulders, its bony chest resting against the back of her head, the spindly arms draped stiffly around her neck.  The bells jangled. 
 
   Alaana spread some dried star anise across the ice in front of her, bringing a powdered index finger up to her nose.  “Heed my call,” she said softly.  There was no desperation in her voice, just grim determination and faith.  This was the decisive moment.  
 
   Her mind was surprisingly clear as she fell into the ecstasy of the allaruk, and her soul was carried away on the spirit wind.  Alaana’s spirit flew across the mystic plane, to a place that rested high above worldly concerns.  Snow and ice gave way to pine and conifer and heather. 
 
   On previous occasions Alaana had only glimpsed Tekkeitsertok’s great willow bower at the heart of the Wild Wood, but now she stood squarely in the center of the earthy sanctuary.  The air, thick with the scent of woodsmoke and green flowering plants, swirled with fluffy white willow heads.  The arboreal canopy overhead was so densely woven it blotted out the stars, leaving only a pale celestial light that seemed to infuse air itself.  A silvery glow emanated from the broad leaves and floating willow tufts, the speckled dew, the myriad luminescent buzzing things, and most of all from the great and proud creature at the heart of the bower.  
 
   Loudly clacking its hooves together, the turgat slowly lifted its great horned head.  It turned its soft caribou eyes, such a deep, deep brown, upon Alaana.  The unending nature of the circle of life swirled within those limitless depths — birth, conflict, death, rebirth — spinning and turning until they became dizzying whirlpools.
 
   Alaana felt herself quaver and begin to sink away, losing herself in that rich, mesmeric gaze.  “Dear spirit,” she managed to choke out, “Heed my call.  Hear my plea.” 
 
   Struggling with the words, Alaana invoked the Old Agreement.  Made when the world was young, the Old Agreement was a bargain ancient and inviolable, by which the souls of the game animals willingly offered themselves up so long as the shaman made appropriate offering and respect to their guardian spirit in return.
 
   Tekkeitsertok was unmoved.  It offered only a dismissive snort as it looked away.  Alaana recalled what Garagos had said, that the great spirits did not heed the prayers of women, but she was determined that this time this spirit would hear her.
 
   “Don’t look away, noble spirit.  See me as I stand before you.  See my father, so gentle and proud, a man who has never harmed any person in his entire life.  Look at my brother Maguan so tall and strong and handsome.  Here is Ipalook’s wife, tending to her sewing.  Now I fear her husband is dead.  Look at the children, see them laugh and dance as they play.  See them also as they cry out in their hunger.  I beg of you, spare just one soul to help save us all.”
 
   The great turgat shook the golden flies from its furried shoulders and clacked its hooves sharply together.
 
   Alaana’s eyes snapped open.  The willow bower was gone.  Only the ice prison remained, the pungent star anise thick in her nostrils.  Verlag stood glowering at her from the entrance.  She couldn’t meet the headman’s icy gaze.
 
   She felt the weight of the corpse on her shoulders shift slightly as her shiver of hopeless panic shook the bells.  She had been foolish to play at such deceptive magic, and she would surely die for it.  The image of the children at play lingered in her mind.  They would all die.
 
   And then she felt a twitch, a shudder that came not from her shoulders but from the dead man perched upon them. 
 
   Alaana launched into the mock rolang.  The rite was meant to be performed in solitude, forbearing any watchers.  But it didn’t matter.  Let them see, she thought.  After all, she could not perform the genuine rolang and they needed to be convinced.  From what he had said, Verlag was at least familiar with the ceremony at some basic level.  She would follow the form. 
 
   She used the pole and the noose to lever the corpse around, swinging it to face her.  With one smooth motion she stood up, taking the body in a grotesque embrace.  Alaana pressed her mouth to that of the corpse, unable to stifle a gag as the dry husks that were its lips rasped against her own.  The rancid smell unavoidable in her nostrils, she tasted death.  
 
   She mimicked breathing into the mouth in the controlled fashion necessary for the rolang.  As she didn’t know the proper invocation for the ritual she mumbled words of her own devising, a prayer to spirits of wind and air to grant her strength to bear out this ordeal.  The chant didn’t matter; she did not need to call the dead man’s soul.  Another had already taken its place.
 
   The corpse’s eyes opened, revealing milky orbs, crusted with yellow death.
 
   As the corpse began to shake and move, Alaana heard startled gasps erupt behind her from the men waiting by the door.  She clung firmly as the corpse struggled, keeping her lips pressed to the mouth of the monster.  With great concentration she fought to subdue the awakening fire in those glazed eyes.  As the body gathered strength and awareness it writhed and jerked with increasing ferocity.
 
   The spirit within was the soul of a mature musk ox, and a strong one at that, probably the leader of its herd.  Plucked from its body by Tekkeitsertok and imprisoned in this foul cage of dried flesh, the beast was shocked and disoriented.  But it was fast regaining its sense of will.  Alaana held on with all her strength.  There was no stopping now; she must control its wild bucking until the final moment, or perish in the attempt.
 
   And so, The Corpse Who Dances.
 
   At last the tongue of the corpse protruded, sliding past the seal of her lips and into her mouth.  Alaana bit it off.  
 
   She kicked the pole from the ground and released her charge onto the ice.  The headman’s brother scrambled mindlessly on the ground.
 
   The Yupikut men shrank back, voicing their terror with startled grunts.  Verlag rushed forward.  He bent to remove the noose and the bells, struggling against his brother’s dull, idiotic movements.  The corpse’s milky eyes went wide, looking pathetic and confused.  Its pitiful attempts at speech were lost in ghastly gurgles of black blood.
 
   “He has journeyed far,” said Alaana.  “He will be confused at first.”
 
   Verlag, visibly repulsed, stood the body up and shoved it toward the two servitors.  “Take him to his tent.  Tend to him.”
 
   Garagos surged forward.  The bear-like giant shoved Alaana down, striking her behind the knees with the flat of his spear.  In an instant the weapon was reversed, its point poised a short distance from her throat. 
 
   “Not yet!” roared Verlag.  “I may need further use of her.”
 
   Verlag spat.  He motioned to the drum, the pole, the bells.  “Clear these things out.  All of it.  This place reeks of foul magic.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   “IKIRUQ”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alaana sat alone in the empty ice house.  Even the rancid fur mat had now been taken away.  Cross-legged on the bare ice, she strove to retain the calm center.  But it was impossible to be calm.  
 
   She had achieved very little.  Somewhere, not far away, the body of the headman’s brother was being cosseted in his tent.  It had life, it grunted and moved, but such a thing could never be mistaken as human for long.
 
   Mindful of the guard just outside the entrance, Alaana slid quietly along the wet floor.  She began working her fingers between the igluksak at the far wall.  There, in the hard packed snow between the blocks of ice, she had hidden her ceremonial blade. 
 
   She drew the dagger from the ice pack wall, tasting with satisfaction the familiar feel of the carved ivory handle.  The knife was largely ceremonial but did have a keen edge, honed by thousands of strokes at the sharpening stone and with each stroke she had offered up a prayer to ensure it would cut true when most needed. 
 
   She would have to attempt her escape soon, though she could see no way past the two armed guards at the doorway.  She wondered how the end would come.  Would she be stabbed through, or beaten into unconsciousness?  What would it be like when her spirit left her body for the final time?  Would it feel any different than the many soul flights she had already taken?  Such thoughts were not useful; fear and panic only clouded her ability to plan and prepare, and yet these dire ruminations were unavoidable.  She struggled to settle herself, seeking the calm center. 
 
   She waited. 
 
   The circle of sky visible through the ring of human bladders marked the passage of time.  When they finally came for her, the orange of dawn had been replaced by a pale gray-purple, the color of mid-day at winter.  Alaana did not resist as she was dragged from the ice house and shoved face-first into the snow outside. 
 
   She was hauled to her knees in front of a jeering ring of Yupikut men.  Verlag hovered before her, his cruel mouth twisted by anger, eyes blazing pure hatred.  He struck a backhand blow across her jaw that snapped her head back and stole all strength from her legs.  She tumbled into the slush amid a mix of taunts and snickers from the men.
 
   Alaana shoved her hands into the snow in order to push herself up.  She felt the ice pack tremble faintly, under a deep bass rumbling. 
 
   Verlag pointed at the body of his brother, which was rutting about in the snow a few feet distant.  From the thing’s bloody mouth came a low grunting noise that was completely inhuman.  But Alaana was preoccupied with something else, a distant echo just at the level of perception, a sound which distinctly matched the vibration she felt on the ground.
 
   Verlag struck her again.  “This thing is not my brother!” he raged.
 
   Alaana stared up at him.  One side of her face was numb with clinging snow, the other burned from Verlag’s slap.  A gob of blood pooled inside her lower lip.  She spat it up at Verlag. 
 
   “First she dies, then all her people!” roared Verlag, but his grave pronouncement was eclipsed by an uproar spreading suddenly throughout the settlement.  The dogs went wild.  The low bass rumbling, audible to them all now, was met by desperate shouts from the far end of the camp.  A mass of solid thunder was rocketing down the length of the fjord, a herd of musk oxen stampeding along the chasm, brushing the Yupikut tents and equipment aside, smashing the sledges and scattering the dogs.  In this instance the Yupikut’s cleverly concealed settlement worked against them, funneling the devastating animal charge between the cliffs of ice.  Trapped in the narrow gorge, a handful of men went down among the onslaught of pummeling hooves before they were able to scramble aside. 
 
   The force of the charge was aimed directly at her position, as the beasts sought to free the tormented soul imprisoned within the body of the headman’s brother.  The oxen were enraged by the fate of their leader and driven completely wild by the unearthly powers at work.  
 
   There was no protection against their mad rush.  As the storm of destruction swept past the ice house the men confronting Alaana scattered.  If ever there was a chance to make a break for it, the time had come.  She dashed for the escarpment of rocky ice at the lip of the fjord.  She was immediately bounced back, having run into a wall of flesh. 
 
   It was Garagos.
 
   “Now you die,” spat the giant.  He punctuated his threat with a slash of the spearhead clenched in his left hand, the haft having broken off during his rush to sidestep the stampede.  Alaana ducked under the blow, letting the big man’s arm pass overhead.  With one smooth movement she drew her ceremonial blade from the broad sleeve of her parka and raked it across Garagos’ neck.  The knife bit deep into the side of his throat drawing a torrent of blood, but still the giant came on.
 
   With the oxen hurtling by, Garagos trapped Alaana in his powerful grip.  She felt her ribcage creak and begin to buckle as the giant squeezed the breath out of her.  But as Garagos leered down at her his face grew chalky and confused, the bear-claw scarifications standing out in high relief against his whitening skin.  His blood ran down the right side of Alaana’s parka, washing over the crimson stain of her own blood left when her ear had been severed.
 
   Alaana felt Garagos’ grip weaken, allowing just enough leeway to bring the ceremonial blade up.  She drove the point into the big man’s belly.  A moment later the Yupikut warrior’s body dropped into the snow with a dull thud.  
 
   Alaana wasted no time in launching herself at one of the huge chunks of ice jamming up the fjord.  She hoped to lose herself among the frozen caverns that made up the better part of the embankment.
 
   She picked her way along the cliff face on the far side of the fjord.  The going was slow, the way cluttered with boulders and crags, all covered by sheets of ice that had run down from the summit.  The rock surface was bearded with icicles of all sizes, from heavy trunks as thick as her arm to innumerable needle-sharp splinters, making the scramble treacherous.  Any attempt to gain height along the wall was impossible.
 
   Alaana explored as many crevices as she could, seeking an outlet.  Any of these caves could hold the lair of aklaq, the grizzly bear.  She finally discovered a rift in the cliff wall large enough to squeeze through.  On the other side she found a frozen stream that led to a stretch of open terrain.  She tore out in a straight run across the ice.  The surface cracked sharply as her mukluks slapped against it, but there was no time to worry if she might fall in.  She didn’t know how soon the Yupikut would be able to muster their dogs to follow.
 
   There was little chance of concealing herself in the barren waste on the other side.  At last, exhausted from her desperate flight and the long trudge through the snow, she hid behind a large chunk of ice-encrusted rock.  It was already growing late, and all the landmarks were unfamiliar in the dusky haze.  She settled down to rest for a moment and drink of the snow.
 
   Her hands were trembling.  In that quiet moment it finally dawned on her that she had just killed a man.  She had acted so quickly, without hesitation, that it almost seemed unreal.  It had not been difficult at all.  Her way was clear.  She would do anything — anything to save her people.  She would die for them a hundred times over.  And she would kill.  
 
   Her main concern now was to warn the Anatatook of the impending attack, but it would be impossible to find her way in the dark.  She wondered how Tugtutsiak had reacted to the attack.  The Anatatook were not fighters.  The headman might well have moved the camp further south, hoping to avoid confrontation.  But even with all the men on alert, there was no escape from the overwhelming fury the Yupikut tribesmen would bring.
 
   And what of her family?  She had watched Maguan fall to a Yupikut war club, but the fate of Kigiuna was unknown.  Had her family given up on her?  
 
   A mournful howl cut across the tundra.  Peering out from behind the rock, Alaana saw a shaggy shape cross a rocky crest a few hundred paces away.  A pointed snout swiveled above the outline of an oversized timberwolf.  Alaana held her breath, searching the dusk for signs of any others.  She might be able to frighten off one lone wolf, but not a half-starved pack in midwinter. 
 
   The huge animal made straight for her.  With a leap the big dog was on her in an instant, nearly bowling her over, eagerly licking at her face and hands.  
 
   “Makaartunghak!” She embraced the gigantic huskie, hugging him close.  She buried her face in the warmth of a thick white and gray coat which covered a chest twice as broad as that of a wolf.  
 
   She saw the smaller silhouette of Yipyip as she lazed atop the very rock Alaana had just been hiding behind.  Aloof as ever, the little dog’s short coal-black fur stood in sharp relief against the background of arctic white.  She mewed casually as she stretched her forelegs along the crusted surface of the rock. 
 
   Makaartunghak danced energetically around Alaana, getting underfoot as she stepped over to Yipyip.
 
   “It’s good to see you, too,” she said, reaching a hand out to brush the little dog’s flank.  Despite her small size Yipyip’s body felt, as ever, even warmer than her counterpart’s.  Alaana reached for the strip of walrus leather that ran along the dog’s underside where she carried a medicine pouch.  With a quick snap of her wrist, she yanked it loose.
 
   Makaartunghak had already retreated several paces back the way the dogs had originally come.  He yapped encouragingly, his broad tail flapping so furiously it whistled through the air. 
 
   “Not yet,” said Alaana firmly.  “Not yet.”
 
   Atop a flat crease on the rock she unpacked a variety of herbs and fetishes from the sealskin pouch.  Alongside these she placed the stolen scrap of flesh that had been the corpse’s tongue. 
 
   Yipyip jumped down and began pacing back and forth behind her master.  Alaana ignored her strident whining.  She did have the second sight, and always became agitated when magic was in the air. 
 
   “I know,” said Alaana, ruffling the smaller dog’s neck.  “I know, but it’s necessary.”
 
   Makaartunghak strutted purposefully between the two of them.  He looked sharply around and sent a few barks in random directions.  He had no idea what was happening but put on a good show, not wanting to feel left out.
 
   Alaana rearranged the items again, picking out whatever she thought she might need.  Old Manatook had been adamant about keeping such dark magic from her, but the tongue of the dancing corpse was powerful sorcery in itself.  She hoped she could piece the spell together from the scraps that she already knew. 
 
   She would not let her village be razed, not if she had the means with which to fight.
 
   And then there was the matter of that tortured soul back at the camp.
 
    
 
   Alaana returned to the wrecked Yupikut camp.  The lookouts, astounded to see her come back of her own volition, let her enter unmolested.  They were perhaps dissuaded from seizing her immediately upon sight of the fearsomely large dog that trotted at her side with its teeth bared and its hackles up.
 
   Alaana saw no reason to say anything as she made straight for the center of the camp.  She acquired up a trail of wary followers as she went.  She was obviously unarmed and despite the gigantic dog, could pose little threat to an entire armed camp.  Surely the Yupikut thought Verlag would want to see to this himself.
 
   The headman was there, standing before a tall construct of driftwood and skins.  Laid atop the funerary pyre was a formless bundle of linen which Alaana took to be the mangled remains of the trampled corpse.  
 
   As the Yupikut called out to their leader, Verlag turned to face Alaana.
 
   “You wound me, little shaman,” he said, quite calmly.  “You have robbed me of the pleasure of hunting you down like an animal.”
 
   “Sorry,” she said.  
 
   Verlag snickered.  “What possible reason could you have for delivering yourself up to me like this?  For coming back here like this?”
 
   “I’ve come for that dark-skinned man.  The one who brought my food.”
 
   “Oh,” said Verlag.  He spit out a short, dry laugh.  “I see.  Then, you will both die together.”  He barked an order to one of the men to go and bring the young man.  
 
   Verlag stepped close to Alaana.  He was twice as broad and more than a head taller than the young angatkok.  Surprisingly, all anger seemed to have burned out of him.  He stood relaxed in his obvious superiority, and gestured at the unlit pyre.
 
   “There he is.  My brother, dead a second time.  Crushed to a pulp by the oxen.”
 
   Alaana said nothing.  She patted the back of Makaartunghak’s head, stifling his low growl. 
 
   “Your animal doesn’t frighten me,” said Verlag.  “I’ve taken down the brown bear with my bare hands.  Now, I want to know.  What did you do to my brother?  Did you twist his soul into that — that thing?  How can he rest now — like that?”
 
   Alaana didn’t answer.  
 
   Verlag waved an arm at the busy camp.  “As you can see we are readying ourselves for the attack on your community.  You won’t live to see it, but I will make good on my promise.  Your name shall be on their lips when they die.”
 
   Alaana waited silently, her arms hanging loose at her sides.  The tongue blazed hot in her hand but didn’t burn.
 
   “Before we go,” added Verlag calmly, “Before we go, I’m going to skin you alive.  I want to fly you before us like a banner as we ride down your people.”
 
   The dark-skinned young man was brought forth.  When he saw Alaana his face hardened, his lips pursing tightly.  He had obviously hoped she’d gotten away and seemed puzzled that they had recaptured her without having sent out a hunting party.  
 
   Alaana wondered what she must look like — beaten and bruised, her white parka shredded and torn, covered in blood.  She raised a hand to the side of her head where crusted blood marked the place her right ear had been cut away.
 
   She held out her other hand.  On its palm lay the blackened, shriveled thing that had been the corpse’s tongue.
 
   She whispered a single word.
 
   “Ikiruq.” 
 
   The tongue burst into flame in her hand.  At the same moment the funerary bower holding the remnants of the dead man ignited.  A tremendous whoosh of scorched air and orange flame shot upward into the darkening sky.  The Yupikut men let out a chorus of startled yells.  
 
   Verlag recovered first, snapping his head back to face Alaana.  He was on the point of spitting out some nasty curse but the words never passed his parted lips.  His face suddenly flushed crimson; his hands went to his head.  He moaned in agony.
 
   A similar response came from several other men in the crowd, all of whom Alaana suspected were close blood relatives of the man whose tongue lay burning in her hand. 
 
   The others stepped away from those afflicted, horrified at sight of them.  The sufferers crumpled to the ground wailing in pain, clutching their hands to their faces and pulling at their hair.  Verlag had been reduced to a quivering mass.  He crawled on the ground toward Alaana, lost in a fit of hideous screaming. 
 
   As the flame burning on her hand whiffed out, Alaana watched Verlag and his relatives drop stone dead.  She said nothing as the rest of the Yupikut scrambled about in a disordered panic.  She read the fear in her enemies’ eyes as they each in turn settled upon her.  They were helpless.  They had no shaman with which to answer her attack.
 
   Alaana motioned for the young man to follow her.
 
   To the Yupikut she said only, “Leave my people alone.”  Of course Makaartunghak couldn’t help but throw in a few belligerent barks of his own. 
 
   With that, Alaana turned and began the walk back toward the fjord.  No spearhead found her open back.  Behind her there was only a stunned silence.
 
   Alaana cupped the youth’s hand in her own and he answered with a sharp squeeze.  The gesture might have been merely an expression of gratitude, or a welcome release of tension.  Or something more.  It might have signaled many things.  Alaana meant to discover them all.
 
   The dogs would lead them back to the winter settlement where the Anatatook would be safe from harm.  On top of that, a herd of musk oxen had been left wandering somewhere nearby.  With Tekkeitsertok’s blessing there would be food enough to satisfy her people throughout the rest of the winter.  Tugtutsiak might be pleased at last. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   THE LONG WALK HOME
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Makaartunghak!  Quiet!” Alaana fumbled with the unfamiliar knots on the traces of the Yupikut sled.  The overeager dog’s skittish movements made her task nearly impossible with cold-numbed fingers. 
 
   “Hold still!”  Exasperated, Alaana looked down at her handiwork.  A tangled web of sinew to be sure, but it held the big dog roughly in the center of the brace.  A sled team of one, the gigantic huskie would still be able to haul the sled and its lone passenger.
 
   “You can get on,” Alaana said.  She gestured at the flat of the sled, where Yipyip sat contentedly waiting.
 
   The young man, who had said nothing at all since their flight from the enemy camp, shot a quick glance at the sled then shook his head.
 
   “It’s a long way to my camp,” she said.  “We’ll be lucky to see home before daylight.”
 
   Looking straight ahead and not at her, he said, “I can walk.”
 
   Alaana didn’t understand.  “It’s a long way,” she said again.
 
   “I have strong legs.” 
 
   Then Alaana realized his problem.  If he sat on her sled for the return to the village everyone would assume they were married.  Alaana felt an embarrassed heat rush into her face.  That wasn’t what she had meant at all.  
 
   With a disgruntled sigh, she cut away the ungainly traces, leaving the sled behind.  She saw no need to burden her dog with the weight of this man’s stubbornness and misplaced pride.  
 
   “Let’s go!” she said to the dogs.  Makaartunghak surged joyfully ahead. Yipyip stood her ground on the sled, whining pathetically.  Sloshing through the deep snow was hard work for such a small dog.  She’d been expecting to ride.  Alaana picked her up, hugging her warmth close.  
 
   “Now I’m carrying the dogs,” she muttered as they set out.
 
   Still the young man hesitated.
 
   “Where else are you going to go?” she asked.  He glanced back at the fjord as if choosing between two evils.  
 
   “Come with me,” she said, “It’s okay.
 
   He stepped forward, keeping his attention to the trail, glancing at Alaana only rarely and from the corner of a suspicious eye.  The short winter day had already burned itself away but the Moon, at half-light, lit up the surface of glistening snow with pools of silvery light.  Perhaps it was best they walked as they were hardly dressed for a ride on the sled.  Alaana’s parka was tattered and the young man had only his torn dogskin coat.  Working against the deep crust every step of the way would help them stay warm at least.
 
   “Won’t you at least tell me your name?” she asked.
 
   “Shamans can use names,” he said.
 
   “I just wanted something to call you.”
 
   “No Name is fine.”
 
   “No Name is ridiculous,” she said.
 
   “Why did you come back?” he asked.  His eyes searched hers.  “Was it revenge?”
 
   “I came back for you,” she said.  She could see he didn’t believe it.  “And to make sure they left my people alone.”
 
   Alaana tried to engage him in further conversation but he would say very little.  So she told him about her band of Anatatook, sketching out the various characters of her village for him in short, nervous sentences.  “My father’s name is Kigiuna.  He’s a successful hunter and a good provider, who loves his family above everything else.  When he isn’t out fishing or hunting he passes the time carving any stray piece of antler or ivory he can find, making fish hooks or pipe stems or little toys for the children.”  Alaana described her mother and sisters-by-marriage who filled the family tent with their perpetual backdrop of low-voiced gossip, giggling and cheerful conversation.  She mentioned Tugtutsiak, the grim headman, who led the band unerringly across the game trails and Higilak the old woman who served as storyteller and kept all the children alive in spirit, especially during the long iglu months of winter.  
 
   “You’re the shaman?” he asked suddenly, still avoiding her gaze.  
 
   “Yes,” she answered, somewhat defensively.  “You don’t have to be afraid of me.” 
 
   He didn’t reply.  From the way his gaze kept sweeping back and forth across the trail she got the sense he was considering his chances of going it alone.  But such a thing was impossible. “Is there any food?” he asked.
 
   “There will be when we get back.” 
 
   “I see.”  He pursed his lips and let out a small, forlorn sigh.  “My name is Ben.”
 
    
 
   Alaana’s first sight of the Anatatook village chilled her to the bone.  The place had been left in total disarray after the Yupikut assault.  Dawn had just broken over the horizon and the people were already scrambling to make good use of the light.  They scurried about the smashed iglus, reclaiming scattered property and loose dogs.  These things she had expected; it was the noise which gave her pause. 
 
   The sounds were eerily familiar from tragedies of the past.  The wailing of widows, the angry shouts of men.  Tortured souls mourning their terrible loss.  The Anatatook village had been devastated, but her people had survived.  Survived because of her. 
 
   Alaana headed straight for the karigi, the large ceremonial house in the center of the village.  Ben trailed along, seeking whatever comfort anonymity could afford for the moment.  The swirl of men at the karigi called out to Alaana.  
 
   “They kept the heads of households in the karigi,” explained Iggy.  “The raiders left a few men here to guard them, but then something happened.” 
 
   Iggy grabbed Alaana’s shoulder and pointed to a charred mass of skins on the ground.  “This one suddenly burst into flame!”  The men glanced down at the grisly pile but clearly no one dared touch the body.  “The other Yupikut guard saw what happened.  He ran away in fear, but the women caught up to him.”  
 
   Her attention was drawn to a bloody corpse laying on the ground several paces away.  “The women!  Can you believe it?”  Iggy began to laugh but Alaana was distracted by the appearance of her father.
 
   “Father!” she called out.
 
   Kigiuna hugged his daughter hard at the shoulders.  “It was you, wasn’t it?” he asked, a smile of grim satisfaction curling the edges of his mouth. 
 
   Alaana nodded.
 
   “You saved us all.”  Her father’s smile wilted as he noticed the clotted blood and her missing ear.  “Does it hurt?” he asked, but Alaana didn’t get the chance to answer.
 
   Tugtutsiak the headman stepped between them.  “Five of our men are dead.”  He practically shouted at her.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said helplessly.
 
   “You should be more than sorry.  A good shaman is our only defense against sneak attacks.  Perhaps you know where we can find one?” 
 
   Alaana shrank back from Tugtutsiak’s cutting remark as if she’d just been slapped in the face.  It didn’t seem fair that after all she’d been through she was left with this, but Tugtutsiak allowed for no failure.  He held himself to the same standard.
 
   “There is a stray herd of musk oxen half a day’s walk to the south,” she said in an even tone.  “Six or seven hands.  If you can get the men together right away, we’ll soon have our bellies and caches full.” 
 
   Tugtutsiak raised his eyebrows.  He gave Alaana an uncertain look as if completely surprised at this unexpected good news.  Then he spoke loudly to the men, urging them to get their hunting things together and to ready all the sleds. 
 
   Amauraq embraced of Alaana, her small black eyes thrown wide as she noticed the horrid state of her daughter’s clothes.  She ran her hands lovingly along the lines of her bloodied face, crying out when she came to the missing ear.  “Oh, it’s too much,” she said, “It’s all too much.”
 
   Alaana assured her mother that she was not badly hurt. 
 
   “You must see to your brother,” Amauraq said.  “Maguan is dying.”  She led Alaana away, leaving Ben alone in the center of the devastated village.
 
   Left alone, the icy grip of panic seized him.  An entire host of new fears came to the fore.  What would happen to him here?  He didn’t know what these people were like.  After his horrible treatment at the Yupikut camp, he was certain of one thing.  He would never allow anyone to do that to him ever again. 
 
   But as he witnessed the activity swirling about him, he realized these people were no different than any other.  They wanted only to survive in a land so harsh and unforgiving that survival was each day called into question.  They wanted to protect and love their children as parents anywhere might do.  This was not a violent people.  Any violence that had been wrought here came from a motive of self-preservation.  He thought he could live here, at least for a little while. 
 
   He walked quietly over to the dead body that had been left in the bloody snow.  The man had been beaten to death.  His face was frozen in a final mask of submission.  Ben recognized the man as one of Verlag’s personal guards, a merciless fighting man who had beaten him with great delight back at the Yupikut camp.  Ben spit down at the body, landing a gob of saliva on the bridge of its broken nose. 
 
   “What are you doing there?”
 
   Some of the men were headed his way.
 
   A range of answers came to mind.  He could explain to the gathering circle that Alaana had brought him here, that he had been a prisoner of the Yupikut, that he was lost and alone.  Instead, he said nothing.
 
   “He’s one of them, I bet.”
 
   “Speak up!  What are you doing here?”
 
   “He’s crying over the body.  It’s probably one of his friends,” said one woman in a wildly accusatory tone that bordered on irrational.  She looked a nightmare of pain and sorrow, still wearing an anorak soaked in her husband’s blood.  “He’s come slinking in here, looking after him.  They killed my husband, you know.  My poor dear Ipalook!”
 
   “I’m called Ben Thompson,” he said calmly.  “I’m from… Louisiana.”  He shrugged, knowing they couldn’t possibly recognize the name.  “In the southlands.”
 
   He knew his words must sound a little strange to them, as the Anatatook dialect differed slightly from the one he had learned from the Yupikut. 
 
   “Is he one of them?” asked one of the women.  It was the voice of fear and panic.
 
   “I am not,” insisted Ben.  “Now leave me alone.”
 
   “Ahhhhhh!” screamed Ipalook’s wife.  She lunged at Ben.
 
   He had neither the heart nor the desire to strike this poor bereaved woman.  Instead he stepped to the side and gently pushed her away. 
 
   He was surrounded by a group of six angry faces, men and women, perhaps the same group who had killed the Yupikut warrior the day before.  He might face the same fate, but he wasn’t going to go quietly.  With only one arm, he was no match for any of these men in a fight.  Flashes of recent memory forced themselves upon him.  It was one thing to be beaten to death, but he wouldn’t let them bind his hands; he mustn’t let them humiliate him.  He met their advance with firm resolve, watching them through tortured eyes.  Not again. 
 
   One of the advancing men was suddenly pulled back. 
 
   “Aiyah!  What nonsense is this, now?” said a strong, although cracked, voice.  An old woman appeared in the gap.  Like a whirlwind she pushed the men away, each in turn, separating the mad pack and bringing some reason back into their veiled eyes. 
 
   “Has all sense fled?  Look at this man!  Our Alaana brought him here to us.”  She stepped right in front of Ben saying, “Ivalu, Aolajut!  Surely you’ve better things to do.  Go and see to your homes and cooking pots.  And the rest of you men, go back to your families.  Get!” 
 
   “Look at him.  What is he?” asked Talliituk, eldest son of the headman.  He held a hunting knife ready in his hand.
 
   “Never you mind!” Higilak said.  “He’s a friend of the shaman, that’s what.  Now go take care of your iglu.”
 
   The old woman kept pushing at them and the people began to disperse.  Ben walked away.  He was disappointed by this reception but not entirely surprised.  In all the time he’d lived in the arctic, he’d never seen another black man either.
 
   His stomach growled as he stomped through the snow.  He’d been walking all night, and he was damn tired.
 
   When he reached a point on the outskirts of the camp, he began cutting the snow with a makeshift scoop, the shoulder blade of a caribou which he plucked from among the wreckage.  He struggled to lift the blocks of snow with his one good arm and pile them around the tiny circle of the widening depression.  As the walls rose higher he cut the wedges narrower.  He couldn’t stack them all the way to the top and the soft snow of his half-shelter began to falter.  With a heavy heart he watched one side and then the other sag and cave in.  Then it all came tumbling down, leaving him half-buried in the slush.
 
   The old woman’s face peered above the rim of the wrecked iglu.
 
   “If you want to know,” she said in a soft, confidential tone, “I can build an iglu myself, but I wouldn’t admit it in front of all these men.”
 
   The old woman’s face looked like a bird’s nest of wrinkles with two gleaming black eyes as the eggs.  The many cracks and creases were exaggerated by a wide smile that revealed an equal measure of stubbly white teeth and pink gums.  Judging by her small nose Ben thought she must have been regarded as beautiful many, many years ago.  Now her body had withered and bent, leaving the impression that her head was slightly too large for her slender frame.  She wore a warm and handsome parka made of equal part fox fur and caribou hide.  A well-formed hand that had seen many years of hard work reached down for him.
 
   Ben stood up, leaning only slightly on the woman’s fragile hand, and brushed white crust from the front of his parka.
 
   “I’ll try again,” he said.  “I think the snow closer to the inlet will be more solid.”
 
   Old Higilak shook her head.  “No food, no equipment.  All you have is the snow.  And the snow’s too soft.”  
 
   Ben looked around for the caribou shoulder but couldn’t find it.  He kicked aimlessly at the tumult of snow.  At last he looked back at the old lady, returning her warm gaze and said, “I’m hungry.” 
 
   “Finally you’re talking some sense.  Sometimes it’s best to let the stomach do the thinking for us.  Quite a lot of the time, actually.”  Higilak smiled again.  “Come with me.  I know you’re afraid.  No one will harm you.  I promise you that.”
 
   Ben smiled back.  It hurt his face to do so.  He had not smiled since he’d received the many bruises that mottled his cheeks.  At least with the old woman he wouldn’t have to worry about what he’d have to do to earn his next meal. 
 
   “I’m not afraid,” he said.
 
   “But they’re afraid of you.  That’s a problem.”
 
   “And you?”
 
   “I’ve never seen a man with brown skin before, but I’ve seen a lot of things.  And I’m not afraid of much.”
 
   Higilak led him to a modest iglu near the bay. 
 
   “Alaana and I live here,” she explained.
 
   “Alaana?”  Ben stepped back.  “I don’t—” 
 
   “Don’t worry,” returned Higilak.  “This is my place.  Here you are my guest, not hers.  She’ll keep to herself.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   MAGUAN’S LONG JOURNEY HOME 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “He doesn’t wake up.”  Kigiuna reached down to the sleeping ledge and shook Maguan roughly by the shoulder.
 
   Alaana said, “I wouldn’t do that, father.”
 
   Kigiuna pulled his hand away.
 
   “He’s been like this since the attack,” said Amauraq.  Her worry seemed to fill the iglu.  “He was struck down in front of our house.”
 
   Alaana remembered witnessing the attack on her brother as the Yupikut dragged her off, bound by the ankles to their sled. “I saw.”
 
   “How can we wake him?” asked Pilarqaq.  Maguan’s wife held a crying baby in her arms, another young child clinging to her legs.
 
   Alaana placed her hand along her brother’s fevered brow.  Maguan was a handsome man of twenty-three winters, tall, thin and wiry.  He had the same wispy mustache and curly hint of beard as their father, though his black hair was much straighter than Kigiuna’s.  Maguan’s good temper and pleasant smile made him popular among the Anatatook, who saw him as a more moderate version of his sometimes hot-headed father.  
 
   Alaana leaned forward.  Her brother’s eyes were open but they didn’t see anything.  
 
   “His eyes are dead,” said Kigiuna.
 
   “No,” replied Alaana.  She bent over the pallet, concentrating on Maguan’s left eye where a sleeping man’s soul could often be seen.  But there was too much noise, too many people in the small iglu.  One of the children began wailing and instead of comforting the child his mother added her own voice to the clamor.
 
   Maguan shifted uneasily.  His eye rolled upward. 
 
   “Sometimes he seems just to be sleeping and other times he’s struggling against something, but I don’t know what?” said Kigiuna. 
 
   Amauraq took Alaana by the elbow.  “What is it?” she whispered.  “What is he fighting against?”
 
   Alaana couldn’t concentrate with all these people crying and children underfoot.
 
   “Himself,” she answered.  “He’s fighting himself.”  She turned to her father.  “We’ll have to bring him to the karigi.” 
 
   Amauraq tugged again at her arm. “He’s going to die,” she said.  “Oh Alaana, please don’t let him die like this.”
 
   “Mother…” Alaana wanted to tell her that such an attitude certainly didn’t help Maguan and was putting him in even more danger.  She couldn’t think of a way to say such a thing without hurting her mother’s feelings, but she must get her to stop.  “He can hear what you say.” she said softly.
 
   Amauraq’s eyes bulged, sprouting tears. 
 
   By the time Alaana turned around, Kigiuna already had his eldest son in his arms.
 
   “I’ve got him.  Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   Sometime after the attack, the ceremonial ice house had been converted from iglu to qaqmaq.  A huge tarp of caribou hide had been strung up to replace the sagging dome.  Alaana assumed the combined body heat of all the men confined in the iglu had finally caused the softening ice of the roof to collapse.  Spring was on its way.
 
   The interior was a mess.  All of her ceremonial things had been disturbed.  The drums and masks were out of place and several broken.  
 
   Alaana cleared off a driftwood platform in the center of the large room, and Kigiuna lay Maguan down.  Here at least she had some measure of quiet and room enough to work.  She could hear her mother and several other sympathetic voices still clamoring outside the ceremonial house, but she supposed nothing could be done about that. 
 
   Bending over her brother again, Alaana gently held the lid of his left eye open and gazed inside.  The eye, which usually conveyed a cheerful glow, seemed as lifeless and dull as the surface of a frozen lake. 
 
   She took a series of deep breaths and brought her spirit to a relaxed state of concentration.  Then she peered down into the abyss of the dark pupil in search of her brother’s troubled soul.
 
   “He’s still there,” she said softly.  “I can help him if I can get in.”
 
   She positioned her father at the base of the platform and handed him a small round drum no larger than the palm of his hand.  The beater was a dried raven claw to which Alaana hastily attached a white owl feather.  
 
   “Alternate the beats,” Alaana said, demonstrating the proper rhythm.  A thin white line separated the drumhead skin into two equal parts, one light and one dark, representing the worlds of the living and the dead.  
 
   Her father set to beating the drum with an air of concentration worthy of the most serious acolyte any shaman could ever have desired.  Alaana still could not get over the sight.  Kigiuna had long been a skeptic when it came to the world of the spirits.  He had even tried to stop Alaana’s initiation, going so far as to threaten murder against Old Manatook.  But on that day, as his daughter rose into the air atop a whirlwind of spiritual energy, he had witnessed first-hand the power of Alaana’s spirit-guide Sila.  Kigiuna’s skepticism had all been burned away. Now he served as an unlikely but earnest assistant to his daughter the shaman.  He did this mostly out of paternal instinct, an innate desire to protect her from unearthly danger, but somewhere down deep Kigiuna longed to see for himself those mysteries which were forever invisible to him.
 
   Alaana ran the palm of her hand over the surface of the drum, touching the patterns that Old Manatook had painted.
 
   “Tulukkam-ittuq,” she said, addressing the helper-spirit that lived inside the drum.  “I need your help.”
 
   “I answer to Old Manatook,” said the helper spirit.  
 
   “You know me too,” said Alaana.
 
   “I answer only to Old Manatook.”
 
   “Manatook is dead.”
 
   Alaana felt the spirit bristle at the news.  She could see it, a small black shape deep inside the drum skin.  Old Manatook had trapped this powerful wraith on a visit to the Underworld.  Suddenly Tulukkam-ittuq surged, expanding to fill the entire drum with seething blackness.  It tried to force itself from the drum, but was constrained by the sigils on the painted surface. 
 
   “Release me!” demanded Tulukkam-ittuq.  
 
   “Help me!  This one time, I beg of you.  My brother lies here half-dead.  Help me to help him.”
 
   The spirit settled back into the drum.  It petulantly buried its beaked head beneath a serrated wing.
 
   Alaana sighed.  Another of her teacher’s tools rendered useless.  She licked her finger, then rubbed away the sigil binding the spirit.  Its soul surged again, rising up and expanding until it filled the room.  Gigantic wings, luxurious with dark plumage, raked against the iglu’s circular wall.  Knife-sharp feathers rippled, crackling with black fire.  The walls of the ice house shook, dropping slivers and little chunks of ice down on their heads. 
 
   “What is it?” asked Kigiuna, straining to see the invisible.  “What do you see?”
 
   Alaana gently squeezed her father’s forearm to silence his interruption.  Kigiuna’s attempts to protect her from the strange and dangerous world of the spirits would have been laughable if they were not so heartfelt. 
 
   “Please! My brother…” said Alaana desperately, in the secret language of the shamans.  “Please!  Just this one time, I beg of you.”
 
   Tulukkam-ittuq growled.  Its burning gaze settled on Alaana and she thought the fiery eyes of the bird-like spirit were reading her soul with its own version of the spirit-vision.  After a long moment the dark spirit relented and settled back inside the drum.
 
   “Start the rhythm, Father.  Don’t let up until I say.”
 
   Kigiuna began to pound the drum and Alaana, positioned at the head of the platform, took up the chant. “Halala, halalalee; halala, halaalalee!”
 
   She stared deep into her brother’s eye.  As the helper spirit empowered her song, Alaana forced the dark circle of Maguan’s pupil to expand.  The brown rim of his iris sparkled slightly as it began to spin, circling the black abyss. 
 
   A swirling vortex, the eye.
 
   The spinning portal formed a tunnel, a narrow gateway to the soul. 
 
   The moment was now.  With a series of three deep breaths Alaana surrendered herself to the state of relaxation that freed her inuseq for traveling.  Alaana’s spirit-woman leapt immediately down into the tunnel. 
 
   It was a short tumble, down the vortex of the eye, to where Maguan’s soul lay resting beneath.
 
   The shadowy half-light of the tunnel gave way to bright sunshine. 
 
   The sun blazed high overhead at the peak of the sky’s dome, shedding warmth and light.  The Anatatook littered the frosty plain in small groups, like islands separated by streams of giggling children as they ran by.  The air was thick with voices — women exchanging recent gossip and men telling tales of the hunt and lascivious jokes.  Maguan sat at the head of a table, a sealskin tarp draped across a long flat stone.  Behind him the tundra lay resplendent, alive with a colorful array of budding wildflowers. 
 
   Alaana plodded through the muddy field toward her brother.  Though she walked in spirit only, she felt the cool, wet slush against her boots and the warm kiss of the sun on her face.  This did not surprise her.  All was spirit here. 
 
   Maguan shouted, “Alaana, you’re back!”  Their whole family was assembled at table, with Kigiuna sitting beside Maguan on one side and their uncle Anaktuvik on the other.  Alaana’s second brother Itoriksak motioned her to come closer.  “Have something to eat.”
 
   Some of the women, sitting at the other end of the table, acknowledged Alaana with a smile or half-wave.
 
   All sorts of good things to eat lay spread out on the tarp.  Oysters, cakes of fresh tallow, red and black berries.
 
   “It’s much too warm for spring,” said Alaana.  “And the sun’s too high.”
 
   Maguan shook his head, smiling fondly.  “My sister the shaman,” he said, “talks so very often in riddles.” 
 
   “I’ll speak more plainly,” replied Alaana.  “It’s not summer yet, and you know it.  We’ve just awakened from winter.  The days are still short, the sun just barely over the land line.”
 
   Maguan chuckled awkwardly, waving away Alaana’s concerns.  “Happy times,” he said, “Plenty of food here.  Sit!  Fill your belly, sister.”
 
   “The hunt was a great success,” added Itoriksak, “if only you’d been there to see it.  Look, here we have mattak, freshly skinned off the whale.”
 
   Kigiuna said nothing.  He looked up from his meal with a dull, slack-jawed expression on his face.  Alaana looked away.  That could not possibly be her father.
 
   “None of this is real,” said Alaana.  “This food has no taste.”  She swept the delicacies off the surface of the tarp.  The friendly chatter stopped.  “You were struck on the head, Maguan.  Don’t you remember?”
 
   “Sit.  Eat!” said Maguan.  “We have plenty.”
 
   Alaana took her brother’s face in her hand, pinching the cheeks between thumb and fingers.  “We were attacked by raiders.  You were struck on the head.  Don’t you remember?” 
 
   She stared intently into her brother’s left eye.
 
   The eye blinked.
 
   The scene changed abruptly.  Day for night, light for dark.  The open spaces of Nunatsiaq now became the gloomy interior of a dirty iglu. 
 
   Maguan, with a dreadful and grim expression, shook his face free of his sister’s grip.  This was her brother as Alaana had never seen him before.  Even in his darkest moments Maguan’s face always held a playful sparkle below the surface.
 
   The room, bounded by the oppressive dark, seemed terribly small.  And yet it was crowded.  A sea of ashen faces filled the iglu, stretching away into the murk, all wearing the same lost expression.  In the center lay a table, the wrecked remains of a broken umiak, a shattered dream.  It was the boat Maguan had always wanted to build, if ever he found enough whalebone struts.  A deep pit yawned beneath the table, waiting to claim the unwary.
 
   And outside, the silence.  The smothering quiet of the North.
 
   At first Alaana mistook the pale faces gathered around the wrecked umiak for expressionless skulls.  A thick soot in the air made it difficult to see clearly, but as it swirled slowly away she began to recognize some familiar faces.  Maguan’s lifelong friend Ipalook sat beside him on the left side, and the shade of Kanak at his right hand.  These somber revenants said nothing.  Another face, leaning forward, came into view.  Alaana was surprised to see Old Manatook, his white beard clotted gray with soot.  The old man’s eyes rolled over her, but they held neither the glittering vitality nor the brilliant aura of the shaman.  
 
   “You’re too late, sister,” said Maguan.  “We’re all dead here.  You don’t belong.”
 
   Amid all the soot and smoke, Alaana strained to see what lay on the table before them.  What had they been eating?  Was that the festering carcass of a whale amid the ashes?  Or a rotting corpse?
 
   “Go away!” demanded a high-pitched, child-like voice.  Alaana recognized her lost little sister, Avalaaqiaq, sitting at table.  Ava had succumbed to sickness years ago.  It was during this same fever period that Alaana received her calling as a shaman.  Alaana had always felt guilty that she had gained so much, seemingly at the expense of her poor dear sister. 
 
   Seeing Avalaaqiaq again tore at Alaana’s heart.  She forced her eyes away, even though she knew this to be only a vision of her sister, a morbid fantasy created by Maguan.
 
   Alaana addressed her eldest brother, saying, “I’ve come to take you home.”
 
   “Home?” Maguan’s brow wrinkled.  “I am home.”  He gazed around at the crowded, smoky iglu, at the faces of the dead, many of them long gone from the Anatatook.  “It’s not so bad being dead.” 
 
   “You’re not dead,” insisted Alaana.
 
   The eye blinked.
 
   Sunlight, and day, again. 
 
   The sea was choppy.  The umiak rolled beneath them.  Maguan laughed.
 
   The long boat was empty exception for Maguan, who stood at the headboard looking out over the horn, and one other.  Alaana recognized the second man as her father’s father, whose name had been Ulruk.  Ulruk had died long ago when Kigiuna was a boy, having drowned at sea.  Alaana had never met the man in life, although she had encountered her grandfather’s ghost years ago.  This vision of her grandfather, cobbled together by Maguan’s imagination from bits of stories and family lore, bore little resemblance to that ghost.  The real Ulruk had Kigiuna’s sparkling eyes and a confident bearing.  This man, dressed in a slick sealskin sea coat, took no joy in the sea or anything else.  He steadied the flat-bottomed boat with practiced skill, using his stout legs braced against the sides. 
 
   “Alaana!” called out Maguan, smiling and raising his harpoon in salute.  “Come to bring us luck?  We don’t need it.  There’s a bowhead just below us and this time we’re going to get.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be here,” said the grandfather in a gravelly voice.  He grabbed Alaana’s spirit-parka at the shoulder.  “The shaman is too valuable to risk at sea.”
 
   “I’m not afraid,” countered Alaana.  She gently removed her grandfather’s hand.  
 
   “My sister won’t leave me,” said Maguan.  “Of that I’m certain.”
 
   The skinboat surged forward, powered neither by crew nor paddle. 
 
   “He’s bound to come up,” said Maguan delightedly.  This was his lifelong dream, a good boat beneath his feet, a perfect day.  His eyes swept the ocean, keen to spot the blow of a spout against the sea swell.  It was a bright day, the sun smashing blindingly against the waves.  Alaana could make out several other boats in the near distance, probably belonging to Tugtutsiak and the other whaling captains. 
 
   The spout came up.  Warm steam drifted across the bow of Maguan’s umiak, splashing their faces.
 
   “He’s breathing!  There he is!  Look at him — three times as long as the boat.  Enough to feed the whole village for two moons!”
 
   The knotty black hide of the bowhead scraped the skinboat’s left side.  Maguan raised his harpoon.  He gestured to his nonexistent crew and the boat maneuvered around, bringing the whale to the fore. 
 
   Seawater splashed over the bow as the whale’s head broke the surface.  The bowhead rolled to the side until one of its round, black eyes peered at them above the water line.
 
   Maguan looked his prey in the eye like so many hunters before.  His throwing arm hesitated. 
 
   The eye blinked.
 
   The boat hissed, straining at the seams.  The whalebone struts bent and heaved with the swells.  Alaana, unused to the uneven footing of the sea, staggered backward.  She could see Maguan in the darkness, still standing at the headboard, as he lowered the harpoon. 
 
   Alaana saw her grandfather transformed.  Years ago, one of his arms was missing at the shoulder, lost to the attack of a brown bear.  His face was deeply rutted by claw mark scars and his glossy black hair had been torn away in patches.  But the bear had not killed him.  The seawater had done that grim work.  The shade’s skin took on a greenish cast in the frail moonlight until it looked slick and doughy.  His dark eyes, glaring from bloated sockets, regarded Alaana with a pathetic helplessness.
 
   “Go away, Alaana,” said Maguan as she ran toward him.  One side of the skinboat rose higher in the water than the other.  The sudden movement forced Alaana against the lower bulwark.  Leaning over the side, she saw the boat was circling a spinning vortex in the water.  The whirlpool roared horrifically like a tortured bull walrus starving out on the floes. 
 
   “We’re going down!” said Maguan.  He pulled Alaana back from the brink.  “But you can still get away, sister.  You aren’t dead!”
 
   “Neither are you.  Do you hear me?  You aren’t dead!”
 
   Again she reached for her brother’s face, projecting a fiercely hopeful gaze.  “You aren’t dead.”
 
   But this time she could not get the eye to blink.  Maguan’s gaze had glossed over.  Dead eyes stared back at her, the unseeing, unblinking eyes of a corpse.
 
   “Too late,” said Maguan in a voice devoid of all hope.  “Going down.”
 
   Alaana couldn’t look to her grandfather for help.  His spirit wasn’t real, just an echo of Maguan’s imagination.  “The sea claims the souls of the unwary, and the weak,” said the old whaler.  “No man can deny the ocean its due.”  Water bubbled from his mouth with the words.  He was luring them down into the same watery grave that had claimed him years ago.  
 
   Alaana called out, “Maguan!  Maguan!”
 
   But it was no use.  Maguan stood at the rail, staring down at the whirlpool.
 
   Alaana saw only one chance.  Perhaps her grandfather was right.  The spinning sea offered a vortex, a tunnel.  Always these things meant travel. 
 
   She shoved Maguan forward with both hands, sending him down into the swirling torrent.
 
   “The five beats, Father!” Alaana screamed.
 
   Kigiuna had not faltered at the drum.  Seated at the foot of the platform, he heard Alaana’s command clearly.  He beat out the pattern on the small hand drum, calling her spirit-woman back from her journey.
 
   Alaana’s eyes flew open. 
 
   “Hurry!” she said, jumping to her feet.  “Put aside the drum.”  Alaana pulled her father close to Maguan’s ear.
 
   “Call to him.  Use the name Samik, call him Samik!”
 
   Kigiuna hesitated.
 
   “He’s drowning, father!” explained Alaana.  “Now!  Call him Samik, just as you did before!”
 
   A long time ago, when Maguan had been a small child, he had drowned.  One moment he had been playing on the lake ice, happy and carefree, enjoying the joyous warmth of the spring day, and then with a resounding crack the river ice had broken.  Maguan fell in.  The shock of the cold stole the breath from his lungs; the current grabbed him with icy hands and took him away.  He struggled, but what little air remained was forced from his lungs.  He saw the ice close above his head as he was pulled downstream.
 
   He had the feeling then that he was dead, dead and buried in the ice.  His chest filled with cold water, freezing him to the core.  He stopped struggling.  He began to feel warm.  He sank down into the icy river’s sympathetic embrace.  It was not so bad, he thought, to be dead.
 
   The ice cracked, desperate hands reached down and Kigiuna pulled him up.  The slap of cold air shocked him awake.  His father was calling his name.
 
   “Samik!  Samik!”
 
   His father was calling him back to rejoin the living, and Maguan realized that he wanted more than anything to be with them again.  The chill embrace of the river could wait.  He wanted to live.
 
   “Samik!’ screamed Kigiuna, his voice harsh and desperate.
 
   In those days Maguan had been named Samik.  After his close call with death his name had been changed to Maguan to avoid the bad luck clinging to his former name.
 
   Maguan opened his eyes.  He drew a few ragged breaths as if he had just been hauled from the icy river.  He saw the concerned face of his father hovering over him, and his sister.
 
   “Welcome back,” said Alaana.
 
   Maguan tried to sit up.  He winced at a sudden pain in his head and settled back down. 
 
   “You were hit on the head,” explained Kigiuna.
 
   “I remember,” groaned Maguan.  He put a hand to his brow.  “It hurts.”
 
   The little drum, sitting where Kigiuna had discarded it, suddenly burst apart.  Alaana watched Tulukkam-ittuq take flight, carrying the ceiling tarp into the air.  One of the slick ice walls of the iglu crumbled with the strain, collapsing noisily down on a collection of masks and drums.  
 
   Through this new gap in the wall Alaana’s mother Amauraq peered into the karigi.  Usually women were forbidden from the ceremonial house but in its current state of ruin Alaana thought this place could hardly be considered a karigi any longer.  She waved for the women to enter.
 
   “Should I change my name again?” asked Maguan.  “Have I almost died again?”
 
   “No,” returned Alaana.  “Keep the name.  It’s done well by you.  You just woke up from a bad dream, that’s all.”
 
   “My head hurts.” 
 
   “I’ll help you with the pain.  I’ll make a ball of polished wood and you’ll hold it against your brow.  Wood can’t feel pain and it will draw the pain from your head.  You’ll see.  But now, you should take some rest.  You’ve had a long journey home.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   WOMAN TROUBLE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As the shaman, it fell to Alaana to set the bodies of dead men in stones.  For this purpose the Anatatook often used a certain quiet place set a little distance from the bay.  The gray slate of the cliffside rose in a semicircular face here, which sheltered the funerary cairns from the harsh winds coming off the sea.  And yet it was close enough to their customary winter camp for the dead to hear the old songs being sung on long cold nights, or the calls of the whaling captains on the lookout for a spout at sea.  Alaana thought Kanak would have liked it.
 
   Of course, she could have simply asked Kanak his opinion.  The hunter’s ghost hovered in the air above the cairn.  As was customary the inua of the deceased remained with the body for five days and nights while the family mourned and faithfully kept the death taboos. 
 
   Kanak’s two wives helped pile up the stones.  
 
   Anarvik, who was the mother to Kanak’s three natural sons, laid a long flat stone in place of pride near the head.  A few tears worked their way down her face, finding a path along the wrinkles under her eyes to rest in the hollow above her proud chin.  She was well-dressed in a light spring parka with blue fox trim.  Kanak always kept both his women in good clothes, although Tassiussak’s coat appeared a bit lopsided.  The lines had been cut crookedly and the seams, when judged against those of Anarvik, were held together with thick ungainly stitch work.  
 
   Tassiussak was considered very attractive, even if she was no great seamstress.  She had a perfectly round face with deep set eyes and a small flat nose.  Kanak had discovered her and her son Iggy trapped in an inland cave one winter years ago.  They had been on the brink of starvation.  Kanak had rescued them, adopted the boy and taken the wife.
 
   The women wore their hair in tight buns at the back of their necks.  Having been prohibited from changing their clothes for the five full days, the lice had put them both in a bad mood. 
 
   Tassiussak placed a stone at the head of the cairn, dislodging the one Anarvik had just put down.
 
   Anarvik clicked her tongue and set her stone to rights.
 
   “I’m sorry that you got killed, Kanak,” Alaana said at last. 
 
   The ghost, who appeared to the young shaman as an ethereal figure of light fully clad in a spirit-parka and still fondling a spirit-harpoon, shook his head.  “You were always a good girl, Alaana.”
 
   “But I should have known, I should have warned—”
 
   “Nonsense,” said Kanak.  “I never expected you to protect me.  I always stood on my own two feet, and I died that way, with a spear in my hand.  That’s all.”
 
   There seemed nothing else Alaana could say to that. 
 
   “Is this it?” asked Kanak.  “Two women and a half-grown shaman?  Where are my sons?”
 
   “They went with the other men.  It’s a big musk ox hunt.”
 
   Kanak’s eyes lit up.  “Musk ox?  How many?”
 
   “Six hands,” replied Alaana.  With five on each hand, that was quite a lot.
 
   “Where is this happening?”  Kanak’s ghost glanced quickly up and down the coast.
 
   Alaana chuckled softly.  “Inland,” she said, “near the Forked River—”  She nearly fell down as Tassiussak, who was no small woman, bumped her aside.  It appeared as if Anarvik, who was half her size, had given her a shove.
 
   “I was always his favorite,” said Anarvik. 
 
   “Ridiculous!” returned the other.  “Who warmed his bed most often?”
 
   “Be still!” said Kanak.  “This is no way to talk at a man’s grave.”
 
   “They can’t hear you,” Alaana explained.
 
   “Then you speak for me.”
 
   Alaana did not get the chance.  
 
   “After a hunt he always saved the caribou tongue for me,” Anarvik said proudly. 
 
   “I can’t eat tongue,” replied Tassiussak with a defensive scowl.  “You know it sours my stomach.”
 
   “Uh huh.  So you say.”  
 
   “Oohh!”  Tassiussak kicked a small stone with her boot, dislodging it from the pile, which shifted downward in its wake.
 
   “Heya!” said Kanak.  “That’s my grave!”
 
   “Your sewing is laughable,” said Anarvik.  
 
   “Tssst.  When we made the boots in summer,” Tassiussak pointed out, “he always wore mine first.  Obviously he preferred my sewing.”
 
   “That’s not true.  He was saving mine for the winter.  Everybody knows your boots leak at the seams.”
 
   “And who left her discarded fishheads near the entrance tunnel?”
 
   “That wasn’t me.”
 
   “It was!”
 
   “So it was, it was.  So what?”
 
   “And Kanak came in and tripped and fell on his face!”
 
   “I didn’t care,” said Kanak.  “That was six winters ago.  Tell them I don’t care about any of this.”
 
   But before Alaana could say anything, Tassiussak fired back at Anarvik with, “Only because your lamp was tended so carelessly it smoked up the entire iglu.  He couldn’t see where he was going!”
 
   “It was the fishheads—”
 
   “The smoke—”
 
   “Ahh!” moaned Kanak’s ghost.  “Is this what it’s like being dead?  I can’t stand it. This is my punishment?  To have to listen to these two go on and on?  They always got along so well before.  Didn’t they?”
 
   Alaana could offer no advice.  She had never had a single wife, let alone two of them. 
 
   “Maybe not,” reflected Kanak.
 
   “There is peace on the other side, I know that,” Alaana reassured him.  “Good food.  Plenty of hunts.”
 
   “Hunts you say?” asked Kanak.
 
   “Seal and walrus.  Caribou and bear.  Any time you want them.”
 
   “No chattering women?”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   Kanak’s eyes, which already seemed made of white light, lit up a little more.  “And the hunting?  Not too easy?”
 
   “All you could want,” confirmed Alaana.
 
   Anarvik stood her ground against a resentful Tassiussak.  “And who was it picked the lice out of his undershirt and hair, day after day after day?”
 
   “You know my eyes aren’t that good,” said the other.
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Who was it warmed his bed night after night?” 
 
   “So what?” Anarvik shoved at Tassiussak again.  The big woman blundered backwards a step, stomping on Alaana’s foot.
 
   “Oh and you think that’s all that matters?” raged Anarvik.  “Who did he talk with when everyone else had gone off to sleep?  Who did he share his thoughts with?”
 
   “Me,” said Tassiussak. 
 
   “Me!” said Anarvik.  “A woman comes from a good family,” she said, meaning herself.  “Another is found in a cave.”
 
   “Oohh!  And I suppose you’d say the same of my boy Iggy too?”
 
   “And why not?  Another poor wastrel found out on the wastes.  You’re lucky Kanak took him in.”
 
   “Lucky?” replied Tassiussak.  “You think it’s lucky being treated like a lesser son?”
 
   “That’s not true,” said Kanak. “I always treated Iggianguaq just as well as the others.  He’s a good boy.  Tell them, Alaana.”
 
   Alaana would have told them if she could only have gotten a word in edgewise. 
 
   “You think it’s lucky,” continued Tassiussak, “for him to watch all of Kanak’s sons marry and poor Iggy doesn’t even have a bride promised to him?  You think that’s fair?”
 
   “A wastrel,” said Anarvik.  “A big fat wastrel.  Yes, it’s lucky Kanak fed him all these years.  And of course, he ate much more than his fair share.”
 
   “Oooohh!” said Tassiussak. 
 
   “Oh yourself!” said Anarvik.  “And I’m not having it any more.  When we get back to camp I want you to take your things and your fat wastrel of a son and get out of our tent.  You’re not part of Kanak’s family any longer.  Go back and live in your cave if you must.  You’re on your own!”
 
   Alaana glanced up at Kanak for his reaction, fearing he would be enraged by this latest development.  But Kanak was already gone. 
 
    
 
   Alaana handed a particularly heavy flank of musk ox up to Iggianguaq.  He plucked the heavy slab of meat from her with no visible effort at all and tossed it on the rack.  Iggy, who at sixteen winters was the same age as Alaana, was already the largest man among the Anatatook.  As a child, Iggy had been found starving in a cave by his adopted father Kanak.  But like a deprived dog that is poorly fed when young and is forever making up for lost time, he always ate until there was nothing left in front him, or until someone dragged him forcibly from the table.  His youthful fat had matured into a healthy dose of powerful muscle, tucked away beneath a layer of youthful fat.
 
   “And why not?” asked Itoriksak. “Spring is a good time to think on romance.  The hares do it huddled in their burrows, the seal do it under water.”  He made a terrible imitation of a caribou mating call, which might as well have been the sound of a speared bull walrus wailing in pain.
 
   “That’s easy for you to say,” replied Iggy.
 
   “And painful for our ears to hear,” added Alaana.  “Itoriksak, please don’t make that awful noise again.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Itoriksak, “All the girl walruses love it when I make that noise.”  He laughed in such a buoyant and carefree way that Alaana and had no choice but to join in.  Iggy frowned. 
 
   Alaana passed the last piece, half a rear haunch, up to Iggy, leaving the sled empty.  At last.  Her shoulders and arms ached with the exertion.  Iggy arranged the slabs of meat atop the rack.  As usual, Aquppak’s pile was the tallest.  Kigiuna’s pile was the smallest — with Maguan flat on his back and Kigiuna missing the hunt for worry over him, only Itoriksak had represented their family.  Iggy’s stack also was not impressive — Alaana noticed it had been moved on the outskirts of Kanak’s clan, now separate from the rest.  
 
   Alaana sat down beside her brother Itoriksak, who was busy cutting up the poorer scraps of meat to make feed for his dogs.
 
   “I just don’t think it’s right for you married men to make fun, that’s all,” said Iggy to Itoriksak.
 
   “There’s more to it than just that,” said Itoriksak.  “It’s plain to see that you, my boy, have an eye for Tikiquatta.”
 
   Iggy paused, turning his face back toward the meat rack.  “I can’t deny it,” he said, a mixture of excitement and sadness in his voice. “She fills my thoughts.”  
 
   “I knew it!” said Itoriksak.
 
   “The sight of her … inflames my senses.”  Iggy rolled his eyes comically, but his voice held a note of frustration.
 
   “Hah boy!” said Itoriksak.  He slapped the haunch of meat playfully. 
 
   “Go to her, then,” advised Alaana plainly, as if it were the simplest thing in the world.  “Tell her.”
 
   “I try.  She turns her ears away.”
 
   “Maybe more than words are needed,” suggested Itoriksak, who had been married for three years already.  “Show her what you want.  Grab her and put her on your sled.  That’s what I’d do.”
 
   “I couldn’t,” whined Iggy.  For all his great size, everyone knew him to be painfully shy.
 
   “Maybe that’s for the best,” said Itoriksak.  “That girl is bad luck.”  
 
   Tikiquatta’s past history was well known to them all.  She had been married twice already.  Both times the husband had died before the marriage was even a single year old, leaving her with two young daughters, one by each man.  No one else dared approach her, despite a shortage of available women.  Some years ago, around the time Alaana and Iggy had been born, the Anatatook had suffered a deep hunger period and many mothers could not keep their girl children.  Consequently, few of the young men had brides promised to them.
 
   “She’s good to look at, but dangerous,” continued Itoriksak.  “I think it’s because of her hair.”  Tikiquatta was unique among the Anatatook women because of her long, flowing hair which had a light color like fine beach sand.  “Fair hair and smooth white skin, it’s all a trap meant to lure men to their deaths.  She’s cursed.”
 
   “I don’t believe that,” said Iggy.  “There’s nothing wrong with Tikiquatta.”
 
   “I agree,” said Alaana.  “Why don’t you visit her house?  Talk to her father Putuguk.”
 
   “I do,” said Iggy.  “We talk often.  About hunting, the dogs, the weather.”
 
   “But do you talk about the girl?” asked Itoriksak.
 
   Iggy’s eyes bulged.  “I can’t!”
 
   “You’re hopeless,” said Alaana.  “Does she say anything when you visit?” 
 
   “Of course she doesn’t say anything,” answered Itoriksak for Iggy.  “She’s not going to say anything there inside the iglu.  But women talk with their eyes.  What do her eyes say, Iggy?”
 
   Iggy shrugged.  The sight of those massive shoulders shrugging was pitiful indeed.  He sat down beside Alaana and the snow pack thudded as if a mountain had been brought low.
 
   “Well, how does she treat your clothes when you go over there?” asked Itoriksak.  “When you take off your outer coat?  That could mean something.”
 
   “She handles them gently,” returned Iggy. 
 
   “She likes you, then,” concluded Alaana hopefully.
 
   Iggy half-shrugged again.  “I don’t know.  I left her a gift at the start of winter, a pair of ivory combs for her hair.”
 
   Alaana remembered the combs.  Her father had carved them from scraps of antler during the long chill of the previous year. 
 
   Itoriksak leaned forward, very interested.  “That should do it!”
 
   “Does she ever wear them?” asked Alaana.  
 
   “No,” admitted Iggy.
 
   “Not ever?  Well at least they weren’t rejected.” 
 
   “Maybe Aquppak threw them out of the house,” suggested Itoriksak.  “You know him.  He hates any kind of charity.”
 
   “He didn’t used to hate it,” said Iggy.  “I remember him going around from tent to tent in the mornings begging for a spare fish for Putuguk.”
 
   “No, you’re wrong,” said Alaana.  “He always hated it.”
 
   “Is he against you courting his sister?” asked Itoriksak.
 
   “I don’t know,” said Iggy.  “I can’t speak to him about it.  Every time I try, ugh, the words don’t come out.”
 
   “It’s Putuguk you have to deal with,” said Itoriksak.  “He’s the father, not Aquppak.”
 
   “It’s Tiki that matters.  Can’t you sway her heart, Alaana?” asked Iggy.
 
   “I can talk to her,” she said.  “That’s all.”
 
   “I think Aquppak would be glad to marry her off,” suggested Itoriksak. 
 
   Alaana shook her head.  “Maybe not.  Who would sew for him and Putuguk?”
 
   “She can sew for them forever,” said Iggy.  “I don’t care.  I’ll wear rags.”
 
   “Boy, he is far gone,” laughed Itoriksak.  He had finished chopping the meat, and scooped it into a large sealskin bag. “And what about you, Alaana?”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yes, you,” replied Itoriksak.  He smiled wanly.  “It’s been a few sleeps since you brought that man here.  And both of you sleeping in the same room…”
 
   “With the old lady sleeping between them, I’ll bet,” laughed Iggy.
 
   “Ben has his own place, I have mine,” said Alaana.
 
   “Well, he doesn’t talk to any of us,” said Itoriksak.  “But I suppose he has eyes for you?  What does he say?”
 
   “He doesn’t say much of anything.  He doesn’t talk much.  Not to me.  He talks to Higilak mostly.  I don’t think he’s interested in getting a wife.”
 
   “Oh,” said Iggy, although he had never heard of any such thing.
 
   Itoriksak snickered.  “He looks like he’d bite you if you got too close.”
 
   “He did,” said Alaana.
 
   Itoriksak’s eyes went wide.  “He bit you?  What were you doing?”
 
   “I wasn’t doing anything.  I was reaching for the tea pot in the dark.”
 
   Now it was their turn to laugh and leave Alaana squirming uncomfortably.
 
   “Biting can be a very good sign,” said Itoriksak.  “That’s what father told me and he was right.  Agruta sank her teeth into me more than once when we were courting, and it all turned out well.”
 
   “It’s not like that,” insisted Alaana.  “We’re not courting.  I just startled him, that’s all.  He doesn’t sleep very well.  It was dark.”
 
   “I always thought you would marry Mikisork,” said Iggy.
 
   Alaana frowned.  She had thought the very same thing.  Miki had been promised to her since before any of them could remember.  They all played together as children.  It was always Alaana and Iggy and Miki.  And Aquppak.  Alaana had often held Miki’s hand, back in the carefree days of childhood when the simple gesture had little meaning outside of a warm friendship.  But then, Alaana’s new role as shaman had frightened the superstitious Mikisork, ruining any chance for them to marry.  They had spoken little since.
 
   “I heard Miki’s father arranged to get him a wife from the Chukchee,” said Itoriksak.
 
   Iggy ignored him.  “Maybe you still have a chance, Alaana.”
 
   “Listen to you,” chided Itoriksak.  “Iggy, you gossip like a romantic old fishwife.”  He squinted at Iggy.  “A gigantic, hideously ugly fishwife…”
 
   “Miki’s not for me,” said Alaana flatly.  “That’s already settled.” 
 
    
 
   In a haughty voice, Aquppak related the events of the hunt.  He framed an imaginary musk ox between cupped hands as he spoke.  “It was a difficult shot,” he said, “Shoom!  Right into the kill point behind the shoulder.  A risky shot at best, but there’s a trick to it.  You have to get the rhythm just right.  When the ox runs, its shoulder bobs up and down and the kill point dips below the bone.  You have to time it just right.”
 
   Putuguk listened intently.  Aquppak spoke as if he’d just discovered the technique, and Putuguk listened as if he hadn’t been familiar with that principle since he’d been a young man himself.  He admired the handsome lines of his grandson’s face, his strong sharp chin, the unruly locks of thick black hair that strayed in front of his face. 
 
   “I used to hit that spot,” he said softly.
 
   “When was that?” asked Aquppak.  He was irritated at having his story interrupted.  “Before I was born?”
 
   “Yes,” said Putuguk.
 
   “That’s too far back for anyone to remember,” said Aquppak.  “Or prove true.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that,” said Tikiquatta.  “I believe him.”  She smiled at her father as she ladled some warm broth into a wooden bowl set before him on the table.  The table, a narrow flat of driftwood set across two high stones in the center of their tent, rocked dangerously as her two young daughters leaned on the far side.
 
   “Careful, girls,” said Tiki.  “You’ll spill the soup.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter who believes what,” said Putuguk.  “Like the boy says, it was too long ago.  I’m glad that we have Aquppak now.  I’m proud of you, son, as your father would be if he were still with us.  He was quick with the bow as well.  You have your father’s eye.”
 
   “I have my own eye,” said Aquppak.  He thought very little of his father, a man who had died shortly after he was born.  Aquppak’s disdain stemmed from the stupidity of his father pitching his tent in the wrong place and getting caught in a snowslide which had killed both of his parents. 
 
   Putuguk raised his bowl to sip at the oily brown broth.  He enjoyed musk ox soup greatly since it had such a strong, salty flavor.  His sense of taste seemed to be slowly growing dimmer and dimmer as he became older and older.  Since he had too few teeth left with which to chew, there were no chunks of meat floating in his bowl.  
 
   “It’s not just the eye, grandfather,” Aquppak added.  “I spend a lot of time practicing.  I deserve to be the best.”
 
   “I suppose it’s a lot easier to be the best now, with Kanak gone,” said Tikiquatta.  Both her daughters were sharing soup from the same bowl and she cautioned them not to argue over the tasty morsels of meat.
 
   Aquppak smarted at the comment.  “You’re a bit too free with your words, aren’t you?  You don’t know anything about it.  You don’t know anything about the hunt or the hunters.”
 
   “Kanak was a good man,” said Putuguk softly.  He didn’t want them to argue over it.  He wanted to suggest that they eat quietly and enjoy the meal.  He wanted to watch his two young granddaughters sip their soup as they giggled and made faces at him.  He delighted in almost everything they did, their animated expressions, their cute little voices.  
 
   “He was a good hunter,” continued Aquppak, “but he always cut in front of the others.  No wonder he got more than his share of kills.  I stand out in the open.  I don’t get in anybody’s way.”
 
   “And I’m proud of you, my son,” said Putuguk.
 
   Aquppak didn’t reply.  He raised his bowl disinterestedly and drained it to the bottom.
 
   One of the children asked for more soup.
 
   “Eat your fill, girls,” said Aquppak.  “You don’t have to want for anything.  You won’t have to do the things that I had to do.  You won’t ever have to beg.”
 
   Putuguk felt his cheeks flush a little at this slight from his grandson.  Or perhaps it was just the warm soup filling him up.  It didn’t matter.  He loved each of his grandchildren more than he could say, and he was particularly glad now that Aquppak had come into his own with the other men.  Perhaps the boy was justified in complaining about the miserable childhood he’d suffered, perhaps not.  Putuguk didn’t feel like arguing about it.  
 
   And Aquppak did treat Tikiquatta’s children very well.  He showered them with attention and small gifts, and refused to see them dressed in rags or not fed enough.  Tiki’s girls were always dressed in bright new furs, although their mother still went about in worn old things.  Aquppak had often remarked that there was no use wasting good clothes on a woman no man would want to marry.  Tiki, whose duty it was to sew all the clothes, did not object.  She only wanted the best for her children. 
 
   “You’ll never go hungry,” Aquppak assured the girls, “Not while I’m the man of the house.”
 
   “You go too far,” said Tikiquatta.  Now her cheeks flushed crimson against her pale skin.  “My father Putuguk is the head of this house, and he should have more respect.”
 
   “It’s all right, Tiki,” said Putuguk.
 
   “Respect?” said Aquppak.  “He can’t hunt.  He can barely walk.” 
 
   Tiki, who had been cutting up the meat for Putuguk to eat, paused.  The knife was still held tightly in her hand.  “It’s not his fault.  Time has stolen so much.  He’s done a lot for this family, and don’t you dare forget it.”
 
   It seemed for a moment that Aquppak might slam his bowl down on the table, but at the last instant he slowed his hand and placed the empty vessel gently down.  He smiled at the girls, then turned toward Tiki and said, “He never did anything for me.  Just embarrassed me, that’s all.  That’s all.”  
 
   “I won’t have you saying such cruel things—”
 
   “Shut your mouth, woman,” said Aquppak.   He kept his voice even, but his gaze bored hotly into her. 
 
   In contrast, Tiki’s tone reached a shrill pitch.  “Don’t speak to me that way.  I’m not your wife, I’m your aunt!  Don’t forget that.”
 
   “I don’t forget anything,” growled Aquppak.  “But you do.  This is the way you talk to me?  If it weren’t for me you wouldn’t have skins on your back.  Or food on the table.  Are you going to depend on him?  He can’t even chew the meat unless you cut it up for him.  He can’t even cut it up for himself.  He used to be a great hunter?” Aquppak shrugged.  “Used to be.”
 
   “Aquppak is right,” said Putuguk.  “I’m not the man I used to be.  Aquppak is right.  What would we do without him?”
 
   She could do very well without him, Tiki thought.  If only she could get married.  She wondered at her father’s forbearance, recalling all the tragedy the old man had faced.  His physical limitations, the loss his wife so many years ago, the deaths of his son and daughter-in-marriage to the landslide.  And yet he showed nothing but kindness toward Aquppak and everyone else.  His eyes were clouded to so many things now, but surely he could see Aquppak’s arrogance and cruelty.  He seemed to have eyes only for the children.
 
   Millik and Inaloo finished their soup and found their way onto Putuguk’s lap.  The old man had just enough strength in his arms to give them both a little squeeze. 
 
   Wind rattled the tent flaps.  Putuguk shivered, suffering a stabbing pain in his hip and shoulder joints.  After the warmth of a well-packed iglu, life in the tents made early spring feel even more chill than winter. 
 
   “Tiki,” he said, “would you widen the flame in the lamp?  I still feel winter in my bones.  Thanks to Aquppak, we have plenty of oil.” 
 
   “Don’t use too much,” said Aquppak.
 
   Tiki shot Aquppak a withering glance.  “It’s not his fault,” she said, but all the fire had gone out of her voice now.  There was little else for her to say.  She resumed cutting the meat into small pieces for Putuguk.
 
   “That reminds me,” said Aquppak, looking at the cut-up meat, “I have to go feed the dogs.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11 
 
    
 
   OF  SKINS  AND  SECRETS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The corpse’s frozen eyes were flat and hard as stones.  They stared acidly back at Alaana from a face withered beyond expression, half sunken into the skull itself.  Brittle, grayed skin flaked away at her touch.  She would have thought the starving animals of the taiga would have stripped away every bit of flesh by now, but even the carrion-eaters knew to avoid the shriveled husk with its taint of corruption.  
 
   Alaana looked away.  
 
   When she had last visited this camp, during the somber depths of midwinter, the woods had loomed dark and foreboding.  Now the sun was high in the sky, painting the conifers in vivid browns and greens, revealing them as sparse growth rather than gloomy forest.  Layers of ice encrusting the rocky cave had been peeled back, giving way to beds of lichen in startling sea-green and yellow.  A hopeful slush carpeted the ground, and the melting snow left the air thick with a chill vapor that spoke of the renewal of spring.  
 
   Alaana couldn’t help but think fleetingly of Ben.  Although she had known him only a short time, the image of his face was never far from her thoughts.  That particular combination of strong nose and full lips, his rounded chin, his quiet soulful voice and unassuming gaze, made her feel a whirlwind of possibilities and hopes.  There was a fierce glow in those eyes, and in their light she saw a promise of joy and happiness.
 
   She heard a special quality in Ben’s voice on those rare occasions when he did speak to her in the darkness, or more often, when talking to the old woman with words that she understood were meant for her to hear.  And then there was the music.  Ben carried with him a musical instrument, a hollow tube of walrus tusk.  He blew into the flute to make music.  Alaana had never heard a melodic instrument before, had never heard notes before.  The Anatatook had the drum, which sounded a single note only, and the rattle.  But Ben’s instrument had a voice.  
 
   He didn’t know many songs, he’d explained.  He had been only a child when he left Louisiana, and his songs were mostly ones he made up himself.  And this made his music beautiful in a whole new way.  In the music Ben shared a lust for life and an appreciation for beauty that Alaana knew well.  He made songs for all the beautiful things that she knew, even the bergs and the river.  And his song for the river didn’t sound much different than the actual voice of the river itself.  Ben found music in all things, just as Alaana saw their souls..
 
   There was music in his voice too, she thought, and then laughed at herself.  She was certainly foolish when it came to thoughts of Ben.  It was clear he wanted nothing to do with her, and she knew precisely why.  She was the shaman, a dabbler in spirits who walked with ghosts.  She’d learned this lesson the hard way, from the heartbreaking look in Miki’s eyes those few years ago.  Nobody wanted her for a wife.  She was the shaman. 
 
   On that thought, she returned to the grisly task at hand, digging among the corpses of her foes.  Their dried flesh had long since merged with the bones, but the dead men’s furs still lay where they had fallen, untouched.  The animals wanted nothing to do with them either.  Alaana gathered up the lice-infested skins of timber wolves, tanned for use as garments.  
 
   She felt as if she had delayed her return to this place for too long.  It had taken a full moon to nurse Maguan back to health.  His headaches had finally subsided and he was now able to stand and walk, well on his way to becoming his old cheerful self again.
 
   In the distance, Alaana heard the lonely whine of a wolf.
 
   The horror of what she had seen at this place haunted both her dreams and also her waking mind.  Men, donning the skins of wolves to become twisted abominations of nature, taking the shape of the wolf, exaggerated in bulk and ferocity, but retaining the cunning of man.  Transformed in that way, these men had raided her settlement, preyed upon her people, murdering innocents in their beds, and feasted on the flesh of children.  She had no pity for them but she could not leave this task unfinished. 
 
   Alaana knew little of transformational spells.  Such knowledge had been strictly kept from her by Old Manatook.  And yet she had come to realize that in order for this magic to work the souls of the animals must still reside within the skins.  The beasts had to be killed in a certain way in order to trap their spirits whole, so that the men could use the skins to change form.  When they donned the skins, the men would remain in control, using the enslaved wolven spirits as tools for the transformation.
 
   Alaana sensed no aura emanating from the ruddy wolfskin in her hands.  Her spirit-vision revealed nothing.  She sniffed at it but the snow had washed away all stink of man or beast.  She was undaunted.  The spirits must be hidden there, locked inside.  Trapped.  Helpless. 
 
   She arranged the skins along the widespread arms of a salmon-drying rack and stood before them.  From her medicine bag she produced powdered dogbane and a withered sprig of black claw root which she felt certain would be useful in drawing the spirits out.  And after that?  She had faced the bestial fury of these creatures once, all snapping snouts and slashing teeth.  She was not eager to do so again.
 
   Alaana arranged a totemic necklace across the front of her parka, a string of polar bear claws that had been the sacred amulet of Old Manatook.  After all, it had been Old Manatook in the form of a great white bear who had slain these men in wolf shape.  The wolf spirits would be wary of confronting his power again.  At least, that’s what she hoped.
 
   Kneeling before the rack, Alaana hesitated, envisioning herself torn to pieces by angry ghosts and left to rot in this place, alone, her scattered bones mingling among the foul corpses that littered the camp.  A silly way to die.  A fool’s errand?  She didn’t think so.  The wolves had not been her enemies.  She could not leave them like this.
 
   She began a low chant in the secret language of the shamans.  It was hard work penetrating the binding spell, constructed as it was by some northerly shaman with far more experience in such matters.  With no ritual to fall back on, Alaana had to feel her way, unlocking the soul cage layer by layer.  She made up for inexperience with extreme patience as she sought out the proper phrasing to unwind the knots.  Strand by strand, the process was an education in itself.  In time she began to feel the animal spirits imprisoned within the skins, scratching and clawing at their unnatural bonds from inside.  
 
   A snowy owl appeared in the limbs of the tree above.  Alaana was not surprised, as the snowy owl was attracted to spirits of the newly dead, often ushering them to the world beyond.  From its niche between drooping limbs which had already shed the snow and ice of winter, the owl cooed softly.  Alaana had no time for it. 
 
   In the end Alaana’s education would remain incomplete.  As she struggled to dismantle the deepest workings of the spell, the alpha wolf burst through the weakened soul cage.  The ethereal form of a huge reddish wolf, the very one who had killed her friend Uatchiaq, rose up above the rack of skins.  
 
   It snarled and snapped, crushing air in its powerful jaws.  Bodiless, but no less deadly, the fire-eyed spirit raged on the point of attack.  Alaana shrank back, realizing her necklace of protection was no help against it.  Worse yet, the ghost was angered by the token.  She tore the amulet from her neck and laid it before her on the bare rock of the ancient hearth.
 
   The angry tarrak did not surge forward and finish her.  For now the ghost was more concerned with liberating the souls of its fellows from their skins.
 
   As the barriers came crashing down all six wolf spirits rose up in a rush, presenting Alaana with a menacing sky full of misty apparitions.  She ended her chant.  Out of breath from her exertions, she remained sitting cross-legged in the slush, carefully oblivious to their growling and snapping.  She avoided their gaze.  Even dead, these animals followed the instincts of the pack.  They saw no need to attack a submissive enemy.
 
   “I did not slay you,” reminded Alaana, eyes still downcast.  “I did not bind you.  Fly away.  Be free.” 
 
   The wolf spirits seethed, restless on the point of attack.  But the lead wolf circled warily in the air, calling the others to order with a sharp authoritative bark.  
 
   One by one, the inua began to drift away, pulled upward into the pale blue sky until only the alpha remained.  The great tawny spirit bowed its pointed snout toward the young shaman, mewling softly.  Alaana doubted the proud beast had ever made such a sound during its hard, raging life.  And then it went to join its fellows in the sky.
 
   Alaana paused for a moment’s rest before undertaking the final task of the afternoon.  All was quiet.  No malign influences had been attracted by the ritual.  The gray sky was etched by wisps of mist trailing the wolves to the great beyond.  The cave entrance sparkled, its rocky surface jeweled by water trickling down from above.  Alaana thought what a beautiful sight it was.  If Ben were to see it, what a marvelous song he would create.
 
   The snowy owl remained balanced in the down-drooping limbs of the tree.  It hadn’t gone with the spirit wolves’ passing.  Alaana thought this strange.  The majestic bird swiveled its broad head, following her with a hypnotic stare.
 
   She walked to the cairn of stones the Anatatook had placed over the body of Old Manatook, whom they had found dead in the cave, locked in battle with the man-wolves.  Alaana felt a tide of sadness at the gravesite.  She had never properly mourned her teacher; she had still been so angry.  When Old Manatook departed on his mysterious journey three years ago Alaana had fully expected him to return.  
 
   For years Alaana had resented the shaman for leaving her to take his place at the age of thirteen, with unfinished training.  Since then she had stumbled in the role, nearly causing starvation and death to the settlement.  And all that time, Alaana realized, she had been suffering misplaced emotion.  She was angry only at weaknesses in herself.  It was up to her to fulfill the role of shaman now, regardless of the circumstances.  She must rise to the task.
 
   Turning her anger toward Old Manatook wasn’t fair.  The powerful shaman had returned just when he was most needed, answering Alaana’s call for aid in facing the crisis of the man-wolves.  And Old Manatook had given his life, saving them.  For that Alaana could not help but feel grateful.  
 
   She solemnly replaced the uppermost stones of the cairn where they had rolled out of place.  Her feelings for Old Manatook would not as easily be sorted out this day, but at the gravesite she did pay homage to her old friend and master, whatever his faults.  The same nagging questions remained.  Why had he gone so often to the north?  What had he been doing all that time?
 
   The snowy owl trilled a somber note. 
 
   The strange thing was, under the cairn lay not the body of a man, but the body of a polar bear.  Alaana had found the tanned skin of a man, which Old Manatook had been using all his life to appear as one of the Anatatook.  It was the same spell the man-wolves had used.
 
   The snowy owl hooted again, becoming more insistent.  Something stirred the branches of the pine.  The wind picked up, carrying the smell of magic.  Alaana listened intently, clearing her mind to the one-pointedness of concentration necessary to receive messages on the wind.  The skin at the back of her neck tingled.  And there it was.  Faint, and coming from far away, the echo of a distant chant.  The message rose and fell, a call for help, a desperate plea in the secret language of the shamans.  With a dissonant crack of thunder the strange song ended, resolving itself into an eerie, diminishing wail.  Alaana knew it had been the call of a distant shaman, but one that was not for her.  It had been meant for Old Manatook.
 
   Alaana waited, listening.  The snowy owl stared down, silent and motionless.  The wind did not return.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12 
 
    
 
   LOUISIANA
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A thin film of gristle and liquid fat ran ahead of Higilak’s blade as her semicircular knife scoured the hide.  Her lower back was already aching from bending over the flat stone and the skins.
 
   From where she was kneeling, Higilak could hear the young women laughing, happy and playful now the winter was over.  A group of the young wives, abandoning their work, had gathered around Agruta and her boy-child.  The child had just recently learned to walk and was demonstrating his newfound skills to the circle of cheering women.
 
   “This is old woman’s work,” she said to Ben.  “You should be with the other men.”
 
   Ben, seated on a rock in front of their tent, shook his head.  “Then who would keep you company, Old Mother?”  
 
   It pleased Higilak that he should call her by the same adoptive title Alaana used.  Higilak, who had no children of her own, had been very happy when young Alaana had left her family’s tent to come live with her.  In exchange for what little guidance Higilak could offer her, Alaana returned genuine affection.  She was pleased again when Ben, after his rescue from the Yupikut, had joined them.  Higilak now enjoyed a pleasant sense of family developing within the confines of her tent.  Although it was an odd sort of a family, she thought, with all of them sleeping in separate bunks.  
 
   Ben had not come to live with Alaana as his wife.  He kept a discrete distance from the young shaman.  
 
   “There are other old women here,” she said wryly.  “I am not so decrepit and loathsome as I must seem.  Surely one of them would take pity on me, I think, if you took a moment to socialize.”  
 
   Another round of praise in peals of wonder and delight drifted across the compound.
 
   Ben shrugged.  “I don’t feel right with them.”
 
   “Ah.  And why?  Because you speak a little differently?  We can understand you well enough.”
 
   “They don’t want me on the hunt,” he said plainly.  “They think I’m bad luck.”
 
   “Dark skin isn’t bad luck.  There is no such taboo, and believe me, I know them all.” 
 
   Higilak leaned in closer over her scraping work.  The musk ox skin, far too heavy and stiff for suitable clothing, would make a sturdy patch for the roof of their tent and an extra blanket for next winter.  
 
   Ben blew a few tentative notes on his bone flute. 
 
   “Surely you can go with Kigiuna,” suggested Higilak.  “He’s not superstitious.”
 
   “He offered, but…”  Ben glanced down at his useless left arm.  “I just get in the way.  I can’t shoot the bow and there’s no room in the kayak for a man who can’t paddle.  It doesn’t matter.  I have a good eye for spearfishing.  I’ll get some trout for us tomorrow.  It’s good enough.  Today I’m enjoying the sunshine and the laughter of the mothers and their children.”
 
   “You sound like Alaana.”  
 
   Ben said nothing.
 
   “When Manatook and I first came here, we knew no one,” said Higilak.  She pointed to her matrimonial tattoos, which ran down her chin in three lines that had a distinctly different pattern than those of the other Anatatook women.
 
   Ben continued fiddling with his instrument, but his brow wrinkled slightly, indicating to Higilak that he hadn’t noticed that difference before.  
 
   The young man’s pain was obvious.  In the time he had lived with the Anatatook, a full turning of the moon, the ghosts had not faded from his haunted eyes.  Higilak thought that if only he would speak of his past, release the bitterness he was carrying pent up inside, she might find some way to help him.  
 
   “Do you have any family?  Back there in Looseeaana?”
 
   Ben smiled at her stilted pronunciation. “They’re dead. They’re all dead.”  
 
   “You must miss them dearly.”
 
   As usual Ben grew slightly annoyed at her probing.  “There’s an empty space inside of me where my father lives.  And my mother.  I saw my mother murdered right before my eyes.  You can’t know how it feels.”
 
   “Can’t I?” said Higilak.  “I watched my own father die.  A senseless, inglorious death at that.  Oh yes.  When I was your age, my entire village was destroyed.  Every last man, woman and child.  Everyone I had ever known or loved, wiped away by an evil so terrible only a force from the heavens could contain it.”
 
   Ben seemed shocked by this, but he knew from the earnest expression on Higilak’s face that it was true.
 
   “In time,” continued Higilak, “Manatook and I made a life here, with these good people.  I’ve never regretted that.  You can do the same.”
 
   The young man shook his head.  “I don’t think so.  Nobody trusts me here, and they never will.”
 
   “Alaana doesn’t feel that way.”
 
   Again, Ben glanced away at mention of Alaana’s name.  “I remember summer time in Louisiana.  It was warm.  I mean it was hot.  The sun was ferocious.  And birds singing.  That’s where I belong.  As soon as I get a sled and a dog team, I’m going to go south.”
 
   “Running away?”
 
   “I’ve been running all my life.”  He sighed.  “You want to know?  I’ll tell you.  I’ll tell you.  My parents were slaves.  They worked on a farm, growing mostly sugar cane.”
 
   “We get sugar from the white men sometimes,” Higilak said.
 
   “Yes, that’s where it comes from.” 
 
   “Louisiana?”
 
   “Thereabouts.  When Mister Lincoln freed the slaves my parents stayed working on the farm.  There wasn’t any place else to go.  Nothing really changed much at all.  The workers still got whipped just the same.  We ate the same stale porridge, sang the same old songs.  Kept our heads low, just the same.
 
   “Then one night when I was just about seven there was some big ruckus on the farm.  A fire.  Gunshots.  My father was killed.  Shot dead.  I didn’t see it happen, but my mother and I had to run.  We couldn’t stay on that farm any more.  Trouble was, there wasn’t any place for a slave woman and her child to go.  There wasn’t any place for us to go.  We headed north, thinking things might be better for us there.  My mother did what she could along the way.  We went from town to town and everywhere we went…”  
 
   He paused, and from the pained look on his face Higilak thought he might not continue.  “Men took advantage of her.  A couple even tried to take advantage of me if you know what I mean.  Until finally she met Mr. Douglas.  That Mr. Douglas was a good man.  He wanted to take care of us.  He really did.  He had a lot of big, crazy ideas, you might call them dreams.  Well, he got the gold fever, and we went up to a place called the Yukon.  It was mighty cold, just like here.  He had a stake, a claim and he was going to get some gold out of the ground and everything was going to be all right.  We were going to be all right.”
 
   Such a long pause followed, Higilak feared she might never hear the rest.  “What happened?”
 
   “Those raiders happened.  They caught us out alone up there and they killed Mr. Douglas.  Strung him up, his guts hanging out like a bloody apron.  Just like my father, I guess.  That was Verlag who did it.  Well, he’d never seen anything like my mother.  She was a beauty.  A real beauty.  He didn’t like me much.  But as long as I was around he had something to hold over her, to make her do whatever he wanted.  They’d never seen a black woman before, and I guess owning her gave Verlag some type of status, though he treated her just as badly as his other women.  And those Yupikut don’t have much use for children.  I was born free, but now I learned what it was like to be a slave all over again.  I ran errands for them, little things, and when I got in their way they beat me and one time I raised my hand and Verlag’s shaman — he did this.”  
 
   Ben motioned to his useless arm. 
 
   “Oh how terrible,” said Higilak.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   Ben shrugged.  “Tell you the truth that wasn’t the worst thing he ever did to me.”
 
   Another silence followed.  Higilak didn’t dare ask.
 
   “The shaman took away my arm just like that.  He didn’t even need to touch me.  He just looked my way, said a few words.  That was it.  And then I realized there was nothing I could do, no way I could ever fight back.  The shaman was too powerful.”
 
   “They said he was killed in a raid.  He got what he deserved.”
 
   “He got killed, but that was a lot less than he deserved if you ask me.”
 
   Ben continued his tale in an icy, matter-of-fact tone.  “They laughed at me.  They laughed when I cried.  They laughed when they beat me.  They were always laughing at me.  And after a while they killed my mother.  They kept me around after that, I don’t really know why.  I guess, just for the entertainment.  They considered me an amusing fool I guess.  I couldn’t run away.  There was no place to go.  I would’ve died out on the tundra alone.  And I wasn’t going to do that.  Not for them.  Not for anybody.  That’s my story.”
 
   “Whatever horrible things may have happened to you, please understand that we are not the Yupikut.  If you truly wish to make the journey south you may try, but you’ll still be alone.  I think you should consider staying here with us.  There’s a future here for you.  Maybe even with Alaana.”
 
   “Alaana?”
 
   Higilak smiled.  “Yes, even a foolish old woman can see that she likes you.”
 
   “I could never be with Alaana,” Ben said.  He would say nothing more.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 13 
 
    
 
   HIGILAK’S TALE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   By the time Alaana returned from the wolf-camp it was well past dark.  She found the village already abed, a hard day’s work ended.  After she stowed the sledge and fed the dogs, she felt ready for a good sleep as well.  When she lifted the door-curtain of their tent she found Higilak had left a meal for her in the entranceway.  Too late to light the lamp and wake everyone, she would eat it cold under the night sky. 
 
   Higilak was an exceptional cook.  Tonight she had prepared a type of stew Alaana had never before tasted but had a warmly satisfying flavor that lingered in the mouth, even eaten cold.
 
   The clear polar sky, full of stars glittering in their celestial hearth, shone down on the camp.  The quiet was broken only by the occasional yap of a dog or some stray laughter in the dark.  Lovers, she imagined, would be snuggling in their beds.  Her people had little need of her at the moment.  Food was plentiful in the wake of the recent oxen run and the band would be moving to their summer camp soon. 
 
   The strange message from the north continued to haunt her.  The only mindspeak messages she had ever received before had come from her teacher, but that man was dead.  And yet there was a shaman somewhere, calling for her in an odd and mysterious voice.  Old Manatook had taught her that every question was an answer waiting to be discovered, each enigma a truth in disguise.  And such mysteries were always worth unraveling.  She would answer the call.
 
   She saw a man walking down the line of tents.  A distinctive slender silhouette and boldness of step indicated it was Aquppak.  
 
   “Oh, Alaana,” he said, “I thought I heard your sled coming in.”  
 
   At sixteen Aquppak was tall and strong, and quite good looking.  When he was not out hunting he let his black hair hang loosely to the shoulders so that it danced at every errant breeze.  He was forever brushing it away from his face with delicate little movements of his hands, a mannerism which Alaana had always found attractive.
 
   “It’s late,” she said.
 
   “Yeah.  I always have trouble falling asleep after a hunt.”
 
   “How was it?”
 
   “I took down three bucks all by myself.  You should have seen me, running along the tundra in between shots.  I had to shoot and run and shoot and run.” 
 
   He mimicked a comical chase, running with longbow in hand, high-stepping through a heavy pack of snow.  He was cute, putting on a little show for her.  Again she felt the inevitable attraction.
 
   “Three bucks?  That is impressive,” she said.  She motioned for him to sit.  “I don’t know what we’d do without you.”
 
   “Wait until you see what I can really do.  This year will be my best yet, I’m sure of it.”
 
   “Putuguk must be very proud.”
 
   “That’s what he says to anyone who’ll listen.”  Aquppak brushed the hair out of his face again.  “You’d see for yourself, if you’re nearby.  That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Maybe this year we could be in the same grouping…”  
 
   His manner of speech had grown hesitant, unusual for the bold young hunter, and Alaana thought how clumsy he suddenly seemed.  
 
   “Which side of Big Basin will you be camping on?” he asked.
 
   “The east side, like always.  You know that.”  The summer camps were much smaller than the winter settlement which required a large group of men to hunt seal.  In summer the camps were made up mostly of families bound by blood and marriage.  
 
   “I do know.  But we’re always on the opposite side.  And then I hardly get to see you all summer.”
 
   “That’s because you don’t need my help.  You know all the best crossing places for the caribou, and you do well enough without the shaman.  But the other families, Tugtutsiak’s and my own, they need me to make amulets for them and call the caribou to the hunt.”
 
   “Let Tugtutsiak fend for himself.  Why is he the headman if he can’t get his own kills?”
 
   “Perhaps you should ask Tugtutsiak.”
 
   “I don’t want to ask him.  Why should I?  You’re the shaman.  You can do what you want.  Come to the west side this year.  If you join us, I’m certain it won’t be a problem.  My family will have food enough for all of you.”
 
   As a woman Alaana didn’t hunt with the men.  She and Higilak depended on the generosity of her brother Maguan.  
 
   “There’ll be plenty,” continued Aquppak.  “I’ll feed you all.  Even that useless stranger you drag around with you.  I’ll see to it.  Half of what I bring in, I give away anyway. ”
 
   “That’s very generous.”  Aquppak’s heavy-handed sleight of Ben bothered her.  Aquppak really didn’t need to put others down to make himself look good.  Alaana tried to hide her discomfort by fidgeting with the last of her meal.  The silence was awkward.  When she stood up, her foot slipped in the slush.  This only made things worse, as Aquppak reached out to steady her.  His hand brushed against her own and lingered too long.  She pushed it away. 
 
   “So you’ll do it?  You’ll stay on the west side?”  His tone was impatient, clipped. 
 
   “I can’t.  I have to do what’s best for all the people.”
 
   “But you want to?”
 
   She was surprised at all this sudden attention, and very tired.  “I don’t know.”
 
   Aquppak’s eyes went cold.
 
   She hadn’t meant to insult him.  She hadn’t even thought.  What did he think of her now, she wondered.  She couldn’t make out his expression below the wandering strands of black hair. 
 
   He turned his head sharply toward her, whipping the hair aside with the quickness of the movement.  Surprisingly, he was smiling.
 
   “Have you met Mikisork’s new bride?  They just brought her over from the Chukchee.”
 
   “No.  I didn’t.”
 
   “He seems happy.  It’s funny.  Until now I still had it in my mind that you two… Are you ever going to marry, Alaana?”
 
   “Who would want me?  The shaman?  What kind of a wife can I be, chasing around after the spirits all the time?”
 
   “It can’t all be bad,” he said, smiling.  “There have to be some advantages to being married to the shaman I’d guess.”
 
   “Advantages.”
 
   “Sure.  Why not?
 
   He turned to go.  “Well, think about it at least.  Let Tugtutsiak feed himself for a change, if he wants to stay the headman.”  He nodded to reinforce his conviction, sending strands of long black hair flying in front of his face.
 
   “I have to do what’s best for all the people.”
 
   “Maybe propping up Tugtutsiak isn’t the best thing.  Maybe there’s someone better.  Think about it.  Good night.” 
 
   Alaana brushed herself off and went inside.
 
   It was dark inside the tent, without moon or starlight.  Alaana recognized Higilak’s slender form sitting up on her pallet but of Ben, presumably asleep on his ledge, she could see nothing.  She wondered if they’d overheard any of her conversation with Aquppak.
 
   “Are you still awake, Old Mother?”
 
   “Waiting for Manatook.  Ben keeps the spirit vigil with me.  Among his other fine qualities, he’s nearly as patient as I am.”
 
   Alaana grunted softly.  For lack of human remains, she had yet to tell Higilak that Old Manatook was dead.  The omission weighed heavily on her conscience.
 
   “Hmm?  And why not?” the old woman said.  “His ghost hasn’t been here yet.  So he must still be alive…”  The petulant tease in her voice almost made Alaana believe she was being goaded into telling the old woman a truth she already knew. 
 
   “There’s something I want to ask,” Alaana said softly.  In the dead hours between night and morning, so lonely for Higilak since her husband was gone, they could talk of things they would not otherwise.  “Forgive me, Old Mother.  That night, after the men went to fight the man-wolves in their camp, did a spirit visit with you?”
 
   “Ah.  A spirit did come with the snowy owl that night, but it wasn’t Manatook.  I thought I might have dreamt the visit.”
 
   “What does that matter?  Dreams are no less real.  A bear, you say?”
 
   “I didn’t say.  But yes, a great white bear.  An old friend.”
 
   “Friend?  Will you tell me the tale?”  Alaana asked excitedly.  She was always interested in hearing about Higilak’s previous life, before Old Manatook had brought her to live with them.
 
   “It’s difficult for me,” Higilak said.  “It has so much to do with my father.”
 
   “Please,” said Ben.  Only one word, but Alaana thrilled at his voice.  She couldn’t see him in the dark, would not look upon his face until the next day, but the sound of his voice coaxed a smile. 
 
   Higilak made a quiet clucking sound.  “It’s not a pleasant tale to make the night pass.  But, what else shall I do?  It’s a good time for such horror stories, in the dark, before sleep, if there ever is one.  Besides, if you talk of evil in the springtime, the sun will wipe it clean in the morning.”
 
   The old woman began with a deep breath.  “My father, whose name was Marusak, was a great hunter and provider for my people.”
 
   Higilak was an accomplished storyteller.  Often the children gathered in a listening circle around her as dusk fell.  Many were the times past when Alaana and her brothers had numbered among them. 
 
   In the dark of the tent she could not see Old Mother Higilak smiling, her teeth worn down from chewing skins for sewing.  She could not see the rifts and valleys time had tracked into her skin.  But Higilak’s voice, so coarse and rough with age, was suddenly the voice of a teenage girl once again.  Her words painted a picture so fine, Alaana could almost see her father.  To Alaana, whose soul had gone wandering out of her body many times, Higilak’s words transported her across place and time.  She had but to close her eyes. 
 
   Marusak was neither tall nor well-muscled, but his compact build served him well in hunting bear.  He held a spear as if it were a lover, and when he made his cast the young hunters drank his every motion with their eyes.  Several young men always followed him around the camp before a hunt, studying each detail of his preparation and equipment.
 
   Generally Marusak smiled at everyone with teeth remarkably white and even.  His eyes gazed with such clarity they seemed to look right through the soul.  He was generous and kind.  He was clever, but in one way he was too clever.
 
   “He provided meat not only for our family but for several in the village,” said Higilak.  “And many were the times he took me along on the hunt.”
 
   “A woman?” asked Ben.
 
   “A girl.  The envy of all the young boys, I was only fifteen.  He did it because he had no male children, and it was useful to have someone to prepare the food and mend torn garments during the trip.  For lack of a needle, many a good man has frozen to death on a northward journey.”
 
   “I know that, Old Mother.”
 
   “No, that’s not the whole truth.  He did it because he was kind.  He did it because I wanted to go.  Such a silly young thing I was.”
 
   To such a young girl the hunt was thrilling.  Higilak glimpsed a world that was denied the other women, and she treasured that experience.  Traveling by dogsled at speed across the tundra with the men whooping and crying out in delight.  Such a wondrous uproar could be heard in no other setting.  Tracking the bear by its huge prints in the fresh snow; the first sighting of the beast, white on white; the anticipation as the dogs went into a frenzy at the smell of it.  Higilak watched the men cut the dogs loose.  They surged forth to attack and harass the great lonely roamer, rushing it from all sides as the bear, surprisingly agile and swift, sought to beat them back and escape to the water. 
 
   “Marusak was the best of them,” whispered Higilak.  “There he is, surefooted on the ice.  See the way he approaches his fearsome prey — always from the right side, for they are left handed beasts the lot of them, you know — from the right side he advances with his harpoon in hand.  The dogs bark and dash about him as he circles and waits his chance.  Swift and agile, he avoids a blow from one of the massive paws, and then another.  My heart is in my mouth watching, for he is my father and he is only a finger’s breadth away from death.  He ducks under again and plants his spear.  He knows what he’s doing.  He is graceful and sure.  As the animal comes down on him he is no longer there, only the spear is there.  And it’s death for the beast this day, not the man.”  
 
   She saw him do it many times.  She saw him teach the others.  And through it all he smiled and she knew the smile was for her, so that she wouldn’t worry for him as she watched.  Never did she see fear on his face as he dared the beast, until one time Marusak slipped on the ice at the crucial moment when he was doing his magic trick of disappearing from the beast’s lunge.  He went under the bear but did not get away, and it came down on him.  His leg was gored straight through by dagger-length claws, and one arm bent backward all the way so that it hung uselessly ever since.  He was lucky to have survived long enough for the dogs and the other hunters to drive the beast away. 
 
   “How he changed after that day,” Higilak said sadly.  “He could not move as well.  He could not face the white bear as he did before.”
 
   Alaana knew what she was talking about.  The Anatatook didn’t hunt the white bear at all — they had been forbidden by Old Manatook.
 
   “Marusak refused to go out on the hunt after that, though he should have.  He would not teach the young ones and they drifted away from him, sensing the poison in his soul.  The people remembered his generosity and repaid us in kind.  Our family didn’t go hungry, but my father smiled no longer.  He often went off by himself, brooding and thinking.  But he had a certain cleverness.  He was too clever by far.  Eventually he devised a new method for hunting the bear.  He took thin strips of whalebone, whittled until the ends were needle-sharp points.  Coiled carefully and hidden inside chunks of blubber, he put them outside and let them freeze into little balls.  
 
   “One final time we went on the hunt,” said Higilak, each word colored by destiny.  “When the bear was sighted, a shiver went through my body.  For this bear was death itself.  It was the biggest I’d ever seen.  Its jaws seemed large enough to swallow a man whole.  The men wanted to call off the hunt merely on sight of it, but my father insisted.  He had the new method.  The size of the bear would not matter.  He had them lay out a trail of his poisoned blubber along the floe.  
 
   “And along comes the bear to gobble them up.  After it swallowed the balls, the blubber would melt, the concealed bony coil springing open, jabbing with the points.  The hunters need only keep their distance and bide their time.  After a while these barbs began to do their work, making the bear sick.  Its cries of pain made an eerie sound as they echoed between the mountains of ice.  The giant bear clawed at itself, trying to tear the whalebone barbs from its tortured belly, but no use.  The men followed it for two days until it grew tired and worn out from the thrashing.  At last it fell along the shore ice, too weak to move, and my father took it easily with his harpoon.”
 
   “He should have known…” said Alaana.
 
   “Yes, he should have known,” intoned Higilak, “But to see him there, standing above the kill, the biggest polar bear the men had ever seen, he was basking in the glory.”
 
   “Glory,” said Alaana.  “There can be no glory in such as that.  One should never take a soul not offered by the spirits.  Treating that bear in such a disrespectful way was certain to anger Tornarssuk.”  
 
   Alaana pictured the great White Bear gazing down at such a scene from his celestial palace.  Despite his terrific strength and sagacity Tornarssuk could be a playful and benevolent spirit at times.  But Alaana wouldn’t like to see such a powerful turgat in a fit of anger.  She couldn’t imagine its terrible rage.
 
   “Yes, we knew it was wrong,” Higilak said into the stillness.  “We all did.  And yet it was done.  And what then?  Would it not be a greater sin to leave the meat to rot out on the ice?  So the men skinned the beast and I butchered it, and we loaded the meat onto the sleds.
 
   “Retribution came swift and terrible.  Suddenly the rumble of thunder rose all around us.  But there was no storm, only thunder and thunder, enough to shake the bones and pummel the heart.  The very daylight changed, going brighter and brighter the way it does when one has looked too long at the glare on the snow at high sun.”
 
   “Tornarssuk,” said Alaana.
 
   “Yes,” said Higilak.  “They came out of nowhere.  Seven bears.  We had never seen more than one at a time before, they are such solitary creatures.  It was hard to see them clearly in the wavering light, they seemed as demons, giants of fury crying out for vengeance.  The thunder drove me to my knees. 
 
   “The men tried to outrace them with the sleds, but the dogs were uncontrollable.  The dogs were screaming.  The white bears came on, slapping the dogs aside, crushing them to pulp.  It was quick.  The sledges flew into the air.  I saw Ikeega go down, his head knocked from his shoulders.  My father’s brother Kinuk who was always so kind to me, was cut in half.  It was all screams and blood.  I can still see it, a nightmare scene in red and white.  And soon they were all destroyed.”
 
   Higilak drew in a deep, quavering breath.  When she continued, her voice once again sounded very old.
 
   “Father didn’t run.  He couldn’t.  He stood there as if turned to stone.  His eyes clear as ever, he looked at me.  He held a spear in his hand, as he always did, but he didn’t even think to raise it up against his doom.  A bear can kill a man with one swipe of a paw, but they didn’t.  They cut him up bit by bit, batting his body back and forth between them in a blood-red whirlwind.  I don’t remember any sound at all.  No sound except the grunting of the bears under their exertions.  He didn’t scream.  He didn’t even scream.”
 
   “Oh, Higilak…” said Alaana. 
 
   “And when they were done with him, they came for me.”
 
   Alaana sat forward on her pallet.  She could hardly believe she’d never heard this story before.  
 
   “I saw white death coming for me.  Two of them, huge and  terrible, spattered with my father’s steaming gore.  I remember they had peculiar blue marks around their eyes to match the cold fury in their gaze.  I, like my father, did not run.  I couldn’t possibly.  Not after all that I’d seen.
 
   “Suddenly my ears were ripped apart by a monstrous roar and there was a blur of white as another bear cut them off.  The noise became incredible, back and forth, grunts and growls filled with savage animal bluster.  And the terrible thunder again rumbling down from the heavens.  I couldn’t conceive of anything tremendous enough to produce such a sound.”  Alaana thought she saw the old woman snicker in the dark of the tent. “Except, perhaps, Tornarssuk.  As you say.”
 
   “What then?” asked Ben.  “The bears…”
 
   “I’ll tell,” said Higilak.  “Though you might not believe it.  Rearing high on their hind legs, the bears nearly came to blows right in front of me.  Such a noise, with all the growling and the high, mighty thunder.  But in the end they turned away, fading back into the white.  Why should they give way to a bear half their size?  As long as I live I’ll never understand that.
 
   “This new bear had a neck long and thin, a peculiarly rounded snout.  I thought I saw a remarkable softness in his eyes, although that might have been related to what happened after, but where the others reflected a brutish strength and naked animosity, this creature seemed to radiate understanding.”
 
   Alaana recognized the description of the bear that had fought off the man-wolves for her people, the bear that was Old Manatook.  
 
   “There were no dogs left,” continued Higilak.  “Knee deep in the snow, I went.  But I didn’t get far before I collapsed in the cold and wet.  All I had seen, it was too much.”
 
   “I’m sorry Old Mother,” said Ben.  “I didn’t know.”
 
   “Old people are like the sea, they have deep and dark secrets.  Always tread them lightly, young man.  But I’m not one to complain.  We’re much alike, you and I. 
 
   “I should have been dead, and perhaps I did die that day.  Who knows for sure?  I wanted to give up.  I wanted to sink down into the warm snow and sleep.  That was all I wanted.  But before I let go, I felt a warm nose against my cheek, pushing me over, pulling me back.  Someone was there.
 
   “He warmed me.
 
   “He carried me.
 
   “I awoke in a cave, and that bear was there — oh what new horror was this, I wondered?  But I was warm.  There was food.  Seal meat and blubber, still warm from the kill.  I must not be dying this day, thought I.  Not in the face of this great miracle.  This kindness.
 
   “He bore me on his back, that bear, moving at speed, and I held on. 
 
   “My aunt, Kinuk’s wife, found me just outside the village.  Of the bear there was no trace.  But I knew he had saved me.  There were times after that, I looked for him.  I would climb the rocks and look to the north, out across the fields of snow and ice.  I would look for him, but he was never there.  
 
   “So, yes Alaana, my old friend came to me that night to take his leave of this world.  After sixty years.  He looked at me that same strange way as before.”  She chuckled, and she was a young girl again.  “It was good that he came again.”
 
   “But the village,” said Alaana solemnly, already guessing part of what must come next.
 
   Higilak sighed. “It’s too much to tell.  Here ends this story.  It’s late, little angatkok.  I see Manatook shall not come this night.  An old woman needs her rest, you know.”
 
   Alaana knew that Old Manatook’s inuseq must have appeared to her as a bear at the end because it was his true nature, but Higilak had apparently never discovered his secret all the time they were married.  
 
   “I must go away for a while,” said Alaana softly.  “Maguan will see that you have enough meat.  I’ll meet you at the shore.”
 
   “You don’t have to do everything he did,” snapped Higilak.  Her words stung.  She had so suddenly become angry, which was both unusual and frightening.  Old Manatook’s frequent absences on journeys to parts unknown for reasons unknown had always seemed more upsetting to Alaana than to Higilak.  She had always thought the shaman’s wife simply accepted them.  Higilak said she knew nothing of what Manatook did on his travels.  Did she suspect that he had a mistress somewhere in the north? 
 
   “Don’t go.”
 
   “I need to do this,” said Alaana.
 
   “What?  Do what?  Where is it that you must go?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   MANATOOK REVEALED
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As Alaana expected, the snowy owl still perched in the drooping branches of the dwarf pine.  Even in the harsh light of day the owl waited, gleaming bright white in the sun.  
 
   Alaana unwrapped a bundle from the rear of her one-woman sled.  She carefully unfolded the leathery cloak of human skin.  Old Manatook’s face hung now as a lifeless mask.  The sight of it — the bristly white beard and hair, the broad short nose, the glittering abyss of the dead eyes — gave her a chill.  
 
   Heedless of the cold, Alaana stripped off her clothing until she stood naked beneath the tree.  Then she wrapped the cloak about her shoulders, pulling it tight.  She slipped the shaman’s dried face over her own.  She didn’t know what to expect in the transformation.  If any particular chant was necessary, she wasn’t aware of it.  Instead she concentrated on her feelings for Old Manatook.  Not the anger at his abandonment or the differences they’d had, but the deep abiding respect for the man who had taken a young girl who had suddenly realized talents and powers that both mystified and terrified her and helped her to understand her place in the world.  Alaana thought about the love she had for that man.  The rest of it, the resentment and whatever shortcomings there had been, were unimportant.
 
   The physical change was painless but disorienting.  Alaana felt her entire body melting like liquid fat on the fire.  The familiar, earthy smell of Old Manatook filled her nostrils and she heard the old shaman’s deep rumbling voice, mumbling words that seemed random and disconnected.  Old Manatook had been much taller than Alaana and she felt herself stretch and grow, the muscles of chest and arms shaping themselves to the new form.  Her mind remained her own, but she sensed shadows lurking about the edges, strange and sibilant whispers which created the dizzying sensation of drawing a long, gasping breath that had no end. 
 
   The trance was shattered by Makaartunghak.  The gigantic gray and white huskie leapt upon Alaana, nearly knocking her over. 
 
   Up on his hind legs, still dragging the sled, the big dog nuzzled and licked at her face in unbridled merriment, pushing Alaana backward.  Alaana shifted uneasily, seeking the proper balance for this taller, broader frame.  Makaartunghak was a tough fighter, having more wolf in him than dog, and his love was nearly as dangerous as his ire.
 
   “No, it’s Alaana.  Not Manatook!  Alaana!”  Alaana sighed as she went down beneath the big dog’s ministrations.  There was no dissuading him.  Her voice was Old Manatook’s and the words useless.  “Okay, boy,” she said at last, “Now do you mind if I get some clothes on?”
 
   Alaana brushed the wet snow from her chest and legs, and donned Old Manatook’s calfskin shirt and luxurious pair of trousers made of polar bear fur.  She laid a heavy parka on top and felt warm again in no time.  She strung Old Manatook’s okamak around her neck.  This was a charm necklace to protect her from evil spirits, a string of polar bear claws engraved with runic symbols. 
 
   Her other dog, Yipyip, had slipped out of harness.  Alaana spotted her atop the funerary mound where the body of Old Manatook now rested.  She was not surprised.  The perky little dog had always possessed the second sight.  The black, short-haired pointer couldn’t have looked more out of place against the white arctic backdrop.  “There’s no fooling you, is there?” asked Alaana.  And then, “Yes, I miss the old grouch too.”
 
   The little dog didn’t answer, but continued working her nose between the burial stones.
 
   The snowy owl spread her wings.  She hooted sharply and took flight.
 
   “Let’s go,” Alaana said.
 
   The owl circled lazily above and Alaana followed, walking beside the sledge.  The melting snow meant a soft trail and hard work for the dogs against the slush.  Even so Makaartunghak was more than capable of hauling the tiny sled by himself and he churned along the trail with Yipyip sitting haughtily on the stanchion. 
 
   The snowy owl directed them due north, into the unknown.  After a short time they left the tree line of the taiga behind and headed into a desert of slush and ice.  The monotony of white on white, the mindless repetition of movement as she marched along, left Alaana’s mind free to wander. 
 
   She thought of Ben, painfully aware that she was marching away from him when she so desperately wanted otherwise.  At sixteen, Alaana felt a pressing need to marry.  There were many young men in the village and available women were, as always, in short supply among the Anatatook.  
 
   And yet none of them approached Alaana.  Mikisork had turned away when she became the shaman, and all the others did the same.  Even if they approached her now, it wouldn’t have mattered.  Alaana’s heart had already spoken.  The smell of his hair, the curl of his lip, the fire in his eyes.  It had to be Ben. 
 
   Trouble was, he didn’t feel the same way.  The few timid advances she’d made had all been rebuffed without the slightest sign of hesitation.  Alaana had a clear idea of what Ben had suffered as a captive in the Yupikut camp at the hands of those vile, ruthless men.  She knew it would be a long time before he would be able to trust anyone again, or return anything which she might hope to offer.  Higilak knew it too.  She had advised Alaana to be patient, warning that to press her case too firmly would be a serious mistake.  In time, she said, Ben might come to her.  
 
   Thinking of Higilak, Alaana felt a wave of strangely displaced sensations.  She saw Higilak not as she knew her, stooped and overripe with age, but as a young girl of seventeen again.  She was seeing Higilak through the misty reflection of memory, laughing, smiling.  She saw her scream.
 
   She realized she was experiencing this memory through the heightened senses of a bear.  There were pleasant subtleties to Higilak’s scent Alaana had never recognized before.  Intricate patterns to the flush of her cheeks, the fluid motion of her long black hair and the way her breath clouded in the frosty air, all details lost to the human eye.  Alaana was a bear, crouched among the crags of an ice mountain, as she gazed longingly toward the human settlement.  Having returned young Higilak to her people, she was watching and waiting, hungry for any sign of the young woman.  There Higilak was, perched upon a large round rock, gazing out across the tundra.  What was she looking for?
 
   Alaana realized that the skin she wore retained some essence of its long-time owner Old Manatook imprinted within it.  She was experiencing some of the old shaman’s memories as they came seeping through.  
 
   The most prominent memories all concerned Higilak.  Old Manatook’s skin recalled falling in love with the girl at first sight when he had glimpsed her on an expedition with her father.  The details were both painful and poignant.  Her father was a hunter of bears and Old Manatook, hopelessly intrigued by the girl, eluded the hunters time and again, risking mortal danger to seek only another glimpse.  Alaana couldn’t put into words the feeling that Manatook had for Higilak but it was the same wonderful feeling she shared when she looked full upon Ben’s sweet face.  That a bear could feel such things for a human female seemed odd but clearly the youthful Manatook was no ordinary bear.  He was a shaman among his own kind.  Possessed of the spirit-vision, he could easily see through outward appearances to the true soul beneath.
 
   When the bears attacked and killed the hunting party, Old Manatook had taken a stand to protect Higilak from them.  Using his leverage as a shaman he argued her innocence.  The angry spirit of Beluga-Killer, the gigantic bear that had been so ruthlessly slaughtered, demanded vengeance.  Old Manatook argued she was only a girl, she was not responsible.  Surely Tornarssuk didn’t wish her to be destroyed with the others.  The great spirit remained silent on the issue, and Old Manatook successfully used his influence to call the others off.  Could it be his judgment had been clouded by passion?
 
   It surprised Alaana that even after so many years of marriage it was these early memories which burned most fiercely, imprinted on the skin in vivid detail.  The desperate feeling of wanting but not having was a sentiment Alaana had recently come to know well, having Ben so close to hand but always at arm’s length.  
 
   As Manatook watched from his craggy perch he saw Higilak mistreated by the people of her village.  She was dragged by the hair and sent away.  She was crying.  She was pleading with them.  They left her crumpled on the ground, beating at the snow with her fists in outrage.  They had blamed her, the sole survivor, for the doom that had befallen the hunting party.  Everyone knew it was bad luck for a girl to go out with the men.  For this, they cast her out.
 
   As he witnessed her anguish Old Manatook’s heart felt as if it might break.  And when Higilak stood up and began to walk, making her way out across the barren tundra, he came back to life.  It could only mean death to travel alone on foot across the land in winter, without dogs or provisions.  Higilak knew that as surely as anyone, and yet she stood up and began to walk away.  It was precisely that indomitable strength of spirit that he had so fallen in love with.  She didn’t know that she had a protector and friend out on the tundra.  To Old Manatook’s mind, she must never know.
 
   And so it went, for days on end.  The white bear shadowed the girl’s movements, warning off predators and hunting for her, leaving fresh killed meat at Higilak’s camp in the dead of night, warming her with his spirit-fire as she slept.  Always he was careful not to show himself, for he knew she would be afraid.  He couldn’t bear the thought of how she might look at him in horror or fear.  He could never take that chance.
 
   After a full turning of the moon spent in perilous cross country travel, Higilak came upon a stone lodge.  It was an abandoned summer house in the shelter of a craggy mountain.  Old Manatook’s tender care continued with gifts of food and occasional bits of heather and twigs for a fire.  Still he didn’t dare show himself.
 
   The snowy owl hooted sharply.  Alaana, who had been walking for most of the day, had collapsed of exhaustion down into the snow.  She felt Makaartunghak licking at her face with a rough, warm tongue.  
 
   The sun was low on the horizon, a bright, thin line of fiery gold that set off the pale blue of sky above and the stark landscape of ice below.  Vast ice mountains loomed in the distance.  The thick vapor in the air, cast up by the day’s melt, had begun chilling into a thick mist.  Too stubborn to fall, it swirled about the ground nearly to waist height.  Underfoot, the snow was firm.  This was as good a place as any to make camp.
 
   Alaana untied her pana from the sledge.  She used this snow knife, made from a slender length of caribou antler, to carve a circular shape deep in the packed snow.  Pausing to catch her breath, Alaana worried she might be too tired to complete the task.  But it was stack snow or freeze, so she set about methodically cutting blocks with the flat-bladed knife.  She used these igluksak to build up the sides of a small enclosure.  Before the deep chill of night had yet fallen she had built a rough snow house up around the depression in the snow.  She didn’t trouble herself with building a dome – she’d never been much good at that – but draped a thin caribou skin across the top.  So long as it didn’t snow, this rough roof would serve just as well.  
 
   She was applying a finishing coat of slush to the inside wall of the iglu when she heard a warning snarl and a sharp series of barks. 
 
   Outside, Makaartunghak was grappling with a pair of creatures half his size.  There were quite a few of them, darting in and out of the thick, crawling mist which had made their ambush possible.  Alaana counted three but there might have been more.  Wolverines were only rarely known to attack men.  Had Alaana been visible outside the iglu they might have reconsidered their attack.  Had they known the fierce disposition of Makaartunghak, they certainly would have.
 
   The giant huskie was at the center of the attack, already panting and frothing, hair bristling, his ears laid back.  Despite their winter lean, the wolverines were large and muscular and fought in the manner of the wolf, striking and darting away.  They moved with much greater speed than the dog, gliding atop the snow pack rather than sinking in like Makaartunghak, whose weight bogged him down in the slush.  The wolverines flung themselves at him, leaping from the peak of an ice-covered rock or a crest of snow, jaws snapping like demons.  
 
   Yipyip was nowhere in sight.  Considering her stark black pelt it seemed impossible she could be hiding anywhere nearby.  Alaana feared she might be dead, killed early in the attack, her body lying concealed by the mist.
 
   The wolverines had smelled her now.  Despite their instinctual fear of people, one of them lunged at her.  All reason was gone.  Caught in the fighting frenzy, the beast had become blind with it, unable to stop.
 
   Alaana felt a strong urge to take off the human skin and fight them as a bear, but stopped herself only upon realizing the impossibility of such an idea.  Unlike Old Manatook before her, she was human beneath the disguise.  She had only her ice knife for a weapon.
 
   Alaana stood her ground as the wolverine charged, waiting until the last moment to meet its leap.  She smacked the sturdy knife handle sharply across the animal’s black snout.  The pana was more effective a deterrent when used as a club rather than attempting a slash with the dull blade.  The wolverine was knocked back.  It rolled over in the slush and circled warily around.  
 
   Makaartunghak was holding his own.  Having shaken himself free of the initial assault, he faced his foes individually as they darted in and out of the white mist.  The dog fought like the huge indomitable brawler he was.  Unable to nip through the wolverines’ thick hides, he battled them with sheer brute force.  His timing was precise.  At every charge he drove with his shoulder and slapped with a gigantic paw.  Each slap landed with devastating power.  Several times Alaana heard bones snapping.
 
   She could do little to help the dog.  She had no long-range weapon and could only defend.  Instead she shouted and made as much noise as possible to scare and confuse them. 
 
   None of that mattered very much.  Makaartunghak was ripping them up quite handily on his own.  The wolverines recognized their imminent defeat.  They scattered back into the mists as quickly as they had come, leaving Makaartunghak barking a fearful promise of retribution after them.  When they had disappeared completely the great dog shook himself and seemed to smile.  His tongue lolled merrily out the side of his bloody mouth. 
 
   Alaana circled around, looking anxiously for any sign of Yipyip but could find none.  She rejoined Makaartunghak, who stood at the side of the iglu washing his gashed muzzle in the cool snow.  The two settled in for a meal of dried meat and melted snow.  Makaartunghak curled himself into a snug ball of fur and lay down beside Alaana in the close confines of the iglu.  A few moments later Yipyip returned and snuggled between them, her little body paradoxically much warmer than the gigantic, heavily-furred huskie.
 
    
 
   Alaana drew her hand back and smacked Higilak across the face.  Higilak, so young and beautiful, looked back at her in horror.
 
   “Maybe that will teach you not to talk back to your husband,” Alaana growled.
 
   The side of her face burning red, Higilak fought to keep the tears from spilling down her cheeks.  She said nothing.  As her head trembled with fear and rage a tiny droplet of blood spattered to the side.
 
   “You’re mine!” said Alaana.  “You understand?  And I can take what’s mine whenever I like.”  
 
   Higilak sneered infuriatingly and Alaana grabbed her slender neck and began to squeeze.  
 
   Alaana woke with a gasp.  In the warm confines of the iglu, sweat soaked her parka.  Still wearing the cloak of human skin, Alaana wondered if the sweat was her own or that of Old Manatook.
 
   The horrible dream was still fresh with her, its talons rooted deep within her soul.  She couldn’t imagine why she would have such a violent vision.  She crawled out the low entranceway of the ice house into the chill night.  A northern gale was making its long sweep across the ice pack, sending a fine pelting of snow into her face.  Now, fully awake, she was more disturbed than ever.  Dreams, she knew, often made a reality for themselves.
 
   There was a certain truth to that dream.  A clear message.  What she should do was abandon her northerly quest, return to the Anatatook and take what she wanted.  It was a simple thing. 
 
   “Who are you?” she whispered into the teeth of the gale.  There was no answer except for a faceful of flying white powder.
 
   She turned her gaze inward.  “Who are you?”
 
   “Manatook,” was the reply.
 
   “Of course,” said Alaana, seeing the truth at last. Of course.  She whispered an incantation in the language of the shamans, urging the spirit to appear.  Slowly a man’s form materialized before her in shades of blue and gray, seemingly drawn out of the frost and flying snow.  Manatook.  It had to be.
 
   “Murder!” said the ghost.  “Foul murder.”
 
   Alaana cursed herself for being so foolish.  How could she not have realized this earlier?  In order for Old Manatook’s transformational magic to work, in order to make the bear appear as a man, the spirit of the skin’s original owner must still be trapped inside the skin.  It suffered the same fate as the spirits of the wolves trapped in the wolfskins.  There was no other way.
 
   “Don’t ever try that again,” she said.
 
   “And why not?” asked the ghost.  “You wear my skin.  You’ll do what I say.  Abandon this foolish journey.  Go back to the village.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen,” said Alaana.  Now alerted to the existence and identity of the spirit, she felt confident she could keep its foul urges at bay. 
 
   “You’re just like the other one,” spat Manatook’s ghost.
 
   “The bear?”
 
   “Yes the bear.  The devil that killed me and stole my wife.”
 
   Alaana studied the misty apparition standing before her.  It was Manatook, at least in all outward appearances.  The same body, the same face, but the mannerisms were all wrong, his expression so twisted and bitter.  Such a malicious expression Old Manatook never wore.
 
   For sixty years the spirit of the real Manatook had remained within the skin, trapped by Old Manatook’s binding spell.  Alaana shuddered.  Old Manatook had forever kept the vengeful spirit in check, but did she possess strength enough to do the same?  She resolved from now on to remove the skin when sleeping.  She had a fair idea of what would happen if the real Manatook ever took control of her. 
 
   “Was Higilak your wife?” she asked.  “Did you try to kill her?”
 
   “It wasn’t my fault.  She wouldn’t do the things I asked.  The things I wanted.  I only tried to break her, but never kill her.  She was so stubborn.  I can’t stand a back-talking wife.”
 
   Manatook’s ghost, floating in the air before Alaana, loomed suddenly larger.  His eyes, bulging with hatred and malice, struck a menacing note.
 
   Alaana could see it all clearly.  This man, the real Manatook, had been a cruel husband.  Ostracized from his own people after ill-treatment of his first wife, he had traveled the country alone.  He had come upon the abandoned summer house and the girl within.  She had assumed him to be her shy suitor, the unseen person who had been caring for her all along, providing food and supplies.  He had no qualms about taking credit for what her mysterious benefactor had done, and also for accepting the gifts of food which continued to arrive.
 
   He was happy in the house.  He didn’t have to hunt or work, and he eagerly took the young girl to wife. 
 
   “And then one day,” said Manatook’s ghost, “when I left the house to go for a walk, the bear was there.  It was like a demon.  A blazing, red-eyed demon.”  The misty contours of Manatook’s face winced at the memory of events that had happened so very long ago. “Demon bear,” he spat.  “It was so damned quiet about it, when it was killing me.  It didn’t even make a sound.  It broke me in half, just like that.  It was so careful about it — the way it killed me.  You see, it didn’t want to damage the skin.” 
 
   Manatook snickered.  “Clever, for a bear.  And after I was dead, it wouldn’t let me go!  It trapped me in my own skin, bound me here, helpless.  And then it took my place.”  
 
   The ghost’s voice became a growl of frustrated rage. “And then I was made to watch while that thing lived my life.”
 
   In his cage of flesh Manatook’s ghost watched the other do all the right things to make Higilak happy.  The bear begged forgiveness for the despicable things that Manatook had done and, weeping tears of joy, Higilak forgave him.  He pledged to be kind and loving always, and then spent every day making up for Manatook’s cruelty, selflessly atoning for sins for which he was not the least bit responsible.
 
   “He truly loved her,” said Alaana. 
 
   “I know,” said Manatook’s ghost.  “I felt its perversions well enough.  It made my skin crawl.”
 
   “He was a better husband, a better man than you could ever be.” 
 
   “That thing bedded my wife!  Part of me was still there, but I could feel none of it.  I couldn’t feel anything.  Except hate.  Only a clawing emptiness as it touched her.  It deceived her.  It used her worse than I ever did.”
 
   “His love for her was no lie,” said Alaana.
 
   “It was perverse and unnatural.  It murdered me and used me like a puppet.  How can that be right?  I loved her too, you know.”
 
   This statement gave Alaana pause.  Love, it seemed, took on so many varied shapes and designs.  She had such little experience with any of them.  Perhaps this man had indeed loved Higilak, despite his deplorable actions.  
 
   “Because of him, you were forgiven,” she said.  “Isn’t that enough?”
 
   “Not nearly enough.  I’ve been waiting so long.  You can help me.  Make an end to my suffering and let me cross into the distant land.”  The spirit implored her with wide, desperate eyes and outspread hands.  “That’s all I want.  Release me.  Let me go!”
 
   Alaana wanted to release him very much, but there was still the mysterious summons from the north, that desperate call for help.  She needed his disguise.  “I can’t do that just yet,” she said.  “You’ll earn your release with one more task.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have to earn it!  You’re just as bad as it was, using me like a coat.” 
 
   “Not really,” said Alaana.  “In a short time I will set you free.”
 
   “Perhaps sooner than you think.  Remember this, little devil,” said Manatook’s ghost, “You’re not nearly as strong as the bear.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   JOURNEY NORTH
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Higilak plodded slowly along the wet trail.  Her sealskin mukluks seemed to sink deeper into the marshy tundra with every step.  Her knees ached, her back ached, her legs hurt.  But she kept on walking.
 
   Alaana had taken their little sled, and she’d had to pile their belongings onto a spare bear skin for the journey.  It was fortunate they didn’t have too many possessions between them.  Even so, she sorely missed Makaartunghak, as the massive dog usually carried two heavy pouches on each side.  
 
   Ben had fastened sealskin traces to the front of the bear skin as a harness for dragging.  Higilak liked him very much; she found him generous and good-natured.  
 
   Behind them stretched a long line of nomads, yapping dogs and their heavily burdened sleds.  For his part Ben spent more time gazing wistfully to the north than paying attention to the task at hand, seeming unconcerned with the heavy pulling along the slushy trail.
 
   “She’ll be back,” whispered Higilak, smiling.  “It’s only been a handful of days.”
 
   Ben frowned.  “Yes, but gone without so much as one word as to where she went.”
 
   “Well, she’s the shaman after all.”
 
   “Anything might’ve happened to her.  We wouldn’t know.”
 
   “Manatook did the same,” said Higilak reassuringly.  “I never knew where he was half of the time.  He was a good man.  A great shaman for the people.  He often went away.  He always returned.”
 
   Ben made a small noise from the back of his throat and Higilak realized he’d stifled an urge to point out that, on his last such voyage, Old Manatook had not returned.  Instead Ben said, “Gone away?  To do what?”
 
   Higilak shrugged.  “Shaman things, I suppose.  He never told me.”
 
   “I guess you get used to that, being the shaman’s wife.”
 
   “No.  I hated that,” said Higilak a little too quickly.  Then she let out a small chuckle so as not to defeat her own purposes, and said, “It’s a matter of trust.  If he didn’t tell me, he had his reasons.”
 
   Higilak thought perhaps a romance between Alaana and Ben was fated never to be.  Higilak had suffered her own doubts about Old Manatook’s double life and secret obligations, but she had never become embittered by them.  Despite his strength of character, Ben was a vulnerable soul.  The harsh treatment he had received at the hands of his captors had left its marks on him, tiny cracks in his bold temperament, leaving him possibly too damaged to ever trust anyone again.  And the shaman had more secrets than anyone.  Secrets!  Higilak had had enough of them.  
 
   She caught Ben gazing again to the north.  “Where has she gone?  How will she know to find us?”
 
   “She’ll know,” Higilak said firmly.  “And if you keep staring off at that same iceberg, looking for Alaana, you’ll wear it out.”  Deciding she’d had enough of secrets, she added, “Ben, you obviously care for her.  Is there something holding you back?”
 
   He was silent for a moment, his eyes darting restlessly about.  At last the battle was decided and he said, “I saw her do something.  Something terrible.”
 
   “At the Yupikut camp?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, when you gave her that knife, what did you think she was going to do with it?”
 
   “It’s not the knife.  She held the severed tongue of the headman’s brother in her hand.  She’d done something to it, some sort of dark magic.  She spoke a single word and the tongue burst into flame.  The headman and some of the others, they died screaming.”
 
   “These were your enemies, the men who killed your mother, the men who mistreated you.”
 
   “I know.  But I screamed the same way when Verlag’s shaman destroyed my arm.  He didn’t use a knife, you know.  He stared into my eyes.  I couldn’t move.  And I felt him rooting around inside of me.  You’ll never understand how that felt.  And just like that he took my arm.  The pain was incredible.  They were bad men, I know, but…”
 
   “They would have come here.  They would have killed all of us.”
 
   “Just one word,” said Ben.  “It was so quick, so unnatural.  Anyone who could do something like that.  I can’t ever be with such a woman.”
 
   Higilak placed her hand atop his shoulder.  “You don’t understand.  She’s not like that — she did it to save us.”
 
   “No, you don’t understand, Old Mother.  When she did this thing, this horrible thing — when she burned those men to the ground, I felt it.  Their pain, their terror.”  He pulled away from Higilak.
 
   “You had reason to hate them,” said Higilak.
 
   “Hate I could understand,” returned Ben.  With a heave of his shoulders he resumed pulling their makeshift sled along the trail.  “Revenge I could understand.  A knife in the belly is one thing.  That’s a simple thing.  But what Alaana did — there was a darkness in the air.  It was so intense, so unclean.  I won’t say any more.”
 
   “Neither will Alaana.  She won’t speak of it to anyone.  Not even to me.”  Higilak wished for the hundredth time that her husband was still alive to provide guidance and reassurance to his young student, and maybe a little for his old wife as well.  “But listen to me.  I know it’s the first time she’s killed, with magic or without.  It was hard for Alaana too.  She’s deeply troubled by some of the things she’s called upon to do.  But she’s our shaman.”
 
   “That’s the problem,” he said.
 
   “She went back for you,” said Higilak.  
 
   “I didn’t expect her to come back for me.  I just wanted to help her escape.”
 
   “But she did go back.  She saved the Anatatook.  And she rescued you.  Doesn’t she deserve a second chance for that at least?”
 
    
 
   The two dogs were a mismatched pair running the sled.  Yipyip seemed little more than a puppy next to Makaartunghak’s vast bulk and enormous strength.  The big dog did his best to compensate the difference by making a zig-zag pattern as he hauled merrily along.  Alaana was hard pressed to mind her balance, leaning to the left or the right in order to keep the narrow sled from tipping over.  She had iced the whalebone runners with urine earlier in the day, enabling incredible speed as they slid along the smooth northern sea ice.
 
   Alaana enjoyed an immense feeling of freedom, making speed across the frozen sea, mirroring the flight of the snowy bird that led their course.  But where was it leading her?  To the end of the earth it seemed.  In this intense cold there was no swirling fog to obscure the view.  The ice mountains rose up on all sides, cut in sharp detail.  Delicate patterns of light and shade played across their massive surfaces.  The majestic spires and intricate peaks, etched in icy blues and highlighted in pink and purple where they caught the sun, thrilled her with their awesome beauty. 
 
   Pure desolation was a form of nature Alaana had learned to appreciate.  It seemed the most powerful insights on the meaning of life were those which came when she was alone on the tundra.  At one point the tranquility erupted in beatific violence as the ice mountain came roaring to life.  A huge amount of snow and ice cascaded down its length as a new iceberg, clear and blue, was calved from the glacier with a resounding boom.
 
   The snowy owl led them across the sea until even the indomitable Makaartunghak began to tire.  Alaana let the dogs to run in the bear tracks that criss-crossed the area, but eventually she had to stop to rest them.  Makaartunghak was content to sit and bite the ice out of his toes until Alaana tossed him a snack of walrus hide.  
 
   Standing still, at the mercy of the shrill winds, Alaana was chilled to the bone.  There was no means to light a fire in the unrelenting vista of snow and ice but Yipyip came close, eager enough to provide spirit-fire for the three of them. 
 
   Alaana didn’t notice the approach of a bulky shape, monstrous in stature and white as the snowdrifts, until it was too late.  The bear barked a sharp note of warning as it came on, settling into a four-legged loping gait that rapidly closed the distance.  Alaana called out to Makaartunghak, thinking that with the gigantic dog’s help she might be able to frighten the bear off.  It was the only hope she could see.  On this journey, she carried no weapons.
 
   The bear ended its charge with an eerie bellow.  The young shaman stood helpless.  Manatook’s ghost shrieked with terror in her ear.  To Alaana’s surprise Makaartunghak made no move to help at all, and then she realized the problem.  These were Old Manatook’s dogs; they weren’t trained to go against a bear on instinct.
 
   Alaana took the brunt of the bear’s charge.  As she lay suddenly on her back, the bear buried its muzzle in her belly.  But instead of biting away at her innards, the creature only poked and nuzzled her.  There was a reason, she reminded herself, that she had been wearing this disguise. 
 
   The bear’s enthusiastic ministrations pushed Alaana several paces across the ice pack.  
 
   Then it suddenly disengaged and made off again, resuming its solitary trek along the tundra.  Alaana winced, discovering a dislocated shoulder when she bent to inspect the line of welts and bruises along her torso.  She hoped she didn’t run into too many more of Old Manatook’s friends.
 
   Old Manatook had once shown her the way to yank a misplaced shoulder back into position.  But alone on the tundra it proved a much more difficult, and painful, operation than she had imagined.  She wedged her shoulder up against the corner of the sled and managed the feat, offering her own guttural howl to the vast echoes of the great white north.  
 
   Their journey continued.  Eventually they came to a sort of natural gateway — a twinned set of ice spires stretching skyward like a pair of arms upraised toward the sun.  The massive spires were marked by intricate, lacy patterns cut deep into the glistening ice.  Alaana thought the fantastic ice sculptures looked too perfect to have been shaped by the rough hand of wind and storm, but she couldn’t imagine how else they had come to be there. 
 
   The snowy owl hooted sharply.  She flew in circles above the pillars but would go no further.  As Alaana watched, the bird drifted upward and away, to fade into the clouds themselves, white on white.
 
   “If you pass through, they’ll kill you,” warned Manatook’s ghost.
 
   “They?” asked Alaana.
 
   The ghost remained silent.
 
   “You must have passed this way many times,” she added.  “You might have led us here as surely as the owl.”
 
   “You go beyond your depth, little devil,” said Manatook’s ghost.  “It does me no good to see you killed.  I’ve no wish to go from an overcoat to a discarded rug on the floor of some stinking bear cave.  I want out of this skin.”
 
   Alaana took a deep, calming breath of the chill air.  She had not come all this way to turn back.  The plaintive call of the far off shaman still rang true in her ears.  Someone needed her help.  All of this couldn’t possibly be some sort of elaborate trap.  
 
   She rubbed her loyal friend Makaartunghak between the ears.  “Stay here.  I won’t be too long.  I hope.”
 
   Not far beyond the gate were a series of ice caves.  Alaana sniffed at the frosty air, wishing she possessed Old Manatook’s sensitive nose in addition to the old shaman’s skin.  She picked up traces of that particular odor which marked this place as a frequent resting place of the white bear.  Good enough.  She went inside.
 
   A series of openings in the dome of the caves allowed sunlight to enter.  The natural layers of perpetual ice that made up the walls glistened blue-green in the reflected light.  Dark passageways linked the ribbed caverns, giving the impression of a wondrous architecture older than anything Alaana had ever experienced or conceived.  
 
   Many white bears inhabited the caves, some sitting on their haunches or sprawled snoozing on the ice with their feet in the air.  They must have found Old Manatook’s scent familiar.  They paid little attention to Alaana’s passing, offering only soft chuffing sounds and little yelps that might have represented recognition.  Mothers, attentive to their cubs, did not bother to interrupt their grooming to look her way. 
 
   “Go back!” shrieked Manatook’s ghost, “Go home.  Go home and set me free.”  Alaana felt a tug at the muscles of her shoulders and legs, jerking her slightly backward as the spirit in the skin attempted to physically interrupt her advance.  She quelled the restless spirit through an effort of will, letting out a throaty growl in the process.  The bears hardly noticed the outburst.  Alaana supposed in this place throaty growls were quite common.  
 
   As she moved deeper into the glacier, a pair of large males kept alongside, forming a type of informal escort with their steady lumbering gait.  Alaana noticed curious patches of blue dye streaked across the fur under their eyes.  She thought she’d seen them before.  Then she remembered she had seen them in the words of Higilak.  They matched her description of the polar bears that had attacked her father’s hunting party. 
 
   Alaana strode confidently forward, taking subtle cues in direction from the escort.  Finally she came to a large cavern which held a marvelous sight.
 
   About halfway up the height of the tall room a great white bear floated weightlessly.  The bear had a cub balanced on each arm, and they appeared to be tending closely to some small detail of the cave wall.  Freed from the effects of gravity the bear’s body seemed rounded like an inflated skin hanging in the breeze. At sight of Alaana, the bear made a startled hissing sound.  It dropped halfway to the ground in a sudden lurch before remembering itself and hovering again.  The two cubs seemed to enjoy the ride, letting out little squeals of excitement during the sudden plunge.
 
   The old bear lowered them all gently to the icy floor.  Rearing up, he towered well above Alaana but his belly flopped nearly to the ground.  His fur was coarse and yellowed with age and a pattern of bald spots showed bare black skin, especially at the crest of his scalp and in baggy patches under his eyes.  This was an ancient such as Alaana had never seen. 
 
   Most peculiar of all, the bear wore a necklace around its thick neck, a string of faceted colored stones, like thick gemstone plates, that tinkled when he moved.
 
   “You are not Manatook!”  The words burst into Alaana’s skull in the secret language of the shamans, a language which required no voice box, lips or tongue, only a receptiveness of the mind.  This magnificent bear was a shaman too.
 
   “He’s my father,” Alaana replied.
 
   “You lie!  He had no sons.”  The bear sniffed at her.  “Or daughters.”  
 
   Baring huge yellow teeth, it leaned down toward her, its face moving in close, its breath rancid with a carrion stink.  A quick swat of its massive paw struck the bear claw amulet from her neck.  Its swipe was so accurate she felt nothing but a whisper of claws across her chest.  “Take it off!  Now!”
 
   Alaana removed her clothes and dropped the cloak of skin to the floor. The old bear shuffled back and forth with an odd movement that resembled the pacing of a nervous man, with the added nuisance of having to convert between two-legged and four-legged stances.  He held Manatook’s skin on the tip of one black claw, and laid it carefully aside.
 
   “Satisfied?” asked Alaana.  The bitter cold inside the glacier stung at her skin.
 
   The bear grunted softly, and she got dressed again as quickly as possible.
 
   “Manatook is dead,” she said sadly.
 
   “You should know, there is no such thing as death,” returned the bear.  “He has simply gone on alone, the golden chain severed, while we sit lingering here.  His proper name was Aisaac.  And I am certain he had no children.”
 
   “And yet,” insisted Alaana, “I am his daughter.”
 
   The bear inspected Alaana’s face, moving closely to squint at her as if with poor eyesight.  It paid undue attention to the stump where she had lost her ear to a Yupikut blade.
 
   At last the bear tilted its oblong head and smiled, in as much as a bear is able to smile.  “Tell me Alaana, have you yet learned to call the caribou to the hunt?”
 
   “Not well, but I’m hoping to improve before I starve all my friends to death.”
 
   “Hur, Hur!  Hur, Hur!  You’re brave enough coming here, I’ll grant you that.  My name is Balikqi.”  The great white bear bowed graciously at the waist, then plopped down onto all fours.  The necklace jangled.
 
   Feeling somewhat reassured, Alaana noticed for the first time that the wall of the cave held a gigantic carving.  The smooth, translucent ice presented a vast cliff face such as might be seen to the south, perhaps at the Great Basin Bay.  The detail was incredible.  Sea birds roosted in the heights, some peering out from their craggy nests, some caught in mid-flight as delicate projections from the wall.  Every leaf of clinging ivy, every frond of moss, was embossed in high detail.  Near her feet Alaana saw the pointed snout of a fox peeking from a crevasse at the base, so perfectly rendered in clear ice she thought it ready to dart fearfully away. 
 
   “This is beautiful,” she said.
 
   “That is nothing,” returned Balikqi.  “A simple amusement for the cubs.”
 
   The bear began to walk and Alaana followed, taking a path through tunnels that led even deeper into the glacier. 
 
   “How did he die?”
 
   “As he lived,” answered Alaana.  “Protecting us from harm.”
 
   “Yes,” returned Balikqi, “He was my most promising student.  In a way I believe he surpassed even myself – acting as shaman for both your people and his own.  He taught me much about human folk.  Tell me, is it really true that the men scrape the hair from their faces and cut their skin with a sharp instrument?”
 
   “Some do.  The cutting is unintentional.”
 
   The old bear stopped walking as he shook with laughter.  “Hur! Hur!  Accidentally cutting the face for no reason!  It’s even worse than I thought.”
 
   The two resumed their walk through the caves.  Balikqi pointed out various ice carvings adorning the walls, all of great beauty.  Alaana was particularly interested in a gigantic image of a star, which seemed to exhibit an infinite variety of points projecting from the center.  Depending on how she moved her head, the facets appeared to change and radiate as whispers of bright blue flame danced across the surface.
 
   “Do you know what they are?” she asked, pointing to the star.
 
   “Not really,” replied the old bear sadly, “Do you?”
 
   Alaana shook her head.  “You say you were his teacher,” she added, “but Old Manatook—”
 
   “Aisaac.”
 
   “Aisaac,” said Alaana, “spent most of his time with us…”
 
   Balikqi nodded his head, smiling again.  “For reasons which I understood completely.”
 
   Alaana saw a fleeting image of Higilak.  She could not be sure if this was a genuine flash of memory or an image placed in her mind by the polar bear shaman. 
 
   “But he was here when we needed him,” said the bear.  “He always answered the call.”
 
   “Until this last time,” noted Alaana.
 
   “He answered,” returned Balikqi with a flash of milky white fang. “He sent you to us.  Do you require food or water?  We haven’t much time. The situation is urgent, the problem monumental.  I’m going to need your help, young woman.”
 
   “I am in need of nothing, Old Bear.  Except clarification.  I want to know.”
 
   “Yes, to that end I think it would be best to show you.  There is something here that human eyes have never seen.  Come along.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   NUNATSIAQ’S  HEART
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Rrrrr!”
 
   Iggy punctuated the growl with a shake of his massive shoulders.  The girls held on for dear life.  He had room enough on his broad back for both six-year-old Millik and eight-year-old Inaloo.  The girls laughed in breathless gasps as he swung them this way and that. 
 
   Playing at Big Dog, Iggy pranced about on all fours, splashing soft slush up at his delighted passengers.  The Anatatook had paused on their journey to the summer camp for Tugtutsiak and some of the other elders to check their course.  Iggy continued his wild ride for the girls, darting between sets of legs belonging to men taking a moment of rest and women stretching sore muscles after a long day on the sleds.
 
   At last he toppled over, careful not to crush his little friends, who howled with glee.  Iggy was panting like a dog by now of his own accord, but flailing his tongue comically to add emphasis.  Looking up, he saw Tikiquatta standing before him.
 
   “Come girls,” she said.  “It’s time to go.”
 
   Millik whined disappointment.  Inaloo said, “We want to play with Iggy.”
 
   “Iggianguaq has things to do,” said Tikiquatta.
 
   Iggy stood up, brushing snow from the front of his pants legs.  “I don’t — I mean I do — I have some work to do but, uh, we can stop and talk.”
 
   “Be the Big Dog again,” said Millik.  “Be the Big Dog.”
 
   Iggy laughed and shook his head.  He carefully lined the girls up before their mother.  “It’s a beautiful day,” he said.  “Isn’t it?  I always like it when we go to the lake.”
 
   “Me too,” replied Tiki.  She wasn’t smiling particularly but he thought he saw one of her eyes twinkle at him. 
 
   “Mostly I’m thinking of the fish,” admitted Iggy.  “As I remember we left the caches well stocked last year.  In a couple of days we’ll have our bellies full of salmon again.  I’m so tired of musk ox.”
 
   Tiki nodded absently.
 
   “Fish soup!” Iggy said to Inaloo.  “Fish heads!”
 
   “Fish eyes!” she answered with delight.
 
   “That’s the spirit,” he said laughing.  He shook some snow off his shoulder, casting a sly glance at Tiki.  She wasn’t laughing but she had smiled.  Good enough.
 
   “Come girls,” she said.  “We have to check our sled.”
 
   She took Inaloo by the hand and turned away, trailing her long golden hair.  Tiki most often wore her hair down, as a subtle sign that she was uninterested in advances by men.  
 
   Little Millik paused just long enough to kick Iggy in the shin.  He had no idea why she’d done that.  Just like her mother, he thought.
 
   He watched them go.  Tiki was a slender woman but the light summer parka allowed more than a hint of her feminine curves at breast and hip.  Desire flared up within Iggy’s heart.  She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.
 
   Her response had not been exactly what he’d been looking for.  It never was.  She kept her distance, but she had smiled.  She had smiled.  That was worth something.  And there was that twinkle in her eye.  Unless he had imagined that.  He thought he probably had.  What harm would there have been in staying, just for a little while, to talk? 
 
   Maybe she’d thought him a fool, rolling around in the slush.  Was that what she’d meant by him having important things to do?  Maybe she thought him just a boy.  He was, after all, only half her age.  He knew she’d seen thirty winters at least.  Did she think him a child?  He was the biggest of all the Anatatook men, and the strongest.  Perhaps there was some way he could demonstrate his strength for her, but he mustn’t be too obvious about it.  He couldn’t think of anything.
 
   He had planned on asking Kanak for advice, but that chance had passed as well.  Iggy thought about his real father, whose name had been Anangiaq.  Iggy had always called him ataata, which meant father.  He had precious few memories of the man, and those too closely wedded to the feelings of intense hunger that he had felt at the end when his family had been trapped by heavy weather in the cave out on the tundra.  Anangiaq remained a mystery to him, a long, drawn face with hungry eyes, who had died looking for food for his family.
 
   Kanak had always been a good father to him.  Kanak had enough love in his heart for both his wives and all his children, and enough skins and meat to boot.  Of course all of Kanak’s other sons were already married and no bride for him, but Iggy didn’t blame Kanak.  There just weren’t enough available women. 
 
   Only a few remained, chiefly those recently widowed in the Yupikut attack.  His own mother, Tassiussak, was probably already sought after.  But potential suitors would meet with nothing but disappointment on that front.  At least for a while.  His mother had already lost two husbands, and it did not go well with her.  First poor starving Anangiaq and now the heroic Kanak.  How much heartbreak could a woman stand? 
 
   Just like Tiki.  Two husbands, both dead.  Was that the barrier that stood between them? 
 
   Would his mother ever marry again?  Would Tiki?
 
   Is that it, he wondered.  Is that why she keeps rejecting me?
 
   Iggy considered the other available women.  There was Ivalu, Ipalook’s widow.  She was clever with household chores and an excellent seamstress.  But she never seemed to smile.  And he’d never heard her laugh, even when her husband had been alive.  Tikiquatta had a wonderful laugh.
 
   There was also Imenak, but she had an obnoxious habit of spitting continuously, even when inside other people’s houses.  And she was perhaps even older than Tikiquatta.  
 
   What did it matter?  He didn’t care about any of the others.  He wanted Tikiquatta.  He wanted her to smile at him, and to hold him close to her heart.  Anyone could see that she was miserable living with Aquppak and Putuguk.  He wanted to make her happy. 
 
    
 
   Balikqi led Alaana into the next cavern.  The walls of this gigantic room were covered by intricate carvings that told the entire history of the bears of the ice mountain.
 
   “No time, no time for the past now,” said Balikqi as his claws hooked the nape of Alaana’s parka and pulled her along.  “There is so little time.”
 
   “You sound just like Old Manatook.”
 
   “Aisaac,” corrected Balikqi. 
 
   The cavern’s dome was laid bare to the open sky by a circular opening at its apex.  By some trick of reflection the edges of the opening bent the setting sun’s glow so that it spilled down into the center of the room.
 
   The huge bear stood up on his hind legs in the cone of warm amber light, his front paws raised high.  Alaana caught an echo of his incantation within her own mind.  She didn’t understand the words, but all became clear as she felt herself growing lighter and lighter.  A strange tingling spread along her backbone, causing a sickening feeling at first, as if her upper body were being pulled skyward while her feet remained pressed to the ground.  Let go, she told her legs.  Just relax and let go.  
 
   She reached the point where gravity lost all meaning and the dizzy feeling transformed into one of pure joy.  The cave floor drifted away as the pair floated up into the cone of light showering down from the roof.  They spun gently as they rose.  An intentional flourish on the part of Balikqi, Alaana thought, in order to better show off the view. 
 
   They passed through the ceiling and out into the polar evening, drifting upward until they reached a vantage point high above the cave.  The clear sky highlighted the crystalline beauty of the glaciers all around.  The sight struck Alaana breathless as she hovered in this wondrous new middle ground, the darkening sky above, the purple landscape below.  Endless vista upon endless vista, limitless, infinite, with the two of them hanging weightless in between.  All her troubles seemed to melt away.
 
   “The problem is there,” said Balikqi.  The polar bear shaman indicated a point in the direction of the setting sun.  “That mountain of ice stands in the way, blocking the flow of warm water from the other side.  Each season our world gets colder.  The ringed seals can live here no longer, the ice grows too thick for them to come up, and we haven’t enough food to survive.  The mountain is in the wrong place.”
 
   Alaana gazed across the ice plain at the gigantic glacier in question.  
 
   “We need to move it but a little,” said the bear contritely, “Just two finger’s breath to the side, to let the warm stream pass in.  Over time it will carve its own way through.  We need only to get it started.”
 
   “Move the glacier?” asked Alaana incredulously.  “It can’t be done!”
 
   The two of them lurched in mid-air.  “Rawwwrr!  Don’t say it can’t be done.  I’ve spent half my life making up for Aisaac’s folly.”  Balikqi grunted in anguish, and brought them down in a juttery path back to the cavern floor.  Alaana hit the ground harder than she would’ve expected, a thump that jarred her to the bone.  Her knees buckled and she tumbled awkwardly backward.  The bear plopped down beside her.  He made a much gentler landing, she noticed.
 
   “I suppose I must tell you the story,” Balikqi said, “As embarrassing as it may be to your friend’s memory.  But please,” and at this he pointed a long black claw in Alaana’s direction, “Mind yourself.  I won’t tolerate skeptical thoughts.”
 
   Alaana mumbled an apology, but the bear waved her off and began his tale. 
 
   “When Higilak and Aisaac were first married they lived in a stone house.  They were very happy together even though he must disguise himself as a man, keeping the truth even from her.  Not surprisingly he was a magnificent hunter.  The girl grew intensely proud of him, and had the idea to return to her old village so that she might show off her new husband.  As he was an excellent provider, she felt certain they would be well received and all the troubles of the past forgiven.  But the journey was long and dangerous, undertaken during midwinter at Higilak’s impetuous urging.”  Here the bear shook his head as well as a polar bear, who has no neck to speak of, may do so.  
 
   “Aisaac could deny her nothing, it seemed.  I can’t criticize him in this too much, I’ve had my own share of misadventurous matings.  When I was younger, you understand.”
 
   The great beast’s head lolled downward, his arched snout turning slightly away.  His eyelids drooped for a moment and Alaana thought he was on the verge of falling asleep, although he might just as well have been looking down at his twinkling necklace of stones. 
 
   “Old Bear?”
 
   “Hur?  Oh, yes.  I know.”  Balikqi looked up sharply, the glimmer in his liquid brown eyes almost a twin to that of the necklace.  “I know.  Aisaac and Higilak crossing the ice.  By the time they neared the village they were snow burnt and Higilak was half-crazed with hunger.  Even worse, a wind storm was hurling snow and ice in a violent swirl around the whole area.  Of course Aisaac immediately recognized the true nature of the storm.  He bade his wife stay put in the shelter of a crevasse in the rock face while he went forward to investigate.  With that, he stepped into a white curtain of pure rage.
 
   “The air was filled with flying white.  He could see nothing with his eyes, but his spirit-vision recognized the identity of the angry tarrak, the ghost in the storm.  For it was his old friend, Beluga Killer.”
 
   Balikqi paused, blowing out a gust of stale breath that stank of meat and old blood.  “He was my friend as well.  In a way he was the best of us.  A giant in stature, with a proud warrior’s heart.  He was born Borghanu, his soul-name Usorsuuk, but he earned the nickname Beluga Killer by single-handedly taking down a beluga in the springtime of his fourth year.  Well, in truth it was a fairly small whale at that.  But in his fourth year!  Even then he was twice the size of any bear on the floes.  He had the most wonderful laugh, like joyous thunder.  He was like a son to me.”
 
   Balikqi paused, scratching absently at the side of his snout with a long claw.  Alaana thought of what she had said earlier about being the daughter of Old Manatook.  
 
   Balikqi shook his great white head.  “He didn’t deserve to be killed in such a coldhearted manner.”
 
   “On that we both agree,” added Alaana.
 
   “It was a crime against nature.  For that, vengeance must be swift and total.  Marusak was already dead, but his daughter had escaped.
 
   “Aisaac tried to conciliate the wayward spirit, but his words were as whispers in the gale.  The rage of Beluga Killer had twisted his spirit beyond reason.  And besides, he was in the right!  He was entitled to vengeance!  He had been shamefully wronged, and Higilak was a part of that.  His revenge would remain incomplete until he took his toll on the woman who had butchered his body.  Upon learning this, Aisaac broke away and rushed back to the place where he had secreted his wife.  He found her gone.
 
   “Higilak had grown impatient waiting alone.  She had returned home.  She found her village much as she had left it.  The tents and encampments, the fishing weirs and boats.  She was greeted gleefully by one and all, a tremendous cheer rose up at her arrival, and everyone rejoiced as her family once again embraced their wayward daughter.  It seemed as if they had forgotten sending her away, or were simply too overjoyed at her return to worry over it.  They set up a great cooking pot in the center of the village and prepared a feast and everyone was happy.  Her father Marusak was gladdest of them all.  He told her that they should never have sent her away.  He told her that all was forgiven.”
 
   “Marusak?” asked Alaana.
 
   “Hur!” said Balikqi.  “You’re a clever girl.  Or at least you know how to listen.  Yes, Marusak.
 
   “Two things happened at that moment.  One was that Aisaac appeared, screaming out his wife’s name.  The other was that Higilak remembered her father was dead.  
 
   “She opened her eyes.  She was embracing a corpse, his body wooden and dry with the cold-rot.  Eyeless sockets dripped a crusted crimson gore, the nose a withered stump, the jaw askew, the tongue a piece of rotted leather.  As she tried to pull away her father’s bony arms clung stiffly to her with a desperate strength.  She was surrounded by the dead.  It was a feast of sorrow, a village of ghosts.”
 
   Alaana’s breath caught in her throat.  Now she realized why Higilak had never finished telling the tale.  It was a memory too horrible to talk about.  
 
   “The sound of their dying screams shrieked overhead,” continued the bear, “to mingle with the roar of the rising storm.  A pale, pitiless snow had been coming down and Higilak was already half buried.  She had not even known.  Even now the blanket of snow called out to her, tempting her down into chill oblivion.  Madness beckoned.
 
   “Aisaac called out again, his anguished howl a tiny voice nearly lost amid all the tumult and bluster.  But Higilak heard.  
 
   “A blizzard whipped up around them as Beluga Killer’s ghost arrived.  He had brought vengeance to the village a full year earlier, trapping the souls of his victims in perpetual misery even though they were innocents, for spirits that want revenge do not consider who it is they punish.  He would never free them until he had the last, the girl, the one whom they had sent away.  Higilak was the true target of his wrath, for which they were all made to die and suffer.  They had made a terrible mistake in sending her away beyond Beluga Killer’s reach.
 
   “The tortured ghosts of her village had welcomed her back, taken her to their rancid bosom, lured her to join in their doom.  Now Beluga Killer’s revenge was at hand.  The only thing that stood in his way was Asiaac, and Aisaac was no match for that vengeful tarrak.  Cornered and on the verge of a horrific fate, Aisaac reached out to the glacier for help.  The spirit of the mountain happened to be a sentimental sort, and not opposed to a new position that would bring it a little bit closer to its neighbor to the west, of whom it had grown quite fond over the centuries.”
 
   “The glacier moved,” said Alaana softly.
 
   “The glacier moved!” roared Balikqi.  “Aisaac wove a protective iglu about Higilak and himself as the cataclysm roared down from the hills.  In time he dug them out, leaving the doomed village and the tormented soul of Beluga Killer trapped under the mountain of snow and ice.”
 
   “So they came to the Anatatook as strangers,” said Alaana, “And began again.”
 
   “But there is no such thing as a new beginning,” said Balikqi.  “That was not the proper resolution.  Aisaac denied Beluga Killer his rightful vengeance.  It was a selfish act for love of a woman.  It was bad balance.  And now you see the ultimate result?  It has created this trouble for us.  Over time his mistake has grown to endanger us all.  The glacier must be moved back into place.”
 
   Alaana shook her head.  “Why not simply move on?”
 
   “We cannot leave this place!”  Balikqi’s black lips parted across huge pointed teeth.  Though old and yellowed, Alaana could well imagine the violence those teeth had wrought over the years.  She saw them locked across the throat of a wolverine as they closed down and crunched on bone, snapping it, breaking its neck with a quick flash of teeth and a snarl of rage.  Balikqi snorted.  “Hmmmpff.  This can’t be fully explained even to you.  We must keep our secrets and our destinies, we bears of the glacier, but one more thing I will show you.  Then you will understand.”
 
   Balikqi led Alaana to a peculiar opening in one of the tunnels.  The outer surface was cut in the shape of an oval and slightly pointed at the sides, while the inner portion was circular.  In this way the tunnel opening had the look of a great eye.
 
   “We are bound to this place now and forever.  I will show you.  Behold.  This is the Heart.”
 
   The sheer enormity of the next chamber so overwhelmed Alaana it nearly drove her to her knees.  At the heart of the glacier was a vast sculpture gleaming in diamond-faceted brilliance.  It was a wonderful cathedral of ice, a tableau as large across as the entire winter settlement of her people.  
 
   Its roof was a great inverted bowl, perforated with openings which allowed light to enter in patterns that marked the constellations.  Aagjuuk, the Two Sunbeams; Qimmiitt, the Five Dogs; Tukturjuit, the Caribou; Nuuttuittuq, the North Star.  They were all there.  Alaana stared up in amazement at the Aurora Borealis, trapped on the ceiling in ripples of carved ice.  It seemed alive, showering the work below with bands of green and yellow light that shifted from moment to moment. 
 
   Alaana’s eye was drawn slowly from place to place.  All of creation seemed to be represented in the vast sculpture, every land bridge and lake, each mountain and glacier, every landmark in the northland with which she was familiar.  All of Nunatsiaq, the beautiful land in which they lived, and much beyond.  All of humanity, every aspect of endeavor, pain, suffering, every dream and aspiration shone in the ice.  These were portrayed in the abstract rather than the actual, geometric shapes and dalliances that suggested ideas rather than concrete images but it was all there, as the torch of civilization passed from the dawn of time, from the savage, primal Tunrit all the way down to the Anatatook.  And there was so much more.  Every type of animal that graced the tundra or had ever lived, every spirit and specter.  From Sedna at the bottom of the sea to the Moon Man in the sky.  It was too much to look at. 
 
   Alaana settled for the familiar, tracing the outline of Big Basin as depicted in the Heart.  And looking closely, she saw a thin, curved line inscribed in the sculpture.  She realized this line represented the caravan of Anatatook sleds that was at this moment crossing the ice on their way to the summer camp.  How was that possible?
 
   “As the day passes,” announced Balikqi with reverence, “the light changes hue.  The Heart tells a different story with each different color.”  
 
   The prospect of all she could learn from this place made Alaana lurch dizzily.  What she saw now was only a fraction of the tale, that which was told through the dull orange of sunset.  And even that she could not fully comprehend.  What secrets might be revealed in the amber shades of morning, the purples of evening, or as lit by silvery moonlight?  
 
   Alaana had never imagined such a secret treasure existed in the vastness of the icelands.  That it had been revealed to her was a sign of incredible trust.  She wanted to express the deep sense of reverence she was feeling, but even the eloquent language of the shamans lacked words capable of properly framing such a concept.  The truth of existence was laid out before her and she was only able to comprehend a tiny fraction of its mysteries.  She might spend a lifetime studying this cavern.  Or perhaps, she could stop here, frozen in place as if made of ice herself, lost in the wonder of the sculpture forever. 
 
   She did not want to look away.
 
   She felt a heavy paw fall warmly on her shoulder.  “Come. We have work.”
 
   Immediately she was distracted by yet a new wonder.  The arcane passages that allowed for the light, or perhaps other channels unseen, also permitted gusts of wind to enter the cavern.  As they did, a hauntingly eerie sound was created. 
 
   “That sound…”
 
   “The music of the Heart.” 
 
   The faint melodic whistling made a strange and glorious music, a magical tune that seeped into her consciousness, sparking feelings of joy and wonder.  But it was so distant and faint, this music of the Heart.  
 
   Alaana centered herself.  With a surge of concentration, she reached out through the roof of the dome.  Somewhere, everywhere, her guardian spirit Sila, the Walker In The Wind was waiting outside.  Alaana called out to him, begging his indulgence in this small thing.
 
   A moment later the power of Sila was demonstrated in a great blast that surged into the cathedral from every side.  Its powerful music rang through the Heart, warming the soul of every bear within its icy walls as the ice mountain sang its incredible song.
 
   “Glorious!” roared Balikqi.  Smiling broadly, the old bear’s face was transformed. His expression appeared both playful and menacing at the same time.  His eyes shone.  He clapped Alaana on the back.  “I thank you for that, my friend.  I have made preparations.  Tonight, when the Moon is high you’ll see.  Now we eat!  Blubber and berries!”
 
    
 
   “Savoq-niarpok-autdlarpoq.
 
   “Savoq-narpok-autdlarpoq.
 
   “Karpoq-narpok-autdlarpoq.”
 
   Alaana felt Balikqi’s incantation as a deep rumbling at the back of her skull.  The meaning of the words she knew.  Will-endeavor-to-go-away, will-make-go-away, has-made-go-away — but she had no idea what the chant was meant to reveal.
 
   Alaana and Balikqi floated once more in the air atop the glacier.  Overhead, the sky was the impenetrable black of the pole, sprinkled with stars.  The full Moon washed the scene in a tide of brilliant moon-glow.  All the bears of the glacier were assembled on the ice plain below, their snouts raised to the night sky. 
 
   The polar bear shaman raised his forelegs to the heavens and offered one final exhortation.
 
   “Autdlarpoq!” 
 
   The curtain of night parted like a thick black fog.  
 
   Suddenly an immense and complex web was revealed, a lattice of psychic energy stretching all the way to the Moon.  The ethereal fibers, illuminated in silver-blue, reached downward again toward the distant glacier at the horizon.  At first Alaana could see only the main trunks arcing across the sky.  But as the stars themselves were drawn aside, all the lesser, more subtle fibers appeared.  
 
   “It’s so beautiful…” she said.  And it was.  The sky was filled with a vast and intricate tapestry, constructed of glimmering lines of psychic force.  It was a pattern similar to a spider’s web extending across the very vault of the heavens themselves. 
 
   “This web will enable us to direct the cosmic forces,” said Balikqi.  “I have long worked at weaving this spell, bit by bit, a finger’s breadth at a time.  Sixty years, with Aisaac’s help.  This is my life’s work.”
 
   Balikqi spoke these words in a solemn tone.  Alaana noticed a subtle nuance to his phrasing, a suggestion that the white bear’s life itself, along with his life’s work, was due to come to its completion very soon.  
 
   This revelation held an even deeper meaning for Alaana.  For this was the answer to the riddle that had plagued her for most of her life.  This was the answer to the question of where Old Manatook had gone on his long sojourns to the northlands and what he had been doing there.  The shaman’s most recent absence of several years had been spent on this very spot weaving the web with his master Balikqi.  So intently had they worked that Old Manatook had not even paused to send word back to her until Alaana’s ultimate time of need, when he had finally returned to the Anatatook, leaving this work unfinished. 
 
   “Now is the moment,” said Balikqi. “All the celestial spheres are in alignment.  They pull on the Moon, adding their weight to the lever.  It must be now.”
 
   “I…” said Alaana, “I am not Aisaac…”
 
   Balikqi brushed aside Alaana’s notions of inadequacy.  “Even better yet!  You are young and strong.  Together we will be able to move the mountain, I am sure of it.”
 
   Alaana was not so sure, but she fought to keep skeptical thoughts at bay. 
 
   “Harrnh!  You think I am a crazy old bear, I know.  But this we can do, for we have help.  My great friend Tornarssuk is there.”  Balikqi pointed a long black claw at the surface of the Moon.  “Tornarssuk, master of the earth, has come out from his Crystal Cavern to aid us.”
 
   Alaana considered these words carefully.  The spirit guardian of the polar bears would be a powerful ally indeed.
 
   “He is there,” said Balikqi, with his pointing claw silhouetted darkly against the Moon.  “When he adds the weight of his mighty sinews to our cause, it will be done.  Come now, I will show you how to concentrate.  There’s a certain pattern of breathing to it.  Once we have brought ourselves in tune with the Moon’s pull, you’ll see how easy it all is.”
 
   It was anything but easy.  For all his bluster the old shaman was in fact weak and dying, and had cheerfully overestimated his own abilities.  He served here as little more than instructor and guide.  Alaana lent her force of will to the task as she was shown, certain that her own efforts were as nothing compared to the monumental undertaking Balikqi had set for them.  Slowly, she expanded her consciousness outward and upward, feeling her way along the power lines Balikqi had so artfully constructed over the years to bridge the distance from earth to the Moon.  
 
   Balikqi called out, “Remember, we are not moving the glacier.  We are simply lifting its weight a little and asking it to move.  That is the key.  The spirit of the mountain must answer the call.”
 
   Yes, thought Alaana, it’s a simple thing after all.  We are merely nudging it awake.  She had only to pull at the mountain, while Balikqi made his request.  The eloquence of the old bear would surely win the day.
 
   “Brother Ice,” said Balikqi, making his solemn appeal to the mountain, “My friend.  How many lonely nights have we shared, here under the pale Moon, you and I?  How many seasons of light and dark?  A hundred years?  You have shared all my life, my triumphs and tragedies.  You know my burdens.  How many stories have I weaved for you while I made my web in the sky?  Just you and the old bear and the Moon.  Tornarssuk waits there, on the Moon, the great white bear who watches over us all.  He sees his charges suffer, he sees my cubs go hungry in our dens.  But all can be made right again.  You know what I need.  I ask only a twitch, a shudder of your massive shoulder.  A simple thing.  My young friend will show you the way.  A very small thing.” 
 
   The bear turned to Alaana and said, “Lift, Alaana.  Lift!  Lift him up.  He’ll move.”
 
   Thus inspired, Alaana sent the full measure of her will along the tendrils of force that led from the Moon back down to the distant mountain.  She tugged at the glacier using the very Moon as a lever, but felt no give from the mountain in return.  She cried out, straining to the utmost, from tendril to shoot to main line.  Her inua pulsed forward, as blood flows through an artery, drawn upward by the beating of a vast celestial heart.
 
   And that heart was Tornarssuk, the spirit guardian of the polar bears.  As Alaana was drawn toward him she felt the power gathered there, the commanding will of the turgat, the incredible strength of his sinews, crackling with white-hot power.  Alaana’s nostrils flared with the intense musky scent of the great polar bear in the sky who had lived a million years.  She felt the unrelenting pull of the tide, the tireless strength of a force of nature, the patience of the infinite. 
 
   And even so, she felt a greater strength coming from the Outer Darkness, the pull of celestial bodies in alignment reacting to the perfect symmetry of Balikqi’s great equation. 
 
   A simple thing.  They heard the sound of the world tearing itself apart and then falling back together again.  The mountain slid a little bit to the left.  
 
   Success!
 
   The connection severed abruptly.  Alaana had not prepared herself for it, and she felt her inua plunging in a free fall.  Dropping away from the Moon, she caught a fleeting glimpse of Tornarssuk, a gigantic pearl-white silhouette against the dusky gray surface of the Moon, tongue lolling playfully between his massive teeth, his liquid black eyes appearing as twin night skies adorned with their own constellations of shimmering stars.  Exhausted from his own efforts, the guardian spirit could not even lift a paw to aid the young shaman.
 
   Alaana was a mind without body, caught up in a blur of motion as she came sailing back toward the Earth.  She had never fallen so far, so fast.  She was certain she was going to die. 
 
   “Skeptical thoughts,” muttered Balikqi as he broke Alaana’s fall with the cushion of his own mind.  “You’ve still very much to learn.”
 
   Alaana returned to her body, completely unharmed, snuggled warmly in the old bear shaman’s embrace.  Balikqi lay flat on his back.  Alaana noticed the old bear’s breaths came shallow and unsteady.  
 
   “Do you think you could move an inch or two to your left,” said the bear, “Your elbow is stuck in a most uncomfortable place.”
 
   Alaana removed herself from the voluminous folds of thick yellowed fur.  “Thank you, Old Bear.” 
 
   “Thank you,” whispered Balikqi.  It was all he could do to whisper.  His eyelids lay drooped and fluttering, his mouth gaping open.  He shook himself, though weakly, as if he had just come up from the arctic waters.  “Not yet,” he said, “No, not yet.”
 
   His eyes drifted open as he leaned his bulk forward to gaze out upon their handiwork.  To Alaana, the silhouette on the horizon looked much the same.  At this distance it was impossible to notice any difference in the mountain’s position.  And yet, they both knew.
 
   Balikqi sent a pair of barks out into the night and the other bears, all assembled on the vast ice plain below, began a frolic in the snow.  Alaana had never seen anything like it, a hundred great white bears dancing on the ice. 
 
   “I can last a bit longer, friend Alaana,” said Balikqi.  “But only that.”
 
   “What can I do to help?” she asked.
 
   “Give an old bear’s life meaning.  But you’ve already done that.  Our home of sweet contentment is saved.  You need do nothing more for me.  You have a tremendous strength Alaana, if only you knew better how to use it.  I think there is the distinct possibility you will one day do a great thing, that you will move the Earth itself as we have moved the mountain this night.  If you will stay awhile I will teach you what I can, in what little time there is left for me.”
 
   “I would be very grateful for that.” 
 
   Balikqi paused to catch his breath, then continued, “In exchange, I ask for a promise.  You must carry on for Aisaac and be the shaman of both worlds.  Look after my bears as you do your own Anatatook.  It seems to me there are less and less shamans than there used to be.  I wonder if we are not a dying breed.  When I go, I leave them with no one.”  He gestured to the bears down below, lost amid their mad, raucous celebration.  His claw was trembling.
 
   “Those two cubs you saw earlier, born of the same litter, show some promise,” he added.  “You must look out for them.  Teach them.”
 
   Alaana was torn by her desire to stay and learn at the feet of this great shaman, and the need to return to her people.  Most of all she was eager to rejoin Ben.
 
   Balikqi seemed to read her thoughts.  “There’s a young man, isn’t there?” 
 
   Alaana nodded shyly.
 
   “Fah!  Just like him!” said Balikqi, meaning Old Manatook.  “There’s always some silly little love affair.  I know.  I’ve been in love once or twice myself.  But you mustn’t forget my bears.  You mustn’t forget our Heart.”
 
   “I’ll do what I can,” Alaana said, with no great confidence.
 
   “Hur!  Hur!” rumbled the bear, “Who may ask for anything more?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   THE SHAMAN RETURNS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Moon had turned its head from full to crescent by the time Alaana arrived at her family’s summer encampment along the eastern rim of the Great Basin.  The dogs, irritable and half-starved, yanked the sled along the uneven, marshy tundra.  They had been well-fed by the bears of the glacier, but on their return journey a lengthy storm forced them to go to ground for two sleeps, a delay which outlasted their provisions.  Game had been scarce as well.  Makaartunghak had managed to take down a fox and a few stray ptarmigan but it hadn’t been much.
 
   Alaana was beyond tired.  She forced herself forward, one step at a time, in a mild trance state.  Balikqi had died only a few days earlier. A feast of berries had been laid out before him – plump cranberries, lingonberries and glossy black crowberries.  Alaana wondered where the bears managed to collect them all.  Balikqi purred his final contentment, surrounded by his friends and his mouth full of sweet berries, which he loved more than anything else.  The twin bear cubs, Oktolik and Orfik, never strayed far from his side.  Alaana found them remarkable in that they spoke their own private tongue in addition to the secret language of the shamans, and seemed to always agree.  Likewise she fascinated them, being the first human being they had ever seen.  At random times she felt the gentle touch of a claw, belonging sometimes to Oktolik and sometimes Orfik, poking her as if to test what she was made of.
 
   “Won’t you stay with us?” asked Oktolik.
 
   “Stay with us,” chimed Orfik.  Their eager little faces and tiny black eyes were hard to resist.
 
   “I can’t,” remarked Alaana.  “I’ve been away from my own people for too long as it is.”
 
   “Teach us,” said Oktolik.
 
   “Who will teach us?” asked Orfik.
 
   Alaana rubbed the soft fur at the back of the cub’s head.  “You’ll get along well enough on your own.  I’ll come back whenever I can.  Besides, you can always talk to me on the wind.”
 
   “Too far,” said Oktolik.
 
   “It’s too far,” said Orfik.  They snuffled their cold, wet noses against her cheeks, one on either side.
 
   “That is why you must practice,” laughed Alaana.  She sounded way too much like Old Manatook. “Practice.”
 
   She stayed just long enough at the glacier to oversee the burial of Balikqi and then left them without a shaman.  The inuas of the two spirited cubs had indeed marked them as budding young shamans but how could she hope to teach anyone anything?  She was still too much of a novice herself.  There were fewer and fewer shamans in Nunatsiaq, the beautiful white lands of the north.  In happy times of her childhood there had been three shamans among the Anatatook.  Now there was only one, poorly trained and struggling at that.
 
   She asked the snowy owl to call her if there was need, for there was no one else among the bears to send the call.  And no one left to tend the great sculpture.  Alaana thought the situation an ill portent for the bears of the glacier, but she was far too tired to worry over all that now.
 
   Just ahead she could see the bend in the river where the Anatatook men were working one of the stone weirs they used to trap salmon heading out to sea.  She heard their voices, singing with excitement and laughter, and thought all must be well at the summer camps along the basin.  
 
   Soon she would be home and laughing with her family, nestled in the warm furs of her bed, her belly full of fresh fish.  She could hardly wait.  The shouts and laughter from the men at the weir was a joyous jumble that rang in her ears, a dizzying sound which turned down into up as her face fell into the wet snow banking the river.  Makaartunghak lay down beside her and curled up to rest, the huge dog having also reached the end of his reserves.  Yipyip whined softly and then set off toward the curve of the river.
 
   Alaana opened her eyes to find Little Quinotaq rubbing soft foxfur mittens against her cheeks.  The boy’s eyes went wild for a moment, as he seemed startled to find that he had successfully revived the shaman.
 
   “Angatkok,” whispered the boy.  “Are you alive?”
 
   Silly question, thought Alaana when she was looking right back at him.  Then she realized how she must appear, thin and drawn, with the long-worried, deadened look that comes upon those who have been too long out in the frozen wastes without food or shelter.  Little Quinotaq stared down at her with an expression of horrified respect, his hands hovering in the air as if unsure if they dared to touch the shaman any further. 
 
   Alaana realized she had not yet answered the question, and her silence seemed to give credence to the view that she was indeed nothing more than a withered shade come back to haunt her people.  Alaana’s mouth was so dry she couldn’t speak.  She pushed some snow between her lips and produced a strange gurgling sound.  This was enough to completely frighten Little Quinotaq, who scurried off toward the river.
 
   Alaana struggled to her feet, a long and difficult process that left her oblivious to her surroundings until a man took her firmly by the arm.  It was Maguan, a serious look haunting his handsome face.  Alaana felt the pain and weariness lift from her shoulders.  All would be well now.  Maguan was here.  
 
   “You don’t look so good, little sister.  Are you hurt?”
 
   “Just tired and hungry,” croaked Alaana.  
 
   Maguan looked her up and down and, seeing that it was so, broke out into a sly grin.
 
   A broad, strong hand clapped Alaana on the shoulder, nearly knocking her over.  “Father was worried,” he said, “And mother cried in the night, but I wasn’t worried.  You’re the shaman!  Is there anything you can’t handle?”
 
   Alaana groaned.
 
   Maguan chuckled, brushing a lock of stray hair from the side of her face.  “Fishing has been good.  Was that your doing?  I told everyone it was.  Of course some said the fishing was so good because you weren’t around to scare off all the fish.  Ahh, that’s what they say until someone falls ill or twists an ankle.  Then they come running for you.”
 
   Alaana couldn’t say anything.  Her eyes were closing.
 
   “I can’t let Mother see you like this.  Let’s get you to your tent and have Higilak put some food into you first.”  
 
   Maguan propped her up.  “Then I had better take care of these dogs you’ve been mistreating before Makaartunghak goes and eats one of the children.”
 
    
 
   Alaana sat cross-legged on her bunk.  She sipped at the salmon broth Higilak had warmed for her over the soapstone lamp.  The broth was thick, hot and completely satisfying, but she knew enough to take it slow.  Her stomach had been empty for several sleeps.
 
   “Where’s Ben?  Is he well?”
 
   “He’s gone out to the weir with the other men.  He has a good eye with the spear, you know.  At least they can’t say he’s bad luck for the fishing.  He’s better at it than any of them, even with only one arm.” Higilak flitted back and forth inside the tent.  “He hasn’t left yet, if that’s what you’re asking.”
 
   That wasn’t what she’d been asking.  Alaana shrugged.  “Why should he leave?” 
 
   “He has no reason to stay.  Time passes for us, Alaana, even if you’re off killing yourself on some fool’s errand.”
 
   Alaana was puzzled.  Higilak was pampering her with food and dry clothes, but this was hardly the warm welcome she had expected.  She spoke so coldly.  What was she suggesting?  Alaana had made no advances toward Ben on Higilak’s advice.  She had not touched him since the day they had escaped the Yupikut camp.  She had thought often about the feel of her hand in his that day; it had been exciting and warm and, she thought, full of a world of promise.  In all the excitement and danger, she couldn’t recall which of them had reached out for the other.  Over time she’d convinced herself that it had meant little to Ben.  It had been nothing more, she reasoned, than a release of nervous tension, a celebration of their escape from captivity.  Was Higilak now changing her advice?
 
   The old woman handed her a salmon fillet and a small cutting knife.  She began slicing off sizeable chunks of the raw fish.  “You don’t understand,” she said in between gulps of salmon.  “It was an important journey.”
 
   “Yes, yes, I know.” Higilak’s voice cracked with sarcasm.  “Important secret shaman work.  Far to the north, where my husband wandered often.  I just can’t stand to see you limp home in this terrible state, half-starved, barely alive.  Manatook traveled just as far, but he always returned strong and healthy.”  
 
   “Yes, but no longer,” said Alaana.  “Old Mother, I’m sorry but Manatook is dead.”
 
   “I know that!”
 
   Alaana flinched.  Why did it seem Higilak already knew everything?  It was frustrating. 
 
   The old storyteller patted her on the knee.  “It was clear to me from the way you acted after the wolf attack.  Anyway, he’s not dead.  He walks between the worlds, as he’s always done.  Only now he has become one with the sky.”
 
   “Do you think I’ll ever see him again?” asked Alaana.
 
   “Be sure of it.  But, what was he doing on those journeys to the north?”
 
   “There are others there who have a claim on him.”
 
   “Yes, I know.  Another family?  Did she give him children?”
 
   “She?”
 
   “We never spoke of it but I think there must have been someone.”
 
   “No,” said Alaana sympathetically.  “You’ve got it wrong.  There wasn’t any other woman.  He kept things from you, but nothing like that.”
 
   “But then why didn’t he come?  When he died that day, his spirit should have come to me if there was no one else.”
 
   “He did come.  The white bear...”
 
   The old woman’s wrinkled brow creased even further.  “The white bear and Manatook, one and the same?”  Spoken in Higilak’s peculiar way it was at the same time both a question and a puzzled statement.
 
   “Manatook was born a bear,” said Alaana.  “He was not a man.”
 
   Higilak clucked at her.  “Did he teach you nothing?  What difference between the soul of a man and that of a bear?  Or a fox?  Or an eagle?  He was a good man.”
 
   Alaana had finished the fish, and Higilak took the knife from her hand.  She gazed thoughtfully at the blade for a moment, then continued, “He was not always that way.  As it was, I could have believed him an animal once.  When he first found me in the stone lodge he was very mean.  He struck me in anger and often beat me.  Yes, he was very much like an animal back then.  I wanted to run away but there was no place to go.  I threatened to leave, even if it meant I should perish out in the snow.  He just laughed at my tears and stormed out of the house.
 
   “While he was gone I made plans to kill him, and I would have done it at that.”  She wagged the cutting knife in front of Alaana’s nose.  “But when he came back he had changed completely.  He swore to do right by me, to be nothing but tender and caring, and in all the years he never broke that promise.  So you see, he was an animal, but he became a good man.”
 
   Alaana considered telling her that it had been Old Manatook who carried out her death threat that day and slew her first husband, the real Manatook and then replaced him.  The man had in fact been a beast, and the beast the man.  Alaana saw no point to it.  The murder wouldn’t shed a good light on Old Manatook, and one should not speak ill of the dead.  If her husband had wished her to know, he would have told her himself.
 
   “His true name was Aisaac.”
 
   “Aisaac,” repeated Higilak.  “A strange name but I think it suits him.”
 
   “He’s buried near a cave at the edge of the taiga.  When we go back in winter, I’ll show you the cairn.  I’m sorry for not telling you sooner.”
 
   “Secrets!” hissed the old woman.  “You shamans and your damned secrets.”
 
   “I’ll tell you everything,” said Alaana.  “About the bears of the glacier, and their incredible sculpture!  Oh, I wish you’d seen it!  An ancient nanook shaman helped me move the mountain—”
 
   “Moved the mountain?  Ah, that sounds like a tale fit to regale even a broken-down old storyteller.  I am grateful to have lived long enough to finally hear it,” said Higilak, smiling coyly.  “But we should wait for Ben.”
 
   “Ben?” 
 
   “Yes.  You mustn’t have secrets from him.  Secrets are a poison he can not bear.  Not that one.”
 
   “But...” said Alaana, “He doesn’t even talk to me as it is.  I don’t think he likes that I’m the shaman.  Talk like that will only drive him away.”
 
   “He may like it or not,” said Higilak firmly.  “But you are the shaman.”
 
    
 
   Putuguk watched the children play.  If there were any rules to their game he couldn’t tell it.  They simply ran around in circles laughing.  He supposed some were chasing one or the other, perhaps the one that was flapping her arms.  It didn’t matter.  Running around in circles on a sunny day, that was all they needed.
 
   He picked out Inaloo and little Millik among the children.  All the little ones looked the same from where he sat but he knew their laughter above all the others.  A few of the women sat nearby, skinning fish bellies as they watched their little ones play.  Tiki was there, and Higilak, and Alaana as well.  Beyond them, down the snowy slope, Aquppak and the rest of the men were fishing the lake, but that was too far for him to see from the front of his tent. 
 
   Putuguk shifted his weight against the stone he used as a seat.  The rounded surface chilled his backside but the tall rock would make it easier to stand up when he was done.  He reached into a small bowl of fish, cooked and pounded for him by Tiki, and brought some of the pulpy food to his mouth.  It was a bit of a struggle bringing his arm all the way up to his face, but it didn’t matter. Tomcod fresh from the lake.  He could barely taste it, but it certainly smelled wonderful.  And on a sunny day that was enough.  He had everything he wanted right here. 
 
   His mind flashed on a memory of his son Piuvkaq and his lovely young wife.  The two had perished when a snowslide came down from the mountain — smashing their iglu and smothering them before anyone could dig them out.  Aquppak had only been spared because he’d been visiting his grandmother.  Putuguk reminded himself, for the countless time, not to dwell on such memories.  Breathe deep the air, he told himself.  They are gone.  He loved them and he would never forget them.  That’s all.
 
   Putuguk returned his attention to the frolicking children.  Inaloo, it seemed, had now taken the role of flapping bird and the others circled her with glee.
 
   “I do believe you’re growing fat, grandfather,” said a voice behind him.  Aquppak came around the front of the tent.  He groaned slightly as he sat down beside the old man. 
 
   “You sound tired.  It’s hard work, fishing all day,” said Putuguk. 
 
   Aquppak grunted an agreement.
 
   “So how many did you pull in?” asked Putuguk with a smile.
 
   “My share,” returned Aquppak, putting an unpleasant spin on the words.  “And then some.”  He sniffed at the bowl of mashed tomcod. 
 
   “Fish are good food,” said Putuguk.  “Especially for those without teeth left in our heads.”
 
   Aquppak nodded absently.  “I’m waiting for the caribou,” he said.  “Hunting is real work for men.”  Again Putuguk noted an intended sleight on the part of his grandson.  He was in a foul mood indeed.
 
   “You’ll get your chance soon,” Putuguk replied proudly.  “And you’ll show the other men what you can do.  You’re the best of them already.”
 
   “Yes,” said Aquppak softly.  “When I see you sitting here, do you know what I think?” 
 
   Putuguk sighed. 
 
   “I think about how hungry I used to be,” continued Aquppak, “living off game from other men’s harpoons, parceled out as to a dog.  I think about having to beg other people for scraps of skins for my clothes.  I wonder if I’ll ever get out of that shadow.  Too much charity make people into slaves, just as the whip makes the dogs whimper and beg.”
 
   “We all help each other,” said Putuguk.  “No shame in that.  The life is hard, the land unforgiving.”
 
   “No shame?  Look at yourself, old man.  Too old to hunt and lame in both arms.”
 
   Aquppak’s voice had carried across the snowy plain.  Putuguk saw Higilak look up from her fish bellies then look away.  Tiki hadn’t noticed, too intent on watching the children. 
 
   “I used to hunt very well,” said Putuguk in a low tone.
 
   “And what would you do now to get a caribou?  Spit stones at them?  I would rather die than suffer such humiliation.” 
 
   Ah so there it is, thought Putuguk.  There it is.
 
   Aquppak was not finished.  “There were times as a child when I had to run among the dogs after the hunters had put food out for them, and climb over the starving animals to get a few scraps of walrus meat.  That was the biggest shame of all.  Cuts on my hands from nipping teeth.  Trading bites and scratches for a little something in my belly.”
 
   “And I love you for that, son.”
 
   “And the laughs that were made over me,” said Aquppak.  “I traded those for a bit of my soul.  That, I’ll never forget.  Or forgive.”
 
   These words caused Putuguk indescribable pain.  Aquppak was a good boy.  He had lost much in the snowslide that had killed his parents, and then the sickness that had taken his grandmother from him.  Putuguk had done his best for him, a boy who would never bow down to failure, who would let nothing stop him until he rose above his troubles, even if he was saddled with a lame old man for a father.
 
   “You’ve come up in the world,” Putuguk said.  “You have plenty now.  It’s time to forget.”
 
   “How can I forget?  When you sit here watching with the rest of the women?”
 
   “You’ll see things differently when you’re older.”
 
   “No I won’t.  I’m not like you.  If I were you…”
 
   “Go ahead,” urged Putuguk.  “Say it.”
 
   “If I were you I wouldn’t want to be a burden.  If I were you I’d do something about it.”
 
   Aquppak stood up.  Turning to walk away, he upset the little bowl of fish meat and stomped it into the snow.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   ERRANDS UNFINISHED
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Even though the summer nights had now grown so very short, Tiki often rose early.  
 
   First light crept into Putuguk’s tent to find she had already been long awake, listening to the contented murmurs of the girls and thinking.  She watched Aquppak rise at dawn and go out to prepare his gear for the day’s fishing.  When he had gone, Tiki slid from her bed and dressed in the semi-darkness.  
 
   She threaded her way across the sleepy summer camp, sheltered from the wind in the lee of a rocky outcropping that followed the stream.  As she leaned against a convenient niche in the rock, she felt a cutting breeze, a cold slap from across the water.  From this vantage point she could see the men going out to the river.  She searched their line for the tallest and broadest among them.  She was hoping to catch a glimpse of Iggy.
 
   Early morning was the best time, she thought.  Leaving her daughters still asleep, one on either side of the old man — his toothless snoring lulling them in their dreams.  Out here in the open she could be alone with her thoughts.  She could be a young girl again, even a young girl in love.  Again.
 
   Two young people from the southern camp, Qupagnuk and his wife Tunnillie had just arrived, coming around the basin in the night to join their father’s camp.  It must have been a long journey pulling their sled in the dark, for Tiki could see how tired they both were.  They had staked out a place beside Massautsicq’s enclosure.  The pair worked in concert, unloading their possessions and setting up the interior of their home before they raised the skin walls.  It was a clever if unselfconscious move, she thought, saving them the trouble of dragging each item inside one by one.  Qupagnuk had already put up the driftwood table in the center of the room and the sleeping platform.  Now the two of them demonstrated perfect teamwork putting everything in its proper place.
 
   They both knew exactly where each item went.  Sometimes the man handed his wife a stray item — just holding it out at the proper moment without even looking, knowing she would take it on her way past and put it in its place.  Their movements reminded Tiki of two people singing a song together.  A song that promised great contentment, setting up their house so they could get snug inside and fall fast asleep.  If anyone was to offer help they would only be getting in the way.  The young couple needed no one else.  They said nothing to each other, occasionally exchanging a laugh or a smile.  At one point they cuddled for a moment without breaking stride as if it were a scheduled part of the routine.
 
   A low cough surprised her. 
 
   “Oh, you startled me, angatkok,” she said, recognizing the lithe form of the shaman leaning against the rocks beside her. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” replied Alaana.
 
   “I didn’t see you there.”
 
   Alaana chuckled.  “I was watching the people start the day.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “I’m glad they came back.”  Alaana nodded toward the young couple.  “Massautsicq will be well pleased.”
 
   Tiki shrugged.  “I suppose.”
 
   “I wonder what it would be like,” said Alaana, “being married.”
 
   “What?  To have someone to hunt for you and bring you food.  Someone to pick the lice off you in the dark, rubbing his cheek against your hair?  Someone whose arms you could fall into at night, and know that you were safe and warm.”  Tiki thought for a moment what else to say.  “I wasn’t married very long, either time.  But it’s good.  It’s good having someone.  You’ll find out, angatkok.”
 
   “Not me.  Tiki I was talking about you.”
 
   Tiki pulled her eyes away.  “I can never have another husband.  Men don’t even look at me.”
 
   “That’s not true,” said Alaana.  “Maybe it’s not my place to say this but there is one among us who longs to have you by his side.”
 
   Tiki’s heart sank.  Was it impossible to keep secrets from the shaman?  Did Alaana already know how she wanted to marry Iggy and be free of Aquppak?  Was she being tested?  
 
   “Everybody knows about the curse,” she said.  “Any man I marry is going to die.  Is that what you want for your friend?”
 
   “I want my friend to be happy.  I want you to be happy.”
 
   “That can never happen,” she insisted, heartbreak straining her voice.  It was all so hopeless.  She didn’t want to talk about such terrible things.  She turned to walk away. 
 
   Alaana reached out, turning her head gently by the point of her chin.  The shaman’s gaze was frightening in its intensity and Tiki knew she was looking deep, seeing things that she would have liked to remain hidden.  
 
   “Don’t…”
 
   “I’ll tell you what I see,” Alaana offered.  
 
   Tiki flinched under her probing stare but she did want to hear what the shaman had to say.  
 
   Alaana’s eyes opened wide and Tikiquatta thought she saw a purplish haze flooding her pupils. 
 
   “I see a beautiful soul, caged by doubt and fear.  Like any flower waiting to bud, trapped under the crust of winter.  When the sun melts the snow, the bud has to push itself up.  It has only to reach for the light.” 
 
   Tiki shook her head, but Alaana maintained her grip.  
 
   “I’ll tell you what I don’t see.  I don’t see any curse.”
 
   “I’m sorry angatkok.  I don’t know how this curse came upon me or why.  Maybe it was something Putuguk did long ago.  I don’t know.  Maybe you should look in his eye.”
 
   “There is no curse in your father’s eye,” said Alaana, “and none in your own.  Believe me.”
 
   Tears welled up in her eyes.  “You mean well, I know.  But… but…”
 
   Alaana released Tiki’s chin.  Tiki pressed her palms to her eyes to stem the flow of tears.  Too late. 
 
   “There’s no hope,” she said.  “I have something inside me.  An emptiness.  I can feel it.  It’s hungry for companionship and love.  But it’s a rotten thing, it’s too hungry.  Anyone gets too close and it will devour him.  It will eat him up.
 
   “You remember my first husband, Iksik.  Killed — trampled in a rush of musk oxen.  Oh, how he used to make me laugh.  He would tell me…” She paused, wondering if she should continue.  Well, it was all right, she thought, Alaana was the shaman and knew everyone’s secrets already.  And, once having started, it was too difficult to stop.  “He used to tell me stories.  Little stories in the night.  He would just make them up about this one or that one.  Old Krittaq goes fishing and gets all wet falling into the river.  The others have to pull her out with her sister’s big trout net, but it breaks for want of a good knot and she falls back in.”  She giggled.  “Or Kanak out hunting caribou and he falls in love with a brown-eyed doe, bringing her home as his third wife.”
 
   Alaana smiled.
 
   “Just silly things,” continued Tiki.  “Oh, how I used to laugh with him.”
 
   Her heart felt lifted for a moment, remembering her first, dear Iksik.  She would never forget his gentle touch. 
 
   “Oh, how I loved Iksik.  Trampled into the dust.  I don’t know why that had to happen…”
 
   “Things happen,” said Alaana.  “A foot slips…”
 
   “No,” said Tiki firmly.  “Not like that.  And the other, my poor Tutuiaq.  Lost at sea, lost while out in his kayak.”  She pursed her lips in a frown of disbelief.  A tear came down each side, and then her eyes dried up.  It was an old wound. 
 
   “The sea’s dangers are well known, Tiki.”
 
   She snickered.  “I’m sorry, angatkok.  Tutuiaq did not die from some little bit of rough weather.  He was such a strong man, so confidant and sure.  He was the best kayaker.  He used to take the waves under.”
 
   Alaana had seen him do this.  Instead of allowing the force of the wave to break across his body Tutuiaq would take a deep breath and flip over, letting the wave flow over the upturned bottom of the boat.  Timing it perfectly he would flip back upright — a little wet but none the worse for wear.  Tutuiaq laughed at the type of wave that could snap a man’s spine if it caught him the wrong way.  
 
   “He was such a fine boatman,” recalled Tiki.  “In truth he preferred to hunt seal in heavy seas because he could get that much closer to his prey under cover of the waves.  But it didn’t matter.  Dashed upon the rocks and drowned.  No one could believe it.”
 
   “It happens,” said Alaana.
 
   “Yes, it happens to less-skilled boatmen.  Don’t you see?  Chasing the last seal of spring, or the first musk ox of winter.  On sea or land, light or dark, it was just the same.  No man can hide from this curse.  My brother — killed in a snowslide!”
 
   “And Putuguk is spared?” asked Alaana.
 
   “Spared?  He watches his loved ones die.  One by one.  He can hardly walk, he can’t chew or eat…”
 
   “That’s just old age.”
 
   “There’s a curse,” insisted Tiki.  “Everyone knows it.”
 
   Her eyes, though still wet, burned fiercely.  Alaana noted the set of her jaw, the cords standing out in her neck, the unyielding stone of her entire face.  Though she generally wore her long hair down to dissuade advances from men, she had this morning bundled it atop her head, perhaps to keep it from being tossed about by the river breeze.  Under this hairtop she appeared matronly, as a woman long-married to sorrow. 
 
   “If there was a curse on you, don’t you think I would know it?”
 
   “Of course,” she said, flinching back a little.
 
   “Then believe me when I tell you there is no curse.”
 
   Tiki made a little helpless grunt.  “You are a great shaman for the people, Alaana.  But some things you can’t see.”
 
   These words struck Alaana as a dagger through the heart.  She was surprised.  Tiki had always had a great deal of faith in her.  But she was fixed in her idea.  Her belief in the curse was even stronger than her faith in Alaana’s abilities.  In such a case, nothing she could say or do was going to be able to change that.
 
   She would have to tell Iggy there was nothing she could do.  She couldn’t talk Tiki out of it.  She couldn’t change her mind.  That was something only Iggy might do.
 
    
 
   Alaana struck flint against flat stone, but there was no spark.
 
   She sat on a braided mat of caribou hide, just out of sight of the summer camp.  Woven into the fabric of the mat were a series of geometric shapes designed to represent the ever-changing form of Sila, the Walker In The Wind.  In the distance she could hear people working near the stream, the women sewing dog packs and sealskin boots, the men sharpening their spears and fishing hooks.
 
   In order to draw fire from a stone, she reminded herself, one had only to release some of the life energy already present within the rock.  If asked politely, the spirit within the rock would usually oblige.  With this firmly in mind she struck the flint again.  A waft of smoke curled up from the scraps of heather laid out on the rock, and Alaana gently fanned the nascent flame to life.  
 
   “Thank you, Brother Stone.”
 
   From a small ceremonial pot she drew powdered black claw root and sprinkled it over the tiny fire.  The scent had a sharply aromatic tang and helped clear her mind for the task at hand.
 
   The cloak of human skin lay draped over an upright spear haft braced in the slushy ground with stone wedges.  At the top was Manatook’s face, hanging empty, the eyes dead in their sockets, the mouth gaping as if on the verge of some stern rebuke.  Alaana gazed sadly at the distorted face of her friend and teacher.  The memories she had recently experienced in wearing the skin had shed a new light on her relationship with the old shaman.  
 
   She knew now how troubled Old Manatook had been at having two lives, each taking up his time while he was needed by the other.  She felt the shaman’s frustration at having to train her when she seemed to be stubbornly wasting his time.  Alaana felt ashamed.  She saw herself as in the mirrored surface of a lake.  She had been slow to learn and rebellious, questioning everything including the motives of her teacher.  She felt even worse now, having tasted the depth of Old Manatook’s fatherly feelings for her directly from the skin. 
 
   Also there was something having to do with Sila.  A secret.  Something Old Manatook had wanted to tell her but had never found the right time.  This reminded her of Civiliaq, the ghost of another Anatatook shaman, who had hinted at something similar.  His warning note still rang out in Alaana’s mind.  Something false and deceptive about her connection to the Walker In The Wind.  But what?  And how could she ever find out?
 
   And Old Manatook had been deceptive as well.  This mask of tanned skin did not hold his true face.  He had been Aisaac.  Alaana had seen the real face after his death, framed in pearlescent white fur, the huge and ferocious teeth, the gentle wisdom behind the eyes.
 
   This skin belonged to the real Manatook, a much more unpleasant fellow, and she had come today to release that tortured man’s soul.  She regretted the delay in keeping that promise.  She’d returned weak and weary from her trek to the north to find much neglected work.  Two Anatatook men had suffered sprained ankles and one a broken leg from mishaps at the weir in the river.  Also Alaana had to visit with Tekkeitsertok, guardian spirit of the caribou, to plead for the upcoming caribou hunt.  She found herself slightly better received this time, as if the mighty spirit were an old friend who had appreciated the lethal joke she’d played on the Yupikut.  The great turgat had promised nothing, but indications were good for a sizable caribou crossing at a certain place in the river in a few days’ time.
 
   Alaana inhaled the last aroma of the black claw root.  Time to get to work.  She found Old Manatook’s binding spell easier to crack than the one which had held the wolves.  She had gained a measure of experience in the matter of spirit cages, and her familiarity with Old Manatook’s methods made the task that much easier.  Layer by layer, she peeled away the soul binding. 
 
   She began to hear the tortured cries of the man bound within the skin.  “Let me out!  Release me.  Have mercy on my soul.”
 
   Manatook’s ghost didn’t deserve such torture.  He had long paid for his crimes.  Exiled from his own people because of a jealous murder, he had stumbled upon Higilak, alone and vulnerable in the white wastes, and taken her to wife.  Alaana remembered the ghost’s woeful recounting of his murder at the merciless claws of Aisaac, and his subsequent imprisonment and humiliation.  Yes, certainly Manatook had paid enough.  Alaana wondered if Aisaac had been dispensing justice, or simply taking advantage of the man’s weakness for his own benefit?  It was a difficult riddle and she felt it didn’t matter now anyway.  The past was the past.  Setting Manatook free was all she could do to make it right.
 
   With a satisfied sense of release, Alaana felt the last of the soul cage drop away.  The spectral form of Manatook did not rise up before her as the wolf spirits had done.  She felt a twinge of uncertainty.  She wasn’t completely familiar with the ritual and worried that something untoward had happened to Manatook’s ghost. 
 
   She wanted to look around for the ghost, but she couldn’t move her head.  Something had gone dreadfully wrong.  She couldn’t move at all. 
 
   “So, you finally saw fit to release me, little devil,” she heard Manatook say.  “You may expect me to thank you, but I don’t easily forget what you did to me.  For sixty years I’ve suffered under this terrible curse, my skin worn like a coat by some stinking beast, my soul walking among the living but not really alive.  For sixty years I’ve been bent to the will of another, a puppet of flesh, used by an animal to imitate a man.  And all the while I could feel nothing.”
 
   “That was Aisaac’s doing,” thought Alaana.  She struggled to move an arm or a leg or even the smallest finger, but couldn’t force even a twitch. 
 
   “So many years,” continued Manatook, “Without food, without drink.  Starving, with the taste of seal meat and sweet marrow only a bitter memory.  Driven mad by thirst and unable to quench it.  The warmth of my wife’s body just beyond my reach, making love with my name on her lips.  What do you know of it — still a child and never even bedded a man?  Oh, what I wouldn’t have given to feel the cold wet of the snow, the chill wind on my face, even that.  As cold as our land is, it’s nothing as to the chill on the far side of death.  
 
   “And so much worse yet to be alive but not alive.  Emptiness is a hunger all its own.  For years it went on and on, eating away at me until there was nothing left, just a shell, just a coat, worn by a filthy beast.  The emptiness consumed me, until my soul was hollow and empty too.  But no more.  We’re going to set all that to rights now I have your body, little devil.”
 
   “I set you free,” thought Alaana firmly.
 
   “Set me free?” raged Manatook’s ghost.  “You used me, just as the bear did.  I begged you to release me.  How long has it been?  A year?  Ten?”
 
   “Just a few moons.  No more.”
 
   “Even one day is an eternity in an empty shell!  You used me and left me to suffer.  Let’s see how you enjoy being trapped helplessly within a cage of flesh, a slave to the will of another!”
 
   Alaana stood up.  But this action was not her doing.  She willed herself to stop but it was no use.  Step by step, she was making for the village. 
 
   She walked toward the people working by the stream.  Alaana was desperate to stop her feet moving, fearful of whatever horror Manatook might act out upon them.  And yet any attempt to halt her movements was met with as impenetrable a resistance as a fist pressing against a stone wall.
 
   Several people were passing gossip but Alaana could not hear them.  Instead she was privy only to Manatook’s thoughts, directed at her in taunts and jeers.  Manatook was impressed by Aolajut’s pretty face and Nakasuk’s sturdy thighs.  Alaana shrank back as Manatook’s ghost imagined the depraved things he wanted to do to them.
 
   “Alive again!  Alive!  Oh, the things I’m going to do.  But don’t worry, little devil, I won’t leave you out entirely.  I’ll let you watch.”
 
   Ben looked at her strangely, as if he recognized that something might be wrong.
 
   Silently, Alaana screamed. 
 
   The sound that escaped her lips was only Manatook’s dry chuckle.
 
   Alaana, adrift in a sea of frustration and panic, fought to regain control.  She considered sending her soul outside of her body but feared that if she were to abandon her flesh to Manatook she might never get back in again.  
 
   “These women are interesting enough,” thought Manatook’s ghost, “but they aren’t the one I want.  I want the one that was stolen from me.  I want my wife.”
 
   “Where is Higilak?”  He forced Alaana to speak.
 
   Nakasuk turned to answer.  Alaana could hear nothing, but her answer was clear from the way her lips moved.  “She went to her tent to take some rest.”
 
   Ben stood up and approached her.  “Alaana, you look…”
 
   He laid his hand on her arm.  She was surprised she could feel that gentle pressure where there was no other sensation.  Ben’s hand slid along the length of her sleeve to tenderly encircle her wrist.  His hand was still cold and wet from the water, but his touch felt warm nonetheless.  In all the time she had known him, this was the first time he had ever reached out for her.
 
   He searched Alaana’s eyes.  “Are you—?”
 
   Alaana sent a vicious backhand slap across his face and Ben flew backward, lost his footing and half fell into the stream.
 
   The reaction from the others was loud and instantaneous.  The women were shocked.  The men laughed at Ben’s humiliation.  A few jokingly encouraged Alaana to strike him again.
 
   Alaana turned away.  Inside she screamed helplessly at what Manatook had made her do.
 
   She stepped toward the jumble of summer tents but Manatook’s ghost didn’t know which house belonged to Higilak.  As she passed between the tents, lifting entrance flaps and peering inside, Alaana realized that flailing uselessly against a stone wall was the wrong approach.  One could not force the wall to move, but the spirit within the wall was a different matter.  There was another way.  Manatook’s inua had taken up residence inside her body.  And Alaana was still inside as well.  She need only discover where Manatook’s ghost had hidden.  
 
   The hunt for Higilak drew to a close as Alaana entered the correct tent at last.  
 
   But as Manatook found Higilak, Alaana also found Manatook.  For all his bluster Manatook was still only a man.  A vicious killer, an angry revenant, but still only a man, and Alaana’s soul had wrestled with demons.  The young shaman’s force of will met her opponent squarely as the two began to fight for control.  
 
   “Leave off, little devil,” commanded the ghost.
 
   Alaana doubled her efforts, desperate to spare Higilak from Manatook’s revenge.  The two locked forces, but it seemed neither could make headway against the other.
 
   Simultaneously Alaana’s body approached the woman on the bed.  Higilak lay on her side, facing away.  Alaana’s hand touched her shoulder.
 
   She turned.  There was a moment’s hesitation as Manatook saw not the young beauty he might have been expecting, but the old careworn woman time had made of her.
 
   Higilak, startled awake, sat up on the pallet.
 
   Alaana continued her fight to regain control, but she could not unseat the other.  Manatook was the stronger of the two.  
 
   “Alaana?” asked Higilak, “What is it?”
 
   Alaana bent to the pallet and, taking Higilak in her arms, pulled her close.  Her face buried in Higilak’s bony shoulder, she hugged the old woman.  Higilak unflinchingly returned her embrace.  The moment stretched.  Alaana, trapped within the shell of her body, felt nothing.
 
   Then all at once, with a heady rush, Alaana felt Manatook’s inua surge away.  The roof of the tent ripped clear of its mooring stitches and a huge panel tore free, taking to the air like a brown, leathery bat in flight.
 
   Alaana recalled what Manatook’s ghost had once told her.  Manatook had said, ‘I loved her too, you know.’  She no longer wondered if that was true.  As sensation once again returned to her face, Alaana felt warm tears on her cheeks.
 
   “Alaana?” said Higilak.
 
   She released the old woman, searching frantically for something to say.  She balanced on shaky legs as she took back control of her body.
 
   “I love you, Old Mother,” she said.
 
   “I know that,” Higilak returned.  “But you needn’t interrupt my sleep to tell me.  I was having such a pleasant dream.”
 
   “About Old Manatook?” 
 
   The old woman looked puzzled for a moment.  “Hmm.  I can’t remember exactly.  Now leave me be.  And go get the roof before an old woman catches her death of cold.”
 
    
 
   Outside, the camp was alive with activity.  A hunting party had returned with the kayaks and the women had taken leave of their sewing in a noisy rush to meet them.  Alaana couldn’t see Ben among the others and the thought that he might have gone off by himself, upset and angry at what she’d done, made her feel terrible. 
 
   Higilak’s roof panel had blown across the gap and caught on one of the neighboring tent poles of Kigiuna’s large enclosure.  Alaana climbed atop one of the large stones her father had set to weigh down the skins at the entrance. 
 
   As Alaana strained, reaching up to unhook the snare, Amauraq and Pilarqaq emerged from the tent, nearly toppling her over. 
 
   “Alaana!” exclaimed her mother, but it was too late.  The entrance flap caught her flailing foot and she dangled upside down for a moment before plunging headlong into the slush.  As she stood up, Pilarqaq giggled.
 
   “Your face covered in white snow,” she said, “You look like Old Manatook.”
 
   Alaana didn’t find her joke funny at all, given what she’d just been through.
 
   As Amauraq helped brush the snow from Alaana’s face, she couldn’t help but notice her daughter’s deep dismay.  “Surely it’s not as bad as all that,” she said.  “It’s just a loose roof flap.”
 
   Alaana put her arms around her mother.  A hug had never felt so good. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   RESTLESS HEART
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After she repaired her tent, Alaana’s brothers asked her help tightening up the skins on their kayaks.  The caribou crossing was expected in two days and everyone was rushing to get their boats ready.  When she declined, saying he had shaman work to do, Maguan wasn’t upset.  Her eldest brother encouraged her to continue with her most important duties.
 
   Alaana wanted to ask for their advice — both Maguan and Itoriksak were married men after all — perhaps they could tell her what to say to Ben.  But souls trapped in skins, revengeful ghosts, and bears that walked as men — what would they know of such things?  They would ask why she had slapped him, and she would have no good answer.  The Anatatook must never know that a wayward ghost had taken control of their shaman’s body, and so easily at that.  She must keep the secret.  Their confidence in her must not be lost.  Only disaster and ruin could come after that.  For everyone.
 
   No one but Nunavik had ever been able to help her with such matters, and that helper spirit was long gone now.  Alaana was alone, and after today’s events she had the sour feeling it would remain that way.  Always.
 
   Itoriksak, whose kayak was in rough shape, was not so easily dismissed.  Some starving rodent had discovered his boat during the winter and eaten away at the skins. He insisted on Alaana’s help.  Their father was busy readying the weapons for the hunt, and all the other men were busy with their own boats and equipment.  
 
   As usual Maguan came to the rescue, assuring them that he had an extra kayak cover laid by for just such an emergency.  He laughed and asked Alaana the number of caribou they might expect for the crossing.  Alaana was reluctant to offer a guess.  She was certain Maguan would go around the camp promising the men double the number.
 
   On her most recent visit to the Wild Wood, the great spirit Tekkeitsertok had provided only a glimpse of the approaching herd and the location had not been made exactly clear.  Her report of these uncertain results had met with a familiar withering gaze from Tugtutsiak.  By now Alaana was used to seeing disappointment in the headman’s eyes.  Alaana believed herself to be the absolute worst shaman the Anatatook had ever possessed.  She could not properly summon the turgats, nor turn them to her aid.  Sedna, that most fearsome of the turgats who controlled the seal and walrus, would not even deign to recognize her at all.  She didn’t know if their reluctance to help was due to her female gender or the inadequacies of her training.  Old Manatook had disappeared so suddenly, leaving her to feel her way uncertainly through the mysterious world of the spirits, her patron Sila an inconstant friend. 
 
   Tugtutsiak cared little for any of that.  The grim headman had no patience for Alaana’s failings.  He was only concerned with results, not excuses.
 
   “I’ll find the herd myself,” he had said angrily, “with or without help from the shaman.”  Responsibility fell heavily on his sturdy shoulders and he embraced it.  “I’ll find them,” he insisted.
 
   “I’ll try again,” suggested Alaana.
 
   “Do that,” Tugtutsiak had said.
 
   And so Alaana had no clear answer for her brother Maguan.  There might be a hundred caribou to hunt, or merely a handful.  In Maguan’s case an exact figure wasn’t necessary.  He simply nodded and smiled, certain that all would be well in the end.
 
   With a heavy heart Alaana left her brothers to their work and went away.  She sat for a while atop a tall rock at the bend of the river where she could view the entire breadth of the summer camp.  The mood of the people was high in advance of the hunt.  Everyone had important work to do and seemed quite happy about it.  And at the end of the day, for them, there would be a warm meal and the comforts of home.  
 
   Almost without realizing it, she began to regulate her breathing in the special way that invoked the spirit-vision.  A series of two inhalations and an exhalation, followed by a deep inspiration and a long release.  As she repeated the process, her body growing ever more relaxed, her mind entered the altered state where the spirits of all things were visible to her.  The tiny sparkle in the rocks, the dull blue ache of the distant mountains, the enthusiasm of the river as it surged and danced with the thaw, the stoic acceptance of the receding snow cover.  Even the tents of the Anatatook glimmered with little lives of their own, tiny fragments of the inua of the animals who had worn the skins in life and of the women who had stitched them.  And the people.  Their souls lay naked to Alaana, each one a spectacular sight in itself, reflecting all their dreams and hopes of the season in scintillating reds and greens.  Yes, the people were happy.  She watched their lights flicker and dance.  It was a marvelous sight.
 
   Alaana felt at peace, certain now that all taint of Manatook’s ghost was gone from her own soul.  Her medicine bag laid out before her, she tried to devise a chant that would protect her from the same thing happening again, just in case.  Could a loving embrace truly have been all Manatook really wanted?  After so many years of desolation, to feel his wife’s touch one last time?  Alaana didn’t think she’d be that lucky.  Probably she would have to face that resentful spirit again, a malicious soul that had already proven itself stronger than her own.  She should at least have a chant with which to ward him off, but thoughts of Ben kept intruding and distracting her.  
 
   During all this time she’d sat atop the boulder she hadn’t caught one glimpse of him.  She suddenly worried what he would think if he saw her sitting up there.  She left the high rock to join the women working by the stream.  Maybe some honest work would take her mind off her troubles.
 
    
 
   Kigiuna grunted with exertion.  Leaning over the kayak, pulling with all his might, his lower back felt as if it were on fire.
 
   “Hurry up, Itoriksak!”
 
   Kigiuna watched his son fumble with the knots.  It would be so much easier, he thought, for him just to tie the skin down himself.  But it was Itoriksak’s kayak so he should be the one to do it.  How else was he going to learn?
 
   This new sea-lion skin didn’t stretch as well as he would’ve liked.  It was almost too thick for this purpose; he had always found the skin of the bearded seal much better for kayak bottoms.  Kigiuna pulled hard on his side, but he felt Maguan’s grip falter on the other.  
 
   “Hold it tight!” he said to Maguan, who grunted his own discomfort in return.
 
   As the skin stretched over the whalebone framework Kigiuna felt the sinew binding the ribs give a little, the longbones bending under the strain.  He could pull no harder without changing the shape of either the boat or his own spine.
 
   His aching spine, of course, was inconsequential but he dare not alter the shape of the kayak.  Each craft was made to measure depending on the owner’s size and weight.  If the balance of Itoriksak’s boat was thrown off, he might fall off or drown because of it.
 
   “Keep the tension,” he said.  “Lock it down with the knot.  Tie it tight!  Get your finger out of it.  It’s got to be watertight.  Shall I go get your mother to do it?”
 
   “I’ve got it!” said Itoriksak. 
 
   Maguan cocked his head appraisingly at the outline of the boat bottom.  “Straight enough,” he said.  He, at least, knew something about boats.  “Now for the whale fat.”
 
   “This is hard work,” said Itoriksak, nodding at the basin of whale fat.  “Take some rest, father.”
 
   “This is hard work?” said Kigiuna.  “Rubbing whale fat?  And stretching the skin is nothing?”  He straightened up, quite painfully, and walked a few steps.  He sat down. 
 
   “Rest?” Kigiuna scoffed.  “It’s not rest, sitting here you know.  It’s hard work telling you what to do.”
 
   His two sons laughed.
 
   “Correcting all your mistakes,” added Kigiuna.  “It’s anything but rest.  And I still have to sharpen our spear heads when we’re done.”
 
   Kigiuna noticed a thin old man shambling toward him.  He watched the figure’s slow, painful progress.  The man tried to use a slender tent pole to lean upon the ground but the pole kept slipping out of his hand.  Damn, thought Kigiuna, Putuguk’s hands were practically useless, and his legs not much better.  As the pole had been secured to his wrist by a thong he would not drop it.  But every time he lost his grip Putuguk stumbled.  Just when it looked like he was going down, his bandied legs would stutter and then recover.
 
   “It’s good to see you out of your tent,” said Kigiuna. 
 
   “I wanted to see,” answered Putuguk.
 
   “Sit down?  Share my rock and some talk.”
 
   Putuguk eyed the ground cautiously as if calculating how difficult he might find it to raise himself up again from such a low position.  In the end he sighed, nodded his head slowly and sank down to the ground beside Kigiuna.  Despite the invitation to conversation, the two men watched the others work in silence. 
 
   After a time, Putuguk whispered, “They are rubbing it the wrong way.”
 
   Kigiuna looked again but didn’t catch the old man’s meaning.  The two young men were working hard, waterproofing the skin.  He cast Putuguk an inquiring look. 
 
   Putuguk said softly, “The bow has to be rubbed to the side, to part the waters, not along the length like the rest.”
 
   He was right.
 
   “Heya!” Kigiuna yelled to Maguan.  “The bow has to cut the water.”  With an irritated scowl he motioned the proper way.  “You should know that, Maguan.  And use your shoulder.  Press hard!”
 
   Kigiuna leaned toward Putuguk and said, “He should have known that.”
 
   “He’s good on the water,” replied Putuguk.  “Both your sons are grown into fine young men.”  A hand with long, pale fingers rubbed absently at the few curly gray hairs decorating his chin. 
 
   “Our children have all grown well,” observed Kigiuna.  “I remember Alaana and your Aquppak running around the camp playing together.”
 
   “Such good friends, yes.”
 
   “There was a time,” said Kigiuna, “when the other children chose to ignore Alaana.  When she first became the shaman.”
 
   “I think they may have been afraid.”
 
   “I’m sure.  But it was painful for her.  Only Aquppak stood by her.  It meant a lot.”
 
   “Aquppak isn’t afraid of anything,” said Putuguk, with a proud, toothless smirk.
 
   “Hmm.  That can be a problem out on the hunt, especially where a bear is concerned.”
 
   “A problem for the bear, most likely.”  Putuguk chuckled.  He perhaps thought too much of his grandson, but Kigiuna wasn’t going to disagree.  With Kanak gone, Aquppak was the pride of the hunters.  There was no denying it.
 
   “When I go, I leave behind a good hunter for the people,” said the old man.
 
   “That day won’t come for a long while yet, akka.”  Though they were not strictly related Kigiuna often referred to the old man as his uncle.  He was the closest thing Putuguk had to family.  Many years ago Putuguk and Kigiuna’s father had been hunting partners, one of the closest bonds two men could form.  
 
   “I’m afraid I’ve become a burden…” said Putuguk.
 
   “No, you haven’t.”
 
   “In the past…” Putuguk’s faded brown eyes closed, the lines of his ashen face relaxed as if he were himself moving back through time.  “You helped me, and I am grateful.”
 
   Kigiuna shrugged his shoulders.  He had provided for Putuguk for many years, giving gifts and food in deference to the past connection with his father and a fondness for the old man himself.  “That is all the past.  I don’t ask for anything.”
 
   “It was hard for Aquppak.”
 
   “A rough start isn’t always a bad thing,” said Kigiuna.  “The man who is losing the race has the greatest desire to catch up and win.  Aquppak made up for everything.  In a way, I think it was good for him.” 
 
   “It’s no good.  No good for anybody.  Aquppak says I should go away.”
 
   “What?  Why?”  Kigiuna searched the old man’s face but found Putuguk’s gaze was far away.  “There’s no reason for that.  Aquppak takes in plenty.  He’s one of the best providers in the village and generous too.  Half of what he brings in, he gives away.”
 
   “That has nothing to do with it,” said Putuguk.  “Memories become a burden.  For the young as well as the old.  I have seen too much; I can do too little.”
 
   “That’s nonsense,” said Kigiuna. 
 
   “When I go —”
 
   “You won’t go,” insisted Kigiuna. 
 
   “When I go I will say hello to your father Ulruk.
 
   Kigiuna did not interrupt him again. 
 
   “He was a very generous man, your father,” said Putuguk.  “He too gave me more than my fair share.  He insisted I take it.  I think he did this to be fair to me because he gave up some of our kills to others.  You see, he was always the first one to reach the bear.  His dogs were fast and his legs were strong.  I think he could outrun every man in the village.  But just because he was the first to arrive — he just as often would step aside and wait for someone younger, maybe someone who had not yet felled a bear, to make the kill.  He liked to bring pleasure to others.”
 
   Kigiuna listened quietly.  There were few people who still spoke of his father.  Putuguk’s face was transformed when talking of the glory days, his eyes shining like a child’s.
 
   “He shouldn’t have gone out to sea,” said Putuguk.  “He wasn’t made for it.  He was a man for dogs and sleds.  When someone owned more than they could carry he always had room on his sled.  And still he went as fast as anyone else.  Remember the winter, when we made the double iglu?”
 
   “I remember it well,” said Kigiuna.  That winter Ulruk and Putuguk decided to join their households into a single enclosure.  This was an expression of affection undertaken by only the closest of friends, for the two families would spend the entire winter confined together in close quarters.  Everything was shared in the most intimate way down to the last morsel of food and warmth.  Putuguk’s children, Piuvkaq and little Tikiquatta, had been Kigiuna’s dearest playmates and his wife Halona like a second mother.  “It was the best winter of my life.”
 
   “You were only a child then.  A carefree child.”
 
   Kigiuna nodded.
 
   “And I was a vibrant man, in full flower,” said Putuguk, “and your father as well.  All of my children were still alive.  My wife… Halona… seems so long ago.”
 
   “It was.” 
 
   Putuguk nodded sadly.  “It’s good to talk about the old days.  It’s good to remember.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And so, as it used to be Ulruk and Putuguk, now it is Alaana and Aquppak.  I feel good about that.”
 
   “They’ll be running the camp someday,” remarked Kigiuna.  “The shaman and the headman, just you wait and see.”
 
   “I had a reputation once, you know.  Death of a reputation, that doesn’t bother me.  Not anymore.  At first when I couldn’t go out any more, when I had to watch the young men go, I felt a sadness deep inside.  But now I watch my beloved son Aquppak go, knowing he will come back with many skins and a sled full of meat.  He shines for me, and I am happy again.  A crowd of friends gather about him, a strong wind behind him.  His eye is good, his throwing arm is sure.  I consider myself in luck.”
 
   “Good, then,” remarked Kigiuna.  “Let’s talk no more of sorrow and loss.  We’ll just sit and watch these two fools finish massaging the kayak.”
 
   “Despite it all I don’t feel tired,” said Putuguk.  “I don’t sleep much.  I stay awake with memories.  But in time memories become a burden.  Dead wife and children — I’ve suffered the knife thrust of their loss so many times. The knife never dulls…”
 
   Kigiuna, thinking of his dear lost daughter Avalaaqiaq said, “I know.”
 
   Putuguk sighed heavily.  “Life can become heavier than death.  Comes time for a man to cross into the distant land.  Remember the party Krimitsiark gave when he decided to die?  Such a feast was a joy for the entire settlement.  All good things were being eaten, and everyone felt happy, even Krimitsiark himself.  Now that was a party!
 
   “And at the height of the feast, he bade his favorite daughter — what was her name?  Was it Hinirjuq?  I can’t recall — anyway she was his oldest and his favorite, and so she was the one who drove the killing blade.”
 
   “Don’t talk like this,” said Kigiuna.  
 
   “Giving such a party would be, I think, the fullest pleasure a man could enjoy.  There will be no such farewell feast for me.  No, not for me.  Can’t afford it.  People are tired of me.  I’ll go quietly.”
 
   “Stop it,” said Kigiuna.
 
   “No deadman’s feast for me.  Krimitsiark had his dear daughter stab him in the heart with a dagger at the height of the feast.  If I asked someone to do it, it would be Aquppak but this I won’t ask.”
 
   Kigiuna didn’t know what else to say.  Putuguk had worked himself up into such a pitiful display, his voice sounding dry and cracked as if he were already in the grave. 
 
   “I don’t need to ask, because this has already been done,” he said.  “Aquppak’s words have stabbed me through the heart.  He has already killed me.”
 
   The old man’s face withered with extreme sorrow.  A thin cord of spittle ran down from his mouth.  Kigiuna could see Putuguk’s past glory in that face and maybe a shadow of his own future.  But his children would never turn on him, not Alaana and Maguan and Itoriksak.
 
   “Then don’t listen to him,” said Kigiuna.  “What does he know about anything?”
 
   “He’s a good boy.  He’s made me proud.  And Inaloo and Millik.  I have such joy at the children, having their smiling faces before me.  Such joy.  Such joy.  I can still see great beauty in our life — the happiest people on the world, the most beautiful land.”
 
   “Then stop talking foolishness.  You always have a place at my table.  I’ll take you into my tent.  You belong there.” 
 
   “You mean well, Kigiuna.  But I can’t go on like this.  You see, Aquppak is right.  He is right!”
 
   “No he’s not.  Come with me.  I want to see your face among us for a little while longer.  It’s a good face.”
 
   Putuguk put forth a toothless grin to prove it.
 
   “The face has seen better days,” he said, “but my name is good and someone should have it.  That’s what I’ve come here to ask.  Putuguk, Putuguk.  It was always lucky for me.  See that it goes on.”
 
   With that, the old man rose shakily to his feet.
 
    
 
   Alaana drew the seal skin from the water but didn’t wring it out.  With the dripping skin held at arm’s length she carefully negotiated a cluster of jagged rocks to rejoin the clutch of women at work beside the stream.  She set the skin over her thigh.  The icy water seeped immediately through her trouser leg.  It was a good thick skin, perfectly suited for a pair of waterproof summer boots.  The hair had already been scraped from the outside and she set to work on the reverse with a sharp ulu blade.
 
   The other women were as she had left them, still arguing over the knots.  Krittak, the front of her parka cluttered with a huge variety of bone needles and various other implements of her trade as the most renowned seamstresses among the Anatatook, was stating her case fiercely.  She had offered to show Alaana the best way to sew watertight seams for the boots, but Aolajut had chosen to question her authority on the nature of inverted seams and a heated discussion had begun.  This was a bold stance for a young daughter-by-marriage to take, and a new round of arguing about showing proper respect to elders had then erupted.  Even Higilak, who had been quietly minding her own business, put aside her work to join in.  
 
   Alaana smiled as she listened; she wanted to be like them, concerned only with mundane matters and accepting of whatever came their way, carefree and joyful in their work.  That was all she had ever wanted.  Sadly, she didn’t think that desire would ever change, just as she knew it could never be fulfilled. 
 
   She took a few more strokes with the knife against the last vestiges of blubber stubbornly mated to the wet skin.  The raised voices of the women assailed her from one side, the babbling of the stream on the other.  Just when it seemed nothing could end their dispute, Krittak shouted out, “Heya!” and stood stabbing her needle toward the water.
 
   “Here’s our handsome Young Aquppak!” 
 
   She had sharp eyes for an old woman.  A slender figure was indeed splashing along the near bank of the river, but it was several moments more before Alaana could make out the young man’s face.  Aquppak waved as he emerged from the rough tumult of stones along the bank and approached the sewing circle.
 
   “Aquppak, come and sit,” said Nakasuk, “Tell us, how’s the fishing on the west side?”
 
   “Fishing’s good, saki,” he returned with a polite smile.  Aquppak always addressed Nakasuk reverently as mother-by-marriage.  At birth he had been promised to her first girl child, but she had not yet produced his intended.  He had been waiting for sixteen winters and as time wore on, the aging Nakasuk seemed little likely to ever deliver on that promise. 
 
   Aquppak’s eyes immediately sought out Alaana.  “We’ve high hopes for the caribou hunt.”
 
   “Did you spot any yesterday?” asked Aolajut.
 
   “Only two.  Aganuak got one, I took down the other.”  He mimed a difficult shot with the bow, squinting heroically as he took aim.  “You should’ve seen the antlers on that one.”
 
   The women let out a collective babble of excitement.
 
   “You should’ve tasted the sweet marrow,” he added.
 
   Again the women cooed and laughed as Aquppak acted out a swoon of delight at the taste of the delicacy.  
 
   “Sit, Aquppak,” said Krittak.  “Give us more news.  What of your camp fellows?”
 
   “Not that much to tell,” he said, still standing.  “Irinniq, Nuralak’s wife, bore a girl-child which she named Itaraq, which follows after her own grandmother.  My camp-fellows all do well.  I mostly wanted to talk to Alaana.”  
 
   He turned toward her.  “Can you walk with me a little way?”
 
   Alaana, suddenly embarrassed by his attention, stretched the oily sealskin panel out along a flat stone as if it were ready to be dried, which it clearly was not.
 
   “What news have you?” Aquppak asked quietly as they walked, making their way upstream along the rocky bank.  
 
   “None.”  She couldn’t tell him what had happened with Manatook’s ghost, or Ben, or any of it.
 
   Aquppak looked at her as if expecting something more.  In the pause, Alaana could still hear the women talking. 
 
   “They make a nice couple,” said Krittak.
 
   “I don’t think so,” said Nakasuk.  “Our Aquppak’s too handsome for her.  He should marry a real beauty.”
 
   “They’re not a couple,” protested Higilak flatly.
 
   “My foot!” exclaimed Krittak, “He’s come here to propose.  Look at his face!”
 
   “Aiyah!  It’s true.”
 
   Alaana, embarrassed beyond measure, stepped a little farther away.
 
   Aquppak turned to face her, sweeping the long stray hair away from his face.  His eyes were bright. 
 
   Alaana wanted to return his eager smile, for he was young and good looking and brave, but instead she looked away.  
 
   “Do you like them?”
 
   Aquppak held two choice pelts of white fox fur toward Alaana.  With his fingers concealed beneath the furs he moved the pelts so that a strip of bright pink ribbon wriggled up between them.  The ribbon was the most beautiful thing Alaana had ever seen.  So shiny and smooth, it put ordinary sinew to shame.  
 
   “Where did you get it?” she asked.  She touched the ribbon with her index finger.  She couldn’t imagine what it was made from.
 
   “People I know, travelers, traders.  I give them furs and they give me things.  You could wear it in your hair…”
 
   Alaana realized she was smiling broadly.  She pushed the smile away, along with the furs and the ribbon.
 
   “What’s wrong?” asked Aquppak. 
 
   “This is too good for a poor woman to use,” she said.
 
   “Perhaps you might give it to Higilak, then,” he suggested, offering an encouraging smile and a nod of the head which caused strands of long black hair to flop in front of his eyes.  He brushed the stray locks away.
 
   “I couldn’t.”
 
   Aquppak’s smiling eyes narrowed.  “I don’t see.  Why can’t you?”
 
   Alaana could think of no good answer.  This summer Aquppak had made frequent visits from the hunters’ camp at the western rim of the basin, suffering a half-day’s journey each way and a full day lost from the hunt.  And each time he came she sensed him growing more and more impatient with her lack of response.  Sometimes they talked for only a few moments and then he went off in a huff, suffering half a day’s journey back.
 
   Aquppak fidgeted with the fox pelts.  “There will be a feast at the western camp tonight,” he said.  “The hunt goes well.”
 
   Alaana wished the same could be said for her side of the basin, given her difficulty in locating the herd.
 
   “Of course,” added Aquppak.  “I’ve already brought in more than last year, you know.  Wait until you taste all the good things we’ll have to eat at the feast.”  He flicked his shoulders indifferently.  “You can get your things and come back with me.  You could wear the ribbon in your hair.”
 
   So it was a proposal of marriage after all.  Alaana felt herself go pale.  She had to marry sometime.  And why not Aquppak?  She liked Aquppak.  They had been friends all their lives, but this new attention seemed awkward to her.  She should be attracted to him, but still she felt very little.  If only she thought she could trust him, things might have been different.  Was his sudden interest in her genuine?  She didn’t really think so.  Did it matter?  How many choices did she have, especially now that she had ruined everything with Ben?
 
   She felt the burning urgency in his gaze and looked away.  It was summer, the snow melting, the snipes once again dotting the sky.  If ever there was a time to marry, this was the time.  But as they stood on the warming beach the world still seemed cold and dreary to her. 
 
   “Alaana?” he said, softly.  He seemed to be having some trouble interpreting the look of terror on her face.
 
   “I don’t know what to say,” she returned.
 
   “Say you’ll come.”  Aquppak had stopped smiling.  
 
   “No,” she said flatly.  
 
   Aquppak’s face grew suddenly hard.  “Are you married with Ben?”
 
   “No,” she said, the single word torn roughly from her throat.  After the way she had humiliated him today at the river, she was certain he’d never speak to her again.  
 
   “Then why do you stay with him?” demanded Aquppak.
 
   “I stay with Higilak.”
 
   “Higilak,” he muttered.  He kicked absently at a stone on the snow-frosted beach.
 
   After an uncomfortably quiet moment he smiled again.  He pointed at his toe.  “See there?  Look.  What a misery.  I have holes again in my kamiks.  My sister will mend them but only after she’s taken care of my father’s things.  A successful hunter needs a great deal of clothes, you know.  If only I had someone who could do the sewing.”
 
   Alaana decided she’d had enough.  “Perhaps there is one such woman among the traders—”
 
   “The traders don’t have any women.”
 
   “Maybe you can find one on your journeys to the villages in the south,” she suggested darkly.
 
   Aquppak scowled at what he must have thought a particularly obnoxious refusal.  “There are other women, you know.  I can take Ipalook’s widow.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Good!”
 
   “Good.”
 
   He took a deep breath and smoothed the hair from his brow, but he couldn’t bring himself to smile.  “I don’t want Ivalu.  I want you.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Yes!  The two of us together.  Nothing could stop us.  We’d run this whole village, just as we always planned.”
 
   So that was it, she thought.  She had to give him credit.  Aquppak wasn’t afraid of anything, not even taking a one-eared witch-woman to wife.
 
   “Besides,” he added, “who else are you going to marry?”
 
   “No one else,” she said.
 
   “Then you’ll come?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Aquppak looked at her as if he thought she was crazy.  Maybe she was crazy, she thought, turning down the most desirable young man in the camp.
 
   He threw the fox pelts to the ground and turned away.  “I need to go look after my dogs.”
 
   The pink ribbon fluttered in the snow.  Alaana did not pick it up.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   SHADOWS OF THE PAST
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alaana pulled back the entrance flap to her tent, feeling very much like a thief stealing in the night.  She had no idea if Ben would be inside.  Which would be worse, she wondered, if he were still there or if he had gone away for good?  
 
   Having missed dinner, she snuck into the darkened tent late in the evening.  Higilak’s gentle snoring marked her presence, but the old woman’s whereabouts had not been in question.  Alaana could not see Ben in the darkness.  She went quietly to her bed and removed her parka and trousers, pulling the blankets across her body.  She was hungry and tired.  Sleep would be welcome this night. 
 
   Sleep would not come.  A storm was whipping up outside, the wind rattling the tent poles and shaking the flaps.  
 
   There was a rustling within the tent as well, someone moving around, the gentle snoring of the old woman still unbroken.
 
   Ben was coming toward her.
 
   “Alaana?”  A whisper in the night, surprisingly soft.  It was such a sweet sound when he said her name.  But this time it was anything but sweet.
 
   Alaana was struck speechless.  All day sitting on that rock and she hadn’t yet decided what she could say to him.  She’d foolishly hoped to avoid the discussion entirely.  
 
   Ben was drawing near to her pallet.  Many times she’d dreamt of a moment like this, but circumstance had now twisted her fantasy into a sort of a nightmare.
 
   “Alaana,” he repeated.  He was close, too close, and she felt like she was dying.  A cold sweat broke out across her forehead; she hadn’t the strength to move.  She wanted to reach out in the darkness and touch his cheek, but the memory of the slap stayed her hand.  She wanted to apologize but didn’t know how.  
 
   The truth, of course, would be the best place to start.  More than anything else she wanted to tell him the truth.  Although she’d be taking a risk by confiding in Ben, she thought she could trust him with her secrets.  He wouldn’t tell the others, who had little use for him anyway, nor would he lose faith in the shaman since he had little faith in her to begin with.  Ben came from far away, a distant land where the people didn’t believe in shamans. 
 
   But if she told him the truth, Ben might think her simply making excuses, or if he did believe her, she worried she’d appear foolish and weak.  She didn’t want him to think of her that way.
 
   She felt his breath on her face.  “I know you’re not asleep.”
 
   Alaana was paralyzed again, this time by no ghostly spirit.
 
   “I know you can hear me,” he said softly.  “You had no right to strike me in front of the others.”  To her surprise, he spoke calmly, not angrily.
 
   “I… I know,” she managed to say.  “I wouldn’t do that.  I wouldn’t ever hit you…”
 
   Ben recoiled.  “Are you crazy?  You struck me this afternoon.  Right in the face.  Everyone saw.”
 
   “I’ll never do it again,” she said without hesitation.  “I promise.  Never.”
 
   “I’m certain you won’t.  I’ll be leaving first thing in the morning.”  
 
   Alaana was devastated by this news, but to tell the truth she had expected something like it.  Everything was ruined.  She didn’t want him to go.  Whatever fragile friendship they had achieved had been dashed, and what hope did she have for anything more?  There was really nothing she could say.
 
   “Go if you have to,” she said, “but first let me do something for you.”
 
   “You’ve done enough.”  He was retreating back to his side of the tent.  Alaana noted that Higilak’s snoring had stopped.  
 
   “No, I haven’t.” 
 
   Alaana reached over to the soapstone lamp and politely asked the wick to spark to flame.  The amber glow of burning seal-oil lit up the tent.  She saw Higilak sitting up in her bed.  The warm light lit Ben’s face clearly.  He had a fresh new bruise on his right cheek, and this after all the other bruises had finally cleared.  Alaana recoiled at the sight.
 
   “Before you go, let me have a look at your arm.  Higilak told me the story.  I think I can help.”  Her possession by Manatook’s ghost had given her an idea.
 
   “I don’t think you can.”
 
   “I can,” she insisted, “but you have to trust me.”
 
   “That’s the problem.  I don’t trust you.” 
 
   “You said you would give her a second chance,” said Higilak, sitting up on her bed.
 
   “It seems to me she wasted that chance by slapping me.  This would be a third chance.”
 
   Higilak groaned softly.  “Do you trust me?”
 
   He looked at her deeply for a moment then said, “I do, Old Mother.  You’re the only one I do trust.”
 
   “That’s good enough,” said Alaana.  She sprang up from her bed and pulled her doeskin nightshirt close against the chill.  “Just lie down.  All I have to do is look in your eye.”
 
   She sprinkled some black claw root into the lamp oil.  A pungent stench began to waft through the tent.
 
   Ben lay bare-chested on the sleeping platform, the furs pulled up to his waist.  To look into the soul of a waking man she needed a physical connection.  Alaana placed both her hands gently on his chest.  She felt the blood rush to her cheeks.  On the other side, Higilak kneeled silently beside the platform.  The old woman smiled slightly.
 
   “For too long you’ve been denied the use of your good left arm,” said Alaana.  “If there is a hold on you, let’s break it now.”
 
   Alaana exchanged a serious look with Ben.  He was still leery of her magic, but she saw a flicker of hope in his eye.  He did trust her, at least enough for this.  It just might work.  “It’s time to make things right,” she said in a solemn tone.
 
   Alaana took a deep breath.  She recalled what Old Manatook had once taught her.  We treat the man’s soul, the shaman had said, never the body.
 
   “Are you ready, Ben?” 
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Good.  All you have to do is try and relax.  Don’t resist.”
 
   Bending over Ben’s face, Alaana gently held the lid of his left eye open and gazed within. 
 
   A series of deep breaths brought her to a relaxed state of concentration, and she peered down into the abyss of the dark pupil in search of Ben’s troubled soul.  The brown rim of his iris formed a tunnel, a narrow gateway to the soul. 
 
   With three more deep breaths Alaana’s spirit-woman leapt down into the tunnel. 
 
   It was a short tumble, down the vortex of the eye, to where Ben’s soul lay resting beneath.
 
   She released his lower eyelid and gently touched his face, covering the new bruise with her fingertips. 
 
   Her spirit flowed outward, shaping itself to match the outline of Ben’s soul-light.  Ben’s inua was different from others she had touched; it was still bent and twisted from years of trauma and abuse.  There were dark places she couldn’t reach.  She caught disturbing echoes of the young man’s pain.  These images came in flashes, like cuts of the knife, quickly and then hidden away.  Memories of Ben’s father, his back raw from the bullwhip.  His mother crying.  Mister Douglas, hung from the branch of a dwarf pine, his belly slit open.  A savage beating from Garagos.  The derisive laughter of a circle of men.  A savage beating from Verlag.  But worst of all, the menacing figure of the Yupikut shaman.
 
   Beneath all this horror and pain, Ben’s spirit still shone brightly.  He had adapted.  He had suffered and struggled onward.  He had dared to hope.  His spirit rose up to meet her, providing a resonance of its own.  For a moment their heartbeats aligned, their minds joined.
 
   Alaana found the place where the Yupikut shaman had left his mark.  Within Ben’s soul it appeared as a darkened room with walls made of blackened smoke.  Inside that room Alaana felt a terrible repulsion that made her nauseous.  Ben was there, on his knees, his head hung low.  The shadow of the shaman was there as well, looming large over him.  Although that shaman was dead, killed in the same raid as Verlag’s brother, he had left a thought in that room.  He had convinced Ben’s soul that his arm was useless. 
 
   “This is a false thought,” she said.  “There is nothing wrong with your arm.”
 
   The kneeling figure of Ben did not respond. 
 
   She reached up and took hold of the shaman’s shadow.  It was as thin as a piece of the white men’s paper.  Alaana crushed it in her spirit-hands and it crumbled away like dust.
 
   “This is a lie!” she raged.
 
   Ben’s hunched figure raised its head.
 
   The entire smoky room fell away and Alaana was set adrift within Ben’s soul.  There were more hidden places and others that were accessible to her if she cared to look.  There was another room in his soul which contained an echo of her own soul.  There she might see how he really felt about her.  She was tempted to look.  She desperately wanted to know.  She could even influence those thoughts herself, leaving her own shadow behind.  But she didn’t.
 
   She withdrew from Ben’s left eye.  
 
   He looked at her strangely.  He felt the change immediately.
 
   “You are free of what that man did to you,” she said.  
 
   Ben was amazed.  His raised his left hand slightly off the ledge.  His hand closed, the fingers moving weakly. 
 
   “It’s weak,” said Alaana, “from not being used.  But I know it will get better.  In time.”
 
   Alaana took a deep breath.  The entire procedure had been a strain.  To overcome skepticism on the part of the stricken man was difficult and near impossible, but she had forced herself to succeed.  For him. 
 
   “I should have trusted you,” he said.  “Thank you.”
 
   Alaana felt dizzy.  She needed to lie down to sleep.  “Then let me ask you a favor.  Don’t leave.  Not yet.  Just stay a little while longer.”
 
   Ben nodded.  “All right.”
 
    
 
   Alaana fell right off to sleep that night, but her contentment lasted only a short while.  The storm gathered strength during the night.  Savage gusts whistled down the long line of the Anatatook encampment, making an unearthly sound as they played between the tent skins.
 
   Alaana sat up on her bed of furs.  The entrance to their tent shook forcefully as if someone were at the flap, but there was no one there.  Nothing human, anyway.  Alaana quickly put on her clothes.
 
   The sounds outside resembled now a deep lament of anguish and pain magnified along the length of the entire riverbed.
 
   Higilak moaned in her sleep.
 
   “Alaana?” asked Ben.
 
   “Stay here,” she returned.
 
   One of the nearby tents collapsed with a violent crash, followed by screams of alarm in the night.
 
   “What’s happening?” Higilak asked, her voice sounding frightened and distant.  Alaana didn’t want to imagine what horror from her past she might be remembering. 
 
   “Stay here,” she said to Ben again.  “Look after Higilak.”
 
   People had begun wandering out into the night, drawn from their beds by the commotion and the fevered barking of the dogs.  It was Ipalook’s tent which had collapsed and his widow and her father were struggling to set it right.  
 
   The wind gusted again and Alaana noticed it came first from one side and then the opposite direction, then from two places at once, bringing again that mournful sound.  Someone screamed, but it was a cry of fright rather than pain.  Other people emerged from their houses, confused looks on their faces as they locked eyes with Alaana for the briefest of moments before retreating back inside.  Except for those few coming to the aid of Ipalook’s family, none could stand the weird howling of the wind. 
 
   Alaana projected her senses outward, sending her mind questing down the length of the settlement and back again.  She sensed a restless spirit riding the gusts, impossible to identify, lost in confusion itself.  
 
   Ipalook’s tent now repaired, the family looked to Alaana for an answer.  She had none.
 
   “Go back inside,” she shouted, and they were quick to do so. 
 
   She stood alone among the row of tents, the wind slapping her face with its chill hands.  The spirit-vision remained unclear, but Alaana sensed the slow gathering of a malicious consciousness.
 
   “Manatook?” she whispered.  Only once.  It wouldn’t do to utter his name too many times.
 
   The wind churned even more violently, sweeping down toward the end of the camp where the dogs were tethered.  Alaana drew in a deep breath of the chill air and set off toward the kennel.
 
   She was careful not to show any sign of being afraid.  How many pairs of eyes were peering at her from flaps in tents at this very moment?  They must not see her waiver.  They didn’t know how her heart raced, the blood pulsing in a painful rush up her neck, her mouth dry.  They must see their shaman walking unflinchingly down the lane between the tents, even as chaos swirled and raged all around her. 
 
   The kennel was the sturdiest structure in the camp.  Its posts were driven deep into the ground.  As Alaana watched, the ragged and wildly flapping skin cover flew into the air, ripped by unseen fingers, the pieces scattered on the wind.  The poles and framework blew apart in a spray of shattered antler and bone. 
 
   The dogs darted senselessly about, dragging their tethers.  Their frenzied barking rose to a deafening clamor.  Makaartunghak, Alaana’s gigantic huskie, was loudest among them.  
 
   One of Tugtutsiak’s huskies suddenly lifted up like a puppy taken at the back of the neck by some invisible hand.  The dog spun helplessly in the air.  The others formed a tight circle, barking their rage at their companion suspended in midair, out of reach.  The dog whined pathetically as it spun faster and faster.  Flecks of blood sprayed outward, followed by ragged pieces of fur and sinew, muscle and bone.  Bloody streamers of muck and shredded innards rained down.  In a moment the dog was gone, leaving only the stink of exposed bowels. 
 
   Another dog rose up. 
 
   Alaana stepped forward, heedless whether or not she should be killed herself and began a general invocation designed to repel the spirit.  She repeated the chant calmly, having discarded all fear.  If she were killed so be it, but fear would only sour the incantation and ruin the spell.  There was no good in it.  She had no time for it.  She chanted fast and furious, adding strength of will to the words.  As the second dog was killed right before her eyes, spraying her with hot blood and gore, she did not waver.  
 
   The last remnants of the dog’s carcass, the riven spine and bloody skull, crashed down to earth at Alaana’s feet.  The sound of a tremendous thunderclap broke across the camp.
 
   The spirit was gone.
 
   The camp lay now in utter silence; not the slightest breeze remained.  The last tatters of the kennel’s tarp fluttered to rest.  Alaana, her face spattered with blood and fur, stood alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   A  FOUL  WIND
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   First light saw the Anatatook men walking the camp.  So much property was wrecked it looked as if a stampede of musk oxen had thundered through the place.  People set about their tasks, cleaning up and rebuilding with grim determination.  They asked nothing of Alaana as she passed by.
 
   She found Tugtutsiak circling what was left of the dog pen.  Most of the animals seemed to have been accounted for and returned to their places.  Makaartunghak sat calmly among the shattered fragments of antler and driftwood, snacking on a comforting meal of dried walrus hide. 
 
   “Look!” shouted the headman as Alaana neared the kennel.  “Look at this damage!  How are we going to replace these dogs?”
 
   “How many dogs did we lose?” 
 
   “You didn’t lose any!” said Tugtutsiak bitterly.  “A few of mine have run off.  My son Mikisork went after them; he’s good with dogs.  Not counting the two that…”  He was unable to find words to finish the sentence, but waved his hand in a circular motion in the air as a whirlwind. 
 
   “I want to know what caused this, Alaana,” he said.  “Did someone here cause this, or is this something you’ve brought back with you from the north, from wherever it was you went?”
 
   Alaana was forced to admit she didn’t know.  She would never think to deceive Tugtutsiak.  For as long as she could remember the burly man had been in charge, looming larger than life, directing the movements of their band, steering them toward food and away from trouble.  If not for his intimate knowledge of the hunting grounds and the weather, and his uncanny ability to predict the movements of the herds, the Anatatook would have long since starved.  It was no easy task to locate prey that never stopped moving.  Tugtutsiak was a sure hand even when Alaana’s inability to sway the game animals left them vulnerable.  
 
   “What was it, Alaana?” asked the headman, “Do you know?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “Is it gone?  Will it be back?”  His eyes bristled with barely restrained fury.  He had never been one to tolerate the endangerment of his people. 
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   “That’s a lot you don’t know,” said Tugtutsiak sternly. 
 
   “I’ll do what I can.” 
 
   Tugtutsiak grunted softly, then swiveled his head, looking out across the river.  He sniffed the air.  A thoughtful look crossed his face, but he said nothing about it.
 
   “I expect you to find the source of this trouble, Alaana.  And I expect you to put an end to it.”
 
   She nodded reassuringly.  “I will hold a spirit-calling just as soon as the hunt is finished.  I’ll find some way to protect us.”
 
   Tugtutsiak kicked at the snow, spraying a layer of white powder over the crimson streak that had once been the life’s blood of one of his best dogs.
 
    
 
   Alaana joined her family for breakfast.  Sitting between her parents, she cut a bite of salmon trout then passed the filet along the line.  Maguan’s wife and children sat to one side and Itoritsak’s to the other.  Itoritsak’s little son Pupupuk, who never let Alaana alone for an instant when she was near, was busy tugging at her leggings and climbing in and out of her lap, more often than not jabbing a careless elbow or knee where she wanted them least.
 
   “How are the boats?” she asked.
 
   “No damage,” said Itoritsak.  “Maguan always ties the spare tent over them at night.”
 
   “And every night you tell me I’m wasting my time,” returned Maguan coyly, “Because there isn’t going to be a storm.”
 
   “That was no storm,” said Kigiuna.  He turned his incisive gaze toward Alaana.  A profound change had come over him since her initiation.  He had long been a skeptic when it came to shamans and spirits.  But on that day he had witnessed his daughter’s body hovering in the air, held in the violent embrace of Sila’s whirlwind.  Since then he had become obsessed with the world of the spirits.  A blind believer, he wanted so very much to be able to see.  Excitement blazed in his blue eyes, “What was that, Alaana?  What did it look like?”
 
   Alaana shook her head.  “I couldn’t see.”
 
   “You couldn’t see?” repeated Kigiuna.  He let out a slow deep breath, uneasy at the prospect that his daughter might come into conflict with a greater power than any she could conceive.  And more dangerous.  His gaze roamed the four corners of the tent, but found neither answer nor solace. 
 
   No one seemed eager to talk about what had happened during the night, and the conversation shifted to the upcoming hunt.  
 
   “How will we fare tomorrow, Alaana?” asked Itoritsak.
 
   “We’ll all do well, I think.  Tekkeitsertok has shown me the herd.  Two hundred strong, already starting to grow fat for the winter.  If I have time today, I’ll make some amulets for luck in the hunt.”
 
   “Good,” said Maguan.  “It’s all settled then.  I want to put up a good showing for the family.  This time we won’t let Aquppak steal all the best kills for himself.”
 
   Amauraq laughed.  “It will be good to see the other families again.”
 
   “Will there be a festival?” asked little Atanauraq excitedly, “And songs, and a feast?”
 
   “Yes, there will be.”  Alaana smiled at the young boy but Atanauraq looked quickly away.  Like so many of the children, even her nephews were afraid of her.  Little Pupupuk was the exception, languishing in her lap and playfully reaching up to grab her nose.
 
   “We’ve lost too much this year,” said Amauraq.  “It’s time to reverse the course of things.  We need some more girl-children.”  She cast a sidelong glance at Agruta.
 
   “I would like nothing better, Mother,” Agruta replied, passing the sidelong glance along to Itoriksak. 
 
   “Oh, leave him alone,” said Maguan. 
 
   “This time tomorrow, we’ll all be eating liver and marrow,” said Itoriksak happily, eager to change the subject.  The adults cheered the sentiment, with the exception of the brooding Kigiuna.  An argument sprung up among the children after Atanauraq  pinched his sister Hindluq.  The meal was interrupted while the squabbling little ones were called to order by their grandmother.
 
   Kigiuna locked eyes with Alaana.  “I watched you last night, standing out there.  Standing for us.  Alone.”
 
   Alaana didn’t know what to say.  For a moment it seemed her father had put himself into a similarly awkward position.  Then Kigiuna smiled.  “I could not be more proud of you,” he said softly.  His last words were lost in the renewed bickering of the grandchildren.  But Alaana heard.
 
    
 
   Yipyip called for her master’s attention with a gentle bark.  The little black dog whined softly as she pawed the snow cover just a few paces from the breakwater of the lake.  Alaana laid a hand on the back of her neck.
 
   “What’s that you’ve found for me?” she asked, brushing aside the last of the slush to expose a few dark green shoots.  “Feverfew, is it?”
 
   Yipyip’s nose was seldom wrong but this plant, which resembled wild onion, looked somewhat darker than Alaana remembered.  
 
   “I have need of part of you for my work,” she said in a low voice, “But be sure, it is very important work.”  She snapped off a small petiole and brought it to her lips.  Yes, the bitter taste was clearly that of feverfew.  
 
   Yipyip barked again, more sharply.
 
   “I know, I shouldn’t have doubted you,” said Alaana.  It took her a moment to realize the dog meant that someone was moving toward them, coming around the rim of the lake.
 
   Ben walked determinedly through the slush.  A long way to come looking for her, Alaana thought, unless he had something important to say.  She worried he would finally announce he had borrowed some dogs and a sled and was heading south.  She’d find out soon enough; there was no way to prevent it.  She continued exposing the feverfew stalks, gently tracing them down to the root.
 
   After a few moments she heard a voice over her shoulder.  “What’s that?”
 
   “Feverfew,” she said, without looking up.  “I can use this, with some of the other herbs, to make an offering to calm the wind during the hunt.  Or perhaps, after that, I can beg Sila to blow the angry spirit away from us.”
 
   “Let me see.” His brown-skinned hand, so slender and strong, came down toward her own.  At last she felt able to turn her eyes upon him.  To Alaana’s surprise she found the strong lines of his face thoughtful and relaxed, not angry at all.  It was good he was studying the plant stem so intently, he didn’t notice her puzzled grin at finding him so relaxed and sociable.  Was it possible, she wondered, he had forgiven her already?
 
   “Now is the best time to harvest these,” she said casually.  “I have to pluck them when they’re just shoots, first coming up through the snow.”
 
   Ben drew her hand upward and sniffed at the plant between her fingers.  “Show me something else.”
 
   Alaana, thrilled by his touch, was more than pleased to do so.  “I’m also looking for milkwort.  It grows as a thick round stump at the shoreline, with a little orange tip.  If I find any, I can make an incense to keep the angry spirit from our camp.”
 
   Ben frowned, “But these are all roots for keeping the spirits away.  How will you kill it, Alaana?”
 
   “You can’t kill something that’s already dead.”
 
   His eyes met hers.  “It’s a ghost, then?”
 
   “Everything’s a ghost.”
 
   His hand pulled back.  His face turned away, his lips drawn tight.
 
   “No,” she said plaintively.  “I’m not teasing you.  If you could see what I see, you’d understand.”
 
   “Can’t you show me?” he asked.
 
   “It’s not possible.”
 
   Ben smiled at some secret something, then let his gaze roll slowly across her face. 
 
   “I felt it, you know,” he said, provocatively.
 
   Alaana was uncertain what he meant. 
 
   “Last night,” he continued.  “The power, the rage. Whatever it was that killed those dogs.  I felt it.”  His eyes widened with the memory, but he didn’t seem afraid.  Alaana was suddenly afraid for him.  
 
   “How could I feel it?” he asked.
 
   “Well,” said Alaana, “some people can feel things.  Higilak always knows when a storm is coming, even before the sky goes gray.  And Tugtutsiak can tell which way the herd will turn.” 
 
   “Everything has a spirit inside?” he asked, widening his gaze to take in the entire scene — the lake, the eider ducks, the few budding plants of summer. 
 
   “More or less.”
 
   “And you can command them?”
 
   Alaana shook her head.  “I can ask.”
 
   “Such an enormous power,” he said, pursing his full lips into an attractive half-pout.  “A person could do such good with it.  Can anyone use this power?”
 
   “Only if they have the light,” added Alaana.  “But that’s rare.  That’s very rare.”
 
   “Do I?” he asked.  Fear flashed in his eyes.  “Do I have it?”
 
   “No, no,” replied Alaana.  No, she thought, Ben had something else.  A soul still twisted and blackened by shadows.  In time, she hoped, the scars might heal.  Then he might no longer hear the whispers of the ghosts.  
 
   “I’ve heard you’ve been talking with Aquppak,” he said, as much to change the subject.
 
   Alaana snickered.  “He asked me to marry him.”
 
   “Will you?” Ben asked.  The words sounded strange, as if his mouth had suddenly become dry as leather.
 
   “Do you think I should?” 
 
   “I don’t know anything about him.”
 
   “Well he’s handsome and one of our best hunters.”
 
   “I see,” said Ben.  He carefully flexed his left hand.
 
   “And he’s also arrogant and ambitious, and doesn’t really care about me at all.”
 
   “He wants to be married to the shaman.”
 
   “Yes,” said Alaana.  “But he’s the only one who does.”
 
   “That’s a tough choice,” he said.  He began absently brushing pollen from the front of his parka.  He wasn’t going to say anything more on the subject.
 
   “I’m bothered by what you said about last night,” she said.  “If you could sense that angry spirit, you may be in danger.  It may not be safe here for you.”
 
   “Safe?  I don’t want to be safe.  No one is ever safe.  Was I safe in Louisiana?  No.  Could Mr. Douglas keep me safe from the Yupikut?  No.”  His face flared up with the fiery spirit she so much admired. 
 
   “But I feel safe with you,” he added.  “You moved a mountain.  What’s a bit of wind to you?”  As pleasing as his words sounded, Alaana felt a sharp stab of guilt.  She was not worthy of such faith. 
 
   She made a dismissive wave of her hand.  The shoot of feverfew forgotten, flew from her fingers.  “More often than not, I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be doing.”
 
   “I don’t believe that,” he said.  “When we first met, you were just like me — beaten and helpless, a prisoner of the Yupikut.  You brought them to their knees.”
 
   “I had help,” she said, alluding to the knife he had brought her.  “We brought them to their knees.”
 
   “Then I suppose I might stay,” he returned, smiling beatifically.  “In case you need my help again.”
 
    
 
   That night a dreadful quiet settled over the camp, as if everyone were holding their breath for fear the angry spirit should return.  Such fear was dangerous, Alaana knew.  It called to dark things, it gave them strength.
 
   Ben talked pleasantly during dinner, as if there was no danger at all.  Higilak seemed distracted and forgot to tend the lamp so that it sputtered and went out even before they were done eating.  She didn’t bother to relight it, saying she was tired and ready for sleep and suggested they do the same.  From his place across the room, Ben bid them good night. 
 
   For Alaana sleep was slow in coming.  She wanted to go outside and walk the camp but she was afraid her noise might startle the people, stirring up bad feelings and fear.  So she decided to stay at home.
 
   No sooner had she drifted off to sleep, an eerie moan crept into her dream and woke her.  She sat up on her pallet.  She had coat and boots still on, in case she should need to rush outside.  The sound was not coming from outside, but from within.  It was not the wind but Higilak, moaning in her sleep.  What evil dream assailed her in the night, Alaana worried, though she didn’t dare wake her up.
 
   She regretted telling her of Old Manatook’s death.  Things were better when she had been keeping the nightly spirit vigil.  At least then she still had a sense of purpose, a sense of hope.  Alaana feared she was losing her joy in life, now she knew Old Manatook was truly gone.  And when the burden of life became too heavy, old people were known to go off alone.  She didn’t want that to happen.
 
   “Quiet now,” she whispered to Higilak.  “Sleep well.”  She projected calming thoughts at the old woman, in much the same way she used to communicate sometimes with her husband, the shaman.  Quiet now.  Sleep well.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   THE CARIBOU HUNT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Tekkeitsertok,” Alaana intoned, “Benevolent and wise.  Provide for us.”
 
   The pleasant, earthy smells of prairie grass and star anise wafted up from the small clay pot set before her.
 
   “Tekkeitsertok, generous and strong.  Nurture us.”
 
   She sat on a mat of black caribou skin at a muddy juncture between two arms of water which formed a small peninsula.  Unlike the kayakers and hunters, all of whom were secluded on the northern shore of the river as far from the approaching herd as possible, Alaana was stationed precisely where she wanted the herd to cross.  This place had been used many times before.  To her left a series of large stones laid out in a rectangular pattern marked the outlines of tent skins from some by-gone camp.  At her back stood a rock pile the size of a beaver house, a storage locker used to keep dried caribou meat safe from wolves.
 
   The vast landscape to the south seemed at first blush to be a barren and monotonous slush of melting snow.  But to the experienced eye the land revealed itself as layer upon layer of subtle folds and ridges.  
 
   Mikisork, the second son of Tugtutsiak, had been stationed atop the smooth rock ridge along the cliff face, where he had a perfect view of the northern shore.  On the ledge the Anatatook had raised a series of tall, pointed cairns in gray stone.  Mikisork had just put clumps of fresh dirt atop these inuksiut to make them better resemble people.  More importantly, they would frighten the approaching caribou and lead them directly into the Anatatook ambush.  
 
   Kneeling between two ghostly stone effigies, Mikisork spotted the first few caribou picking their way across the tundra.  They moved slowly along the game trail, distracted by clumps of moss and short sedge along the sharp curve of the stream. This small advance band were mostly cows and calves coming up from the southlands.  The bulls would follow later. 
 
   The caribou moved to the top of the ridge, grazed a little, and lay down to rest.  Alaana sat patiently and repeated her invocations. 
 
   The Anatatook hunters stood beside their kayaks, concealed in a series of hunting blinds along the rocky shoreline of the river, ready to launch.  They too, were patient.
 
   In time, one particular doe made her way directly toward Alaana.  As she sat motionless, unthreatening, sufficiently downwind, the doe sensed no danger.  It was important not to frighten her lest she go back and warn the others.  The doe had noticed the scent of the star anise and come to investigate.  It was Alaana’s duty to reassure her, speaking in soft tones, and make the offerings.
 
   She advanced slowly, making no sound except for the gentle clicking of her feet.  Alaana thought the doe both majestic and beautiful.  Such a deep chest and slender, graceful legs.  Such a glossy coat of soft umber brown.  She possessed a short, delicate pair of antlers, a rarity marking her as royalty among the female caribou.  Alaana reached out to her, gently brushing her neck and cape, and gazed into her eyes, thanking her for her kindness in answering the call.  The sacrifice the herd would be making was appreciated, the sustenance for her people desperately needed. 
 
   The doe nodded her head and leaned close.  To Alaana’s delight it touched its delicate rack gently atop her shoulders.
 
   Alaana lifted an offering of sweet prairie grass from a cup she had made, carved from a musk-ox horn.  The caribou princess mewed softly.
 
   The large formation broke the crest of snow in one fluid movement, traveling along the habitual path.  Alaana noticed the herd was leaner than she had imagined.  Whatever meat they brought in this day would not last very long.  
 
   The caribou princess dashed away with a snort, and Alaana heard young Mikisork sounding the call from his lofty perch.  This was the crucial moment.  The herd must be directed toward the crossing where the hunters were waiting.
 
   The Anatatook women and children rose up from their concealments along the far ridge.  The beaters began howling and screaming, using wolf cries, and waving ragged pieces of wolf skins in a menacing way.  When faced with attack by wolves the caribou instinctively head for water, and all the noise and commotion sent them fleeing from the game trail and straight for the river.  With a final invocation to Tekkeitsertok, Alaana gathered up her things lest she be crushed in the charge.  
 
   As soon as the herd was driven sufficiently into the water Tugtutsiak gave the signal for the hunt to start. The kayaks slipped silently from their hidden taluqs.  Stroking fast from their hunting blinds, the men paddled out for the chase.  
 
   Watching from the shore, Alaana saw Maguan and her father among the few fastest kayakers, quick in reaching the swimming animals.  The caribou swam haphazardly about.  Much slower in the water than on solid ground, they had no real chance of escape.  The men carefully aimed their spears. 
 
   Aquppak appeared, standing astride his grandfather’s kayak in a heroic pose.  Putuguk sat lamely in the kayak’s belly, unable even to hold a paddle in his hands.  As Aquppak prepared to shoot, Alaana heard a collective gasp from the women.  For her part, Alaana could not see how Aquppak kept from toppling into the river, let alone balance himself to loose an arrow.  But Aquppak was Aquppak.  He assumed the preferred posture, half-kneeling atop the kayak, and let fly.  A large buck dropped into the waters.  The arrow went low in the chest, a perfect heart-shot they would all be talking about for a long time.  With everyone suitably impressed, Aquppak set looped a long sealskin thong to the antlers to drag the kill to shore. 
 
   As he was hauling it out, the animal suddenly let loose an eerie bellow.  It was a horrifying sound, not that of any living thing Alaana had ever heard.  The dead caribou’s eyes bulged.  Its hooves flailed, flinging it back toward the river.  It smashed into one of the other kayaks, and sent Aquppak into the water.  
 
   A foul wind rose up and Alaana recognized it as the same spirit-wind that had ravaged their camp two nights before.  The water whipped into a frenzy, forming a spout in the center of the river.  The men rushed for shore.  The animals, screeching and snorting, made back for the way they had come.  Someone loosed an arrow in panic and the shaft hit Tugtutsiak full in the shoulder. 
 
   Meanwhile the caribou, wild-eyed and driven to a frenzy by the screeching, unnatural wind, emerged from the river on the northern side.  The herd began to rampage among the women and children.  Alaana unfurled the black caribou mat and, shouting wildly, ran across their path.  She was not the shaman now, but just a desperate young woman with a black rag trying to direct the charging beasts away from the mass of people in danger.  She snatched her nephew Atanauraq up into her arms and carried him along.
 
   The funnel of water in the center of the river exploded, showering spume across both banks.  The shrieking wind spent itself and was gone.
 
   In a flash the caribou disappeared back up the game trail leaving a scattering of Anatatook women along the ground.  Alaana passed through their ranks.  A few were injured but no one was killed.  She noticed Aquppak on the far side of the river, bending over his kill. 
 
   “You can’t butcher that kill, Aquppak!” she shouted across at him. 
 
   The young hunter had already made the first cut through the abdomen.  “This kill belongs to me!”
 
   “It’s tainted,” said Alaana.  “I think all this meat is tainted.  We shouldn’t eat any of it.”
 
   “I’m not afraid,” said Aquppak.  “Do you hear me?  I’m not afraid of anything.” 
 
   Having pried out the fresh liver, he held it aloft, saying, “You hear?  And I don’t have to listen to you, Alaana.  I’ll take what’s mine.”  So saying, he raised the tender organ to his lips and took a bite, letting the blood and juices run down his chin.  
 
    
 
   Alaana moved swiftly toward the headman’s tent, careful not to spill the soapstone pot containing her freshly steaming piss.  Even wounded, Tugtutsiak was seated outside his tent.  The headman much preferred to be out in the open, where he could both observe the people and be seen by them in return.  His wife was by his side, as well as his eldest son, Talliituk.
 
   Talliituk acknowledged Alaana, and said, “I dug the tip out, the way you showed me.”  Tugtutsiak said nothing.  He appeared to be deep in thought.  
 
   Alaana opened the headman’s blood-stained parka and inspected his shoulder.  She dipped her hand into the urine and wiped away the clotted blood.  Tugtutsiak grimaced as the stinging fluid seeped into the cut, still staring straight ahead.  He said nothing.  Such was his way.  If there was nothing important to say, he didn’t speak idle words.  
 
   “You did well, Talliituk,” said Alaana, “There’s not much blood.”
 
   Alaana handed the soapstone pot to Tugtutsiak’s wife.  “Pour some of this into the wound every so often throughout the rest of the day and the night.  It will keep sickness away.”
 
   She nodded graciously.  “Thank you, angatkok.”
 
   Tugtutsiak grabbed Alaana by the shoulder.  He was gesturing at the sky with two fingers.  “You see?  The sky is amber, and there are no clouds.”
 
   “I see,” said Alaana.
 
   “There are no clouds.  And yet, the snow is moving.”
 
   Alaana looked to the north, away from the river.  It was true, the snow was drifting slowly on the air.  It was swirling around the entire camp in a wide, slow circle.  
 
   “I can feel a storm coming,” said Tugtutsiak in a low, firm tone. 
 
   He waved his arm, “They all can.  Terror spreads.  Something unknown has slunk among us, something no one can explain, throwing everything into confusion.  We must not lose control.”
 
   “I know,” said Alaana.  As the shaman she understood this point very well.  Fear and doubt were always the enemy, opening the door to all sorts of trouble and foul spirits.  It was her duty to keep the people confident and safe.
 
   The headman’s thick fingers tightened painfully on her shoulder.  “Something must be done.  Now.”
 
   “I’m almost ready,” said Alaana.  “Bring all the people out in front of the karigi.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   THE PRICE OF STOLEN FLESH
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   With night coming down fast Alaana had little time to prepare.  But as Tugtutsiak had said, this was something that couldn’t wait.  All the families of the summer group assembled in front of the ceremonial lodge, and Alaana looked out upon a sea of restless faces.  The task at hand would be difficult indeed.  With so many of them frightened and unsure, it was almost impossible to control their state of mind.  
 
   “We are called today to put an end to this spirit that troubles us,” said Alaana loudly.  “I only wish my skills were adequate to the task.”  This was a standard humility designed to allow the people to rally to her cause, their cause.  Alaana only wished it were not, in this instance, entirely true.  She felt uneasy sitting before the people dressed in her white ceremonial parka, one ear lopped off, with disaster looming about them and herself obviously incapable of stopping it. 
 
   “You are a fine shaman,” shouted someone. 
 
   “You are a treasure to us,” said another, stirring murmurs of support from the crowd.
 
   “I am but a liar and a fool,” said Alaana, following form.
 
   “You are a great shaman,” said Tugtutsiak.
 
   And you are a great liar, thought Alaana.
 
   She accepted their praise with a nod of the head.  In her left hand the drum thudded with a low, dull note, its leather head dry and cracked.  Repeated endlessly, it struck a somber and calming rhythm.  This drum had been fashioned by Old Manatook and still retained a fragment of the old shaman’s spirit.  The tolling of the bell in her right hand, at less frequent intervals, was a perfect counter to the drum, a high-pitched note that rang in their ears and startled them awake.  Between the two registers, Alaana provided a slow and repetitive chant which brought all three sounds together into a hypnotic harmony.
 
   The rhythm was most important.  She opened herself up to the people, in order to feel all that they were feeling.  Creating a rhythm that could both unite and soothe their various emotions was no easy task.  The women were afraid for their children, the husbands were afraid for their wives.  Tugtutsiak was steaming with anger and indignation.  Alaana’s family, arranged in the first row, worried primarily for her.  Only Higilak appeared calm.  She had such a cool resignation on her face it was frightening.  
 
   Ben was watching her intently, seeming much more curious than afraid.
 
   His presence was too much of a distraction.  She was careful not to rest her eyes on him for too long.  And yet she couldn’t help wondering what he was thinking.  Ben had said he felt safe with her, but he hadn’t said he wanted her for a wife.  
 
   Aquppak was camping with his people on the western rim of the Great Basin, but for Alaana his presence loomed over the proceedings just the same.  He was everything that Ben was not — a successful hunter, popular and handsome.  And yet she wouldn’t give herself to him even if Ben went away.  She knew what he wanted.  To use her to get control over the Anatatook.  
 
   If Ben left, Alaana wouldn’t be able to go on.  She felt a terrible crushing feeling just thinking about it.  She’d kill herself.  But no, she would never do that.  She’d still have to be the shaman, with a calling and a duty she must not shirk.  She would serve to the best of her ability.  In time, reduced to a miserable old wretch.  She would never marry and never be happy.
 
   Alaana had lost her place in the chant.  She felt useless and small.
 
   She struck the drum.  She tinkled the bell.  Beginning again, she told herself she must put these selfish concerns aside if the spirit-calling was to have any chance at success.  As shaman, she must dissociate from her own life in order to fully enter the trance. 
 
   More than that, she had to bring these people along with her, or the problem would never be solved.  First she had to get rid of their fear, and then all the rest would fall into line.  She knew how to mollify fear, for a time at least, with the drum and the bell and the chant.  The rhythm of her song would carry them forward, bringing them all into the mindset of the spirit-calling with her.  She must give them peace.
 
   “I stretch forth my hand,” said Alaana forcefully.  She reached a cupped hand toward the sky.  “This trouble has come upon us.  This trouble shall go away from us.  It will be made to go away, as it was made to come upon us.  We stretch forth our hands!”
 
   The sun had sunk as low on the horizon as early summer permitted, leaving the gray-golden half-light that passed for night.  The people fell silent, most of them in sympathy with her chanting.  The exceptions were Tugtutsiak, whom Alaana believed would never let go of his wary concern for the present, and Ben, whose troublesome gaze Alaana continued to avoid.
 
   “Word wants to come up!” she said.
 
   Krittak stood up.  “Perhaps it’s my fault,” she said in a loud voice, “On the morning of the hunt, I stitched a rent in my husband’s trousers so he would not catch a draft.  I knew it was wrong.”  She yanked her sewing kit from the front of her parka and dashed it to the ground, a significant act for the Anatatook’s most famous seamstress.  “I have ruined the hunt.”
 
   Alaana thought on this for a moment.  While the sewing of animal skins during the hunt was a breach of taboo likely to anger animal spirits in a general way, the disturbance had been something much greater.  It was the same evil that had plagued their camp since her return from the north.
 
   The old woman began to cry.  Alaana motioned for Krittak to be seated.  “It’s not your fault,” she said.
 
   The others murmured among themselves.  This served a good purpose.  Let them get their secrets out, she thought.  She must restore their sense of community.
 
   “It’s my fault,” said Ipalook’s wife, Ivalu.  “I have called my husband’s name in the night, hoping his ghost might answer.”
 
   This was a breach of taboo, but Alaana was certain that Ipalook, who had been murdered during the Yupikut attack, had nothing at all to do with their current troubles.  If Ipalook’s shade desired vengeance on the Yupikut, Alaana had already provided it.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” said Alaana, shaking her head.
 
   But who was to blame?  She was no closer to finding the answer, and the problem could not go unsolved.  Seeking petty confessions would not resolve the situation.  Alaana recalled the spirit-conjuring she had witnessed as a child, during the disease outbreak that had claimed her sister Avalaaqiaq and so many others.  The shamans Civiliaq and Kuanak had tried to foist their own guilt on the people, leading to a disastrous result.  Ultimately the responsibility had been their own and they paid for it with their lives.  Was this situation the same?  Hadn’t she caused this?  Alaana felt a surge of sickening horror at the possibility.  In her arrogance, she had ill-used Manatook’s ghost in the same way as her teacher.  Alaana would not have the people suffer for Old Manatook’s transgression, nor her own. 
 
   Her guilty thoughts allowed disharmony to enter the camp, and the ceremony stumbled at her loss of control.  The people began to bicker among themselves.  
 
   “It’s all his fault,” someone shouted, pointing a finger at Ben.  “It’s obvious he brought the trouble here.  Just look at his skin.  He’s half a demon himself, burned black in the flame of the Underworld.”
 
   “It’s not his fault,” said Alaana forcefully.
 
   “So you say,” said Nakasuk.  “You brought him among us.  What dark secrets does he hide?”
 
   “It is not his fault,” repeated Alaana.  She needed to restore order quickly before things went too far.  If she allowed suspicion and fear among the people those ill feelings would empower the angry tarrak to destroy them.  
 
   She beat the drum three times.  “I know the cause well enough.”
 
   This brought a renewed hush over the crowd.  Nakasuk and the others who had stood up, all eased themselves back down.
 
   Alaana raised the red rattle that Old Manatook had once given her.  With this device she had called the old shaman back from his trip to the north in time to confront the man-wolves.  She was careful not to let it make a sound, lest it summon Manatook’s vengeful ghost.  Inside were scraps of dried flesh the old shaman had cut from the skin of his forearm.  Alaana had now come to realize that these were stolen bits of the real Manatook’s flesh. 
 
   She held the rattle high.  “There is one whom Old Manatook has offended.”
 
   Alaana’s gaze went involuntarily to Higilak’s face.  Her features were dazed, as if she had just been startled awake from a dream.
 
   “This brings the trouble to us,” said Alaana. 
 
   She laid the rattle before her and arranged a few strands of dried sedge on a flat rock.  Instead of striking the rock with flint she tapped its surface with her finger, politely requesting the stone to provide a tiny spark of its life essence.  The stone was amenable to her cause.  The dried sage flared up.  A collective gasp rose from the crowd as the people’s discontent rapidly dwindled away.  Their shaman had identified the source of the problem and was dealing with it in a confident and forceful way.  
 
   “I will set things right.”  Alaana began again with the drum and the chant, absent the dissonance of the bell.  She led them back into the trance, creating a receptive state of spiritual rapture.  In the dim amber light of summer’s sunset, their expressions became peaceful and serene.  All skeptical notions were actively thrust aside.  Alaana was buoyed by their confidence; her own fears and self-doubt tumbled away as meaningless distraction.
 
   She cracked the rattle open as if it were a goose egg, and placed the withered crisps of skin one by one into the tiny fire.  
 
   “Take this back,” she said.  “Now you are whole.  Leave us be.”
 
   The blistering ash flared bright scarlet as the offering was consumed.  The pungent aroma of burning skin pricked her nose.  
 
   “It’s done,” she said. “Blown away on a foul wind and gone.”
 
   Alaana gestured slowly, tracing a line from the last of the smoldering wisps up into the sky.  Let the people see, she thought.  Let them visualize their troubles floating away, and as they believe the danger is past, it will be past.
 
   “Let us have the feast.  Nothing is lost to us.  Tugtutsiak and I will find the herd again, and all will be well.  There will be plenty of time for hunting caribou in the long days to come.”
 
   The people cheered and rose from their places, eager to begin the communal feast.  Alaana wished she could share in their joy of the moment.  
 
   As they exited the tent Kigiuna approached her, smiling broadly.  
 
   “Well done,” he said.  “I almost believed it myself.”
 
   Alaana winced.  If there ever was anyone she could not fool it was her father, who was now both ardent believer and hard-bitten skeptic in one.  “You’re right,” admitted Alaana.  “I don’t believe this ghost can be dismissed so easily.”
 
   “But for the moment,” whispered Kigiuna, “you may claim this small victory.  You have moved the people from fear to high spirits.”
 
   “Yes, and their confidence will be a powerful weapon against the ghost.  Good enough, I guess, until I think of something else.” 
 
   Kigiuna smiled again.  “Take some advice from your father.  Best not to try anything more with an empty stomach.  Eat, smile and laugh with us.  For now, there is the feast and —”
 
   A booming clap of thunder suddenly shook the camp.  The dogs took up a feverish yammering.  The Anatatook people froze in place.  All eyes went toward Alaana.  A rancid wind rose up, carrying the stench of death down the length of the river and back again along the settlements.  It brought with it that same strange and eerie sound — a mournful wail of deep anguish and pain.
 
   Higilak cried out.  An expression of horrified recognition stretched her old and withered face, as if the sound recalled to her some painful memory with which she was intimately familiar.  But what?
 
   Qupagnuk, whose name meant ‘Snow Starling’, cried out.  He was a young hunter from the south who had been taken in adoption years ago by the family of the wise man, Massautsicq. 
 
   Qupagnuk had the look of the pibloktoq, the confusion of senses that sometimes comes upon a man during the long months of darkness in winter, when his nerves reached the limit of endurance.  There was a total derangement of his face.  His eyes goggled wildly in their sockets, his mouth hung open in the tail-end of his scream. 
 
   To the Anatatook this was considered a sacred state, one in which helping spirits were often known to give predictions to the people.  The others backed away from him, as it was dangerous to touch anyone in such a fragile condition.  Alaana thought differently.  Suspicious, she drew a few steps closer.
 
   Qupagnuk threw off his coat, stomping it into the ground.  Bare-chested and exposed, he appeared less the robust young hunter and suddenly much more like an old man, rumpled and thin.  He drew a hunting knife from his boot.
 
   For a moment he struggled with the knife, at cross-purposes with the spirit that had come upon him, the crazed look of the icecap full upon his face.  Alaana felt compelled to intervene, but hesitated.  Any rash action now might drive the spirits too far.
 
   Qupagnuk stabbed the knife into the flesh of his wrist and a jet of red blood sprayed outward.  His eyes bulged and a sound came from his throat that was a little bit like a laugh and a scream both at the same time.  He carried the blade up the length his arm, parting the skin in a long, rending gash.
 
   Higilak screamed.
 
   Qupagnuk continued his act of self-destruction, bringing the blade up to the shoulder and across the chest. 
 
   Higilak rushed toward him, but someone held her back.
 
   Alaana was caught in a moment of indecision.  This was a message from beyond, an important message, and to interrupt might well bring sudden and total disaster to the camp.  On the other hand it was impossible to stand by as one of her friends destroyed himself.  Still screaming his rage and fear, Qupagnuk took the blade in his opposite hand and scored a line down the other shoulder and arm, finally reaching the wrist.  The motion was capped by another spurting red fountain.  Everyone present could recognize this action for what it was; the young hunter was mimicking the method a man might use to skin a bear. 
 
   Qupagnuk’s pibloktoq was spent.  He crumpled to the snow, a great mass of which was already stained red.  Alaana rushed to his side, knowing it was already too late.  Blood ran from the wounds at both wrists, flowing freely.  Alaana clamped a hand firmly across one of the wounds.  Tugtutsiak knelt on the opposite side, his hand on the other wrist.  The headman looked frantically about, saying, “We have to bind them up,” but it was already too late.  Qupagnuk had grown pale as the snow; there was very little time left.
 
   The storm raged upward, circling the camp in a band of whirling snow lifted from the ground.  Its nightmarish, shrieking voice was bolstered by a chorus of screams. 
 
   Tugtutsiak rubbed his hand tenderly against the young hunter’s face, leaving a streak of crimson along the jaw.  “This goes too far, Alaana!”
 
   His eyes blazed with fury, and Alaana could not meet their gaze.  She was certain the headman would have struck her dead on the spot if he thought that would satisfy the spirits.  She leaned in close, pressing her ear to the young man’s lips.  Qupagnuk had difficulty getting the air to come out of his mouth with force enough to speak.  One word.  
 
   “Akisaqtuq,” repeated Alaana.
 
   “Revenge?” raged Tugtutsiak.  “You brought this here!  You caused this!”
 
   Kigiuna stepped forward, shouting into the gale.  “This is Old Manatook’s doing.  Alaana is not to blame!”
 
   “Old Manatook is dead,” said Tugtutsiak.  “Who is there to pay the price for his mistakes?”
 
   “I will,” said Alaana loudly.  “I will stay inside the karigi without food or water until this problem is resolved, or die in the attempt.”
 
   “So be it,” said Tugtutsiak.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” urged her father.
 
   “But my responsibility,” said Alaana. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   DESPERATE FLIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alaana wandered lost.  In this whistling abyss, whirling snow blotted out all vision.  Flakes with bizarre shapes came sizzling through the gale, hard and fine as hailstones, their edges sharp.  The storm transformed the landscape, ramming treacherous fangs up out of the white waste, pinnacles of snow and ice that stood in her way.  She blundered onward.  At any careless step the drifts might reveal a hidden crevasse and a fall to a slow, lingering death.  
 
   The blizzard had a voice all its own.  A tortured wail, its rhythm made up a hypnotic chant, folding over itself, rising and falling, leading her in an endless circle.  It was a song of icy hate; it was a song of blistering rage.  Alaana stumbled along, following its lead, round and round.
 
   “Now this is a nice, sweet fuddling you’ve gotten yourself into.”
 
   That voice, so shrill and sarcastic.  Alaana knew that voice.  It was Nunavik, the Walrus On The Ice.
 
   “You know, you won’t find any answers with this tarrak controlling your state of mind, Alaana.”
 
   Alaana’s lips, chapped and blistered from the cold wind, answered, “Nunavik?”
 
   “Who else, ungarpaluk?”
 
   Alaana let out a dry chuckle at the sound of her old childhood nickname, which meant ‘Little Harpoon’.  
 
   “Nunavik, I’ve missed you so much!”  The ancient and enigmatic walrus shaman had been one of young Alaana’s earliest spirit helpers and dearest friends.  Like the rest of her helpers, Nunavik had disappeared after her initiation.
 
   “Why did you go away?” she asked.  “Did Sila chase you away?”
 
   “You’re the one that’s gone away.  Come back.”
 
   Alaana opened her eyes.  The wall of blinding white gave way to the dim purple haze of early evening.  She’d been sitting cross-legged on a prayer mat within the confines of the karigi, seeking answers.  The ceremonial lodge was cluttered with magical objects and devices, masks, drums and shamanic weaponry.  How long had gone without food or water?  Her empty stomach told her it had been several days.
 
   Peering between the fluttering folds of the doorway flap, she saw the encampment still ringed by the swirling mass of snow that had descended after her misguided spirit-calling.  The low moan of the wind went on, calling her back.
 
   “As usual, my blunt little harpoon, you’re looking for the answer in the wrong place,” said the caustic voice of Nunavik.
 
   Alaana cleared her throat, looking down at the small piece of carved walrus tusk clenched in her hand.  It seemed such a long time ago Old Manatook had given her the talisman which contained her first spirit helper.  
 
   “You won’t find the answer outside in that storm,” Nunavik contnued.  “The answer lies within you.  It must.  You are the shaman.”
 
   “Then Tugtutsiak is right?” 
 
   “Tugtutsiak is always right,” answered Nunavik.
 
   “This is all my fault?” 
 
   “You already know the answer.” 
 
   “But I don’t know,” countered Alaana.  “I can’t find any way to stop Manatook’s ghost.”
 
   “Manatook?  Whoever said anything about that wretched old good-for-nothing?”
 
   Alaana felt lightheaded.  “I don’t understand.”
 
   “You’ve not changed one bit.  Still as simple as a stick of driftwood.”  The voice of Nunavik sighed deeply within Alaana’s mind.  Alaana pictured the golden-skinned walrus’ face, his bulging cheeks and long whiskers, his deep, soulful eyes.  “Let your Uncle Walrus sing you a song.”
 
   Nunavik began to sing with a voice surprisingly shrill coming from a bull walrus.  But it was a familiar, comforting voice all the same.  Alaana relaxed her mind, letting the song take her where it appeared she most needed to go.
 
   She saw Higilak, young and beautiful.  Her hair shone lustrous and dark, and the pleasant smell of it would foster a yearning in the heart of any young man.  She was held in her lover’s embrace, and despite the dark hair and beard Alaana recognized the features of her old teacher.  But something was wrong.  The man had his forearm pressed against Higilak’s throat as he held her down.  This was not Old Manatook, but simply Manatook the scoundrel.
 
   On second glance, Higilak was not held in a lover’s embrace, but that of her father Marusak, the hunter of bears.  This was Marusak the wounded, Marusak the cripple, to whom life had lost all of its meaning.  This was Marusak, the corpse.  Higilak struggled against the lifeless flesh that held her fast.  Her eyes gaped open, seeing her village revealed as a terrible shrine of death and sorrow.
 
   Alaana saw Balikqi’s laughing and gentle face.  He looked down from his lofty perch atop the glacier, overjoyed at having restored the ice mountain to its proper place.  But as Alaana watched, the old bear grew suddenly angry.  Black lips pulled back; huge and deadly teeth flashed from his powerful jaws.
 
   Next came Old Manatook, yet another apparition from the past.  The old shaman’s face twisted into an expression of utmost fright.  He stood facing the monstrous wrath of Beluga Killer.  In one quick movement he reached up and yanked the face of Manatook back as if it were a hood, revealing himself as Aisaac, polar bear shaman of the glacier.
 
   The mountain lifted its great foot and took a step.  Higilak’s village was buried under a cataclysm of ice and tumbling snow. 
 
   The song of Nunavik ended on a shrill note.  Alaana knew the final verse of this song.  She had played a central role in it herself.  She saw the mountain pulled upward on strings of cosmic force dangling from the Moon, uncovering the ghostly village and setting free the vicious spirit buried beneath. 
 
   Beluga Killer.
 
   “Not Manatook,” said Alaana, “Beluga Killer.  Released from under the ice.  By me.”
 
   “Indeed,” said the walrus.  “Now, what’s all this fuss about a young man?” 
 
   “Never mind.  I don’t need any help with my love life from you!”
 
   “That’s the first sensible thing I’ve heard you say,” replied the tunraq.
 
   “There’s no time,” said Alaana, and with a deep breath she pushed herself up.  Her legs, locked beneath her for so long, were slow to respond and she toppled over to the side.  This was not acceptable.  Another deep breath, and up.  
 
   Standing, Alaana felt dizzy and weak.  She wasn’t sure how long she’d gone without food.  There was no time.  
 
   She focused her spirit-vision on the engraved walrus tusk but saw no soul in residence; the totem was as lifeless as it had been since her initiation.  She tossed it aside.
 
   Nunavik was gone, if he had ever really been there at all.
 
   Alaana snatched up Old Manatook’s bear claw necklace from among the many drums and masks.  She strung it over her parka as she swept aside the tent flap.  The howl of the gale greeted her faithfully outside, but enthralled her no longer. 
 
   Ben was waiting outside as well, sitting on a rounded stone in front of the tent.  Alaana paused for a moment, again feeling dizzy and unsure on her feet.  She rushed toward him.
 
   “Alaana!”  He said it as if it was the most important word in the world, as if she was a source of great strength for him.  She smiled, knowing the reverse was also true.  The way he spoke her name lifted her spirits better than any earthly food might have done.  
 
   “What’s happened?” she asked.
 
   “It’s Higilak, she’s gone!”
 
   “Gone?”  Alaana glanced at the barricade of snow violently circling the encampment.  “In this?  Where could she have gone?”
 
   “She went back to her old village.  She’s going home.”
 
   “It’s too far,” said Alaana.  “She’ll never make it.  She’ll die.”  She turned and ran for the kennel.  “I need to harness my team.”
 
   She pushed forward, with Ben trailing behind.  
 
   “The camp seems so empty.  Where is everyone?” she asked.
 
   “In their tents, in the dark, frightened and helpless.”
 
   All except for you, thought Alaana.
 
   “They wait for their shaman,” he continued.  “The howling of the wind never stops.  It’s had them all on edge for days.”
 
   “Bad weather means uncertain fates,” said Alaana.  “At least that’s what Higilak always says.  When did she leave?” 
 
   “Early yesterday morning.”
 
   “There’s very little time,” she said angrily.  “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “How could I?” Ben returned.  “You told me not to enter the karigi, not for any reason.  Remember?”
 
   Having reached the dogs, Alaana bent down and slapped Makaartunghak on his hindquarters.  The big dog lay curled into a tight ball, his nose tucked under his bushy tail.  Makaartunghak awoke with a snarl, but seeing that it was his master calling, shook himself free of snow.  “Up!  Let’s go,” said Alaana.  She glanced around for Yipyip but the little dog was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “What are you going to do?” asked Ben.
 
   Alaana yanked her sled free from the line and began clearing the dogs’ traces.  Yipyip jumped down from the stanchion where she had been waiting.  “I’m going after her.”
 
   “I’m coming with you.”
 
   “No, you aren’t,” said Alaana firmly.  Their eyes met.  Ben’s face held that determined, fiery look that Alaana found so irresistibly attractive. 
 
   “I love her too, you know,” he said.
 
   “I know,” returned Alaana.  She reached out to brush the side of his cheek.  He didn’t pull away.  “But you can’t come.”
 
   “Why not?” fumed Ben.  
 
   “Because it’s too dangerous.”
 
   “I’ve two good arms now.  I can help.”
 
   Alaana shook her head.  “Not with this.”  
 
   Having tied the dogs in, she led them toward the outskirts of the camp.  “Stay here,” she shouted back to Ben.
 
   She ran for the edge of the settlement, the dogs and sled quick at her heels.  Leaving Ben behind, she realized she should have said more.  She didn’t think him useless.  She only wanted to protect him.  But there was no time.
 
   At the northern edge of the camp she stared out into the swirling maelstrom of snow.  It would be impossible to find the old woman, searching the vast wastes on the small sled.  She might not even be still alive.
 
   Alaana bent low to one of the large flat stones half-buried in the snow and ran her hand along its crusted surface.  “My apology,” she intoned, “for disturbing you in your slumber, friend stone.  As I am just a worthless shaman and good for little else but stumbling around in the dark, I beg your indulgence.  Did my Old Mother pass this way yesterday?”
 
   The old stone kindly gave up the memory, and Alaana saw the old woman looking about in a distressed state, clenching her parka against the driving snow, tears frozen to her cheeks.  Indeed she had passed very close to this particular rock, and Alaana noted well the direction in which she had been headed.
 
   “Thank you my friend.  Sleep well.”
 
   There was so little time.
 
   She bent close to her team and whispered in Yipyip’s ear.  “Take me to the Old Place, the Ring of Stones, as fast as you can.  It’s our only chance.  Understand?”
 
   The little dog fired off a pair of quick yips, and Alaana smiled.  She need never doubt as far as the feisty little dog was concerned.  “Good girl.”
 
   With a dull thump, she slapped Makaartunghak on his broad back.  Then she lay down on the sled.  She looped a pair of heavy sealskin thongs around waist and shoulders and fastened them to the platform.  When she was done she rocked herself from side to side to test the strength of her bonds.
 
   Ilimarpoq, the soul flight, was an art she knew well — after all, she had been taught this particular skill by Sila directly.  And yet, each time she released her inuseq from her body, Alaana was gripped by an uneasy feeling.  She struggled against it, shrugging off the doubt with a series of rhythmic breaths.  For to fly free, one must leave everything behind.  And that was not easy.  
 
   Her first sight as she rose up was her body lying unmoving on the sledge.  She saw herself in absolute clarity of detail — every fiber of the parka, every line of her face, each strand of hair.  She thought she must be dead, that perhaps she had made some fatal mistake in the separation, and a momentary panic flared up.  Then as the sled began to move into the storm she saw herself breathe, a shallow, slow movement of her chest, almost imperceptible.  And then she was too high up to see the body with any clarity; it had become a lifeless detail, lost in the haze of snow and wind.  
 
   No need to worry, she told herself.  She was in good hands.  Her trust in Yipyip was absolute.
 
   Alaana felt a rush of exhilaration.  She was free from gravity and all other worldly restrictions, cares and concerns.  She could fly; she could fly away.  She felt the pull of it, the lure of sweet oblivion, and thought how easy it would be to release.  And fade away.
 
   Suddenly her spirit-woman, untouchable by any earthly force, was jarred by a cool blast of wind.  These were the very fingers of Sila shaking her awake, offering a stark reminder that she had serious work to do.  Higilak.  The Anatatook.  Beluga Killer.
 
   First, she must find Higilak. 
 
    
 
   Ben huffed angrily as he watched Alaana walk away.  Did she think so little of him?  Of course he was just a normal man, and she was the almighty shaman.  Almighty, my foot, he thought.  How dare she cast him aside as if he were some weak, useless thing?  Did she really think so poorly of him?
 
   Of course not, he realized.  Ben had never known anyone quite like Alaana before.  He knew her mind almost as well as he knew her face.  And why not?  There was so little dishonesty in Alaana’s deep brown gaze.  He knew how desperately she wanted him to stay with her.  She didn’t want to push him away, but she would try to protect him even at the cost of losing him.  She did that for everyone.  She thought nothing of herself where others were concerned.
 
   He followed Alaana’s instruction, remaining at the kennel, watching her mount her sled.  Her movements seemed strange and listless.  She was obviously exhausted and must be near starving as well.  How stupid he felt.  He should have seen to it that she’d eaten something before setting off.  
 
   When he saw her lashing herself to the sled he stepped forward.  Something was very wrong.  She looked as if she’d already passed out.  But it was worse than that.  Even asleep one follows the movements of the sled with their body, but Alaana lay as stiffly as the dead. 
 
   He ran toward her through the slush.
 
   As the dogs began to haul away, he flung himself onto the sled. 
 
   For a moment all sensations, with the exception of cold and wet, were lost as the sled plunged into the swirling storm of snow.  Ben hugged tight to Alaana’s body to keep from falling off the small sled.  The gale howled in his ears, its voice the eerie whisperings of the newly dead and long forgotten.  The cold, wet slap of the wind pressed him down on her with backbreaking force.
 
   And then they had passed through.
 
   On the other side the tundra lay in calm repose, as quiet and serene as ever before.  The silver light of evening frosted the drifts as they extended across the plain in gentle ripples of white.  The great silence of the northlands hung over it all.  
 
   Ben looked back at the storm circling the Anatatook settlement.  As viewed from outside it seemed flimsy and pathetic, a desperate desire for vengeance that had stretched itself thin over many years. 
 
   He brushed clinging ice crystals from Alaana’s face.  Her skin felt waxy and unresponsive, and he realized what she had done.  Her soul was gone from her body.  He glanced up into the night sky as if he might see her hovering up there, but found only the Moon and the stars.  
 
   The sled rocked as the dogs made speed across the tundra, snapping off the spiky juts of ice the storm had thrust upward from the white wastes.  Ben feared the sealskin thongs binding Alaana might snap.  He hugged her close, embracing her lifeless form in a tender way he had never imagined possible.  It was an odd sensation, for he wouldn’t have contemplated this type of physical intimacy were she awake and alert.  And yet he felt a sense of comfort clinging close together in this strange way.  At least she wouldn’t fall off the sled.
 
   And asleep, her magic couldn’t hurt him.  But that wasn’t fair, he knew, because even if she were awake, she wouldn’t hurt him.  The time for misunderstandings between them was over.  In healing him, she had touched his soul.  He knew she wouldn’t hurt anyone unless there was no other way.  
 
   He held her then, pressing precious body heat against her unconscious body, keeping her warm.
 
    
 
   Traveling on the clouds, Alaana’s spirit-woman ranged far and wide in what seemed an instant.  Her vision was the spirit-vision, as sharp and clear in the night as it was in the daylight.  She saw the dull shimmer illuminating the ice and snow, the slumbering glow of each rock and stone; she saw the souls of the foxes deep within their burrows, the hares on their lonely midnight treks across the land, the sheltering herds of the caribou.  Amid these gentle souls, it was not difficult to find the raging ghost of Beluga Killer.
 
   Higilak stood helpless before it. 
 
   The bear loomed over the old woman, a spinning vortex of pure hatred, vengeance personified.  The ghost manifested itself out of countless shards of ice, hard as stone, sharp as any fang or claw.  This great mass of death churned and writhed in what looked to Alaana as maniacal glee at having its ultimate prey, so frail and defenseless, finally within its grasp.
 
   “Wait!  Stop!” Alaana screamed hopelessly as she rushed forward in a headlong plunge.  Her spirit-woman came crashing clumsily down into the bank of snow directly in front of Higilak.  The shaman was unharmed, but it took a moment to pull herself up.
 
   The bear’s ghost looked down at her with the chill gaze of eyes made of solid ice.  It regarded Alaana’s inuseq only fleetingly, as if finding her below its notice.  The wind rose up, caging the three of them in a circle of prickly frozen shards.  The shade of Beluga Killer sent a thundering roar echoing through the gale.  At long last, revenge was at hand.
 
   “Higilak, no!”  With great effort Alaana manifested her words so Higilak might hear.  She had so little strength left; she knew she must be brief.
 
   The old woman sniffed the air, and one eye squinted in recognition at the sound of Alaana’s voice in her head.
 
   “The people suffer for me, Alaana,” she said sadly.  “One village was consumed because of me.  Men, women and children.  No more.  I am old.  I am willing to die.”
 
   “But I am not willing to lose you.”  It was all she could say.  She had no more energy to waste on conversation. 
 
   Beluga Killer’s mouth fell open, releasing an overwhelming stench of rancid meat.  The icy mouth loomed large, full to bursting with glistening teeth capable of shredding flesh to the bone.  No one, thought Alaana, could willingly offer themselves up into that gaping maw.
 
   Higilak stepped forward.  “My body is old, just skin and bones.  And yet it will satisfy.  Let him have his final snack, Alaana.  Let him eat and be gone.”
 
   It was not her body Alaana was worried about at the moment.  It was her soul, a soul she had come to love as adoptive grandmother, trusted advisor and friend.  She would not see Higilak’s spirit ground forever in torment between the crushing jaws of that bear.
 
   She tore Old Manatook’s bear claw necklace from her neck.  The thong snapped, the claws running loose.  She let the spirit claws hang in the air, forming a circle about Higilak, the slender tips pointing outward.  Alaana sent a fleeting prayer to the Great Bear Tornarssuk, in hopes he might be persuaded to lend power to the ring of protection.  She felt nothing in response.  Either the great bear was still too tired from his work in shifting the mountain, or simply refused to get involved. 
 
   Beluga Killer’s ghost, seeing no real threat, lumbered forward.
 
   “Borghanu,” said Alaana.  “Let this woman be.  She was only a girl when she sliced you up, and you were already dead.  She meant you no harm.”
 
   The bear, called by its birth name, hesitated for a moment.  The ice shards grated against each other, crackling softly, a force of nature stilled by jagged uncertainty.  But for a moment only.  Then he came on again, fully intent on taking his prize.
 
   “Ursorsuuk!” shouted Alaana, repeating the name Balikqi had cited as Beluga Killer’s soul-name.  The bear stopped cold.  Its frozen eyes flashed, knowing a great weakness had been revealed, an avenue for harm had been opened into its soul.  
 
   Now is the moment, thought Alaana.  The spirit teeth shot out from the ring.  As they sped toward their target Alaana could feel the presence of her old teacher, could sense the old man’s steady hand on her shoulder, the musty smell of him, a fading echo of his grunt of approval.
 
   “Manatook…?” said Higilak weakly.
 
   Beluga Killer erupted into a howl of rage and terror as the spirit teeth cut across the form it had created, shredding chunks of ice from its chest and neck.  Biting deep, the barbs plunged into the ghost’s very soul.  The bear’s cry was a wail of pain, but not of death.
 
   Alaana flinched, knowing it would not be enough.  A bear merely wounded became twice as dangerous.  The sound of her own heartbeat laboring in her ears, she braced for her end.  Her inuseq might have flown away and saved herself, but she would not leave Higilak to face this monster alone.
 
   When death did not come, Alaana snapped back to attention.  The monster had left them.  Beluga Killer was gone. 
 
   Higilak staggered forward, shivering with cold and fear.  Alaana wished she could warm her, but she had nothing left.  
 
   “Manatook?” she said again, asking after her husband’s spirit.
 
   The old woman had no answer, except for the voice of Alaana ringing in her ears.  “Go to the Ring of Stones.  It’s not too far.  I’ll be there.  Hurry.”
 
    
 
   Alaana’s spirit-woman reclothed itself in her skin.  The sensation was that of melting, of liquid blubber poured into a mold, a surrender of spirit to the form of flesh.  She had never felt so exhausted.  For a moment she thought she didn’t have strength left to spark her body back to life.  
 
   She thought of Ben.
 
   She imagined the smell of his hair, pressed close to her face.  The sensation was impossibly fresh, as if it had just recently happened.
 
   She forced herself to take a deep breath.  The air was intensely cold, searing her lungs awake.  Alaana sputtered and coughed, groaning slightly.
 
   Her eyes popped open.  Ben looked down at her.  His lips were drawn tight, his brow creased with worry.  His hair smelled wonderful.
 
   Alaana flushed with embarrassment that he should see her like this, so weak and helpless, strapped down like a baby in the amaut to keep from falling off the sled.
 
   “You shouldn’t have come here,” she fumed.  “I told you to stay at the camp.”
 
   Ben smiled.  “I think I liked you better when you were dead.”
 
   Alaana, still bound by the sealskin thongs, struggled to get an arm free.  She half sat up but her arms were still too stiff and wooden to win loose.
 
   “Let me help,” Ben said.  He pressed her back down and began to untie the straps in a fatherly fashion that only heightened Alaana’s chagrin.
 
   Dawn had already come.  The brief summer night had dissolved into a terrific orange glow that cut across the horizon with such startling beauty it stole the breath from her lungs.  Yipyip had not let her down.  In the near distance stood the Ring of Stones, half buried in the salmon-tinted snow of the new day.  Around the ancient landmark lay a stretch of open tundra in every direction.  Alaana wanted to stash Ben away somewhere like a treasure in a cache but there was no place to hide here, only an empty plain and the Ring of Stones.  No way to keep him out of sight.
 
   “Of all the senseless things for a man to do…” she grumbled.  
 
   “You sound like such a crotchety old grandmother,” returned Ben.  “Shaman or not, I can help.”
 
   “You want to help, help me to get up,” she grumbled, angry only at herself.
 
   Her arms felt tingly and numb, reminding her how close she had come to death itself.  She felt like a helpless babe and appreciated Ben’s strength as he propped her up.  There was no point in being angry.  He had been very brave to come here, risking himself for her sake.
 
   As she stirred, Alaana saw the physical remnant of the bear claw necklace, still hanging about her neck, crumble away.  Its spirit consumed in the battle, the okamak had become so much lifeless dust.  Alaana dipped her head in a silent gesture of thanks to her friend and teacher, Old Manatook.
 
   “What is this place?” Ben asked.
 
   “The Old Place,” she answered.  “The Ring of Stones.  A place of power and legend.  The souls of many Tunrit are buried here.”
 
   “Tunrit?  Surely they weren’t real?  I thought those were just stories for children.”
 
   “No. They were here.  They ruled Nunatsiaq long before our people walked the snows.”
 
   Alaana was intimately familiar with the legends of the Tunrit, a race of ancient beings who preceded the arrival of humans in the northlands.  They had tamed the land and made it habitable, favoring stone houses and gigantic hewn monuments.  The Tunrit invented the bow and arrow and the leister, the stone weirs for fishing, and the cairns that lead the caribou to the special crossing places.  When the time of mankind eventually dawned, the Tunrit greeted them with equanimity and legendary forbearance.  They taught men the ways of the hunt and knowledge of the turgats and the other great spirits, enabling them to survive even as the Tunrit themselves gradually became extinct.  Much was owed to them.
 
   Ben shook his head.  “What can the Tunrit have to do with us?  With Higilak?”
 
   “Higilak,” repeated Alaana distractedly.  She turned to the north but there was no sign of the old woman against the unbroken plain of snow and ice.  She wondered if she should take the sled and go after her but there was so little time.  Worse yet, the snow had begun to take to the air.  For now it wafted lazily about on a gentle whisper of wind, but there was a growing purpose to its movements and direction.
 
   “Something terrible is coming, isn’t it?” asked Ben. 
 
   “Retribution.”
 
   “We have to do something.  We have to stop it.”
 
   “Keep watch.  Higilak will come from the north.  It follows her.  She’ll be tired and weak.  Help her.  Bring her within the circle.”
 
   “And if the monster should come first?”  
 
   Alaana looked away.  There was little help for any of them unless she had time to finish her work.  “Then we’ll all die.”
 
   Ben tugged at her shoulder, turning her back around.  His eyes bored uncomfortably into her own.  If it was reassurance he was looking for, she was hard pressed to provide any.  She wanted to throw herself into his arms, but there was no time for that.  Not here, not now.
 
   “Are you afraid?” she asked.
 
   Ben set his lips into a defiant grin.  His eyes were clear.  “Does a man feel fear as he stands beside the shaman?”
 
   “I guess not,” said Alaana.  She wished she could say the same for herself.  The corrupted soul they were up against was unlike anything she had ever faced before, a monstrous and savage killer fueled by sixty years of hatred.  She handed Ben the lead traces for the sled.  “Hurry,” she said.  “Higilak is out there alone.  Find her.  Bring her here.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   THE RING OF STONES
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Ring of Stones was incomplete.  Most of the pillars still stood, huge gray boulders hewn by a race of primordial men who lived in forever darkness at the dawn of time.  Wide capstones crossed the columns lengthwise at the four directional points of the circle.  Alaana walked over to one of the stones which had toppled ages ago.  She felt insignificant in its shadow, her footsteps small compared to the legendary strides of those who had built this place.
 
   “Shadowed ones, eternal ones, those who stand,” she intoned, “Always remembered, never forgotten…”  She ran the palm of her hand along the pitted surface of the fallen stone.  Great power had resided here once; she could still feel its echo, a distant hum through her fingertips.
 
   “In those dim dark days you stood straight and tall, touching the sky.  Well you served those that we call the Tunrit.  My heart breaks to see you brought low, ignored and in disrepair.  I want to see you useful and strong in your power again.” 
 
   Alaana felt the inua of the great stones begin to stir.  There were twelve of them in all, spirits older than any she had ever encountered before and their slumber was a deep one.  She felt as if she were in the presence of a dozen great grandfathers, wise beyond mortal ken and implacable as time itself.  The gulf of the years was so vast she was drawn into its depths, and had to fight to keep her footing solidly in the present. 
 
   She glimpsed the ring as it had stood in times of old when it was new.
 
   “I want to see you standing tall again as you were meant to stand.  A perfect circle, all of a piece.  I am but a wretched and useless little shaman who stands in awe of your great power.  But I have need of you.  Wake up.  Wake up.”
 
   Foreboding purple clouds had snuck up on her, gathering in the sky above the ring of standing stones.  A fierce wind blew down from the north.
 
   Alaana recalled her visit here with Old Manatook years ago.  She remembered the names Old Manatook had used.  “Aagdru, Yug, Yaavaad,” she intoned, “Hear my call.  Yihood, awake dear brother.  Oogdith, awaken to me.”  
 
   There was the sound, incredibly loud, of the world flexing muscles it had long forgotten.  A crackle of lightning raced across the sky.  
 
   Suddenly the landscape erupted with a startling lurch.  Great gouts of earth and cracked ice were hurled into the air.
 
   Slowly, ponderously, the two stones that lay askew rose up into their ancient places, bringing the fallen capstone along with them in their struggle to once again stand upright.  The circle reformed.  Alaana felt its great throbbing power restored.  This was a place of mystery and of destiny, one she wished she could someday come to comprehend.
 
   “Welcome, Brother Stones,” said Alaana.
 
   Ben, standing beside her, let out a startled gasp.  He stared at her with a completely awestruck expression.  “How did you do that?”
 
   “I asked politely.”
 
   Ben had Higilak with him, supporting the old woman by an arm draped around her chest.
 
   Higilak was barely able to speak.  Frost had gathered on her eyebrows, and her face was deathly pale.  “It comes again, Alaana.  As it must.  Please leave me to it.  I couldn’t stand to be the cause of your death.  Not you.”
 
   “Maybe none of us have to die today.”  She felt flush with a surge of renewed strength in the wake of her interaction with the stones.  This was an important place.  She had done well in restoring it.
 
   Higilak’s knees gave way and she stumbled.  Alaana helped Ben ease her to the ground.  
 
   The young shaman called her dogs to enter the circle.  Makaartunghak curled his massive form around Higilak’s waist, covering half her body in his luxuriant fur.  Then Yipyip added her spirit flame to warm them.  
 
   “I can feel it,” Ben said. “Under my skin, tearing at me.”  
 
   Alaana reached for him, but he shook her off, a faraway look on his face. 
 
   “Feel what?” she asked.
 
   “The white bear.  It’s almost here.”
 
   Alaana could not understand this.  “You can see it?” 
 
   “No,” he said, squirming as if he felt the flames of Beluga Killer’s fury licking at his skin.  He looked desperately at Alaana.  “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Get with the others,” she said, pushing him back toward Higilak and the dogs.  She ran to the exact center of the ring and bent to sweep the slush from a circular keystone on the ground.  It was a very old stone, gray and pitted.  As she touched it Alaana felt its pulse, the swirl of cosmic energies trapped within now augmented by the rearrangement of the stones.  
 
   She began a slow and steady pattern of breathing and a dull rhythmic chant.  Again she recalled her previous visit to this place and the way Old Manatook had conjured a vision out of the past.  
 
   The keystone had seen the eons pass; there were memories locked inside it which spanned the entire life of the arctic wastes.  It would take a lifetime to digest all its memories and secrets.  Alaana watched them stretch backward.  Using the memories of the Grandfather Stone as her guide she felt the seasons drifting past in patterns of dark and light, the years peeling and falling away like finely boiled meat parting from the bone.  Her spirit left her body again, traveling the pathways of time, back to the darkest age of the world.  Into the dark time.  Into the shadowy world of the spirits of the Tunrit.
 
   She found them there, in the long ago.  Three of them, huddled around a fire, their backs to her.  It was dark, as it was always dark where they lived, the flickering firelight a tiny beacon in a seemingly endless expanse of night.  Their bulky outlines inspired a monumental sense of reverence in Alaana.  She heard the cracking of bones and the ripping apart of flesh and sinew, the low murmur of voices.  She smelled meat cooking, an unfamiliarly pungent type of game cleaved from the haunches of a beast long extinct.
 
   Their language was not a happy sound.  Spoken in low tones, it was the sound of strife and struggle and survival under the harshest conditions imaginable. 
 
   She stood in awe of them.  They were so much more than men. 
 
   But how to get them to help?  She didn’t know their language.
 
   One of them turned his huge head.  The Tunrit looked directly at Alaana for a moment then looked away.  She thought it had seen her but must surely have thought her a worthless shadow, small and weak and insignificant. 
 
   She didn’t know what to do.  What care could they have for her?  Filled with self-doubt and uncertainty, she felt the tug of the eons forcing her back to her own time, to Higilak and Ben and her dogs.  She must not fail.  But there seemed nothing to do except surrender to the pull and go back.
 
   As she emerged from the trance she noticed the sky had darkened considerably with the approaching storm.  The northern lights crackled above, painting the clouds in eerie shades of pink and purple.  Alaana strained to keep the path open, a rearrangement of time she could not hold for much longer.
 
   Yipyip barked a desperate note of warning.  Recognizing her tone, Makaartunghak stood to attention.  His tufted ears pointed forward as he jumped up from the old woman.  His sharp gaze probed the terrain ahead, a snarl forming on his lips.
 
   “Get back!” Alaana said, motioning the others to the rear of the circle.  The bear’s ghost had entered the ring.  It wore a semblance of flesh and blood, wreathed in dark black smoke.  It had been damaged by Alaana’s previous attack.  Rotting fur dropped in clumps from its chest, dripping black gore, the hair burned away where the spirit claws had struck.  Beluga Killer’s face was a nightmare of slavering jaws, bared teeth and hateful, merciless eyes.
 
   As the bear came raging on, the spirits of three Tunrit warriors appeared at the central pedestal.  Giant in stature, they each stood twice as tall as Alaana.  Even dressed in bulky clothing, heavy bear skins and the hides of wooly animals long since gone from the earth, she could tell by their movements that their bodies were heavily muscled.  Most impressive of all were the massive heads atop the shoulders, with jutting brows and ponderous jaws set with grim determination.  Their appearance left no doubt they were superhuman primordial beings, such as had not been seen on this world for centuries. 
 
   But no, there were more than three.  There was one other, almost out of sight, hidden by the passage of the others.  In their midst one moment, then off to the side, glimpsed, never clearly seen.
 
   The bear howled in senseless rage. 
 
   Guided by instinct, Makaartunghak wanted to go at it.  Even he, dull-witted to spiritual things, could sense the threatening presence of an instinctual enemy.  Alaana tried to hold him back, but she wasn’t strong enough to restrain the big dog until Ben grabbed the harness as well.
 
   The three ghost warriors darted forward.  There was no sign of the fourth, the shadowy figure that had appeared before, just out of sight.  
 
   The three Tunrit fanned out, presenting a wide target for the oncoming bear.  Even with their great size, Beluga Killer loomed tall above them.  And yet they moved with supreme confidence.  They began an attack in unison, with spear thrusts coordinated by training and practice.  The bear knew no such strategy; it only came wildly at them, charging one and then the other with a quick swipe of a massive paw, trying to close with any one of the three.  The Tunrit dodged the blows with a sure-footed sidestep and a stabbing parry of spear.  Alaana was amazed at their speed.  In this dance of brutal savagery against intelligence and skill, the ghosts of the Tunrit clearly had advantage.  They evaded the bear’s attacks, acting in support of each other to delay and distract.  Incredibly, they seemed to be enjoying the battle.  Their laughter was an impressive sound, a deep rattle like two rocks grating upon one another.
 
   “What’s happening?” Ben asked.  He stared blindly forward, moving his head around as if chasing at shadows.
 
   “I’ve brought us some allies from out of the past,” said Alaana.  “They’ve closed with the bear.”
 
   Beluga Killer, now maddened by its lack of success, spun wildly around.  In addition to the previous wounds it was now bleeding from spear points along either flank.  The bear became increasingly careless, but it would not retreat.  It broke through their line.  With a bold swipe it took one of the spears through its paw and kept on coming, colliding with one of the Tunrit and knocking him bloody to the ground.  The spear shaft still jutting through its paw Beluga Killer swung at the downed man again, but was stopped by the other two who took advantage of the moment to drive home their spears from opposite sides.  One of them hit it in the chest, while the other drove a sharp point through the kidney.  To Alaana’s surprise the bold Tunrit did not fall back after striking, as any of the Anatatook might have done, but instead drove forward, twisting their weapons and pressing their attack even as Beluga Killer fell crashing down on the ice.
 
   “It’s dying,” said Ben.  “I can feel it fading away.  A ghost can’t die, can it?”
 
   Alaana had no answer.  She watched as the shade of Beluga Killer dissolved into a flash of dull white smoke under the Tunrit assault.  With one lingering moan, a final plea for lost vengeance, it shimmered faintly and was gone.
 
   The fallen Tunrit warrior was severely wounded, but the others offered him no aid as he staggered to his feet.  In unison the three raised a single cheer of victory, a joyous grunt of triumph, then returned to the grim figures from the distant past.  Alaana wanted to thank them but, stuck halfway in another time, they didn’t see her.
 
   As the warriors approached the portal at the center of the ring Alaana caught sight of the shadowy figure of the fourth Tunrit, now standing at the far end of the enclosure, half hidden between two of the standing stones.
 
   Although partially obscured by rinds of thick black mist, Alaana recognized him from one of the crude paintings on the cave wall at Black Face.  The overlarge head was covered by a rough hood of tan hide.  The hood was featureless except where two circles drawn in charcoal marked the eyes.  Between the folds of his soot-colored furs Alaana saw an armored chest plate made of rows of animal teeth.  The Sorcerer lifted a hand toward the mask covering his face.  The fingers, wasted and crooked, were almost completely blackened by exposure to frost.  Amid the frost scars, the nails had grown long and sinister as claws.
 
   Alaana’s attention was drawn back to the keystone as the door she had opened crashed shut.  The outlines of the Tunrit faded away and were gone.  
 
   When she looked again toward the Sorcerer, he was no longer there.
 
   “This was a mistake, Alaana,” said Higilak.  “A terrible mistake.”
 
   “You’ll live to see many more days, Old Mother,” she said.
 
   “Perhaps, but what of the price?”
 
   “I was responsible,” Alaana said.  “I brought it here.”
 
   “No,” said Higilak, “I did.  Oh, Alaana, don’t you see what you’ve done?  My father made a mistake.  And like it or not, I was a part of that.  When that creature came calling for its justice my dear husband saved me.  And that was wrong.  And he should have known better but he was blinded…”
 
   “By love?” asked Alaana.
 
   “Yes, I suppose,” replied the old woman.  “But that’s no excuse.  Old Manatook forestalled justice, burying that monster under the glacier.  And what became of that, Alaana?  It couldn’t stand.  The world would not let it stand.  The balance was distorted, and it found a way to bring vengeance back around again.  Through you.”
 
   “Moving the glacier back was the right thing to do,” said Alaana.  
 
   “Yes, it was.  And then vengeance came around again.  As it must.  It came for me.”
 
   “I couldn’t let that thing have you, Higilak,” said Alaana solemnly.
 
   “But you should have.  You made the same mistake as Old Manatook, my dear sweet girl.”  Higilak reached out, stroking the side of Alaana’s face.  “I’m sorry.  I thought we had taught you better.  Don’t you see?  There will be a reckoning for this.”
 
   She would say no more, but simply marched off in the direction of the sled. 
 
   Alaana stood crestfallen.  Just a moment ago she’d been exhilarated by the thrill of victory.  She had thought herself quite clever. 
 
   “Do you think she’s right?” asked Ben.
 
   “What’s done is done,” said Alaana.  “If there’s a price to pay for Higilak’s life, I’ll face it when the time comes.”
 
   She made her way toward the sled, trailed by the pair of dogs.  But when Ben didn’t follow she turned back.  “Let’s get away from here.”
 
   Ben cast a final look about the Ring of Stones.  It was not a look of appreciation, Alaana thought, but of deep apprehension.
 
   “What about the other?”
 
   Alaana felt a terrible sinking feeling.  “What other?”
 
   “I saw one of them.  One of the Tunrit standing there.”  He indicated a spot at the edge of the ring.  “A giant in dark furs.”
 
   “You saw him?” asked Alaana incredulously.
 
   “Yes.  He looked right at me.  Alaana, his eyes were hot as flame.”
 
   Alaana had seen no such thing.  To her eyes, the Sorcerer’s face had been completely covered by the hood. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   SOUL  LIGHTS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ben studied Alaana’s profile as she gazed intently at the lake shore.  He knew she was looking with her spirit-vision, but he couldn’t see any difference in the deep brown luster of her eyes.
 
   “Tell me what you see,” he said.  “How do you do it?”
 
   Alaana shrugged.  “How can I say?  A way of seeing with the inner eyes, the soul.  I don’t have the words to tell it.”
 
   “Try, Alaana.  Try.”
 
   She paused, turning her calmly reassuring gaze his way.  Ben thought he detected a hint of a smile behind her pursed lips.  What was she up to?  
 
   She gestured toward the brimming water and the people in scattered clumps along the shore.  “When I look at a person with the sight, I can see them in four different ways at once.  I see what they look like, how they feel, what they dream, and where they’re headed all at the same time.”
 
   “What do you mean where they’re headed?” he asked.  “You can see what will happen?”
 
   Alaana smiled uncertainly.  “Not sharp and clear.  Just hints and suggestions.”
 
   “What types of things?”
 
   “Many fat fish will fill the weir this summer.  And Aquppak will break the record tally for bucks this season.”
 
   “That’s not hard to predict.”
 
   “No.  I guess not.  He is the best.”  Alaana glanced again at him, but looked quickly away.  “Everybody loves him,” she added.
 
   “He’s a fine hunter,” Ben said dismissively.  He knew that the two of them had been friends since childhood.  It had been Aquppak, a bit of an outcast himself, who had stood beside Alaana when the other children had turned away.  
 
   Alaana shrugged.  “There’s a lot more to him than just what people can see.  It’s not so easy to fool the shaman, you know.”
 
   Ben smiled.  “Alaana I wish there was some way I could see what you see.”
 
   Now the smile that had been hiding beneath her detached exterior blossomed.  It was amazing how such a rare expression lit up Alaana’s otherwise plain face.  “Perhaps you can.  Let me take your hand for a moment.”
 
   Ben gave her a skeptical look.  Not long ago he would not even have considered such a thing.  But lately he’d grown more comfortable with the idea, and he’d found his thoughts turning toward Alaana quite frequently.
 
   “I spoke wrongly just then,” she said.  “It’s not perhaps.  It has to be definite.  Definitely you can.”
 
   “When we spoke once before, you said it was impossible.”
 
   “I’ve discovered a way,” she said forcefully.  “It is possible.  See?  I’ll make the arrangements.”  She spit into the palm of her right hand and rubbed the two vigorously together, then held it out for him.  
 
   “That’s it?” he said, smiling.
 
   “You took my hand once before,” she said casually, referring to the moment when she had rescued him from the Yupikut camp. 
 
   “So I did.”  As Ben slipped his hand into hers, he felt a strange tingling sensation and a surprising warmth.  
 
   “What have you done?” he asked, pulling back slightly.  She did not tighten her grip, allowing him to take the hand back if he wanted.  He didn’t let go.
 
   “My sight will pass to your eyes,” she said, “but only for a short while.”
 
   He held fast.  She was serious.  It was true.
 
   With a bright flash, everything changed.
 
   The world suddenly became intensely bright and miraculously alive.  Even the most ordinary objects seemed to sparkle as if sunlight was striking wet snow, and everything was wet snow.  The sky shimmered, the snow glistened, the mountain cliffs stood outlined in precise craggy detail.  The very air sparked and scintillated with the breath of life.
 
   “Look at the snipes,” she suggested.
 
   An arrow point of little brown birds cut across the sky.  And in the breast of each, Ben could see the bird’s stunning soul-light.  
 
   “It’s so bright,” he said.  “It’s like fire.”
 
   “It’s not just lights.  It’s life.”
 
   His heart skipped a beat.  “You’re right.  There are no words.  Oh, look, the cloud has one too!”
 
   “Yes.  The cloud has a spirit light too.  To me it looks much the same as the water.  I’ve never understood that.”
 
   Ben was barely listening; he had turned his head.  The lake!  He rushed forward, dragging Alaana along.  The lake was marvelous.  The vast shimmering sheet of the water was spectacular enough in itself, but below the surface he saw an entire world of soul-lights.  They swam and danced, darting this way and that, bubbling up to the surface then dipping back below.  “Oh!  It’s incredible!”
 
   Alaana felt Ben tighten his grip on her hand as if to better enable the vision.  Or was that perhaps a glimmer of fondness he was showing?  It was so hard to know, but she imagined it was the latter.
 
   “Look!” Ben gasped.  “The people!”
 
   “Yes,” she said. “The people.  The people are the most wonderful of all.”
 
   Ben pointed toward a circle on the beach where a group of women squatted among their children, passing gossip.  Amauraq was braiding Agruta’s hair, while Pilarqaq fussed over her little daughter.  
 
   “The children,” said Ben, “They’re so beautiful.  But wait.  What’s that?  Why does Pilarqaq have two lights?”
 
   Alaana laughed softly.  “You see the new life in her belly.”
 
   “She’s pregnant?” 
 
   “As you see.  She doesn’t even know it yet herself.”
 
   Ben tugged at Alaana’s hand.  “There’s someone there next to Ivalu.  Is that… Alaana, is that a ghost?”
 
   “It’s Ipalook.  He was killed in the Yupikut raid.”
 
   “It’s horrible,” said Ben, though he did not look away.  The figure of Ipalook appeared faded and worn.  His spirit-light was a dull glow enveloping the entire shape of the body rather than a scintillating brilliance centered within the heart.  Ipalook stood behind his wife, bending over her.  Arms outstretched, his hands hovered above her shoulders but did not touch them.
 
   Ben shuddered.  “He tries to get her attention, but she can’t see him.”
 
   “He only wants to protect his wife.” 
 
   “Does he know he’s dead?  Does he know you can see him?”
 
   Alaana grunted softly.  “He can not notice me.  He only has eyes for his family.”
 
   “Shouldn’t you do something?  It’s so sad.  How can you stand it?”
 
   “He’ll go away in time, when he’s ready.  He’s not hurting anyone.”
 
   Eager to see more, Ben walked along the beach, keeping Alaana in tow. 
 
   Kigiuna sat in the shade of the cliff, working at some piece of his carving.  He smiled as he glanced at them from beneath hooded lids, no doubt noticing the way they held hands.
 
   Krabvik, the old crazy man, kneeled directly in front of them, rolling his pair of seal skulls in and out of the breaking water.  “He thinks they’re the souls of his two dead sons,” explained Alaana.
 
   Ben looked closely.  “They’re not.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   As they passed the old man, they heard him asking the skulls if they were tired of playing in the water, and whether they might want something to eat.
 
   Anaktuvik was running his dogs along the beach, training them with the whip.  Ben examined the soul-lights of the animals intently, remarking on their strength and fortitude, and the playfulness of the pups. 
 
   Tugtutsiak had enlisted some of the men to help stow his umiak atop a crest of flat rocks.  At the moment, Iggianguaq seemed to have the full weight of the boat braced upon his thick, upstretched arms.  He was a large and powerfully-built man.  As yet unmarried, he had tentatively attached himself to Tugtutsiak’s household after the death of his adoptive father Kanak. 
 
   “He’s so strong,” remarked Ben.
 
   “Iggy?  Yes, that’s why we call him the Big Mountain.”
 
   “No.  I meant Tugtutsiak.”
 
   “Oh.  Yes he is,” said Alaana.  “But he’s disappointed.  No whale this year.”  Having missed the spring migration, Tugtutsiak had brought the Anatatook to his favorite spot — a natural channel between the landfast ice and the thicker pack ice of the sea.  He had hoped to catch a stray bowhead heading south to the summer feeding grounds along the coast.  His skinboat crew had spent half a moon out on the sea facing hunger, dull monotony and numbing cold with nothing to show for their troubles. 
 
   “I see it!” said Ben.  “Disappointment!  It has a color and a texture like oil.”  He tore his eyes away from the headman and added, “You would never know it simply to look at him.”
 
   “People can hide their feelings,” said Alaana.  “But the soul always speaks true.”
 
   Maguan and Avilik came plodding up the beach, each with a gathering of driftwood under their arms.  Maguan carried a single long bone from a whale.  He glanced over at Tugtutsiak.
 
   “They’re jealous,” said Ben.  Already he was becoming adept at reading the lights.  “And look!  I can see their boat!  In a few more years, they’ll have it done.”
 
   “It’s going to be a fine boat.  They have no doubt.”
 
   “And what about me?”
 
   Ben stopped.  He looked down at himself, nearly panting with excitement.
 
   Alaana laughed. “Don’t you know your own feelings without trying to look?”
 
   “Yes.  I just wanted to know if I could see myself.”
 
   “You can’t.”
 
   “No, I can’t,” he said, looking up.  “And now it’s all fading away,” he added sadly.  “Alaana, what do you see when you look at me?”
 
   Alaana hesitated not a bit.  She said, “A beautiful young man, the most beautiful soul I’ve ever seen.  One that was damaged at first, trampled and burned.”
 
   “You saw?”
 
   “I saw something terrible,” she said softly.  “At first.  But the summer comes again, the wind sweeps fresh snow over the charred hearth, covering the scar.  The petals of the rare summer bloom open again.  Warmth comes back, opening up.  Slowly.”
 
   Tears formed in the wells of his eyes.  He quickly blotted them out; he wouldn’t ever let anyone see him cry again.  Not even tears of joy.  When he had blinked the tears away he found the spirit-vision had gone.  He realized he had been so preoccupied with the wonder of it, with the birds and the sea and the people, he had squandered his chance.  If he had only gazed upon Alaana with the sight, he might’ve seen her hopes and dreams revealed as plainly as the rest.  Then again, Ben didn’t need the sight to read her hopes and dreams.  They were written plainly on her face whenever she looked at him.
 
   “Can you see what lays ahead for me?” he asked.
 
   “No.  Not my own.  And not yours.”
 
   “I wonder what that means?” he asked coyly.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said.  “You can let go of my hand now.”
 
   But he didn’t let go.  He suggested they continue their walk.  
 
   “You did well for your fist time,” she said.  “It took me, oh, at least a full year to understand what I could see.  And it wasn’t easy, discovering the way.”
 
   “From what I hear, I think I may have had a more kindhearted teacher than you did.  Did you ever walk along the beach hand in hand with Old Manatook?”  
 
   Alaana laughed.  “No.”  
 
   Ben squeezed her hand slightly and she thought perhaps they were both discovering the way. 
 
   A shouted voice: “Get away from my woman!  You hear me!  You don’t touch her ever again.”
 
   Ben released Alaana’s hand.  They spun around to see Aquppak cutting across the beach.  His outburst had drawn a fair amount of attention from the Anatatook all along the shore.
 
   “Alaana’s not your woman,” said Ben plainly. 
 
   Aquppak grabbed Ben’s light summer parka by the chest flaps.  “Don’t get in my way, cripple.”
 
   He released the parka immediately as if with a mild sting, and stared down at his hands.  His handsome face grew hard and deadly serious.  He frowned and shook out his fingers.
 
   “I’m not afraid of you Alaana.  And I’m not impressed by your little tricks.  You’re going to be my wife.  Right now.  Today.” 
 
   “She doesn’t belong to you,” said Ben again.  Alaana began to speak out in protest, but found it was already too late.  Aquppak had struck Ben full in the face with his balled fist.  Ben staggered backwards in surprise, but didn’t fall.  Acting with the instincts of the hunter, Aquppak charged forward to press the attack.  They scuffled, but with his left arm still weak and nearly useless Ben was no match for Aquppak.  He struck Ben twice more and sent him sprawling to the frosted beach.  
 
   “Stop it!” shouted Alaana.  
 
   “Just say you’ll come with me,” said Aquppak. 
 
   He pulled back his fist, this time slow enough that Alaana had time to react.  The situation had changed.  Aquppak smiled grimly, no longer the hunter combating his prey; he was now already the victor, tormenting his kill.  Alaana grabbed for his arm but Aquppak’s fist surged forward again.  This time it came back dripping with Ben’s blood.  Aquppak stared at the red smear on his fist for a moment then straightened himself up.
 
   “You’re coming with me,” he said flatly.  “If I have to throw you over my shoulder and carry you.”
 
   “No, I’m not.” 
 
   “You are coming with me.”  He grabbed her by the wrist.
 
   Both Maguan and Kigiuna were rushing to the scene, shouting and trailing a score of men, but it was clear neither could reach the conflict in time.  It had all happened so fast.
 
   “What’s going on here?” Kigiuna demanded to know.
 
   “I’m taking Alaana for my wife.  You know, the old fashioned way.  It’s the same way you carried off your own wife, and half the men here.”
 
   It was true.  Alaana had heard the story often enough.  But usually such things were arranged ahead of time and the woman’s resistance merely for show.  
 
   Aquppak turned Alaana by the shoulder and grabbed her hair.  She resisted, trying to spin herself out of his grasp.  Aquppak snickered, his eyes raking across the crowd of people who had gathered.  
 
   “Let them all see a man take his wife,” he said, a smirk on his face.  He grabbed a handful of her hair, wrapped it around his fist and pulled.
 
   Alaana yelped.  The crowd burst forth in a torrent of startled gasps and murmurs, mixed with an occasional cheer of approval.  Aquppak grabbed her by the waist and tried to throw her up on his shoulder.
 
   Ben rose to his feet, though he felt lightheaded, blood dripping from his nose and split lip.  He made a move to take the fight to Aquppak again but a hand on his shoulder held him back.  It was Kigiuna. 
 
   He stepped forward, leveling his blue eyes at Aquppak.  “I don’t think my daughter wishes to go with you.”
 
   “You can try and stop me, Kigiuna,” said Aquppak.  “But she’s mine.”  He turned toward Alaana and said, “I don’t mind if you struggle just a little.  You must demonstrate your virtue, after all.”  The smugness of his tone stabbed at her heart.  
 
   She twisted to the side, drawing the small paring knife she always kept concealed in her boot.  She ran the blade hard across the back of Aquppak’s hand. 
 
   With a howl of pain and surprise, Aquppak dropped his prospective wife into the snow.  
 
   “I belong to no one,” she spat, recovering herself. 
 
   Aquppak’s face flushed.  Some resistance was expected.  A woman might bite an ear or press a finger into an eye, or perhaps scratch the face or bloody her suitor’s nose as her family’s honor demanded. 
 
   But a blooded knife was real trouble.
 
   No man would want for a wife someone who might be crazy enough to stab him in the night.
 
   Alaana glared at him.  No one was going to take her against her will.  That was certain.  To her, Aquppak was now revealed as a bully and a wretch.
 
   “Is this the kind of woman we have here now?” asked Aquppak.  “She comes at a man with a knife?”
 
   The crowd fell back.  The fight over, they sought to ease the embarrassment of their favorite son.  From what Aquppak could hear of their mutterings his reputation was still mostly intact. 
 
   “She’s not just any woman,” said Kigiuna.  “You don’t carry off the shaman.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   PUTUGUK
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was a bright summer day. 
 
   The sun rose gloriously, heading straight for the apex of the sky.  It might not set again for a full turning of the Moon.  Putuguk felt its warmth on his face even as the morning air chilled his weary bones.  Dressed in a light summer parka he trudged through the soft trail, marking time as he left the Anatatook settlement behind. 
 
   Progress was slow going uphill.  His legs carried him reluctantly up the slope, knees screaming their protest at every step.  Also he suffered pains in the chest — it seemed he could barely move the air in his lungs sometimes.  
 
   I can still walk, he thought.  I can still walk away.
 
   It would have been easier with a harpoon stick to lean on but he couldn’t hold anything in palsied fingers.  Today, his hands shook uncontrollably.  And his legs were not much better.  Struggle.  Each step was a struggle.  But he was used to struggle.  All his life. 
 
   He was glad no one witnessed this pitiful effort, his shaky crawl up the ridge.  The band would be moving away soon.  He only needed to get out of sight so that Tiki wouldn’t come after.  He couldn’t stand it if he heard her voice calling out to him just now, looking for him; he couldn’t bear that. 
 
   His stomach growled its displeasure.  There had been no breakfast.  Summer caribou meat was so lean and tough, impossible for him to chew.  And he dare not awaken Tiki to cut it up and pound it for him.  So he walked alone, with empty stomach.
 
   Yipyip trailed at the old man’s heels.  Putuguk chased the little black dog away with a feeble kick that was only a whisper movement of leg.  Offer of company refused.  “Now I go alone.”
 
   Putuguk had no dogs of his own.  What kind of a man is that, Aquppak had griped at him often.  What kind of life is that?  A damn good one, thought Putuguk.  A damn good one.  And Aquppak would have plenty of dogs of his own in time. 
 
   Mounting the crest was hard, painful work.  At the summit of the hill Putuguk stared out anxiously at the long flat snow plain below.  His breath caught in his throat.  He was actually going to go through with it.  About to leave life.  Abandon the world that was so beautiful.
 
   He pulled a deep breath into his tightening chest.  Yes, he was going to do it.
 
   His aching back begged to lie down and legs yearned to fold themselves beneath him.  Despite the sun, the cold had already seeped into the folds of his summer parka.  The garment was badly worn, so thin and almost without any hairs left.  But he hadn’t wanted to take any of the good clothes.  Just a little way farther, he told himself, and they would never find him. 
 
   A handful of lemmings ran past.  They erupted from the snow bank, frightened out of their burrows by his clumsy passage.  A pair of the creatures paused for a moment, their pointed noses and tiny charcoal eyes fixed on him.  With an indignant flash of whiskers they ran on.  
 
   Putuguk overbalanced on the way down the slope and fell into the icy slush.  Not yet, he told himself.  He had not gone far enough away.  But it was so difficult to raise himself up.  His back aching.  Violent pains in both knees and hips.  He pushed at the sun-thawed snow like a baby, his arms useless. 
 
   Grunting softly into the morning air, Putuguk raised himself up.  He leaned forward, putting all his weight directly above the knees.  What he wouldn’t have given at that moment for a sturdy tent pole and a good arm with which to use it.  No matter.  With the utmost exertion he could make his legs stand up.  He knew that.  He could still do that.  
 
   But he could not go much farther.
 
   An icy wind bit at his face, but it was welcome.  It worked behind him, wiping away the tracks of his passage as he walked on.
 
   He imagined his grandchildren coming after him, heard an echo of their laughter, their dull footfalls in the snow.  Millik.  Inaloo. 
 
   “Are you leaving now Papa?” they might ask him.  But that was just imagination, no need to answer.  Can’t bear to answer.  They weren’t really there anyway, he knew.  So why answer?
 
   He thought of his father Patagona and his mother Nannua and how much he had loved them.  He remembered his two brothers and sisters, also long gone.  Having lived so many years he had left so many treasured people behind, including his son and his lovely wife, killed in a landslide.  His dead wife and children — the knife never dulls, does it?  But now, Putuguk told himself, he would suffer the knife thrust of their loss one more time and once more only. 
 
   Looking back, he recalled a long stream of those left behind.  While Putuguk thought it was nice to think about them sometimes he believed one must not spend too much time looking over one’s shoulder.  Looking forward there were also a stream of people — the new people.  Children and grandchildren and loved ones down the line whose acquaintance he had not even made yet.  And never would.  But they follow all the same. 
 
   Again he thought he heard the voices of his two sweet granddaughters asking, “Are you leaving now, Papa?”  Yes, he thought to answer.  Yes, I am. 
 
   Putuguk felt the soft snow slap his face.  He rolled onto his back. 
 
   It felt good for legs and back to lie down.  It was a relief to know he would never have to get up again.  
 
   He remembered.  He remembered being a child, a young boy playing in the snow — it might have been this same snow, this same hillock; he didn’t know.  He had a particular dog that he loved, a stark white huskie his father had named Arouk, but which he called White Snow.  As a boy of six winters he was almost the same size as Arouk as the two of them rolled in the snow.  The big dog loved to play and nipped only rarely, just a gentle bite on the bottom.  Putuguk felt its cold wet nose against his cheek, its rough tongue lapping his face.  His father always took White Snow away on his journeys because he was such a very good lead dog.  But the best part of playing with White Snow was that whenever White Snow was there, Putuguk knew his father was home.
 
   Putuguk laughed, thinking of the warm fur, the wet tongue brushing his nose. 
 
   He remembered a great feast in mid-winter.  It happened only rarely — two bands coming together by chance, their paths crossing on the tundra.  And when it did happen there could be one of only two results — bloodshed or a really, really big feast.  They came out of the wind and a light snow, these strangers from the north.  They had different customs and dress; their bulky furs made them look fierce.  Still, Putuguk’s people greeted them cordially.  The leader of the strangers complained about the rough weather and the headman of Putuguk’s people insisted that they shake hands.  This was a new custom, slowly making its way up from the south and the people took to it with a sort of merriment, making sure to shake everyone’s hand vigorously including all of the giggling children.  It was great fun.  And all manner of good things were brought out to eat, and Putuguk had his first taste of mattak, which was fermented narwhale skin, and it was good.  They were friendly people and for all the differences they even knew some of the same songs.  He remembered the children singing together, the same familiar childhood songs. 
 
   He caught sight of a girl, glimpsed only once and in passing.  She seemed the cutest little thing, and shy and well-mannered.  He remembered her smile.  He remembered her mouth, the curve of her lips.  He made a vow to himself.  In a year or two he would go and find her again and make her his own.  He would go and find the Anatatook, these strange band of northerly people, and he would live among them.
 
   “Ah,” mumbled Putuguk, “my sweet Halona.”
 
   Halona turned out to be not so shy after all, and skilled in everything a woman was supposed to do.  She was so very adept at the dance of the walrus hunt, Putuguk came to believe that no ill omen could befall him out on the ice.
 
   Putuguk hunted the walrus always in a pair with his friend Ulruk.  It was Putuguk’s task to approach the beast as it lolled happily on the ice floe.  He had no hope of killing it, in fact his clumsy attack was meant only to startle the animal so that it would head for water.  Ulruk would be positioned near the water, lying in wait with a white sheet draped over his parka so that he appeared a harmless crest of ice.  Ulruk was the faster of the two and was sure to catch the animal before it could submerge.  Walrus were clumsy on land and fairly slow.
 
   This one lay asleep, a shapeless brown lump on the ice.  Putuguk noticed how its clouded breath rose straight up.  A good sign, indicating no wind would betray his scent.  He crept closer.  He hefted his spear.  Should he take the chance?  This one time maybe he might claim the kill. 
 
   The ice floe cracked.  The bull looked up.  Putuguk wondered briefly what a walrus might be dreaming of, lolling in the mid-day sun.  This one must have been enjoying himself, because he woke up angry.
 
   The beast decided to charge, coming straight at Putuguk with a bellow of rage that shook the ice. 
 
   He thrust out his harpoon.  The weapon was smacked away by the tusks.  And Putuguk knew he was going to die then.  The enraged beast lunged forward, an unstoppable juggernaut of blubber and muscle.  Putuguk had a good look at its face – he saw every crack and scar. Old and grizzled, this bull had lived a long full life and was not ready to surrender. 
 
   Ulruk came running as fast as he could.  He launched himself atop the animal.  He stabbed his dagger into the soft flesh at back of the head.  He was laughing.  Putuguk, hearing that sound, suddenly knew he was going to be all right.  The animal rolled across Ulruk with a crushing bulk that could kill a man as surely as the rending tusks.  Putuguk seized the moment and drove home his spear.  He felt no elation in the killing, no surge of victory as the hot blood splashed up his arm.  The bull’s head floundered toward him, its years basking in the waters of Nunatsiaq now drawn to a violent end.  But it offered no final look of defiance or surrender; its eyes had already gone empty and dead.
 
   He feared now that Ulruk was also dead.  But his friend’s eyes rolled open, and he groaned deep.  He proclaimed Putuguk an idiot for not sufficiently scaring the beast, and thanked him for saving his life.  “But really,” added Ulruk with a smile, “look at those skinny legs and that pitiful face, that pointy nose.  He probably thought you were a tern or some other type of long-legged bird!  That’s not scary at all.  You must try and do better.  Make some noise next time.”  He laughed again, a sound of pure merriment, the same sound that had saved Putuguk’s life, fortifying him to make the kill. 
 
   And later, in the quiet time after they had dined on fresh liver and kidney, Ulruk admitted that he sometimes laughed out of fear.
 
   Putuguk chuckled softly to himself, alone on the ice.  His shoulders shook with a deep, wracking shiver.  It was cold.  But what of it?  He would never have to feel the cold again.  Just this one last time.  He tried to turn over onto his side but his legs, completely numb, could no longer shift the weight of his body.  He might as well just go to sleep. 
 
   But he didn’t want to sleep.  His thoughts were not tired.  He still wanted to look at the sky – so blue and white — and taste the air.  Now he knew he looked upon this place for the last time.  This most beautiful land.
 
   What had he told Kigiuna?  Memories become a burden, he had said.  Such a thing could not be farther from the truth, he realized now.  Memories are a comfort, a great comfort.  Well, what do you know, he thought.  He was not yet too old to learn something new. 
 
   He remembered the arrival of his son, Piuvkaq.  He stood outside the birthing tent, listening as Halona’s screams of pain transformed into peals of joy.  He felt again the thrill of sweet, nervous anticipation.  Piuvkaq had always been such a mellow child.  And playful.  Or was that Aquppak’s little head peeking out at him from his mother’s amaut?  Little Aquppak, a boy who would never allow childhood adversity to keep him or his family down, a young man who could never be kept from greatness, the skilled hunter and benefactor of the less fortunate whom Putuguk believed was destined to one day become the headman of the Anatatook.  Would mild-mannered Piuvkaq have attained those heights, if he had lived?  It didn’t matter.  He loved them both the same. 
 
   He noticed Yipyip’s slender, dark outline on the ridge.  The little dog was looking out for him, perhaps keeping scavengers away. 
 
   A gentle breeze rolled down from the slope, not the savage wind which had cut him so often, slashing his face out on the hunt.  Not today.  Just a gentle hand blowing some snow over.  A soft white blanket that felt almost warm against his cheek and neckline.  His hands and arms so numb he couldn’t brush the snowdrift off.  No need.
 
   His mother had told him the story.  Born on a stormy night.  How the winds blew and howled that night, she’d said.  The snow came down in sheets, the drift nearly burying them in the iglu.  But the snow was shoveled away and life went on.  Putuguk had been born on a stormy night, he had lived well and long, and he would die in the sun.
 
   For some strange reason he suddenly remembered the taste of the giviak from Maguan’s wedding.  The tender bird meat, so sour and good.  Washing over his tongue, his lips puckering.  It made his mouth water just thinking of it.  Yes, that giviak had tasted wonderful.  Just wonderful.
 
   His empty stomach growled.  He tried to satisfy it with another memory.  The rich fatty taste of warm marrow freshly stripped from the long bone.  So sweet.  So satisfying.  To his amazement the hunger went away, and he realized he would never have to feel hungry again.
 
   It wasn’t so bad being alone at the end.  If he could have someone, just one, to be with him he would have chosen Halona.  She was the only girl he had ever desired to marry, the only one clever enough and warm and affectionate enough and the only one beautiful enough.  To this day he still held those same sentiments as far as Halona was concerned.  But she had gone on ahead and could not be here with him.
 
   Still, he heard her voice, asking, “Are you coming now, Papa?”
 
   “Yes,” he says.  “Yes, I am.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   A GOOD WIFE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Why are you crying, Mama?”
 
   Tikiquatta brushed the tears from her eyes in a ridiculous attempt to hide them from the girls.  She exhaled slowly, releasing a conspicuously shaky breath.  “It’s all right, Ina,” she said.  “I was just thinking of something sad.  Eat your soup.”
 
   She honestly didn’t know what she was going to tell them.  She hadn’t yet given up hope.  But she was nearly there.
 
   Tiki had been searching for Putuguk all day.  First she scoured the camp but no one had seen him all morning.  It was a special morning, marking the dawn of the longest summer day.  A full turning of the Moon before it would grow dark again, a time of excitement and energy.  So much work people could do in that long day.  So much they could accomplish.  The men would hunt until they fell from exhaustion, the children would play as long as they wanted.
 
   But Putuguk was nowhere to be found in camp.  A creeping fear came over her.  
 
   Because it was such a special day she thought he might have taken it upon himself to go for a long walk, though this idea was practically irrational.  Her father never went anywhere without telling her and had never been one to skip breakfast, a meal that she must prepare specially for him.  And of course he was incapable of taking a long walk in any case; it was not possible for him to have left the camp.  And yet, he had gone.
 
   She left the girls in the care of the women from Alaana’s family and went out after her father.  She circled the area.  The Anatatook had camped here for half a moon already and the snow in camp was tamped down hard.  So many men had come and gone on hunting parties and forays inland to tend their fox trap lines leaving an endless number of trails going this way and that.  Putuguk might have gone anywhere.  The creeping feeling came roaring back, crystallized into a dreadful idea.  She knew where he had gone.  Oh, she knew.
 
   Still she circled around until she could walk no more.  Frost hardening her cheeks, she returned home.
 
   “Mama?” said Inaloo.
 
   “I’ll sit,” she said.  “I’ll have some soup with you.”  She choked back another wave of tears.  She must comfort the girls, not frighten them further.  Millik didn’t know anything but lnaloo was old enough to pick up on her state of mind.  It wouldn’t be long before both of them asked where Papa had gone.  She had no answer.
 
   And then Aquppak came in, practically dragging a woman by the arm.  Tikiquatta knew her very well.  It was Ivalu, the widow of Ipalook.  The two of them had picked berries together and skinned fish bellies and caribou hides.  Years ago, they had both been newly married and happy.   Now they both knew the same tragedy.  
 
   Ivalu entered the tent, a somewhat confused and contrite expression on her face.  She was wearing a light house coat and carried none of her possessions with her.  Her long black hair was disheveled, half of it still caught up in a loose bun.  As usual, she seemed to have been recently crying.
 
   “Ivalu is living here now,” said Aquppak matter-of-factly.  He pulled her over to the lee side of the sleeping platform where Tikiquatta kept the pots.  He deposited her on the bench.
 
   “She’ll be in charge of the cooking things from now on,” announced Aquppak.  “And I don’t want any arguments,” he said to his aunt, “so keep your hands off them from now on.  She’ll arrange them as she wants.  I’m told she’s a very good cook.”
 
   Tiki was stunned.  First Putuguk and now this.  The girls started asking all sorts of questions but Aquppak ignored them.
 
   “The lamp is here,” he said to Ivalu, pointing it out.  “Tiki usually keeps it too warm in here, but you can do whatever you like.”
 
   “We can share—” Ivalu started to say.
 
   Aquppak cut her off.  “Did I ask you to speak?” he said harshly.
 
   He had not.  In fact she had been given the opportunity to say very little about the entire arrangement.  Their courtship had consisted of Aquppak entering her parents’ tent carrying a heap of fox pelts and seal skins.  When he walked in, Ogpingalik’s eyes brightened.  He knew why Aquppak had come.  Ivalu did too, though she kept herself to the corner of the room.  As usual her tears had already run out for the day, but her face was still crying.
 
   Aquppak set his burden down before Ivalu’s father.
 
   “She’s a good wife,” said Ogpingalik, “A very good cook.  She’ll make you fat, Aquppak.  And keeps a clean house.  She’ll make you happy.”
 
   “She doesn’t have to go,” said Ivalu’s mother.  Misana was a small woman, and typically mild-mannered.  
 
   Though deaf in both ears, the old man caught the meaning of most everything that was said to him.  “I’m not making her do anything.”
 
   He gave Aquppak an approving look, and then said to his wife, “There’s no better match than Aquppak.”
 
   Aquppak stepped over to Ivalu.  She glanced up at him briefly then returned her eyes to the floor. 
 
   “Stop crying,” he said, his tone surprisingly gentle.  “Come with me.  It’s time to stop crying now.”
 
   Ivalu’s lip curled outward, quivering.  Her eyes sealed shut against a new fount of tears.  She whispered, “Ipalook…”
 
   “You don’t say that name any more,” replied Aquppak.  “Never again.”
 
   “Aquppak is right,” said Ogpingalik.  “Go.”
 
   “I’m not going to ask again,” said Aquppak.
 
   Ivalu shook her head.
 
   Aquppak took her by the wrist.  He tried to pull her up but she wouldn’t budge.
 
   “Ogpingalik…” said Misana.
 
   “He’s right,” said the father.  “It’s been two moons.  She can’t stay like this.  She should go.”
 
   Aquppak twisted the skin at Ivalu’s wrist.  Wincing, she stood up.  Her father had spoken.  It was out of her hands.
 
   Tiki could have nothing to say about the marriage either.  That was not her place.  She would explain it to the children in the best possible way.  How would they react to suddenly having another woman in the house, and the noise and disruption her presence might bring, especially after the bedclothes were pulled into place over the new couple?  If only she’d had time to prepare them for that.  Oh well, she would manage.  But there was something she did have to say.
 
   “What did you do to my father?”
 
   For an instant Aquppak’s eyes widened in surprise, then his entire face narrowed in anger.  “I didn’t do anything to him.”
 
   “What did you say to him?  Did you tell him to go?  Where is he?”
 
   Aquppak put his hands to his ears, making light of her distress.  “So many questions.  I don’t need you squawking at me on the day of my marriage.”
 
   Tiki’s face flushed.
 
   Inaloo asked, “Did Papa go away?”
 
   How was she going to answer that one?  
 
   Aquppak spoke to them sternly saying, “He does what’s best for us.”
 
   He shoved Tiki toward the children.  “You’ll tend to them.  Do the sewing.  That’s about all you’re good for anyway.”
 
   Tiki stumbled backward.  She felt dizzy.  Everything was wrong.  The girls were alarmed, hugging each other at the far side of the driftwood plank.  Ivalu sat on the sleeping bench, her legs curled beneath her, watching the scene with hooded eyes. 
 
   Tiki stepped toward Aquppak, who had begun shirking off his coat.  “Where is he?”
 
   “How should I know,” he answered.  “Gone.”
 
   “Gone?” she shrieked.  “Gone!  What did you do to him?”
 
   “Enough!”  Aquppak glared at her from behind a balled fist.  “I’m hungry.”
 
   Tiki’s mind was spinning.  It was all too much.  She couldn’t bear to think that Putuguk had gone away, off to die a lonely death out in the cold.  But it was happening.  It was all happening and there was precious little she could do to stop it.  She realized he must already be dead.  He must already be frozen and dead.  There was no turning back. 
 
   Tiki glared at her smirking nephew.  “Don’t you know how he loved you?”
 
   Aquppak slapped her across the face.  The girls squealed. 
 
   “Don’t you dare hit me,” exclaimed Tiki.  “I’m your father’s sister.”
 
   “Who?” asked Aquppak.  He glanced around the tent comically, looking for a man who had been dead his entire life.  “My father?  You eat my food don’t you?  You live in my tent.”
 
   “Putuguk’s tent,” she said.  The words came as barely a whisper.  She felt the ground slipping away from under her.  She thought she might fall, but not here, not like this, not at Aquppak’s feet.  Tiki stumbled toward the tent flap, then out into the chill night.  
 
    
 
   Walking back and forth in front of the meat rack, Iggy had worn a crevasse in the snow.  The more he paced, the deeper he went.
 
   Foremost in his mind was Tikiquatta.  Tikiquatta walking by herself along the lake shore.  Tikiquatta straightening her daughter’s anorak before sending her out to play.  Tikiquatta combing her long, fair hair.  Tikiquatta smiling briefly at him.  The delicate outlines of her ear when she brushed the hair away, the swell of her bosom above her narrow waist.  Tikiquatta placing her nose alongside his in a passionate snuggle. 
 
   Iggy shook his head.  Those types of thoughts would not help the situation.  He wanted Tikiquatta more than he’d ever wanted anything before.  That was already established.  The problem was how to turn the fantasy into reality.  It was a weighty problem because whenever he spoke to her he had difficulty catching his breath and he could hardly look her in the eyes for more than a fleeting moment.  But it shouldn’t be such a hard thing.  All the men got married in time.  He simply had to make her understand.  
 
   How difficult could it be, he asked himself.  I just have to tell her what I think and how I feel.
 
   Why was she so cool to him?  She was twice his age but that shouldn’t matter to anyone if it didn’t matter to him.  She was still very attractive.  She could still bear his children — and what if she couldn’t?  She had two girls already.  Iggy would take them as his own and count himself lucky.  He had been adopted by Kanak, and loved that man as much as any son could love a father.  
 
   But, he recalled, even Kanak had warned him against Tikiquatta.  Don’t touch that girl, Kanak had said.  She’s cursed. 
 
   But Iggy would not be dissuaded.  He wasn’t taking advice from someone else, not even Kanak, on this matter.  He knew what he felt and it was strong.  He didn’t know much about curses.  To hold Tikiquatta in his arms, he would take the chance. 
 
   Perhaps the problem was a more pragmatic one.  Since he had been removed from Kanak’s family his standing among the Anatatook had suffered.  He doubted his ability to provide for his mother and also Tiki and the girls all on the meager hunting he could do alone.  Without help from Kanak’s family he found himself in dire straits.  He thought to attach himself to Tugtutsiak or Nuralak’s household.  It would take a lot of work to impress those men.  But he resolved, as all enthusiastic young grooms must, that he would do it!  He would succeed.
 
   And then nothing would stand in his way.  Alaana had hinted his chances might be well received, that Tiki felt something for him.  Deep down he knew it was true.  Maybe she’s just shy like me, he thought.  I have to break my silence and try.
 
   “I’m going to do it!” he said aloud.  He began a determined march toward Aquppak’s tent.  After three or four steps he came to a stop.
 
   But what if she rejected him?
 
   I’ll drop dead, he thought.  If she said no, he would wither and die, right there on the spot.  It was too terrible to contemplate.  Maybe he should wait until he was sure of her reaction.
 
   I can’t wait any longer, he told himself.  I can’t stand not knowing.  One way or the other. 
 
   “I will do it!” he told himself again.  He took up the enthusiastic step once more.  But, nearing the tent in question his footfalls slowed to a crawl.  There was the tent.  She was probably in there right now.  It occurred to him that this might not be a very good time.  The sun had been up for a long time.  Maybe she had gone to sleep.  Perhaps he should wait.
 
   At that moment Tikiquatta came boiling out of the tent flap.  She didn’t see him approaching the tent from the side.  Instead she walked briskly toward the river.  She seemed upset, dressed only in a light house-shirt.  Without thinking much about it, he began to follow. 
 
   She stopped at the bank.  Having reached a secluded spot far from the noise of the fishing weir, she thought herself alone.  He saw that she was crying.  
 
   “Tikiquatta?”  He had no idea why she might be upset.  How little he knew about her.  Though he had thought about her endlessly, they had so little talk between them.  Usually she shied away or he, growing too nervous, found an excuse to part company.
 
   “Tiki, what’s wrong?” 
 
   She turned around.  Seeing him, her eyes flew wide.  Then her entire face softened into an expression of relief.  “Oh, Iggianguaq.” 
 
   “What’s wrong?  Has someone…?  What’s happened?”
 
   She wanted to fall into his arms, but couldn’t do that.  She just couldn’t.  Might as well stab a knife into his heart.  Tiki gathered herself, intent on presenting some semblance of normalcy, and said, “Aquppak is married.  And my father is gone.  He’s been missing all day.”
 
   Iggy glanced reflexively about, as if he might spot the old man.  “He couldn’t have left the camp.  We can find him.”
 
   “Iggy, he went away.  He’s gone.”
 
   “We can look.  I can get a sled team—”
 
   “It’s no use.  He’s dead.”  She knew it was true.
 
   “We should still look,” said Iggy.  “I can help you.”
 
   Tiki shook her head.  “Too late.”  She sniffled and put her hands over her face.  
 
   “Too late, too late,” he mumbled.  He couldn’t stand to see her like this.  What should he do?  He felt an urgent desire to touch her, to reach out for her and take her into his arms.  His hands did not move.  He couldn’t. 
 
   As if she felt his thoughts, she turned toward him with an affectionate softness in her gaze that made his pulse quicken and his eyes lurch away.
 
   But now was the time.  “It’s not too late for what I want to say.  Tiki, I’m a fully grown man now.”  He bit his tongue.  Now that was a stupid thing to say.  What was he doing?  This was not at all the way he’d imagined.  “What I mean to say,” he added forcefully, “is I need a wife.”
 
   Tiki looked shocked.  She turned suddenly pale.  She didn’t smile.  “You’ll find someone,” she said softly.  “You’re a good man, Iggy.”
 
   “I am?”  He was surprised to hear her say it.  “Of course, yes, I mean yes I am.  And you’re a good woman.”  He swallowed hard.  “The best of all the Anatatook.”
 
   She was already shaking her head.  “I’m no good.  No good at all.”
 
   “You are!” 
 
   “There’s no one for me.” 
 
   “There is!”  Though he tried to fight it, the blood rose into his cheeks.  There was nothing else to do, he told himself, just dive in.  “I’m the one!  Tikiquatta, I want to marry you.”
 
   He was certain his heart would break if she made so much as the wrong sound.  If she refused him, he would sink helpless into the snow.  If she laughed, he would shrivel up and die. 
 
   Tiki almost couldn’t bear to look at his face.  Those eyes.  Oh, she wanted him so much.
 
   “You’ll die,” she said.
 
   “Look at me,” he said, indicating his size.  “What’s going to kill me?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter how big or strong you are.  You’ll die.”
 
   “I’ll take that chance.”  He nodded encouragingly. 
 
   “I can’t,” she said.  Her eyes flared with sudden panic.  “I don’t know.  It’s not fair.  It’s not right.  I just don’t know.”
 
   “You’ll get away from Aquppak.  I’ll be a good father to the girls.” 
 
   “I know you would,” she said.  More than anything else, that was what she wanted. 
 
   “I will!” he said.
 
   “You can’t,” she said.
 
   This was all too much.  Iggy decided, right there on the spot, that if he was to be the husband he should start acting like one.  He hardened his face.  He set his jaw. He lowered his voice to a growl.  “Tikiquatta, you are coming with me!  You are going to be my wife!”
 
   Tiki took a half step backward, lowering her face.  “I wish that were true, but it isn’t.”
 
   “Don’t say that!” he added forcefully.  “We are going to be married!”  He liked the sound of those words coming from his throat, if nothing else.  He thought he should reach out and grab her shoulder, but he found himself unable to go that far.  His hands were trembling.
 
   Tiki broke down again into tears.  Hugging her arms together against the chill air, she shook her head.  
 
   “No,” she said.  “I can’t.”
 
   And then she was gone.  She was walking back toward Aquppak’s tent. 
 
   Iggy watched her go, still dumbfounded at what had just happened.  He felt elated and crestfallen at the same time.  There was an ineffable joy at having finally revealed his feelings to the woman he loved; his spirit soared at the idea that he had actually proposed marriage to her.  He’d never thought he would be able to do it.  
 
   But then she had rejected him.  She had refused him.  He felt the same way as when, as a young hunter, a confused caribou had made a wild run at him and the blunt of one of its antlers struck him in the belly.  She had refused him.
 
   But there was something else, something critically important.  There was so much pain and sadness in her refusal, making him think she spoke false.  Her words didn’t seem to match the language of her body.  She had said she couldn’t, rather than she wouldn’t. 
 
   Iggy straightened his spine and took a deep breath.  Standing tall he spun slowly around, taking in the sight of the Anatatook summer camp, the glistening riverbed, the flowing water, the desolate spaces beyond.  Then back at the tents and encampments of his people.  He hadn’t died.  She had refused him and he hadn’t fallen prostrate on the ground.  This was not over. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   THE  SHAMAN  TRAVELS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Be still!” said Alaana, taking Tugtutsiak’s face between pinched fingers.  
 
   The headman’s eyes maintained their faraway look and his brow rumpled as if straining to see through a thick mist.  He was like a captured animal, wanting to pace back and forth with the same jerky movements of a desperate, confused beast.  He was lost.  Wandering.  Even in his own tent, among his own people, his family.  He did not know them.  
 
   Alaana urged the women to put their hands on him.  Aolajut whispered softly in her husband’s ear, her hands pressing on his shoulders while his daughters-by-marriage both tugged gently at his arms. 
 
   Tugtutsiak’s eyes moved wildly from side to side without settling on anything or anyone.  His frantic gaze was laced with an undercurrent of terror.  Who knew what strange and fearsome sights he beheld as he looked upon gentle and familiar faces?  His lips drew back, revealing blood-stained teeth.
 
   “Get him to lie down,” instructed Alaana, motioning toward the sleeping platform.  It was strange to see the powerful headman so weakened and helpless.  With the exception of one dimly sputtering lamp the tent had been darkened, the flaps sealed against stark daylight with a second layer of skins.  Even so, they could make Tugtutsiak lie down but he wouldn’t sleep.  
 
   The women stayed close to the stricken headman, offering whatever comfort they could.  Kigiuna, the only other man in the tent, drew on Alaana’s elbow, a questioning look on his face.  She waved him away.  She had no time now for her father’s incessant questions.  She thought perhaps Kigiuna might be glad to see the haughty Tugtutsiak brought so low, but her father wore a genuine look of concern for the headman’s desperate situation.  Above all else, Kigiuna did respect Tugtutsiak. 
 
   Alaana knelt before the pallet, humming the song of sleep to help soothe Tugtutsiak’s weary mind.
 
   Summer had flown past and the freeze-up now come upon them.  The return of night signaled time for the band to move.  The last caribou had been brought low, the fatted herds already migrating toward warmer climes.  The newly-formed shore ice offered renewed mobility and the men broke out their sleds, eager to travel the frozen waters off the shore.
 
   As usual, Alaana’s attempts to communicate with Sedna, Mistress of the Sea, had borne little fruit, leaving her with no clear idea as to where along the vast shoreline the seal would be plentiful this winter.  The entire settlement was to be moved and there were a choice of camping places for the winter.  She had come to rely on Tugtutsiak’s instincts for direction in that matter, the most important decision of the year.  But word had not come from the headman.
 
   Tugtutsiak had been acting strangely for days.  He was restless and un-communicative, eating little and sleeping not at all.  An embarrassed Aolajut had tried to conceal the headman’s erratic behavior.  At first she simply thought it was an effect of the season — the sleep patterns of the hunters often became disturbed at the end of summer.  They saw the failing sunlight as a last opportunity to hunt and fish in hopes of setting aside stockpiles of food for the winter.  They worked well past exhaustion and paid little attention to anything else.  Tugtutsiak was as guilty of this as anyone.  But this was not so simple.  Tugtutsiak had become a walking nightmare, dazed and mumbling to himself, terrified at the slightest noise. 
 
   It wasn’t difficult for Alaana to find the cause of the problem.  Someone had stolen the headman’s soul.  Most likely this had happened during sleep.  Dreams are adventures of the soul, and his spirit had become separated from his body and unable to return.
 
   “How long has he been like this?” she asked Aolajut.  
 
   “It’s been two or three sleeps at least.”
 
   The situation was treacherous.  If his soul wasn’t returned soon, Tugtutsiak would die.  Even worse, without his guidance the Anatatook might all starve for lack of seal. 
 
   Alaana asked Aolajut if Tugtutsiak had been worried or concerned about anything before he fell ill.  
 
   “He said something about the Moon,” she replied.  “Talking in his sleep.  He was concerned about the tides.” 
 
   “He is always concerned about the tides,” said Alaana.  The sea was never far from Tugtutsiak’s heart.  But this talk of the Moon might be significant…
 
   And so, to the Moon.  
 
   Alaana sat her father at the head of the pallet, balancing the big Moon drum between his knees.
 
   “You’ll keep the beat for me,” she said.  She tapped out a sample pattern then placed the beater in her father’s hand.
 
   Kigiuna took up the rhythm with perhaps a little too much enthusiasm.  
 
   “Slow it down, father,” Alaana gently corrected him.  “That’s right.  Keep the beat steady for as long as you can.”
 
   Kigiuna nodded agreement, his concentration on the drum.
 
   “It’ll be up to you to call me back,” she said.  “Five measured beats.  Just like this.”  She slapped her hand firmly against his thigh five times.  “You must call me back if I run into trouble.”
 
   Kigiuna looked dubiously up from the drum.  “How will I know?”
 
   “You’ll know,” said Alaana, with a half-smile.  She patted her father on the shoulder.  “Let’s go.  We have to set things right before it’s too late.”
 
   Alaana donned a large round mask and sat cross-legged beside her father.  This time she wore the huge Moon mask reversed, with the dark side out.  In this way the crescent eye was to the left, the round one to the right.  
 
   She gave the women a mournful tune to hum, trusting it would keep Tugtutsiak sedate on the pallet.  
 
   Everything was ready.  Alaana centered herself.  She had no spirit helpers to guide her to the supernatural world or ward off evil creatures; she’d been without them ever since her initiation frightened them all away.  This made traveling more difficult, but she had grown used to it.  Nor did she appeal to Sila directly.  She had an uneasy alliance with her spirit guide.  Asking didn’t seem to matter; the tornaq would either help her or not.  This relationship was in stark contrast to the few other shamans she had encountered.  They all enjoyed a deep personal connection with their guardian spirits.  Why did Sila remain so distant from her?  It was maddening the things she didn’t understand.  She trusted she would learn the truth behind these secrets eventually, but now was not the time. 
 
   With Kigiuna’s faithful drumming and the melancholy song of the women it was a simple thing to enter the trance state.  Alaana let the feeling take her, lifting her inuseq from her body.  She couldn’t see the Moon through the small circle of the vent hole but she knew it hung there, waiting for her even in daylight.  
 
   With a courageous leap, Alaana kicked out toward the farthest edge of the sky.
 
   Weightless, she rose faster and faster, the fullness of the Moon drawing her upward in much the same way it pulled steadfast against the tides.  The Anatatook settlement drifted away below and Alaana turned her gaze upward.  According to the teachings of Old Manatook, she must now visualize the surface of the Moon as the ground, and believe herself to be falling toward it.  
 
   Sailing through the sky would have been much more enjoyable if the need had been less dire.  Alaana was concerned only for Tugtutsiak and kept her mind’s eye open for any sign of the missing headman.  For the empty space between the world and the Moon was not empty at all.  It was filled with people’s cast-off memories, their discarded feelings and desires, with stray dreams and ambitions, joys and sorrows.  It was like traveling through a vast soup, and Alaana sipped at the heady brew, searching as she went, looking for the trail of the one she sought.  
 
   She passed over the gigantic luminous iglu and the celestial guard dogs of the Moon-Man.  She had no intention of disturbing that august personage again.  She flew around to the opposite side, where there was no light at all.  The Dark of the Moon — a place where the recently deceased might go, where confused souls and those who die cursed by evil charms congregate. 
 
   There was nothing much to see, only a barren plain of crumbling charcoal underfoot, a dark sky full of stars above.
 
   She set down amid a mass of souls milling about in the darkness, but didn’t recognize any Anatatook people.  These supplicants, dressed in rags and tatters, were only vague outlines of souls and glowed only dimly.  They moved aimlessly, lost in woe and confusion, but Alaana noticed an area of greater activity not far up ahead.  She made for it, her inua flying just above the surface of the ground.
 
   The spirit-vision proved a hindrance here, making it almost impossible to see anything at all.  The dry, rocky surface of the dark side was lifeless and still.  Complete darkness covered the land and the spirit-lights of the people, so faded and dim, provided only pitiful hints at illumination.  She could just make out a pinnacle of black rock forming a natural spire, so dark it could only be seen in the places where it blotted out the starry sky.  The spike broadened at the base to form a high seat, and on this throne was a shadowy figure, composed of the same black crumbling moonstuff.  Its body shape was clearly not human.  The lumpy, irregular form seemed to ebb and flow as it shifted on the seat.  The Dark had no soul, or at least none that Alaana could detect. 
 
   Slender black shapes, like slices of darkness,  flitted around the spire and high seat, filling the air with the sad cries of lonely gulls.  Their erratic flight kicked up small flakes of sooty stone which floated around, drifting weightless on the air, occasionally clacking together before they fell. 
 
   Alaana pushed her way through the milling crowd to approach the throne.  The figure on the high seat addressed a withered soul that stood before it.
 
   “Gjt.  This is not your fault,” it said to the woman.  Its voice was sonorous and distant, an echo of an echo.  “Your child was born alive and well.  She was taken by Children’s-Death.  Gjt!  A horrible thing, it is.  Just a big hungry mouth, smeared all around with dried blood.  That was the cause of it.  Not you.”
 
   As it leaned suddenly forward Alaana could see the inky outline of the Dark’s face.  Beneath an incisive brow peered the cold gaze of eyes that held no light of their own but glittered with reflected starlight when they moved.  “You don’t belong here.  Go to the High Ridge Land.  Your child waits for you there.”
 
   One of the fluttering shadows, which also seemed to exist without souls, hovered close to the Dark, dropping a fragment of black rock into what passed for one of its hands.  “Here, take this,” the Dark said, passing the chit to the woman.  As it reached out, bits of its arm sloughed off in flakes of ash.  The shadows snatched them up.  “Take this with you.  Get going.”
 
   When it leaned back, it melted once again into the shadows of the high seat.
 
   “Dear spirit,” said Alaana, “If I may speak...?”
 
   Not paying her any attention at all, the Dark said, “Wait your turn, wait your turn.  Many souls, always the same.”
 
   It motioned to the next one to step up.  “Hurry up.  Quickly.  Gjt.  A lot of work to do.  Always a lot of work.”
 
   Another soul stepped from the shadows.  Alaana looked upon the masses of broken-down shades, harrowed faces and crumbling bones swathed in rags, stumbling in the darkness.  This was a sea of a different sort.  She could spend the rest of her life here trying to help them, and make no difference at all.
 
   “Gjt!  That’s a black spot you have on you, isn’t it?” the Dark said to the lonely soul who stood for judgment, leaning forward to peer more closely at it.
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” said the soul.  Alaana couldn’t tell if it had been a man or a woman in life.  Its face, a sagging mask of lifeless echoes, registered no expression.
 
   “Didn’t you?” asked the Dark.  “Someone put a heavy curse on your soul…”
 
   “I…”
 
   “You don’t remember?”
 
   “I…”
 
   “Lies!”  The Dark signaled to the fluttering shadows to take the spirit away.  They descended upon it in a black mass, lifting it into the dark sky.
 
   “Dear Spirit,” said Alaana again, “If I may speak…?”
 
   “I said wait — oh, what’s this here?”  The eyes of the Dark flared as they fixed their mirrored gaze upon Alaana’s soul, noticing her for the first time.  “You aren’t a creature of shadow and sorrow.  You are a thing of light.  You don’t belong here.  Get away.”
 
   The Dark squinted, turning half away as if it found the light most painful.  It waved a crumbling, blackened stump at Alaana.  “Go away, before you frighten them.  They are bitter and fragile things.  You don’t belong.  I won’t have this intrusion, this disorder.”
 
   “That’s funny,” Alaana said coyly.  “You let my friend slip by, and he wasn’t dead either.”
 
   The Dark leaned forward.  Something about the tilt of its head was menacing.  “No one slips by.”
 
   “He is Anatatook.  Well-built and strong.  A bold spirit.  He has only three fingers on his left hand.”
 
   “Gjt!  I have seen none such as that.”
 
   “He might be confused.  He might appear as something or someone else.”
 
   The Dark stretched forward.  With the sharp motion, a flurry of little bits sloughed off like flakes of ash.  These caught in mid-air, trembled slightly and then took flight, becoming fluttering shadows.  “I am not so easily fooled.  Neither by him, nor one such as you.”
 
   The Dark signaled to the sky and a blizzard of screeching, flapping shadows descended toward Alaana. 
 
   She stepped back.  “I can see I was in error, dear spirit.  If my friend had come here, you would surely have sent him away.”
 
   “That’s right.”  The shadows swooped at Alaana, tittering and pecking, then darting away.  Unable to fend them off, she stumbled backward.  
 
   “Perhaps he is lost in the dream world,” rumbled the Dark.  
 
   “Perhaps,” said Alaana.
 
   “What did he usually dream of?”
 
   “Always the same,” returned Alaana.  “Whales.”
 
   “Ah,” said the Dark.  “Then that is how it will be.  Bother me no more.  You don’t belong here.  No one slips by.”
 
   Alaana sensed a monstrous form behind her and whirled around to see.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   MISTRESS OF THE SEA
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dripping starlight like shiny water, the immense, ululating body of the Whale-Man breached the Moon’s horizon, filling half the sky with his slick, black form. 
 
   The great spirit turned to face Alaana, pointing his rostrum directly at her.  His mouth, full of glittering baleen, was not turned down as typical of a bowhead whale, but upturned at the corners giving the appearance of a friendly smile.  He was completely black, except for an irregular pattern of white skin splashed across the lower lip which gave the impression of a frosted beard suitable for such an eternal spirit.  His eyes, tiny in the colossal form, were larger than the largest iglu Alaana had ever seen, and they were most definitely smiling. 
 
   The flapping shadows dove once more toward Alaana.  She thought she heard what might have been the baleful laughter of the Dark, a sound as heartrendingly sad as any death cry she had ever heard.  Alaana seized the moment.  Launching her inuseq from the Moon’s crumbling surface, she landed flat atop the Whale-Man’s glistening backside. 
 
   Without a word the gigantic whale crested, tilted forward and plunged down.  Alaana held tight to the warty surface to keep from being cast adrift into the night sky.  Propelled by a gently thrashing tail, the giant whale began his descent toward the world below. 
 
   Splashing starshine as he went, the Whale-Man began to sing.  He produced a series of melancholy notes that stretched and yawed, and rang with a desperate longing.  Alaana imagined a lone bowhead out in the vast sea, calling out in search of its mate.  But the Whale-Man, the guardian spirit of all the whales, was the only one of his kind.  Perhaps in the Beforetime he had been something else, perhaps he had possessed friends and loved ones, for it seemed to Alaana that his song called out across the ages of time long past with a great sense of loss and loneliness.  
 
   The sound of churning water and crashing waves filled Alaana’s ears as they plunged into the water.  Their descent was dizzying and swift.  The souls of the various creatures of the ocean flashed by faster than Alaana could name them.  The soul of the sea, so immense and powerful a spirit, could only vaguely be seen; benign and peaceful, it embraced her in a mild, soothing way. 
 
   At one point Alaana was almost picked from her perch by a pack of sea-lice as big as men.  These ravenous bandits of the ocean were always eager to devour unsuspecting spirits whether they be traveling shamans or simply lost souls.  Their attack was ineffective however, as they dared not trouble the powerful Whale-Man too much.  Alaana worried for the soul of Tugtutsiak, who surely passed with no such protection.
 
   They came upon an old couple living in a large air bubble carried along by a school of swimming carp.  Alaana’s spirit leapt from the Whale-Man’s back and entered the bubble.  The pair were seated on a bench made of colorful coral, the same material which comprised a small hut that stood further back in the otherwise empty bubble.  The man and woman sat quietly on the bench, holding hands.
 
   “A visitor?” said the man.
 
   “Do you need help?” asked Alaana. 
 
   The old man smiled softly. “I have everything I need.”  He turned to his wife, “And you?”
 
   “Everything.”
 
   “But you have nothing,” said Alaana.  “A tiny little hut, all alone down here...”
 
   The couple exchanged a warm glance.  The woman said, “It seems to me, young woman, that you are the one that is alone and in need of help.”
 
   Alaana shook her head.  “But what are you doing here?”
 
   “What does it matter?” said the woman.
 
   “How long have you been down here?” asked Alaana.
 
   “Does it matter?” the old man returned.
 
   “I guess not,” concluded Alaana with a smile of her own.  “Perhaps you’ve seen a friend of mine.  He is Anatatook.  A strong man, two fingers missing on his left hand.  He has a deep laugh, like thunder rumbling across the sea.”
 
   The couple assured her they had seen no one in a long while, which was all the same to them, and Alaana decided to move on.  She dove down deep, heading for the ocean bottom.  Her childhood friend Nunavik, the golden walrus, had described the technique to her once, saying, ‘Kick off as if from the middle of the sky and you will go straight to the bottom of the sea.’  
 
   It was easy enough to see the way; the water was alive with soul-lights.  In the depths Alaana encountered such varied and wonderful souls as she had never imagined.  Being only familiar with the fish in the river and lake, the exotic shapes and sizes astounded her.  Some seemed stately and reserved, others curious and playful.  She hurried onward, having no time to stop and know them or their wonderful world.  Her inuseq did not need to breathe.  Her physical body remained in the headman’s tent, sitting beside Kigiuna as he faithfully kept the beat.
 
   Down at the bottom of the sea, so much closer to the center of the earth, Alaana felt stronger than ever.  She could feel the power entering her spirit from somewhere below.  It was as the dead shaman Civiliaq had once told her.  And yet it was almost impossible to believe that the great wind spirit Sila could reside deep in the center of the earth.  The origin of her power remained the greatest mystery of all.  And how would she ever learn the answers she sought?
 
   The Sea Mother’s house was a gleaming palace of brilliant coral.  Alaana had never beheld such a gigantic structure.  She was stunned by its immensity.  Strange creatures circled the grounds.  These guardians were ancients unlike any she had yet seen, gigantic eels crusted with barnacles.  They had gaping mouths set in their armored heads, clacking jaws full of needle teeth.  They cut the water with knife-like fins and goggled at her with cold, lifeless eyes.  Alaana wondered what dangers might await beyond the swirling whirlpools that served as gates to Sedna’s abode. 
 
   She shoved her doubts quickly aside and reminded herself that she must press on for Tugtutsiak’s sake.  But that fleeting hesitation, a moment of fear and foreboding at the threshold, was enough to open the door for disaster.
 
   Kktakaluk suddenly appeared.  He was Sedna’s mate, a giant sea scorpion.  Twice the size of a man, blood red in color, Kktakaluk was a living horror of spines, claws and armor plating.  With a snap of his great tail he closed the distance, reaching out with one giant claw to seize the shaman’s spirit-body full around the waist.  His grip threatened to slice Alaana in half.  The scorpion’s head leaned close, bearing a pair of pitiless black eyes.  
 
   “You trespass,” he said.  A thorny set of mandibles wavered as he spoke.
 
   Immediately they were transported inside the palace, in what appeared to be the very bedchamber of Sedna herself.  The room was an immense coral cavern, populated by sea creatures of all kinds.  There was no ceiling or roof, allowing the Mistress of the Sea to keep watch on all the doings of men from her place in the deeps.
 
   The Sea Mother lay on a bed of fish skins and loose silvery scales.  She appeared as an elderly woman, so motionless on the bed she seemed as if she might be dead.  A myriad of tiny bright blue fish darted around her, nibbling at her flesh and zipping away.
 
   Alaana could feel her power.  It crushed her from all sides like the weight of the ocean itself.  Next to Sedna, she was nothing.
 
   Sedna sat up and cast her husband a sharp glance.  “Why do you disturb my bath?”
 
   Her hair, fluttering on the currents within the vast room, was strewn with deep green streaks of seaweed.  Her scaly flesh glistened with a somewhat lighter shade of green and dripped with sea slime.  She focused her eyes on Alaana, her thin blue lips down-turning with disgust and annoyance to reveal the teeth of a barracuda.  Alaana was familiar with several tales of her origin but she was immediately convinced that Sedna was indeed the daughter of two legendary giants whose undeniable urge to consume flesh had led her to devour her own parents. 
 
   Kktakaluk did not reply.  One great claw remained clenched tight around Alaana’s waist.  The other, heavy upon her shoulder, drove the girl to her knees.  
 
   Sedna raised a hand to wave away the confused school of pilot fish still fidgeting about her face.  Alaana noticed that her hand had no fingers.  These had been sacrificed when the world was new in order to create the seals and walruses. 
 
   “Let me comb your hair for you, Great Mother,” she said, launching into a ritual greeting.  “Our hunters can never be counted on to correctly perform the rituals of the seal hunt, and the wives do not always properly thank the spirits when their husbands bring back the game.  Because of the people’s many misdeeds during the previous year, I plead with you, let me make apology.”
 
   Sedna smacked the last tiny blue fish away.  “I don’t know you.”
 
   “I am Alaana, shaman of the Anatatook.  I’ve come looking for—”
 
   “Anatatook?”  She shook her head, setting her wild hair to run riot in the water.  “I remember only Kuanak, and Klah Kritlaq before him.  I don’t know you, Little Fish.”
 
   Kneeling before such an awe-inspiring turgat, Alaana wavered on the verge of panic.  It was true Sedna had never recognized her prayers and the Anatatook had suffered for that failure with empty bellies in need of seal meat.
 
   “Many was the time I’ve reached out to you, but you are great, you are busy, you didn’t heed my call.”
 
   Sedna’s yellowed eyes narrowed.  “You’re no shaman.”
 
   “My patron is Sila,” explained Alaana with rising desperation.  “Perhaps you don’t know him well.  He’s a spirit of the air.”
 
   “Sila?  You’ve nothing to do with Sila, Little Fish.  We meet sometimes, he and I, on the surface of the sea.  His fingers whip the waters with stormy passions.”  She chuckled, the sound of a young maiden coming from her cruel mouth.  Kktakaluk tensed his claw, nearly cutting Alaana’s inuseq in half. 
 
   “No, you don’t smell of Sila,” continued Sedna.  “But what is that I do smell?”
 
   She leaned forward on her bed of scales and skins.  “What’s that you have?”
 
   One of the little blue fish found its way into the front pocket of Alaana’s spirit-parka, coming away with the engraved fragment of Nunavik’s tusk.
 
   Sedna’s eyes glowered with a dark pique.  She had a long-standing grudge against the golden walrus spirit, stemming from an episode in which Nunavik had inadvertently caused the death of her daughter.  
 
   “I’ve been looking for that,” she said.  The fish dropped the tusk onto the stump of her hand and she peered closely at it.  “He’s gone.  He was here, but he’s gone.  Where?”
 
   “I… I don’t know,” sputtered Alaana.
 
   The Sea Mother’s fury was growing by the instant.  The waters in the bedroom began to swirl and darken.  The fish darted for cover among the crusted coral walls.  “Where is he?” she raged.
 
   “I don’t know,” said Alaana.  For once she was glad Nunavik had abandoned her, leaving the tusk fragment empty of spirit.  If he had been here now, he would surely have been destroyed.
 
   “Still running, still hiding.  I will find him,” Sedna said, “and I shall have my vengeance.”  She nodded toward her husband, saying, “Kill her!”
 
   The giant claw clenched.  Alaana screamed.  
 
   She opened her eyes, expecting to look upon whatever face death might have taken as it loomed before her.  Instead she saw her father’s generous blue eyes. 
 
   “The five beats,” Alaana mumbled.
 
   “Did I do it right?” asked Kigiuna. 
 
   Alaana gasped a sigh of incredible relief.  “You did very well, Father.”
 
   She sat up.  Having failed utterly in her task, she felt exhausted in body and downtrodden in spirit.  Tugtutsiak still lay on his pallet, gibbering and moaning with an even greater intensity than before.  Alaana had come away with nothing to show for her efforts.  Worst of all, she had made an enemy of the Sea Mother, if Sedna even cared enough to think about her ever again.  Her ability to provide food in winter had definitely not been enhanced.  She had not even had a chance to ask about Tugtutsiak.
 
   The headman writhed in confusion and terror.  
 
   “I won’t fail you,” Alaana said, as much to the chorus of women as to the headman himself.  She drew a pinch of dried red clover from her medicine pouch.  Crushing the root just below Tugtutsiak’s nose she said, “This will settle him for a time.  I will try again tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   With the chill of the deep sea still upon her soul and aching from head to toe, Alaana trudged through the Anatatook camp.  The comforts of her tent would be welcome, particularly if Ben or Higilak were waiting up for her.  She was too desperately exhausted for conversation, but a friendly smile from either would send her to sleep with a lightened heart.  
 
   Aquppak suddenly appeared from behind the meat rack. 
 
   “This time I’m going to kill you, Alaana,” the young hunter announced.  He brandished a short hunting knife made of sharpened caribou antler. 
 
   Aquppak charged forward but his foot happened to slip on the soft pack snow and he fell soundly onto his rump.  With the keen reflexes of a hunter, he recovered himself almost at once.
 
   Alaana sighed.  “I thought we had finished with this.”
 
   “So did I.  But it’s no good.  Why won’t you let me alone?”
 
   Without hesitation Aquppak charged again, but once more the slush rushed out from under his mukluks.  This time he fell even harder, his face slapping into the wet snow.
 
   He stood up slowly and glowered at Alana.  “More tricks!  You know you can’t fight me—”
 
   “I don’t want to fight with you,” said Alaana earnestly.  “I never did.”
 
   Aquppak clenched his fist around the hilt of the hunting knife.  “Isn’t it enough you have that stranger for a husband?” 
 
   “I belong to no one,” said Alaana.  “We’re not married.” 
 
   “Everyone thinks you are.”  Aquppak paused to look at Alaana with disdain, as if trying to figure out exactly what went on in her tent at night.  Finally he shook his head, saying, “I don’t care what you do with that crazy black man.  Nobody else would want you anyway.”
 
   Alaana let the insult pass, saying, “Then you no longer have an argument with me.”
 
   “I won’t let you destroy my marriage with Ivalu.”
 
   “I’m not doing anything to you.” 
 
   Aquppak’s face reddened.  “Then why are there noises in my house at night?  Why does the tent shake and the pots rattle when I try to bed my wife?  Everywhere I turn, you are there.”
 
   Alaana sighed softly.  “It’s not me.”
 
   “Liar!  I really will kill you this time,” Aquppak shouted, tensing for another attempt.
 
   Alaana chuckled softly.  “Perhaps you’d like me to get rid of the ghost first.”
 
   “Ghost?”
 
   “It’s Ipalook.”
 
   “Ghost?” said Aquppak.  His face softened, becoming thoughtful as he considered this news.  For all his strength and prowess he could not drive away a ghost.  That was something only the shaman could do.  He tucked the hunting knife into his belt, pausing to brush the clumps of wet snow from the front of his parka.  His eyes did not leave Alaana.
 
   “It’s a long tramp over wet land to your camp,” Alaana said.  “And I’m tired.  We’ll go in the morning light.”
 
   “And where am I going to sleep?”
 
   “There’s space at the kennel.  The dogs probably won’t mind.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
   IPALOOK
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I didn’t know you were bringing a visitor,” said Ivalu.  Her eyes met Alaana’s with a startled look, and quickly turned away.  “I’ll warm up some soup,” she said.
 
   That was odd, thought Alaana.  She had expected a somewhat warmer welcome.  Ivalu had always been particularly friendly to her.  Years ago, Alaana and Old Manatook had healed her after she suffered a miscarriage. 
 
   “My wife is a very good cook,” said Aquppak proudly.  He stripped off his wet parka and hung it on a peg by the entrance.  Underneath he wore a shirt of soft white birdskin.  He offered to take Alaana’s coat, but she waved him off.  Alaana’s white ceremonial parka wasn’t wet at all, as if the melting snow had somehow been convinced not to cling to her.
 
   Aquppak urged her to take a seat on an old, cast-off wooden crate. 
 
   “She’s older,” said Aquppak in a low voice, “but she’s very good at tanning skins, sewing clothes and keeping house.”
 
   Alaana inspected the inside of the tent, but didn’t find any trace of the ghost.  She sniffed at the air, smelling only burnt seal oil and boiled fish. 
 
   Aquppak smiled and nodded, thinking Alaana was admiring the place.  “No one sews the skins like Ivalu.”  He gestured to the tent walls, then ran a hand down his finely crafted shirt.  “She keeps me in nice clothes.”  Alaana remembered that Ipalook had always been similarly well dressed.
 
   Ivalu brought the soup and served it up.  Sitting across from Alaana, she offered the ladle without meeting her gaze.  Alaana took a sip.  The broth was thick, tasty and full of soft chunks of meat.  She returned Aquppak’s smile.  “This is fine soup.”
 
   By the time she’d finished eating she’d still not been able to catch Ivalu’s downturned eye.  “Surely you know why I’ve come here, don’t you, Ivalu?”
 
   Ivalu went white under the eyes.  Her lower lip quavered.  She said nothing.  
 
   Aquppak stood up, muttering to himself, “Where is that hunting knife?”  He stepped toward his coat where it hung on the wall.  “I’ll make a gift of this to you, Alaana.”
 
   “You tried to give it to me yesterday, I remember.”
 
   Aquppak cleared his throat.  “A misunderstanding, that’s all.  That’s nothing between old friends.”  He offered a short, confident laugh, saying, “I will place it in your hand this time.”
 
   Alaana nodded and smiled. 
 
   “Let me sharpen it first,” said Aquppak.  “Yes, that’s a good idea.  I’ve a whetting stone just outside.”
 
   He stepped out of the tent flap, leaving Alaana and Ivalu to speak in private. 
 
   “You know why I’ve come,” Alaana repeated.
 
   Ivalu’s eyes met the young shaman’s.  Already they were wet with tears.  “I don’t.  I only—”  She stopped.  She didn’t want to lie to Alaana.
 
   “Let go.”
 
   Ivalu shook her head.  “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “He’s holding you back; he’s the past.”
 
   “I know, angatkok.”  The tears fell.  “But I can never do that.”
 
   “I loved Ipalook too,” remarked Alaana.  “We all did.  The Yupikut stole a good man from us when they killed that one.  He was always a true friend to my brother.  I’ll never forget him.  But letting go is not the same as rejecting him.”
 
   Ivalu shook her head.  “Never.  I love him.  He was the first man I ever knew.  He was so kind.  I can’t. . .”
 
   “I see,” said Alaana.  “But if you won’t do it, then I’ll have to cut the tie myself.”
 
   Ivalu started to object again but Alaana silenced her with the outstretched palm of her hand.  “I must,” she said again.  She brought her head down, tucking chin to her chest.  Her open fingers slowly clenched into a fist, as she focused her will upon a single name. 
 
   Ipalook.
 
   Ivalu sobbed. 
 
   Alaana felt a chill breeze stir the inside of the tent.  The skins began to flutter, a hint of movement near the ceiling flap.  She felt the stray spirit draw nearer, an outstretched hand touch her face.  She smelled the faint odor of tobacco. 
 
   Ivalu looked expectantly about the place.  Tears streaked her broad, flat cheeks but she cried no more. 
 
   Alaana felt the uncertain spirit pulling away, unraveling like smoke.  Aquppak stood in the doorway.  Alaana motioned for him not to come any closer.
 
   Again.  Ipalook.
 
   The room turned suddenly very cold.  A silvery glow began to take shape next to Ivalu.  The strange light intensified into a man’s outline, leaning over the shoulder of his wife.  The hazy figure was recognizable to Alaana.  The face, so sad and miserable, was the completely ordinary face of her brother’s good friend Ipalook.  The shade’s dark gaze was full of concern only for Ivalu as the ghost became solid to the shaman’s eyes, taking on the color of moonlight.  Here was a tall, slender young man wearing a well-cut parka adorned with bright red fox trim. 
 
   Ipalook’s inua leaned closely over his wife, as if to protect her.  He glanced suspiciously at Alaana. 
 
   “Unnecessary,” whispered Alaana, as there was no possible situation in which she would ever harm Ivalu.  “You should know that.”
 
   Ivalu reacted as if she felt a sudden warmth.  A faint smile parted her lips, only briefly, then chased away by guilt and embarrassment. 
 
   “Aquppak is the master of this house now,” said Alaana.  “For Ivalu, Aquppak is the future.”
 
   The steaming pot of soup overturned, spilling out onto the bearskin mat.
 
   Aquppak reacted to the sudden movement, hefting the hunting knife into attack position.  He was, as always, ready to fight, but his eyes could find no target.  He could see no ghost.
 
   “Aquppak is her future and you know it,” said Alaana.  
 
   Several of the cooking things flew from their places, clattering into each other directly in front of Alaana.  The young shaman did not flinch.
 
   Ivalu let out a tormented moan.
 
   “That’s enough,” said Alaana softly.  She reached out to Ipalook with her mind, but the ghost was still incomplete, uncertain.  “You know me,” she said.  “And you know Aquppak.  Aquppak is a good man, a successful hunter, an excellent provider.”
 
   Aquppak leaned forward, addressing the empty place where Alaana had aimed her words.  To his credit, he spoke in a kindly tone of voice.  “She doesn’t need your protection any longer.  We have plenty of food and skins.  She doesn’t need you.”
 
   “Tssst!” said Alaana, indicating Aquppak should stay out of it.  His interjection seemed to have done some good, however, as Ipalook’s ghost had become less confused and more aware of the conversation.  He appeared almost solid now, though still wreathed in a faint pearlescent glow.  Ipalook’s familiar face, plain and undistinguished as ever, held a forlorn expression, the thin-lipped mouth downturned.  His small, dark eyes returned a baleful gaze.  
 
   “You were a good husband, Ipalook, and a good man,” said Alaana.  “Your name will never be forgotten.  Your wife keeps you in her heart.  But she needs something from you still.  She needs you to let go.”
 
   “Never,” whispered Ipalook.
 
   “You only harm the one you want to protect.  You only torture her spirit.  Aquppak is here now.  He will provide and care for her.  You must let her go.”
 
   Ipalook was unmoved.  He cast an annoyed look at the young hunter, then returned his gaze to Alaana.  He silently shook his head.
 
   “Ivalu will bear him two sons,” Alaana said.  “These are things you could never give her.  Bad luck took your babies away.  But Ivalu shall be a mother at last.  A good mother, Ipalook.  That’s what she’s always wanted, above all else.  It’s the only way she can ever be happy.”
 
   Ipalook’s ghost shuddered.  His ordinary face tightened with momentary agony, exposing a row of straight white teeth.  
 
   “I never could do it,” he said.  Of course only Alaana could hear him.  “I never could give her what she wanted most.”
 
   “In time it would have happened,” Alaana said.  “In time.  But not now.”
 
   Ipalook took one last look at his wife and then nodded in resignation.  A silver tear snaked down one of his cheeks and fell, but dissolved into thin air before reaching the ground.  “As you say, Alaana,” he whispered.  
 
   “You missed the snowy owl,” the shaman said.  “She won’t come again.  But come with me.  I’ll show you the way.  Let’s go.  We’ve just one stop to make first.” 
 
    
 
   Alaana knelt beside the sleeping shelf.  Tugtutsiak lay in tortured slumber on the pallet, ringed by his female relatives.  Aolajut met Alaana’s gaze with reddened and tear-soaked eyes; as the stricken man’s wife, she could bear little more of this.  
 
   Ipalook’s ghost stood to one side.  He looked distractedly down at the headman.
 
   Kigiuna sat beside Alaana.  She’d spent the morning teaching him the song of the dreaming.  He had mastered many drum songs over the past year, surprising Alaana with his ability to keep proper rhythm and intonation.  Skeptic no more, he sat cross-legged next to Tugtutsiak, eager to get started.  Alaana heard him mumbling the first part of the refrain under his breath.
 
   “I forgot to mention,” she said to her father with a half-smile, “the Dreamworld is a backward place.  Singing the song will call me home.  In order for me to begin the journey you’ll have to sing the song backwards.”
 
   Kigiuna frowned.  “I don’t know…”
 
   “You can.  I’m sure of it,” she said.  “No shaman ever had a better assistant.”
 
   Kigiuna scoffed.  “I’m still your father.”
 
   “I know.  That’s why I can feel safe wherever I go.”
 
   “Just be careful.”
 
   Tugtutsiak groaned again.  He was in worse shape than ever.  Froth dripped from the corners of his mouth.  His eyes stared straight ahead, seeing nothing.
 
   Kigiuna winced at the sight.  “If you don’t save him today—”
 
   “Don’t say it!” she warned.  “We will succeed.”
 
   She held up a small dogskin pouch.  The pouch contained a shriveled piece of the umbilical cord that had dropped from Tugtutsiak’s belly when he had first been born. 
 
   “With this we can’t fail,” she said.  “This will lead me right to him.”
 
   Kigiuna took up the drum song, stumbling over the backward verse. 
 
   Alaana closed her eyes.  This was simple.  For a journey to the dreamlands, all one had to do was fall asleep.  She folded into herself, embarking on a journey within, to disappear down a hole in the center of her own soul.  She reached out a spirit-hand for Ipalook.  A moment later she felt herself falling as if she had tumbled from the rim of an umiak and into the deep blue sea.
 
   Alaana opened her eyes.  The taste of sleep was in her mouth.
 
   Ipalook’s ghost, standing beside her, yelped with alarm.
 
   They stood on a vast empty plain of light brown sand which stretched as far as the eye could see.  Above, the sun burned and hissed with a frightening vehemence.  The heat washed down on them.
 
   “I feel like a seal in the stewpot,” said Ipalook’s ghost.  “What is this place?” 
 
   “A dream,” said Alaana calmly.  “It’s not so different from Nunatsiaq, but there is sand instead of snow, heat instead of cold.”
 
   “But what are we to do?”  Ipalook’s voice bordered on panic.  He’d never dreamed a place like this.
 
   “Just stay—” A tremendous cracking sound echoed down from above.  Looking up she saw a vast shadow falling toward them.  It was a mountain.  The mass landed with an ear-splitting crash only a few paces from the shaman and the ghost.
 
   Ipalook groaned.  “A dream,” he said, “It’s just a dream.”
 
   Alaana knew better, but didn’t take the time to correct her friend.  It was enough to steer Ipalook clear as other items began to fall from the sky as well.  A lake, several gigantic boulders, another mountain and a river.  All came crashing down.
 
   Worse yet, Alaana felt a trembling beneath her feet.  She reached down and placed her hand flat on the sand.  Something was moving below them.
 
   The lake and the river burst into flame.
 
   “Alaana!” said Ipalook’s ghost. “Why did you bring me here?”
 
   Alaana was as puzzled by this new development as Ipalook.  She had no idea what they should do next but this didn’t trouble her.  She was certain she would find the way.  She remembered that in the Beforetime, it was said, water was often made to burn. 
 
   She blinked, and suddenly everything was frozen.  The mountains had become crystalline bergs, the sand was pack snow and the lake and river were bound with fresh ice.
 
   The change was momentous, but again Alaana failed to see its meaning.  Day had turned into night, the sun had become a full Moon.  Beside the Moon, Alaana clearly saw a constellation she recognized.  A great star shone across the river, low in the sky.  This star only showed itself when daylight began to return after the great darkness of winter.  It was Nalaussartoq, He Who Stands And Waits. 
 
   “It’s a sign of Tugtutsiak,” she said.  “Quick.  We have to cross the river.”
 
   They made for the ice, sliding down the slippery bank on their backsides.  Ipalook stopped, stooping to test the footing.  “No time for that,” said Alaana, “Hurry.”
 
   The ice, born of fire, was smooth and difficult to cross.  It seemed they walked in slow motion, slipping backward with every step they took.  Alaana remembered the Dreamland was a mirror image land where everything was backward.
 
   “Turn around,” she said.  “Walk backward.”  As soon as they turned about they found they had sufficient weight, the surface rough and easy to traverse.  It was a good thing too, because the ice had begun making a crackling noise, the sound of something creeping below.  The noise followed them as they ran along.  
 
   They reached the far bank just in time.  The ice shattered and fell away beneath their feet at the last step.  The scene shifted again.  They had just crossed the Big River upon whose banks the Anatatook often made their summer camp.  The water glistened in the moonlight as it ran downstream.  Of the threatening creature that had lurked beneath the ice there was no sign.
 
   Ahead of them lay the Anatatook camp. 
 
   “We’re home,” cried Ipalook happily.
 
   “Things are not always what they seem,” cautioned Alaana.  “Still, if this is a dream of our camp Tugtutsiak might be there.  Let’s find his tent.”
 
   Nothing was right.  The camp looked strange and deserted, all the tents worn and half-rotten.  Alaana couldn’t tell them apart.  In one tent they found her brother Itoriksak, asleep on the bed.  He appeared as an old man, wrinkled and frail with white hair and beard.  Behind his closed lids the eyes moved swiftly as if he might himself be dreaming.  Ipalook called out to the sleeping man.
 
   “Tsst!” said Alaana.  “We dare not disturb him.”
 
   In the next tent they found a pair of young lovers nestled in the coverlets.  As this was clearly not Tugtutsiak’s tent, Alaana made quickly to leave. 
 
   “Look!” remarked Ipalook, “It’s you!” 
 
   “What?” Alaana turned to get a closer look at the couple.  And indeed it was she and Ben tussling on the platform.  He was laughing contentedly.  She could never mistake that laugh.
 
   Alaana felt embarrassed that Ipalook should see this and, taking her friend by the elbow, began to pull him away. 
 
   “I think we must have come across one of your dreams,” whispered Ipalook’s ghost coyly. 
 
   “I might agree,” she said, “except in my dreams, I still have both ears.  Here I see only one.”
 
   “Could it be Ben’s dream?” asked Ipalook.
 
   His dream.  Suddenly Alaana felt a great weight lifted from her soul.  It was his dream.  Good to know.  As with everything else, once doubt was removed it would happen.  It would happen.
 
   She let out an embarrassed little laugh.  “Let’s go.”
 
   The two hurried on their way.  They found Tugtutsiak in the net tent, still suffering on the pallet.  
 
   “There he is!” Ipalook rushed to his side, then shrank back in horror.  
 
   The women were still gathered around, but they had all become withered hags, their flesh dry and tough as leather, their beautiful hair greasy and coarse, their eyes blackened by despair.  They had given up on the chanting and busied themselves instead with plaiting sinews for thread.  The sinews were strands pulled from Tugtutsiak’s flesh.  They didn’t seem aware of Alaana at all.
 
   Tugtutsiak moaned in desperate agony but it was plain to see his body was still empty of spirit.  How long had he suffered this way?  
 
   “His soul isn’t here,” said Alaana.  “We’re no better off than we were before.  Let’s go back outside.”
 
   She scanned the distant horizon for any other sign.  In one hand she held Ipalook’s wrist, lending strength to the faltering ghost.  In the other she kept Tugtutsiak’s birth talisman.  A far off mountain crest struck her eye.  Three thin peaks jutted up from the wide foot of rock.  “That way,” said Alaana.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Don’t you see?” Alaana replied, indicating the stony ridge.  “The three fingers.  It’s Tugtutsiak’s left hand.”
 
   They struck out for the ridge.  The way was difficult, across a valley knee-deep in fresh fallen snow that had not had time to harden.  After a journey that seemed to take ages, they came upon yet another strange sight.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
   CONUNDRUM
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A man stood in the snow.  He was tall and thin, dressed in a dark suit made of coarse cloth with a black ribbon tied in a bow around his neck.  Wild strands of dark hair wavered below a fur-lined cap that matched his full, black beard.  He spoke in a deep, booming voice and his words seemed to hold his strange audience in rapt attention.
 
   Arranged before him were a crude semicircle of spotted seal.  Their sleek, streamlined bodies glistened black and brown in the wet snow.  Round heads rose up from the ground, their large soulful eyes bearing expressions of intense reverence.  A few were propped up on their front flippers, their pointed snouts raised to the sky.
 
   “Arise, O Lord!  Punish the wicked, O God!  Do not ignore the helpless!”
 
   The man gestured wildly, holding up a book with a black leather cover.  His audience followed closely along, whiskers twitching.
 
   “The Lord is king forever and ever!  The godless nations will vanish from the land.  Lord, you know the hopes of the helpless.  Surely you will hear their cries and comfort them.  You will bring justice to the orphans and the oppressed, so wicked people can no longer terrify them.”
 
   Another seal came crashing down from the sky above.  It plopped onto the wet snow, shuffled into an empty place, and came to attention.
 
   “The wicked arrogantly hunt down the poor.  Let them be caught in the evil they plan for others.  For they brag about their evil desires; they praise the greedy and curse the Lord.  Their mouths are full of blasphemy and bitterness.  Trouble and evil are on the tips of their tongues.” 
 
   A handful of the seals barked, slapping their flippers into the snow.  Plop!  Another seal fell from the sky.
 
   “They lurk in ambush in the villages, waiting to murder innocent people.  They are always searching for helpless victims.  Like lions crouched in hiding, they wait to pounce on the helpless.  Like hunters they capture the helpless and drag them away in their nets.”
 
   The missionary received a tremendous response to this line, particularly the part about the nets.  Driven to an exaggerated fervor, he went on:
 
   “The Lord examines both the righteous and the wicked.  He hates those who love violence.  He will rain down blazing coals and burning sulfur on the wicked, punishing them with scorching winds.  For the righteous Lord loves justice and only the virtuous will see his face.”
 
   At last he spotted Alaana’s approach.
 
   “Ah, Alaana my friend,” he said.  “I am glad to see your face.”
 
   Alaana didn’t recognize him and was surprised to hear the stranger call her by name.  “I don’t know you.”
 
   “Of course you do.”  The man doffed his fur-lined cap, grinning.  Strands of his long black hair, aloft on the chill breeze, stood straight out from his head.  He took a deep bow in Ipalook’s direction.  The hair had other plans, going full across his face.  “Gregori Mikhailovich Valentin, of the Third Church of the Resurrection, St. Petersberg.” 
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Ipalook’s ghost.
 
   “What?  My Inupiat is passable.  A little rusty, I’m sure.”
 
   “We understand your words,” explained Alaana, “but not your meaning.  I’ve never set eyes on you before.  If I had, I think I’d remember.”
 
   “Now I’m the one who doesn’t understand,” said Gregori, replacing his cap.  “We know each other.  We’ve been friends for years.  Now wait!  What’s this?”  The tall man leaned forward to examine one side of Alaana’s face and then the other.  “The ear is missing on the opposite side, if you’ll forgive me.  And you seem younger, much younger…”
 
   “Things are often backward in the dream world,” said Alaana cautiously.  Although this man seemed friendly, she was still unsure. 
 
   “Dream?  Oh, well that explains this.”  Exasperated, Gregori held up his bible.  “All the words are backwards.  It reads right to left, like Judaica.”
 
   To Alaana it all looked the same.  She didn’t understand written language.
 
   The missionary kissed his book and stowed it inside the front pocket of his jacket.  “A dream you say?  Now that makes sense.”  He looked askance at his audience.  “That goes a long way toward explaining this odd congregation.  Good Lord above, but this is the strangest dream I’ve ever had.  And you say we haven’t met yet!  Oh, but this is an awkward dream.  And I was hoping you could help me.”
 
   “Perhaps I still can,” said Alaana.  “It’s likely we meet for a good reason.”
 
   “Tolk.  I will tell you what happened.  A ghastly misfortune involving the blessed Archbishop himself.  Aleksey Velichkovsky, the Lord bless him and keep him, of the First Russian Orthodox Church of Moscow, no less.  Visiting my poor abbey, he suffered a terrible mishap in the night.
 
   “He was susceptible.  You see he was always one for pilgrimage and devotion to sacred places and objects.  He is quite the dreamer.  It was a failing with him, not that I would ever mention it.  That and spicy meat pies.”  Rolling his eyes, Gregori waved a hand in front of his nose.  “Bless his name.”
 
   Ipalook’s ghost laughed.
 
   “The Archbishop?” prompted Alaana, having some difficulty with the strange word.
 
   “I was saying,” continued Gregori, “This morning he didn’t arise when the bell tolled.  He would not awake.  And the pageboy of the watch sensed his soul had gone away, though he convulses on the bed like one of the damned.  The power of the supernatural is not unknown to me.  I am, in fact, known for my exorcisms on three continents.
 
   “Yea, I have seen apparitions, possession, even the walking-dead.  Demons, spirits, miracles and magic, all these exist within the purview of the Lord.  It’s a little bit ironic, I think, for the Archbishop had come to our abbey to scold me for my involvement with such matters.  But in his current state he couldn’t take me to task, and I was called upon for aid — to make an exorcism no less.  So, having worked over his body all day and all night until the candles are long burned away, I fear I must have fallen asleep at the task.”
 
   He looked around.
 
   “Now this.”  He shrugged his shoulders.  “Dreaming of an old friend, though she is young and doesn’t know me yet.  Well met, my old friend.  Or, I should say, my young-old friend.”  The missionary chuckled softly.  “It’s enough to cause a headache.  I imagine when I wake up you’ll be gone and I shall have quite a pain between the eyes.” 
 
   Alaana nodded enthusiastically.  “There is a purpose to our meeting.  I’m certain of it.  We’re on the same quest.  I seek one of my village who has also suffered the soul loss.”
 
   “Tolk,” said the Russian.  He returned his attention to the ring of spotted seal, glancing at them in obvious discomfort.  They were sitting patiently, still awaiting word from their leader.  
 
   “I feel a little uncomfortable,” Gregori confided.  “They were the best audience I’ve ever had, but the words of the gospel are not for them.  These animals have no souls.”
 
   “Certainly they do,” said Alaana. “The most gentle and generous souls I’ve ever met.  But they can’t help us find our lost friends.  They’ve seen neither Tugtutsiak nor your Archbishop.”
 
   “Bless his name,” said Gregori.  
 
   Raising his hands before him, he addressed the seals, “Go in peace.  The Lord be with you.”  The seals had no place to go. Landlocked, they milled about in confusion.
 
   “And this is a problem,” he said.  “And I feel responsible.”
 
   “You needn’t worry,” said Alaana.  “The problem will take care of itself.  After a time, they’ll wake up and find themselves out on the ice again.”
 
   “And be much the better for it, I hope,” said Gregori, with a wink.  “But we still have our own problem.  What do you suggest we do?”
 
   “We’re headed for that ridge,” explained Alaana.  The three-fingered mountain now appeared much closer than before and she took that for a good sign.  Gregori indicated she should lead them forward and the three set out across the dream tundra.  Every so often Alaana stooped to place her hand on one of the large rocks among the scree that led up toward the mountain. 
 
   “What are you doing?” asked Gregori.
 
   “Asking the spirit of the stone if he’s seen my friend.” 
 
   “Blasphemy,” remarked Gregori. “Stones do not have spirits.”
 
   “Certainly they do,” said Alaana.  “I can see them with my own eyes.”
 
   The missionary shook his head.  “And what does it look like to you?”
 
   “It’s an old spirit, as are all of the stones.  A faint gray shadow, just a glimmer.  It’s asleep within the rock.” 
 
   “Chush!  It’s nonsense!”  Gregori shook his head.  “You pose quite a conundrum my friend.  Usually it’s my business to convince people to believe what they cannot see, not disbelieve what they do see.”
 
   The missionary chuckled softly.  “Ah, but we have had this discussion many times already, or I imagine we will have them when you are a bit older.  You insist everything has a spirit, the snow, the clouds, the moon above.  Every blade of grass and stick and stone.  It’s no use.  You’ll never see the light of reason.  There is no spirit but the Lord God.”
 
   “God?”
 
   “The One.  Some tribes call Him the Great Spirit.” 
 
   “Great Spirit?” said Ipalook.  “No.  There are only four great powers — sun, Moon, thunder and water.”
 
   “That’s not what I mean,” answered Gregori.  “I speak of the Creator.  The one who made all of this.”  His long, thin arm swept the view of the vast dream tundra.
 
   Now it was Alaana’s turn to disagree.  “Why, no one could create all this.  It always was.  It always will be.  It exists.  That’s all.”
 
   “Konchay bazar!  You try to hang noodle soup on my ears!” 
 
   Alaana exchanged an amused look with Ipalook’s ghost.  The missionary, somewhat irritated, asked, “What?  What did I say?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” said Alaana and all three of them began to laugh.  Alaana was surprised when they were joined by another familiar laugh.  A deep but joyous note that rumbled something like thunder.  Looking up she saw it was the snowy owl.  Though it was the bird laughing, its voice was unmistakably that of Tugtutsiak.
 
   “That’s the sign I’ve been waiting for,” said Alaana.  “It’s telling us what to do next.  We’ll have to go to the land of the dead.”
 
   The owl, which had been hovering in place with wings outstretched as if riding an endless updraft, suddenly pointed downward, tucked her wings to her sides and disappeared straight down into a crack in the rock. 
 
   “I’ve never seen a bird do that before…” said Ipalook.  “She dove down like a fish.”
 
   “We must follow,” said Alaana. 
 
   “Down there?” asked Ipalook.
 
   Alaana nodded confidently.  “It’s simply a matter of taking a single step forward.  There will be a strange feeling as you leave this world, a sensation that everything is melting away, as we enter the land of the dead.”  She heard Old Manatook’s voice in her head saying, ‘Just take the step.’ 
 
   “One step?” asked Gregori.  He was peering into the depths of the crack that had swallowed the snowy owl.
 
   “The sudden change can be frightening,” said Alaana, “since it feels like dying.  To surrender to the voluntary death is no small thing.  But we must do it. ”
 
   Gregori bowed his head.  “For the Archbishop.” 
 
   Ipalook was not so easily moved.  He stared straight ahead, a worried look on his face. 
 
   “Easy for you,” Alaana said, patting her friend on the back.  “You’re already dead.”
 
   She turned toward Gregori.  “Ready?”
 
   “Ready,” said Ipalook.
 
   “For the Archbishop!” said Gregori again, his gangly leg arched out over the abyss.  “Bless his name.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
   IN THE LAND OF THE DEAD
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Ipalook is gone,” said Ivalu.
 
   “A ghost?  Was he really here all this time?” Tikiquatta. spoke in low tones so as not to alarm the children. 
 
   The girls sat in the far corner of the tent, Inaloo helping her sister with a game of ipiitaq aularuq, the string dance.  Millik was learning to make the Two Bears shape but her fingers were too short and the length of sinew had tangled hopelessly around her hand and wrist. 
 
   “I felt him,” Ivalu said, “Sometimes.  But it was such a lonely and far-away feeling.  It hurt like the twist of the knife.  My Ipalook, my poor Ipalook.”
 
   Ivalu wasn’t allowed to say his name when Aquppak was home, so Tiki imagined she must make up for lost time.  
 
   The sputtering of the summer lamp — a lump of caribou tallow with a heather wick — drew Ivalu’s attention.  She bent to adjust the flame, and then motioned for Tiki to take over. 
 
   “You can put it any way you like…” said Ivalu.
 
   “I don’t care about that,” returned Tiki.  “You’re the wife.”
 
   Ivalu reacted with a small twitch of her head, a mouse-like movement that irritated Tiki.
 
   “I’ll never stop loving my Ipalook.  I’ll never love anyone else.”
 
   “Never?” asked Tiki.
 
   “Isn’t that how you felt when you lost yours?” 
 
   “Yes.  For a time.  But I found love again.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   The width of the flame corrected, the two women returned to the ikliq where they had spread out the last few caribou hides along the floor for cutting.  With the hunting over and done for the season the women were free to sew new clothes for the winter without offending the spirits of the caribou.  Ivalu was an excellent seamstress, there was no denying that.  She had no need to measure her new husband, instinctively cutting the skins into the proper size.  Just watching her was a marvel.  Tiki could learn a lot from her. 
 
   “What about Aquppak?” Tiki asked.
 
   Ivalu gave no answer.  Her blade sliced skin. 
 
   “I remember my first,” said Tiki.  “My poor Iksik, trampled beneath the hoof.  Iksik made me laugh and I loved him.  Oh, how I loved him.”
 
   Ivalu raised her gaze from the skin.  It seemed she searched Tiki’s eyes for something and then nodded slightly.
 
   Tikiquatta continued, “But Tutuiaq was different.  He was like an arrow shot straight through me.  There never was a man like him.  So strong, so sure of himself.  That man never had a doubt in his mind.  He knew exactly what he wanted, and it was me.  We fit together so perfectly, man and woman, a matched pair.  It’s hard to explain.”
 
   “I understand.” 
 
   “We were like two halves of an oyster shell,” Tiki chuckled softly.  “And Millik was our little pearl.”
 
   “Could you love again?” 
 
   I already do, Tiki thought.  But it would be a mistake to reveal that.  Ivalu would pester her with too many questions and spread loose talk.  “I could.”
 
   “I never will,” Ivalu said.
 
   “Then why did you marry Aquppak?”
 
   Ivalu shrugged.
 
   “There are plenty of other young men,” suggested Tiki.
 
   “What difference, one or the other?  None of them are Ipalook.”
 
   “But Aquppak treats you badly—”
 
   “He doesn’t treat you well either,” snapped Ivalu.  “He humiliates you in front of your own children.”
 
   That was true.  It had gotten so Tiki couldn’t stand being left alone with him now. 
 
   “What else can I do?” asked Tiki.
 
   “What else can I do?” countered out Ivalu.  “I need a man.”
 
   Tiki felt the same.  She needed a man and a proper father for the girls too, but the curse wouldn’t let her.  The curse made her helpless and dependent.  And Aquppak hated that about her.  She brought back painful memories; that was why he despised her.  She was an aunt to Aquppak but had no real influence over him.  And Aquppak would do anything to get what he wanted. 
 
   “I want children of my own,” continued Ivalu.  “How am I to get them?  I need a man.”
 
   “That’s not the kind of marriage I want,” said Tiki.
 
   “That’s fine for you, you already have the two girls.”
 
   The girls.  Aquppak had always treated the girls well, but that also might change.  Aquppak had made her wear rags, an outcast in her own tent.  Putuguk’s tent.
 
   Putuguk…
 
   But her father was gone.  And Aquppak would be quick to cast her aside as well.  She didn’t blame him for wanting to have a wife, she expected that.  But what of the girls?  He’d always been good to them.  But what would happen when Ivalu gave him children of his own?  Would he cast the girls aside?  Cause them to wear rags?  She could well believe it.  Aquppak’s passions turned so quickly.  He was so desperate to forget the past, to wipe it all away like an incriminating track in the snow. 
 
   She had tolerated his bad temper before because he was so good to the children.  Now she worried about them.  He had already begun to treat them differently. 
 
   Iggy was the only answer.
 
   A hot panic suddenly seized Tikiquatta.  She couldn’t wait one moment more.  She had been thinking too much of herself and not enough about the girls.  She threw down the scraps of fur in her hands.  “Iggy,” she said.
 
   She stood up from the floor.  “Girls, get your things.  We…we’re…we have to go.”
 
   It was the only solution.  
 
   “We’re leaving.”
 
    
 
   Into the abyss.  With a sickening lurch Alaana felt herself falling into death, a harrowing descent that threatened to choke off all hope.  Desperate voices screamed at her as she passed.  So many unanswered prayers.  Alaana felt them as crushing blows to the spirit.
 
   She felt all the things that were dear to her heart being stripped away.  Old Manatook, already long dead.  Nunavik, Weyahok and Itiqtuq, all her helper spirits, vanished into the spirit world.  She felt Higilak being ripped away.  Then Kigiuna, her mother and brothers.  She felt these people dying, releasing their hold on her soul and drifting forever away.  But Alaana refused to be distracted.  She held steadfast to only one thing, the most important thing, and that was the memory of Tugtutsiak.  The headman who saw them through all sorts of trouble, the captain of the whaling boats who tracked the game, settled disputes with fairness, and guided the Anatatook like no one else could.
 
   Alaana realized that she was no longer falling.  She seemed now to be ascending.  Where there had been darkness, there now was light.  She supposed they had passed backward out of the dreamlands and into another spiritual realm.  Likewise she realized her family and friends had not left her, it was she who had died.  Dead and following the trail of Tugtutsiak.  This was only a temporary death, she told herself.  That was most important to remember.  It was certain she would find her lost friend, and when she did, her father would bring them home. 
 
   The soul-passage became a tunnel cutting through misty clouds.  Alaana and her friends were belched out onto an island in the sky, standing on a firm cloud which had the consistency of crusted snow but wasn’t cold to the touch.  The sky above shone bright and as blue as her father’s eyes.  The Land of Day.
 
   Gregori Mikhailovich Valentin shook his head as if stunned, muttering something about a book of revelations, but Ipalook seemed quietly resigned to this fate.
 
   “Tugtutsiak is here,” said Alaana.  “Lost souls sometime wander into the realm of the dead in the false belief that they can find a home among these gentle snows.  We must hurry to catch him.  We can’t stay here for long.” 
 
   They had landed amidst a peaceful settlement on the banks of a glittering sky-river where it met the open sea.  Friendly white clouds surrounded them on all sides.  The air was crisp and invigorating.  A vast encampment stretched out before them, its houses fashioned of skins and stones.  
 
   “What is this place?” asked Gregori.
 
   “Agneriartarfik, the village one can always return to.  Everyone who has died a natural death is here.”
 
   Gregori’s eyes went wide.  “Is this Heaven?”
 
   Alaana didn’t recognize the term. “This place has many names.  The Land of Day.  The distant lands.  Also called the Narrow Ridge Land — home of the happy departed.”
 
   The spirits of the dead had already begun to gather around.  The souls came from their houses, which had no windows or doors.  Being immaterial, they passed easily through wall or roof, eager to see the visitors, pay their respects, and make them welcome.  Recognized as Anatatook, there were soon many from Nunatsiaq crowding around Alaana and her companions, offering cheerful faces and asking for news.  
 
   “You’ve outdone yourself this time,” said Gregori, offering Alaana a pat on the back.  “Heathens as far as the eye can see.”  
 
   He doffed his fur-lined cap and attempted to smooth his long dark hair with slender fingers, causing only further disarray.  Then he turned to the people, urging them to form up around him.
 
   “Hear me good people,” he boomed.  “For I bring to you the truth of our Lord. The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth.  No one has ever seen God, who gives to all men life and breath and everything.  Only the Son of God, who is in the bosom of the Father, is able to reveal his glory to us.  Yet He is not far from us, for he gives our lives meaning.”
 
   He caught himself a moment, and glanced at Alaana with wonder.  “Preaching conversion in heaven itself!” he beamed.  “How strange indeed.”
 
   The missionary turned back to his gathering congregation with eyes afire and said, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.  And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light…”
 
   Alaana lost interest in the sermon, having spotted a young girl tossing a ball in the air.  Almost immediately, the girl recognized her too.
 
   “Alaana!” cried the child.  She ran across the snowy field, carrying the caribou-skin ball in her hands.  “Play with me!”
 
   Alaana’s heart melted within her chest and for a moment all thoughts of Tugtutsiak flew from her mind.  This was her sister, still fourteen winters old, just as Alaana had last seen her the day she had died.  The perfectly round, smiling face, half hidden behind unruly shocks of glossy black hair.  It was Avalaaqiaq.  
 
   So stunned was Alaana at seeing her sister again, the ball hit her squarely in the face.  The impact smarted a little as there was a small stone inside the caribou hair stuffing to give the ball some weight.
 
   Alaana had imagined so many things she would want to say to her sister.  What did it feel like being dead?  What was her life like here in the sky?  Did she miss being alive?  Was she happy?  But she saw now there was no use in asking any of these things.  Ava’s smiling face told all.
 
   “Well, pick it up, silly head,” said Ava.
 
   Now that she was faced with it, Alaana realized there was very little needed to be said, and no more important use of their time than playing at catch with the ball.
 
   She stooped as if to pick the ball up but kicked out instead, aiming her foot at the bottom to give it lift.  It shot up in the air straight toward her sister’s head.  Ava was not fooled by this trick and caught the ball in front of her face, chuckling happily.  She fired it back at Alaana in one single motion.
 
   “Come on.  Let me have it,” taunted Ava, patting her belly.  “Right here.”  
 
   Alaana returned a perfect throw, directly to her sister’s midsection.
 
   They played for a while, two children on a quiet shore.  There were no troubles, no leering demons or vengeful ghosts, only a delightful joy at this most welcome reunion.  There were only mellow hills and plains, plenty of food in the pot, and a gentle breeze that might carry them anywhere they desired.  Alaana wished they could go on like this forever.  But soon enough it had to come to an end.  Seeing Ava as a child, she realized that her life had passed her sister by.  She had no more time to play now.  She was the shaman with responsibilities and important work to do.  People needed and depended on her.  Tugtutsiak.  The Anatatook. 
 
   On her next throw she convinced the caribou-skin cover on the ball to sprout a pair of downy wings.  Ava squealed with laughter as the ball took flight and evaded her eager hands.  But when the ball flew out of her reach and didn’t come back, she realized the game was over.
 
   Again there was nothing to say.  Except the only thing that mattered.  “I love you,” Alaana said taking her sister in his arms.  “We’ll play again later.”
 
   “I’ll be here,” said Ava. 
 
   “I know.”  Alaana held her sister close for a moment. 
 
   The crooked smile looked up at her, so bright and happy.  “I love you, sister.”
 
   “Do not kiss her,” said a deep voice, “unless you intend to stay here forever.  If your lips should touch her forehead you will never return to the living.” 
 
   Alaana turned around to see her grandfather beside them.  Her father’s father, whose name had been Ulruk, stood with his arms crossed over his chest.  Alaana noticed the man now possessed once again all of his limbs, including the arm he had lost in a brown bear attack.  The ragged scars across his forehead were also gone.  She realized how similar her grandfather looked to Kigiuna.
 
   Having caught sight of the floating ball once again, Avalaaqiaq chased after it.  It drifted playfully out of reach time and again, making an interesting game.  Ava’s famous laugh, that precious sound that tickled the spine of anyone within earshot, drifted back toward them.
 
   “Thank you for watching over her,” said Alaana.  “She’s very precious to me.”
 
   “And to me,” said Ulruk.
 
   The two began to walk slowly through the settlement.  “I want you to know, you were wrong about Manatook,” said Alaana.  During her initiation, Ulruk had warned her against Manatook, nearly spoiling Alaana’s chances to become a shaman.
 
   The elder’s face was unyielding.  “He was an outsider.”
 
   “Yes,” admitted Alaana.
 
   “He was a deceiver.”
 
   “Yes, in a way that’s true.  He was born a white bear.”
 
   Her grandfather raised his eyebrows in an expression very reminiscent of Kigiuna, then nodded his head.  He touched the shoulder of what should have been his missing arm.  “I could smell it on him.”
 
   “In the Beforetime,” said Alaana, “people could change from human to an animal and back again.  There was no difference.”  
 
   “Such things are no longer possible, and for good reason I expect…”
 
   “Manatook was a shaman among his own kind, and to the angatkok many things are possible.  He was a bear but in every way that mattered he was also a man.  A great man.  He gave his life for the Anatatook when we needed him most.  If not for him I’d be dead many times over, and Kigiuna too.”
 
   “Fair enough,” said the elder.  “The next time I run into Manatook I might not try to kill him.”  His eyes twinkled.  “Anyway it is perhaps foolish to hold a grudge, when we are both already dead.”
 
   They had reached a tent which Alaana supposed belonged to her grandfather.  The elder sat down on a plank of driftwood laid across two stones that served as a bench.  Ipalook came walking past.  He seemed downcast and ill at ease.
 
   “What’s the matter?” asked Alaana.
 
   “I can’t find anyone who remembers me.”
 
   “Your mother is here,” said Ulruk.  “She’s gone out to gather crowberries at the base of the mount.”  He indicated a rounded peak near the elbow of the river.  “And I’ve seen your father and his brothers as well.  Settle down, young man.  This is your place.  Here, you can help me sharpen my spearheads until they come back.”
 
   All of a sudden a rack of harpoons appeared leaning against the bench.  The elder placed a whetting stone in Ipalook’s hands, and passed him a flat of ivory. 
 
   “It’s a good place,” he said, reassuringly.  “There is plenty of blubber to drink, the air is not too chill and we have a wonderful open sea, still and smooth, absent the slightest wind.  The land is level and the hills are small.  There is an abundance of game at all times.  When we grow tired of fat caribou herds we have seal.  As many seal as we like.”  He pointed out a pair of kayaks that were rowing toward shore, heavy with their burden of fresh kills.  The men inside were joking and laughing.
 
   “Kanak?” asked Alaana.
 
   His grandfather smiled.  “Out on the hunt.  The man never takes any rest.  I can’t keep up with him.”
 
   “Putuguk?” asked Alaana.
 
   “He is here.”
 
   “Grandfather,” Alaana returned, “I need your help.  I’m looking for one of the Anatatook.  I think his soul has wandered here, though he’s not dead.  His name is Tugtutsiak.”
 
   “Tugtutsiak?”
 
   “Yes.  He is the headman of our band.”
 
   “Yes, I remember him, the second son of Igunaksiaq.  An arrogant little pup.  I tried to teach him the harpoon, but he was more interested in teaching me.  The headman, you say?  Well, I suppose I could see that.”
 
   “Yes, but have you seen him?  He’s a solid man with a full, serious face—”
 
   “I recall what he looks like,” said the elder.  “But I haven’t seen him here.”
 
   “He must be here,” said Alaana forcefully.
 
   Ulruk shook his head.  “I would have seen him.  But perhaps.  Perhaps…”  He paused reflectively and cast a long look toward the rocky shore.  “Maybe he is here after all.  There are some tortured souls trapped inside that berg.  We’ve heard their screams for three nights, but they are beyond our reach.  We have no way to enter the ice.”
 
   “We’ll go,” said Alaana.  She stood from the bench.  “I can help them.  I am certain of it.”
 
   “It’s good you’ve come, then,” said the elder. 
 
   Ipalook put down the whetting stone and started to get up, but Alaana pressed a hand firmly to his shoulder, pushing him back down.  “You don’t need to go any further,” she said.  “You are exactly where you’re supposed to be.  Farewell, Ipalook.”
 
   Ipalook pursed his lips and sat.  “Look after Ivalu.  That’s all I ask.”
 
   “You don’t have to ask.”
 
   “I know,” said Ipalook, giving the whetting stone a squeeze.  “Otherwise I would never have left her.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
   DEMON’S OUT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The face of the berg was exactly as her grandfather had described.  An impenetrable expanse of clear blue ice rising up into the sky, perfectly sheer and unnaturally smooth.  There was no possible means of entrance. 
 
   “You think they are inside there?” asked Gregori.
 
   “I’m certain of it.”
 
   Alaana placed both her hands flat on the surface of the berg.
 
   “You want I should push also?” asked Gregori.
 
   “No,” laughed Alaana.  “I’m not pushing.  It’s just the opposite.”
 
   Gregori circled Alaana, peering at her from all sides.  
 
   “You’re pushing against it?” he asked incredulously.
 
   “No.”
 
   “I must ask, my friend.  What then are you doing?”
 
   “I’m asking the spirit of the glacier for help.”
 
   “Nonsense.  And I imagine next you’ll be telling me he has a wife and children too.”
 
   Alaana flicked her shoulder toward a pair of small hills nearby.
 
   “Tssk.” Gregori shook his head.  “I say again!  Rocks and mountains and icebergs do not have spirits.”
 
   “You mustn’t say that,” said Alaana.  “Now you’ve offended him.”
 
   “Fignja!  This will never be decided between us.”
 
   Alaana stood back from the ice.  She looked to the missionary with a playful half-smile.  “We’re lucky.  The spirit of the berg is a friendly one.  He’s agreed to let us inside, but on only one condition.”
 
   “Yes?” said Gregori as if expecting a lightning strike.
 
   “If you will apologize for disbelieving.”
 
   Gregori’s thin lips arranged themselves in a narrow line.  “That’s a tall order, young lady.  I will not blaspheme.”
 
   “Why break through a wall with your forehead, when a few kind words will do the trick?” 
 
   The missionary pondered this sentiment for a few moments.  He dragged his fingers down the length of his dark beard, bringing it to a ragged point at the chin.  “Then again, any fish is good if it’s on the hook,” he mused.  “And as my mother often said, an onion treats many ailments…”
 
   “For the Archbishop!” whispered Alaana.
 
   Gregori placed his hands before his eyes and took a deep breath.  “Matthew said, ‘If you have faith as a grain of mustard seed, you will say to your mountain, “Move!” and it will move.  And nothing will be impossible for you.’ ”
 
   The missionary peeked from between his clenched fingers.  The wall of ice hadn’t moved.  Alaana shook her head and silently mouthed the words, “Not good enough.”
 
   “And Jesus replied, ‘Truly, whoever says to this mountain, “Be taken up and thrown into the sea,” and does not doubt in his heart, but believes that what he says will come to pass, it will be done for him.  Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours.’ ”
 
   Gregori peeked again, and Alaana signaled for him to continue.  “I think it’s working.  He has little idea what you’re saying, but there’s no mistaking your intentions.  As I said, he’s a goodhearted soul.”
 
   The missionary‘s timbre increased a few notches.  “And surely the kingdom of God is within you, oh vast mountain of ice, as it is within all things.”
 
   He withdrew his hands and bowed his head forcefully, indicating he had said his peace and was done. 
 
   “Good enough,” said Alaana.  Once again she placed her hands on the sheer, cool barrier and offered a few conciliatory words of her own.  With a creak as of old bones stretching, followed by a great crack of thunder, the ice began to move.  The way opened before them, marking a smooth circular tunnel through the ice of the glacier.
 
   Alaana threw the missionary a challenging look.  “The glacier is generous.”
 
   Gregori’s eyes cast about in search of an explanation.  When they alighted once again upon Alaana’s grinning face, having found no other answer, he bowed his head slightly.  “With God all things are possible.” 
 
   As they advanced along the channel the walls changed from clear ice to dark, mottled stone.  Gregori wrinkled his nose and remarked, “Sulfur and brimstone.” 
 
   Alaana didn’t smell anything.  “Be careful,” she said, “We’ve left the dreamlands far behind.  This tunnel takes us to a very different place.  This is the land of the dead.  A very dangerous place.”
 
   “Do you think?” smirked Gregori.
 
   As they proceeded deeper into the lair Alaana felt the danger growing.  Unlike the friendly glacier, she had received no pledge of assistance from the ancient rock of this place.  The very walls could crush them on a whim at any moment. 
 
   Suddenly the moaning of tortured souls filled the air.
 
   ***
 
   “There is trouble,” said Kigiuna.  “Alaana’s in danger.”  He couldn’t explain how he came to know this, but there was no way to deny the sinister feeling.
 
   Higilak cocked her ear as if listening carefully.  
 
   Kigiuna heard nothing except for the women chanting their song of sleep and Tugtutsiak’s low moans.  The worsening state of the headman was alarming.  Tugtutsiak took deep labored breaths as if he were drowning and his eyes searched violently about the tent, unseeing.  Kigiuna felt certain the headman was dying.  Was it all for nothing?  Worse yet, could he stand to lose Alaana over this? 
 
   “I’m going to bring her back,” he decided.  He launched into the drum song of the dreaming, reciting the melody forward as he had been instructed.  The notes came easily, his voice strong and clear.  He must rescue Alaana.  But after a few minutes he saw that it was no use.  “It’s not working.” 
 
   “Perhaps Alaana is no longer in the dreamlands,” offered Higilak.  She looked concerned but still fairly calm.  Kigiuna felt embarrassed at his own rising panic in the face of the old woman’s cool reserve.
 
   “Then where?”  He glanced down at his daughter’s lifeless body.  Alaana appeared peaceful, almost as if in a deep slumber.  If not for her shallow breathing she sat completely motionless.  More than anything else Kigiuna wanted to shake her awake and end this worry, but she had instructed him never to do that.
 
   “It’s my guess she’s gone to the land of the dead,” said Higilak.
 
   “Land of the dead?” repeated Kigiuna somewhat frantically.  “Land of the dead.  I don’t know any songs for that.  How can we bring her back?  What can we do?”
 
   “There’s only one thing we can do to help her now.  Same as always.  Have faith.”
 
   ***
 
   “This is very strange,” said Alaana.  “This isn’t part of the Land of Day.  It’s a pocket of the Underworld, hidden here where it doesn’t belong.”
 
   The tunnel had opened into a high-ceilinged chamber.  The cavern’s walls twisted and turned like the elaborate whorls inside a huge conch shell.  Columns of pocked, ruddy stone stretched from floor to ceiling and a smoky haze skirled about the place.  To each post was bound a human soul.  The figures were partially embedded within the rock so that only their faces and chests protruded like carvings on the craggy stone.
 
   “Bozhe moi!  The Archbishop!” shouted Gregori.  He touched his fingertips to his forehead, heart and each shoulder before rushing at one of the columns.  
 
   The Archbishop grunted softly as he struggled with some deep-rooted pain.  His spirit had the appearance of a squat bull of a man with a heavily jowled face.  His eyes smoldered with determination.  A tall white hat with a blue cross running down the front rested on his head, though it was now soot-stained and hanging slightly askew.  He wore loose, flowing robes with the same white and blue color pattern.
 
   “I burn, Gregori.  For what transgression I do not know.”  The Archbishop forced the words out through his pain.  “Have I passed in my sleep?  Is this my final judgment?”
 
   “No, your holiness.  By the will of God, this is not meant for you.”  
 
   “I could never resign myself to this fate,” said the Archbishop, “not without knowing the cause.” 
 
   “Fight it, your holiness.  Fight!”
 
   The Archbishop grunted softly.  “Fight it I shall.”
 
   “I’ve come here to release you and I will see you free, I swear it,” said Gregori.  He flattened his palms together along the line of his nose.  “Our Lord God, whose nature is ever merciful and forgiving, accept our prayer that this, your servant, bound by the fetters of sin, may be pardoned by your loving kindness...” 
 
   Alaana caught sight of Tugtutsiak, who was bound to a nearby pillar. 
 
   He was emaciated and covered in soot, appearing much like the pathetic lumentin Alaana had once seen in the Lowerworld.  Unlike the Archbishop, who had seemed indomitable — a bear beset by wolves, surrounded and under attack, but not willing to go down without a fight — Tugtutsiak appeared on the verge of total surrender.  He had not strength enough to struggle much longer.  But the sight of Alaana sparked his crushed spirit and brought a faltering light to his eyes.
 
   “Alaana!” he whispered.  “I knew you would come for me.”  His eyes met hers, begging forgiveness.  “Do you hear me, Alaana?  I knew you would come.  There was never any doubt.”  
 
   Even Tugtutsiak’s apologies had such great strength in them, thought Alaana.
 
   “I will set things right,” she said, although she didn’t have the faintest idea how to proceed.
 
   “How can we free them?” asked Gregori.
 
   Alaana didn’t answer.  The souls were intimately bound to the pillars, and the pillars deeply set into the cavern.  She’d never seen anything like this before.  If there was a way to help, she would find it.  But wait, there was something attached to Tugtutsiak’s neck, just beneath the strong line of the jaw.  A slender tentacle, dull red in color, stretched upwards and away behind the column of stone.  The bizarre umbilicus twitched.  Tugtutsiak groaned.  His lips tightened, a pink spume jetting out as he struggled against the pain.  The others suffered under a similar fate. 
 
   Alaana drew her ceremonial blade.  She slashed across the tendril where it joined Tugtutsiak’s neck.  The knife passed right through the blood-red cord as though made of air, leaving the tentacle unharmed. 
 
   “What are you doing?” asked Gregori.
 
   “There’s something here, but I can’t cut it.  I can’t even touch it.”
 
   “What?  Where?” asked Gregori.  “I can’t even see it.”
 
   A sudden tension erupted inside the cavern as if a dark energy in the air had come crackling to life.  Something was shifting, changing.  Waking up.  The moaning of the poor unfortunates intensified; the coils wriggled and slithered, tightening around their necks.  Alaana traced the tendril’s path upward with her eyes. 
 
   A ghastly abomination squatted on the ceiling, a blood-red mass wreathed in black smoke. 
 
   “There’s a cave demon here.”
 
   “I don’t see anything,” said Gregori.  
 
   The thing shifted, uncoiling.  Its movements were fluid and powerful as it turned its pointed snout menacingly down toward Alaana.  Its rounded mouth opened and the demon spoke in a hideous, guttural tongue.  The words were unintelligible to the young shaman but seemed to convey a dreadful challenge.  
 
   “I’m telling you, it’s there,” said Alaana.
 
   “I don’t doubt you, my friend.  Even blind, I sense great evil here.”
 
   Alaana wasted no more time on words.  She hurled the handful of small knives that were strung along her belt but, just like the ceremonial blade, they passed right through the demon.  She had no further weapons.  She stepped back, pulling Gregori behind the pillar along with her.
 
   “No luck with those knives, I suppose,” said the missionary.
 
   “No.  I’m afraid I haven’t come very well prepared for this kind of fight.”
 
   The demon’s exhortations became louder.
 
   Gregori stepped forward, placing himself in front of her.  “I’m thinking this may not be your fight at all.  But perhaps you may serve as eyes to the blind.  Can you tell me what it looks like?”
 
   “A round mouth like a suckerfish, full of pointed teeth.  Six eyes set in pairs down the front of its face.  A pair of curled horns like a beast.  Cloven hooves.  The wings of a bat.”
 
   “Enough,” said Gregori.  “This is one of the fallen host well known to those who read the word of God.  Heshtaroth is its name.”
 
   The foul thing recoiled at the name, sending gouts of black smoke spilling from the ceiling.  Gregori coughed on the bitter tang as the smoke began to fill the room, although Alaana could smell nothing.  
 
   A tentacle shot out of the smoke to grapple her neck.  Alaana felt her strength ebbing away, to be replaced by raw pain.  The demon was drinking the life from her soul.
 
   Gregori again touched his empty hand to his forehead, chest and shoulders.  “I exorcise you, Most Unclean Spirit!  All Spirits!  Every one of you!  In the name of Our Lord Jesus Christ:  Be uprooted and expelled from this Creature of God…” 
 
   The grip of the demon relaxed, its tentacle curling away from Alaana’s spirit-form as if it had been burned. 
 
   “It’s working,” she said.
 
   “Heshtaroth!  Depart then, impious one, depart, accursed one, depart with all your deceits, for God has willed that man should be His temple, and you shall not defile these good men.”
 
   A score of bloody tendrils shot toward him but the missionary remained oblivious to their attack.  In his outstretched hand he held forth a relic.  Waving it before him like a blind man with a totem, he was smiling.  “The bone of the small finger of Nikolai Mirkiyski Chudvorets himself!  Nikolai the Wonder-worker, most merciful of the saints.”  He rolled one eye towards Alaana saying, “Hmm?”
 
   “It’s working,” she said.  She was amazed to see this strange man triumph where she had failed. 
 
   Hissing, the demon retreated once again to the ceiling, moving in a jerky motion as if in great pain.  
 
   Gregori took hold of Alaana’s shoulder.  “It’s lucky I was doing an exorcism when I fell asleep.  I have everything we need.  Help me, Alaana!  Guide me.”
 
   He drew a small flask from the pocket of his long black coat.
 
   “The Holy Ghost, the spirit of Almighty God himself, is within this water,” he announced, speaking with great passion.
 
   “I don’t see it,” remarked Alaana.  While she could perceive a tiny glimmer of inua within the fluid, it seemed to her no different than the faint soul-light of any ordinary water.
 
   “That doesn’t matter,” replied Gregori.  “This water was blessed by the Archbishop himself.  The demon has made a mistake in choosing his eminence as a target.  A successful exorcism is entirely dependent upon the victim’s faith.  And let me tell you for certain, the Archbishop possesses a will that can never be broken!”
 
   The Archbishop, still bound to his pillar, said nothing.  His eyes tightly shut, the part of his face protruding from the stone column trembled with great effort.
 
   “Where Alaana?  Where?”
 
   Alaana’s gaze followed the demon’s course as it crawled across the top of the cavern. 
 
   “There!”  
 
   Gregori raised the flask, held in both hands, high above his head.  “Go away, Seducer!  Be humiliated and cast down.  For even though you have deceived men, you cannot make a mockery of God.  He has prepared Hell for you and your angels.” 
 
   To Alaana, he whispered, “Again.  Direct me!”
 
   “There!” 
 
   Gregori cast the water in a wide arc, spraying the water directly in the demon’s path.  It cut through the inky smoke and splashed across the demon.  With a pathetic hiss, the demon began to bubble and splatter.  It dripped down from the ceiling in blood-red gore, and although Alaana thought they would be drenched with it, the foul ichor vanished before it touched them. 
 
   Alaana’s mind cleared.  All around the cavern the trapped souls had been released.  The Archbishop was standing strong, just beside the missionary.
 
   “Well done,” said the Archbishop.  “I confess I wouldn’t have believed such a thing if I hadn’t witnessed it with my own eyes.  I came to the abbey to chastise you, but now… Now I see you in a somewhat different light, Father Mikhailovich.”
 
   “It is the light of the Lord, nonetheless,” returned Gregori, with a half bow at the waist.
 
   An intense look of pride passed over the Archbishop’s cherubic face, “Yes, of course.”
 
   Alaana rushed to where Tugtutsiak had fallen.  His soul was bleached white, shriveled and nearly gone.  The glimmer of life had become barely perceptible.  “I must hurry,” she said, taking the headman’s spirit into her arms. 
 
   “Do what you must, by all means,” said the Archbishop.  “Leave these tortured souls in our care.  We’ll see to them.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Alaana.
 
   “I should be thanking you,” replied the Archbishop.  “And I wish I had more time in which to do so.”
 
   “I, for one, am certain we shall meet again,” said Gregori.  He took Alaana by the hand.  At the moment of contact, she experienced a powerful vision.  She sensed a moment that would come many years later, with herself and Gregori engaged in another struggle.  It was a fight of titanic proportion, against a foe beyond imagining, who threatened the entirety of the world.  In this flash of insight, the two of them exchanged a look of camaraderie and terrific consequence as they leapt into the breach. 
 
   Alaana, struck speechless, could only smile at the strange missionary.  She sat cross-legged on the soot-stained floor and descended rapidly into the depths of concentration needed to return home.  Not very much effort was required.  Her time in the land of the dead was naturally coming to an end; she felt the call of her body pulling her away.  She had only to surrender to it. 
 
   Gregori jumped forward, struck with a sudden inspiration.  “Our philosophies are not so different, Alaana.  Should you take the many little spirits which you perceive in every little thing and bring them all together — all those tiny sparks of divinity — taken in total, what would you see if not the face of God himself?  Think on it, if you remember this dream at all.”
 
   To Alaana, the scene had already begun to fade to white.
 
   “Farewell, my old-new friend,” she heard Gregori say.
 
    
 
   Alaana opened her eyes.  The return trip left her dizzy, gasping for breath, and weary to the bone.  Her disorientation faded as she felt her father’s gentle touch.  Kigiuna swept the stray hair from her brow. 
 
   When her eyes fluttered open he whooped for joy, throwing a fist in the air.
 
   “Tugtutsiak,” said Higilak.  “Tugtutsiak.”
 
   She was right, of course.  There was no time to spare.  Alaana jumped up from the pallet.
 
   Tugtutsiak lay as still as one of the dead.  The breath of life seemed to have departed him completely.  Alaana prayed it was not too late already.
 
   She held the headman’s soul in her bare hands.
 
   “Tugtutsiak, return to the house you have left.”
 
   She pressed the inua against Tugtutsiak’s breastbone.  She blew with all her might through her cupped hands to send the soul back into the body.
 
   When Tugtutsiak opened his eyes, Alaana’s face was the first thing he saw.  The headman smiled knowingly.  He was too tired and weak to talk, but he nodded his head slightly.  He almost drifted off to sleep, but forced his eyes open again and lifted his lips to Alaana’s ear.  “I knew you would come,” he said.  “I knew it!  You will do great things.”
 
   “So they tell me.” 
 
   “You’re the best shaman we could ever wish for.  I’m glad you’re with us.”
 
   The headman’s head sank back down, his eyes closed and he fell into sleep.  This time a dreamless, fitless sleep that promised rest and rejuvenation rather than pain and torment.
 
   Aolajut threw her arms around Alaana and hugged her close.  “Thank you,” she said, “Thank you for my husband’s life.”  It took some time for her to disengage, realizing at last that she shouldn’t treat the shaman in such a familiar way.
 
   Alaana had had enough of accolades.  All this attention made her uneasy.  She stepped toward the exit flap of the tent.  She suddenly recalled what she had glimpsed in the dreamlands — she and Ben in a lovers’ embrace.  The image was like a flash of memory from a dream, nearly forgotten then suddenly come upon her full force.  Stepping out into the arctic night she headed for home.  She was weary and ready for her own bed.  Perhaps in sleep, she might dream of Ben.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
   IGGY TAKES A WIFE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Iggy struck awkwardly at the flint harpoon head.  He had three such heads laid out before him, each duller than the next.  For years he had been relying on Kanak’s equipment for seal hunting and his own things were in poor repair.  He must get at least one good spear ready before winter came.  
 
   His mother slept soundly on the platform.  He was certain his work would not disturb her; Tassiussak was a notoriously deep sleeper.  Iggy was exhausted, having spent the last three days out running his fox trap lines.  These labors had borne little results, the clever animals had already gone to ground for the season.  But unlike his mother, he had difficulty sleeping when the sun was still up, especially with so much work left to do.  The sun would set in a short while and then he would lie down. 
 
   A whisper came from the tent flap.  “Iggianguaq?”
 
   “Who’s there?”
 
   “Ivalu.”
 
   “Ivalu?”  Aquppak’s wife?  It wouldn’t do to have her in his place.  “I’m coming out.” 
 
   Iggy stretched his legs and drew a winter parka over his calveskin shirt.  He went outside. 
 
   “This is a pleasant surprise,” he said.  “I haven’t any tea or much else to offer at the moment.  My mother is asleep.”
 
   Ivalu shook her head in an irritated way.  “I just came to tell you something.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “Tikiquatta is gone.  She left the camp.”
 
   “Left the camp?  Why would she do that?  Where is she going?”
 
   Ivalu shrugged.
 
   “Which way did she go?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Iggy didn’t understand.  “When did she go?  When?”
 
   “After the sun came up.” 
 
   Iggy found this answer less than helpful.  The days were still so very long; the sun stayed above the horizon for three quarters of the time.
 
   “Half the sky,” Ivalu said.  “The sun has walked halfway since she left.”
 
   “That long?  You don’t know where she went?”
 
   “She didn’t say.”  Her message delivered, Ivalu turned to walk away. 
 
   Iggy reached for Ivalu’s arm, pulling her gently back.  “Why do you tell me?”
 
   “Right before she left, she spoke your name.”
 
    
 
   Iggy went to Nuralak.  
 
   “What do you need them for?” asked Nuralak.  A much respected elder among the hunters, Nuralak had a remarkably long face with a pointed jaw that resembled the jut of a crescent moon.  Most of the hair had gone from the sides of his head and the rest, in fine strands of gray, lay slicked back from the top with whale oil.
 
   Iggy floundered for a response.  He couldn’t tell Nuralak the real reason; he was too embarrassed to speak of it.
 
   “I’ve got to go back to one of my caches.  I left some things there, stupid of me, I need them for the seal hunts.”
 
   “Which cache?”
 
   Iggy stumbled again.  His caches had all belonged to Kanak.  And Nuralak would know.  He was old but as clever as ever.  
 
   “Be careful, young man,” said Nuralak.  “You’ll summon a demon with an ill-considered lie.  And besides, it’s not polite to insult a man when asking for a favor.”
 
   “There’s a girl…”
 
   “A girl?”  A special light came into the old man’s eye.  “I see.”
 
   “I’m going to the south for a time.  To look for a wife.”
 
   “That’s a fine thing.  But how long will you be gone with the dogs?”
 
   “Not long,” Iggy assured him.
 
   “That’s odd.  Which band do you plan to visit?”
 
   Iggy groaned.   “Awwrr, what’s the use?” 
 
   “It’s not like that?”
 
   “It’s Tikiquatta,” Iggy said, exasperated.  Now everyone would know.  “She’s left the camp.  I’m going to bring her back.”
 
   Nuralak’s rather bushy eyebrows rose up.
 
   “If I can find her,” added Iggy.
 
   “You want me to come along?” offered the old hunter.  “Maybe I can help.”
 
   “I’m sure you could, but I’ll find her myself.  You understand.”
 
   Nuralak’s eyes twinkled again.  “Five dogs.  Take my lead dog Aqsuq.  He’ll keep the others in line.  I fed them all this day, so they’ll work hard for you.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Nuralak cocked an ear and raised two fingers to the wind.  “And take notice.  It’s clear frost weather.  A snow will come.”
 
   “I’m in your debt,” said Iggy.  “Oh, and one more thing…”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I’m going to need a sled.”
 
    
 
   Iggy drove the dogs back and forth along the outskirts of the camp.  There were too many tracks.  Too many sleds coming and going with hunters hauling loads back and forth.  There was no clear sign of which way Tiki might have gone.  Surely not across the river, Iggy thought, so more likely to the south, or to the west.  Or the east.
 
   “Awwrr,” he groaned.  Maybe he should go back and get Nuralak to help.  He was sure his father Kanak could have picked out Tiki’s trail in an instant.  Any of the older men could have helped him read the snow.  But to his eyes it all looked a helpless mess.
 
   Which way had she gone?  Where would she go?  He didn’t know.  
 
   Aqsuq, a big white huskie, broad at the chest and heavy in the shoulder, seemed less interested in keeping the other dogs in line than promised.  Iggy wasn’t all that familiar with Nuralak’s command words, and the team wouldn’t respond to anything he said besides start or stop.  When he shouted “Haw! Haw!” they went to the left instead of the right.  They didn’t like this meandering back and forth.  The snow underfoot was hard and crisp.  They wanted to run. 
 
   He had to get the bickering dogs moving before the fan-hitch became hopelessly tangled.  That was the thing to do, Iggy thought.  Take them away from this trampled mess and then make a wide circle.  It would be easier to pick up Tiki’s trail when the tracks thinned out.  He laid on the whip and the team pulled away.
 
   When they got moving at speed Aqsuq turned out to be a good working dog and the others an efficient team after all.  Unfortunately Iggy kept having to stop them to peer around at the trail for signs of Tiki’s passing.  So much time was wasted before he found anything useful and even then he almost missed it.  The delicate footsteps of a woman’s kamiks making the short stride of someone about the size of Tikiquatta.  The tracks looked so forlorn.  Small footprints pulling a sled with an uncertain step.  Iggy could almost imagine the anguish of the woman who had left those marks.  Still, it was fortunate that she’d dragged a sled along.  The twin ruts in the snow made the trail easier to follow at speed.  
 
   But before long the daylight began to fade.  Night fell so quickly this time of year, and then it would be impossible to go on.  Iggy could think of nothing but Tikiquatta.  Over the past two moons he had continued to pursue her, intent on trying to convince her that they could be happy together and be a proper family with the two girls.  And he thought he’d been making headway.  As time went by he paid her more attention and she let him do a few things for her.  She would talk to him and he caught her, in odd moments, smiling at him.  She had even hinted at a pair of new mukluks she might sew for him before winter came in earnest. 
 
   And yet, as he crept carefully toward her heart like a fox along the trap line, never would she come all the way to meet him.  There was always a distance, a shadow hanging over them.  Iggy had finally gathered enough courage to approach Aquppak, who suggested he would be glad for someone to take his aunt off of his hands and out of his tent.  Tikiquatta, apparently, did not care what Aquppak thought. 
 
   And now this.  Well, Iggy had had enough.  Tiki was everything he wanted.  Tiki was the only thing he wanted.  He was going to get that woman and he was going to bring her back to camp as his wife.  If only he could find her. 
 
   His eyes drifted closed and he nearly fell from the stanchion.  So tired, his eyes strained and aching from all the work of traveling — watching that the dogs didn’t bicker, keeping the lines from getting tangled up, following for any sign of Tiki’s trail, looking for rough ice.  Had his lids closed for a moment or many moments?  How long had he been dozing before he almost tumbled off the sled?  How far afield had the dogs carried him?  He couldn’t fight against the pull of sleep any longer.  He’d already been exhausted when Ivalu had first come to him, setting him off on this journey.
 
   “Hoo!” he called, stopping the dogs.  
 
   Night had fallen.  There was no way to follow the trail.  Iggy couldn’t go on.  A light snow had begun to fall, just as Nuralak had warned.  The wind was chopping up and he hadn’t brought anything for shelter.  He hadn’t thought.  He’d rushed away taking no food or provisions.  No tent for protection.
 
   Iggy tore at the laces, quickly unharnessing the dogs.  The big huskies tossed him around while he worked the hitch; he wasn’t used to handling them and the lead dog Aqsuq was a huge brute.  All five jumped around excitedly, expecting they were about to be fed.  They were soon disappointed.  He had brought no food.  The dogs found themselves in the middle of nowhere, with no proper camp to go wandering about scrounging for scraps of food.  They roamed a few hundred paces away into the tundra but scented no wild game and came slinking back to the sled.  
 
   Iggy was hard at work disassembling Nuralak’s sled.  The four whalebone runners, each three times as long as a man and as wide around as his thigh, doubled as makeshift tent poles.  The crossbars were too short for this purpose but Iggy set them up in a line pointing in the direction he had been traveling as a reminder for the morning.  He draped the sled cover and the sleeping skin that made up the seat cushion over the top, lashing them tight against the runners.  The wind would sail right through, but it would keep the snow off at least.  He used the stanchions to set up a wind break on the lee side of his makeshift tent.  Good enough for the night.
 
   It was hard work for an exhausted man, but it was fight the cold or lay down in it and die as Putuguk had done.  Iggy shivered at the thought.  The falling snow was a dreadful development, a sure sign that the winter freeze-up would not be far off.  And for him, this was the worst possible time for the first snow.
 
   Why now, with Tiki alone out here?  How long could she last?  Maybe there was something to that curse after all.  Iggy felt an intense pressure to press on.  He had to find her.  But it was hopeless in the dark.
 
   He lay down hungry with a chorus of frustrated barks and whines from the team as lullaby.  He had brought no blanket, but it didn’t matter.  He had the dogs. 
 
   “Come!” he said, waving the makeshift tent flap.  The dogs, happy to oblige, scampered in.  He would be warm enough for the night with Aqsuq’s shaggy white coat pressed against him.  But what about Tiki?  Where was she?  How could she weather the storm?  He fought against sleep for a while, too afraid that he wouldn’t wake up when the sun came up in the morning.  He couldn’t afford to sleep too long or too deep. 
 
    
 
   Iggy’s eyes flew open at first light.  He pushed the dogs roughly aside.  
 
   “Get up,” he said.  “Get out!” 
 
   His words were wasted on the dumb animals but a few well-placed kicks roused them well enough.  Though he hadn’t slept long, he felt like a new man.  A new day lay ahead.  He would find her.  He would bring her back. 
 
   It took far too long to get the sled put back together.  His fingers were stiff and cold, dead of all feeling when he tried to tie the knots.  He rubbed his hands together so frantically they might have caught on fire.  Still his numb fingers fumbled the sinew.  As a last resort Iggy passed his water into a sealskin pouch and dipped his fingers in the warm fluid.  Good enough.  The sled reassembled, the dogs tied in, he set off again.  
 
   The snow had spent itself but the curse, if that what it was, still fought against him.  Tiki’s tracks of the night before had been wiped away by the wind and new snow.  The wind swept back and forth seemingly at random, tossing the ground drift up to knee height and completely obscuring the trail.  The dogs didn’t mind.  The snow on the ground had hardened, and with that kind of surface the dogs would really fly.
 
   The sled could travel at speed all right, but where?  His breath clouding before his face, Iggy paused to survey his surroundings.  Time was running out.
 
   Where would she go?
 
   He had traveled far from the camp and worried he’d covered more distance than a woman alone could go.  He had no fear of being lost.  As a last resort the dogs could find their way home, but how was he to find Tiki?  He made up his mind to backtrack.  He continued tacking east and following along the bank of the frozen creek.  He stopped to water the dogs at the river’s edge.  It was a frosty drink, the water sluggish and grainy with ice. 
 
   Iggy recognized this turn of the creek and a particular kayak-shaped hump of land at the bend.  The ragged cliff outline to the east had a shape he found familiar.  The distinctive red color of the rock told the tale. 
 
   Red Face brought back a lot of bad memories.  He knew this area.  In that wall of red rock lay the cave where he and his mother had sheltered that fateful winter long ago.  Where they had starved, his father gone out to look for food and never returned, where they had cried until tears would no longer come, chewing their boot laces in desperation until Kanak found them.  Kanak had rescued them and taken them home.
 
   That cliff of red rocks was the answer.  He was certain of it.
 
   The cave.
 
   ***
 
   Iggy laid on the whip.  The Red Face loomed large as the fan of dogs approached it.  The cave looked the same as he remembered the day Kanak had taken them away.  Its outline a hungry mouth, just as he remembered.  And he saw a woman sitting there, her back to the rock, her knees drawn up, waiting.  There was no doubt it was Tikiquatta and she was waiting for him.
 
   He jumped down from the stanchion, letting the team take the sled.  He ran for it, his heart beating like a drum.  It was beating for Tikiquatta. 
 
   He tried to call out to her but the wind had taken his voice and his mouth had run too dry. 
 
   She did not look up.
 
   The last few steps were an agony.  Every step he drew nearer to her and she didn’t move was a blunt body blow, a fist pounding his belly.  She didn’t hear him.  She couldn’t see him.  He reached out for her, shaking her gently by the shoulders, lifting her chin.
 
   Iggy sank to his knees.  He had lost everything.
 
   Why would she do this?  Why would she sit here out in the snow, her tears frozen to her cheeks? 
 
   He took Tikiquatta in his trembling arms.  This was the first time he had ever held her, and it would also be the last.  Didn’t she know he would have kept her from the cold, that he would have kept all the bad things away, if only she’d given him the chance?  Of course she knew. 
 
   Now she had thrown everything away.  All chance at happiness was lost.  He had nothing left.  It seemed so senseless, so cruel.  How was he to survive this? 
 
   He noticed for the first time that her hair, so fair-colored and soft, was held up in a bun in the manner of a wife, not long and loose as she usually wore it.  This matronly hair-top was held in place by the two ivory hair combs he had asked Kigiuna to carve for her, the gift he had left for her last year, which he had thought she’d thrown away. 
 
   All the things he had planned and dreamed, all the things he was certain would one day come true if only there had been enough time, all these were suddenly lost to him and could never be brought back.  Lost forever.  He could not bury her.  He simply could not.
 
   Without Tiki there was nothing left for him but the cold.  Iggy wanted to throw himself down beside her, to close his eyes against the tears, to swallow the hurt and the pain, and let the snow take him, be it life or death or sweet oblivion, he didn’t care, anyplace but here, anything but this, but there was something he still had to do.  The cave. 
 
   He found them in the cave, as he was meant to find them.  The similarity to his own past was not lost on him.  The cries of his childhood still echoed within these walls of stone. 
 
   “Iggy?” cried a pair of little voices in the dark. 
 
   “I’m here,” he said. 
 
   Inaloo and Millik stepped forth.  They were dressed warmly, their eyes staring at him wide from beneath their fur-lined hoods.  They ran forward, each wrapping herself against one of his sturdy legs. 
 
   “Iggy!”
 
   What would have happened to them if he hadn’t come, he wondered?  Ah, but Tikiquatta knew he would come.  She knew.
 
   “Don’t look, girls,” he said.  “I have a sled outside.  But please promise me you won’t look.”
 
   “We promise,” said lnaloo.  “Mother…”
 
   Tikiquatta was dead, and the curse had died with her.  She had kept the girls safe.  She had kept him safe.
 
   “Your mother and I are married,” said Iggy.  “I’m taking you home.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
   THE BEGINNING
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alaana lay uneasily on her sleeping pallet.  Ben slept in silence on the far side of the platform, divided as it was into three separate parts, with Old Higilak snoring between them.  The old woman slept deeply these days, her nightmares all gone since the events at the Ring of Stones. 
 
   Ah, but it was cold this night.  Alaana shivered.  This was the worst time of year.  The snow not yet firm enough to build a warm, snug iglu, the chill wind forcing its way into the tent flaps, the prospect of a long, dark winter not far ahead.  The Moon shone above, bringing winter’s silvery light to fresh fallen snow.  
 
   The Anatatook had made the journey to the shore for a season of seal and walrus, during which she might expect no help at all from Sedna.  It would be hard work for the men, in the cold and dark, waiting at the breathing holes.  No one looked forward to the upcoming darkness except perhaps Higilak, who would find her purpose entertaining the children, and adults too, with her treasure trove of epic stories and amusing tales.  Ben would be hearing some of these tales for the first time.  Alaana anticipated he would laugh at the story of Papik, who had mistakenly married a bottle fly, and the stories about Raven and all the tricks he had played on the warring bands of the Chukchee.  When Higilak told of the great hero Kumagdlak who, with his living arrows, slayed the woman with the iron tail, Ben might hold his breath hanging on her every word.  
 
   She was much the same, hanging on Ben’s every sigh and stray glance.  The sensuous timbre of his voice cut right through her, having a magical quality like none other.  So close and yet so far away.  She would appreciate his companionship if nothing else, though it saddened her to think it would be such a long while before she would see his face by daylight again.  
 
   But spring would come in time and the Anatatook would travel inland to find themselves once again at the bend of the Big River, preparing for the salmon run.  Alaana looked forward to seeing the swarms of their tiny soul-lights, glimmering orange and yellow, as they came in vast numbers fighting their way upstream.  And after that the caribou hunt.  Flowers on the tundra and summer’s children, all in bloom.  And then the whale.  And then back to the sea.  Life was hard, but they would bear up under it, she was certain.  What lay ahead, none could know.  And that, after all, was the adventure.
 
   On this day Old Krabvik died in his sleep and Alaana had buried him with the seal skulls he had always believed to house the souls of his departed children, though he would need them no longer.  While many things changed for the people under her protection, including a new baby for Maguan and Pilarqaq, it seemed her life changed little.  The night sky, seen through the vent hole at the top of Higilak’s tent, was alive with the northern lights, shimmering in purple and orange.  Ghost children at play in the sky, Alaana listened for the whispered sound of their laughter.  It was said they might give out advice to those below, but Alaana received no answers to the questions that still plagued her.  
 
   What were the stars in the sky?  Why did the sun look as if it didn’t belong?  She hoped all would be answered in time.  But then again, perhaps not.  How many people went to their graves not knowing the answers to the riddles of their lives?
 
   More pressing were her own personal problems.  Why did her power seem to come from under the earth and not from the wind?  Had it really been Sila who came to her at her initiation?  As Sedna and Civiliaq had hinted, the truth might prove otherwise.
 
   All these questions were cast aside when she felt a rustling in the tent and the sleeping furs stirred beside her.  It was Ben!  She felt his warmth draw close along her side, and Alaana’s heart quickened in her chest until its throbbing became almost painful.  
 
   Even though she had been hoping this would happen, it still came as an incredible surprise.  Ben said nothing, only drew the furs closed over them.
 
   Alaana’s entire body trembled.  She felt as if her heart was going to burst and then, using techniques with which she was infinitely familiar, she quieted her raging heartbeat and slowed her breathing.  She could wait.
 
   Ben’s warmth fit snugly beside her.  She was so delighted she hardly knew where to put her hands.  She tried a few different places but he gently brushed her aside.  It didn’t matter.  There would be time enough for all that.  There was plenty of time. 
 
   And in this way Alaana was married at last. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Not dead.
 
   Not dead.
 
   Not dead.
 
   Footsteps.  Were those footsteps?
 
   It has been long, so long, an eternity, since any sound entered this wretched place, forever since anything.  And now, nothing again.  Emptiness.  Silence. 
 
   How long is the gap between footfalls?  How to measure time in this empty, soulless chamber?  In the lonesome dark, all scent long since faded, drawn away into bone-dry air that hangs still and dead.  Absolute darkness shifts and swirls upon itself, black on black as the moments ebb and flow, drifting forward, drifting back.  How long between heartbeats?  A century.
 
   How many centuries then?  How many heartbeats?  Every hundred years a single heartbeat, thudding, thudding, a sound which strikes the cyclopean thump of a gargantuan monument toppling onto a wasteland of snow and ice, followed by the sluggish tread of blood through artery, vein and capillaries choked with time.
 
   Dead, but not dead.
 
   Never matter.  All that was lost shall be regained.  He tells himself that he is laughing.  It is impossible to laugh when one lacks control over even the slightest movement of the body, when one’s breath is reduced to an imperceptible wheeze over the course of a millennium, when there is nothing but the mind.
 
   For a moment he feels time going backward.  It does that, he knows, in the silence, in the dark, holding on.  He tells himself he is laughing again, a laugh that echoes endlessly in the soulless heart of this stone.  
 
   He must hold on.
 
   He must hold on.
 
   They must come.  He knows they will come.  
 
   Time creeps forward, grain by grain, stretching with the slow horror of nightmare.  Does it move at all?  All is silence, all is blackness.  A moment may last forever, a year pass in a blink, an age, an epoch, a lifetime.  There is no way to know.
 
   But he holds on.  As darkness swirls about him, salvation held in the cup of his hand, he must not let it go.  Dead but not dead he won’t let go, he won’t drift away, to fade into the nothingness of sweet release.  He has endured this hellish existence too long.  And they are coming. 
 
   Where is the next footfall?  One must follow the other.  One must.  Unless he hadn’t really heard any at all.  
 
   He listens.  Oh, how he listens.  There it is.   A sound.  A true sound.  The way is opening.  He can hear the wind’s hissing wail, like the shrill, final note of a dying man played on a bone flute, coming from far away.  An opening, a tunnel.  A chance. 
 
   There it is now, hissing, hissing.  If he could speak, he would answer it.  Not dead, he would say.
 
   Not dead.
 
   There must be another footfall.  There must be.  Time flexes and crawls, his implacable nemesis, its cruelty unimaginable.  Oh, how it plays tricks.  Every moment drawn out to an eternity in paralytic dark, waiting.  Waiting.
 
   Never matter, he can sense them drawing near.  Closer.  He feels them moving closer, hears their muted conversation.  Not yet.  Not yet.  Why do they take so long to approach?  Why their footfalls so achingly slow?  Time seems to have stopped again.  
 
   No, not now!  Not when they are nearly within reach.  He can’t bear another eternity of waiting for a moment to pass.  At last, someone is here.  She does not belong, out of place, out of time.  He can feel the shaman coming as a blind leech senses the heat of its approaching prey.  
 
   This one has come here seeking help.  Clever little shaman, she has turned back the turnings of time itself, seeking warrior souls to aid her cause. 
 
   So close.  The Sorcerer tells himself he is laughing.  Another moment and he will take flight, leaving this rotted shell behind, leaving the soulless catchstone forever.  He will fly through the portal.  Just a little closer.  Oh, it will be sweet indeed.
 
   He must hold on. 
 
   Not yet.
 
   Not yet.
 
   Through webs of shadow in this cold gray world, he feels time simultaneously contract and expand.  One second stretched into an hour, an hour that could last for all eternity. 
 
   The fool has left the portal open!  This is the moment to leap free of the circle of stones.
 
   The pathetic little shaman kneels on the catchstone, so small and insignificant.  Is this what people have become?  Her soul has a strange taste but it is a taste, a sensation in the numbness.  She has the spark, a powerful light.  
 
   The other three Tunrit spirits, engaged in the hunt of an enormous white bear, have not noticed his escape.  Let the fight rage, the Sorcerer takes little notice.  He doesn’t recognize them, they aren’t the ones who betrayed him.  He cares nothing for their cause. 
 
   The Ring of Stones restored, he feels their power, an emptiness, a pull, this is the power that has kept his mind locked away.  It is painful, get away, get away.  Take flight.
 
   It seeks to draw him back.  Must get away.  He must not lose himself in this strange and disorienting world. 
 
   He must remember.  He does remember.
 
   He is Vithrok, whose name is the Truth, called Light-Bringer, also the Death-Bringer.  The world is not as he had left it so long ago.  Things have changed.  Never matter, he will kill them all if he must.  
 
   All that has been lost shall once again be regained.  First, he needs shelter and solitude.  He must recapture his strength if he is to remake this world.  And woe to any who tries to stop him.
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   Praise for “Il Teatro Oscuro”:
 
    
 
   “A heartbreaking work of fantasy that addresses the call of the lost, golden past in the human heart.”  
 
   -- Lois Tilton for LOCUS online
 
   Praise for “The Woman Who Married the Snow”:
 
    
 
   “This is a rich, atmospheric tale of the interaction of spirits amongst both living and dead.  I appreciated the writer’s impeccable voice.”  
 
   -- Colleen Chen for TANGENT online
 
    
 
   “A well-told tale with great details about Inuit culture.”  
 
   -- Sam Tomaino for SFRevu 
 
   Praise for “The Lost Elephants of Kenyisha”:
 
    
 
   “This well executed story deserves a 'thumbs up,' for its well-crafted writing.”
 
   --KJ Hannah Greenberg, TANGENT online
 
    
 
   “The herd of ghost elephants is a neat idea and a great premise for a story.”                                                                       --Lois Tilton, LOCUS online
 
    
 
   “This was another well-told story that I enjoyed immensely.”
 
   --Sam Tomaino, SF REVU
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   The Kingdom or the Girl?
 
   Bloodthirsty demons attack him.
Strange spirits protect him.
A seer foretells his shocking destiny. 
 
   In a primitive land filled with magic, witches and giants, a young musician named David is summoned by the king to chase away the nightmares that torment him, but the palace isn’t as safe as it seems. Demons haunt the king and two powerful foes—the Witch of Endor and a giant named Goliath—lead an army that threatens to enslave the country. 
 
   Princess Michal is drawn to David, but a romance with the poor musician is strictly forbidden.  Only by defying her father’s wishes and risking her freedom, can they be together.
 
   To save the kingdom, David will need more than music; he’ll need to defeat Goliath in a battle of champions. Only a fool would face the giant, but when David falls in love with the rebellious princess, his heart tugs him toward the impossible. As he steps into battle, he faces an unthinkable choice—either save the kingdom or be with the girl of his dreams. 
 
   He can’t do both.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



GLOSSARY OF ANATATOOK WORDS
 
    
 
    
 
   akka               uncle
 
   aklaq              brown or Grizzly bear
 
   allaruk            the vision trance
 
   amaut             pouch for holding a baby
 
   amautik          long woman’s coat
 
   angatkok        shaman
 
   angatkuit        more than one shaman
 
   angakua         shaman’s spirit light
 
   anorak           short woman’s coat
 
    
 
   giviak             food made from pickled auks
 
   iglu                snow house
 
   igluksak          ice blocks
 
   ihumataaq       one who has much wisdom
 
   ikiruq             fire
 
   ikliq               sleeping area of tent or iglu
 
   ilimarpoq        the soul flight
 
   illuviga            ice house
 
   inua                spirit or soul
 
   inuksuit           tall cairns used as hunting decoys
 
   inuseq             astral projection of the body
 
   ipiitaq aularuq    child’s string game, cat’s cradle
 
    
 
   kabloonas        white-skinned foreigner
 
   kamiks             light boots
 
   karigi               ceremonial house
 
   lumentin          corrupted soul of sinful hunter
 
   mamu              wooly mammoth
 
   mattak             fermented narwhal skin delicacy
 
   nanook              white or polar bear
 
   natiq       eating and living area of tent or iglu
 
   Nunatsiaq         Our Beautiful Land
 
   okamak             charm necklace or bracelet
 
   pana                  flat snow knife
 
   pibloktoq            snow madness
 
    
 
   qaqmaq       snow house with tent cover as roof
 
   qaumanoq           the internal light of the shaman
 
   rolang                 ceremony to raise the dead
 
   sastrugi               directional line of drifts
 
   Sedna                  guardian spirit of sea life
 
   Sila                      fickle wind spirit
 
    
 
   taluq                    hunting blind
 
   tarraks                 dark angry spirit
 
   Tekkeitsertok       guardian spirit of the caribou
 
   Tornarssuk     guardian spirit of the polar bears
 
   tornaq                 spirit guide
 
   tukaq                   harpoon-headed spear
 
   Tulukkugaq          great raven spirit
 
   tumo          trance that creates mystic warmth
 
   tunraq                 helper spirit
 
   Tunrit                 primordial race of arctic men
 
   turgats                 powerful guardian spirits
 
    
 
   ulu                      woman’s crescent knife
 
   umiak                 whaling boat
 
   ungarpaluk          little harpoon
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