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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
 
   Agruta………….Itoriksak’s wife
 
   Avalaaqiaq……Alaana’s sister, deceased
 
   Ben Thompson……Alaana’s husband
 
   Noona………………..Alaana’s daughter
 
   Kinak………………….Alaana’s son
 
   Tamuanuaq………..Alaana’s daughter, 
 
                                             also called Tama
 
   Anaktuvik   Kigiuna’s brother, Alaana’s uncle
 
   Makaartunghak….Alaana’s big dog
 
   Yipyip…………………Alaana’s little dog
 
    
 
   FRIENDS:
 
   Mikisork……..Alaana’s friend, also called Miki
 
   Iggianguaq…Alaana’s friend, also called Iggy, 
 
                                             also called Big Mountain
 
   Aquppak….Alaana’s friend, from poor family
 
   Ivalu…………Aquppak’s wife
 
   Manik……….Aquppak’s son
 
   Choobuk……Aquppak’s son
 
    
 
   THE ANATATOOK:
 
   Old Manatook… shaman with polar bear 
 
                                             guardian
 
   Higilak ………Old Manatook’s wife, also
 
                                             the storyteller
 
   Tugtutsiak…..the headman, Miki’s father
 
   Aolajut………..Tugtutsiak’s wife, Miki’s mother
 
   Tookymingia..Tugtutsiak’s second wife,
 
                                              also called Tooky
 
   Talliituk…….Tugtutsiak’s eldest son
 
   Nuralak…   head of powerful family
 
    
 
   NOT FRIENDS
 
   Klah Kritlaq……..a rival shaman
 
    
 
   THE TUNRIT:
 
   Vithrok…..…the leader, turned sorcerer
 
   Tugto…..shaman with mammoth guardian
 
   Oogloon….shaman with snow sight
 
   Tulunigraq….birdlike shaman
 
   Makite……….a warrior
 
   Uivvaq……….an artist
 
    
 
   SPIRITUAL CHARACTERS:
 
   Tikiqaq………..Alaana’s tupilaq
 
   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
 
   Punnik…………..guardian of mammoths
 
   Savikkigut…..guardian of sabre-tooth tigers
 
   Usinuagaaluk……...the Whale Man
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “The Beforetime.”  Higilak smiled, showing a row of teeth all worn down from a lifetime of chewing the skins.  “Always it’s the Beforetime.  Why not hear the story of the woman who married the Moon?”
 
   “No,” chimed the ring of children.
 
   “What about Okpialiq, who used magic against the storm?”
 
   “Oh, please tell us about the Beforetime.”
 
   “Ah, so it goes,” said Higilak, drawing a good, long breath in the way that let the children know she was ready to begin in earnest.  “The Beforetime.”
 
   Their eager faces warmed her heart, filling the vast empty space left by the death of her husband Old Manatook.  Childless, widowed, it seemed only the children sparked her to life. 
 
   Her tent was full of them, their smell, their gap-toothed smiles, their fidgety movements and chatter.  She paused to drink in the sight of them, sealing the memory of this precious moment.  Now that the sun had finally peeked above the horizon, making its light and warmth known once again, they would soon have little use for her.  They would be outside wrestling and playing with sticks and hoops and little toy bows.  Her stories, fanciful tales of the thunder spirits, and brave Noatak who passed into the land of ghosts and back again, and the noble white bears and their secrets, all these had done their part, feeding tender imaginations to see them through the monotony of winter’s long darkness.  And only now when she could finally see their faces by daylight again, they would be gone.  It seemed unfair.
 
   But children must grow up.  Then they must busy themselves with the hunts and the dog teams, or sewing for their husbands.  And then they would have children of their own.  If her old bones could hang together for a little while longer, she should welcome some new faces next spring.
 
   “Things were better in the old days,” she began, “in the time before time.  There wasn’t any need for food, for one thing.  People didn’t have to hunt and always worry and go hungry in the winter.  There were no such things as empty bellies.  And there wasn’t ever any darkness.  It was light all the time.”
 
   The old woman watched the ring of eyes grow wide at the thought, knowing that these children had just recently suffered through a seemingly endless night with no sunlight at all for two full turnings of the Moon.  The idea that there could be no darkness both shocked and amazed.
 
   “Everything was made out of light,” she said.
 
   “And tell us about the people,” said one bright-faced little boy.
 
   “People, animals, ice and stones, it was all one and the same in the Beforetime.  A person could become a walrus or an eagle, or perhaps a mountain or a snowflake.  There was no difference.  It was a time of magic.  Anything people wanted to happen could happen.  Not like it is now, with everything stuck in one shape or another.”
 
   The children broke into excited chatter, wondering what it would have been like, and what adventures they would have had, changing their shape and color on a whim and flying free.  Higilak waited patiently, listening to whatever delightful snippets of conversation that caught her ear.  There really was no hurry. 
 
   When the clamor died down Noona, who was the daughter of Alaana, the shaman of the Anatatook people, asked, “But what happened?  What caused it to end?”  Her sweet face, lips puckered and serious, exhibited a depth of expression that struck Higilak as well beyond her tender age of ten winters.  She wore her straight black hair in a mature style, parted in the middle and tied in back.  Her younger sister sat fidgeting in her lap, wide-eyed, with long bangs and rosy cheeks. 
 
   “Ah, well, no one really knows,” answered Higilak.  She paused, smoothing down the front of her anorak.  
 
   “Something happened,” said one of the older boys, “The Thing.  It was the Thing.”
 
   “Ah, yes,” said Higilak, pretending as if she had just suddenly remembered.  “It was during the Beforetime that one of the spirits rose up, the one which we now call The Thing That Was Cast Into The Outer Darkness.”  She stopped again, to allow a collective shudder at mention of the name.  “And caused some great trouble.  Another came up to battle it, and that one we call the Long-ago Shaman.  The battle was long and furious, surely one to rock the heavens themselves, and the end of it saw the Great Rift, the scattering, the Aviktuqaluk.”
 
   “But what happened to The Thing?” asked the boy.
 
   “It’s still out there in the sky.  You can’t see it, for it is made of darkness itself.  But it’s there, still drifting outward and away, never to return.”
 
   “It’s horrible.”
 
   “Yes, it is horrible when the great spirits make war with one another.  It’s nothing we can understand.  But still the effects of that battle created the world.  After that, all the spirit-people had to take one shape only.  Some became the great turgats that we know, the spirits that control the animals, while others became merely a stone or a lake.  Maybe even a pebble.”
 
   “What was Nunatsiaq in the Beforetime?” Noona asked, referring to the land that the Anatatook called home.  The girl’s younger sister Tamuanuaq, sitting on her lap, reached up and sent a finger questing into her nose but Noona shook it off.  
 
   “That’s a good question, Noona, because everything was something else.  I think it must have been a whale.  The shape of it tells me so.  The curve of the bay is just like a whale’s belly.  The Great Basin follows the arch of its forehead, the Black Cliffs the craggy curve of its back, and Raven Point makes the tip of the fluke.”  She made the shape with one of her slender hands.  “Yes, it was definitely a whale.  Maybe that’s why so many of its old friends come by to visit this place during the whaling season.”
 
   Higilak watched the change in the children’s expression as the idea solidified in their thoughts, like water hardening into ice.
 
   “And the Tunrit?” asked one boy.
 
   “The Tunrit were the first people in the wake of the Great Rift,” said Higilak.  “It is said they came forth out of the mud of the earth.  They knew nothing of death in those days, such a long, long time ago when the world was new.  Neither did they know the sun, for the world was cold and everdark.  No day ever dawned. 
 
   “The Tunrit people lived in darkness.  Born in magic, they were better than us in every way.  It is said that even the tallest Anatatook man might stand only to a Tunrit’s shoulder.  Where a hunter of today has only to deal with an enraged bull walrus or a solitary white bear, the Tunrit faced a world where the animals were giant beasts full of rage, with skin as rough as stone and teeth like daggers as long as your arm.”  She paused to allow an assortment of oohs and ahhs from the children.  “The wild spirits were more powerful then, and more deadly as well.  The Tunrit had need of great strength and cleverness in order to survive at all.”
 
   “But what became of them?” asked the shaman’s daughter.
 
   “So many questions, Noona,” said Higilak with a smile.  “No one knows.  No one can say.  The mighty Tunrit all died off.  Maybe they went to a better place.  Perhaps they became the stars in the sky.  Gone.  All gone.  But before they went they gave us their gifts to help us survive.  All the great inventions and ideas come from them.  The fishing weirs, the kayak and the bow, and all the secrets of nature.  These things they taught us.  They opened for us the world of the spirits so that our shamans might heal and protect us.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   THE OLD AGREEMENT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alaana’s spirit-woman gasped.  The sight of this place always stunned her with a crushing sense of admiration and wonder.  Luckily she was present in spirit only, having left her physical body with her father in the karigi, or her gaping mouth would have been treated to a mouthful of icy salt water. 
 
   The palace of Usinuagaaluk, the Whale-Man, was a vast underwater citadel.  The citadel’s smooth curves flowed gently along the lines of the sea.  Seen through the eyes of the allaruk, the vision trance, Alaana found the architecture fascinating — gigantic arches lined the broad, gabled corridors and framed the leviathan-sized chambers.  And all of it was made of nothing but streaks of bright blue light imbuing the dark water with its ethereal design.
 
   The ribbed halls echoed with distant whale song.  And all around her the spiritual panorama of the ocean, acting as both backdrop and furnishing for the palace, were the soul-lights of every creature laid bare to the shaman’s eyes.  They darted and swirled in multicolored motion, the spirits of cod in schools of yellow and green, those of the shark in amber, playful laternfish shining orange, undulating kelp in shimmering green and an occasional crab pausing in its trek through the muck to look her way.  The timeless soul of the ocean itself, a dull luminescence of ghostly sea-green, not only surrounded each of the others but intermingled with the souls of every creature within its cool waters.  The soul of the sea, vast beyond comprehension, shimmered before her eyes.  What a sight, thought Alaana.  What an incredible sight.
 
   The shaman had little time to pause and appreciate these wondrous new surroundings before she beheld the approach of the Whale-Man.  As usual, the great turgat had taken the form of an immense and ancient whale.  Although it was said his spirit was equally capable of walking like a man upon the ground, with thunderous footsteps that might cause even cliff and iceberg to tremble, such appearances were rare.  He loved too much his flowing waters and the sea creatures under his dominion.
 
   The Whale-Man cruised through the broad avenue of his palace, becoming larger and larger to Alaana’s eyes.  As he neared, he turned and tossed playfully, flapping his gigantic fins in sinuous motion.
 
   The slick black form of the turgat reared up atop his massive curling fluke.  An irregular pattern of white skin splashed across the lower lip gave the impression of a beard suitable for such a venerable old spirit.  The deep grooves which ran down along his throat and underbelly resembled in size and shape the rugged crevasses carved by time and heavy weather through the bedrock of the tundra.  Usinuagaaluk was flanked by a pair of large white belugas which, although fully grown, appeared as babes alongside their massive guardian spirit.
 
   The Whale-Man let out a pair of dull clicking sounds that echoed through the deep waters and the two belugas flew away.
 
   As they departed, the great spirit gave out a low whine that struck Alaana as incredibly sad and lonely.
 
   The other whales had accompanied their turgat, but he was not one of them.  His joyful flight through the water was illusion only, for he was bound to the service of the creatures under his protection.
 
   Although she could never dare compare herself with the greatness of one of the turgats, Alaana knew the feeling.  The shaman walked alone.  One of them but never one of them.  She had support from the people, particularly when food was plentiful and the storms mild, but not understanding.  That she could receive only from Old Higilak who had been married to a shaman for so long that she understood the depths of commitment necessary in order to safeguard the Anatatook.  Higilak had shared in the sacrifice, both in the long absences of her husband while he performed his duties for the people and in his eventual death protecting them.
 
   If only Alaana’s husband Ben shared that attitude.  Though married to the shaman, a position of great status among the Anatatook, he wanted nothing of it.  He had known enough violence and conflict in his life, as a child of slaves in Louisiana and years of captivity among arctic raiders.  Now he sought only a quiet existence with his wife and three children.  Alaana shared that sentiment exactly, but there were responsibilities.
 
   And there were wonders.  What would Ben think, she asked herself, if he was called upon to traverse the spiritual plane and face down such a magnificent spirit as the Whale-Man?  Alaana was as inconsequential as a speck of dust beside the immensely powerful turgat, a being who might just as easily snuff her out as look at her.
 
   “Usinuagaaluk,” Alaana intoned, “Spirit of the wild whale at sea, heed my call.”
 
   The Whale-Man advanced again, now coming so close that his immense, ululating body filled her entire field of vision.  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 slightly upturned at the corners giving the appearance of a friendly smile.  His eyes were each larger than the largest iglu she had ever seen.  Even though they were most definitely smiling, she was hard pressed to keep her nerve beneath their penetrating gaze.  Alaana’s heart thudded in her chest.
 
   “Dear spirit,” she managed to choke out, “Hear my plea.  Heed my call.”
 
   Struggling with the words, Alaana invoked the Old Agreement.  Made when the world was young, the Old Agreement was a bargain ancient and inviolable.
 
   “My people have need,” she said.  “We walk the world hungry, we shiver in the darkness.  Please, great spirit, answer my call.”
 
   The bowhead’s glistening black head seemed to nod slightly.  When the turgat spoke, his resonant tones rattled inside Alaana’s skull like rumbles of thunder sounding dangerously close at hand.  “You have made obeisance, you have sung the songs and burned the charms.  You have shown respect.  Long ago, a voice out of the darkness spoke for people, and the turgats were made to understand.  I will honor the agreement.  One among us shall offer himself up in aid of the human folk, consenting to the hunt and the kill, so long as the shaman has made appropriate offering and respect in return.”
 
   “This I have done; this I will do.”
 
   “He is old and proud, this agvisugruk,” said The Whale-Man, using the term which denoted a large male bowhead.  “He has cut the water for many, many years.  He has sired a great number of young who are now themselves old.  He was much beloved among us, but his time grows short now.  His eyesight is nearly gone, his blood grows cold.  He is very dear to me.  He will die for you.” 
 
   Alaana nodded gravely.  “He will feed our people, our children will grow with his strength.  He will warm our houses, and light our lamps.”
 
   Usinuagaaluk spoke of some of the kiruq, the taboos of the hunt, reminding her that unmarried women must never touch the harpoons nor sew the whale boat skins.  He told of the way that the skull of the whale, which contained the proud agrvisugruk’s soul, must be returned to the sea.  Then the compelling voice of the Whale-Man began to fade.  “See the taboos are kept.”
 
   “I will,” she promised.  “Long you have known the Anatatook.  We keep all the covenants.”
 
   The Whale-Man’s eyes closed.
 
   Alaana awoke.  As her spirit once again reunited with her physical body, she heard the sounds of the bustling Anatatook camp as if from far underwater.  She drew in a deep breath of frigid air.  Her body felt stiff; the weight of her ceremonial parka, made of albino caribou skin, heavy and confining.
 
   The interior of the karigi, the shaman’s ritual tent, came into focus.  Lying on the packed snow before her was a circle of bone, a single whale vertebra which she used as a portal to Usinuagaaluk’s undersea palace.  Alaana had only a moment to register the patterned caribou-skin hides of the tent, the assortment of drums and masks, the rattles and ceremonial weaponry stacked in the corners, before her father’s face crowded out all else.
 
   “Success?” Kigiuna asked eagerly.
 
   “It’s done.  We’ll have a successful whale hunt this year.”
 
   Kigiuna’s blue eyes gleamed. “You saw him?  The Whale-Man?”
 
   “Yes,” laughed Alaaa.  “I saw him.”
 
   “What does he look like?”
 
   “Beautiful.”
 
   Kigiuna sat back and shook his head, sending strands of wavy black hair across his eyes.  His was a face that had smiled often and laughed much.  Alaana was no poet.  Her ability to describe all the wondrous things she saw as she traveled the seven worlds could never bring them to life in the way her father would have liked.  Kigiuna sighed.  “That’s what you always say.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   A FEAST OF CHANCES
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The first snow buntings fluttered among the dim gray clouds.  The appearance of the birds was a sure sign that the whales were on their way.
 
   The Anatatook held a feast out on the tundra to celebrate the portentous sighting of the birds.  At the height of the short spring day the sun peeked only a quarter above the horizon, a lopsided blaze of crimson stretching wide purple arms along the frozen coast.  
 
   Alaana had held a longstanding suspicion that the sun did not belong in the sky.  What could be more out of place here in this land of unrelenting ice and snow than a flaming ball of fire hovering above it all?  But the sun brought light and warmth, and on a glorious day such as this, who could argue with that?
 
   With their spirits high, the Anatatook assembled atop a wide expanse of flat volcanic rock.  This windswept strut of the cape was known as the Tongue, a rounded peninsula attached to the mainland by only a narrow spit of rock, gravel and cracked shell.  This was the favorite place of their headman, Tugtutsiak.  As the bowhead made their northward migration to their summer feeding grounds in spring, they must detour around the jutting spar of land, bringing them close to shore.
 
   The Tongue was extremely cold and forbidding, exposed to the brutal winds that swept across the arctic ocean.  But with the sea ice finally melted and the Tongue surrounded on every side by the blue water, it was a wonder to behold. 
 
   Alaana sank her teeth into a slab of blubber, slicing off the rest and passing it along to her father.  Their feast consisted only of boiled seal meat from the stores and a little fresh-caught tomcod.  Still, she thought it good to see everyone again after the long winter’s darkness, a pleasure only slightly marred by the need to wear their hoods as protection from the icy winds gusting across the Tongue.  So many happy, smiling faces.  So much laughter and song.  And the children.  The past few years had seen the Anatatook prosper like never before.  Many little ones sloshed about the snow on unsteady feet.  For some of them, this was their first dawn.
 
   On one side of the plateau the women chatted gaily among themselves, surrounded by their children and the clouds of steam rising from the cooking pots.  The men held forth on the opposite side, sitting cross-legged on outspread tent covers and sealskin mats.  Although a woman, Alaana sat with the men.  It was her duty as shaman to help them prepare for the whale hunt.
 
   Tugtutsiak, the Anatatook headman, held place of pride at the center of the men.  He was a grim-faced man of stocky build, his long hair pulled tight and secured at the back of his head with a thong.  Alaana thought the headman had adopted this style to conceal the fair amount of gray that lately streaked through his dark mane.  He puffed a long-stemmed clay pipe, expelling an offensive black smoke that smelled of dried willow bark.  His eyes moved restlessly, dividing their attention between a study of the people around him and long, loving glances at the sea.  
 
   Three large skinboats were lined up at the spit of the shore, providing for lively conversation.  Tugtutsiak’s boat was the largest and most formidable, the veteran of many long chases out on the open sea.  Beside it was his son Talliituk’s craft.  Built from the prime bones generated by the headman’s kills, it shared the same solid, expert construction. 
 
   Third in the line was Maguan’s umiak.  The slender boat had a unique round-bottomed design.  This year marked its maiden voyage.  Talliituk, who sat to the right-hand side of his father, looked disdainfully at it.  
 
   “I suppose it was the best you could do,” he said to Maguan, “scrounging for scraps along the beach and begging my father’s castoffs.  I wonder if it will actually float.”  His smirk revealed a pair of overlarge front teeth.
 
   “If it can float?  It’ll fly across the water like a bird,” insisted Maguan, a smoldering fire alight in his eyes.  Maguan had always been well-liked among the men.  He was generally lighthearted and had a temper as cool as the ice-brook, but this was one thing he took very seriously.  His love for the sea rivaled the headman’s.  It had always been his dream to have his own whaling boat.  He had prowled the beaches year after year in search of long bones, he had improvised new ways of shaping the ribs, he had imagined and prayed and hoped, and this year it had finally come true.  Alaana felt both happy for her eldest brother and intensely proud.
 
   “It seems to me your boat has a funny shape, that’s all,” remarked Talliituk.
 
   “Your head has a funny shape,” Maguan replied.  “That boat has a superior design.”
 
   “Perhaps,” said Tugtutsiak, “if one has no regard for tradition.”  Always, the headman kept one eye on the open ocean in anticipation of the first whale spout.  “It seems too narrow.”
 
   Maguan stiffened.  The boat was narrow, since he’d had only short whale ribs with which to build the undercarriage.  Rather than acknowledge this shortcoming he put forth a typical wide-mouthed grin.  “There are advantages.  It will slip through the floes, finding places where your clumsy boats can’t go.”
 
   “Perhaps.  If it doesn’t tip over.”  Tugtutsiak cocked his head, still squinting.  “You have to be careful.  Put your heavy equipment — the spare harpoon poles and lances — in the center.  And this is important, if you get a line into the whale, keep it directly out in front.”  This advice was given in a flat, congenial tone to make clear that it was well-intentioned.  Even so, Maguan’s face reddened.
 
   “The proof will come soon enough,” said Maguan.  He stabbed a finger toward the headman.  “You hear me?  I’m going to get that whale!”
 
   “Tsst!” said Alaana sharply.  “Don’t speak that way.  There’s no respect in it for the whale.  He will surrender to the boat of his own choosing and we’ll be grateful for it.”
 
   Maguan didn’t answer his sister’s sharp rebuke.  They all knew the taboos.  Such prideful language was indeed not the sort of thing to say on the eve of the hunt, lest one offend the whales and spoil the bargain.
 
   Kigiuna broke the silence.  “What does it matter who gets first harpoon?  Maybe it will be Maguan, maybe not.”  He said this with a wry smile, knowing that the mere possibility that Maguan might bring in the prize must certainly irritate Tugtutsiak. 
 
   Alaana’s father had some gray also, but still wore his hair as in younger days, falling loosely about his face.  And it was a pleasant face, marked by frequent smiles, grown relaxed with the bountiful years and the success of his children.  He had become friendly with Tugtutsiak and respected his skills as both a leader and whaling captain, but obviously would like to see an upset in the outcome of the hunt.  
 
   “Perhaps Talliituk will get it,” he continued.  “You know Tugtutsiak, we’ve reached that age.  Our sons must begin to surpass us.  It’s not such a bad thing once one learns to accept it.” 
 
   Tugtutsiak steadfastly refused to smile, but nodded slightly.  He took one final puff at his pipe, but the weed had all burned down to ash.  “Young pups are always coming up.  They have to challenge their elders.  I’m not afraid of new ideas.”  He squinted as he looked again in the direction of Maguan’s boat where it was propped up for the launch.  “But I think,” he added, “as the world grows older, things are not as good as they were before.  I remember as a young boy so many whales came here that the crews hunted only the young ones.  We would throw ice at the older whales to chase them away.  Used to be men could ride the waves up and down the coast, gliding like snow starlings with only a few slaps of the paddles.  But we are poor copies of those men and now our boats are clumsy and frail.  Nothing new is very much good.”
 
   “Not so.”  Kigiuna waved a hand toward Alaana, saying, “My daughter, who makes kinsmen of the spirits.  And Talliituk…” He seemed at a loss to recall one of the young man’s superior qualities, so offered instead just a smile and nod of his head.  A few of the men chuckled.  Talliituk was a poor whaler and certainly no match for his father.
 
   “Well, you’ll not hear me indulging in prideful language on the eve of the hunt,” grumbled Talliituk in his own defense.  He bowed his head in an exaggerated gesture of piety meant, no doubt, to cast further shame on Maguan.
 
   “Good,” said Alaana, “because the whales know everything.  Everything we say, everything we do.  Now let’s go over the preparations again.”
 
   “Again?” muttered Tugtutsiak.
 
   “Again,” said Alaana firmly. “The harpoons and pole-hooks are properly cleaned?”
 
   She awaited a nod from each of the men, then continued.  “There shall be no contact with your wives after tonight.  Tomorrow I shall see to the blessing of the equipment.”
 
   “Ah, here she is,” interrupted Aquppak as his wife brought forth a platter heaped with steaming organ meats.  Ivalu avoided eye contact with any of the men as she handed her husband the tray, which was fashioned from the shoulder blade of a whale, and walked away.  These were the choicest morsels taken from the walrus Aquppak had speared from his kayak the day before.  Soured raw meat, tongue, heart, liver and intestines.
 
   “No animal liver!” warned Alaana as the others reached for the food.
 
   “Not for the whalers,” said Aquppak, tearing off an oversized handful of pink flesh and stuffing it into his mouth so that the juice trickled down his chin.  “But I’m not going out on the water.”
 
   Alaana didn’t partake of any of it, keeping true to her proscriptions as shaman, but Aquppak declared the liver tasted particularly wonderful.  He made an exaggerated show of savoring the delicacy denied to most of the others, then launched into the tale of his walrus hunt.  His story of the kill, embellished as it was, brought forth sarcastic comments from the whalers.  These pertained mostly to his gross immodesty, since none could doubt his skill or accuracy.  Aquppak was the most impressive hunter the Anatatook had ever seen.
 
   “And a spectacular shot it was,” he insisted.  “One throw, straight through both the heart and the lung.  Thirty paces.”
 
   He cocked an eye with intense concentration and mimed a mighty spear throw.
 
   “And choppy water.  Did I mention that?  The kayak was rocking, this way and that.”  The handsome young man broke out laughing as he shook exaggeratedly to and fro, bumping shoulders with the men on either side.
 
   Not to be outdone, Tugtutsiak gave a hand sign to his wife.  “Tooky, where is that surprise I had set aside?  Bring it here, girl.”
 
   Amid all the delicacies and laughter, Alaana felt relaxed and content.  She had great confidence in Tugtutsiak.  This trip made a pleasant diversion from their routine.  The hunt would make them late for the salmon run at the established weirs, but a successful whale hunt would fill their coffers just as well and a whale had already been promised to them.
 
   Alaana’s greatest failing as shaman was a weakness in securing game.  Sedna, the Mistress of the Sea, whose duty it was to apportion seal and walrus to be eaten by men, would not even recognize her.  Sedna had hinted that Alaana was not a true shaman — sparking a nagging doubt about the origins of her power and the uncertainty of her relationship to Sila, the Walker In The Wind.  Unlike the close bond that most shamans enjoyed with their spirit guardians, Alaana had little contact with the stormy wind spirit.  She had an ability to see and communicate with the spirits and ask their help, but that was all.  Sila didn’t appear when he was called and offered very little by way of support or advice.
 
   But Alaana had an invaluable partner in Tugtutsiak.  The headman had an instinctual and unerring ability when it came to predicting movements of the caribou herds, or determining a site for the winter camp that would prove replete with seal.  When Alaana had assumed the duties of the shaman at age thirteen, it had been Tugtutsiak who had kept the band alive despite the young girl’s faltering relations with the game spirits.  Over time a mutual respect had grown up between them, but this had been hard won in the early days.
 
   “Nuralak asks when we shall move south?” said Aquppak, bringing the conversation around to a serious topic.  He spoke for Nuralak, the head of a powerful family who was still at the winter camp.  Nuralak, like Aquppak, was chiefly a hunter of caribou and musk ox and had little interest in whaling.  “The salmon won’t wait for us, you know.” 
 
   Tugtutsiak frowned.  “We’ve time.”
 
   “If we delay here too long we’ll have trouble,” continued Aquppak.  “If we miss the run, there will be a lot of empty bellies next spring.”
 
   “Not until I get my whale,” growled Tugtutsiak.  His statement was punctuated by a tremendous cracking sound as one of the melting masses of ice on the shore shifted and broke away from the berg.  “And with a bowhead cut up on the shore the winter stores will be generously taken care of.”
 
   Aquppak was about to press his point, when Tugtutsiak stood up. 
 
   “Speaking of bellies full,” he said, “Let’s see what Tooky brings.”
 
   Tugtusiak’s new bride was a lovely young woman, delicate in face and figure.  The men were careful not to let their eyes linger on her, though some seemed hard pressed to pull them away.  Alaana offered the girl a half-smile, thinking she would look even more beautiful once Tugtutsiak had a chance to fatten her up.
 
   Tookymingia was a gift from one of the southerly bands, a gesture of reconciliation.  For Tugtutsiak it was an enormous point of pride.  Few among the Anatatook were so successful and strong that they could afford to keep two wives even in the best of times.  Many criticized this marriage, mumbling in low tones that it was disgraceful for the father to have two women when his youngest son was not yet married.  There were so few eligible girls among the band, a legacy of the lean years that had marked the early days of Alaana’s career as shaman when many of the women had not been able to keep their girl-children.  Things were better now, Alaana assured herself.  She had grown into the role.
 
   Tugtusiak’s first wife, Aolajut was handling the arrival of this newcomer to their tent much better than might be expected.  Tugtutsiak had so many skins to prepare and maintain, especially in regard to his kayaks and large boats, that it was clearly too much work for one woman alone.  Aolajut appreciated the help.  She was neither diminished nor irritated by the new wife’s presence.  She prided herself on being an exceptional housekeeper and superior seamstress, even if the younger bride held the headman’s gaze and bedtime attentions.
 
   Tugtutsiak received a sealskin bundle from Tooky.  He unrolled it before the men.  The mat contained a heaping portion of mattak.  “I’ve brought this,” he said.  “I’ve been saving it for some time.  It’s not much.” 
 
   In truth it was plenty.  A cheer rose up from the men at sight of it.  Huge discs of narwhal skin, fermented in the meat caches until the blubber turned green and the skin buttery soft.  The men leapt at the platter with delight, some actually jumping up from their seats to devour the delicacy.  There were groans of satisfaction as the men savored the taste with their eyes closed.  The women and children didn’t get even the smallest piece of it.  Perhaps that was just as well.  The mattak was so sour Alaana doubted they would have wanted it anyway.
 
   Tugtutsiak handed Alaana a piece on the flat of his knife, and the shaman drew the square of warty skin, dripping with red-black juices, into her mouth.  The intense, sweet-sour taste brought a tear to her eye.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   VITHROK AWAKES
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Vithrok is flying.  
 
   Bathed in the white-hot ecstasy of the Beforetime, he soars across time and space.  There can be no up or down, no here or there; there is only fluid motion, a cavalcade of sound, flashes of every color that has ever existed, a million wonderful sensations in collision, sparkling acid-sharp as they burst upon his consciousness all at once.  A cold wind slapping his face, an exultant breath of sweet air that seems to last forever, a draught of cool water to rage a burning thirst.  He is covered in water; he is awash in fire.
 
   He is not alone.  Another presence keeps pace beside him.  They sail on, side by side, soaring and dipping, swimming and floundering playfully through twists and turns of the ever-shifting landscape.  The other parallels his movements perfectly, thinking nearly identical thoughts.
 
   The other.  Who is the other?  The question seems out of place, destructive, somewhat poisonous.  None of them have names in the Beforetime.  That came later, after the great shadow fell over them all.  And yet his memories of the Beforetime have been forever tainted by the names that the others later assumed.  Those names, formed in the depths of darkness that followed the Rift, seep like corruption through his remembrances.  Remembrances?
 
   He feels himself once again imprisoned within an empty, soulless chamber.  Alone in the taunting dark, facing a contemptuous scorn as absolute as the eclipse which clouds his eyes.  The sudden shift is a burning spear through the heart, the crushing weight of eternity suddenly leavened upon him.  One moment paradise and flights of fancy and limitless freedom.  Now gone.  Now, nothing again.  An empty prison.  A silent prison.  Time shrinks and contracts as the moments ebb and flow, drifting forward, drifting back as the blinking of some great cosmic eye.
 
   Vithrok feels himself falling, plunging helplessly through a vast lightless expanse toward a speck of radiance so far below it can never be reached, but marks the iris of that implacable eye.  He tumbles toward it for ages, spinning end over end over end, growing no nearer.  But it is the iris of the eye of Time; he is sure of that.  And if he waits long enough...  
 
   Not dead, he reminds himself, I’m not dead.
 
   The eye blinks.
 
   Vithrok is again soaring across the heavens, his heart thrown wide, his perception as all-encompassing as the universe around him.  There is everywhere to go, an opportunity to indulge in his richest fantasies, to create, to destroy, to play any imaginative game one could devise.  In this moment of perfect understanding there is no conflict.  Death remains yet unknown.  There is no darkness; all is light.
 
   But contentment is snatched away.  He remembers darkness; he remembers death.  He had felt the touch of its cold hand.  He had dished it out with ruthless equanimity.  But that came later.  He mustn’t think on that.  He must try not to remember.  It was too painful to think about.
 
   He was here, he is here, that’s all that matters.
 
   The two of them, soaring through space and time, side by side.  But who was the other?  She was composed primarily of the being who would ultimately become Sedna.  Just as he was Vithrok, in part and parcel.  In the Beforetime individual people didn’t exist.  Without names and distinct personalities, identity was a concept that had not yet become relevant.  All were parts of the world whole — neither specific nor separate.  As the concept of body was malleable, so their spirits flowed freely, combining and recombining into an ever increasing array of possibilities.  Parts of souls went here and there — other parts were gained and lost.  He had been so different then, so expansive, not limited as now.  Now?
 
   How many centuries have creaked past?  How many heartbeats?
 
   Dead, but not dead.
 
   For a moment he feels time drifting backward.  It does that, he knows, in the waiting silence, in the endless dark of his prison, holding on.
 
   He must hold on.
 
   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.
 
   None of them had names.  There were no names, but some combinations were more prevalent than others.  So, then, traveling beside him was a being composed mostly of that which would become Sedna.  And he was primarily Vithrok.  The two of them, dressed in warm shades of shimmering lilac and virescent green, sat upon a beach.  The sand writhed and flowed beneath them, composed of millions of tiny auk skulls which Sedna had created, each a different color.  The water flowed as bands of pure light, lapping the shore with eerie strains of music. 
 
   They make love in the way of the Beforetime.  This is not a physical joining, but a communion, a sharing of the raw ecstasy that is life itself.  They know each other’s thoughts, feel the touch of every blissful emotion they have ever endured, pleasure heaped upon pleasure.  Time creeps forward, grain by grain, each moment lasting as if forever.  The crescendo builds and builds.
 
   And they are flying again, soaring through the twists and turns of a sky fashioned of liquid gold.  A wind blows by, caressing them with a burning sensuality, and the wind is part of them as well.  They sail through a vermillion cloud bank, falling through the mists and on the other side they find a different world.  Another entity waits there.  This one has aspects of Kidan and Tornarssuk and the Moon-Man, and others, too.  Too many to name.  
 
   They decide to fight, and the other takes the form of an immense grizzly bear.  He stands upright, teeth dripping spittle and venom.  He charges.  Laughing, Vithrok sprouts the head of a walrus with a hundred tusks that curl and stretch dangerously before him.  The other returns the attack with twelve lunging arms, all with needle-sharp claws.  Vithrok changes tactic and takes to the air on the wings of a falcon.  The fight rages in the sky as Sedna, forgotten already, slowly dissolves into other combinations of souls seeking other pursuits.  
 
   The fight takes forever, just long enough until the combatants tire of it, changing shapes, never having the same limbs or the same head from one moment to the next.  There is no fear or anger, just joy in the fighting, no pain or wounds that can’t be made to heal themselves.  What were their bodies after all in paradise, but mere afterthoughts?
 
   Vithrok’s memory of the event becomes hazy.  Pieces of the others have come and gone from him and he finds that by the end of the fight he is no longer the same Vithrok who had begun the contest.  Parts of that soul have moved on in different combinations, enjoying divergent pleasures.  These memories, so fragmented and conflicting, become painful, clawing at him.
 
   His adversary lunges and strikes, driving a narwhal horn straight through Vithrok’s chest.  A tremendous, searing pain as the burning spear pierces his heart, and yet again the crushing weight of eternity is suddenly flung down on him.  So much has been lost. 
 
   From a twilight world of past, present and future which is no longer within our reality, Vithrok awakes.  
 
   A momentary panic takes hold.  Dead but not dead.  The darkness, the loneliness, the unyielding walls of stone all around.  Not again, he thinks desperately.  Help me.  I can’t last another moment.  I can’t hold on.
 
   But wait, this is not the soulless stone where he has been imprisoned forever, helpless and alone.  He is not helpless.  And he is not alone.  This stone has a soul; he holds that soul tightly in his clenched fist.  He hears it screaming. 
 
   Vithrok had been released from his imprisonment.  A shaman had come to the Ring of Stones, some pathetic little creature seeking warrior souls to aid her cause.  The shaman thought herself clever, reversing the turnings of time and opening a portal through which Vithrok was able to escape.  He left the soulless catchstone behind.  But there had been no time for delay.  This new world, so dizzying and disorienting, did not welcome him and the portal was calling him back.  His spirit took flight, leaping blindly through the ether, away from that cursed catchstone, to come to rest here, within this other stone.
 
   The inua of the stone continued to scream.  The sound twisted and reverberated, stretching psychedelically, back and forth through time. 
 
   “Tell me.  How many turnings?” asked Vithrok.
 
   Held tight in his spiked grasp, the spirit of the stone let out a horrified gasp.  It was unable to reply, so completely terrified by its tormenter.
 
   Vithrok began to wind and stretch the soul to its limits, threatening to pull it apart.  Still no answer, only the sound of the earth groaning and cracking.  
 
   “How long have I hidden here?  How many turnings of the sky?”
 
   “Ten,” signaled the rock, “and two again.”
 
   Twelve years?  The span had passed in a moment, but Vithrok knew the fickleness of time.  He had drowned in it.  He had felt the moments simultaneously contract and expand, each second stretched into a day, a day that could last for all eternity. 
 
   He had only been dreaming himself still imprisoned and alone.  But this was not the truth.  He was not still caged within the soulless catchstone, from which there was no release, no keeper with whom to negotiate.  From this petty little stone, he could escape whenever he chose.  
 
   Vithrok released his hold on the screaming soul and it retreated in grief and shivering torment.  This pathetic thing would gladly let him out. 
 
   Vithrok drew his inuseq together.  He gathered all the shoots and tendrils, the twisted folds of his own soul which had sprawled into the cracks and crevasses of the rock.  He had lain asleep for too long.  Twelve years.  Lethargy and weakness had set in.  It was hard to move, hard to pull together.  Exerting his will, flexing ligaments of spirit which had previously held the strength of eons, he drew himself up.
 
   And passed out of the stone. 
 
   On the outside his spirit took the form to which it had become accustomed, a Tunrit sorcerer.  Tall and broad at the shoulder, clad in soot-colored furs and a war-shirt fashioned of tight rows of animal teeth that covered his chest.  The sorcerer lifted a hand toward his face.  The fingers were blackened by frost scars, the nails long and cracked.  And he felt again a pang of tremendous loss, an echo of the Great Rift.  What had Time made of him?  He seemed so reduced, so limited.  But he had risen above this crushing realization once before, with the Tunrit at his back.  And he will do so again.  Alone, if need be.
 
   He found himself on a vast snow-covered plain.  Existing in spirit only, he could not touch anything.  He could feel neither the cold nor the snow.  He could feel nothing.  The spirit-vision showed the shimmering souls all around —the banks of snow, the vast plains of ice, the great slumbering bergs in the distance.  There were so few colors.  It was all purples and grays.  The sight struck like a burning spear through the heart.  The many-colored sky of the Beforetime could not possibly have been replaced by this pathetic, desolate expanse that the world had become.  
 
   And yet it was so.  The night sky loomed above, black and foreboding.  The stars gave him pause.  They seemed larger than he remembered.  
 
   Looking down he noticed the stone which he had used to shield himself these past twelve years, finding it nothing more than a tiny pebble.  He laughed, for it had seemed such a vast prison only moments before.  Bending closer, he could just make out the dull gray shimmer of its soul drawn deep within itself, an oily quivering mass.  But it could not hide from him.  
 
   He reached down and snuffed the soul.  It offered little sustenance, practically useless, but there was a modicum of strength to gain from it.  And he would require a lot more.  Stones and snow and sands could not supply him with what he needed.
 
   He had survived these past twelve years, hidden in a pebble on the tundra.  But he was running out of time, time running like water, falling, he must slow it down.  He was vulnerable.  He thought of the shaman who had released him, the one whose aura had burned so very brightly.  That one knows I’m here, thought Vithrok.  If she should come back and find me…
 
   Vithrok moved forward, slowly, slowly.  His spirit moaned and creaked, straining unused muscles of soul.
 
   He caught a rustle on the ground before him, something moving among the broken, frost-covered fragments of shale.  White on white, it was perhaps well-hidden to the normal eye but the spirit-vision outlined its soul clearly.  Vithrok stared at it for a moment, mesmerized by the whorls of vitality that throbbed and flowed there in red and blue.  A living soul. 
 
   The hare shuddered, sensing that something was wrong.  It jerked its head this way and that but couldn’t decide which way to run.  Tensed for flight, its heart pounding wildly in blind panic, its blood boiling.  It started off, striking out one way and then the other.  Too late.
 
   Vithrok drank deep.  The soul of the snow hare tasted bitter and disappointing.  It was but a morsel. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   THE TUPILAQ
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The blue-gray sky was thick with clouds but there was no threat of storm in the air, only the smell of the sea prickling Alaana’s nostrils.  A wide belt of froth and steam hugged the beach where the frozen land met the restless, deep-green water.  Waves slapped noisily against the shore ice; the jagged blocks creaked and groaned as they shifted and rearranged. 
 
   The voices of the Anatatook spring camp drifted toward water’s edge.  Women sang cheerfully and hearty laughter from the men.  The mood was light and hopeful.  All were well-fed and happy.
 
   Alaana was caught between these two conflicting tides on the beach.  On one hand the unrelenting power of nature, and on the other, the gentle souls of the people who persevered in the face of such frightful majesty.  
 
   Something thumped painfully against her instep. 
 
   “Tama!” she hissed.  Her youngest daughter, six winters old, darted in and out between her legs, giggling and kicking up snow and sand.  Her full name, Tamuanuaq, meant ‘The Little Mouthful.’
 
   “Be careful,” said Alaana.  “You’ll drop the pup.”
 
   No sooner had she said it, but Tama stumbled on the ice-push and flopped down into the snow.  With a startled yelp, the little dog tumbled across the heap of ice.
 
   Tamuanuaq was up on her feet again and running along the ridge.  She never walked anywhere, but ran in little spurts broken only by a pause to consider what she was looking at, and then scooting off to the next destination, even if it left her making a circle.  She went over the top of the ridge, presumably in search of the puppy, and then peeked up again. 
 
   Her little smile made Alaana catch her breath.  Her daughter’s face closely resembled Ben’s, though ballooned into childlike proportions that rounded the cheeks and enlarged the eyes.  She was glad Tama hadn’t taken after her, with her plain features, slightly upturned nose and wide, thin-lipped mouth.  Beneath the child’s playful expression Alaana caught a glimpse of her father’s strength.
 
   Tama wore a long doeskin anorak with rabbit trim.  The leather was cracked and well-worn, having already belonged to several of the family’s children, but Tama couldn’t bear to part with it.  For lack of a hood, the gusting winds of the Tongue sent her shoulder-length hair dancing wildly.  It whipped in and out of her face, leaving wayward strands momentarily perched at odd angles.  Now and again she blinked it out of her eyes with a little shake of her head, drawing her lower lip into her mouth, but she never paused to wipe it away.
 
   Alaana stepped over the ridge.  The shoreline was littered with huge hip-bones and vertebrae left over from old whale hunts.  A pair of arctic tern ran along on their short legs, tracking the patches of snow that still frosted the expanse of tan-colored sand.  Tama plunged blindly ahead, startling the terns who squawked and jabbed their red beaks at her.  Alaana didn’t need to hear the peeps of the chicks to know the birds were defending a nest.
 
   She scooped her daughter up and carried her away from the nesting shorebirds.  Tama wriggled playfully out of her grasp, pointed at the birds and began singing a song about the snow starling.  The words were mostly nonsense but went something like this:
 
   “Ava-tali-guuvaq, ava-tali-guuvaq.
 
   Guuvaq-guuvaq.”
 
   These were followed by a fair imitation of the little birds’ chirping, and some fluttering of the arms.
 
   The mother tern squawked even louder.  Seeking a convenient distraction, Alaana plucked a rounded lump of shale from the beach.
 
   “Look,” she said, showing her daughter the size and shape of the rock. 
 
   Alaana squeezed the rock in her hand.  She could clearly see the spirit within the stone, a sleepy gray flicker of soul-light.
 
   “Brother Stone,” she said in the secret language of the shamans.  “I ask a small favor Brother Stone.” 
 
   She politely begged the rock’s indulgence for a temporary change of shape in exchange for the gift of a child’s smile.  It had been a long time since the stone had witnessed much of anything, let alone a child’s happiness.  The bargain struck, Alaana grunted with false exertion as she squeezed the stone, though she was doing nothing much at all.  Small pebbles of shale began to trickle down through her fingers as if she were wringing them from the rock.
 
   Tama squealed with delight.
 
   “There, is that not the most delightful smile you have ever seen?” asked the shaman of the stone.  She bent down and scooped the fragments back up.  “Thank you, Brother Stone.”  She replaced the reconstituted rock back where she had found it, and they were both the better for the bargain.
 
   Alaana and her daughter resumed their walk along the shore, trailed by the perky little huskie pup.  They passed Pilarqaq coming back the other way from gathering driftwood on the beach.  The little girl darted between Alaana’s legs at sight of her aunt.  It was a familiar game.  Pilarqaq delightedly took up the role, hunching herself over, stretching her fingers into claws and doing her best to put on the wicked face of a crone.
 
   “Come here, my little parka squirrel!” she cackled, chasing Tama with a half-crouched gait.  Tama giggled as she dodged her aunt and Alaana laughed as well.  Pilarqaq made the most unlikely old witch, considering she was the most beautiful woman Alaana had ever seen.  Her tiny nose was nearly lost in a valley between vast rounded cheeks, and her mouth wore a gentle smile more often than not, especially whenever one of her nieces or nephews were involved.
 
   “Look!” cried Tama.  She flitted toward a large mound of sandstone which had a small tidal pool before it.  Crouched at the edge of the pool was an ava.  At first Alaana didn’t think her daughter had seen the creature, a delicate thing which stood only two hands tall.  She presumed Tama had been drawn to the reflecting pool.
 
   “She’s cute,” said Tama.  “Oh so lovable!  Can I play?”
 
   Tama turned her beaming eyes upon her mother and Alaana nodded consent.  She watched in amazement as her daughter scuttled over to the little thing and sat beside it.  The ava, one of the little spirit-women who lived by the seashore, jumped back, startled.  As a rule they were notoriously shy and generally harmless.
 
   This one was sweet and bright and cheerful, like a little doll.  She put her small pudgy hands to her mouth in surprise, then drew them away to reveal a wide round face.  The face was nearly featureless except for a pair of small eyes, round and black as raisins set in the doughy surface, and a mouth which was a curved fold of skin, perpetually smiling.  A few streaks of fine black hair trailed down from her high forehead.
 
   The little creature stood up and began to walk toward the cliff of sandstone, with Tama close behind.  The ava wore a piece of fur wrapped around her in imitation of a crude parka but it was neither sewn nor tailored and flopped awkwardly as she moved.  She walked with a strange waddling gait, her feet twisted upward and balanced on her heels, and this caused her to fall over every few feet.  In an odd sort of a game Tama set her upright again each time, making small purring sounds.
 
   Alaana was amazed.  Ordinary people could not see the ava, who existed mostly in the spirit world.  This was the first time any of her three children had showed any sort of shamanistic ability.  She hadn’t thought they would inherit it.
 
   Alaana hadn’t been born with angakua, the spiritual light which empowers the shamans.  Instead, she had acquired her mystical powers during a childhood illness that had nearly killed her.  In the depths of the fever, the great spirit Sila, The Walker In The Wind, had taken pity on her and spared her life, showing her the wonders of the spirit world.  Alaana learned how the souls of all things were connected, like innumerable glittering embers in a giant smoldering hearth.  From the lowliest creature scrabbling beneath the snows to the loftiest falcon, even the great frosted mountain peaks and the giant floes of implacable ice, every stone and plant and drift possessed an individual and unique spirit.  As her soul blew apart into countless fragments scattered on the wind, a process as thrilling as it was terrifying, she came to know them all.  Sila had granted her two essential gifts – the spirit-vision, and the ability to step outside of her physical body and travel among the seven worlds.  In this way she had become a shaman.
 
   Unlike other shamans who had an intense and abiding link with their guardian spirits, Sila had come to Alaana only rarely since that first day.  He appeared to her as a kindly old man with a face that was all faces and a voice as forceful as the wind.
 
   Alaana had been tutored in the Way by the Anatatook’s only surviving shaman, Old Manatook.  Tragically, the old man had died defending the band when she was only thirteen winters old and poorly trained, leaving her to find her own way.  She had once been told, during a visit from the ghost of a friendly shaman, that her power came from the center of the earth and not from Sila at all.  The answers to such questions were beyond reckoning, and she was left not knowing what to believe.  And yet over the years she had tended to the Anatatook’s spiritual health as well as she was able, healing both their physical wounds and their heartaches, and defending them against malicious spirits and all other mystical threats. 
 
   But now, finding that the youngest of her three children possessed the sight!  She didn’t know what to make of that.  Her initial reaction was a sense of cautious joy.  The world was full of wonders.  And dangers.  She would need to think on it.
 
   They followed the little ava to a cliff of sandstone.  Its house was a small nook in the rock formation, too tiny for an adult but just large enough to admit the child.  Inside, Alaana glimpsed a miniature driftwood table, tiny cooking things fashioned from seashell and whalebone and a bed of straw grasses.
 
   “Can I play?” asked Tama again. 
 
   “Yes you can play,” returned Alaana.  She didn’t see any harm in it.  “But only for a short while.  I have shaman work to do.”
 
   Tama wriggled into the cave and sat with the table between her open legs.  The little ava rushed about the room replacing the various implements the clumsy child had knocked over.  Then the two of them settled down to drink make-believe tea. 
 
    
 
   Alaana kicked three of the sealskin floats out of the line.  “No good.”
 
   “What’s wrong with them?” asked Avilik.
 
   “We can’t use these for the agvisugruk,” Alaana replied.  “He’ll become offended.  Only the skins of the speckled seal are acceptable to a mature whale.”  She gestured to the remaining harpoon floats, all of which had the characteristic brown markings of the speckled seal.
 
   “We’ll need a few more, then,” said Avilik.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I have some in storage,” said Maguan.  He clapped his cousin heartily on the shoulder. 
 
   “It was a stupid mistake,” muttered Avilik. 
 
   “That’s why we have Alaana,” said Maguan, with a chuckle.  “She keeps us on the path.”
 
   Alaana bent over the remainder of the whaling crew’s equipment, which was laid out on the snow in front of Maguan’s tent.  The Anatatook spring camp had been set on the spar of mainland adjoining the Tongue, so as to not offend the whale with their noise and the smell of their cooking.  A clutter of tents were spread haphazardly along the beach-head.  Her brothers’ wies sat in front of Maguan’s tent, braiding strands of sinew for the lines.
 
   Spring had come in earnest.  Long grasses had already shot up among the gravel near the water.  Alaana spotted several herbs and wildflowers she might harvest for her work —fireweed and saxifrage and a few red poppies peeking up between the stones.  When she had finished with her brother’s equipment and delivered to Tugtutsiak a charmed belt she made out of seal teeth and baleen, she would find time to rummage along the shore.
 
   Alaana knelt before the spearheads, all of which, except one, were made of slate and bone.
 
   “Where did you get this?” she asked, indicating a thin copper blade that glinted in the sun.
 
   Maguan shrugged.  “I found it on the beach, like everything else.”
 
   “Don’t use it,” said Alaana flatly.
 
   “It’s very sharp…” said Maguan. 
 
   “This is made by the white men.  When I look into it, I see nothing.  It has no soul.”
 
   “But it’s really sharp,” insisted Maguan.
 
   “Then be careful not to cut yourself as you throw it away,” insisted Alaana.
 
   Maguan grumbled softly, but he removed the offending object from the row.  “As you say, little sister.”
 
   Alaana spread her hand over the row of shale harpoon heads.  She whispered to them, telling them that they must bite deep into the skin of the whale and hold on, and not to worry, that the whale had already agreed to it and would not be angry.
 
   This done, she drew an amulet from the front pocket of her parka and hung it from the center boat rib.  The upper half of a tern’s beak, meant to keep the boat on a straight course.  The talisman was carved with the emblem of Sila and anointed with three drops of Alaana’s blood.
 
   “Mother did a fine job on the skins,” commented Maguan.  Alaana agreed.  With her spirit-vision she could see the tiny remnants of the spirits of the bearded seal that still inhabited the skins.  She saw also a little flicker of her mother’s soul-light which had been imparted to the work, so lovingly had she crafted the boat covers. 
 
   “Three layers, tight as a drum,” crowed Maguan.
 
   “Wake up,” whispered Alaana to the spirits within the skins, “Wake up!”  They had slept for most of the long year, but must make ready to fly on the water.
 
   Maguan ran his hand along the side of the boat, touching it with the gentle caress of a lover.  “We’ll ride the sea as boldly as any Anatatook before.  It will float like a bird on the–”
 
   A sudden commotion had broken out near the shore.  Among the wild shouts Alaana thought she heard a cry of pain.  A moment later, calls for the shaman rang out.  “Angatkok!  Angatkok!”
 
   Alaana rushed to her feet.  The other two members of Maguan’s whaling crew, her brother Itoriksak and their friend Iggy, had been clearing a path for their boat to launch on the shore. 
 
   Itoriksak lay sprawled in the bloody snow.  Iggy stood over him, the shovel raised above his head.  He was a giant among the Anatatook, as wide around as he was tall.  Because of his gigantic size he was often referred to as Kingarjuaq, or ‘The Big Mountain’, but Alaana still called him by his childhood nickname Iggy.  He held the broad whalebone shovel aloft, a wild look in his eyes.  Something dark, wriggling in the snow, held his attention.  He seemed afraid to look away.
 
   “It bit me,” groaned Itoriksak.
 
   “Alaana?  What should I do?” asked Iggy, his arm trembling.
 
   Alaana glimpsed the hideous thing Iggy was holding at bay.
 
   “Strike off its head,” she said.
 
   The shovel came down.  The head rolled to the side.
 
   “It’s still alive!” warned Iggy.
 
   The headless carcass, slimy and black, continued twisting and squirming along the snow track in an attempt to get back into the sea.
 
   Itoriksak cradled his bleeding leg.  “It came up out of the water, Alaana.  It bit me.  What is it?”
 
   Alaana stepped past him, saying, “I’m sorry, brother.  This thing was sent here to kill me.  It must have smelled your blood and mistaken you for its target.”  She drew a thin blade of sharpened antler from the top of her mukluk, and planted a foot on the tupilaq’s broad, flat tailfin.  Although the head had been taken off by the shovel, no blood ran from the stump.
 
   Alaana cut open the carcass.  The oily black hide was already half rotten and the sealskin parted under her knife to reveal a patchwork creature made of various odd scraps of skins and bones.  The intestines of some small animal, clotted with dried blood, writhed out from the incision.  The mismatched bones were knitted haphazardly together with twines of sinew, and among the many that didn’t belong was a human breastbone.  Tied around this heart of bone was a thin braid of hair.  Alaana yanked it free and held it up to the light of day.  She could easily guess who it belonged to, but the spirit-vision left no doubt.  It held a little bit of the soul of Klah Kritlaq, a rival shaman from one of the southern bands.  As Alaana held it in her hand, the soul fragment fled from her grasp and shot into the air.  The tupilaq expelled a last gasp of fetid breath and went limp.
 
   Alaana kicked the carcass back into the sea.
 
   She turned to inspect Itoriksak’s wounds.  Her brother’s torn trouser leg revealed a long, thin cut which ran down the length of his calf.  The wound was already festering.
 
   “I have to take care of this at once,” she told the others.  “Carry him to my tent.”
 
   “It burns, it burns!” howled Itoriksak.  His eyes tore into her with great fear.
 
   Alaana nodded confidently at the stricken man.  “All will be well, my brother.  I’ll see to it.”
 
    
 
   It was good that she was angry, for anger was excellent fuel for this task.
 
   Alone in the karigi, the ceremonial sanctum of the shaman, Alaana laid out the various bits on a woven mat.  She assembled a handful of bones, mostly from the wolf and the rat, and bundled the makeshift skeleton into a rotten sealskin body.  At the heart of it she placed the copper harpoon head she’d taken from Maguan.  She stuffed a few other talismans inside, packing them in a special mixture of saltwater clay that was stained red with a splash of her own blood.
 
   All the while she thought of Itoriksak.  Her brother’s leg oozed with black ichor and pus, and she had spent some time working on him, sucking out the poison and countering it with salves of butterbur and crushed horehound.  It had been a close thing.  In the end, she felt certain Itoriksak would recover.  But the wound had left her brother tainted and unfit for the whale hunt.
 
   Alaana felt tainted as well.  Anger was dangerous for a shaman.  It was a corrupting influence that must be controlled at all costs.  She took great pains to direct her wrath into the effigy she was constructing.  It was bad enough for Klah Kritlaq to attack her, but to harm her brother was an affront that could not go unanswered.
 
   Klah Kritlaq was shaman for the Tanaina, one of the inland tribes that ranged slightly to the south.  His dislike of Alaana was based on the fact that he seemed to be even more incompetent than she was.  Like Alaana, he had fallen into the role at a young age and lacked a proper teacher.  It seemed there were so few shamans in Nunatsiaq these days.  As a result, his people often went without food.  Feelings of resentment and jealousy grew in Kritlaq’s heart.  The Anatatook had enough to eat, primarily due to Tugtutsiak’s excellent leadership rather than Alaana’s skills.  But the Tanaina were nearly always hungry.
 
   There were times when Alaana felt Klah Kritlaq’s enmity coming in a wave across the ether.  Last year he had tried to destroy her by way of magical intrusion.  Alaana had felt a heat in her belly and coughed up a roughly-hewn arrowhead.  She bled from the throat for a few days, but was otherwise unharmed and had ignored the attempt, seeking no retaliation.  Now with her brother lying in burning pain, Alaana vowed this attack would be the last.  Kritlaq was not the only shaman who could build a tupilaq, a beast that had one drive and one drive alone.  To kill its target.
 
   After stitching up the front of the torso, Alaana attached the head.  She was using the carcass of a black seal the dogs had been picking at for several days.  The snout was gone and Alaana affixed a raven’s beak to the center of the forehead so that the creature might peck out Kritlaq’s eyes if it ever got the chance.  The beak was lopsided, but it didn’t matter.  The seal’s eyes had likewise been eaten away, and she placed two round chips of glittering black stone into the empty sockets.  She pinned the braid of Kritlaq’s hair to the back of the tupilaq’s head so that it should know its target.
 
   Alaana laid the monstrous creature in the center of the karigi.  The bloody clay must harden for two days before she could animate the figure.  And then she would send it against Klah Kritlaq.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   WHALE HUNT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   In the depths of winter, the silence of the north is absolute.  A great cover of snow lies over the land, blanketing the frozen lakes and tundra.  It drapes protectively across the tops of the iglus.  It muffles all sound.  The stars beam down silently from a lifeless black sky.  The hunters, poised out on the lonely ice awaiting the cautious passage of a seal, dare make no noise at all. 
 
   The hunt for the bowhead is entirely different.  Springtime cannot be silenced, neither in the strident voices of the land nor the boisterous shouts of the men.  On the gusty straits of the Tongue the wind comes whistling up from the south, circling the spit of land in angry murmurs only to scream away along the coastline.  The immense glaciers groan and creak.  Hungry gulls wheel and screech overhead.  The sea has noisy tales to tell as it laps tirelessly against the icy shore. 
 
   And so the Anatatook men, huddled in three whaling boats along the beach-head would not keep still.  They grumbled to each other.  They fretted and shivered.  Two days and two nights the crews waited in the cold, with no food except frozen slices of trout the young boys brought up from the village. 
 
   Even the shaman grew weary and restless.  Alaana was tired of urging the men to silence, warning them not to offend the whale they had been promised. 
 
   A spectacular sunrise broke the horizon, as seen through sleepy eyelids.  In this instance she need not cajole the men to be quiet; nature’s majesty did the job for her.  Day burst across the sea, a line of liquid silver spreading upward like running water, chased by the warm orange glare of the sun.
 
   “This will be the day,” she whispered.  “This will be the day.”
 
   Kneeling at the prow of Maguan’s whaling boat Alaana kept the watch.  Her brother slept fitfully on his bench, his head propped on his hand, his elbow resting on the stern post.  Avilik lay beside him.  Iggy puttered with the equipment, halfheartedly rearranging the drag floats, lances and grapples strapped to the bottom of the boat. 
 
   After the wounding of Itoriksak, Alaana had reluctantly joined her brother’s whaling crew.  “It’s time to launch,” Maguan had pleaded, “and we need a fourth.”  He stood before Alaana, dressed and ready for the hunt.  In accordance with tradition he wore a new set of clothes specially made by his wife Pilarqaq, a two-layer caribou-skin parka and trousers stitched in her usual lopsided fashion.  Alaana had sewn a sliver of whale bone into the back of the hood for luck.
 
   Alaana had sighed, shaking her head.  “I’m the shaman for all the people.”
 
   “I’m not looking for advantage,” said Maguan.  “There just isn’t anyone else.”
 
   “That can’t be.  What about Anaktuvik?” suggested Alaana, naming their uncle.
 
   “He’s no different than father.  He won’t go out on the umiak.”
 
   Alaana grumbled thoughtfully.  This particular dilemma had never come up before, as no one in their family had ever owned a whaling ship.  
 
   Kigiuna was determined to leave the sailing to younger men.  As a boy he had lost his father to the sea.  Ulruk had set out on a whale hunt one morning, on a day like any other, but had never returned.  He had been swallowed by the sea.  Kigiuna went nowhere near the ocean when it was wet.  He wouldn’t even see them off on the hunt.  Though Anaktuvik never spoke of it, Alaana realized that her uncle shared that same pain and loss.
 
   “There must be someone else,” said Alaana.  “I have a lot of things to do.”
 
   “I know, sister,” said Maguan.  His eyes held their impassioned plea.  He looked so serious and torn, a rarity for a man who was almost always smiling.  “But…” 
 
   He tossed his head in frustration.  In truth there were plenty of other men, but none who actually believed Maguan’s boat seaworthy.  They saw the strange shape of it, they noticed the slender ribs and the short prow, and they were made uneasy.  They weren’t willing to risk their lives for Maguan’s dream. 
 
   Alaana ran her gaze along the exterior of the boat, noting the finely crafted cover, fashioned by the tireless work of their mother.
 
   “I named the boat Ipalook,” said Maguan, recalling the name of their former friend, a young Anatatook man who had been killed in an enemy raid.
 
   At last Alaana relented. “For Ipalook,” she sighed. For Maguan.
 
   The men shoveled paths from the ice-bound shore to the open beach and hauled the skinboats to the water’s edge.  In the scramble for position Tugtutsiak’s vessel had taken the most favorable place at the point of the Tongue.  He had the most experienced crew and the sturdiest ship.  Talliituk’s boat lay along the far side, just as large and flat-bottomed as his father’s.
 
   Tugtutsiak stood in the prow of his ship keeping the morning watch, squinting against the glare of the rising sun.  During the short days and long nights of their shore-bound vigil, Alaana hadn’t yet seen him lay down to sleep. 
 
   “Hai!” called Tugtutsiak, his voice a deep rumble.  “Hai!”  It was the first time the headman had broken silence in three days and it was clear what he meant.  Tugtutsiak had heard the breathing of the whale.
 
   Alaana kicked her brother awake.  She leaned out over the rim of the umiak and listened.  Yes, she could hear it too, carrying across a great distance.  A slow, protracted whoosh coupled with a deep, sonorous humming sound as air moved through enormous nasal passages.  The sound was coming from the west and drawing closer.  The breathing of the whale.
 
   The three crews rushed to get ready.  Before the launch, each crewman piously dipped his harpoon in the water in order to bring success to the hunter and the ship.
 
   Alaana took up her paddle.  Iggy and Avilik pushed the skinboat out from behind the ice block blind they had built on the shore.  Tugtutsiak already had his boat in the water.  
 
   In his typically inept fashion, Talliituk launched badly.  His umiak half full of water, his crew had to draw it up onto the shore again.  His men struggled to turn the stem in toward land, pour out the water, and drag it back out to sea.  The headman’s son, a thin figure wearing a short cape of ravenskin around his neck and shoulders for good luck, pranced beside his ice-bound boat shouting orders. 
 
   Maguan’s crew launched Ipalook and rowed away.  They had prepared a narrow channel through the shore ice, just wide enough for the slender craft.  As they passed Talliituk’s struggling crew, Avilik gave a jaunty wave.
 
   They all took up paddles, rushing out to the site where Alaana thought she had heard the noise.  The whale had already gone back under, singing as it went.  Haunting snatches of whale song echoed beneath the heavy keels of ice.  Maguan listened intently, hoping to divine a clue for their next direction, but no good.  The sounds were already far off and distorted by the jumbled layers of ice.  They would have to wait for the whale to surface again and hope it appeared within paddling distance. 
 
   Maguan ordered his crew to stop sculling.  He scanned the frozen waters for a sign.  There was none.  And yet, Tugtutsiak already had his boat in motion. 
 
   “Should we follow?” asked Avilik.
 
   Maguan glanced nervously about.  “I don’t want to follow,” he said.  “I want first harpoon.”
 
   He indicated a channel that ran roughly parallel to the course Tugtutsiak had taken.  Break-up had only recently begun, and the shifting lanes of water between the jagged plates of ice made the going very difficult.  The paddles jammed on the ice breaks, splashing icy water at the crew.  
 
   Despite the wind and the cold, the icy spray and the fatigue, Alaana felt a surge of excitement.  Women were never allowed on a whale hunt for fear the spirits would be insulted.  Alaana was the exception.  As shaman she had struck the bargain with the Whale-Man.  Her presence would cause no danger.  She wasn’t used to paddling and could hardly keep up with the others, but it felt good.  She wore no mask, no ceremonial garb.  Today she was only a common sailor enjoying the swell of the seas, the salty air, the warm camaraderie of the men.
 
   “How far out to go?” asked Avilik.  “Where will the whale break water next?”
 
   Maguan looked to Alaana for help, but she shrugged her shoulders, saying only, “You're the umialik...”
 
   Maguan laughed.  Yes, he was the whaling captain.  This day at last.  He was.
 
   He directed the crew to get Ipalook out into one of the broad, well-defined alleys of free water that lay between the land-fast ice and the thick sea pack.  That way they would have less risk of being flipped by the choppy waves and some room to turn around if necessary.  Tugtutsiak’s warning against tipping over was foremost in his mind; poor Ipalook was already rocking from side to side far more dangerously than he would have liked.
 
   Tugtutsiak stood tall in his ship, now running a fair distance to the south.  He surveyed the field.  He knew the landmarks of this coast like no one else, and had a sharp memory for every place he had ever seen a whale come up before. 
 
   The whale rose up, casting spray into the air.  Its momentous breath rumbled across the distance to the boats, louder than before, much closer, and never had a more thrilling sound been heard.  The crews leapt into action, pulling hard at the paddles.  The body of the whale appeared, rising like a great black rock in the water.  It thrust forward with a slow undulation of its immense length, culminating in a graceful flourish of the fluked tail.  At least four times the length of the umiak, the whale’s wide, finless back dwarfed the boat.  The black whale, the great bowhead.  Alaana thrilled at the sight of it.  The sheer power of it.  Its sleek head cracked the floes as it skirted along, knocking gigantic plates of ice aside.  Its exhalation blew like the greatest horn ever trumpeted as it spewed spray high above their heads.
 
   “Paddles in the water!” shouted Maguan.  None of the boats were close enough for a throw, so the men kept to the paddles, hauling as fast as they were able.  All the skinboats now had the same destination, threading their way between the floes.  Tugtutsiak came closest, with Maguan’s Ipalook just to the north.  Talliituk had not yet recouped his poor start.
 
   After it had breathed enough, the bowhead’s nostrils clapped shut with a loud thump, the rounded back arched up and followed the head down.  With a parting wave of its massive fluke, the agvisugruk disappeared under the water.  It left behind only a patch of riotous bubbles and a cloud of mist and condensation drifting along the surface.
 
   One final scrap of whale song drifted under the ice and then it went silent, leaving no clue as to its next destination.  But that destination was all-important.  The whalers had to find that precise spot and be ready.  They had to predict it.  Maguan pinpointed the direction of that final note, as did Tugtutsiak.  But the whale was just as likely to change its course.  And having breathed twice, so long and deeply, it would probably stay under for a long time now. 
 
   Tugtutsiak directed his crew in a westerly route, out into the open sea where his boat could maneuver easily.  Maguan knew that was the best course, but again didn’t want to follow along the headman’s trail like a lapdog.  His boat was more slender; they could ply the narrow channels closer to shore.
 
   Out on the water the silence stretched unbroken.  The waves rose and fell quietly and the icy wind stung silently at their faces and hands.  In a short time, the quiet became maddening.  Avilik broke into one of the traditional whaling songs.  Unlike the seal, who was wary of the slightest noise, the whale would be drawn to the singing, and many such charm songs were known to the people.
 
   “Listen!
 
    Hear the roar of the north wind,
 
    Hear the cracking sea-ice.
 
    The whale is round and fat,
 
    It’s coming up, coming up!”
 
   The remainder of the crew joined in, Alaana adding her voice to the rest:
 
   “Listen! 
 
    The women sit quiet at home,
 
    Hear them doing nothing.
 
    The whale sings under the sea,
 
    Hear it rising, it’s rising!”
 
   Tugtutsiak’s crew, older men with deeper voices all, broke into a rival song, calling the whale to them with a hearty chorus of “Rise whale!  Rise whale!”  Alaana found the camaraderie warmed the heart much as the exertions had warmed their bodies.  
 
   The songs died down after a while.  It was wise to take an opportunity for some rest.  No matter who got the whale, they could all look forward to a hard row back to shore with the gigantic carcass in tow. 
 
   Suddenly Ipalook lurched sharply, nearly tossing Avilik out into the open water.  Alaana and the others held on as the boat was immediately flung to the other side.  Drag floats and loose harpoon blades tumbled across the belly of the umiak.
 
   Tugtutsiak and Talliituk shouted to their men.  “Paddles in the water!  Pull hard.  Let’s go!”
 
   “What’s happening?” asked Iggy, holding tight to side for dear life.  The umiak tilted wildly.  Iggy yelped in panic, nearly going over the side, but the boat lurched again the other way.
 
   The whale’s head breached the surface an arm’s length away from Alaana.  Its gently furrowed rostrum, scarred from years of cracking ice, thumped gently against the side of the boat.  The bowhead crested, showing off its white chin markings and shaggy bristles, and at the corners of the mouth the enormous gray-lidded eyes gazed intently at the boat.  On the outer curve of the whale’s eye Alaana saw her own reflection.
 
   Avilik cried out in alarm.  But Alaana was not afraid.  She saw a warm light dancing in those old eyes.  Ipalook was so unsteady in the water, so easy to tip, the whale could have dumped them all into the icy sea if it had wanted.  But no, it was swinging them playfully side to side.  
 
   And then, before Tugtutsiak could lay to his harpoon, the whale dived again.  It hadn’t taken the time to breathe and would have to resurface soon.
 
   Again the same question: where to go?  It had stayed a long time under the water.  The next breach would have to be close, but in which direction?  It wasn’t likely it would come up again so near to the boat.  Intuition was equally as important as judgment, the true measure of a whaling captain.  Maguan pulled himself up to the headboard, gasping for breath.  Shaken by the rough treatment of their little boat, his face was tight-lipped and pale.
 
   Alaana did her best to help.  “He’s large and fast, this aqviq, and although he’s old he doesn’t want to die easily.  He wants to play.”
 
   “Play?” snarled Avilik, spitting out water.  “It very nearly killed us.”
 
   “That’s the whaler’s life,” said Alaana evenly.
 
   “It’s good to see you so calm about it,” said Maguan.
 
   “And why not?  This is the one the Whale-Man promised me.  We’ll get him.”
 
   “Let’s go after it, then,” said Maguan.
 
   Alaana returned her brother’s grin.  “Take Ipalook straight out.  I don’t think he’ll come up again so near the shore.”
 
   “Ahh,” said Maguan with a wry smile. “I’m glad I let you come along, after all.”
 
   The whale, agile and swift under the floes, led them a terrific chase.  It savored every moment, spending its strength down to the last drop.  It teased, showing only a forked plume of steam or the sway of an arched back, and dove under again.  The men rowed and rowed.  The bigger boats coasted faster but the slimmer Ipalook had the advantage of sharp turns.  Tugtutsiak’s instincts were most often correct.  He kept close to his quarry, his vigilance tireless.  Talliituk twice went into blind alleys, got stuck in soft young ice, and had to turn his boat around.
 
   Finally, the whale came up in range of their weapons.  Alaana and Iggy stuck to the paddles, sculling with all their might.  Avilik, the harpooner, stood on the headboard.  Maguan controlled Ipalook from the rear, keeping the angle steady with his paddle.  All depended on timing and cooperation.  The harpoon pole was heavy and Avilik’s arm shook slightly with the weight.  Tipped with a detachable head of whalebone carved in the form of a bowhead, the harpoon blade had been inscribed with potent symbols to show respect for the hunted.  The point was connected to the long shaft of the weapon by a line of strong sinew with two floats hanging at the far end.
 
   The enormous whale broke the surface.  Avilik leaned forward, stretching over the rim of the skinboat.  Alaana tended the line, her job to keep it straight and tight.  If the line snagged or tangled, the boat would flip and be dragged under.
 
   His arm poised, Avilik hesitated.  “Turn, turn!” he hissed.  “I can’t get the death-place in view.”  The huge head was in the way.
 
   Ipalook lurched, caught on a sudden wave borne of the thrashing tail.
 
   “He’s going back down,” said Maguan, “Let fly now!”
 
   Avilik uncoiled his spring, taking the shot with all his skill.  The harpoon flew straight at the circling whale but served up only a glancing blow along the flat of the back.  The spear point detached from the shaft and took the line out of Alaana’s hands.  No good.
 
   “First harpoon!” shouted Tugtutsiak with glee.  The whale was his. 
 
   His harpoon head, also ceremonially decorated by Alaana, cut deep into the neck of the whale, just behind the eye.  The great beast thrashed, bringing its fluke crashing into the water.  Alaana sensed that something was wrong.  A certain resistance was expected but now at the conclusion of the hunt, its outcome preordained, there should have been a peaceful resignation.  This whale reacted with an explicit fury when stung by Tugtutsiak‘s blade.
 
   A chilling sound drove down from the bergs in the distant north, a mournful shriek carried on the icy wind.
 
   Tugtutsiak’s leg got caught up in his line.  The line jerked forward, threatening to pull him under.  Alaana puzzled at the sight of the headman dragged across the headboard by his own line.  There was no way Tugtutsiak would make such an amateurish mistake.  His youngest son, Oaniak, sprang forward.  Stabbing the line with a sharp crescent blade, he managed to cut the heavy cord before his father was lost.
 
   The whale continued thrashing in the sea.  Riotous swells of water heaped as the big black form rolled, driving Ipalook upward on the gush and then backward, nearly tipping it over.  Maguan struggled to keep the boat aloft with his paddle.  Alaana steadied herself against the fore pole.  Speaking in the secret language of the shamans she attempted to soothe the whale by invoking the Whale-Man’s blessing. 
 
   “Thank you, great whale.  You have come to us in our need.  As Usinuagaaluk has promised, you have come to join our people.  Thank you, noble spirit.”
 
   The bowhead continued to flounder in pain, shaking the water so violently that the men had not one free hand among them with which to grab for a weapon. 
 
   Alaana held fast.  “Rest easy.  Your soul will be honored and remembered.”
 
   A mixture of oil, blood and mucus spewed forth from the blowhole, showering the young shaman.
 
   A dark cloud-bar approached on the ice horizon.  And the sound, that frighteningly human wail...
 
   “Ayah!” said Iggy.  “It’s weeping!”
 
   No, thought Alaana.  That noise did not come from the whale.  It had risen up from the depths of the sea.
 
   The men on the far side of Tugtutsiak’s craft took up their hooked poles and drove them at the body of the whale.  The bowhead’s bloody exhalation clouded the air, drenching them in its driven mist.  They stabbed blindly but found no luck.  Then the tremendous whoosh of breathing filled their ears, so deafeningly close it rattled the boats, and the whale went back down.
 
   Tugtutsiak’s sealskin float bobbed on the water for a moment and then it went under, taken down with the whale.  There could be no question about where it was headed now.  Once struck, a whale will always head for the open sea.  But which direction was the sea?
 
   Caught in the cloud of vapor, the men hurried to check what remained of their equipment.
 
   The mist from the whale’s exhalation lifted, drifting toward shore.  When the whalers could see again they found the whale had vanished.  Alaana breathed a sigh of relief.  It was unusual to be glad the prey had escaped but she felt certain they shouldn’t press their attack.  She was intent now on calling off the hunt, if only she could get the message to Tugtutsiak’s craft. 
 
   The men were wet and cold, shivering despite their watertight garments.  They had lost their food bucket and some of their equipment but the lashings in the center still held the heaviest poles in the belly.  It was a good thing they had followed Tugtutsiak’s advice.  Alaana realized that the bulky Iggianguaq had thrown himself down in the center of the boat in order to stabilize against its roll and had saved all their lives.
 
   She called out for Tugtutsiak but it was no use.
 
   “I can hear the ice creaking,” said Avilik.
 
   Alaana started at the eerie, foreboding sound as the whale passed underneath. 
 
   Something was very wrong.  Alaana staggered, her boots splashing bloody water in the bottom of the boat.
 
   “Tugtutsiak!”
 
    
 
   Three women sat in front of Tugtutsiak’s tent.  They had sat like this, their backs to the ocean, for three days.  
 
   Aolajut was perfectly poised, hands clasped loosely in her lap, a neutral expression on her face.  She played the part of headman’s wife very well, presiding over the vigil with an attitude of cool forbearance.  In contrast, Tugtutsiak’s younger bride Tookymingia fussed and fretted.  She fidgeted on her cold seat, practically wearing smooth the top of the boulder, and too often turned to glance toward the water. 
 
   “Be still,” Old Higilak whispered.  “Why are you so restless?”
 
   Tooky frowned, an expression that exaggerated the child-like qualities of her slender face.  “Life,” she said.  “And breathing.”
 
   “Breathing?”  Higilak didn’t understand.  Did she mean the breathing of the whale, which could vaguely be heard cutting across the sea, or Tooky’s own, which seemed shallow and much too rapid. 
 
   The women were under strict orders from Alaana not to sew clothes or comb their hair, or do anything even remotely resembling work.  According to the taboos if a wife were to use a knife, her husband’s harpoon line would surely break; if she scrubbed the floor, his boat might be caught up in the ice.  By their inactivity the women kept the whale’s soul passive and at peace. 
 
   “I can’t stand this waiting any longer,” said Tooky.  “Is it always like this?  We don’t hunt the whale in the south.”
 
   “Set your mind to thinking of something else,” suggested Higilak.  “I come from the southlands as well.”
 
   “Truly?” said Tooky, her eyes alight with sudden hope that Old Higilak, who had also come from the outside, might prove to be a kindred spirit.  Or perhaps a friend.
 
   Higilak nodded.  “My people called ourselves the Utkujalik.”
 
   “I don’t know them,” said Tooky.
 
   “You’re too young.  My village was wiped out long before you were born.”
 
   “Oh!” said Tooky.  
 
   “My husband Manatook rescued me from the wastes and brought me here to live.”
 
   Tooky blushed.  “That’s beautiful.  He carried you away and you fell into his arms!”
 
   Aolajut snickered, shaking her head slightly.
 
   “It wasn’t quite that simple,” said Higilak.  
 
   “I was always told ‘first comes marriage, then comes love’.”  
 
   Tookymingia was so young.  Poor girl, thought Higilak, given away to a husband from a strange village.  “My point,” she said, “is that I am also from the south.  It took me a long while to get used to the women’s vigil of the hunt.  I think you’re doing well for your first time.”
 
   “In a way this is a first for you, too, Higilak,” remarked Aolajut.  “Alaana never went out before.  You don’t seem very worried for her, in that skinny little boat.”
 
   “I needn’t fear for Alaana.  The ocean is her friend, and the fishes, and the ice floes and the winds themselves.  She’ll not die this day.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Tooky, “If it’s so dangerous, why is my husband so obsessed with the whale?”
 
   “You know nothing of men,” said Aolajut flatly.
 
   Tooky’s pout curled into a wry smile, “I know something.”
 
   “Yes,” snapped Aolajut, “The same something I’ve known for twenty turnings of the sky.  Nothing new.  And much less than in former days.  Tugtutsiak is not his younger self any more, however he may pretend.”
 
   “Noona!” called Higilak, in an attempt to cool the tone of the conversation by way of distraction.  She gestured for Alaana’s daughter to approach.  Noona dashed across the wet ground with her little brother Kinak, an eight-year-old boy, in tow.
 
   “Where is your sister, the Little Mouthful?” asked Higilak.
 
   Noona shrugged her shoulders.  “At the beach.  Playing.”
 
   Higilak clapped her hands sharply.  “Go and find her.  I told her to stay close to the camp.” 
 
   “So did I,” said Noona.  “I told her, ‘The sea monster will stuff you in its amaut and take you home, if you play alone on the beach’.”  
 
   Even though she knew Noona was joking, Higilak found the thought a frightening one.  “She shouldn’t be alone.  Not while the hunt is on.  Noona, go and fetch your sister.  I’ll look after Kinak.”
 
   Noona, ten years old, was apparently not interested in a walk to the beach.  She stomped her foot in the snow. 
 
   A tremendous crack resounded across the straits of the Tongue.  Noona stared down at her boot for a moment as if wondering whether she had caused the terrific noise, though it was obvious the sound had come from the coastline. 
 
   “What’s that, Old Mother?” the little girl asked. 
 
   Higilak cocked her head.  “Something is wrong at sea.”
 
   In a moment they all heard it.  An eerie whine slicing down the coast from the north.  A long, lonely wail like the wind out on the flats at night, but it was not the wind.  It was the ice.  
 
   The women remained fixed in place.  They would not turn to look toward the sea. 
 
   The keening whine rose in pitch.  The ice was on the move, driven by a force of nature.  And such powerful forces could never be denied.
 
   Tookymingia burst into tears.  “Oh, no!”
 
   The others looked sharply at her.  Her face reddened, her eyes squeezed shut.  She was weeping.
 
   The cry of the ice grew louder as it stretched and strained, rising, rising, until their ears could stand it no longer.  The sound that followed, a tremendous boom that nearly knocked them all from their seats, came as no relief. 
 
   There could be no pretense now.  Aolajut stood up, her hands balled into fists.  She was the first to realize what must have happened.  “What did you do?” she roared.  “What did you do?”
 
   Tooky choked on her sobs.  “We couldn’t stop ourselves.  Oh, this is all my fault. It’s all my fault.  I didn’t want to but…he was so eager and I thought…”
 
   The earth and snow beneath their feet began to tremble.
 
   Aolajut seized Tooky by the shoulders and shook the poor young wife like a rag doll.  “What did you do?”
 
   “Oh, no.  No!” cried Tooky between sobs.  “We made love the night before the hunt.”
 
   The entire peninsula spasmed as the pack ice rammed the shore.  The tents shook apart and collapsed.  Gaping cracks opened along the ground, cutting through the Anatatook camp.  Angry sea water rose through the newly formed breaks, and the women screamed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   DISASTER AT SEA
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The whale churned the water in its death struggle.  It burst through the ice directly in front of Tugtutsiak’s umiak.
 
   Alaana was thrown against the side of Ipalook.  This was not simply the fight of a hunted beast.  Everything was becoming clear — the whale’s strangely violent reaction, the headman’s bad luck with the line, and now this.  There could be only one explanation.  Tugtutsiak had broken faith with the spirits.
 
   The whale’s head came up, splintering the ice sheet.  It made no sound as it turned in the water, casting them all a long glance with its gigantic baleful eye.  The warmth had gone out of it, leaving a gaze as cold as the icy depths.
 
   It went under again, sending the two opposing ice floes on either side crashing back against each other.  They collided with tremendous force, sending ice roaring up out of the sea.
 
   The captains screamed at the others to heave to with the paddles, get the boats out of the way, hurry, hurry.
 
   For Tugtutsiak it was already too late.  His crew had been swept off into the sea, and flailed helplessly in the waters.  The headman flung himself back into the rounded bottom of his vessel as the fore bench tilted forward and down.  The front of the ship was pulled under the water.  Tugtutsiak slid along the bottom, held aloft only by his grip on the hand braces.  Knowing the strength of that grip, Alaana thought he would be safe until the swell receded and the boat righted itself.  Not so.  The floes stood up again and came crashing toward the center, the boat trapped between them.  With an unearthly booming crack the ice sheets smashed together like two gigantic hands clapping and cut the boat and its captain in half.  
 
   The front half of the vessel, still sitting above water, lurched backward.  Its shell of wrecked bone and shredded walrus hide still held the upper body of Tugtutsiak, trailing gouts of blood and strewn intestine.  Alaana watched helplessly as the man’s eyes glazed over and his fingers let loose the holds on the collapsed sides of the boat.  He slid into the waters and went straight down.
 
   The crew of his boat survived.  The men were pulled out of the icy waters with lance poles and hooks meant for towing the carcass of the whale.  They crowded into the two remaining umiaks.  The crews sculled for shore as fast as their weary arms could take them.  Tugtutsiak’s men, still facing danger of freezing to death, hurried to strip off their wet clothes.  
 
   The death of Tugtutsiak played out over and over again in Alaana’s mind.  There had been no last words at the end, no recriminations or apologies, just a look of helpless resignation on the headman’s face. 
 
   She bent over the shivering body of Oaniak, Tugtutsiak’s youngest son, and pressed her mouth over the boy’s eye sockets to help keep his eyes from freezing.
 
   Once the boats had been hauled ashore, the men at last tended to warming the frozen sailors.  As soon as her boots touched ground Alaana knew something was terribly wrong.  It was as if the soil and snow held a dire message for her, a warning of tragedy that hit home with heartbreaking clarity.  Her eyes flashed.  She tore along the coastline, her wet boots struggling against the sand and slush as if the land itself wanted to hold her back, to protect her from what she might find.
 
   At the sandstone cliff by the beach she saw the body of her youngest daughter lying face down in the little tidal pool.  The ava stood behind her, looking down.  There was a blank expression on the little doll-like face, but as Alaana burst upon the scene with an agonized roar, the doll stepped back.
 
   “What have you done?” she raged.  She yanked her little girl’s head out of the water and turned her over on the rocky sand.  She already knew Tama was dead because her soul-light was gone.  Gone.  That fiery spark, that ineffable radiance that danced behind her eyes and infused her smile.  It was gone.  She refused to believe it.
 
   “What have you done?”
 
   The little sprite shrank back, terrified at the shaman’s wrath.  Her tiny eyes, expressionless and black as stone set in the doughy surface of the face, bulged wide.  Her slit of a mouth moued in horror.
 
   "AAAAAHHH!" the ava shrieked, as if upon waking from a dream and finding herself confronted with a living nightmare, a monster of flesh and blood. 
 
   She lurched about in a panic, looking down at what she had done, and then at the angry shaman.  Her tiny feet carried her in a little circle in front of the cave.
 
   Alaana forced herself to calm down.  It was inconceivable that this little spirit could have drowned her daughter.  The ava were never malicious.  It was not in them to hurt a human being. 
 
   “Why have you done this?” she asked flatly.  “I want to know why.” 
 
   The ava’s tiny black eyes blinked and she swallowed a gulp of air.  “The Whale-Man,” she whispered in helpless torment, “The Whale-Man told me to do it.”
 
   It was not her fault.  Any thought of taking revenge fled from Alaana’s mind.  It was not the ava’s fault.  It was her own.  The little ava backed away and went stumbling toward her cave dwelling.
 
   And then there was only Tamuanuaq.  Alaana staggered and sunk to her knees in the sand.  She took her daughter’s tiny hand, caressing the pale flesh with trembling fingers.
 
   “Tamuanuaq.”
 
   She swept her daughter’s body up in her arms, pressing the cold, wet flesh to her breast.  Pain cutting, tearing, clawing at her.  Shredding her soul, setting it aflame.  Tamuanuaq.  Their Little Mouthful.
 
   “No!” she roared, shaking her head. “No, no!”
 
   She buried Tama’s face against her chest.  She could not accept this.  She was the shaman, and not without powers of her own.  She would storm the spirit world, she would journey across the great divide, to the far lands, to the realm of death itself and she would bring her back.  She would face down the Whale-Man, or Sedna of the seas, her scorpion husband, anyone or anything.
 
   She broke down and sputtered, choking on both her sobs and her foolishness.  She could do none of those things.  She was less than a speck of dust as compared to those great spirits.  She was nothing to them.  Their will was inviolable.  At best she might beg them, plead with them, and hope the Whale-Man could be reasoned with.
 
   She laid Tama down on the sand.  Kneeling, she tore open the front of her parka, sending a pair of caribou ear amulets flying.  Alaana did not feel the numbing arctic cold.  Instead, her body was aflame. 
 
   “You should kill me,” she said weakly.  “You should kill me!”  She flung her words out at the sea.
 
   But it was no use.  In the end the judgment of the turgats was final.  And it was just.  They had killed Tugtutsiak for his transgression, whatever it had been.  And they had taken from her, because she had not prevented it, because she had made promises and failed to keep them.  Because she was the shaman, and she had done the worst thing a shaman could ever do; she had become complacent.
 
   Tamuanuaq was gone, forever gone.  
 
   “Mother?”
 
   Alaana looked up to see her daughter’s ghost hovering over the body.  She looked in death much the same as she had in life.  The crazy mop of hair, those bright eyes, a puzzled expression.  It was a heartbreaking sight.  Alaana couldn’t bear to look, but she could not take her eyes away.
 
   “Mother, what happened to me?”
 
   She could not speak.  Strangled with grief, she could not answer.
 
   “Mother?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   VITHROK KILLS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Of the three shamans who served the Yupikut, Anerjlik was the youngest.  Shamanism had brought him little glory and much discomfort.  In his heart he often desired to return to his former life as a simple hunter.  But he heard the voices of the spirits as they sang their songs on the wind and whispered to him at night.  They told him that someday he would be respected and valued even above the other two.  It would be Anerjlik, the little boy with the clubbed foot and the big ears, who would lead them.
 
   So now he found himself alone on the tundra in the dead of night, trapped by a sudden spring squall.  The wind blew ferociously at the tiny tent he had erected out on the flats.  Always it was Anerjlik who was called upon to make the long journeys, to go out into the wastes in search of the herbs and flowers that the shamans used, to suffer the wind and cold in the lonely hours.
 
   Anerjlik had just fallen asleep when a windstorm blew suddenly up out of a cloudless night sky.  It roared across the plain, rattling his caribou-hide tent nearly off the poles.  He threw aside his blanket and went out, shivering, into the night.
 
   His sled was firmly pegged.  His team burrowed down beside it, making a warm bed for themselves in the drift.  But when the winds gusted like this, throwing snow in the air with such force, it was too easy for the dogs to get completely buried and suffocate in their sleep.  With a weary sigh, Anerjlik began to scoop a ventilation hole out of the mound, hoping to make short work of it and return to his bed.
 
   The wind beat at his back like a wintry hand tapping on his shoulder.  When he turned to look, the surge threw back the hood of his parka and hurled snow in his face.  The Moon was high in the sky and bright, the long stretches of unbroken plain desolate and empty.
 
   When he had finally punched his way through to the dogs, a pair of nondescript huddling masses of brown and gray fur, the slumbering animals didn’t even bother to stir.  They were snug in their beds, much like all the other Yupikut back at the camp, sleeping soundly while he, poor Anerjlik, struggled on in the cold and wet. 
 
   Anerjlik turned suddenly around, seized by a vague sense of terror.  His hackles raised, his skin tingled sharply, but his inquisitive glance was met only by whirling snow and merciless wind.  Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling of danger close at hand.
 
   He looked all around, but there was nothing on the plain except sweeping drifts of snow and ice, the bergs in the distance and the black sky, now streaked with dark gray clouds that rolled in front of the half Moon.  And yet, the smell of burning embers stung his nostrils, the bitter reek of something so old and rotten it seemed completely alien to this world.  A whispered threat, a malign presence. 
 
   He listened intently in the special way he had learned.  He found the spirits conspicuously silent.  The wind died down with a low moan; the flurry of snow drifted back to the ground, leaving behind a whirling mist.  As the moonlight illuminated the creeping surface of the mist Anerjlik watched its slow crawl along the flats, thickening, seething in unnatural currents, like boiling water.  And in its midst, a pair of smoldering eyes burning as embers.
 
   The young shaman wanted to scream out but fear stole his voice.  He shook his head.  The fiery eyes disappeared, if they had ever been present at all.
 
   He felt a momentary embarrassment at having been afraid.  The shaman was a man who walked alone.  He should be used to that by now.  His eyes drifted to the packed sled where his weapons, both mystical and practical, were bundled away.  He should get his war spear at the least.  And yet he found he could not move his legs.  He stood staring at the silvery mist.  For the mist seemed to be gathering itself up a few paces ahead of him.  The shifting clouds played with the moonlight, waxing and waning, the silver mist flowing.  Silently it rose into a man-shape, swathed in bulky furs, standing nearly twice as tall as Anerjlik.  It blocked his way to the tent, but he no longer cared for his bed or sleeping furs.  He backed slowly away in the direction of the sled.  The weapons.
 
   The clouds shifted.  A burst of moonlight revealed the spectre’s face. 
 
   Anerjlik sucked in a gasp of chill air and drifting frost.  Such a face!  The features were that of a Tunrit, a race of supermen who ruled in the dark time before human beings had even existed.  There was no mistaking the oversized head, the prominent brow and jaw line, the deep-set ferocious eyes of that primordial race.  And now those orange-yellow eyes, blazing in the twilight like a pair of malevolent stars, held him immobile. 
 
   The spectral Tunrit raised its arms, holding them out in front of its gleaming face.  The fingers, scarred and bent by years of frostbite, resembled twisted, black claws. 
 
   Anerjlik’s jaw gaped in horror.  The drifting snow blew into his open mouth.  All the air was sucked out of him.  He could not even scream.
 
   ***
 
   The shaman’s soul was a jolt of white-hot flame.  It tasted like a crystalline draught from an adamantine stream, like birds on the wing amid dizzying flight, like liquid fire surging and swelling, aching for release.  It smacked of freedom. 
 
   Vithrok had known Anerjlik was a shaman, but he had not expected this.  The man’s inua was not simply a human soul.  It held something more; it had the angakua, the special light of the shaman.  It was a shimmering fragment of what had gone before.  It was a little piece of the Beforetime as manifested in this mundane, mud-splattered existence.  A tiny bit of paradise.
 
   This new energy jolted Vithrok, rocking the very core of his being.
 
   He threw down the crumpled rag that was once a man.  The supremely glorious, unbearably bitter taste of the Beforetime rang out in his mind.
 
   Memories ripped through him, flashing, searing, burning.  The memory of the Rift was the sharpest of all.  It was a knife thrust through the heart.  It was a screaming agony.  The Great Rift. 
 
   There had been a war in heaven.
 
   It was unthinkable.  They all shared the same essence, the same thoughts communicated directly soul to soul.  How could such a thing happen?  And so quickly fanned from flame to conflagration?
 
   An argument had taken shape, within a paradise where ideas were directly translated into action, arising from a stray thought that could not, or certainly should not, belong.  An idea that seemed to be in direct violation of all they knew.  And one soul rose up, gathering an immense payload of energy.  Its idea rebuffed, it became as a gigantic, seething black cloud with a million tendrils flashing darkness and despair.  Anger embodied.  Scorn personified.
 
   Another rose up to meet it.  An opposite force.  This soul also had been one of the many only moments before, if time could be said to have had any meaning at all.  A power of light to rail against the darkness.
 
   The effect was immense and immediate, disrupting the basic fabric of the Beforetime on every level.  The air ran like molten lava, the water boiled; past and present collided.  Harmony dissolved into wild noise and ruin.  Peace was shattered.
 
   The other souls were caught in amber, trapped in whatever shape or form they had chosen to possess at that precise moment.  For a fraction of a second, no time at all, they hung in indecision.  Should they join the battle?  If so, which side should they take?
 
   The hesitation lasted only the merest fragment of an instant but even such a short span of eternity was too long.  Already the combatants had amassed unmeasurable power to themselves, already they had grown to such immense proportions that the others were inconsequential.  The conflict grew into an apocalypse.  Vithrok and the others were helpless to do anything but watch the battle, not even aware of the substance of the initial argument.
 
   The combatants were evenly matched and neither side could prevail.  Instead they waged their war, consuming everything in their path.  Everything the gentle souls of the Beforetime had created on a lark or a whim, everything their dreaming hearts had dreamed, whatever magnificent vistas their soaring spirits had traversed, all of it, everything, was consumed.  Until at last came the final explosion.
 
   The creature of darkness was expelled from the world.  Vithrok remembered watching it go, a spherical black cloud wailing in agony as it spun off and away, hurled into the icy vastness of empty space.  When they later spoke about it, in hushed tones as they sat huddled before warming fires in the darkness, this creature came to be known as The Thing That Was Cast Into The Outer Darkness.
 
   The other one, the creature of light, was sent in the opposing direction, thrust deep into the heart of the world.  A world that had not existed a moment earlier, before the wayward thought, before the argument and the great battle, when everything was composed of fluid color in motion, wondrous expectation, and glittering dream-dust. 
 
   The two antagonists gone, the rest of the souls were left to wade in the destruction.  Everything that remained, the pitiful remnants of the glory fractured, all rained down.  The Great Rift was upon them.  The tremendous thunder crack of it still rang in their ears.  Vithrok had cried out, falling through pain and fire, a soul shrieking in rage and fear.  He tumbled in agony, his very existence an idea almost forgotten, a memory of a wayward thought struggling to hold on, to persist in the mind of the universe even as an afterthought.
 
   For Vithrok, standing over the corpse of the shaman Anerjlik, the memory of the Rift was still sharp.  It was a knife thrust through the heart.  It was a screaming agony.  The foul taste of that endless suffering was the nourishment that Anerjlik’s angakua brought to him.
 
   His soul screamed with remembrance of it, a gruesome sound flung out across the lonely tundra.  There were few ears which could hear such a sound, but those who did would never be the same again.  Shamans across Nunatsiaq threw themselves to the ground, moaning with misery and affliction.
 
   The Rift.  The endless fall.  Tumbling in madness, suddenly in need of air as he had never been before, a lurching gasp that was that first breath.  Searing heat, boiling away nerve endings on raw, newly formed skin.  A perpetual vomiting that turned inside out, outside in, and again and again.  And at the end of that tremendous fall, everything was locked, inert, made solid.
 
   The world was formed.  All the souls of the Beforetime were now scattered, anchored to various aspects of this world.  Some were elevated to mythical status, becoming the Moon or the Whale-Man, or Sedna below the sea.  Others populated the world by way of mountains and lakes and snow and ice and bears and foxes.  And also people of a sort.  The Tunrit. 
 
   They sprang up out of the mud of the new world, coughed up onto the land with a gigantic wrenching shudder.  Wailing and moaning with the agony of it, born in pain and heartache.  They were the earliest men, but they knew only darkness and pain.  If they had eyes with which to see, they did not know it, as all before them was darkness.  Where they had known only warmth and comfort they now felt searing cold.  Where they had once loved freedom, there was only enslavement and hunger and fear.
 
   One voice was heard above the whimpers and the moans.  One voice that said, “Get up!”
 
   The others continued to worry over all that had been lost, but that one voice said again, even louder, “Rise up!”
 
   “It’s not possible,” said someone, “I can’t fly.”
 
   “I can’t flow or change,” said another.
 
   “All is lost.  How can we go on?” moaned another. 
 
   The first voice: “Courage.”
 
   And with that word the weeping grew a little fainter, and some pricked up their ears to listen. 
 
   “Hear me!  Our cloud-capped towers and glorious palaces are gone.  But as we stand upon this plain of barren crags and desolation,” said the first voice, “Remember what we are.  It is useless to dwell on what we were, how we flew through the sky, flowing from shape to shape–”
 
   “Everything is solid.  Fixed!” wailed one of them.  “I am ruined.  I can’t change shape.”
 
   “So limited…” cried another.
 
   “I can’t go on like this!”
 
   Other cries rang out, inarticulate in their terrible desperation.  Maddening panic gave way to total crushing despair.  Several of the newly-minted men simply fell forward into the mud, embracing dissolution. 
 
   “I am alone!” whimpered a voice from the mud-pit.  “I don’t feel the souls of others, I don’t hear their thoughts.”
 
   “Then hear mine!” said the first voice.  “This is not the end.  This is the beginning!  We may stumble and fall, but we shall not lay down!”
 
   Somehow, impossible as it seemed, the owner of the first voice stood up out of the muck, his words now raining down upon the others from on high.  “Stand up!  We are alive!  Blood flows in our veins.  No, not as before.  Where once we commanded our surroundings on a whim, we can now act only as a dull mallet.  But even a blunt instrument has its uses.
 
   “We have suffered a terrible, terrible loss.  And more heartbreak surely lies in our path.  But as we suffer, will we never again rejoice?
 
   “So much we have done already.  Those things I’ve seen and known remain with me in my heart.  I have tasted galaxies, drunk with delight of their many pleasures.  I have known love.  I have loved you all.  That is not gone; that is not taken from us.  I won’t let it be.  Our voices shall not fade into eternal silence. 
 
   “Decide now, as I have already decided.
 
   “You all were parts of me once, as I you.  We shared our innermost feelings.  I am a part of all of you still — that spark which flew between us is not extinguished.”
 
   The wails of fear and torment gave way to murmurs of approval. 
 
   The voice went on, “Here lies the ground, solid beneath my feet.  If we fly no more, then we shall walk!  If all is gloom and darkness here, then I say we shall be the light.  Rise up!”
 
   And yet, the owner of that first voice still stood alone on that alien shore.
 
   “It sickens me, watching the rest of you wallow in pain and suffering.  Is this how we behave?  We, who once were the shapers of infinity?  It’s too late to go back.  This now is our world, our home, a new world.  While so much has been taken from us, something still remains.  There is much we can still do.  I’ve no wings, but I have two strong arms and while these are left to me I will use them.  I will build shelter, I will clothe myself against the cold, I will do battle with adversity and I will tame this land.  And I don’t intend to do it on my knees.  And I don’t mean to do it alone!  Get up!  Get up!”
 
   The murmurs resolved themselves into cheers.  And some of the others struggled up out of the mud and came to their feet, praising the words of such a heroic heart.
 
   “Get up!” said the voice.  “We chart a land unknown.  There is much to do.”
 
   One by one they rose up.  Those without sufficient strength of will remained face down in the mud.  The owner of the first voice stepped forward, planting his bare foot upon the head of one of the fallen.  “I am become a man,” said the voice.  “So be it.  I shall have a name.” 
 
   The Tunrit standing beside him answered back, “Yes.  You shall have a name.  Your name shall be ‘The Truth.’  Your name shall be Vithrok.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   TIKIQAQ
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ben watched Kigiuna pile the last few stones atop the cairn.  Alaana sank to her knees before the grave.  He had never imagined he would see his wife so humbled and desperate.
 
   He closed his eyes tight, awash in misery and pain.  His own soul was shaken to the core.  Standing here, in the sheltered cove of rocky beach the Anatatook used as a graveyard, one could face the roaring sea on one hand or the endless stretch of lifeless tundra on the other.  This small band of family and friends, the tear-streaked faces, the downcast eyes and slumped shoulders, they all seemed so small and helpless.  The unseen spirits loomed somewhere above them, strong and inviolable.  There was no resisting them.  The weight of this loss seemed unbearable; it recalled too sharply the helplessness he had felt at the hands of the Yupikut. 
 
   As a child the Yupikut raiders had tortured, beaten and humiliated him.  Ben had fought them, though he’d known it was useless; he had kicked and screamed and cried out.  But his suffering only gave them amusement.  When he raised his hand to one of them, the shaman had destroyed his left arm.  They mocked him, laughing at his futile struggles.  Well, he would never do that again.  He would not beg or plead with spirits that turned a deaf ear to his plight.  And he wasn’t going to let anyone see him cry.  Not even now.
 
   He didn’t want to think about the past; he pushed it from his mind.  Alaana was sobbing as she knelt facing the cairn, her tears running down into the snow.  Ben exchanged heartfelt glances with Kigiuna and the rest of his adopted family, but drew little strength from them.
 
   He loved Alaana.  She was a kind, gentle soul.  He had met her in the Yupikut camp, where she’d been a captive herself.  She had freed him and in time brought life back to his damaged arm.  She had seen the marks of violence on his very soul, or so she had claimed.  He believed it.
 
   Yet as much as he loved this warm, kindhearted woman, he knew also an incredible repulsion to her great power.  He had witnessed wondrous things — his wife the shaman had shifted a mountain from its very roots in the earth, she had summoned wraiths from the past, defeated vengeful ghosts, and quelled violent storms.  And he had seen her kill men.  Ben knew very well the evil that shamans could do, and the corruptive influence of their power.
 
   But Alaana always used her power with the benefit of the people in mind, with love for them.  For that reason he had thought his family safe.  He had persuaded himself that no harm would come from it.  Such foolishness.  Nothing was safe and now their child lay dead.  His daughter was gone forever because Alaana was the shaman. 
 
   To his mind there were two different Alaanas.  Which woman, he wondered, was he in love with?  The kind, gentle soul who spoke to him of love and devotion through long nights in their iglu, or the ruthless shaman who wielded the power to destroy?  But there was no separating the two.  If he loved the shaman, then what of the consequences?  He must pay the price, even if it cost the blood of his darling, most precious daughter. 
 
   He didn’t blame her.  He knew Alaana hadn’t done anything wrong.  Tooky and that old letch Tugtutsiak were responsible.  Tooky, who had seduced her husband to best Aolajut. 
 
   Ben had a fleeting urge to gather up Noona and Kinak and run away, to carry them out of the path of danger.  He sensed a great storm on the horizon.  Over the years he had proven as sensitive to spirits and portents as Old Higilak.  Perhaps such a talent came with being married to a shaman, but he had felt it even before they were married.  Alaana said he had experienced such pain and horror in his life, he had developed an ability to sense evil at a distance, a dangerous talent indeed because it worked both ways.  He had sensed Beluga Killer’s attack, he had glimpsed the sorcerer shambling among the Ring of Stones, that hooded Tunrit specter with blazing embers for eyes.  Ben felt a chill crawl along his spine.  He hadn’t thought about that horrible figure for many years.
 
   His chest tightened, seized with a sudden panic.  The last few years, his marriage with Alaana, the children, all these things seemed flimsy and unreal, episodes in a dream that had suddenly awakened to nightmare.  Should he try and escape while he still had his life and his two children remaining to him?  Alaana had rescued him from death at the hands of the Yupikut but he was not yet clear of their snare.  Wasn’t this all part of the same trap?  The bloodied club was merely raised between strokes, hanging over him, ready to descend and pulp him over and over again.  He had not escaped.  She had not saved him after all.
 
   Even if he did run, there was no place to go.  Whatever relatives he still possessed were so far away, in a distant land called Louisiana, and as former slaves he might never be able to locate them.  His people were gone, his mother murdered by the raiders right before his very eyes, his father cut down on the plantation.  What help could he expect from the white traders or the local natives, all of whom had only contempt for the color of his skin?  And how could a man and two children survive out on the tundra alone?
 
   He sensed some great trouble poised to descend upon them like the shoulder of a glacier hanging far out over the water.  It would fall and smash them and there was nothing he could do about it.  Was Alaana in any shape to combat it, or defend them?  Look at her, he thought, broken and beaten down.  
 
   She could neither protect him nor her children.
 
   Alaana had hardly spoken a word for three days.  In mourning, she had drawn black lines of soot along her cheeks as if they had run down from the dark wells under her eyes.  She had withdrawn into herself, saying nothing, shirking his touch, avoiding his gaze.  He still loved her, but the powerful shaman had stabbed him through the heart, and the kindly soul was powerless to make it right.
 
   No tears fell from his eyes.  He wouldn’t allow that.  He straightened his spine.  There was only one answer.  All his chances lay, not surprisingly, with his wife the shaman.  He was foolish to think otherwise.  They had a bond of love.  Don’t underestimate your own powers, he told himself.  You’re not helpless.  Do whatever you can.  Fight for your family with all your heart and soul.  Don’t ever give up.
 
   He bent his lips to Alaana’s ear.  “Rise up,” he whispered.  “Get up.”
 
    
 
   Her husband’s words should have been a soothing balm to Alaana, if they weren’t so heartbreaking.  
 
   She turned her head, caught a lost look in Ben’s eyes in the fleeting moment that they touched her own.  And then she looked away.  It tore at her heart to see his handsome face drawn so hard, his lips a tight bloodless seam. 
 
   Ben couldn’t hide what he was suffering, not from her.  When she looked at him with the special sight that revealed the spirit within all things, the change in his soul-light was all too obvious.  When she had first met him, she had never seen a soul so damaged and scarred.  He’d suffered terribly at the hands of his Yupikut captors.  But with time and careful treatment, she had soothed his wounded soul.  She had watched him grow from a bitter and distrustful victim to a loving husband and father.
 
   Now, the bright colors of his inua were less bright and dark cracks seeped through again.  Soft words and tender embraces couldn’t soothe his pain.
 
   The shamans knew a way of reaching into the mind to calm and soften the burdens of the oppressed.  But try as she might, she couldn’t attain the proper concentration and control necessary for such a thing; she was held powerless by the same overpowering grief that afflicted her husband.  My poor darling, she thought.  And I can’t help him.
 
   Time, she told herself.  Time will heal his pain.
 
   But she knew that wasn’t true because time would never make her own grief go away.  Her tears would never be spent.  She would never accept this.
 
   Alaana felt a hand fall gently on her shoulder.  Old Higilak was beside her, bending close.  She spoke softly in Alaana’s ear.
 
   “You can see her inua?  You can see her soul?”
 
   She was asking about Tama. 
 
   “No,” Alaana whispered.  “I did for a moment, but then…”  Ashamed of the way she had passed out on the beach, she didn’t want to say anything more.
 
   “Where has she gone?” pressed Higilak, her tone suddenly sounding shrill and desperate.
 
   “I don’t know,” answered Alaana.
 
   Ben shot her a confused look.  
 
   In order to spare his feelings, Alaana hadn’t told him of this.  Typically the soul of the deceased remained with the body for five days before setting off to the realms beyond.  The first time Alaana had experienced this was the day she’d first received the sight, when she awakened from her fever to see the ghost of her poor sister Avalaaqiaq hovering over her lifeless body.  They spent the five days together, before Ava went to join the ancestors.  Over the years there had been many others.  As was her duty, Alaana eased their passage to the distant land.  But when she had come to her senses on the beach, Tama was gone.
 
   “You can travel,” said Higilak.  “You can find her.  Make sure she’s all right?”
 
   “She’s dead,” Ben croaked.  “She’s not all right.”
 
   Higilak’s fingers tightened on Alaana’s shoulder.  “You can find her.  She is with the ancestors.”
 
   Alaana said nothing.  She couldn’t lie to the old woman.  Her hesitation was enough.
 
   “Isn’t she?” asked Higilak sharply.
 
   Alaana shook her head.  “No.”
 
   “Are you certain?”  The old woman was horrified at the thought of the little girl’s soul unaccounted for.  Her face seemed to crack as if she couldn’t bear the thought.  Maybe she had some secret knowledge of the dangers a lost soul might endure.  
 
   “I looked for her on the beach,” Alaana said.  “When I found her gone, I traveled to the far lands.  I flew across the great divide.  I was certain she would be there with them, that I would find her and say goodbye.”
 
   “She wasn’t there?” asked Ben.
 
   “I went to my grandfather, whose name was Ulruk.  He was the one who came for my sister when she died.  And yes, even now Avalaaqiaq is still with him.  They hadn’t seen Tama.  They didn’t know she’d died.”
 
   “Ulruk would’ve known,” whispered Higilak.  “He was always sensitive, that one.”
 
   “That’s what he said,” replied Alaana.  “But she wasn’t there, and when I learned that she was missing my connection to the spirit world… I couldn’t think straight.  I fell away.  I… I couldn’t fly.”
 
   Ben’s face grew hard.
 
   “I will look for her again,” assured Alaana, embarrassed by her own weakness. If she couldn’t concentrate, her soul couldn’t wander.  “As soon as I’m able… I will look.”
 
   Higilak pursed her lips and closed her eyes.  When she reopened them, they bore earnestly at Alaana.  “Self-doubt, more than any other enemy, destroys a shaman.  It is the worst thing.”
 
   “What would you have me do?” Alaana asked.  “Forget my daughter lies buried beneath these stones?”
 
   Higilak took her hand.  Her soft, loose skin, felt warm over Alaana’s own.  “No.  You must never forget that.  I want you to be strong.  For all of us.  That is what’s needed.”
 
   “What’s this?” Ben scowled at her as if she had betrayed their daughter.  “Our little mouthful…” he said.  “I thought you were watching over her.”
 
   Alaana shook her head.  “She’s gone.  The great spirits take as they wish, they never give back.  I don’t walk with them.  I am in their shadow.  I can bargain, I can beg.  I can not oppose them.  I can’t bring her back.”
 
   “Enough,” said Kigiuna.  “There’s no use in going on about this.  This is a trial for all of us, but especially for Alaana.  We have all lost a piece of our heart, but Alaana has given a slice of her soul as well.  Let her be.”
 
   Alaana recalled her sister Avalaaqiaq’s funeral, when Kigiuna had been cast in the role of bereaved father.  She remembered the look on Kigiuna’s face when he buried his daughter, a look of desolation and acceptance.  Her father had not been reduced to weeping like a baby.  Alaana wiped her face, but couldn’t stop the hot tears from flowing down.
 
   Kigiuna said, “Walk with me.”
 
   Alaana glanced at the cairn, reluctant to leave.  But there was no reason to stay.  Her daughter’s body had been set in stones.  Alaana could see the tiny cave opening where the ava lived, could see the little spirit’s misshapen head peering at them from the safety of the rocks at the edge of the little tidal pool.  The ava will watch over her, thought Alaana, in case her spirit comes back to find the body.  She won’t be alone.
 
   Leaving the others behind, she and her father walked slowly toward the camp. 
 
   “I never wanted this,” said Kigiuna.  “I never wanted you to be the shaman.” 
 
   Alaana snickered.  “It doesn’t matter what you want.  It never did.”
 
   Kigiuna winced.  “I tried to stop it.”
 
   “That was not possible.  Sila spoke.  From the moment he lifted me up from my sick bed and gave me the sight, there was no turning back.  He told me I must restore the balance…”
 
   “What balance is there in this?” he spat, a flare of temper lighting up his cold blue eyes. 
 
   She didn’t answer. 
 
   He quickly recovered himself.  “This is not your fault.”
 
   Alaana stopped walking.  Her shoulders sagging, she turned to face her father.  “But it is my fault,” she said.  “It is my fault.”
 
   Kigiuna saw no point in arguing the matter.  He was no authority where the spirits were concerned.  When he had realized there was no way to oppose the calling, he had taken to Alaana’s side, done everything to protect her, to keep her safe.  And that had never been easy.  His understanding of the spirit world was naturally limited, based only on what tidbits Alaana had seen fit to reveal to him.  Kigiuna walked a dangerous line.  A normal man, blind to the ways of the spirits yet doing anything he could to protect the shaman.  That was backwards.  The shaman was supposed to protect the people.  But fathers have a calling of their own, thought Kigiuna, where their children are concerned.
 
   Alaana had been only thirteen at the time.  Old Manatook had taught her the Way but had been killed, leaving her education incomplete.  Kigiuna had resented the old man’s attentions to Alaana, but had come to realize that Old Manatook had done more for his daughter than any natural father.  
 
   Alaana did the best she could with what knowledge she’d been given.  And her father helped her as much as he was able.
 
   And together they had prevailed.  Times had been good.  The coughing sickness came among them and Alaana sent it away again, with no deaths.  In recent years there had been enough food, no vengeful ghosts, the demon fever of running sores had not returned.  Alaana negotiated with the turgats, kept the taboos, saw to the people’s injuries.  Kigiuna’s fear had relaxed.  He had not reckoned on this.  His granddaughter. 
 
   “I didn’t want you to be the shaman,” he said again.  “At first.  But when I saw the change in you, I saw that you must answer the call.  For your own life and for all the rest of us.  No one else can do it.”  He patted Alaana lovingly on the cheek, adding, “That has not changed.”
 
   Alaana didn’t answer.
 
   “We need you.  The world is a dangerous place,” said Kigiuna.  “The hunters must face down the threat of an angry bear or an enraged bull walrus.  Our bellies empty and crying out for food, we sit on the ice and wait for the seal, though we freeze to death.  Caught in a storm out on the trail, we dig our way out of the drifts.  We dig!  The world stabs at us, we stab back!”  
 
   He mimicked a two-handed harpoon thrust meant for the throat of a charging polar bear.  “You face dangers the rest of us can’t even imagine.  But I think it must be the same.  We don’t lay down in the freezing snow.  We don’t let it take us away, even if it promise us a long, warm sleep.  If someone stabs at you, you stab him back.  Understand?”
 
    
 
   Three beats of the drum.  That was all that remained.  Three beats and she could send this thing against Klah Kritlaq.
 
   The tupilaq lay unmoving on the packed snow floor.  The black seal carcass had begun to reek of corruption, but its smooth, loose skin glistened dully, lacking any mark of decay.  The body bulged in places it shouldn’t, an ill-fitting sack stuffed with loose bones and amulets. 
 
   Sitting cross-legged on the floor of the ceremonial tent, Alaana balanced a large round drum between her knees.  Etched into the surface of the calfskin drumhead was a representation of Erlaveersinioq the Disemboweler, the Skeleton Who Walks.  She thought of her brother Itoriksak and the festering sore on his leg that had almost cost his life.  
 
   Alaana beat the drum.  The tupilaq did not stir.  The chips of black stone in its eye sockets stared emptily at the roof of the tent. 
 
   Alaana envisioned the tupilaq that had been sent against her, with its bulging eyes, a mind that knew only one thought and held only one purpose, to hate and to kill, and its mouth full of pointed teeth dripping poison.  She beat the drum again.
 
   She thought of Klah Kritlaq, the rival shaman who had attacked her, who had sent that foul creature against her, who had sought to destroy her.  She had never done any wrong to that man and yet he persisted in his attacks.  He was determined to kill her and he wouldn’t stop until he was answered in kind.
 
   Alaana struck the third beat.
 
   The tupilaq stirred.  Its rotten snout, which had been ripped apart by the dogs when it had formerly been merely a discarded sealskin, moved slowly in the air, questing a scent.  The raven’s beak, stuck in the center of the forehead between the prickly eyebrows, gaped slowly open, then snapped shut. 
 
   Alaana watched the awakening of its eyes as the little stones took on a subtle change of the light.  As they began to gape and to glisten, Alaana felt bile rising in her mouth.  She had never done this before and had no taste for it.
 
   When she saw the spark flare up within the tupilaq’s rotten breast, she felt a searing pain in her own, a ripping sensation that jagged from her neckline to her stomach.  She retched, coughing up a clot of bile onto the floor of the karigi.
 
   She shook her head to clear away the dizzying sensation.  The tupilaq, straining to sit up on its hind flippers, growled softly.  
 
   “I want to know why,” she said.
 
   “You witless fool!” said the misshapen creature.  The words were twisted and strained, as they came not from the seal’s mouth but from the raven’s beak.  She recognized that voice.  “You are weak and unworthy.  You reap blessings you do not deserve.  And yet your people bask in plenty while we starve!”
 
   “Killing me won’t feed your people, Kritlaq.”
 
   “You know nothing and less than nothing.  I am better than you,” squealed the raven’s beak, “and yet the Tanaina struggle.  Your women grow fat and your men happy.  No more.  I will have what I deserve.”
 
   “Enough!” Alaana said.  “Speak with your own voice.”  She reached around to the back of the tupilaq’s head and yanked the braid of Kritlaq’s hair she had attached there.  The braid stung her palm like a handful of nettles. 
 
   The creature flopped on its belly.  Its head lolling from side to side, its eyes roving in their sockets as it struggled to take in the sights of the karigi for the first time.  It backed away from the shaman.  It padded toward the far end of the ceremonial tent where a stockpile of Alaana’s equipment was laid out.  It turned around, to suddenly face the frightening Moon mask.  The bone-white mask peered down at the tupilaq through one round eye and another that was crescent-shaped.  Beneath the long nose gaped a wide mouth with wooden pegs for teeth.  
 
   The little creature convulsed with fright and scurried along the far wall.  It toppled another large mask, this one bearing the horrific visage of the Disemboweler.  The mask crashed down behind the frantic tupilaq, causing it to leap in the air.  It landed resoundingly amid a group of ceremonial drums.  The crash and clatter were enormous.
 
   “Stop that,” said Alaana.
 
   The raven beak snaked its way out from among the drums, followed by the creature’s round, black head.  Its eyes shone like still puddles of black water.  Its eyes possessed no lids, but the tupilaq had a way of blinking with its entire face through a repetitive jerky motion of its head. 
 
   “Come over here.  Sit down!”
 
   The creature threw itself forward, tottered on its hind flippers again, then reached for her with sharp claws.
 
   Alaana swatted them away.  “Sit down!”
 
   The tupilaq plopped down. 
 
   “Tikiqaq,” said Alaana.
 
   The tupilaq blinked.
 
   “Tikiqaq.  Say it!”
 
   It did.
 
   “That shall be your name.”
 
   “Name?” said the tupilaq.  “Kill!”
 
   “No, you won’t kill,” commanded Alaana.  Looking down at this pathetic creature, she realized her father was wrong.  She no longer saw the value in striking back.  Kill Klah Kritlaq and his people would suffer.  Without their shaman to protect and provide for them they would all likely die.  Alaana had had enough of death this day.  “You’re not going to kill anyone or anything. Understand?”
 
   “Hok!  Hok-hokk!  No kill I?”
 
   “No.”
 
   The tupilaq burst into an excited fit of honking.  “Hok-hok-hok!  Hok-hokk!  Kill Kritlaq!”
 
   “No!” said Alaana firmly.
 
   The fit of agitation passed.  Tikiqaq’s eyes peered intently at its master’s face, its head tilting slightly as it tried to see beneath the mask.
 
   “It’s not a mask.  This is my real face,” said Alaana.  She slapped herself on the cheeks.
 
   The tupilaq mimicked the shaman’s action, slapping one black flipper against its own face.  Alaana sighed.
 
   The tupilaq matched Alaana’s sigh, then said, “Father…?”
 
   “I’m not your father,” Alaana spat bitterly.  She resented the implication that she was replacing her dear lost child with this monster.  “For one thing, I’m a woman!”
 
   “You made me?” asked Tikiqaq.
 
   “I made a mistake,” replied Alaana.
 
   The tupilaq collapsed down onto the snow floor, burying its face beneath clawed front flippers.  Its hind flipper knocked one of the drums from the pile.  The drum bounced off the tupilaq’s little round head, beating a single forlorn note.  Tikiqaq let out a tiny whimper.
 
   “I should die,” moaned the tupilaq.
 
   Alaana picked up the stray drum.  “Death is not the answer.  I’m not sure of anything else but I’m certain of that.  You are alive.  You should live.”
 
   Alaana didn’t know what the tupilaq might do next, but she knew what she didn’t want it to do.  She regarded it with the spirit-vision, seeing all the diverse fragments of souls that she had brought together to animate the thing — a little remnant of the original seal still inhabiting the rotting skin, a whisper of the raven’s inua, the wolf bones and bear claws.  She had knitted these disparate remnants together and convinced them to put forth a semblance of life.  But the tupilaq did not have a soul of its own.  Born anew, it lived for only one thing.  Bloody vengeance.
 
   Alaana had given this creature life, now what to do with it?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   VENGEANCE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   For a short while Alaana lost herself in the exertion of chopping.  The spring air felt damp and pleasant in her chest.  She had stripped off her outer parka, wearing now only her calfskin shirt and light trousers.  She swung the hand axe again and again, chopping and hauling up chunks of the frozen cache.  Out of breath, she stepped up from the stone chamber to rest against one of its low rough-hewn walls.
 
   Alaana enjoyed doing physical work.  This is what it felt like, she thought, to be one of the ordinary Anatatook women, doing normal work without a host of spirits and ghosts to contend with.  One could easily forget one’s troubles for a time in the heft and swing of the axe, in the subtle smells of the spring air, and the welcome warmth of the mid-day sun.
 
   Men and women moved swiftly throughout the camp, hurrying to prepare for the trip overland.  Children scurried between the few tents that had not yet been taken down, playing at hunters and prey, or sled master and dogs.  Or even shaman.
 
   She ran her hand along the blade of the axe, asking the dormant spirit within the slate to reshape the edge to a finer point.  She would make short work of the last pieces and then be on her way.
 
   Alaana lay the chopper atop the meat-box and lifted the piece she had just brought up, a sizable chunk of frozen seal and fish.  It was cut perfectly to lay flat atop the previous slice, taking up the exact width of the sled.  She stooped to inspect one of the runners, making sure it was still well-mudded and coated with ice.
 
   When she stood up, Ben was there.
 
   “Where are you going?” he asked cautiously.
 
   “A journey south.”
 
   “South?” he said.  Typically she traveled to the north, spending time among the white bears at the Ice Mountain as her predecessor had often done.  “Are you coming back?”
 
   “Of course I’m coming back.  What did you think?”
 
   He didn’t answer.  He stared at the great deal of food piled high on the sled. 
 
   “I have unfinished business with Klah Kritlaq,” said Alaana in a low voice.  She gave Ben a look he knew very well, a look that said she was the shaman and dangerous work was required of her.  
 
   “Alone?” he asked.
 
   She shrugged.  “The shaman often walks alone.”
 
   Ben snickered.  “I suppose fighting back, I suppose killing Kritlaq will make you feel better.”
 
   “I’m not going to kill anyone.” 
 
   “Oh, then I suppose you’re going there to get yourself killed?  Is that what you’re doing?”
 
   “No,” she said sharply.  “Three sleeps.  I’ll be back.”
 
   “And what about Tama?”
 
   Alaana’s throat tightened.  She turned away, busying herself with adjusting the frozen slab she’d just added to the sled. 
 
   Ben said, “There must be something you can do.  If I had your abilities, I wouldn’t rest until I found her.  I would do whatever I could, not suffer this injustice blindly.”
 
   Alaana turned back toward her husband. “There is no injustice.  The Whale-Man took our daughter because he was angry with me.  I can’t undo this.  I can’t bring her back.  There’s no point in seeking retribution, only acceptance.  And you must do the same.  While I’m away, spend time with Higilak.  Talk with her–”
 
   “She hasn’t lost a child,” said Ben bitterly.  Higilak never had one, thought Alaana, except for those of us she has adopted.  Though unrelated to them by blood, Higilak lived with Alaana and Ben as their grandmother. 
 
   “How can you say that?” returned Alaana.  “She’s lost a grandchild.  She suffers with us.  She is wise.  Talk with her.  You are a brave man, Ben — the strongest person I’ve ever known.  But you can’t face everything on your own.  Not this.”
 
   “Not like you,” he said.  “Going off alone across the flats.”
 
   “Not alone,” she said, allowing a carefree twinkle in her eyes for just an instant.  “You know Makaartunghak won’t let anything happen to me.”
 
   Ben smiled at mention of their loyal and enormous huskie.  And with that smile Alaana felt that he would be made right in time, that life would go on for them, in some fashion, after all.  
 
   “Makaartunghak’s getting old,” said Ben.  “Be careful he doesn’t–”  He stopped in mid-sentence and stepped back.  The tupilaq had scuttled out from behind the sled.
 
   “What is that?” he exclaimed.
 
   “Misguided vengeance,” said Alaana softly.
 
   Tikiqaq rose up, balanced precariously on its tail flippers and lunged forward.  Its beak made a low growling sound, “Hhhhh hhhh,” accompanied by a high-pitched whistling of air through the cracks in its ruined snout.
 
   “Keep it away!”  He pinned it down with his foot by the loose fold of skin at the back, just above the flippers.
 
   “It’s not hurting anyone,” said Alaana firmly, as much to the tupilaq as for Ben.  
 
   “Then what is it for?”
 
   Alaana fumbled for an answer, but couldn’t find any.  A young woman’s scream rang out across the camp.  A large group of people had formed near the meat rack and angry voices rose up.  Alaana cursed herself for a fool.  She should have foreseen this.
 
    
 
   Tooky’s eyes bulged with fear, but there was nothing left for her to do.  No chance for escape.  She was an outsider, sent here against her will.  She had been happy to be the headman’s wife, but now, surrounded by angry faces, she had nowhere to turn.  Talliituk cinched the bonds holding her hands behind her back and she cried out in pain.  He spun the girl around to face him but her foot slipped in the wet snow and she fell backward.
 
   “Get up!” said Talliituk angrily, “Or I‘ll drag you at the back of my sled.”
 
   Tooky shook the loose strands of hair out of her eyes.  A defiant scowl formed on her face as Talliituk hoisted her up by the front of her anorak. 
 
   “Why is she bound?” asked Alaana, running breathless upon the scene.
 
   “Why?” Talliituk turned to face the shaman, but didn’t relinquish his hold on the girl.  “She’s the one who caused all of this.  Because of her, my father is dead.”
 
   Tooky wore her hair down as a sign of mourning.  Cut short in a girlish style, the straight black strands flopped in front of her face.  For three nights she had tended a tiny fire on the beach in case Tugtutsiak’s spirit returned from the sea.  She thought he might take it with him to light his way to the realm beyond.  But the headman’s spirit did not return from the waters.  Another lost soul, Alaana thought, probably trapped at the bottom of the sea with his rotting corpse, suffering the Whale-Man’s revenge.
 
   For three nights Tooky had kept her vigil at the beach, but now she had made the mistake of returning to the camp for food.
 
   Aolajut, who stood beside her son Talliituk, added, “Because of her I sleep alone in a cold bed.  Because of her my heart withers in my chest.”  Aolajut had also painted her face with soot.  The black dust entirely covered her cheeks, excepting the lines where her tears had tracked down, washing it clear.  She stood in the classic posture of a wronged woman, her hands on hips, her back straight.  She had lost her husband but in many ways she was better off than Tookymingia.  If she chose not to remarry, her sons would care for her.  Tooky, on the other hand, suffered under a dark cloud.  There were many Anatatook men in need of a wife, but none would take her now she was so completely tainted by this disaster.
 
   “She has cost us all dearly,” said Talliituk, broadening his appeal to the gathered masses.  “Every one of us.  Without my father’s leadership we may all starve.”
 
   Voices rose up from the crowd.  Some echoed Talliituk’s anger, some expressed consolation and sympathy for the girl.  With Tugtutsiak gone they were just voices in a mass of people; no one had authority here.  The lack of a strong leader was a growing problem.  The Anatatook depended so closely upon each other for survival that any division among the band posed great danger.
 
   They made way for Massautsicq, who was the eldest man in the camp and the father of Tugtutsiak.  He stepped forward with a quiet dignity.  His head was held high, bearing strong and generous features framed by long gray hair gathered behind his neck.  He was ihumataaq — one considered to possess much wisdom — and his words carried great weight.
 
   “Tugtutsiak was a great leader,” he said.  The sadness of the entire village was reflected in his eyes.  “We all suffer for lack of his guidance.”
 
   As Talliituk nodded his approval, the old man reached forth and gently removed his grandson’s hand from the girl’s shoulder.  “But to cast her out,” he added, “would certainly mean her death.”
 
   “Good!” spat Aolajut, “We suffer, and she is the cause.”  She jabbed a finger at the girl, her eyes hard as stones, her lips drawn back from teeth, her face the face of petty vengeance.  “She should be put out!”
 
   Now that Talliituk had stepped away from the girl, Alaana noticed the tiny soul-light residing in Tookymingia’s belly and realized how very, very hard it would be for her after the pregnancy came to light.  A constant reminder of her sin, a clear target for shame and disgrace.  
 
   “Put her out!” chimed Talliituk.  “How can we know?  She may have been sent here by the Chukchee to destroy us.  Let her face her fates alone on the tundra.”
 
   The advice of Massautsicq, whatever it might have been, was lost in the crowd.  To see wise counsel disregarded by the mob infuriated Alaana.
 
   “Enough!”  Alaana stepped forward.  “If you want to cast someone out, cast me out.  It’s my fault.”
 
   Ben was quick to say, “No.  You’ve done nothing.”  
 
   A rumble of general sentiment seemed to agree.
 
   “Tooky is responsible,” argued Aolajut. 
 
   “I’m responsible,” said Alaana.  “I should have seen to it that the taboos were kept.  That’s my responsibility.  If you want to kill someone, kill me.  Kill me!”  
 
   She glared at Talliituk.  “Go ahead!  Take up your knife!” She lifted up the front of her calfskin shirt exposing her bare chest.  These words were a challenge which she knew would not be taken.  Revenge was one thing, but certainly they could never take it out on her.  If their only shaman should die, they would all surely perish, victims of some raging storm, or the attack of some malicious spirit, or from lack of food if she couldn’t negotiate for them with the turgats. 
 
   No one offered any reply and Alaana felt some satisfaction at having quelled the angry mob.  She said, “I am no more important than Tookymingia.”  She stepped between Talliituk and the girl; she acknowledged but did not linger on the grateful look the young girl returned.  “Don’t you see?  If any one of us should die, we all die.”
 
   “You are made crazy with grief,” shouted someone from the back of the crowd, who was perhaps glad not to show his face.
 
   “Tooky is not one of us,” said Talliituk.  “She’s Chukchee.”
 
   “What do you have to say, Ben?” asked Aolajut, seeking to use the shaman’s husband against her.  “You’ve lost more than anyone.  Your precious gift, your new life, was taken away because of the wanton cravings of this low bitch.”
 
   Alaana felt her resolve suddenly shaken.  For the first time she realized that Tooky’s child had been conceived with the very same act that had condemned Tama.
 
   Tooky choked back a sob, closing her eyes tight as if awaiting the killing blow.
 
   It was true, Ben held only bitter resentment toward Tooky.  But when Alaana had first brought him to the camp, a man with nut-brown skin, he had been the outsider.  Suspicious glances and angry threats had been leveled at him.  But now, twelve winters later he had come to be accepted by them all.  Of course on that path he had not walked alone; Alaana had been beside him every step of the way.
 
   Tooky was just a young exile herself, desperate and trapped.  It was likely she lay with Tugtutsiak that night out of desperation, not for pleasure but protect herself from an unfriendly environment.  Ben understood.  Her death would not set things right.  Killing her would not bring Tama back.
 
   “Cut her bonds,” said Ben.  “We can’t send this poor child out to face the snow and the wind.  She is one of us.  Her mistake is our mistake.  Her fate is bound with our own.”
 
   Aolajut turned away.  Such an impassioned plea from a bereaved parent could not help but move the people in support of Tooky.  There was little else she could do, now that her ploy had proved a grand miscalculation.
 
   “She’s not staying under my roof!” she said as she stalked off.  “I’ll murder her in her bed.”
 
   “There’s no place for her with us,” said Talliituk.
 
   Alaana lay a hand on the leather thong that bound the girl’s arms behind her back, politely asking the tiny fragment of the spirit of the walrus that remained in the sinew to release its hold.  The rope dropped to the ground.  She faced a conundrum.  What to do with Tooky?  She couldn’t be sent back to the Chukchee like this.  She’d been given in marriage with hopes of forging an alliance with the Anatatook and had brought only disaster.  Her father, a prominent man renowned for his pride and leadership, would never tolerate the indignity of her return.  A fate even worse than exile would await her, if she was returned in such disgrace.
 
   Fate solved the shaman’s dilemma as Tikiqaq, who had trailed its master all the way from the food cache, finally made its appearance, waddling through the snows. 
 
   A woman screamed.
 
   “What is that?” asked Talliituk.
 
   “Another mistake,” said Alaana.  Sensing she had hurt the creature’s nascent feelings, she smiled at it, bent down and lifted the carcass up so that it stood beside Tooky.
 
   “This is Tikiqaq,” she said.
 
   “It’s hideous!” said Talliituk.
 
   Alaana shrugged.  “It is with us,” she said loudly.  “It will remain by Tooky’s side.  It will watch over her.  If anyone takes a hand to her, it will respond.  And you wouldn’t like that.”
 
   Tikiqaq, sensing its moment, snapped open the seal mouth to show sharp pointed teeth.  A little bark came from the raven’s beak.  The people jumped back in fright.  Tooky was trembling, but Alaana took her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze.
 
   She had no means to appease Aolajut, that was for certain, but perhaps Tikiqaq would dissuade her from an attack on the poor girl.  Perhaps.  She would have her work cut out for her, but with a lot of time and patience, she felt confident she could make the people accept Tookymingia again.  She resolved to do so.  She was less sure that they would ever accept Tikiqaq.
 
   She turned to Talliituk.  There was a simple enough way to mollify the wrath of the headman’s son.  “I’m going on a journey inland to the south and will meet you at the fishing weir.  Strike the tents.  We must hurry now or there’ll be no fish at all.  I’m counting on you to see that the sleds are packed quickly and to lead the people to Kakivok Tarvik.”
 
   The young man beamed with pride, exposing his gigantic bucked teeth.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   A JOURNEY SOUTH
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alaana found her plans complicated by poor traveling weather.  It was slow going over soft ground.  The melting snow would have forced her to turn back if not for the ferocious way Makaartunghak attacked the trail.  The old dog never seemed to tire, just as Yipyip never seemed to age.  Both dogs were harnessed to the central line, each to its own lead, but Makaartunghak did the bulwark of the pulling.  Little Yipyip strained simply to keep up.  Often she would ride atop the sled during a long cross-country jaunt, but this time the coal-black mixed breed seemed content to run.  Fanning out to the sides were four more dogs, young huskies borrowed from her uncle’s stable.
 
   The uneven ground cover made a lot of work for Alaana.  She had to steer around stony areas that threatened to knock the coating of ice from the runners.  She had to direct Makaartunghak along a meandering course from drift to drift, occasionally jumping down to scout a clear path ahead.  It was tedious work and the younger dogs would growl and fight whenever left to themselves.
 
   Few landmarks broke the barren wastes; each ridge looked similar to the next and Alaana wasn’t sure she’d even be able to locate the Tanaina spring encampment.  The two bands seldom traveled the same ground and that, more than anything else, made this attack seem so senseless.
 
   Even when they met the Anatatook, there had never been any great enmity between them.  If they tracked the same herd to a river crossing, they would share in the hunt and divide the kills.  Blood had never been spilled between them and several Anatatook girls had gone to live with husbands among the Tanaina.  Likewise, more than a few of the Tanaina had pitched their tents among her people over the years.
 
   The principle trouble was with Klah Kritlaq.  He was young and poorly trained, and lacked ability to track the caribou.  Alaana suffered much the same problem.  Were it not for Tugtutsiak’s talents the Anatatook would be as hungry as the Tanaina.  She wondered, with the headman now gone, what kind of life awaited her people?  Without Tugtutsiak’s keen insight and experience, how would she find food in the storm?  She had never suffered the miseries of a deep hunger period firsthand, but the thought of all those she loved suffering the horrors of starvation was a sobering idea.
 
   At last the dogs came across a set of sled tracks, two lines in the snow a hand’s breadth across.  Makaartunghak put his nose to the trail and followed the scent of the traces all the way to their source.
 
   As the Tanaina had just begun putting up their tents, all the men of the village were close at hand.  They stepped aside as Alaana came roaring into the camp, setting down their tools and tent poles to follow behind in a large pack.  She brought her sled to rest in the center of a group of tents that had already been raised.
 
   The Tanaina people gathered close around. Alaana recognized some of the faces and offered a quiet greeting with a nod of her head, but few smiles met her in return.  Three or four of the men who pushed to the front of the line held weapons in their hands.  Alaana noticed a long hunting knife, a short bow and two harpoon-headed spears.
 
   Instead of a useless pronouncement that she hadn’t come to make trouble, Alaana remained silent.  She could see that the men were afraid, and those who had weapons seemed most fearful of all.  She kept her stare on them long and hard until each nervously looked away.  Wearing only a hoodless ceremonial parka fashioned from an albino caribou hide, she stood before them obviously unarmed and unafraid, a condition that impressed the men quite a bit.  They would make no move against her until Kritlaq appeared.
 
   A sharply whistled note came from behind Alaana, a weird sound that rose and fell in a rhythmic fashion.  Heads turned, but as the men glanced in the direction of the noise Alaana was not distracted.  Instead she watched Kritlaq’s advance from the opposite side.  The snow began to whip and circle around him.  Turning back, the people saw their shaman appear as if by magic, stepping out from thin air amid a swirling mass of snow.  Some of the people exclaimed in awe and fascination.  Alaana was less impressed, having heard Kritlaq’s request, whispered in the secret language, politely asking the snow if it might swirl and dance for him for just a while. 
 
   Klah Kritlaq was a tall man, dressed in a red and black deerskin parka.  In Alaana’s opinion the Tanaina shaman wore far too many amulets.  Colored feathers and little metal trinkets made a clutter of his chest, and the arms of his dress were shaggy with bear teeth, caribou ears and tiny animal bones.  Kritlaq suffered a strange nervous tick involving snake-like movements of his arms and neck and the many amulets rattled as he moved.  His long black hair was parted in the middle like a woman and braided on either side with red and white straps from which feathered tassels dangled.
 
   The name of Klah Kritlaq was one of storied significance.  The previous owner of that name had been a shaman among the Anatatook people many years ago.  He had always been regarded as mean and formidable but in his later years, corrupted by dark forces, he had gone mad.  In the end he had become a sorcerer, using his influence to force people to do his twisted bidding.  Finally, he had been gutted by Old Manatook while the whole village watched.
 
   According to the stories there had been something about the old shaman’s dreadful yellowed eyes, the way they seemed able to jump from their sockets and cut into you, that sent a shiver through one’s soul.
 
   The Tanaina shaman had no such presence.  His eyes were dull and restless, and his face was so lean Alaana hardly recognized him.  The Tanaina must have suffered a terrible winter.  Slow starvation had sunken Kritlaq’s cheeks, drawing his face long and sharp.
 
   Kritlaq strode confidently toward Alaana.  He was tall and looked down on her with disdain, the edges of his lips curled in appreciation of his advantage, not only in height but in force of arms.
 
   “I’m surprised you would come here for revenge,” Kritlaq said in an artificially haughty voice.  “It would have been much wiser to send a tupilaq of your own.”
 
   “Revenge?” said Alaana.  “Truly you are an idiot, Kritlaq.”
 
   “I’m an idiot?”  He spread his much-adorned arms to indicate the throng of able-bodied men in attendance.  “And yet you are here, surrounded by my men and their sharp spears.”
 
   The men were heartened by this mention of their weapons and brought their spears to bear, pointing them directly at Alaana.  She brushed one spear gently away as she stepped toward her sled.  Kritlaq followed her with suspicious eyes, saying, “Watch her!”
 
   Alaana whipped off the sled-cover to reveal the huge stack of food heaped on the platform.  The slabs of frozen provisions had thawed during the trip and loose flanks of meat and fish spilled over the sides of the sled.  The Tanaina people cried out in surprise.
 
   Klah Kritlaq was not so easily appeased.  The nervous movements of his long arms increased so much he almost appeared to be doing a dance.
 
   “You made a tupilaq,” he said angrily.  “I know.  I gave it voice.”
 
   Alaana shook her head, and tossed the braid of hair back to Kritlaq.  “Have no fear of it.”
 
   Klah Kritlaq was undecided as to what to do next.  He seemed on the verge of humiliation before all his men.  He had not expected this.
 
   “You might offer me some hospitality,” suggested Alaana.  “It was a long ride.”
 
   “Come,” said Kritlaq loudly.  “Share a pipe with me.”
 
    
 
   As they ascended the rock formation, Alaana turned her back on Klah Kritlaq more than once. This gave him several good opportunities to throw her from the cliff.  Even so, she was unafraid.  Kritlaq had insisted they hold their counsel atop this formation, which the local people called The Big Red Nose because of the ruddy color of the stone beneath its crust of snow.  In his usual way, Kritlaq was making a show of the importance of the meeting of the shamans.  To throw her down in plain sight of everyone in the camp would not speak well for Kritlaq.
 
   The view from the summit of Red Nose was spectacular.  Alaana thought it well worth the exertion of scrambling up the cold, rough surface of the rock.  Spring had awakened the flats to life.  The land was mottled with vibrant patches of green, tender shoots which would soon call the caribou northward on their migration.  The scarred hills and valleys of Nunatsiaq sported rare ornamentation by way of countless pinpoints of yellow and red, a brilliant display of wildflowers in early bloom.  Tiny blue forget-me-nots, yellow poppies, wild iris and bluebells carpeted the valleys and low, swampy places in the tundra.
 
   The whole of the Tanaina camp lay spread out below.  The center of attention was Alaana’s sled, which the men were now unpacking with gusto.  Some of her uncle’s dogs were yapping at the strange people and Alaana realized that by the time she went back down there would be nothing left with which to feed them.  The dogs would be miserable on the return trip to the fishing weir, with only the consolation of a much lightened sled.
 
   Klah Kritlaq emptied a pouch of tobacco on the surface of a broad flat rock.  Alaana leaned forward to inspect the cut leaves.  The plugs of tobacco which came the white traders often harbored ill spirits or disease.  Kritlaq flattened the dried leaves out on the rock to allow her a good look.
 
   “There is no harm here,” he said, shooing away a pair of overly curious gray gulls with whom they shared their perch.
 
   “Very well,” replied Alaana.
 
   Kritlaq packed the deep soapstone bowl of his pipe, sparked the flame to life, and smoked through a long reed stem.  Alaana hated the taste of tobacco, but she dutifully took a shallow puff.  Nothing important could be said until the smoking had begun.
 
   “I am grateful for what you’ve done,” said Kritlaq. 
 
   “It’s not much,” returned Alaana modestly.
 
   “Yes, but a few good meals will do wonders for the people just now.  With luck the season will favor us with a successful hunt in the days ahead.”  He didn’t sound very confident.  In fact his words held an air of desperation.  “You puzzle me,” continued Kritlaq.  “Your angakua is different from any shaman I’ve known.  At times it seems so dim I can barely perceive it at all, and yet your people prosper, your women grow fat and the men strut around carefree and satisfied.”
 
   Alaana snickered.  “We aren’t so fortunate as all that.  And besides, none of it is of my doing.  Tekkeitsertok doesn’t even recognize me.  Our luck in the hunt has been Tugtutsiak’s great gift and now he’s gone.”
 
   “Gone?”
 
   “Swallowed by the sea.  We have no headman, and I worry...” Alaana didn’t finish the thought.  She’d said too much already.  “Where might a departed soul go, if not with the ancestors?”
 
   “Tugtutsiak’s soul is missing?”
 
   “Not him.  Someone else.”
 
   Kritlaq thought for a moment, the pipe stem dangling from his open mouth.  “It’s said the spirit of a shaman, newly dead, might spend some few days on the Moon.”
 
   Alaana was familiar with that story.  But Tama had not been a shaman.  And yet, she had newly manifested the sight, at least in regard to the ava.  She wondered… 
 
   Kritlaq passed the pipe.  Alaana sealed her lips around the stem, but didn’t inhale.  “How are the prospects among your young people?”
 
   “Poor,” replied Kritlaq.  “There is not one among us that shows the calling.”
 
   Thinking of Tama, Alaana asked, “Your children?”
 
   Kritlaq shook his head, blowing out a narrow stream of white smoke.  “No one,” he said.  “There are so few of us left.  It doesn’t matter.”  He shrugged his shoulders, a motion that caused a noisy jangle from the many trinkets adorning the front of his parka.  Alaana cringed inwardly at the dissonant sound of the metal pieces striking each other but Kritlaq seemed inspired by it and, nodding his head, he dug some item out from the inside of his jacket.
 
   “Look at this,” Kritlaq suggested.  He produced a small hand mirror.  Alaana gave it only a sidelong glance.
 
   “You won’t look?” said Kritlaq.
 
   Alaana grunted a refusal.  “What do you see in there?”
 
   “The face of my assassin.”
 
   “It’s not my face,” said Alaana.
 
   “No.  It’s my own.”
 
   Kritlaq puffed thoughtfully at his pipe.  “I’ve done a great disservice to my people.  Now I don’t see any way to correct the situation.”
 
   Kritlaq told of how the Tanaina had occasional contact with the white men, and how he had allowed trading of skins in exchange for food and supplies.  His disrespect in selling the skins had offended Tekkeitsertok, the guardian spirit of hoofed game.  The great turgat now held Kritlaq in such contempt that his ability to bargain for kills, as poor as it had been before, was diminished even further.
 
   “My mistakes have led to this,” said Kritlaq.  With a wave of his hand, trailing smoke from the pipe, he indicated the camp below.  “My men are reduced to a pack of scavengers squabbling over the spoils from your sled.”
 
   “We don’t trade with the whites,” said Alaana.  “We keep away.  Their goods carry diseases, fever demons, and bad luck.”
 
   “Your Aquppak passes among them sometimes,” noted Kritlaq.
 
   “He brings nothing back.  Tugtutsiak wouldn’t allow it.”
 
   “They have many good things,” said Kritlaq defensively.  “Food.  Sugar.  Flour. Cooking pots.”
 
   “Yes, but if you depend on them, there will be trouble.” 
 
   Kritlaq kicked out a foot, as if knocking an imaginary kabloona cooking pot from the pinnacle of Red Nose.  “So I’ve learned.  Now what can I do?  I’ve lost the ability feed the people by myself.”  He made no attempt to hide the misery in his half-starved face.
 
   As Alaana had no solution to her rival’s dilemma, she offered no advice.  Anything more she might say would be misinterpreted.  “Thank you for the smoke,” she said simply.  She stood, taking in one last drink of the exquisite view below.
 
   “You’re right,” said Kritlaq.  “There will be trouble, but it doesn’t only come from the whites.”
 
   Alaana turned back around.  “What do you mean?”
 
   “There is a foul wind out on the tundra.”
 
   “The wind is only the breath of my patron Sila.  It blows this way and that.  It means us no harm.”
 
   “Not like this,” insisted Kritlaq.  “Haven’t you noticed?”
 
   Alaana had been so preoccupied lately.  Neglectful.  She was completely in the dark as to Kritlaq’s meaning.  “I’ve seen nothing.”
 
   “Unseen forces are always at work,” reminded Kritlaq dryly.
 
   “What then?” 
 
   “I don’t know.  Something comes from the west, as surely as the snow.  Something old, very old.  Something I don’t think we have the power to resist.  That’s all I know.  Be careful.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   IN THE SHADOW OF THE TUNRIT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alaana located the Anatatook fishing camp through a high wind.  The fierce gusts left her chilled to the bone, but thankfully dry.  The melting snow was too wet to fly.  Her dogs sloshed eagerly along, energized by the promise of food at the end of the long trail.  They were drawn to the sound of human voices, of caribou skins creaking and flapping, and tent poles as they groaned and complained in the wind.
 
   Among an endless series of lifeless ridges and plains, the Anatatook had no shelter for their camp.  The drifts glistened a dull gray in the morning light, the clouds an identical color above.  With no line dividing earth from sky all was of a piece here, gray on gray, stretching out in every direction.  Amid this seeming desolation Alaana came upon a spate of windblown tents and a group of people bustling about the river, scratching for a way to survive.
 
   The Little White River ran between outcroppings of low, black rock.  A dam crossed the stream, with water flowing noisily over the top.  A series of slits chiseled into the massive blocks of stone forced salmon to pass into three circular traps.  Alaana glimpsed her husband standing waist deep in the icy water of one of these pits, spearing fish to the left and right.  Ben had speared so many, so fast, that he held three fish in his mouth, their tail fins clamped by his white teeth.
 
   Aquppak stood astride the barrier, above all the other men, attacking the fish that happened to bob over the top of the dam, pinning them with deadly accuracy along the flat of the rock before they were lost upstream.  He lifted each fish from the water, hooked a bone needle through its gills and strung them along a line of sinew attached to his waist.  Young boys nosed their way around the edges of the weir, seeking stray fish that had flopped between the rocks.
 
   The women had their own space in which to work.  Kneeling beside a huge mound of fresh-caught salmon they slit open the fish bellies, draining the precious oil into sealskin bags before hanging the rest up to dry.
 
   Alaana was proud of her people as they worked together to accomplish a deed that would benefit them all.  But she also sensed the satisfaction of the ancient stones and an echo of those who had built them, the Tunrit.  Their legend was told by Old Higilak as truth.  The first people to inhabit Nunatsiaq after the Great Rift, they lived in a world of perpetual night, surrounded by deadly beasts and wild spirits.  Their keen minds had conceived these traps, their strong hands had built them.  The Anatatook owed them so very, very much, for these stalwart ancestors forged the way, teaching the human people the ways of the hunt and how to build a kayak, leaving them the tools to prosper even as they themselves eventually died out.
 
   Alaana didn’t disturb the goings on at the weir with any pretense of a grand entrance.  She quietly led her dogs to the kennel.  Her return was made evident soon enough as the animals broke out in a frenzied yapping in anticipation of a long overdue meal.
 
   She doled out chunks of old fish from the store.  The dogs didn’t even wait long enough for her to cut it up for them.  To Makaartunghak she threw an entire haunch of caribou meat.
 
   “I’m glad you’re back,” said a quiet voice behind her.
 
   Alaana turned to see Kala, Mikisork’s wife, standing there.
 
   She was a small woman wearing a light doeskin anorak that would have fit Noona, Alaana’s daughter of ten years, just as well.  With lustrous black hair, a perfectly round face and luminous eyes, Kala was as beautiful as she was dainty.  She had been brought up from the south to marry Mikisork.
 
   As children Mikisork and Alaana had been great friends and promised to someday be married.  But then Miki had become frightened of young Alaana the shaman-in-training and shunned her.  It was just as well, thought Alaana.  She had married Ben, a decision that had led to the greatest joys of her life.
 
   “The fishing goes well, I see,” Alaana said.
 
   “I need to ask you for a favor,” Kala said as if she had not even heard.
 
   “Ask.”
 
   “Mikisork…” she started, but immediately lost her resolve.  Her little eyes sought out the snow, tears forming at the corners.  Her lips pursed tightly as she fought them back.
 
   “What?” asked Alaana.  “What has he done to you?”
 
   “Oh, nothing!” she exclaimed.  “Nothing.  He’s done nothing wrong.  It’s only that we want to have — we want you to get us a baby.”  She breathed out the last with a great sigh, then looked up at Alaana.  The tears had withdrawn without falling, her wonderfully broad cheeks flushed crimson.
 
   “I see,” remarked Alaana.  She should have realized.  She’d long been expecting this request.  Twelve winters without a baby was a very long time.  A child.  Alaana flinched.  The thought brought Tama back into mind.
 
   “If only you were willing to help,” Kala added, reacting to her saddened face.
 
   Alaana quickly composed himself.  “Of course,” she said.  “I wondered why you hadn’t asked me this long ago.”
 
   “I wanted to, but Mikisork wouldn’t allow it.”
 
   “And now?” 
 
   Kala didn’t answer, for a wife must keep her husband’s secrets.  Mikisork probably hadn’t wanted to become beholden to Alaana for such a delicate matter, or felt ashamed after the way he’d treated her, but now things had changed.  Now, with Tugtutsiak’s death Mikisork needed of an heir to increase his stature among the Anatatook.  Lack of a male child made him seem weak among the other sons of Tugtutsiak.  
 
   “Will you do it?” Kala asked.  Her luminous eyes widened hopefully.  Her cheeks flushed, already aflame with all the hopes and dreams of an expectant mother. 
 
   “It will require a journey to the Moon,” said Alaana, smiling.  “But no matter, I was intending to pass that way soon anyway.”
 
   “Aiee!  Thank you!”  Kala hopped up in the air, then turned in a tight little circle and ran off toward the fishing weir.
 
   Having finished with the sled and dogs, Alaana sought out the comforts of her own tent.  She was stiff and weary, and much too tired to eat.  She sidestepped a group of children laughing and playing between the tents.  The boys practiced throwing little spears through a hoop rolling along the ground while the girls cheered them on.  Alaana looked to see Tama among them only to be suddenly stabbed by the thought that she giggled and played now in memory only, her laughter a bitter echo.
 
   Though the feeling passed quickly, she thought she could never become used to it, this constant stabbing of the heart.  She wanted to sleep.
 
   She passed what she presumed to be Tooky’s tent.  She recognized it as one of Tugtutsiak’s cast-offs which had most recently been used as a cover for the sleds during the winter.  As such it had been much chewed by the dogs and left full of little holes.  The wind played havoc with the torn hide.  She wondered who had helped Tooky put it up.
 
   Sitting in front of the tent was her tupilaq.  It was hunched over, sharpening a little walrus-tusk spear.  Tikiqaq hopped up on its hind flippers when it saw her approach and waddled forward.
 
   “You smell of Kritlaq!” squawked the raven beak.  “I will kill him!  I will kill!”
 
   “You are done with him,” Alaana said firmly.  “Put him out of your mind.”
 
   The tupilaq looked back angrily.  “Let me go to him.  I will kill!”
 
   Alaana sighed and shook her head.  “I forbid it.  Don’t speak of it again.”
 
   A deep growl came from the tupilaq’s seal-mouth and the sharp teeth flashed.  “Hok!  Hok-hokk!  I will kill you!”
 
   “Kill me?  You’d better think again about that.  Kill your master?  Just imagine how embarrassed you’ll feel in front of all the other tupilaqs.”
 
   Alaana chuckled.  Tikiqaq growled in frustration.
 
   “Stay here and do what I’ve told you.  Look after the girl.”
 
   “But I’m hungry.  I thirst for the blood of my enemies.  I need blood.”
 
   “You will dine on the laughter of children,” said Alaana, pointing out the little ones darting between the tents.  “Let that be enough for you.”
 
    
 
   Men who’ve fished all day deserve to eat and eat well.  And everybody knows the best time for a feast is as soon as the game is in hand.  Having secured five or six day’s catch at the weir, a council feast was held.  The men gathered in Maguan’s large tent.  They sat on the sleeping platforms in two long rows facing each other in no particular order.  It grew warm in the tent with so many people inside and the side flaps were rolled down to let in some cool night air.  Maguan served as host, passing out whole fish from a large heap of dried salmon trout piled on the ground beside him.
 
   Kigiuna took up a fish.  He sliced it all the way from head to tail with one deft slash of the knife.  He bit into the fillet, cutting it off at his lips and passing what remained to the man beside him.  The smacking of lips, the sound of chomping, and little fish bones grinding between clenched teeth filled the tent.
 
   Kigiuna gulped and swallowed.  “It’s a problem,” he said.  A few dark locks of hair fell across his forehead.  He shook them away from a proud face with keen eyes, and a nose straight and only slightly arched.  “With Tugtutsiak gone, who will decide our movements?”
 
   Nuralak, the influential head of one of the largest hunting families said, “It won’t be long before the herds come up from the south.  Their coats light, their bellies full and fat.  We must be ready.”  He was a man old beyond his prime, whose long saturnine face was noted for a large, misshapen bulb of a nose.
 
   “We are always ready,” said Aquppak, offering his elder a handsome smile.
 
   “The quality of the hunters is not in question,” agreed Nuralak, “It’s more a matter of choosing the right place.”
 
   “My sister has communion with the spirits,” said Maguan.  “She is best suited to lead us.”
 
   There were murmurs of disapproval from the men assembled, but it was Aquppak who spoke.  “A woman to lead us?  That’s ridiculous.  We accept her as shaman because there is no other.  But that’s as far as it goes.”
 
   Nuralak added, “The blessings of the spirits are important, but their help is not constant.  Nor to be depended upon.  Tugtutsiak always led us to the herds.  Not Alaana.  He did it so long and so effortlessly we’ve taken it for granted.”
 
   “Perhaps tradition should guide us here,” suggested Talliituk.  “It has long been the way of the Anatatook for the whaling captain to decide, even going back to my father’s father.  Tugtutsiak’s place was handed down to him.  Bring in a whale and feed the Anatatook for an entire season…”
 
   “Yes, but you’ve never brought in a whale,” said Aquppak.  There were a few snickers among the men, and whispers behind the hand regarding Talliituk’s inept attempts at whaling.
 
   Talliituk flashed his huge front teeth angrily.  “No, but I have the boat…”
 
   “So does Maguan,” said somebody.
 
   “You call that a boat?”  Talliituk smiled wickedly, but his quip didn’t bring the laughter he had expected.
 
   “Then let that be the test,” suggested Iggy, waving a blood-red piece of trout in the air for emphasis.  “Whoever brings in a whale first.”
 
   “Tradition be damned,” Aquppak objected.  He glowered at Talliituk as if he’d rather settle the matter with his fists.  Aquppak was a hunter, not a sailor.  
 
   Nuralak raised a hand to calm the excited young men.  “There are much more important matters than hunting whales.”
 
   Kigiuna spoke between licking the palm of his hand and sucking at greasy fingers.  “The boats are put away.  There is no whale.  I’ve had enough of whales for a while.”
 
   Aquppak leaned forward sharply, “And I dare say Tugtutsiak, rotting at the bottom of the sea, might agree.”
 
   The men erupted with offended shouts and jibes, although some of them remarked approval even for this show of arrogance and disrespect.  The council was out of control, which spoke strongly for their need of a leader.  In former days Tugtutsiak would keep order at such meetings with a turtle-shell rattle held in one of his huge, powerful hands.
 
   Talliituk stood up.  “If we could ask my father,” he shouted back at Aquppak, spittle flying, “He would without doubt say that I should be in charge.”
 
   “Come, Talliituk.  You look too much like an unhappy fish,” Aquppak shouted back.  He had a particularly low opinion of Talliituk in even the best of times.
 
   “A very small fish,” added Kigiuna dryly, “with a mouth too large for his face.  You speak so loudly of your own virtues.  Too loudly, I’d say.  An ailing seal seeks the spot where it is easiest for it to blow.”  He held up a severed fish head and flapped its wide mouth, squeezing it until the eyes bulged.  The image did bring to mind Talliituk’s face, especially since the remark had caused his eyes to bulge fairly wide.
 
   “If only we could consult Tugtutsiak,” said Nuralak.  “But his soul is at the bottom of the sea, in a place where even our shaman dare not go for fear of the Whale-Man.  Tugtutsiak was special among us.  He was a whaler, but a fine hunter too.  He knew every landmark of this land, every crack and cranny.  He knew the animals as if they were his brothers, their wants, their movements, their moods.  His was a gift of intuition, one we may never see again.”
 
   “He taught me,” said Talliituk.
 
   Although Kigiuna thought this a lie he returned, “No one’s doubting your abilities.”
 
   Aquppak interrupted.  “I am!  We’re not here to give suck to Tugtutsiak’s puppy.  Everyone knows he’s like a blind bull walrus stumbling along the game trail.”
 
   “Aquppak knows the herds best.”  This came from Nuralak.  Kigiuna wondered why the influential patriarch showed no inclination to seek the position himself.  Maybe the older men didn’t want the job, he thought, having seen Tugtutsiak so recently cut in half.  “He scouts often; he knows the traders.”
 
   “And he falls under outside influence,” noted Kigiuna, speaking as if talking to no one in particular, his eyes looking up toward the roof flap.
 
   “No one influences me!” roared Aquppak. 
 
   “And certainly that is the problem,” said Talliituk.  This quip did score some points with the men.  Again the tent seemed on the verge of shaking apart with noise, but at least this time they were laughing.
 
   Aquppak said nothing else.  He carved up a trout with great deliberation, popping one of its eyes into his mouth.  “It should be a hunter,” he said when the others had quieted down.
 
   “Tracking the herd is the immediate problem,” said Massautsiaq, the oldest man among them.  His ancient face was framed by a fur collar made of three different colors of caribou hide.  Everyone respected his opinion for he had seen so much and remembered everything.  He kept the count of the winters, naming each one in turn.  A quiet dignity enveloped him, having faced death so many times and survived longer than anyone else.  He knew just where to step on the ice, and a man like that was worth following.
 
   “The caribou hunt is the most important thing,” he added.  “You young people don’t remember the winter of empty bellies, or the winter of the coughing sickness.  You don’t remember the hunger times when we had no food at all, and your mothers and fathers dare not name their newborn children in case they couldn’t keep them.  How many little ones were lost to us?  No one knows.  I had not the heart to keep the count.”  The old man’s eyes closed briefly, then opened again.  His wizened head sank back into its nest of fur.
 
   “We might have a whale next year perhaps or not at all,” said Nuralak with an air of authority.  “The caribou hunt comes first and for that Aquppak is the best choice.”
 
   Many thought this was true, and said so.
 
   Massautsiaq held up a hand.  “Good judgment is also needed,” he said, a statement which seemed to be an indirect volley at Aquppak.  Everyone knew the young hunter was subject to fits of temper.  Some had seen it firsthand.  Not long ago Aquppak had been nearly exiled for threatening to kill his wife’s father.
 
   “Then what of Maguan?” said Iggy.  “Everyone likes him and knows his good character.  He’s not the foremost among the hunters but he’s a balanced man.  Surely he would lead us well.”
 
   “This sounds like foolishness to me,” said Nuralak. “We can’t fill our bellies with well-wishes and smiles.”
 
   “What does Maguan know of the movements of the herd except what his sister may tell him?” argued Aquppak.  “And what does Talliituk know of anything?”
 
   Talliituk had reached his limit.  He was not a hot-head like Aquppak, but could bear these insults no longer.  The two men faced each other, sure to come to blows.  
 
   “The most important thing is the food,” said Massautsiaq — the voice of wisdom and age.  “We’ve lost a good man and a powerful leader, but the Anatatook people are not lost.  Look how many fine choices we have.”  He indicated the three men with a sweep of his arm.  “We have a feast of choices.  Certainly any one of them could lead us.  If one is better than the others we will soon know of it.  Therefore I suggest a practical test.  Let the three of them think on it and each suggest a crossing place where we can make the hunt.  Alaana will commune with the great turgats.  If we ever needed their help and guidance, now is the time.  They will not fail us.  Alaana will press them as to the location of the herd.  When she has the answer, we will know who is best to lead us, be it Aquppak or Maguan or Talliituk.”
 
   The men responded with clear approval of this plan and Aquppak smiled broadly, seeing this as victory.  He said nothing more, giving Nuralak a nod, went immediately out of the tent.  Kigiuna did not doubt that while the others slept, Aquppak would be preparing for a scouting foray into the wilds.  He might even depart camp during the night, setting out alone into the cold and dark, and that spoke something for him.
 
   Maguan breathed a sigh of relief.  He glanced appraisingly about, glad that his tent had not seen a fight to the death between Talliituk and Aquppak.  “If you’ve finished littering my house with fish bones,” he suggested, “you might all go home and sleep.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   A FOUL WIND
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Vithrok exhaled.
 
   Without form or body, he did not move the air but crept along it, extending his consciousness to greater and greater lengths.
 
   His spirit flowed like water along the land, taking in every nook and cranny, every rocky outcropping and fold of snow.  Here, within his little sphere of influence there was no life, no spring hare skittering among the stones, no ptarmigan on the wing, no fox or lemming to startle and scamper away.  He had drunk them all dry.  He was alone.  It was early evening, the sun having finally withdrawn its roiling accusation from the sky, and he was free to roam.
 
   He pulled himself back in, contracting, retracing his steps.  It was a nauseating feeling, as if time was reeling backward.  He became momentarily disoriented by the thought that if time went backward he would wind up bound inside the catchstone prison again, and trapped, and helpless, and all alone, and unable to escape.  The idea was an icy skewer through the heart, freezing him in place.
 
   All was still.  Time, his implacable enemy, had stopped.  There was no movement, no fire, no energy.  Snowflakes paused on the air in mid-flight, amid silence unbroken.  Vithrok hung in place, drawn in upon himself.  In absolute stillness the world seemed a better place, the snow a sparkling afterthought rather than an eternal burden, the bergs hanging in expectant anticipation, at any moment to come crashing down, perhaps bursting into flame or shooting up into the air, or taking on any new shape that he might desire.  Beneath its coat of monotonous white everything lay ready, just under the surface, awaiting his command to burst forth into ribald color certain to stimulate the mind and send the spirit soaring, a riot of incredible patterns and hues only faintly remembered, all lurking just beneath the skin of snow.
 
   Hold it, he thought.  Hold.  He strained with the effort, but the pull of time was too strong.  He was as a man under water, holding on from moment to moment, lungs aching, thoughts becoming hazy and indistinct, and bound eventually to take the next breath.  He could hold on no longer.
 
   Vithrok exhaled himself again.
 
   He was moving again and time was flowing.  Again.  Flowing forward, but was that any better than flowing back?  This new existence seemed only a slight improvement over his previous captivity.  He had been released into the world, but what was this world if not another type of prison?
 
   It was excrement.  It was formless snow and ice and heavy stone, and all of it taken together was not more than the merest fragment of what had been before.  Before.  In the Beforetime.
 
   To his horror, the Beforetime had become almost impossible to remember.  He could recall it only in snippets, in flashes of ecstasy that danced across his mind like fickle thrusts of wild flame.  Within the confines of this reality there was no way to grasp what had gone before.  Just glimpses of paradise.  The concepts did not fit, the ideas no longer applied.  The fabric of the world had changed so drastically — the cloth could not be cut to shape again.
 
   The world was solid; they were all solid.  In this new nightmare, time oozed forward in a slow, painful crawl.  In those early days just after the Great Rift, the memory of the Beforetime had been clear, paradise the norm and this new reality the aberration, the nightmare.  But now the reverse had become true — this dull new reality was accepted as normal, and the Beforetime the treasured memory of a dream.
 
   Now, his spirit crawling forward across the tundra like some kind of lowly vermin, his path crossed the Ring of Stones.  He carefully avoided the center of the circle where the soulless catchstone lay buried, the chamber that had imprisoned his spirit down through the ages.
 
   This place held many memories for him.  Stranded in this dismal reality, the Tunrit had struggled to understand their limited circumstances. They had hewn these slender stones from a mountain of granite that stood in the distance and shaped them and built this structure.  They dragged the stones here because it was the ideal place to measure the turning of the sky and to learn.  The Ring had been the realization of one of Kidan’s ideas.  Kidan excelled at that kind of thing; he had such a clever mind for designs, the actions of parts, and the forces that moved objects.  The movements of the stars were the key, he said.  There was no light in those times, the time before the sun, and in all the darkness there were only the stars to guide them, those few tiny pinpoints of light.
 
   In that time, the earliest times of this world, the stars were fewer in number.  This bothered Vithrok, for now they seemed much larger, bloated like gigantic lice clinging to the night sky, gorged on its blood.  He felt an innate repulsion to them, and a curiosity.  But they kept their secrets so far away and he was powerless to investigate further.  They simply hung there in the sky, bearing silent witness to his struggle.  They watched and waited while he scrabbled along on the ground and it almost seemed as if they mocked him.  Or lay poised waiting to attack.  Were they enemies?
 
   He exhaled again, stretching his spirit farther still.  He came upon the encampments of the Nunatsiaq people.  These pathetic creatures recalled to him the little shaman who had released him from the catchstone.  Vithrok passed through them, brushing their souls with a feather touch, leaving them with a startled shiver.  He observed the way they lived off the crust of the land, using that which the Tunrit had left behind.  Their minds were small, almost devoid of imagination; their souls were small.  These people lived in a world so much tamer than before, and yet they barely survived.  They seemed so degraded, so reduced.  Was this all that was left?  Had the Tunrit sacrificed themselves for this?
 
   A few among them were shamans, possessed of the inner light, those small fragments of the Beforetime which Vithrok longed to take back to himself.  He marked their positions in his mind.  He would reclaim what they had stolen. 
 
   They made easy prey.  All but the one who had released him from the catchstone.  That little shaman had been one of these people, but different.  Her soul-light burned so much brighter than theirs, it seemed out of place among these wretched creatures.  Vithrok thought there was something familiar about that soul-light, something he should have recognized.  But he couldn’t remember.  He knew instinctively that he must be careful of that one.  The little shaman was a thorn among the grasses — no, much more, she was a poisonous scorpion.  He must deal with that one very carefully; he must destroy her.
 
   But not directly.  No, not directly.  Not that way.
 
   The little shaman was not among the people camped in the shadow of the mountain, nor was she among those spread out along the shore digging in the muddy bank for something to eat.
 
   A sudden realization struck Vithrok.  All his Tunrit were dead.  The irony was tremendous.  He, who had been imprisoned for the sin that had destroyed them, was now the only one left.  He walked alone.  The thought was almost more than he could bear.
 
   Vithrok inhaled again. 
 
   He pulled back, recoiling within himself.  Reality crumbled, falling down, collapsing on him in an instant. 
 
   Was he still locked away in the dark prison, his eyes closed, imagining all this from the depths of a tortured mind?  No.  No, that could not be possible.  He was out.  He was free.  Remember that.  Freedom was one thing he loved above all else.  The one thing that had been stripped away.  The freedom to create, to change, to truly live.
 
   Not dead, he told himself.  Hold on.  All that had been lost shall be reclaimed.
 
   He flung himself outward again, straining even farther than before, and the land flew beneath his raging spirit.  He passed camp after camp.  Without a body to anchor his soul, this game grew increasingly dangerous.  If he went too far, dissolution beckoned.  If he let himself go and spread his soul too thin there would be no coming back.
 
   He flew outward, scouring the desolate wastes and the camps.  Little more than animals, a group of people were gathered at the fishing weir.  Vithrok remembered building this place.  One of Kidan’s ideas again. Even blind in the darkness, Kidan had envisioned this excellent food trap and directed the others in carving it from the stone.  None of these human creatures was Kidan’s equal, and yet they used what the Tunrit had left them.
 
   The little shaman was here. Here.  Her soul-light unmistakable even within the confines of her tent.  It was pure Beforetime.  Time.  Time.  That was the greatest enemy. 
 
   The little shaman was too dangerous, even asleep.  Vithrok passed into the fabric of her tent, but would go no farther.  He seethed and boiled, looking down upon the shaman and her family.  Her children slept beside her.  These little ones were born helpless, carried on their mother’s backs.  This too was weakness, unlike the Tunrit who had risen from the mud, born as fully-formed fighting men.
 
   The shaman slept peacefully.  Vithrok noted the sway of her breasts, the curve of her body.  The gentle lines of her face.  She was different in ways he could not fully understand.
 
   Again he was appalled at the weaknesses of these little people, this new way, two halves being separate, dependent upon each other.  The little shaman had the great light, the scorching flame.  Her husband was a different matter.  He had nothing, the other half.  He was her weakness.  This was where he must strike.
 
   Vithrok inhaled again, slowly drawing himself back and away.  These creatures were beasts just like the rest.  The animals all had male and female.  They rutted and reproduced.  But not the real people.  Not the Tunrit.
 
   Born from the mud after the Great Rift, the Tunrit had all been male.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   VITHROK REMEMBERS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Vithrok remembers.
 
   In the chaotic dance of the fire he saw hope.  Flickering in unexpected shapes and bursts of color, it blazed with wild possibility.  In flame he found the only thing on this frozen, rocky world that was not stagnant.  Here there was color.  Here there was warmth.  And life.
 
   The Tunrit huddled gratefully around the sputtering hearth.  A thin wisp of gray smoke trailed up toward the ceiling of the cave where they had carved a ventilation hole through the unyielding rock.
 
   Tugto and the others, having returned from their long hunting foray, had brought back a few sticks of wood.  While the band made full use of the light and warmth, Vithrok could not draw his eyes from the fire.  Such a rare thing.  There was so little that could produce flame in this frigid wasteland, unlike the time before when anything, even water itself could be made to burn.
 
   Vithrok stared at the flames, looking for a message within its chaotic depths.  Makite impaled a snow hare on a spit and dangled it over the fire.  Uivvaq had decided to take advantage of the rare light to make one of his paintings on the cave wall. 
 
   Vithrok leaned over the fire, soaking up its precious gift of heat.  Rubbing with both hands, he woke up the skin of his cheeks.  It was impossible to get used to the intense cold of this world, the cold that gnawed at them, nipped at their faces and hands, blackening cheeks and noses and stole their fingers and toes.  The cold forced them to huddle close, dressed in the stinking skins and hair of wild beasts, making them into mockeries of animals when before they could have transformed themselves at a moment’s whim into anything at all.  And the skins brought the lice, with their incessant maddening itch.
 
   Makite turned his catch on the spit and the smell of snow hare roasting over the fire filled the cave.
 
   “I only caught two,” said Makite.  “It’s not much.”
 
   “Divided among the lot of us,” said Tugto wearily, “it’s almost nothing.  We’ll have to go out again before we sleep.”
 
   Vithrok grunted his agreement, breaking off a slender leg joint and biting into the juicy meal.  The meat tasted rich and succulent but would not long assuage the empty feeling that nestled ever in their bellies.  That was another thing that could never be gotten used to.  Hunger.
 
   “We would have had more,” said Makite, “Much more.”  Dark, sharp eyes glittered beneath his overhanging brow.
 
   “If not for Tekkeitsertok,” added Tugto.  “It spoiled the hunt for us.  Again.”
 
   “Tell me,” said Vithrok. “Tell me everything that happened.”
 
   Makite shook his huge head, rattling a collection of small animal bones braided into his beard.  “It’s nothing you haven’t heard before.  There were ten bucks and twice as many does.  We tracked that herd through the dark for two sleeps, Tugto sniffing out their trail like an animal.  We didn’t stop to eat or sleep until we caught them.  This was on the ridge above where the Silver Tongue flows down from the high rocks.  The perfect place for an ambush.”
 
   “And then,” said Tugto, “Tekkeitsertok was there.”  He spoke the words as if they were a dreadful capstone to the story and no more need be said.  Tugto slumped his head into his massive shoulders.  He was a large man among giants, dressed from head to foot in the long hairy coat of the mamut.  His own hair and beard, hanging in long tawny strands of brown, matched the color of his dress exactly.  He was a gigantic shaggy form in the dim firelight, dour in expression and quiet by nature.
 
   “Tell me the rest,” said Vithrok.
 
   Tugto was the only member of the hunting party who could see the great spirit.  Of all the Tunrit only four of them possessed the gift of the spirit-vision.  Vithrok, Tugto, Tulunigraq, and Oogloon.  Only their eyes could pierce the darkness, laying bare the luminous spirits which dwelled within all things.  Oogloon was an exception, as he saw only the spirit of the snow.  But even so, such a limitation was practically irrelevant as the snow was ever-present all around them.
 
   The rest of the Tunrit stumbled in the endless night.  In the complete darkness they were as good as blind.  One of the four takpiksuq, which meant Sighted Ones, must accompany any foray.  They were the eyes of the people, they were the light.  They watched for predators and made the hunt possible.
 
   Tugto described what he had seen.  The hunters poised for the kill atop the high ground of the ridge, the caribou milling about in the waters of the Silver Tongue below.  Then a gigantic thunderclap.  The ground shivered beneath their feet.  Tekkeitsertok appeared above them as a giant man with the face and hooves of a caribou.  The size of the spirit varied from time to time, but on this occasion it made itself as tall as the entire high ridge.  Its proud face and gigantic crested horns held high, its long sloping nose swept back and forth across the scene.  The great spirit was naked except for the short fur of the season in a creamy tan color.  The hunch of its massive shoulders and the sweep of the horned head revealed immense strength and power. 
 
   Vithrok listened carefully.  He had no idea why only four had the sight and not the others.  “Did it speak?”
 
   “Not this time,” said Tugto.  “Except with a spike of lightning and the crash of thunder.  We are beneath its notice.  It drove the caribou away before we could get them with our spears.”
 
   “One of them has my shaft in its hindquarters,” said Makite, “but it didn’t fall down.”
 
   “And we came away with nothing,” said another.
 
   “We were lucky just to get these,” Makite said, indicating the charred hares.
 
   “We can not blame the turgats, they are just protecting their own.”  This came from Tulunigraq, the oddest-looking of all the Tunrit.  During the Great Rift, when all things were trapped in solid shapes, he had been caught in transition between forms and retained some features of a bird — a crest of feathers along his brow and a beak-like protuberance where his nose should have been.  He had also a high forehead, narrow temples, and a long downy beard whose hairs were splintered and feathery.  He wore a cap made of brown owl skin from which protruded a pair of slender, three-branched horns.
 
   “Tekkeitsertok cares only for those under his protection,” continued Tulunigraq.  “It’s the same with Sedna and the seal, or the Whale-Man and his charges.”
 
   “And who protects us?” raged Makite.  “What great spirit speaks for us?”
 
   To that question there could be no answer except a stony silence.  The Tunrit had no guardian spirit.  They had only the four takpiksuq, and they were mortal men.
 
   “I’ve been thinking,” offered Tulunigraq, “that perhaps our turgat is Tsungi.  He fought for us during the Rift.”
 
   Vithrok found this idea difficult to accept.  Tsungi, who had transformed himself into a creature of light in the great battle that brought an end to the Beforetime, was no great spirit.  His soul was believed to have been consumed in the battle, for he had never made the jump across the Rift.
 
   “If it is Tsungi,” said Makite, “then why has he forsaken us?”
 
   Vithrok watched the faces of the Tunrit as they shrugged, or grimaced and looked away.  No one knew the answers.
 
   “Perhaps our guardian is Raigli,” said Tugto, referring to the one who had been cast out.  The Thing they had last seen spinning off into the void of the Outer Darkness.  “It’s just as likely.” 
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” said Vithrok.  “We are here, and they are gone.  We have been suffered to live in this world of ice-bound seas and trackless wastes, the kingdom of the air rendered an empty void, our orchards turned to deserts of ice and snow.  We will provide for ourselves.  As we always have.”
 
   “Against such a powerful spirit?  What can we do?”
 
   “There must be a way,” mused Vithrok.  “These turgats used to be souls just like us.  Do you remember?”
 
   Tugto spoke for them all, “It is difficult.”
 
   “I remember Tekkeitsertok,” said Tulunigraq, pointing his beak thoughtfully.  “I knew him.  It’s the same with all of them.  They were just like us in the Before.”
 
   “Why were they favored with such power?” demanded Makite.  He turned toward Vithrok, and the firelight ran red across a series of scars the claws of some predator had carved into his cheek.  “Why are we cursed?”
 
   Vithrok didn’t like the disgruntled murmurs Makite’s impassioned words stirred up among the Tunrit.  It was for this reason he was constantly telling them not to think of the Beforetime, not to dwell on all they had lost.  He raised his voice.  “We are small before them, but we are not helpless.”
 
   The tone of the murmurs lightened from despair to grim acceptance and that was perhaps the best Vithrok could hope for.  Someone said, “The Truth,” and a few others took up the note in unison.  “The Truth!”
 
   Tulunigraq finished his portion of the hare.  “Rest now, Tugto.  I will take some men out.  Perhaps we’ll have better luck hunting for musk ox.”
 
   “You’ll have to travel below the rim of the basin,” Tugto said wearily.  
 
   Tulunigraq returned a questioning look.
 
   “There were cats on the eastern side,” explained Tugto, “They have lairs in those hills now.”
 
   “Agggh,” exclaimed Makite, “Then we should hunt them in their dens and warrens.  Let us kill their young and eat them!”
 
   Although Vithrok agreed with the sentiment, he knew too well that reality would not allow it.  Of all the savage beasts out on the tundra, the dagger-toothed cats were more than a match for the Tunrit.  Sleek and powerful, they weighed twice as much as a Tunrit, but were light on their feet and swift as the wind. 
 
   Some threats were best avoided, such as the huge but slow-moving mamut, while others could be brought down if caught alone, even horned, thick-hided beasts.  The Tunrit had honed themselves into successful hunters, masters of the ambush, intimidated neither by the bulk of their prey, nor flashing teeth, nor gore-splattered horns as long as a man’s arm.  These things, they found, mattered less if they caught one who was old and weak.  But the dagger-toothed cats were the ultimate predators.  Their yellowed eyes could see in the dark fully as well as the Sighted Ones.  They struck swiftly, they moved silently, and they held no fear of the Tunrit.  Many Tunrit had fallen prey to the claws and teeth of the cats, some maimed, others killed and eaten.  An attack on the caverns of the cats, though a heroic idea, was not possible.
 
   Worse yet, the cats had their own turgat to guard them.  Vithrok had encountered Savikkigut only once and hoped never to do so again.  It was as deadly as its charges and infinitely more powerful, a wild force of nature that lived only to slash and rend.
 
   “We’ll go around,” said Talunigraq.
 
   The twigs and grasses spent, the fire died down.  Soon they would be left to the cold and dark again.
 
   Vithrok cracked a leg bone between his teeth and sucked out a thin strip of bitter marrow.  He stood up, casting aside the bone.  He wanted to see Uivvaq’s painting while there still was firelight.  The colors were impossible to see with the spirit-vision alone.
 
   Uivvaq was applying some final touches to a spectacular bird of many colors.  The wings blazed with reds and oranges as if aflame, the body feathered with a multitude of blues.  Vithrok thought Uivvaq very clever to create so many paints from the pigments of the few stray plants he scraped off the rocks.  Where there is a need, he thought, we find a way.  Always.
 
   As he watched, the light grew too dim for Uivvaq to continue.  “Did you see it?” asked the painter.  He turned to Vithrok, his eyes aglow with silver light.  He ran the tips of his fingers tenderly along the bird’s wing.  “The firelight makes them dance and come alive.”
 
   Vithrok wanted to remark on how wonderful and beautiful the painting was, for indeed it made his heart sing. 
 
   “Why do you make these pictures?” he asked instead.  “These things don’t exist anymore.  This doesn’t help.”
 
   “To remember,” said Uivvaq.  “In the Before, such a creature would have flown through the sky, wings ablaze, if only one of us had wished it were so.”
 
   “Forget it,” Vithrok said.  “False hope is the cruelest of lies.”  This advice was nearly as difficult to utter as to take, but Vithrok had long made up his mind on the subject.  It seemed the only way to help them, to shepherd his people through this monstrous heartbreak, was to ask them to forget.
 
   His criticism didn’t sway Uivvaq.  “Not lies.  They do exist.  In my heart.  And now here.”  He touched the painting again, but the light had already gone out.  “They exist here for all to see.”
 
   Below the dazzling bird, Uivvaq had painted a more mundane scene.  The figure of a Tunrit on the hunt, crouching before an onrushing beast.  The hunter was small, but he was not alone.  His brothers were beside him, hidden behind the rocks, waiting for their ambush.  
 
   And Vithrok saw the truth.
 
   “He can’t protect them all.”
 
   “What?” asked Uivvaq, his voice a whisper in the dark. 
 
   “The answer,” said Vithrok.  “From now on we hunt only caribou.”
 
    
 
   “Do you see them?” asked Kidan.  “Do you see anything?”
 
   “There’s nothing to see,” said Vithrok.  “Just listen.  You can hear as well as I can.”
 
   Kidan bowed his head to listen.  Across the expansive plain he could see nothing in the ever-present darkness.  He heard very little.  The sigh of a gentle wind, a distant crack from one of the ice mountains echoing down the pass. 
 
   And then the rumble of thunder.  “Thunder without a storm,” he said.  “That’s it then?”
 
   “Quiet!” hissed Vithrok.  He stared out along the frozen tundra.
 
   The relentless campaign the Tunrit had waged against the caribou had resulted in a few successes so far, but this would be their greatest victory yet.  Vithrok, Makite and the others had arranged a series of attacks against the herds, separated by distance but simultaneous in execution.  Where the Tunrit had previously divided their time among several types of prey, they were now fixated solely on the caribou.  The great spirit Tekkeitsertok had been hard pressed to keep pace with the increased ferocity of the hunting.  Even with the turgat’s best efforts to protect its charges, a number of the Tunrit ambushes and traps had paid off.  Tekkeitsertok could not be everywhere at once.  Many of the animals had fallen.
 
   The thunder rolled down again, tumbling from higher ground in a slow cadence that was almost a growl.  This was followed by a shrill whistle in an undulating pattern.
 
   “There it is,” said Vithrok.  “That is Makite’s signal.  They’re coming.”  He clapped Kidan on the shoulder, saying, “Follow as best you can.” 
 
   Vithrok began his descent, moving rapidly along the rocks of the pass.  He must let the others know; he must light the way and give them direction during the ambush.  Makite and some of the others were harassing a herd out on the open tundra, their actions sure to draw Tekkeitsertok’s attention.  And precisely as expected, the great turgat had arrived to draw his herd away from the attack.
 
   But just as surely as a frightened caribou will head instinctively into the center of the pack, a frightened herd will always tend to move south.  Such a path would lead them this way, across the little stream the Tunrit had named Echo River toward what the caribou would presume to be safety between the rocks of Echo Pass.  Vithrok hurried along, using the spirit-lights within the old stones to guide his steps.  Behind him, at the mouth of Echo Pass he could hear the clatter of the herd on the march, a peculiar clicking sound their hooves made even when treading soft snow.
 
   Vithrok sent his hunters descending upon the herd.  The brilliance of the plan was that it expected Tekkeitsertok’s interference, indeed it depended on it.  Their guardian was now driving the caribou into the very ambush that would destroy them.
 
   Vithrok reached the killing field just slightly in advance of the charging animals.  With loud whoops he distracted the caribou and kept them from straying away from the pass.  The two waves of Tunrit set upon the flanks of the herd.  It was a large grouping, perhaps twenty males and twice as many does and fawns. 
 
   The killing began.  Only the Sighted Ones could observe the spectacle, and it was a marvel to watch.  Vithrok admired his people, who hunted the animals blind.  Survival was a desolate road in this place, requiring a fortitude and devotion to the common good such as none of them had ever known.  But they had risen to it.  Yes, he was intensely proud of them all.
 
   A handful were able to throw their spears by instinct and a few of these connected, but most had to hunt by feel, judging the positions of their prey by the sounds alone.  A dangerous prospect as they were forced to move among the stampeding, frenzied animals, dodging their lethal charges while thrusting with a spear whenever close enough to make a killing stroke.  The hunters communicated with one another using short barking calls that signaled when an animal had passed and in what direction it was moving.  To Vithrok’s ears there was great beauty in the sounds of the Tunrit working together to overcome their difficulties.
 
   Soon half of the bucks were down and none of the Tunrit injured, a remarkable display of swift reflexes and unshakable resolve. Thunder bellowed and lightning crackled above as Tekkeitsertok attempted to warn its charges away again but the flashes of light only served to illuminate new targets.
 
   Vithrok joined the hunt, launching a heavy spear into the neck of one of the rampaging males, an impressive buck with a full rack who was only a few steps away from running down Makite.  Makite leapt to the side as the onrushing beast bellowed in pain and rage.  He didn’t miss a beat, driving his point into the exposed flank as it passed. 
 
   Attention was turned to the does.  Vithrok struck out to one side, hobbling two of them.  Kidan moved in to make one of the kills while Vithrok finished the other.  He planted a foot atop the doe’s sloping back and drove his point into the neck.  Warm blood jutted upwards, covering his arms and splashing his chest.  When the Tunrit hunted like this they went bare-chested despite the bracing cold.  They could not afford to be slowed down by bulky furs or have a stray fold of clothing catch on horn or hoof.  In short order Vithrok was covered to the waist in sticky blood. 
 
   The slaughter of the does brought a further rush of anger from their guardian. The ground shook beneath Vithrok’s feet.  Lightning flashed down from the sky, sizzling the snow to steam, but no one had yet been injured.  Tekkeitsertok’s voice rang out like thunder as its wrath stabbed down, but these displays were meant to frighten off timid people, and the Tunrit had never been timid.  They were hardened to their task.
 
   Vithrok lost himself in the moment, delivering a killing stroke, his chest warmed with hot red blood.  The pungent smell of death soaked the frosty air.
 
   The doe frothed bloody spume as her head flailed from side to side in helpless fury.  Steam blew from her nostrils in desperate gasps as the bloody spear did its work again and again.
 
   Suddenly Vithrok was spun around by a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Enough!” cried Tulunigraq.
 
   For a moment the bird-like countenance startled Vithrok, but he held his spear away. 
 
   “This is too much!” insisted Tulunigraq.  “We’ve killed more than we can eat.  We should let the does live, as we always have before.”
 
   “No longer,” replied Vithrok.  “In this we must be merciless.”
 
   “This is madness.  Wasting food.”  Tulunigraq pushed Vithrok away.  He raised his feathered arms.  “Stop!” he called out to the men, “It’s time to stop.”
 
   “Kill them all!” ordered Vithrok.  “Don’t let the fawns escape.  Kill them all!”
 
   “This is madness.  It’s cruel to kill more than we need, and foolishness as well.  If we kill the young there will soon be none left to feed us.  Your plan will not work!”
 
   “It will work!” shouted Vithrok.
 
   Tulunigraq huffed, seeing that the men, clearly more interested in what Vithrok had to say, had disregarded his commands.  One and all, they were running down the bleating fawns.
 
   Vithrok had one on the ground, his booted foot on the yearling’s neck.  As he raised his spear, Tulunigraq intervened again.
 
   The far-off cries of Tekkeitsertok’s displeasure had come full upon them.  The air was ripped asunder with rumbles of thunder and rage.
 
   “Tekkeitsertok is displeased,” said Tulunigraq.
 
   “Then I am pleased,” answered Vithrok.
 
   “We anger the great spirits at our own peril.  Nothing good can come of this.  We should be paying obeisance to those above us–”
 
   “No.”  Vithrok shook him off.  “We shall raise ourselves above those who would lord over us.”
 
   “Tekkeitsertok will kill you.  It will kill all of us!”
 
   Vithrok stepped down on the yearling’s neck.  “No.”
 
   “We won’t continue with this foolishness,” warned Tulunigraq.  “I’ll see to that.  After it kills you, we won’t continue.”
 
   “Yes, you will,” snarled Vithrok.  “Do you hear me?  You must!  We’re close.  Else you’ll ruin everything.”  He stabbed his spear down, putting an end to the fawn.
 
   Vithrok turned and swung his balled fist at Tulunigraq.  The other easily sidestepped the blow.
 
   Their fight was fast and furious.  Whereas in the Before they would have altered shape, creating weaponry from their own bodies, now they pounded away with the blunt instruments of hands and feet.  Locked into these forms, they had grown accustomed to their limitations and mastered them.  Vithrok struck out with both hands, targeting Tulunigraq’s neck and loins.  His opponent’s reflexes were sharp, his sense of balance perfect, and the attacks were parried without difficulty.  Tulunigraq returned force in kind but neither could lay hand on the other without being swatted away or blocked.
 
   Vithrok gained advantage when he rammed his thick skull against Tulunigraq’s more delicate forehead, temporarily stunning him.  He slammed an elbow into the beak-like nose, knocking Tulunigraq to the ground.  The other was unusually slow to recover, and Vithrok thought the fight to be over.
 
   Tulunigraq’s eyes gaped wide, fixed on some point above Vithrok’s shoulder.  Seeing his expression of horror, Vithrok spun around to face the gigantic figure looming above them. 
 
   Tekkeitsertok had arrived.  It appeared as a living mountain of tawny fur.  Its barrel chest was topped by a huge head whose elegant horned racks spread like the branches of an enormous tree.  The turgat stood on two legs like a man, clacking its forelegs in the air with an ear-rending clatter that drove most of the Tunrit to their knees.
 
   “Kneel down!” shouted Tulunigraq.  “Maybe it’s not too late!”
 
   “Never,” said Vithrok.  He shook a bloody fist up at the guardian spirit and saw Tekkeitsertok’s nostrils flare at the bitter scent of fawn’s blood.  The great spirit swept its head lower, bringing its crown of antlers down at Vithrok.  Vithrok did not flinch from death as the barbed antlers swooped toward him.  He noticed a triangular white patch above Tekkeitsertok’s brow, having the shape of a flame.
 
   As the fire enveloped him Vithrok did not scream, though it felt as if his flesh was being boiled away.  No, not his flesh.  His soul.  Ripped from his body by force, Vithrok felt his entire being melt into liquid fire.  The pain was exquisite.
 
   As his lifeless body dropped to the ground, he heard the other Tunrit gasp in horror. 
 
    
 
   Vithrok howled.
 
   His mind swam in a white-hot abyss.  The pain of his soul being torn from his body threatened his very sanity.  His thoughts, stretched and pulled in opposing directions, seemed both sharpened and dulled at the same time.  What was pain, he thought, but a sensation perceived by the mind as uncomfortable?  And what was pleasure, if not something similar?  Agony was also ecstasy.  Freed from the constraints of the body, no real difference existed.  It was just a matter of interpretation.
 
   He found himself deposited in a bizarre forested plane known as the Wild Wood, the spiritual realm where Tekkeitsertok made his home.  Vithrok didn’t know if he was dead.  It didn’t matter.  He stood determined to surrender his life if necessary.
 
   The Wild Wood was a vast, sprawling forest of exotic trees whose branches strained skyward, with leaves like pointed daggers and delicately filigreed leaflets in infinite design.  Having lived so long among a dull white waste, Vithrok enjoyed a moment of nostalgia.  Here was variety, an abundance of seed and flower, bursting with possibility and life.  As a disembodied spirit he could not smell the lush bounty of scents such a place must have to offer, but memory supplied enough.  He gaped at his beautiful new surroundings, lost in a moment of dream-like wonderment.  But the moment passed.
 
   Before him, Tekkeitsertok sat on an enormous throne of weaved birchwood. 
 
   “Your home is impressive,” Vithrok said, “but as I remember it, my forests were better.  I had…” he fluttered spiritual fingers in the air, “butterflies.”
 
   “You go too far,” Tekkeitsertok said.  Its voice carried an odd and heavy timbre, as issued from the mouth of an enormous caribou-head.
 
   “You have no idea how far I am willing to go,” shot back Vithrok.  “You will not turn me from it.”
 
   “The caribou belong to me!” growled Tekkeitsertok.  “They are mild and unselfish souls.  They want nothing except to graze where they may, to enjoy what simple life they have been given.  I warn you for the last time.  Leave them alone.”
 
   Vithrok stood firm.  “They will all die.  Your threats will not dissuade me, nor change my purpose.”
 
   Tekkeitsertok snorted, its great head shaking with rage, the antlers slicing through the air.  “Then you will die for what you have wrought!” it raged. “I will crush your bones beneath my stamping hoof!”
 
   The great turgat stood up from its throne of massive trunks and boughs, scattering the wood to the sides as the branches cracked and splintered apart.  It towered over Vithrok, one gigantic foot raised above him, ready to stomp.
 
   Vithrok stared defiantly up at the underside of the cloven hoof.  He could not back down now.  The fate of all the Tunrit rested on his shoulders.  “Do it!” 
 
   The vast forest rustled, branches clacking together, stray leaves circling on a maddened breeze. 
 
   The cloven hoof hesitated.  Was it possible the guardian of such timid, sad-eyed beasts did not really possess the killing instinct it wished to portray?
 
   “Vithrok,” the turgat said, “things are not as they once were.  You are only a man now.  I can crush you to dust.”
 
   “Do it!  I will be crushed but never humbled.  I am but one of many.  The Tunrit all stand behind me.  We work together, as you’ve seen.  If I am killed, it won’t matter.  Makite will take my place, and after him it will be Tugto.  And another, and another.  We will continue to attack your caribou until they are all destroyed.  The Tunrit are many, but we live and die as one.  In the past, we were your friends.  Are you prepared to kill us all?”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “Even if there is a simpler way to stop us?”
 
   The hoof eased away.  “How?”
 
   “With a promise,” said Vithrok.  “With a promise.”
 
   He stepped forward, reaching up to pluck a fruit from a nearby tree.  “Middle ground,” he said thoughtfully, turning the peach over in his hand.  “A simple bargain, nothing more.” 
 
   Tekkeitsertok took a step back. The birchwood bower creaked noisily as it sat.
 
   “From time to time,” explained Vithrok, “we may ask you to provide for us.  To allow us some meat without interference, so that we too may survive.  If you supply game for us in some small quantity, we will take no more than is necessary.  The fawns and does will not be harmed.”
 
   Tekkeitsertok’s head bowed thoughtfully, its long chin coming to rest upon its barrel chest.  Its large brown eyes betrayed little emotion, but Vithrok imagined he caught a glimmer of relief amid the liquid pools. 
 
   “Promise to help us when we are in need,” said Vithrok.  “That’s all I ask.”
 
   “As it happens the tukturjuit, my gentle caribou, have generous souls,” replied Tekkeitsertok.  “This they can be convinced to accept.  But your part of the bargain will have to be kept as well.  I ask respect for the dead, for those who make this sacrifice.  Take no more than is offered.  It will be enough.  You may have their skins and their flesh, but not their souls.  You must honor them.  There will be no scraping of skins while a hunt is on, and no boasting of your kills.”
 
   “These things we will do,” said Vithrok.  He eyed the peach thoughtfully.
 
   “One more thing,” said Tekkeitsertok.  Anger flashed in its huge brown eyes.  “Why did you single out the caribou when there are so many other creatures?”
 
   Vithrok thrust his wide chin forward.  
 
   “You are not the only one,” he explained.  “But the first of many.  Tell the lord of the musk oxen that his turn comes next.  Perhaps we can come to a similar agreement before the Tunrit people begin to wipe out his charges.  And tell Sedna, mistress of the seals, and Tornarssuk and the Whale-Man and all the others.  It shall be no different with them.” 
 
   Vithrok took a bite of the peach but, being spirit only, it had no flavor.
 
    
 
   “You see?” shouted Tulunigraq, “You see?”
 
   And of course, except for Oogloon and Tugto, none could see.  The flashes of lightning had abated.
 
   “Vithrok is struck down,” explained Tulunigraq.  “This is what comes of angering the great spirits.  At least now he can’t lead us all to destruction.”
 
   “Is he dead?” asked Makite.
 
   Tulunigraq bent to Vithrok’s body and turned it over.  “He’s dead.  And gone.  His soul-light has fled from his body, leaving nothing but an empty shell.”
 
   Tulunigraq stood.  Tekkeitsertok’s wrath seemed to have been sated.  The ground had stopped shaking at least.  “Take what meat we can carry and let’s leave this place.”
 
   Makite bent to take one final look.  He was sorry it had come to this.  This was a tremendous loss to the Tunrit, making the road before them ever more difficult.  He swept the hair from his friend’s forehead.
 
   Vithrok’s eyes flew open.  
 
   Tulunigraq let out a startled yelp.
 
   The first gasp of frigid air stung Vithrok’s lungs.  With great effort he forced himself to draw another breath; he commanded the blood to again flow in his veins.
 
   “He lives!” shouted Tulunigraq, with genuine relief.
 
   Vithrok was shaky on his feet, as if unused to carrying the weight of his body.  Just moments before he had existed in spirit only.  His soul had separated from his body.  It had traveled a pathway apart from the flesh, among a world of spirits.  He wondered if he could do that trick again.  He thought he could.  A useful lesson, courtesy of Tekkeitsertok.
 
   Amid the field of lifeless caribou, the Tunrit gathered around their fallen hero.  As Vithrok witnessed the concerned faces of his crew, huddling close in an effort to see him in the darkness, he smiled.
 
   “Pack up the meat and let’s go,” he said, “We need not go hungry anymore.”
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Tulunigraq.
 
   Vithrok cocked his head and grinned.  “We have come to an agreement.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   A WALK WITH SHADOWS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ben woke with a start.  A chilling rush of fear had suddenly come upon him in his sleep.  With only a tiny movement of his head, he searched the room.  He found the tent empty and dark.  His wife was not beside him.  His children were gone.  He was alone.
 
   He sat up on the platform, naked, reeling from the shock.  Everything had been taken from him — not just his darling daughter but everything.  His heart seemed to have stopped; it now lay dead in his chest.
 
   An odd sense of acceptance followed, a realization that it was natural he should be alone, that this was the way he had been certain to end up, that love and family were nothing but a dream from which he had been bound to awake.  Hadn’t he known that all along?
 
   The tent flaps whistled in the wind, the poles shook.  This flimsy enclosure offered no shelter, no safety.  Nowhere was safe.  Whatever was waiting for him, reaching its clawed hands to claim him, would not be kept away by caribou hides and driftwood poles.  If there was someone or something outside, he would go to meet it.  He had no hope left, only a morbid sort of curiosity.
 
   He cast aside the sleeping furs. Naked and shivering, he stepped over to the tent entrance.  It was only right to feel cold.  Empty, dead and cold.  His heart had been ripped out with the death of his daughter.  He could feel nothing but cold and sorrow, and cold was the more preferable of the two. 
 
   He stepped into the night.  The Moon shone weakly, sleepy and half-hearted, surrounded by black driving clouds.  It painted the scene in two contrasting shades, silver and black, a severity of light and shadow in which he saw the Anatatook camp transformed.
 
   The skins of the tents were rotten and full of holes.  The meat racks and kennels wrecked and abandoned.  The dogs gone.  The entire settlement empty, empty and dead.
 
   Looking down he saw his true self revealed.  He wore dark and rancid hides, worn thin with neglect.  His skin was burned and peeling with char as if he had spent a long time in the fire.  He was twisted and broken, an oppressive weight bearing down on him, pressing against him from all sides.  It held him immobile, breathless, constrained.  Why had they done this to him?
 
   A fleeting memory of his childhood in Louisiana visited him in the form of his father’s treasured smile, glimpsed through sleep-lidded eyes.  But the memory burned away to ash.  He strained to bring it back but, reduced to black smoke, it drifted out of reach.  His father had been murdered in a revolt against sadistic men.  It was not enough for them to lay his back open with the whip, they had string him up from the same tree Ben had happily climbed as a child just days before.  There was no happiness.  Not anymore.
 
   A lowering cloud passed over the Moon, cutting off the light.  Darkness fell on the scene like a thick, all-encompassing bedsheet.  All was blackness now, as it was meant to be.  All was shadow.  Ben moved forward, stepping silently through the murky dark.
 
   He could see very little.  Everything had been rendered black, but there are shades of black, aren’t there?  Degrees of darkness.  Black on black.
 
   He sees figures moving in the gloom.  He can catch only hints and suggestions of what they are, these living shadows.  Hungry eyes stretch forth, then recede back into the lightless pools of their skulls.  Are they beautiful to him?  Yes.  Yes, they are.  Or are they horrible?  Trapped in this realm of cold and perpetual darkness.  Yes, they are that too.
 
   He hears their voices, away in the far distance.  He hears them wail and moan.
 
   The shadows of everything existing.
 
   And yet there is more.  A presence above it all.  Calling to this burned-out man who has lost everything, even false memories, calling him home.
 
   He begins to recognize faces in the shadows, some of those among the Yupikut who had tormented and abused him and escaped the shaman’s justice.  And is that Aquppak, deep in the shadows, glowering at him?  They are so difficult to see as they meld into the darkness.  He feels drawn to them, for surely these are his people welcoming him home.  He surrenders to the urge to move forward, to blend in with the lot of them.  But something holds him back.  The presence.  The one who stands above them all, the only one who could light his way in this hidden world.  Ben feels him, there in the shadows, immensely powerful.  But he is not threatening.  He is the light, the truth.
 
   “Father?”  
 
   Ben’s heart, awakened by pain once again, lurches within his chest.  Such a thing can’t be possible.  All else fades to obscurity as he listens for that desperate sound again.  He can see nothing.
 
   “Father!  Father!”  So lost and alone.  Tamuanuaq.
 
   “Tama?” Ben searches about, frantic for any sign that might lead him into the arms of his lost treasure.
 
   “Tama!” he screams.  But it is useless.  The echoes of his past life are fading fast.  The obscuring cloud drifts away and the Moon comes out again, throwing its silver light across the slumbering Anatatook camp, chasing away the darkness.  Again, the empty tents, the deserted camp.
 
   Everything looks wrong. A profound realization comes crashing down on him, the idea that the light is not real, never real, that only the shadows are real.
 
   He begs the cloud to sail across again, to once more bring the shadows and reclaim the truth.  He needs to go back.
 
   Ben trembles as the bold voice of the truth spoke at last, saying only, “In time.”
 
    
 
   “Mommyyyy…” whined Kinak, still half asleep. 
 
   “Sssh,” said Alaana.  “Sleep now.”
 
   It was always difficult for the children, she thought, to sleep during the long daylight of summer.  Light forced its way through the ceiling flap, and through the seams in the walls and through the skins themselves coloring the interior of the tent with a constant amber glow.  She remembered how the sunlight had called out to her as a child, telling her that sleep was not needed, that all the world was alive and ready for play and adventure, simply awaiting her attention. 
 
   Ben’s restless nightmare had disturbed the children.  Alaana saw Noona sitting up in bed.  The young girl said nothing.  A quiet and introspective child, she knew better than to complain about such things. 
 
   Now lying still once again, Ben’s lips gently parted, his breath coming in long heavy gasps like a drowning man unable to catch his breath. Asleep, but not in the dreamlands. 
 
   Of the seven worlds she traveled, Alaana had the ability to see directly into only two of them — the world that the Anatatook called reality, and the dream world.  She had explored the worlds above — the lofty Upperworld with its clouds and chatty gull-people, and the Celestial realm of Moon and stars.  She had also visited the worlds below — the Lowerworld with its vast forests and caverns, and the Underworld, the home of demons and foul spirits.  These spiritual realms were only accessible to those who possessed the special light of the shaman.
 
   But to the common people the dreamland was a frequent destination. It overlapped the ordinary world at every point.  Anyone might travel there, shaman or not, when their sleeping souls took flight in dreams. The seventh world, the shadow world, was also intimately connected to reality, accessible whenever the sun shined above, casting its shadows.  But the human soul did not often travel to the shadow world, if ever at all.  Alaana herself had never ventured there. 
 
   The tension in Ben’s brow relaxed as he reached nightmare’s end.  But he was not dreaming.  Alaana would have been able to see his soul if it walked the pathways of dream.  She might even be able to see what he was dreaming about.  But she couldn’t see his soul-light at all, as if it had gone far away.
 
   She wanted to nudge him awake but to rouse someone whose soul had left their body was too dangerous.
 
   Alaana stroked her husband’s cheek.  She nuzzled her nose against the nape of his neck, but he didn’t even know her touch.  She was helpless to do anything more. 
 
   She felt practically useless these days.  All of her shamanic abilities depended on concentration, on attaining the proper state of mind.  And since the death of Tama she’d been completely unable to focus.  She had been helpless to save Tama, unable to locate her missing soul, and now powerless in regards to Ben.  Without the help of their shaman, the people faced all the dangers of the north, a land of deadly weather and unforgiving spirits.  Without her to defend them, the Anatatook might fall. 
 
   Amid these discouraging thoughts, Alaana caught a whiff of a bitter smell that came from another place, another time.  Something very, very old and dangerous.  She sat up and flung her mind outward, but it was gone before she could identify the source.  It was gone. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   TEKKEITSERTOK
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As Alaana watched her husband silently braiding Noona’s hair, it became clear that he had lost faith in her.  Ben was not one to talk much about his feelings.  He left so many things unspoken; it was his way.  By the time discontent showed on his face the situation was always very dire.
 
   She feared losing him, his companionship, his warm embrace.  This was all she’d ever wanted — a husband, a family, a normal life.  Not to be the shaman.  Not to have the weight of seven worlds on her shoulders. But she was stuck with those responsibilities, burdened by Sila with a task of which no one else was capable.  She had suffered much on account of that gift.  She had worked hard to earn Tugtutsiak’s respect.  And now the headman was gone.  The people looked upon her kindly but their gaze was tinged with fear.  She didn’t want them to fear her; she didn’t want to stand apart.  She wanted to be one among them like her brother Maguan, to laugh with them, and sing and dance without a heavy mask covering her face. 
 
   When Tama died, it was Ben that had saved Alaana.  Ben hadn’t blamed her for the death.  He blamed Tooky and then Tugtutsiak and finally the Whale-Man but he had been clear from the first it was not Alaana’s fault.  If he had said otherwise or thought otherwise, she might have killed herself.  Gone out into the snow and laid down.  Let Nunatsiaq’s frigid embrace claim her body and the wild spirits tear apart her soul.  Only her husband’s strong voice, holding her blameless, had held her back.
 
   But now he had completely withdrawn.  That reassuring voice was gone.
 
   Usually Noona fussed and fidgeted as her hair was done, finding the new braids so stiff and uncomfortable.  Ben would talk to her the entire time, speaking in a low voice that distracted and lulled her.  Ben would tell her how cute and pretty she would look, and how Agruta and Pilarqaq would fawn over her in the morning.  This morning Ben said nothing, knotting the strands in silence.  And Noona, for her part, had not put up a fuss.  She could sense Ben’s moods almost as well as Alaana.
 
   Kinak asking again about his lost sister.  
 
   “She has gone far away,” Alaana told him.  “Far beyond the high hills, where the birds live.”
 
   “She isn’t coming back?”
 
   “No,” Alaana told him.
 
   Noona had taken it better — quieter, at least.  She knew death already.  Last summer one of her playmates, Ikeena’s third daughter, had drowned in the river.  Noona had seen the lifeless body as the men pulled it out of the water and laid it down on the beach.  For three nights she had fallen asleep in her father’s arms and he had dried her tears.  After that, she understood death pretty well.
 
   Ben tied off the last strand and said, in a completely uninspiring tone of voice, “There now.  Don’t you look nice?”
 
   Noona shrugged.
 
   “Run and play with the others now,” Alaana told her.  “Look after your little brother.  I don’t want him playing by himself.”
 
   When the children had gone out, Ben didn’t move from the platform’s edge.  He remained silent for a long time, staring at the tent skins.
 
   “You didn’t sleep well last night,” said Alaana.
 
   “I had a dream of Tama,” he said softly.
 
   “I dream of her every night.” 
 
   “She was lost and alone.”  Ben’s words slashed into Alaana’s heart.  She wanted to say Tama was not alone, but she didn’t know if that was true.
 
   “I couldn’t see her clearly but I heard her voice.  Her sweet voice.”  Ben closed his eyes, tilting his head as if he were listening intently.  “Is she there?  In the dreamlands?  Is she really there?”
 
   “The dreamlands are real,” said Alaana, “but they exist alongside our reality.  I think they are an echo of the Beforetime.  In the dreamlands anything can happen, some of it is made to happen by our hearts, just like in the Beforetime when people could do anything.  And other things happen by some design we can’t understand.”
 
   “But is it real?  When our souls wander there, can we meet another?  Can I find her there?”
 
   “The things we experience in the dreamlands are real, but their echo fades when we wake.  The dream world is as fluid as the sea.  Nothing that happens there remains. The experiences are sometimes remembered, but that’s all.”
 
   “Not real,” he said.
 
   “If you see her there, cherish the moment.  But when you wake she will still be gone.”
 
   “Gone,” he repeated, shaking his head.  “Gone where?”
 
   Again, she had no answer.
 
   When he looked at her a terrible creeping horror came stealing through his eyes.  Now it was finally coming out.  Too long pent up, it came rushing forth.  “I didn’t blame you when it happened.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “But I do blame you now.  For losing Tama’s soul, for not safeguarding our daughter’s passage.  Her soul, just like all of the Anatatook, was in your keeping.  Our little mouthful.  Now she is lost, adrift among the spirits, unsafe.  For this I can not forgive you.  I just can’t help it.”
 
   Alaana had no reasonable reply except, “I know.”
 
   And Ben fell silent again. 
 
    
 
   With the drum-beater wedged between the claws of its left forepaw, Tikiqaq struck the drum.
 
   The tupilaq had taken this chore to heart, its small black head bobbing, its whiskers flapping excitedly.  For a moment it appeared to Alaana as a silly imitation of her father who displayed much the same eagerness to help and possessed a similar scrawny mustache.
 
   “You’ve no sense of rhythm at all,” said Alaana.  “Think of it this way.  You’re swimming against the north current, right?  It’s flap, flap, flap-flap.  Understand?”
 
   Tikiqaq nodded enthusiastically and set upon the drum again.
 
   And the beat was wrong again.  Alaana thought her father certainly would have done a better job with the drum, but Kigiuna had kayaks to mend and spearheads to sharpen.
 
   To allow Kigiuna in the karigi while she met with Tekkeitsertok to decide the contest would be viewed with certain suspicion.  Aquppak had already accused Alaana of willingness to give her brother Maguan unfair advantage.  While the Anatatook believed in the honesty of their shaman, most would agree that Kigiuna would be tempted to reveal information that would aid his eldest son’s cause.
 
   And so, Tikiqaq.
 
   “Now you have it right,” said Alaana.  “Swimming, swimming.  Keep that beat, just so.  Even after I’m gone.  This is important — don’t stop until I return.”
 
   The tupilaq said nothing, too intent on preventing a mistake, but Alaana knew its heart.  It would do as it was asked.
 
   “I’m depending on you.”
 
   Alaana thought she saw an upward curl at the edges of the seal carcass’ ruined mouth.
 
   The shaman began her chant.  “Tekkeitsertok, spirit of the wild caribou, heed my call…”  She struggled to clear her mind.  Although it was a leap she had taken many times before, separating soul from body was no easy task.  She was no longer sure she possessed the certainty of purpose and strength of will necessary.
 
   “Tekkeitsertok, spirit of the wild caribou, heed my call…”
 
   Alaana ground the words out between gritted teeth.  She must relax, put away worldly thoughts, and let reality melt away.
 
   She could forget Tugtutsiak’s death, the danger and disarray facing the Anatatook, and even Ben’s slow descent back into the maelstrom of dark thoughts and despair from which she had raised him years ago.  But she couldn’t put away thoughts of Tama.  That sorrow would always be with her, followed closely by its two companions, guilt and the keen-edged panic of self-doubt.  The guilt was a writhing pain in her belly that never went away.  When she put aside the other worldly distractions, the problem was only made worse — with all her other worries silenced, she could hear little else but the voice of her lost daughter.
 
   Tikiqaq missed the rhythm, striking the wooden rim of the drum with a sharp clunking sound.
 
   “That’s not right!” snapped Alaana.  “It has to be right every time.”
 
   Tikiqaq let out a startled squawk from the raven beak stuck in its forehead.  “Tiktik not made for drums and music,” growled the seal’s mouth.  “Me for blood and ripping and tearing things up.  And bone crunching.”  The tupilaq spoke with gathering confidence.  “And biting poison,” it added, eyes lighting up.  “And blood and ripping–”
 
   “Tssst!” said Alaana.  “The drumhead is the skull of your enemy.  Strike it!  And do it with the proper rhythm.”
 
   The poor creature bowed its head, having not the will to disobey its master.  It took up the beat again.
 
   The tupilaq was a poor excuse for a spirit helper, and ill-suited to guide and protect a shaman on her journey.  Once again, Alaana walked alone.  The helper spirits of her youth had all fled upon her initiation, worried away at the arrival of her patron spirit Sila, the Walker In The Wind.  A fickle patron at that.  Old Manatook had said that Alaana could do nothing without Sila’s help, but it seemed as if she had no help.  Sila was perhaps too busy with the vast and important duties of being the wind to bother with such an insignificant little shaman, and left Alaana to fend for herself against her own inadequacy.  Concentrate, she told herself in the voice of her old teacher Old Manatook.  Concentrate. 
 
   “Tekkeitsertok,” she intoned, “Spirit of the wild caribou, heed my call.”  She raised a smoldering braid of sweet prairie grass, an herb whose aromatic smoke was especially pleasing to the spirits of the wild.  She waved it carefully, invoking patterns to the east, west, north and south, skyward and earthward.
 
   “Heed my call.” Alaana felt ashamed at the note of desperation that had crept into her voice.  She added a sprinkle of dried star anise to the burning embers within the soapstone vessel before her.  As the pungent wisps spiraled upward, carrying her song to the supernatural realm, she lost herself in the twirling, twisting dance of the smoke.  It had no cares as it went, drifting slowly, spiraling here, recoiling there, but always moving upward and away.  Her awareness extended outward, flowing with the smoke as it rose toward the vent-hole.
 
   And suddenly she was flying, lifted up in the blissfully wild embrace of Sila.  The invisible hands of the wind spoke to her with the confidence of their touch.  Sila could not heal Alaana’s broken heart, but he would bear her to the next realm.  That he could do.
 
   Alaana glimpsed the face of Sila in the ever-changing swirl.  A pair of shining eyes that radiated kindness, a flowing white beard, a smile that creased the face in great ravines.  A face that was all faces, including Old Manatook’s stern reproach when she strayed from her lessons, Tugtutsiak’s grim determination, Aquppak’s raw ambition, and her father’s wry smile.
 
   So many things she wanted to say to Sila, so many questions she needed to ask.  Alaana was concerned only with the most important.  “Where is she?”
 
   “Some place dark,” hissed the wind.
 
   “Tell me.  Tell me what I want to know.”
 
   “You will find her.”  The wind left her with a whispered assurance.  “There will be answers someday.”
 
   Alaana’s spirit-woman knelt upon the floor of brown needles and twigs that carpeted the Wild Wood.  The arms of the trees bent overhead in a great arch that defined the wicker bower where Tekkeitsertok sat.  Pale blossoms dotted the intertwined branches.  Unlike the brilliant reds and blues Alaana had recently witnessed to the south, these flowers seemed pale and faded, their petals dropping silently down. 
 
   At rest on its birchwood throne, its head drooping with the weight of the huge racks of its antlers, the great turgat seemed to be sleeping.  The long, sloping face of an ancient caribou teetered atop its graceful neck.  A long white mane lent the spirit a venerable air.  Surely the turgat was old beyond reckoning. 
 
   “Tekkeitsertok,” Alaana said again, “Spirit of the wild caribou, heed my call.”
 
   Tekkeitsertok opened its huge liquid-brown eyes, tilting its head slightly.  Then its chin slumped once again to its barrel chest. 
 
   “Here I stand, humble before you,” sang Alaana.
 
   There was no response.
 
   Alaana spoke up, invoking the terms of the Old Agreement.  “With arms outstretched to your kindness and mercy.  Hear me!”
 
   Alaana felt her inuseq dissolving, felt herself begin to slip back into normal reality.  Panic seized her heart.  Not now, not like this!  She couldn’t leave now.  She needed an answer for the people.
 
   Tekkeitsertok let out a sudden, booming snarl.  It shifted in its seat, bending forward to glance down at the thing that had sunk its teeth into the fur of its hindleg.  Tekkeitsertok lifted its other hoof as if to scrape the little beast from its shin.  
 
   Tikiqaq yelped softly and darted away.  It shuffled backward among the pine needles strewn along the ground.
 
   “What little thing is this?” mumbled the great turgat.  “Curious little thing.  A patchwork creature, bits of souls sewn together with blood and twine.”
 
   “No kill me!” squealed Tikiqaq, still backpedaling toward where Alaana’s spirit-woman knelt before the throne.
 
   Tekkeitsertok seemed to have grown amused, for it let out a thin rasp of a laugh.  “I don’t know how you can be here,” it said.  “But I’m willing to let you live, so long as you don’t bite me again.”
 
   “I brought it here,” said Alaana.  She stood up.  
 
   The gigantic caribou-spirit tilted its great head, noticing Alaana for the first time.  It regarded the shaman through half-closed, sleepy eyes.  “I don’t know you.  Away!” 
 
   Tekkeitsertok flicked its tufted tail at her as if she were a pestering fly.
 
   “You do know me,” insisted Alaana.  “I am a shaman of the Anatatook people.”
 
   One brow raised, a huge brown eye gaped slightly.  “No, I don’t know you.  And you don’t seem like much of a shaman to me.”
 
   Alaana sighed in exasperation.  Always it was the same.  “Look closely.  I have the light, and that is enough.  There is a bargain to consider.”
 
   The turgat nodded its great head slowly.  Its long, slanted snout drew close, sniffing, then let out a blast of breath that reeked of moldy grasses.  
 
   Alaana stood firm, or at least as firmly as she was able with the cowering Tikiqaq tugging on the back of her legs.  “My people are hungry.  We need your help.”
 
   “The Old Agreement,” said Tekkeitsertok, “grows old.  I’m not sure why I ever agreed to such a thing in the first place.  That was so long ago.  Another time.  Another people.”
 
   “You swore to keep that bargain.”
 
   Its huge, starry eyes flared.  “So I did.  And so I will.”
 
   For a long moment Tekkeitsertok gazed pensively at the ground.  Or perhaps it was falling asleep.  Alaana panicked a little, not sure if she could rouse the great spirit again.  She vowed she would try, even if it meant sinking her own teeth into the spirit’s tawny leg.
 
   “The weather warms,” shouted Alaana.  “The hawk chases the snow starling.  The white owl hunts the lemming.  Your charges come up from the south…”
 
   Tekkeitsertok waved a foreleg impatiently.  “It has been a long winter; I’ve not much to give.”
 
   “We don’t need much.  Just tell me: Where will they cross?”
 
   “The tip of the silver tongue.  Four days’ time.  You won’t hurt the does?”
 
   “Of course not,” said Alaana.  “When have we ever?”
 
   For a moment Tekkeitsertok seemed lost and confused.  Its tremendous antlers swooped as the head described a slow arc that left its pointed chin nestled in the hollow of the barrel chest. 
 
   “We will keep the taboos,” said Alaana.  She thought of the Whale-Man and almost choked on the words.  “I will see to it.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   A NEW HEADMAN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The salmon run had come and gone.  The Anatatook had already begun packing up their camp.  The heads of families met at the karigi to discuss the question of leadership with Alaana, while most everyone else made one final trip to the foothills to pick the last of the berries.
 
   Ben would have liked to stay back at the camp but his family wouldn’t hear of it.  They had devoted themselves to the impossible task of cheering him up, or at least walking beside him in his misery.  Instinctively they kept him in the center of the pack as they foraged among the low bushes of the ravine, so that wherever he turned Itoriksak and Pilarqaq were quick to offer a reassuring half-smile or a nod of the head.
 
   Soon the camp would move again, heading inland after the caribou.  Leaving Tama behind, her little body crushed beneath the stones in a shallow grave at the tidal pool.  The farther they traveled, the stronger the feelings of loss seemed to tug at Ben, drawing him back.  Their tracks were swept away, eaten up by the melting snow, but as always sadness followed at their heels.
 
   Ben paid no attention to the chattering of the others as he plodded along beside them. He was intent on listening for something else.  For that whispered word he had heard in the dream, that forlorn call of a six-year-old voice.  He didn’t feel the sun beaming down its rare warmth from the sky.  He didn’t want to feel it.  He was much more interested in searching the places where the sun did not reach, the dark places between the rocks, or the clefts in the trail.  The shadows.
 
   He snapped a plump salmonberry from its stem.
 
   Plenty of chores to keep the hands busy, but the mind was free to roam.  He thought of icy depths where the light never reached.  He thought of the bottom of the sea.  Could there be any deeper shadow than the bottom of the ocean?  He imaged the cold water’s numbing embrace.  As it leeched all feeling from his body, would it do the same to put his mind at peace?  Would he find his daughter there?  He thought not.
 
   He squashed the berry between his fingers, letting the bright red juice run down. 
 
   And then there were his other children to consider.  Noona and Kinak.  He would never leave them.
 
   “Oh, Look!” Kinak squealed with delight.  “Isn’t he cute?  Look how tiny he is.  Even smaller than me.”
 
   As the eight-year-old boy hopped around from foot to foot he frightened the object of his admiration, sending the tupilaq shuffling around behind Tooky.  
 
   “And he has such funny eyes!” added the boy.  “Like little black stones.”  He advanced on Tikiqaq again, chubby little index finger extended and no doubt meant for one of the eyes. 
 
   Ben gently pulled him back and away.
 
   “Doesn’t it bother you, having that ugly thing follow you around?” he asked Tooky.
 
   Tooky shook her head.  “Better than having Aolajut’s claws in my back.”
 
   “She wouldn’t!” said Pilarqaq.
 
   “She would,” said Higilak.  While the others stuffed their berries into seal pokes, the old woman carried a fancy ivory basket her husband had carved long ago.  The slender basket didn’t hold many but she always used it for berry picking.
 
   “I don’t blame her,” admitted Tooky.  “I killed her husband.”  Tooky, no longer in mourning, wore her hair in two long black braids framing her young face.
 
   “You didn’t kill anyone,” said Ben.  Coming from him, this statement seemed to mean a lot to Tooky.  Her lips twitched slightly but nothing more, as if she was afraid to smile.  Childlike and hesitant in her movements, Tooky seemed so fragile.
 
   Tooky added, “I’ve always been bad luck.  Before me, my mother gave birth to two dead children.  To break her luck, she gave me away to her sister to bring up.”  She drew her slender fingers down the branch, leaving two plump red berries in their wake without plucking them.  “Then she went away.  I never saw her again.”
 
   “Maybe she was the bad luck,” offered Pilarqaq.  “Maybe that’s why she went away.”
 
   Tooky looked pensive.  “There’s little difference.  Which is worse or better?  To be bad luck or born to a mother who was such bad luck she had to go away?”
 
   “If anyone brought bad luck here, it was me,” said Ben.
 
   “Tssk,” said Higilak.  “Hush now.”
 
   “It’s fate,” said Ben, with a blistering look toward the old woman.  “How can anyone fight it?  Some people aren’t meant to be happy.  When things are good for them, it’s all a lie.  I know.”
 
   “What nonsense is this?” said Pilarqaq, with a toss of her head.  “The Ben we know is a fighter.  Always has been.”  Turning to Tooky, she explained, “Ben helped Alaana escape from the Yupikut.  They saved our whole village.”
 
   Noticing the way Ben’s face hardened at mention of the Yupikut, Pilarqaq added, “He’s a wonderful father to his children.”  Then, realizing this statement also brought sorrow, she lost her grip on the seal poke.  Her catch of salmonberries tumbled out across the muddy snow.  She called Noona, urging the girl to help pick them up.
 
   Ben continued, “Ask Higilak.  She knows.  You can’t escape what’s fated to happen.”
 
   Tooky turned toward the old woman, her eyes gaping wide.  “Is that true?  Do the spirits control everything that happens to us?”
 
   “Alaana would say otherwise,” said Itoriksak, directing his comment at Ben.
 
   “I suppose,” said Higilak, “the truth lies somewhere in between. Some things we can control and others are decided for us.”
 
   “But which ones are which?” asked Tooky.
 
   Higilak shrugged.  “That’s the test we face.  Don’t ask me.  There are some things even an old woman doesn’t know, after all.”
 
   Ben said darkly, “There’s a shadow still hanging over you.”
 
   “If you’re talking about Beluga Killer’s vengeance, I did escape it.  Twice.  Once by Old Manatook’s hand and once because of Alaana.”
 
   Ben recalled the horrific image of Beluga Killer, the angry ghost of a polar bear Higilak’s father had wronged, as it bore down on the old woman, thirsting for vengeance.  “And do you feel like it’s done?  You told Alaana once that she did the wrong thing, saving you.  That she should have left things alone.  That you were meant to die, and how something bad would come of it.”
 
   The old woman frowned.  “Well, perhaps I was wrong in that.  So many years have passed, and no ill wind has blown our way.”  She gasped, obviously thinking of Tama, and struggled to correct herself.
 
   Ben thought them all very silly, trying to dance around his misery.  The truth of it was, wherever the conversation turned, Tamuanuaq was there.  
 
   “Kinak!” yelled Ben.  The young boy was stuffing berries in Tiki’s mouth.  The tupilaq spit them out, drooling red juice like blood.
 
   Ben snatched the boy’s hand, thinking his fingers had been cut on the tupilaq’s sharp teeth.  “Don’t do that.  He doesn’t eat berries.”
 
   “What does he eat?” asked Kinak.
 
   “Little boys, I think!” joked Itoriksak. 
 
   Kinak chuckled and wiped his sticky fingers on the hem of his sister’s parka.  “Stop it!” said Noona, “You wretched little thing.”
 
   “Let’s talk about something else,” said Pilarqaq.  “Who do you think they will choose?  Could it be Maguan?”
 
   “The answer is obvious,” Ben said.  “It must be Aquppak.  I like Maguan well enough — everyone does — but he isn’t the best choice.”
 
   “Aquppak’s no good,” said the old woman ominously.  “Years ago he sent his poor grandfather out onto the tundra to die, and then drove his aunt Tikiquatta to the same fate.  I’ve told them all that, but would they listen to an old woman?”
 
   “Maybe Aquppak has changed,” said Itoriksak.  “He has two children of his own.  He’s very generous…”
 
   “He wants to be headman too much,” said Old Higilak.  “I’ve seen it before.  Ambition is an ill wind that blows nobody any good.”
 
   “Just so long as it’s not Talliituk,” said Tooky.
 
   Itoriksak seemed genuinely surprised.  “Oh?  Don’t you think you should support your husband’s son?”
 
   Tooky spat on the ground.  “I’m out of that family.  For good.  I don’t care if I starve!  I don’t care if I die!”  Something in her voice caught.  Tooky’s eyes shifted suddenly, her nostrils flared slightly.
 
   Noona tugged at Ben’s sleeve.  “Tooky’s got a secret,” she said.
 
   “Hush child,” returned Ben.  “She’s upset.”
 
   “Tooky, you shouldn’t be all alone,” suggested Pilarqaq.  “When we move the camp, don’t bother packing up that rotten tent.  That shabby thing is going to blow down with the first big gust that comes along.”
 
   “Are you inviting me into your home?” asked Tooky. “Maguan–”
 
   “Not as a wife,” said Pilarqaq.  “As a sister.”
 
   “I don’t want to be a wife ever again,” said Tooky.
 
   “That’s a hard road,” said Higilak.  “Some say without children you aren’t a woman at all.”
 
   Tooky glanced at Ben guiltily then looked away.
 
   Noona tugged gently at Ben’s sleeve.  “Secret,” she whispered.
 
   “That’s a funny thing for you to say, Old Mother,” said Pilarqaq.  “You never had any children.”
 
   “Foo!” said Higilak.  “When Manatook died, I couldn’t go on alone.  My heart wanted to stop beating.  And it would have, if not for my children.  Adopted or not, Alaana and Ben are my lifeblood.”
 
   She gave Ben’s hand a squeeze.  “What would I do without you?”
 
    
 
   She had left the men seated in an orderly fashion outside the karigi.  But now Alaana stepped out into summer’s eve to find them in total disarray, standing in irregular groups, jostling each other amid raised voices.  Kigiuna had grabbed the front of Nuralak’s parka and was threatening him.  The two were arguing over some old grievance involving a ruined kayak. 
 
   Iggy shouted in an attempt to quell the commotion.  “Alaana!  Alaana has come out!”
 
   Heads turned but some of the arguments continued.  A new wave of raised voices broke out, men who sought to silence the others so that the angatkok might speak.
 
   “Tell us, angatkok, of all that you have learned.”
 
   “Tekkeitsertok, as usual, has been generous.  The caribou shall make the crossing at the–”
 
   “Hold!”  Massautsiaq raised a hand in a hunter’s sign.  “The men must tell first, or it’s no test.”
 
   It was true.
 
   Talliituk stepped forward eagerly.  “I will speak first, as is my right.”  He nodded at Alaana.
 
   Alaana wasn’t sure Talliituk had claim to any such privilege but let it pass.  Someone must be first; it might as well be him.
 
   Talliituk raised his arms dramatically.  “I have determined the point of the caribou’s crossing,” he said loudly, “using the methods of my father.”
 
   Snickers erupted from the gathered men, but Tallituk paid them no heed.  “My father’s blood runs in my veins,” he said.  His eyes shifted nervously as he added, “He speaks to me.”
 
   “From the bottom of the sea?” chided Nuralak.  “No one could believe such a thing.”
 
   “In my heart,” said Talliituk with a contrite bow of his head and a questionable quaver in his voice.  “He speaks to me in my heart.”
 
   None could argue with that, but Aquppak said, “I’m fairly sure that conversations with the dead were not the methods Tugtutsiak used for tracking game.”
 
   “And the caribou?” asked Alaana, eager to get the conversation back on track.
 
   “They shall cross at the base of the Big Nose.  An ideal spot for an ambush.”
 
   Nuralak objected. “He knows nothing. He is simply predicting the same place as last year.”
 
   “So what?” said Talliituk, “That doesn’t mean it’s not the correct place.  Alaana, am I right?”
 
   “Not yet,” said Alaana.  “Let’s hear from the others.”
 
   “Go ahead, Maguan,” urged Iggy.  “You must be able to do better than that.” 
 
   Maguan reluctantly took a place at the head of the crowd.  “I think they will cross to the south of the Big Nose, most likely at the place where the Tongue of Man crosses into the flats.”
 
   “And your method?” asked Massautsiaq.
 
   “If one pays attention to the migrations from year to year and draws them in the snow, a pattern shows itself.  The herds travel closer to the south each year, looking for the places where the long grasses still grow.  If we go to the south of Big Nose, we’ll find them.”
 
   Mutters of approval came from the hunters, many of whom must have noticed the same pattern. 
 
   “The pattern will not hold true this year,” said Aquppak, stepping boldly to the front.  “The caribou will cross at the bend of the Silver Tongue where it makes its sharp change of course toward the west.”
 
   “That place is far away,” said Kigiuna.  “We can’t afford to make a mistake.”
 
   Aquppak looked back at him, a shock of black hair falling over one eye.  In his youth, Alaana remembered Aquppak constantly pushing the hair aside with what many considered a feminine gesture.  Now he let the hair stubbornly lay, causing him to tilt his head to one side and squint slightly around it. 
 
   Aquppak had just returned from several days of travel across the tundra.  A journey by sled was impossible in summer and the hunter had gone alone and on foot.  There was no telling how much land he had crossed, but when he returned Aquppak had the haggard look of a man who hadn’t slept and who had eaten very little.  His face was deeply tanned and burnished by the wind, the skin on his nose peeling from constant sun.  He looked, Alaana thought, like a leader.
 
   “I have spoken to many.  I have seen for myself,” added Aquppak.
 
   “White traders?” asked Kigiuna.
 
   “I have spoken to many,” returned Aquppak.  “The herd will cross at the Silver Tongue.”
 
   All eyes turned to Alaana.
 
   “Tekkeitsertok told me the same,” Alaana said.  “We’ll go to the place Aquppak has named.  He leads us.”
 
   Nuralak offered a hunter’s whoop of approval.  “After a successful hunt, the matter will be decided.  How much time?”
 
   “Don’t look so smug, Nuralak,” said Kigiuna. 
 
   Nuralak snickered and looked away.  Again he asked, “How much time?”
 
   Cleverly, he put this question to Alaana, rather than Aquppak.
 
   “Four sleeps,” she said.
 
   “The Silver Tongue is far to the south,” said Aquppak.  “We strike camp at once.”
 
   “There are many whites that far south…” said Kigiuna.
 
   “It can’t be helped,” said Alaana.  “That’s where the herds will cross.  We’ll do our best to avoid the kabloonas.”
 
   Talliituk couldn’t hide his disappointment. “This is unacceptable.”
 
   “Do you question the word of your angatkok?” asked Kigiuna.  His hopes for Maguan had been dashed, but he would brook no disrespect for Alaana.
 
   “No,” replied Talliituk.  “But I want a promise.  I want you to promise that we will return to the Tongue so that we may hunt whale next year.”
 
   Although the question had been asked of Alaana, it was Aquppak who answered. “Do you know which way the wind will blow?  Do you know what next winter will bring?  I can make no such promise.  Your father wouldn’t either.”
 
   Talliituk shook his head.  “You’re not half the man my father was.”
 
   “If there’s a question between us, Talliituk,” growled Aquppak, “we don’t need the angatkok to decide it for us.”  He balled both fists.  There was a killer twinkle in his eyes.
 
   Nuralak stepped between them.  “The boats will be safe here if we ever need them again.”
 
   “If we ever?” squawked Talliituk.
 
   Maguan whispered in Alaana’s ear .  “Will the boats be safe?  What if Aquppak sends someone from Nuralak’s family to destroy them?”
 
   “Enough time wasted on talk and chatter,” said Aquppak.  He stepped past Talliituk, close enough to rub shoulders, and took pride of place in front of the men.  “We strike camp immediately.  It’s a long way on a soft trail to the Silver Tongue.  We go straight south along the line of Black Face.  That’s the shortest way, though it may be difficult for the women.”
 
   He raised his voice as a true leader should, addressing all the men as one.  “Let the caribou be as plentiful as they may, let the tundra run with them as never an Anatatook has seen them run before.  We must move as swiftly as the owl’s wing.  It is good the days are long.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   TOOTH AND CLAW
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Vithrok remembers.
 
   “How many?”  Makite asked.  His eyes moved sharply, though he was blind in the darkness.  Rather than accept this weakness his attentive gaze never ceased ranging out over the rocks and crags of the valley, searching out any glimmer of movement.  “What do you see?”
 
   “Hard to count them,” replied Vithrok as he peered over a boulder.  The spirit-vision rendered the valley in a hazy purple glow, the reflected soulshine from the blanket of snow.  Dull gray hues marked the sleepy spirits of the stones, while the animal souls were vibrant red and orange.  “At least three on the near side of the valley, moving in and out of the rocks.” 
 
   Six Tunrit crowded behind Vithrok.  Their hunting party had been caught out in the open.  The long, tiresome hunt and exposure to the frigid winds had taken their toll.  Worse yet, their bellies were empty.  The musk oxen they had been promised were intercepted by the dagger-toothed cats.  The Tunrit had watched helplessly as their prey were killed and eaten, their lifeblood lapped up by the tongues of the savage, man-sized cats.  Not content with their feast of oxen, the cats had driven the hunters to ground among the rocks of the ravine. 
 
   Vithrok turned to the west.  “A few more on the other side.”  It was hard to tell.  The cats moved silently among the stones, keeping low and hidden. 
 
   “We can’t stay here,” said Makite.  He shook his head, rattling the little animal bones bound into his beard.  “Given time, they’ll flush us out.  Kill us one by one.”
 
   Vithrok nodded his agreement.  “Black Face,” he said.
 
   “Our only chance,” said Makite.  “We can follow the shelter of these rocks down the valley.  But we’ll be exposed on the flats just outside the cave entrance.”
 
   “No choice,” said Vithrok.  He whistled for the attention of the others.  “We move,” he said.  “Follow me. Keep your spearheads pointed outward.  Qotirgin and Niota, pay attention to the rear.”
 
   The band of Tunrit made their way down the ravine.  The rocks were tall enough for protection from an all-out assault by the cats but the rear was definitely the problem.  Vithrok, the only Sighted One among them, had to guide their way forward and none was left to see behind.  This weakness bothered him more and more as they went on, for the cats almost always attacked from behind. 
 
   A low whine pierced the eternal night, followed by a menacing growl.  Makite heard it too.  “At the rear,” he said.  “Go back, Vithrok.  I know these rocks.  I can get us across the flats.  The caves aren’t far.”
 
   Vithrok agreed.  He moved quickly down the line of men, giving them each a word of confidence as he went, urging them to keep vigilant.  Vithrok took note of every man’s position and whispered to him about what lay directly ahead, pointing out likely places where the cats might strike.  He hurried along, keeping them on guard, protecting them. 
 
   He reached the end of the line just in time.  One of the beasts scrambled up over a rounded boulder, poised to strike.  Vithrok shouted a warning to Qotirgin.  He had chosen this man as rear guard because of the sharpness of his hearing, but death had crept so silently there had been nothing for him to hear.  Vithrok launched his spear at the charging dagger-tooth.  The cat dodged its tip.
 
   The combination of Vithrok’s shout and the spear haft rebounding off the rock was enough to frighten the cat away.  He thought his point might have nicked its foreleg because it limped slightly as it beggared off.  Qotirgin made a move to go after it but Vithrok held him back.  “Let it go.  Let it go.”
 
   Vithrok made out the blazing red souls of three other cats slinking along in their wake.  He picked up a fist-sized rock and hurled it at them.  Calling Niota to him, he said, “Listen.  Makite will pause at the edge of the flats to draw all of us together before we make the crossing.  But this is the wrong idea.  While our enemies linger here at the rear, it’s best for the men to move forward right away.”
 
   Niota nodded his understanding.  He must make his way up the line.  Vithrok could not go, since he served as the eyes at the rear.  Niota handed Vithrok his spear and set off.  By exchanging calls with the next man ahead, Niota would be able to follow the line of men back up to the front to deliver his message to Makite. 
 
   Meanwhile the cats had drawn strength from the pack.  “They come again!” warned Vithrok. 
 
   He saw both beasts clearly, marked out by their soul-lights’ fiery glow.  He stepped out from the rocks, directing Qotirgin to move to the left.  The dagger-tooths had already begun their charge.  Vithrok stood his ground, following the onrushing cat as it jagged across the snow.  They never charged directly, always from the side, but this one was keeping him guessing as to which side.  Until the very last.  The cat leapt.  Vithrok watched it from the corner of his eye, but the bulk of his attention was reserved for Qotirgin.
 
   Qotirgin crouched beside a protective rock, but it would not be enough.  Vulnerable and exposed, he could see nothing. 
 
   Vithrok measured his response exactly.  He took the charge of the dagger-tooth on the tail end of his spear, deflecting the great bulk of the animal with a sharp blow to its belly.  He grunted under the tremendous weight of the lunging beast.  The muscles of his arms wrenched, his legs pushed hard against the ground.  One knee buckled under the strain.  Through it all, his eyes never left Qotirgin.
 
   “Down!” he shouted.  Qotirgin dropped to the ground, slashing blindly with his spear to no good purpose.  Having put off his attacker with the blunt end, Vithrok whirled around, launching his spear at the dagger-tooth soaring toward Qotirgin.  This throw, hasty as it was, did not miss.  The spear pierced the animal’s throat.
 
   The cat hissed violently as it tried to cough up the shaft embedded in its throat.  Qotirgin stooped and felt around for a way to make the kill.  He couldn’t see his way close enough to the writhing animal in the pale starlight.  It flailed about, a horror of slashing claws and snapping teeth.  The haft of Vithrok’s spear, still imbedded in the cat’s neck, struck Qotirgin behind the knee.
 
   “Fall back into the line,” said Vithrok, “and go forward.  That one’s done.  Leave it.”
 
   He had escaped his own attacker but its raking claws had slashed his shoulder.  His flesh was sliced open and bleeding.  The icy air felt good on the torn skin.
 
   When Vithrok eventually reached the flats he saw that his message had been delivered.  Makite had already sent the men forward to the sheltering caves in Black Face.  He had hung back, overseeing the men across the gap.  Makite, Vithrok and Qotirgin were the last.  The three would have to make their crossing unprotected.
 
   “Keep close to me,” said Vithrok.
 
   As soon as they began their dash across the open space, the growls and roars of the great cats erupted from the darkness.  These were meant to startle their fleeing prey, perhaps even to paralyze them with fear.  They would have no such effect on the Tunrit.  Instead they revealed the positions of the enemy to well-trained ears.
 
   They were being attacked from both sides at once.  “Straight on!” Vithrok shouted to Qotirgin. “Strike low!”
 
   Qotirgin lunged immediately with his spear.  The dagger-tooth passed deftly around the blow, toppling Qotirgin to the ground.  Vithrok threw himself at the beast, burying his knife to the hilt in the animal’s shaggy neck.  As he withdrew the blade and plunged it down again, he looked to Makite.
 
   “Behind you!” he called out, but it was too late.  Makite had already fallen beneath the lunge, the beast full upon his back.  He screamed as the cat tore into him.  It was a death scream. 
 
    
 
   “How long can we stay here?” asked Qotirgin, indicating the interior of the cave.  “We’ve no food.”
 
   The dagger-tooths had now given up all attempts at stealth in favor of intimidation and bluster.  They passed noisily in front of the mouth of the cave, growling and roaring as they went. 
 
   “If we had something to burn, maybe we could drive them off,” suggested another of the Tunrit.
 
   Vithrok scanned the interior of the cavern but found nothing that might easily burn.
 
   Outside, a burst of hissing and spitting rang out as two of the cats took to fighting.  The tussle ended with a screech of pain and the sounds of the victor noisily chewing on meat, and snapping and crunching on bone.
 
   “They kill us,” said Qotirgin.  “They kill each other.  They even kill the mamut.”
 
   “If something isn’t done about it, we’ll all be killed,” moaned Uivvaq.  “We will all be gone.”
 
   “I won’t allow that,” said Vithrok.  The low mood of the men alarmed him.  Their soul-lights, often so fiery and strong, appeared dulled by this most recent ordeal.  In a show of personal power, he placed his hands on a sizable rock in the center of the room.  In the Beforetime it had been a simple thing to make rocks burn, but in this new reality it was much more difficult.  Difficult, but not impossible.
 
   Vithrok sought out the spirit within the stone, a dull gray wisp at rest in the center of the rock.  He eyed the naked soul-light with disdain.  It seemed nothing more than a feeble fragment of the Beforetime, the merest sliver of the greatness that had gone before.  Sleeping was all the rock spirits ever seemed to do. 
 
   “Wake up,” said Vithrok with the power of his mind.  “Wake up!”
 
   The dumb brute stirred only slightly.
 
   “I want you to burn,” ordered Vithrok.  The spirit of the stone shook him off.  Vithrok, enraged, dug deeper.  His mind had hands of its own, with long sharp fingers that could penetrate the stone, seeking out the soul within.  It could not hide from him.
 
   He dug in.  The stone creaked as, twisting, it grated upon itself.  “You will burn!” thought Vithrok, mind to mind.  His will grappled the soul of the stone, offering it no choice in the matter.  The struggle lasted only a short while and although the exertion was great, Vithrok would not relent until the surface of the boulder burst into brilliant orange flame. 
 
   The Tunrit gasped in surprise, then cheered their leader.  They crowded around, rubbing frosted hands before the fire.  As they rubbed warmth into their faces, Vithrok saw their expressions change. Their weariness and despair receded just a little as a glimmer of hope kindled in the orange light.  Eyes alight with the fire’s glow turned toward Vithrok.
 
   None of others could hear the stone’s silent screams.  Vithrok thought it good Tulunigraq was not there.  When Vithrok had demonstrated this technique to the other three who had the sight, Tulunigraq was solidly opposed to such behavior.  He said that dominating other spirits, no matter how small, disrupted the natural order of things and could only bring disaster.  Vithrok had countered that their current circumstance was a far cry from the natural order of things, and so obviously a twisted perversion of the way they were meant to live that they should make good use of any resource available to them.  Tugto seemed intrigued by the process, but Oogloon, who could see no spirit but that of the snow, simply shook his head and commented bemusedly that the snow could never be made to burn. 
 
   All of a sudden Savikkigut, the spirit guardian of the dagger-tooths, appeared outside the cave.  A deep-throated growl, loud and terrible, shook the earth.  It was the voice of supreme confidence, a sound of dominance and sheer joy at killing.  The powerful turgat seemed to view the Tunrit with much the same derision as Vithrok had spent on the helpless stone. 
 
   The taunting, arrogant voice of Savikkigut chilled the optimistic mood Vithrok had tried to create.  Its guttural tones sent a message to the Tunrit, saying it had enjoyed fine sport this day, that it was never going to stop, and the echoes of its voice would be heard long after all the Tunrit were gone.  Faces darkened again and Vithrok began to share their wretched pessimism as well.  He had no leverage to bargain with the turgat of the dagger-tooths.  He could not threaten to kill all the cats, as he had done with the caribou or the musk ox or the others.
 
   The cruelly self-satisfied voice of Savikkigut rankled him to the core.
 
   “It drinks the blood of Makite,” said Qotirgin. 
 
   “Meantime we cower here,” said another.
 
   “After time passes, they will move away,” said Vithrok.
 
   “We cower.  And die.”
 
   “No,” said Vithrok, “We are not prey!  Not us.  There must be a way to win.  And I will find it.”
 
   A few murmurs rose up but sounded unconvincing in the face of Savikkigut’s noisy feasting.
 
   “We have our own songs,” suggested Uivvaq, who had painted the walls of the cave with pictures from his imagination.  He ran an encouraging eye around the circle of men, fortifying their spirits.  “Let us sing,” he said.  He had a particularly soft voice, high and mellow as opposed to the deep rumbles of the other men.  He took up a song of the vast spaces, of the desolation of ice and snow that they faced daily.  At first his solitary voice evoked a desperate longing rather than the inspiration he had hoped for.  But then Qotirgin joined in.  His deep, resonant voice provided perfect counterpoint as it sang of the camaraderie of the Tunrit, the teamwork of the hunt and their determination to best the dangers of the wild.
 
   “How about a song of Makite?” suggested Vithrok. 
 
   Qotirgin lead them in a song of mourning, a slow and low-pitched melody.  It was a song of profound loss, as were all their songs, but woven across the fabric of the tune were truths universally understood — unity, courage and joy.  Together, their song drowned out the screeching of Savikkigut, at least for a little while. 
 
   Vithrok smiled.  The faces of the Tunrit were beautiful to him.  They were hard faces, bearded and scarred, whose eyes glowed from deep sockets beneath overarching brows.  Even hunched in a dank cave by guttering firelight he saw how very alive they were, alert to any hint of danger, as a Tunrit must forever be in order to survive.  They had been gods and now they were men but they had risen to the challenge, just as he had predicted.  They had solved the problem of food.  With the game turgats bound now to Vithrok’s agreement, food was plentiful.  But the cats were killing them.  The cats were pure death; the Tunrit could neither stop nor defeat them.
 
   But the Tunrit were a match for any challenge.  As long as they stood together, there would be a way to win.  He would find it.  They would survive.  Vithrok took up the song, adding his deep, powerful voice to the mélange in the cave.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   SAVIKKIGUT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Vithrok remembers.
 
   “You have a strong link to Punnik,” said Vithrok.  “I can smell him on you.”
 
   Tugto snickered.  “More likely it’s just these furs you smell.”
 
   “No.  It’s in your soul.”
 
   Tugto shrugged, admitting the possibility.  The two sat cross-legged in the snow on a ridge above the Tunrit camp.  When Tugto heaved his massive shoulders, draped in the heavy mammoth skins, it seemed as if the entire world shook.
 
   “It’s all a matter of concentration,” explained Vithrok.  “When Tekkeitsertok drew my soul from my body he brought it to another place.”
 
   “We thought you were dead.”  Tugto indicated the men camped about the entrance to the cave, sharpening their blades and skinning their kills.
 
   “It seemed that way,” said Vithrok, “because you saw an empty shell.  And that’s all the body is, without the soul.  When Tekkeitsertok forced my inuseq from my body the pain was incredible.  I didn’t know what was happening, but I paid attention.  Later, when he returned me, I paid more careful attention.  He did not mean to give me this great gift.  I took it from him.”
 
   Tugto shrugged again.  “If you show me the way, I will try.”
 
   “The way is simple, but it is also hard.  Even so, I am sure you can do it Tugto.  You are the strongest of any of us.”
 
   Tugto narrowed his eyes beneath bushy brown eyebrows.  “That is flattery.”
 
   “No, that is important.  In order to leave the body, you must believe you can do it.  There can be no doubt.”
 
   Tugto met Vithrok’s eyes with a sly smile.  “You’ve done it?”
 
   “Many times.”
 
   “Well, then certainly I can do it!” he rumbled.  They both laughed.  The sound heartened the quiet night, a clear sky with stars twinkling above.  “Just show me the way.”
 
   Vithrok nodded.  “The body is nothing.  It’s just the tool.  The mind holds all the strength and the power.  You have to let go the body.  Leave behind this reality of snow and ice and barren crags.  It is nothing.  There is another reality, a beautiful and mysterious world.”
 
   Tugto’s eyes flashed intrigue under their heavy brows.
 
   “Yes,” Vithrok said, “The world of the spirits.  When it opens before you it will seem surprising and new, yet in some ways ancient and familiar.  There is a profound joy in the experience, but you must not lose control.  I will be there.  I will try to guide you.  Remember, this voyage is taken not for play but for serious purposes.  We must find Punnik.”
 
   Tugto grunted his approval.  “Where you lead, I will follow.”
 
   “The way to leave the body behind is this: close your eyes, forget everything around you as if it isn’t real.”
 
   “Easily done,” muttered Tugto.  “Snow and ice.  No great loss.”
 
   “That’s the idea,” said Vithrok encouragingly.  “Let the mind control the journey.  Now slow your breathing — this helps prepare the way.”  
 
   Tugto bent his oversized head forward, resting the long sloping forehead on his clenched hands.
 
   Vithrok remarked, “It’s helpful to chant something.  It might be best to call its name.”
 
   “Punnik, Punnik, Punnik.”
 
   “The rhythm isn’t right,” said Vithrok.  “It has to match your breathing.  Slow and steady.  Try this: Punnik, hear me.  Guide me.  Punnik, hear me.  Guide me.”
 
   They worked on it for a time, and Vithrok paid close attention. Subtle alterations in Tugto’s soul-light enabled him to guide Tugto toward the proper mental state.  It was easier than he thought. Tugto was the perfect test subject, an ineffable powerhouse of determination.  Once he fixated on an idea, he wouldn’t let it go.  He took direction well.  His chant became a true power chant, automatic and hypnotic.  Tugto’s massive shoulders slumped, his mind relaxed, the body completely forgotten.
 
   “Good,” whispered Vithrok, careful not to break the mood.  “Now you must make the jump.  The first time is difficult, because you’re not familiar with what lies on the other side.  It’s a leap in spirit, away from the useless body and into parts unknown.  Do it!  Go!”
 
   Of all of the Tunrit, Tugto was a staunch pragmatist.  His feet rested firmly on the ground; taking such a chance was difficult for him.
 
   “Let go!” urged Vithrok. “Fly!  Remember how we used to fly?”
 
   Tugto’s shoulders trembled slightly and then fell limp.  Vithrok watched the man’s soul take flight as it streaked blue-white up into the night sky.
 
   “Glorious,” whispered Vithrok.  Taking a deep breath, he slipped out of his own body.  Although he had made the ilimarpoq several times before, he had always made the trip alone.  He feared that he might not be able to follow Tugto.  Perhaps each spirit flew to its own hidden reality and could meet no other, or perhaps Tugto would already be far away.  As far as Vithrok had learned, physical distance meant nothing in the spirit world. 
 
   His spirit-man sailed up into the night sky leaving his own body an empty shell perched in the snow beside Tugto.  His fears faded away.  For a moment, he was himself lost in the ecstasy of it, flying free, bathed in the great white light and the fondling warmth, but Vithrok turned those feelings aside.  As to locating Tugto, the big brute was making such loud, joyful noises it was impossible not to find him.
 
   It seemed to Vithrok that Tugto enjoyed the thrill of his first soul flight a bit too much.  He sailed about the ether, careening here and there, completely out of control.
 
   “Tugto!” Vithrok said.  “Remember what we came here for.  Our people depend on us.  It’s for them we make this journey.”
 
   Tugto continued his errant flight, making great whoops of delight.  His inuseq spun and weaved amid the ether, spilling cascades of tiny silver bubbles this way and that.  Vithrok kept close behind him as the two swam in the sky.  Tugto, so happy and free, was like an unstoppable juggernaut.  His spirit-form had the same shape as his corporeal body, huge and square, swathed in the bulky mamut furs he always wore.
 
   “Concentrate!” Vithrok said, following Tugto’s erratic, blissful course across the starry sky.  “Our brothers need us now.”
 
   Still Tugto dove and frolicked until Vithrok thought it might be hopeless.
 
   Suddenly Tugto stopped and turned toward Vithrok.  His eyes were clear, his face in serene repose.  “I heard you the first time,” he said.  “Let’s go.”
 
   They hovered above the vast spirit-plain below.  It was clear from his wild-eyed gaze that Tugto still desired to roam.  “So many places to explore…”
 
   “There will be time,” replied Vithrok.  “We seek Punnik now.”
 
   “Yes, Punnik,” Tugto agreed.  “But where will we find him?”
 
   “Where would he be?” asked Vithrok.  “Relax your mind and feel your way.”
 
   “On a plain,” said Tugto.  “On a vast rippling plain with open spaces and plenty of tall grasses.”
 
   “Yes!” said Vithrok.  “Yes.”
 
   The scene around them melted away.  The expanses of snow and ice dissolved, the tundra reforming itself into a long, grassy flat of open country.  In the distance the spirits of several mamut grazed lazily along the heath.  The animals moved so slowly they appeared like large gray boulders strung out in a meandering line.  At the head of the line went their great protector, the turgat Punnik. 
 
   Punnik was a gigantic figure, shaggy and indistinct.  As Vithrok and Tugto zoomed closer Punnik’s massive size became ever more apparent, while its shape came no clearer.  It posed a menacing sight — a tremendous beast striding along the tundra.  Each step made an incredible thumping sound like a great beater striking the drum of the earth, sounding the same dull note over and over. Thump. Resignation. Thump. Humility. Thump. Forbearance.
 
   Another sound — Punnik sang softly as it went, its trunk swaying from side to side.  Its song was a series of deep rumbles, produced by a profoundly sensitive soul.  The melody echoed across the vast plain.  It told the story of the mamut, a tale of toil and strife, of long lonely treks across lands of desolation and darkness, and a stoic struggle against the inevitable pull of oblivion.
 
   The eerie lament, punctuated by the thumping, plodding footfalls, was a song of great power.
 
   “We don’t belong here,” said Tugto, his voice faltering slightly. “We are as nothing, grains of sand adrift in a world of such gigantic spirits.  What can we do here?”
 
   “Even such a gigantic beast feels a thorn in its foot,” said Vithrok.  “We are not so insignificant as you imagine.  Speak.  You have a connection to him.  He will hear you.  I am certain of it.”
 
   Tugto and Vithrok came to ground before the massive figure.  Tugto raised his arms in greeting.  “Punnik!  Punnik, great spirit of the mamut.  Hear us!”
 
   The thundering fall of the turgat’s footpads drowned out all sound, just as its determined advance threatened to stamp out the two tiny spirit-men.  The danger was real.  Vithrok imagined the other Tunrit finding their lifeless bodies kneeling in the snow.  Such a fate was certain if the huge flat disc came crashing down on them, crushing their spirit-forms.
 
   Tugto flinched but did not run.  “We’ll be trampled.” 
 
   “Stand firm,” said Vithrok.  “He will hear you.”
 
   Tugto called out again, sending his deep rumble of a voice to fill the space between the drumbeat footfalls.
 
   Punnik ceased its lament.  It paused, squinting down at them.  “What is that there?” it said in a booming voice.
 
   The great questing trunk lunged sinuously toward them.  Tugto fell to his knees before it.  The appendage, as wide across as a man was tall, swooped over his head.  The tip writhed and quivered for a moment and then with a monstrous whooshing sound it sniffed the ether, nearly drawing Tugto inside.
 
   “Stand up,” said Vithrok.  “He can barely see us as it is.”
 
   He stepped forward, waving his arms.  “Over here.” 
 
   The behemoth seemed at last to notice them for it said, “Curious.  How very curious.”
 
   The vast seething cloud of shaggy vapor condensed into a smaller, more human-like form.  It sat cross-legged on the plain.  Its gray, thick-skinned body was wrapped in a golden robe, open in the front to reveal a round belly bulging over a jeweled belt.  A pair of brawny arms with human hands clasped around this prodigious middle.  A second pair of arms, adorned with bracelets and armbands of carved ivory, rested on wide hips.
 
   Punnik had the wide face and proud trunk of an ancient mamut.  A gilded crown rested on the tips of its gigantic flapping ears.  The sign of a trident was emblazoned on its gray forehead.  Many necklaces of baubles and beads wreathed its sturdy neck. 
 
   Long sloping tusks, gilded at the tips with balls of blue light, made a thoughtful arc in the air.  “If I am not mistaken,” it said, “you two are creatures called men.”
 
   “We are men,” affirmed Vithrok.
 
   “And there’s a funny thing,” added Punnik before Vithrok could continue.  “You wear the furs of others.  Why would you do such a thing?”
 
   “We are cold without them,” replied Vithrok.
 
   Though deep, Punnik’s voice was light and blissful, and its lips curled in a wry and peaceful way as only an elephant could smile.  “Why, it hadn’t occurred to me before, but I suppose you would be.”
 
   “We come to you as supplicants,” said Vithrok.  “We beg for your aid.”
 
   Punnik waved a huge gray hand at them, thick fingers splayed wide.  “I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong turgat, my friends.  My people are simple, they only want to graze and live and dream.  They have such powerful and wondrous dreams, my mamut.  They dream a world unknown.”
 
   Its gaze grew wistful for a moment.  Then it stood up on four thick, powerful legs.  “Be gone.”
 
   “We’ve no turgat of our own,” insisted Vithrok.  “No one speaks for us.”
 
   Punnik squinted down at him as if it didn’t quite understand the concept. “It is not my concern.  You are amusing little creatures and I wish you well, but we of the great herd…”
 
   It flopped back on its haunches.  Apparently it had no need of a seat, due to plenty of padding in the rear.  “We want only to munch and to move along.  We don’t meddle in the affairs of others, no matter how tiny and pink and pathetic they may be.  Wearing the skins of others on their backs.  Shouting with such large puny voices.  And you seem to have misplaced your tails.  It’s no wonder such mixed-up creatures go without a guardian.  Take my advice and look to your own affairs, little man.”
 
   Punnik’s big brown eyes drifted closed as if it had decided upon a nap instead of a stroll.
 
   “And what of Savikkigut?” shouted Vithrok.
 
   Punnik shifted uncomfortably.  “The other turgats do as they will.”
 
   “He hunts us.  The Tunrit are helpless before him.”
 
   “Again, it is not my concern.”
 
   “He hunts your charges as well,” noted Tugto.  “I have seen it.  I have seen the mamut crossing the plain in their slow measured way, harming no one, keeping to themselves.  And I have seen the dagger-tooths leap upon them.  Claws driven into the back, teeth flashing.  I’ve seen them take down a mamut, slaughtering it with no care at all.”
 
   “It happens,” said Punnik casually.  “Such is the way of the world.  All are doomed in the end, at least that’s the way it seems to me.” 
 
   “Why not prolong their stay a little while, if you can?” asked Tugto.
 
   The mamut’s trunk twisted thoughtfully in front of its face, but it said nothing.
 
   “And Savikkigut?” said Vithrok.
 
   “What of it?” boomed Punnik.
 
   “You are afraid of him.”
 
   The turgat snorted.
 
   “But you don’t have to be,” said Tugto.
 
   Vithrok pointed an accusatory finger up at Punnik.  “I’ve heard Savikkigut roar in pleasure after taking one of my people.  I think he does the same with the blood of the mamut smeared across his mouth.  Does that sound rankle your heart as it does mine?”
 
   “My, aren’t you an annoying little creature?”  A flash of anger darkened Punnik’s jolly eyes.  “What do you want, little man?”
 
   “A bargain,” said Vithrok.
 
    
 
   Using the broad flat of his hand, Tugto pounded the drum.
 
   “It doesn’t sound right,” said Vithrok.  He stirred the thick red blood in the vessel before him.  They had been at it so long the cat blood on his chest had dried and was flaking off.  With two fingers, he repainted a pair of ruby streaks down each half of his bare chest and across his cheeks.  “It needs to be lower,” he said.
 
   Tugto warmed some snow between his palms and rubbed the water onto the drumhead.  The dagger-tooth skin they had used to make the drum was unusually tough, but as he rubbed the water in, it relaxed a little.  When he beat the drum again the pitch was considerably lower.
 
   “Again!” commanded Vithrok. He felt the vibration resounding in the blood covering his chest.  The streaks of crimson suddenly grew hot, warming his skin. 
 
   “That’s it!” said Vithrok excitedly.  “Oh yes. That’s it!”
 
   Tugto took up the rhythm in earnest.  Vithrok held a dagger-tooth skull above his head, gripping it by the large round eye sockets.  The large bowl of the skull, with the two foot-long incisors still attached, dripped hot blood on his forehead. 
 
   “Savikkigut,” he intoned.  “Coward who attacks from the rear, who slinks low to the ground, hiding in darkness…”
 
   A rumble of thunder split the air of eternal night.  But of course it wasn’t thunder at all.  It was the growl of a great beast. 
 
   Vithrok screamed as the sting of a hundred scouring knives raked his body, tearing him apart.  The pain was incredible, but he relaxed into it, letting the turgat carry him away.  His spirit-man took flight, ripped from his body by unseen hands and sent on a journey outside of his control.
 
   Everything faded to white. Vithrok struggled to maintain awareness, telling himself the pain was an illusion of the body.  He couldn’t entirely convince his soul of the matter however, and his spirit-man spun wildly, battered this way and that, lost in a haze of pain.
 
   After what seemed an eternity of suffering, he found himself deposited on a strange and unknown spiritual plane.  Vithrok knew many places and many types of terrain.  He remembered them from the Beforetime when every landscape was defined by whim and fantasy, and limited only by imagination.  But he, or one of his kindred spirits, had never concocted an environment like this.  A profusion of tall keen-edged grasses, of spiked trees with dripping tendrils, a solid canopy above, a forest of leafy fronds below.  The purplish hues of the spirit-vision gave way to scintillating green.  The luminous souls of the many plants collided in competition for his attention in a stunning jumble of life.  Green, and more green.  But even so, there were many shadows — black spots where he could not see.  Places to hide.  He did not like it.
 
   Here his inuseq, or spirit-body, could not fly.  He could only walk on the ground, forcing his way through the thick growth of the underbrush.  Shoots and branches snatched at him with thorn and tendril, tripping him up. 
 
   Hair-raising sounds rang out among the shadows.  Snarls and snapping jaws, hidden in the foliage to one side or the other.  His imagination ran wild with images of the frightful beasts that must belong to such heavy animal breathing, the vicious, frothing throats that produced those low growls.  Vithrok moved along, avoiding the places where ambush might easily be accomplished.
 
   The leaves to his left shook violently, driving Vithrok to the right.  In an instant he realized he had been tricked as a clawed hand struck out from the underbrush, carving a bloody streak along his leg.  Vithrok kicked out at the place where the attack had originated, but there was nothing there.
 
   A low snarl bubbled up from his right side, but he refused to be baited again and continued going straight forward.  A giant paw, invisible to his spirit-eye, smacked him full in the face.  The force of the blow knocked him backward, but with practiced reflexes he rolled to his feet and stood poised on alert.
 
   Was he being led somewhere, or was he simply being toyed with? 
 
   Alone in the jungle, Vithrok was afraid.  The pain he could bear.  The humiliation as well, though it was the more difficult of the two.  He was prepared to die here if his gamble should play out that way, but the prospect of sudden death coming from cover of darkness frightened him, as that would ruin his plan.  And leave the Tunrit to suffer.
 
   And yet, he didn’t think such a thing would happen.  Unless he had grossly misjudged his adversary, Savikkigut must appear.
 
   Cat’s laughter hissed from the darkness.  It skipped through the jungle, taunting its prey, a sibilant whisper darting in and out among the fronds and foliage.  Vithrok broke into a run, aware that at any moment that terrible invisible paw might strike out again without warning.
 
   The jungle gave way to a small circular clearing.  Vithrok thought this a perfect place to make his stand but just as the idea came full into his mind, Savikkigut leapt.
 
   The turgat came charging at him, having taken the form of an ordinary dagger-tooth, as if certain that nothing more would be necessary.  In that it was certainly correct; its weight crashed full upon Vithrok’s spirit-form, pounding him into the ground.  The cat ran a quick circle around Vithrok, then turned sharply and came at him again.  One raking paw carved up his shoulder as the other pinned him by driving one of its long claws through the center of his thigh.  Vithrok felt as if his soul had been set on fire, the pain was so intense.
 
   Savikkigut’s face drew close to Vithrok’s own, the long curved incisors pushing his head back.  The great cat regarded him with cold yellowed eyes.
 
   “Too easy,” hissed the cat.
 
   Vithrok smarted at the words.  What was it Punnik had called him?  Little man.
 
   Savikkigut leaned down, driving its claw deeper into Vithrok’s thigh.
 
   “Does it hurt?” asked Savikkigut playfully.
 
   It withdrew the claw halfway, then paused.  Blackened lips drew back in a diabolical mockery of a smile.  Then without warning it drove the claw back in, the pain a lance of white-hot fire.
 
   Vithrok cried out again.  As soon as he was able to speak, he said, “Why don’t you just kill me?”
 
   “I don’t want to kill you,” purred the cat.  “Not yet.”
 
   A pink tongue flicked out across one of its deadly incisors.  “I give you one chance to cower in fear before me and learn your place on this world.  Or else the next time we meet I will tear you to pieces and be done with it.”
 
   Vithrok gathered himself against the pain.  “You want me to cower?”
 
   “Yes,” Savikkigut hissed.
 
   “You want me to beg?”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “And that will stop the killing?”
 
   The cat’s laugh, an all-too-human sound, rang out again.  Its head swayed from side to side in a horrible semblance of amusement. 
 
   “No.  I just want to hear you whimper.  There’s nothing you can do to stop the killing.  You Tunrit are nothing to me.  A tasty snack here and there, that’s all.”
 
   “Maybe if you’d spent enough time crawling up from the mud as I have,” said Vithrok, “you might think differently.”
 
   Vithrok looked up, to see that Tugto had appeared next to him.
 
   Savikkigut cast a disdainful glance at Tugto, then dug the claw a little deeper into Vithrok’s thigh.  “He can’t help you,” it said.
 
   “Look again.”
 
   A gigantic shape had materialized out of the ether beside Tugto.  It was Punnik.  This time the spirit had assumed a huge bestial form rather than the elegant, bejeweled self of their previous encounter.  It towered above them, a dark shaggy beast, a killer.
 
   Savikkigut snarled at Punnik.  Still full of its tremendous confidence the cat said, “This is my jungle.  Get out, or die.”
 
   On the other side of the Tunrit another gigantic form appeared.  Stepping forth from a seething gray mist, the spirit guardian of the ground sloths took shape.  These creatures were large and powerful but slow-moving and stupid.  When sparked to rage they could be ferocious and deadly.  And this turgat looked menacing indeed as it rose up, its front paws slicing the air, its spiked tail curling backward.  Vithrok recalled observing a sloth as it was attacked by a bear.  The sloth had risen up on its hind legs and grasped the bear’s head in its long forepaws.  Immobilized on either side by the piercing claws, the bear struck out helplessly as the sloth took its head off at the shoulder with one bite of its powerful jaws.
 
   Turning to face this new challenge, Savikkigut withdrew its claw from Vithrok’s thigh.  Black lips curled back, its jaw opening wide to show off the long, deadly incisors.  Savikkigut put its back up, its head bent low.  Shoulders tensed, it hissed back at the sloth.
 
   Another form appeared behind the cat.  This animal, the turgat of the creatures the Tunrit called the maguruq because of their distinctive howl, possessed a hide so thick the cat’s claws were useless against it.  It snapped a long pointed snout full of monstrous teeth.  A pair of short tusks curled from the lower jaws and matching horns spiked from the upper.  The beast was front-heavy, carrying a massive humped back and shoulders, and sharply pointed cloven hooves.  Its eyes, set far back along the snout, blazed pure mindless ferocity.  This horror of horns and teeth made the third point of a triangle formation as the turgats closed in. 
 
   Vithrok stepped backward out of the triangle.  “Are you still beating the drum?” he whispered to Tugto. 
 
   “Of course,” the other answered softly, “just as we planned.  Are you ready to return?”
 
   “Not yet,” said Vithrok.  He limped backward, pressing a hand to his torn shoulder. 
 
   For a moment, Savikkigut knew fear as the other turgats closed in around it.  The battle was short.  Even the ferocious dagger-tooth could not long stand against three such powerful foes.  The cat growled and hissed as the spirit guardians set about their grim work.
 
   The ultimate fate of these other turgats was easy for Vithrok to predict.  The mamut, the sloths, and even the ferocious maguruq, were all doomed to fade and die away before long.  There were not enough fertile grounds to feed them and the long grasses were being rapidly stripped away by their insatiable hunger.  Once the dagger-tooths were out of the way, the Tunrit would survive them all.
 
   “Let’s go,” urged Tugto.
 
   “Let’s wait just a moment longer,” Vithrok added.  “I want to remember the sound of Savikkigut’s dying scream.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   THE  TROUBLE  STARTS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The caribou hunt at Silver Tongue was a great success.  The Anatatook summer encampment hummed with hopeful excitement.  Loads of fresh meat were hauled in, the dogs’ feet raw and bloody from pulling the heavy sleds across the rough trail.
 
   With so much work to do, nobody slept.  The women crouched among the river stones, expertly stripping the hides with their ulu blades.  The splayed carcasses stood out in vivid red, stark against the patchy snow and gray gravel that covered the ground.  Alaana sat among them.  Working silently, her long blade of sharpened bone cut through the joints with precise strokes, separating the meat in big chunks.  The tender organs were put aside for immediate consumption.
 
   The men gathered before the drying racks with Aquppak in charge of the distribution of the choicest parts.  His hands dripped with gore as he hung the red-purple meat on the rack to dry.  His nostrils flaring with the smell of blood and offal, he sorted the portions on the racks as if it was all his to give away.
 
   “Six hind quarters go to Nuralak,” he said, “the high part up to the neck to be divided among Ahjoonik and Itusarssuk.”
 
   Nuralak said nothing.  He stood behind the younger hunters, nodding gratefully in acceptance of the best cuts.
 
   “Three for Maguan,” added Aquppak. 
 
   “Three?” objected Maguan, stepping forward.  “I had twice as many kills as Nuralak.”
 
   “He is my hunting partner,” said Aquppak firmly.
 
   “And I took down as many as you, for that matter,” continued Maguan.  “Your family's stomachs are no larger than mine or any of the others.”
 
   A rumble of agreement threatened rebellion from the men.  Aquppak acted deliberately unconcerned.  He stepped a few paces to the side, keeping Nuralak and several others carefully at his back. 
 
   “You did well in the hunt, Maguan, and I praise you for that,” he said, smiling.  “Perhaps you are the best of us.”  A disingenuous lilt to his voice indicated he thought otherwise.  “But I was the one who led the Anatatook to the meat.  Without my guidance there would be nothing at all.  Where was it you said we should go?  South of the Tongue?  What meat would there be if we had followed your advice?”
 
   Maguan had no ready answer for this charge but a slight reddening of his face.
 
   Kigiuna stepped up, saying, “Tugtutsiak never took an extra share for himself.”
 
   “We each get only what we deserve, and nothing more,” said Aquppak.  He brushed absently at a stray clot of blood smeared across the front of his light summer parka.  “But someone has to divide the portions.  That’s my responsibility.  Now as to Ben, whose ability with the bow matches any of the old women, he shall have five hindquarters as well.”
 
   The laughter of the men indicated a growing confidence in their new leader.  Ben brushed aside the insulting remark.  It was true.  He was unskilled.  His left arm, which had been damaged by the Yupikut raiders and restored by Alaana, was still weak.
 
   “Five hindquarters is more than we need,” said Ben flatly.  “And as you say, my skills don’t merit an extra share.”  He put an emphasis on the word ‘extra.’ 
 
   A little smile twisted the corners of Aquppak’s mouth.
 
   “Ah, so that’s how it is,” he said.  “Take it.  You should be rewarded.  Alaana chose well.”
 
   “Chose?” asked Ben.
 
   “Well, yes.  We were all there.”  Aquppak gestured to the round of men.  A conspiratorial smile lifted his wind-burned cheeks.  “She had three predictions from the men, and she chose among them.  She chose me.”
 
   Ben flared with indignation.  “She chose nothing.  The spirits spoke to her.”
 
   “She went into her little tent and we sat outside.  We waited.” Aquppak gestured toward the men, “And then when she came out we spoke first.  I’m not questioning her wisdom, but it’s easy to believe she simply went along with what I said, knowing I would be right.” 
 
   Again the men found Aquppak’s tone somewhat amusing.  Emboldened by their support, he added, “Just as she always followed Tugtutsiak.”
 
   Once again Ben was faced with a taunt which held more than a little truth.  While he might have expected such disrespect from Aquppak, the support of the men was disturbing.
 
   “Take it,” Aquppak said again.  
 
   Ben frowned.  “This is more than we need.”
 
   Aquppak, his eyes glowering, his thin lips smiling, shook his head.  “As you say.  I'll divide it among the others.  Noatak, who has no father, could use a little more, and then there is Old Amaluk.  He’ll be glad for your generosity.”
 
    
 
   The caribou crossing brought the Anatatook farther south than ever before.  Alaana had never visited the bed of the Silver Tongue this far into summer, and didn’t anticipate the deep puddles of gray water throughout the marshy ground.  She stepped carefully, but still the water oozed up over the cuffs of squirrel fur at the tops of her mukluks.  Already she was shivering from cold, wet feet.
 
   She brushed aside the tall sedge at the foot of the lake, uncovering a family of arctic terns nesting in a shallow depression among the grasses.  The male gave an impudent squawk at the shaman’s interruption, jabbing its red beak at her foraging fingers.  Alaana withdrew, her hand pursued by the red beak and tiny black head.  With a flutter of its expansive wings and forked tail, the tern ran circles among the tall grass in an attempt to drive her off.
 
   Alaana went back to rummaging in the muddy ground beneath the sedge.  Where the arctic violets grew in a circle, she would find the bulbs of Black Claw root.  She brushed the flowers to the side and dug down, drawing up the dark bulb, split at the end into two parts resembling the claws of a small animal.  The bitter herb had many uses.  A brewed draft might relieve pain in the joints and muscles or, placed beneath the tongue, the pulpy fruit was an aid for clogged digestion.  Dried and powdered, she planned to use this herb in her trip to the Moon.  She would need it soon; the Moon was nearly full.  Time to make the journey for Kala and Mikisork.  
 
   A warbler’s cry rang out.  Alaana looked up.  A lone caribou stood at the water’s edge, staring at her from beneath a pair of perfectly arched antlers. 
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Alaana.  “You weren’t promised us this day.  You’ve nothing to fear from me.  Go ahead.  Drink your fill.”
 
   It was an old buck, still lean from the long winter.  Not satisfied with Alaana’s whispered reassurances, the buck ran off on spindly legs. 
 
   “Angatkok?”
 
   Alaana turned.  It was Tooky. 
 
   “Oh, Tooky.  You surprised me.  And the buck too, I see.”
 
   Tooky, as unsure and hesitant as ever, said, “Should I go away?”
 
   Alaana lifted the root to her nose, scratched at its peel and sniffed.  “I’m finished here, and chilled to the bone.  I’ll walk you back to camp.”
 
   “Good,” she said.
 
   Before they left, Alaana turned back, indicating the wetlands with a sweep of her arm.  “Isn’t it beautiful?”
 
   Tooky nodded uncomfortably, having no interest in puddles of water and tall grasses.  “I came to ask you something.”
 
   Alaana returned a questioning look.
 
   “For your favor, angatkok.”
 
   She didn’t like the frightened way Tooky was looking at her.  “Go ahead.”
 
   “I know there are things you can do.  With roots and things…” she gestured toward the Black Claw in Alaana’s hand.
 
   “I want to get rid of the baby,” she blurted out.  “Before everyone finds out.”
 
   Alaana’s gaze shot to her belly.  Underneath Tooky’s anorak she could see the little soulfire burning there, small and indistinct.
 
   “There’s no need for that,” she said.  “The stores are full.  We’ve plenty of food.”
 
   “I can’t stand the thought of it.”  Tooky began crying.  “I want to forget what happened, but she won’t let me.  And when the people see…” She clutched at her belly as if there was already a bulge underneath the anorak.
 
   “Everyone already knows what you did.”
 
   “Well they don’t need to be reminded of it at every turn.  How I caused–”
 
   “I was responsible,” said Alaana.
 
   “You told us not to break the taboos.  You made sure we knew.  But we were foolish and unmindful.  It was my fault.”
 
   “You or I, or us both.  What’s the difference?” said Alaana, “But the child is not to blame.”
 
   Tooky flushed and more tears came.  “If you don’t help me now, then I’ll just put it out into the snow when it comes.  That’s all.”
 
   “You will do no such thing.”
 
   “But you have reason to hate the child more than anyone.  How will you look upon her face day after day and be reminded of your loss?”
 
   Alaana shook her head.  A child’s face would remind her of nothing but sunshine and hope.  As for the loss of Tama, it was not likely she would ever forget.  She pointed at Tooky’s belly.  “That child is mine.  That child belongs to me.”
 
   “Yours?”  Tooky’s hands shot protectively to her abdomen and Alaana knew she had her. 
 
   “Mine,” she said coldly.  “And I forbid you to harm it.  Do you understand?”
 
   Tooky’s fear of the shaman returned.  She nodded her head.
 
   “Now go,” said Alaana.  “There are new hides to be staked and stretched.  Put your hands to useful work, and the people will forget.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   TO THE MOON
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The hunting parties lingered out on the trail for several days, tracking down the last few caribou Tekkeitsertok had promised them for the summer.  Since Kigiuna went with the men, Alaana once again enlisted her tupilaq as drumbeater.
 
   Tikiqaq was not difficult to find.  Tooky had taken to carrying it around in her amaut like a child.  Alaana supposed toting the creature on her back was better than always waiting for it to trundle along and catch up.  Unfortunately this plan enticed a long chain of children to follow behind.  They had become fond of the little tupilaq, having grown accustomed to its horrific appearance as only children could.
 
   The tupilaq enjoyed the children’s attention as they shouted gleefully at it.  Tiki waved a clawed hand back at them, smiling.  For the first time, Alaana realized, her tupilaq was capable of being happy.
 
   Alaana hated to break up the fun but she needed the creature’s help. 
 
   “Come,” she said.  “We go on a journey.”
 
   “Yes,” replied Tiki.  “To kill Kritlaq!  Kill!”  Its face hardened once again, blackened lips pulled back to reveal a mouth full of pointed teeth. 
 
   The children cheered. 
 
   “No,” said Alaana.  “Something better than killing Kritlaq.”
 
   The tupilaq appeared puzzled.  It could imagine no such thing.
 
   Alaana lifted it out of Tooky’s pouch.  “You are going where no tupilaq has ever gone before.”
 
   They spent the rest of the day in the karigi preparing for the journey.  Alaana ground the Black Claw root into a fine black powder and instructed Tikiqaq in the proper drumbeat for a visit to the Moon.  While waiting for the night to deepen, Alaana spoke to Tiki of many things.  The tupilaq, sitting on its tail flipper, listened intently.  It was like an empty vessel, Alaana thought, and she was determined to fill that cup with kindness.  In a low, soft voice she told Tiki of the wonderful life the Anatatook had in Nunatsiaq.  She told it of the strong men, so devoted to providing for their families that they journeyed all day in pursuit of game and spent endless winter nights out on the sea ice waiting for a seal to come up for air.  Tiki had once been a seal, probably caught by one of Kritlaq’s men during the previous winter, but had only hazy recollections of such an existence. 
 
   Alaana told it about the devotion of the Anatatook women and how they took care of all the little details that the men might otherwise forget, such as mending the rips in their coats and softening boots frozen solid during the night.  She described the feast they had recently held on the promontory of the Tongue while Tugtutsiak had still been alive.  Alaana spent a great deal of time relating fond recollections of the headman, whom she dearly missed.  She felt these things important for Tikiqaq to know.  She described in succulent detail all of the delicacies the Anatatook had eaten and all the songs they had shared.  Some of these wonders, like the joy of children, the tupilaq had already witnessed firsthand. 
 
   Inevitably Alaana’s talk turned to the sweetness of her lost Tama.  She spoke of her coy smile and equally lovable pout, and the way she ran in the snow, leaning forward as if struggling against a strong headwind. 
 
   The tupilaq reacted in its usual fashion.  Missing the point entirely, it issued a series of vague threats against the Whale-Man.  There was much talk of biting and chewing of fins before Alaana cautioned her creation to silence.  “It’s best not to speak against the Whale-Man,” she told Tiki, “especially if you ever intend to taste saltwater again.  He would crush you without a moment’s pause.”
 
   When the full Moon appeared through the open ceiling flap of the karigi, Alaana donned her Moon mask.  The mask portrayed a large, round, bone-white face.  A long thin nose sloped down toward a wide gaping mouth with wooden pegs for teeth.  One eye-hole was cut in full circle, the other crescent shaped.
 
   Alaana signaled for Tikiqaq to take up the drumbeat.  She pushed all stray thoughts aside and took up the chant Old Manatook had taught her years ago.  Tilting her head back to view the luminescent outline of the Moon through the top of the tent, she emptied her mind of anything except one idea — an entreaty to the Moon-Man for aid in this journey.  She did this for Kala and Mikisork, she reminded herself.  To get them a baby to love. 
 
   But thoughts of her own lost child crept back in, spoiling her concentration.  A trip to the Moon, she thought, was not such an easy thing in the first place; worse still with all the obstacles that she was putting in her own way.
 
   Alaana grunted in frustration.
 
   Tiki took offense. “I did it right,” it said, flailing the drumbeater in the air.  “I’m sure I did it right.”
 
   “You’re doing fine,” answered Alaana.  “It’s my fault.  Taking flight isn’t the work of a heavy heart.” 
 
   She might have to admit to Kala that she was unable to help.  Maybe she was no longer fit to be the shaman at all.  She was broken.  Unless she found her daughter’s wayward soul, unless she could comfort her husband by telling him that all was well, she might never fly again. 
 
   She settled herself.  Sila had assured her she would find Tama’s soul.  Perhaps this was the day.  But she wouldn’t find her sitting here, cross-legged in the karigi.  Tama might well have flown to the Moon where the spirits of deceased shamans often wandered.  Tama might be there.
 
   In a mad rush, her spirit left her body and bolted up into the night sky.  She pulled the tupilaq’s hodge-podge inua with her.
 
   As they sailed upward the tupilaq whooped with glee.
 
   The full Moon drew them along.  At the mid-point Alaana’s soul-woman flipped over, hugging Tikiqaq protectively to her chest and they went from flying upward to falling down toward the Moon’s craggy surface.  The two plummeted with frightening speed, the tupilaq screeching with delight.  With sufficient last-moment concentration Alaana managed a soft landing atop the shimmering alabaster surface.
 
   When the dust settled, Alaana pointed at the huge ball of blue and green that now took up a large portion of the night sky.
 
   “That’s our world,” she said to Tikiqaq.  “The whole of it.”
 
   The tupilaq let out a tiny gasp of awe.
 
   “Kritlaq is there,” reminded Alaana.  “So far away.”
 
   “So small,” said Tiki.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   They had landed not far from the Moon-Man’s gigantic iglu.  The dome rose up behind them, blocking out half the starry sky.  Alaana expected to find the great spirit sitting before his home, lost in quiet contemplation as he had always been before.  Instead, the Moon-Man was running his dogs around the circular rim of one of the craters.
 
   The sledge, which was fashioned from the massive jawbone of a blue whale, was pulled by a team of four.  The immense dogs were made of moonbeams and star dust, their smooth fur glowed silver-white, their hot breath leaving trails of vapor that drifted and settled along the surface of the Moon. 
 
   Seated on the sledge, the Moon-Man whipped his dogs to a frenzy.  He was a tall, stern-faced giant with an enormous bleached-white gourd for a head.  He wore a set of faded clothes worn so thin it was impossible to tell if they had originally been fur or cloth. 
 
   Once again, Alaana felt insignificant and small.  If she dared approach, her inuseq would surely be blown away by the great swirling turmoil the dogs were churning up, or inhaled by their overeager snouts.  She sat on the front step of the celestial icehouse and waited.  The summer nights were so short, she feared that soon she would miss her chance and be drawn back to earth.
 
   Eventually the lash fell silent and the Moon-Man cried out for the team to stop.  The four dogs, still pulling the sled, started back toward the iglu.  Once they caught scent of Tikiqaq they scrambled around the little creature, snarling and flashing gigantic white teeth. 
 
   The tupilaq, dauntless as ever, stepped forward to meet them.  The huge dogs took up positions around Tiki, barking and snapping, heedless of the snarls that issued from the seal’s mouth.  But when the tupilaq squawked at them from the raven’s beak embedded in the middle of its forehead, the dogs rocked backward.  Tiki pressed its advantage and squawked even louder.  The dogs leapt back in fright.  Alaana chuckled softly.
 
   The gaunt figure of the Moon-Man stooped, snatching the tupilaq up by the scruff of its neck.  “What’s this? Tangling my traces.”
 
   As he held the tiny black seal in front of his craggy face, his crescent eye narrowed.  He dug his fingers into the creature’s eyes.  Tikiqaq made a pathetic gurgling sound. 
 
   “Don’t hurt him!” pleaded Alaana.
 
   The tupilaq’s eyes, which were rounded chips of obsidian, popped out of its head and rolled to Alaana’s feet.  They lay starkly against the Moon’s ivory surface, staring up at her. 
 
   The Moon-Man, whose name was Annigan, rolled his gigantic head downward.  Slowly, he turned toward Alaana, “Does this pup belong to you?”
 
   “It’s mine.”
 
   “You made it poorly,” said Annigan, as he set Tiki down beside its master.  “It sees only through darkness and hate.  No longer.  Now let it see properly.”
 
   Tiki turned toward Alaana, its eyes now shimmering moonbeams.
 
   The Moon-Man settled down at his place on the porch.  He moved slowly, giving Alaana the impression of a fragile old man.
 
   She stood up. “I am Alaana of the Anatatook.  Father Moon, I beg your–”
 
   “I don’t get many visitors,” said Annigan.  “I remember you.  Come.  Sit down.”
 
   Alaana did as she was told.  “I’m surprised you remember me.  It’s been a very long time since I’ve ventured up here.”
 
   Annigan looked surprised.  “A few turns.  It’s nothing really.  And besides, not many can do what you did.  Shifting a mountain.”
 
   Twelve years ago, the white bears of the ice mountain had begged her help.  Their shaman, Balikqi, had spent half a lifetime creating psychic tendrils in the sky.  Using the Moon as a lever they had moved a mountain a few paces to the side to allow warm water to flow again into their feeding grounds.
 
   “We couldn’t have done anything without you to anchor the web, Father Moon.”
 
   “So polite,” mused the Moon-Man. When he spoke he seemed to be addressing nothing in particular, as he gazed out across the Moon’s ivory surface.  “That’s what I liked about you.  Yes, I remember.”
 
   “And it was really Balikqi did most of the work,” added Alaana.
 
   “Yes.  Humble,” said Annigan.  “Tell me.  How fares Balikqi?”
 
   “He’s dead.  The strain of moving the mountain was too much for his heart.  He was very old.”
 
   “So soon?”  Annigan seemed to be addressing this question to the skies above.  
 
   A long silence followed, but it was not so awkward as Alaana would have imagined.  She felt strangely comfortable sitting here in the Land of the Sky, beside this venerable and kindly spirit.  The Moon-Man appeared always at ease, a legendary figure who shined his silvery glow at night to light the way for the people below.  He seemed to forget that Alaana was even sitting beside him, a solitary being who only wanted to be left alone to admire the stars above and think his cosmic thoughts by himself.
 
   “I’m looking for a child,” said Alaana.  “A young girl who may have passed this way.”
 
   “I don’t get many visitors — only sometimes a shaman who died and lost his way.”
 
   “You would remember her,” said Alaana hopefully.  “She sang a song of the starlings.  Her voice…”  Alaana choked back a sob.  “Her voice was high and soft and light as a feather, her heart light as a feather.”
 
   “How wonderful,” sighed Annigan softly. “No, I don’t remember seeing anyone like that.”
 
   “Are you certain?” asked Alaana, pressing her luck.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Alaana’s heart sank.
 
   “But I’m glad to see you here, young lady.  It’s nice to pass a quiet night with someone new.  I do get lonely sometimes.  Of course the Chukchee send a man up once in a while.  They’re good people.  Very respectful.  But you…”  The Moon-Man turned his gaze full upon her.  She was not afraid, for the great spirit had the character of a gentle old man, and eyes of blue like her father Kigiuna.  “The other shamans shine with a light that reminds me of the Before, but you have something else.” 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Your light is not as theirs.  It seems different.  Older.”
 
   “Older than the Beforetime?” asked Alaana, incredulous.
 
   Annigan shook his great warty gourd of a head.  “No, that’s silly talk isn’t it?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Do you remember the Beforetime?”
 
   Annigan groaned slightly.  “Now that’s a stretch.  So many turns.”  The Moon-Man put a huge, veined hand to his oversized head.  “No, I can’t remember the Before, it’s all broken into pieces.  I wasn’t quite the same then — parts of me were here and parts there.  I only remember there was a battle, a Great Rift and then I hung here in the sky.  All darkness.  A dead rock in a dead sky.”
 
   Silence for a moment, as if the long eons were passing again before his eyes.  “Then the sun came.  It lights me up, you know, for my light is only a reflection of its own.”
 
   “There’s a story the old women tell,” said Alaana.  “That the sun is your sister, and you chase her across the sky.”
 
   “No, that’s not true.  The sun is a soulless monster.  It came from somewhere else, on the other side of the sky.  I never found out what it is.  I don’t chase it.  In truth I’m always running away from it as I believe it represents only one thing, and that one thing is death itself.  As it is known for melting the snow, the snow probably has the same opinion.” 
 
   “But the warmth is pleasant.”
 
   “Perhaps so,” allowed the Moon-Man. 
 
   “And what of the tale of Alakrasina, the woman who married the Moon?”
 
   Annigan smiled distantly. “Yes, that was true.”
 
   “And your daughter?” asked Alaana.  “I don’t mean to offend, but she’s the one I need to see.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   MOONBEAM AND SHADOW
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Separated from Alaana, Tikiqaq could not fly.  Having no soul of its own, just the remnants of former lives that clung to its respective parts, the tupilaq’s patchwork spirit could only crawl along the surface.  And so it did.  But it noticed the ground was different here, its pull less intense.
 
   And still it must kill Kritlaq.
 
   Tiki looked up.  The dark sky held the blue world, and Kritlaq was there.  The sky seemed darker than before, the stars cut in sharper relief, gloriously shining, the world a miracle floating in the sky.  To the tupilaq’s new moonbeam sight, the entire ball looked like one great ocean clothed in loose ribbons of white like froth on the waves.  It was, the tupilaq thought, stunningly beautiful.  Tiki rose up on its hind flipper.  The surface of this new world was so flat and strange, the horizon so close, the tupilaq felt as if it might fall off the edge at any moment.
 
   Tiki slapped its tail against the rugged ivory surface, and propelled itself into the air.  Surprisingly, its hop carried it far above the ground where it hung for a moment, and then drifted slowly back down again.  It tried again, putting more thrust beneath its spirit-body and rising higher.  Soon it got the hang of it and was bouncing with great strides along the surface of the little ivory world.  The experience went from disorienting to exhilarating.  Up the tupilaq went, cresting in an almost weightless way, making a little half-spin at the peak and then drifting slowly back down again to land amid a puff of dust below.  Tiki squealed with delight.  This was the closest thing to flying that it could ever hope to know. 
 
   For a moment, it forgot its purpose.
 
   Then it came crashing down, this time landing not among the lonely dunes but along the rim of one of the high craters.  Dropping like a missile, it landed directly atop another creature.  The other thing, a dazzlingly white soul-shape, cried out beneath the tupilaq.  “Get off, you stupid oaf!”
 
   Tiki rolled to the side, sitting up to face its adversary.  Kritlaq.  Kritlaq. 
 
   The other sat up and Tiki could see that it was not Kritlaq.  It had the shape of a sinuous bird made of liquid white smoke.  Its head, crowned with a ring of short, elegant horns, turned sharply toward the tupilaq.  Its long, slender neck bent at a curious angle.
 
   Tiki hissed back at it.  The tupilaq was not a creature that could move very quickly but it tensed itself to charge straight on.
 
   “You want to fight?”  The ghostly creature poked a spindly claw at Tikiqaq.  It clucked twice.  “Fight me?  You’re already dead, and I’m just a fragment of a dream.  An important dream, but still.”
 
   Tiki, stunned, opened its raven’s beak, then snapped it shut. 
 
   Quixaaragon flapped its leathern wings indignantly.  “That’s better.  Now let’s figure out what you are and what you think you’re doing here.  Sometimes dead things are drawn to the Moon and the snowy owl collects them and takes them away, but I’ve never seen such a sorry sight.  Just so you know, I’m not a snowy owl.”
 
   “Kritlaq.  Kill!”
 
   “Let me see,” said Quixaaragon.  It leaned its head forward and the delicate white beak snipped the spirits of the sinews holding the tupilaq together.
 
   “Your master will have to sew you up again when you return to the solid world,” Quixaaragon said blithely.  “Oh, I see.  Alaana’s made you.  That’s a surprise.  She didn’t seem the type for bloody revenge.”
 
   Quixaaragon rummaged through Tikiqaq’s chest with its beak, inspecting the various bits of souls still clinging to the mismatched bones and organs.  “This is sloppy work.  Let’s hope she does a better job of it the second time.  You’re a mess.”
 
   Tiki allowed this rough handling without resistance.  There was something about the attitude of the bird-like creature, composed as it was of vibrant white light, which offered reassurance as to its intentions. 
 
   “Oh, there’s the problem,” said Quixaaragon, drawing back its head.  “You’ve no heart.  Or perhaps a heart that is something without a soul, that casts no shadow here in the spiritual world.  I can see nearly everything from up here, but you,” it clucked, “you are a surprise.  Alaana, my dear, whatever’s gotten into you?”
 
   “Kritlaq.  Kill!”
 
   “Yes, yes.  You want to kill Kritlaq.  And yet you haven’t done so.  And yet you are here, bopping around on the Moon, crashing into innocent people.”  Quixaaragon gazed up at the world in the sky.  Then it turned and added, “People who are busy doing serious work.”
 
   Quixaaragon flapped its leathern wings once for attention, then pointed a spindly claw at the world above.  “Let’s have a look at Klah Kritlaq, shall we?  You have a wonderful set of eyes.  Use them.”
 
   A pair of moonbeams, long and slender, shot out from Tiki’s face.
 
   “Use them!” said Quixaaragon.  Tiki lurched forward, setting its new eyes at the blue world in the sky.
 
   “The Tanaina camp is visible from here,” explained Quixaaragon.  “Follow along, my friend.”
 
   “Kritlaq,” mumbled Tiki.
 
   “Yes, yes,” replied the other. “See, there he is.”
 
   At last Tiki beheld his enemy.  Kritlaq was a tall man, at present rolling around on the beach with one of his children.  The shaman was naked to the waist despite the cold, and as he laughed the long, sharp lines of his face softened considerably.  His boy, who was six or seven winters old, was determined to get his hands on one of Kritlaq’s two strands of braided black hair, perhaps attracted to the colorful feathered tassels adorning the ends. 
 
   “Kill!” said Tiki. 
 
   “Kritlaq is not so easy to kill,” warned Quixaaragon.  “He has a powerful name. He is a shaman, born from a long line of shamans.”
 
   Kritlaq could not hold his child still.  He twitched endlessly, subject to a nervous tick that caused snake-like movements of his arms and neck.  Cleverly, he wove these movements into the texture of the game, using them to keep the tassels as moving targets. 
 
   “But he is also a man,” said Quixaaragon.  “Go ahead.  Strike.  From here you can kill him easily, yes?”
 
   Tikiqaq was momentarily distracted by the laughing of the boy.  It loved children, and would never think to hurt one.  And damned if Kritlaq didn’t seem to be moving his son in the path of attack.  If he were not twitching this way and that, things would be much easier.
 
   Quixaaragon clucked for attention.  “Like you, I have a violent purpose.  I am a dream of death.  But I don’t yet see the target.  It’s there.  I can feel it just the way you are drawn to yours.  But my moment hasn’t yet come.”
 
   At last the shaman put the boy down.  Klah Kritlaq paused, taking a moment to gaze up at the Moon. 
 
   “You’ll never have a better chance,” said Quixaaragon.  “What will you do?”
 
   Tiki looked away.  Suddenly it had become hard to conceive of killing Kritlaq.  The tupilaq remembered the admonitions of its creator, who had forbid it to think of killing at all.  But without revenge Tikiqaq had no purpose.  Except to protect Tooky, and that was too easy.
 
   The thought came to Tiki that perhaps protector was a much more noble role than assassin.
 
    
 
   Flying free, Alaana’s inuseq glided over the Moon’s luminous surface.  From afar the random patterns of ridges and craters, the sheets of endless white, appeared not so different from the wintry landscapes of Nunatsiaq.  Seen up close, the rock surfaces cut bizarre and jagged shapes, weird and unworldly as compared to the timeworn lines and smooth drifts of the arctic.
 
   Alaana didn’t have time to pause and admire the landscape.  Having learned that Tama’s soul was not to be found here, she had little interest in the wonders of the Land of the Sky.  She would conclude her business with Tatqeq as quickly as possible and return to the Anatatook.  Tiki had wandered away, but this didn’t trouble Alaana.  It was easier to journey without dragging the tupilaq along and she would find it later.  After all, what trouble could it get into up here?
 
   Alaana made her way to the series of high craters Annigan had pointed out. She walked between tall spires of glistening white moonstuff extending from the surface like streaks of tallow melting into the night sky.  She came to a particularly haughty tower, which looked as if just ready to release a big round drip skyward.  The horizon lay outlined by a pearlescent haze of light boiling up from the surface itself.
 
   “Tatqeq!” she called.  “Great spirit, please hear me.”
 
   Only the dead silence of the Moon answered and then, coming from somewhere between the peaks below, the far-off peals of a woman’s laughter.  Echoes played with the coquettish laughter, making it difficult to pinpoint.  It seemed to come from one location and then another and then several at once.
 
   She called again and laughter returned from somewhere off to her left.  The sound shook the crumbling towers, sending a cascade of moondust down upon her like snow.  Her spirit-woman was momentarily snowblind amid a luminous frothy cloud.
 
   The girlish laughter led her on a frustrating chase.  She passed over curiously shaped landmarks coated with an odd sort of snow, not cold and soft, but made from flakes of ivory.  Alaana scooped up a handful.  Looking closely she noticed each flake was intricately carved, the handiwork of the Moon-Man on his lonely vigil in the Land of the Sky.  On a previous visit Alaana had seen Annigan striking flakes of ivory from a segment of tusk and sending them drifting down to the world below as snow.
 
   Alaana sailed over bodies of water streaming down from the peaks, only to find the water was simply liquid moonbeams.  She passed under a looming overhang and through a series of caves all made of luminous white.
 
   She stopped in an impressive cavern as large inside as the entire Anatatook camp.  From a hole in the domed ceiling a brilliant waterfall of moonbeams came cascading down to splash into a pool of blue-white light.  Clouds of moon vapor rose and swirled about the pool, and she knew at last she would find Tatqeq here.
 
   The laughter rang out again.  At least, thought Alaana, the Moon-Man’s daughter was in a pleasant mood.  Maybe she would help after all.
 
   “I am Alaana, shaman of the Anatatook,” she ventured, “come to ask your favor.”
 
   Parting the mist, Tatqeq emerged from the waterfall.  She had taken the form of a young woman, clothed only in the clouded majesty of the mist, whose smooth alabaster skin shone with glittering moonlight.  Her figure was proportioned differently than most of the Anatatook women, bulging in places that befitted a fertility goddess.  And she was not shy about it. 
 
   “How wonderful it is to have a visitor,” she said, “and such a fine young shaman at that.”
 
   She shook her head seductively, setting long white locks at play atop her delicately rounded shoulders.  Wet with light, her hair shimmered and sparkled.  Hers was a different kind of beauty, the ineffable grace of a goddess.  Her face was as round as the Moon with plump and playful cheeks, a small dainty nose and pale, smiling lips.
 
   Alaana replied, “I haven’t come for myself…”
 
   Laughing, Tatqeq sent droplets of moonlight showering like water from her skin.  She stepped close to Alaana.  Reaching out a hand, she ran her slender finger along the line of Alaana’s shoulder, tracing the curve of her spirit-parka.
 
   “You’re a woman,” she laughed.
 
   “Well, of course,” Alaana said patiently.  “But I am a shaman.  I see to the needs of my people.”
 
   “I have needs too,” Tatqeq said in a lilting voice.  “Come with me.”
 
   She took the point of Alaana’s elbow and drew her gently forward.  Alaana had paid obeisance to many spirits in her time as shaman and wondered what type of demands were to be made of her on this occasion.  Tatqeq drew her close, almost as if to snuggle.  Alaana looked into her silvery eyes, each as round and bright as the Moon at its full, and felt an echo of the Maid’s intense loneliness.  
 
   The Moon Maid turned, leading Alaana by the hand through the waterfall.  Alaana went under, expecting to be drenched, but the moonbeams didn’t touch her.  And yet, the touch of the Moon Maid’s hand felt real enough, spirit to spirit.
 
   Beyond the misty curtain lay Tatqeq’s bedchamber.  Its warmth was striking, the air thick with the fragrant scent of white poppy blossoms.
 
   She released Alaana’s hand, leaving her standing before the bed.  As she settled herself on her exotic pallet, the cloudstuff of her bedsheets rippled in gentle waves.  They seemed to be made of mists and skies so soft, so enticing, all of creation lay nestled in their steamy folds.  Tatqeq took up a pose among the soft cloud pillows that made Alaana’s heart quicken.
 
   “Now,” she said, “What is it you desire of me?”  Her fingers idly followed the curve of her slightly rounded belly.
 
   “It’s not for me,” Alaana repeated.  She didn’t approach any closer. “There’s a woman among my band.  Her name is Kala.  She’s married for thirteen winters and still without child.”
 
   Tatqeq leaned forward.  “Her husband is special to you.  I can see into your heart, Alaana.  It is my way.  You love him.”
 
   “I love him as I love each and every one of the Anatatook.”
 
   “Not quite,” she giggled.  “Not entirely true.  When you were children, you thought of him in a special way.  You held his hand.  Your hearts touched.”
 
   Alaana flushed with embarrassment.  Though her spirit-form would show no sign of it, she realized her heart could claim no such privacy.  The Moon Maid saw it all.
 
   “But then it all went wrong,” said Tatqeq sympathetically.  “The river flowed, turning into avenues unexpected.  You changed.  You were called.  He was frightened of you.  And now he shares the bed of another.”
 
   “Yes.”  
 
   Tatqeq made a sympathetic face.  “As you still carry the love,” she observed, “you still bear the pain.”
 
   “It seems to me, great spirit, that you are overly concerned with affairs of the heart.”
 
   “What else matters?” she asked coyly.  “This man spurned you, angatkok.  And yet you’ve come to me on his behalf.”
 
   “For his wife to get a baby.”
 
   Tatqeq laughed.  “Yes, I understand.”  Her eyes glittered like jewels in their ivory sockets.  “Your desires and your reasons are all very clear to me.  I know what you feel when you look upon Mikisork, but wait… He stands in the shadow of something so much greater.  How did I not see it before?  What an unusual man.  So beautiful.  Your husband?”
 
   “Ben Thompson.” 
 
   The Moon Maid’s twinkling eyes gaped.  “Your love for him is writ large across your soul.  It’s so very beautiful.”  She broke off the examination.  “I’m grateful to you, angatkok, for the sight of it.  I will grant your favor.”
 
   Raising her hands above her head she was suddenly clothed in a glittering silver gown.  Her glorious white hair was drawn tightly back, in the manner of an old wife.  “Have Kala sleep exposed to the Moon for the next three nights.  On the third night dip a feather in oil and draw the figure of a baby on her belly.  When she wakes up it shall be done.”
 
    
 
   Alaana sucked air.  The transition back to the confines of the karigi was so sudden she had to force herself to take breath.  She stood up, straightening stiff knees that had sat too long upon the mat.  Night had given way to dawn.  The sky, as seen through the tent flap, was already streaked with amber halfway up from the horizon.  The full Moon still hung high in the sky, its bright glow fading with the dawn.
 
   It was cold in the tent and quiet.  Tiki had left off beating the drum.
 
   Alaana found the tupilaq flat on its back with its laces cut open.  She bent to repair it and noticed the glint as the dawn struck Tikiqaq’s heart of metal.  This was the white man’s copper spear point which Maguan had found on the beach.  Alaana had forgotten she’d placed it in the tupilaq’s chest.  She reached for it, then drew her hand back.
 
   Maybe she should simply end the tupilaq’s existence.  That might be considered a mercy, she thought.  Now was the time, before the tupilaq woke.
 
   The creature’s eyes opened, glittering moonbeams.  Tiki’s head tilted slightly to the side as it caught sight of Alaana with its new eyes.
 
   “And what happened to you?” asked Alaana.
 
   “I saw.  I saw.”
 
   “Saw what?” 
 
   The tupilaq shook with the effort, but it didn’t have the words to describe its experience.  It was, after all, only a pathetic little semblance of life.
 
   “Saw Tama?” asked Alaana. 
 
   Tiki shook its head.
 
   “Then what?”
 
   The tupilaq made a quiet rumbling noise.
 
   “All right,” Alaana said, “Don’t strain yourself.  You’re barely held together as it is.”
 
   It gaped at the big open wound that was its chest, then back at her. The blue-white moonbeam eyes were a drastic improvement over the black chips of stone she had placed in its sockets.  Certainly, Alaana thought, if nothing else the Moon-Man’s gift should not be wasted.
 
   “Don’t look at me like that.” Alaana bent to refasten the laces.  She removed the copper arrowhead and tossed it aside, then pulled the flaps of dead skin tight across the tupilaq’s chest.  “I’ll replace that cold heart as soon as I find something suitable to put in its place.  But for now, you’ll just have to do without.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   SHADOWS AND SECRETS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The terns were jittery.  They circled over the lake, hovering fitfully, then swooping across the surface.  When one did pluck a small fish from the icy water an in-flight brawl immediately followed.  Ben watched them rollicking noisily overhead.  The birds could sense the chill in the air, the loss of daylight.  Soon they would be gone to the south.  Flown away.
 
   He turned his attention back to the children dotting the shore.  The lake, only half frozen, posed an enticing danger to exuberant children.  He felt his eyes drift closed.
 
   He forced them open.  He didn’t want to sleep. 
 
   He didn’t want to sleep, because it hadn’t been a dream.  That strange land he had visited, that place of inky mists and darkness, those pathetic, half-obscured faces. Their desperate voices, like distant echoes, still called out to him even now.  He continued to feel their pull.  He wanted to forget them.  But he couldn’t forget that one voice, that one plaintive cry.  Tamuanuaq.  He knew it wasn’t a dream, because at night the voices were silent.
 
   He’d exhausted himself wandering all day, staying out as long as possible.  The other men were doing useful work, hunting and storing up food for the winter.  And what was he doing?  Chasing at shadows. 
 
   The children skirted the lake, harassing the landed birds.  Little Kinak ran after them with his arms outstretched as if trying to catch one.  Of course he failed every time, but that didn’t seem to matter.  He wound up laughing and flopping on the ground with the others.
 
   He was laughing again, as if Tama had never existed.  That was fine, Ben decided.  He didn’t want Kinak to hurt as he did.  He didn’t want Kinak to suffer.  He was glad that his son could play and laugh.  But from his own mouth, he was certain, there would never come laughter again.
 
   He didn’t want Noona to suffer either, though he seemed helpless to prevent it.  His daughter stood apart from the others, staring off into the nothingness for long stretches of time.  The look in the girl’s eye was frightening, as if she were looking for her lost sister in the faces of the others.  Ben wanted to tell her she was looking in the wrong places.  She wouldn’t find Tama in the light.
 
   Ben stood up, brushing a crust of frost from his parka.  The sun was almost gone already.  The days were getting shorter now on the far side of summer, offering less time for shadow.
 
   “I’m going for a walk,” he said.
 
   “You should rest,” remarked Higilak.  “You look so tired.”
 
   “Sleep,” said Pilarqaq.  “Have a long sleep.  We’ll mind the children for you.”
 
   “A walk is all I need.”
 
   Rising to his feet Ben felt dizzy.  He tottered for a moment, then set out toward camp.
 
   He passed between the tents, like a walker in a dream, hardly knowing what he might be looking for.  The camp was empty, most of the men out on the hunt, the women at work inside their homes or out by the lake.  How many of them would notice, Ben wondered, if he simply disappeared from sight? 
 
   He wove his way across the camp, passing tents he recognized only vaguely, as if his existence among them had been only a half-remembered dream. There was no color left in the world; everything was gray and black.
 
   Ben stooped to inspect the leeward side of each tent where the lowering sun threw the long shadows.  He peered into the cast darkness and he listened.
 
   But he heard nothing.  Was he going crazy?  He remembered a crazy old man he had known during his time in the Yukon as a child.  A horrific figure, he walked the snows for days on end, muttering to himself.  The rest of the natives kept far away from him, saying he was dangerous and possessed by spirits.  In the end a shaman had killed the old witch-man. 
 
   Was the shaman’s husband immune from such treatment, he wondered.  If others became suspicious of him, what would they do?
 
   Heading out of the camp, he bumped square into Tooky.  Alaana’s tupilaq was thrown out from the young girl’s amaut and onto the snow.  It stood up and squawked threateningly at Ben from its raven’s beak.  Well, there was your answer, thought Ben. 
 
   “Stop that, Tikiqaq!  Ben wouldn’t hurt me. Hush!” said Tooky, waving the monster away.  “Oh, I’m sorry, Ben.  I’m so clumsy.”
 
   “It wasn’t your fault.  I wasn’t looking.”
 
   As slim as she was, Tooky’s belly had begun to show a distinctive bulge.  He realized she was carrying a baby, her first child.  A child conceived in the very same act that had doomed his Tama.  It wasn’t Tooky’s fault.  Ben knew that.  And it wasn’t the child’s fault.  Ben knew that as well.  And yet, he couldn’t bear to look upon that bulge.  He imagined for a moment that he had the long claws of a white bear, that he might seize Tooky and rip her open, digging through flesh and blood like cream, and find Tama hidden there.  Horrified, he turned to walk away.
 
   “Where are you going?” asked Tooky.
 
   “A walk on the flats.”
 
   “I’ll come with you.”  Tooky followed after Ben, saying, “I can leave Tikiqaq here.”
 
   Ben shook her off without turning around.  “Keep your monster.  I want to be alone.”
 
   Ben walked out onto the barren tundra.  But where could he find shadows in the flatlands?  Everything lay draped with an unbroken layer of snow; all was white.  Forever white. 
 
   Desperation clawed at him.  He couldn’t stand the heartbreak of another sunset.  They didn’t come at night.  In darkness there is no shadow.
 
   What was it Alaana had said?  The shadow world lay beside our own, just like the world of dreams.  It existed everywhere, just around the corner. Shadows held secrets, the secrets of the shamans.  Places normal people weren’t supposed to go, pathways they couldn’t tread.  If it really was that close, one little sideways step should get you there.  If only he knew how.  Not even Alaana knew the way, or at least that’s what she said. 
 
   But Ben would let nothing keep him from Tama.  Nothing.
 
   He lingered among the long shadows behind the tall rocks.  Cutting across jagged crusts of snow, the shadow seemed darker, like a pool of black water.  Ben reached out his hand.  As a boy he had feared such places, imagining some dreadful, unnamed thing biding its measure, waiting to spring out from the seething darkness.  Now he only wished something would come.  It would not snatch him; he would grab it, be it monster or demon or wayward soul.  He would take hold of it, and he would pull.
 
   Nothing.  Listening with all his heart, he heard nothing.
 
   He turned back.  His own shadow was drawn long, and deep, and dark.
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   Ben’s heart leapt.  It was his daughter’s voice.  In his own shadow!
 
   It had been real.  Not a dream. 
 
   It was real.  The sound of that voice sent him to the brink of desperation and utter despair.  Don’t go Tama, he thought.  Don’t go away.
 
   He stepped sideways.
 
   As he tumbled down into the waiting darkness of his own shadow, all color drained away, to be replaced by eternal night.  Darkness didn’t frighten him.  The Anatatook lived through three months of night every winter.  But this place was more than just dark.  
 
   It was made entirely of shifting shadows, a smoky haze that moved as if it were itself alive.  Sounds strained to reach his ear as if coming from another place, nearby but unreachable, muffled and indistinct.  Frightened groans in the dark, a woman moaning, a man sobbing so intensely it could almost have been laughter.  The discord was so horrible it turned Ben’s stomach inside out, causing him to gag and retch.  None of it mattered, he told himself.  There was only one sound he wanted to hear.
 
   “Tama?” he called.  His own voice sounded distorted, like a long gasping shriek.
 
   It was so hard to see anything in this inky soup, to put aside the inescapable feeling that he might bump into something terrible at any moment.  But he pressed onward, arms out-stretched like a blind man kneading the dark.  A crazy old, blind man.
 
   Ben realized he had found his way back to camp.  The tents felt vague and insubstantial to his questing fingers.  He walked through the caribou-hide walls as if he were a ghost.  Or a shadow. 
 
   The tents were empty. Completely empty.  Where there should have been cooking pots and spare clothing and tools there lay only uneven blankets of shadow.  Where were the people?  How did they live?  He heard rustling in the darkness beside him, behind him.
 
   “Hello?”  The sound of his voice echoed slightly then died away in the emptiness.  
 
   He was getting nowhere.  As he approached the center of this dreary encampment he stopped and waited, afraid the gloom might swallow him entirely.  There was nothing to do but stare into the swirling darkness.  Time was running out.  The sun was almost down, the shadows growing longer and even more distorted. It seemed this twisted, frightful place had not yet made up its mind whether to accept him or spit him back out.
 
   Worst of all was the sky.  It was a living, seething darkness, devoid of stars, where the sun would never shine.  He looked up at it, a swirling, hungry thing.  The sight was disorienting as if the sky were a shapeless black pit that he might fall into, that was neither up nor down, simply there, ready to draw the life out of him at the slightest misstep.  He was afraid.  But fathers don’t balk from fear, not when their little ones need them.  He squinted, seeing figures in the blackened mist.  He was sure they were people, yet every time he approached they shrank away.
 
   “Help me,” he said.  “Please help me.”
 
   The figures stood still, their outlines hazy and unsure.
 
   “I want my daughter.  I know she’s here.”
 
   As he drew nearer, their faces grew more distinct.  Their eyes stared dumbly, without spark of life or emotion, their mouths hung open.  Ben was overwhelmed with a sense of pity for them.  But he would not turn away.
 
   He paused before one such cringing shadow.  I think I recognize him, he thought.  That hair, that face.
 
   “I know you!” he said.  “I know you.”
 
   The thing shrank back, seeking to fade into the obscurity of black mist.  Ben would not have it.  If there was a link here, he wasn’t going to lose it. 
 
   He grabbed the shade’s wrist.  For a moment he expected his hand would pass right through the inky smoke but it didn’t.  The shadow felt like dough in his hand.
 
   The figure shrank back again, its vacant expression horrifying and pathetic.
 
   The mist-shrouded face was certainly familiar, but all the faces were so distorted, so empty, here.  The dark hair faded into the black pool of shadow.  The look in the eyes was not the confident, lighthearted expression this face so often wore.  Instead, the rounded cheeks were drawn and thin.  Nonetheless, it was Maguan. 
 
   “Maguan!” Ben exclaimed.  “Don’t you know me?”
 
   The dark eyes shifted, but recognition was not there.
 
   “You know me,” insisted Ben.  “You have to help me.  Where is my daughter?”
 
   The shadow shook his head. 
 
   “Your sister Alaana is my wife.  Is Alaana here?”
 
   The shadow’s voice was hesitant and weak.  “There is no Alaana here.  My sister died many turns ago.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “My sisters fell ill, many years ago.  Both of them, Avalaaqiaq and Alaana, they died.  That happened in your world.  The real world.  We are only shadows and smoke here.  When the soul on the other side passes to the distant lands, when the daylight person dies, we fade away.”
 
   “But Alaana didn’t die of the fever,” Ben said.  “She changed, she became a shaman.  I don’t understand any of this.  Where is my daughter?”
 
   Maguan’s head shook slowly as if he didn’t understand.  He seemed to be drifting backward, receding into the dark.  His voice, a frail whisper, said, “I don’t know who you mean.”
 
   Ben regarded the crowd of dark faces gathered around.  He recognized Kigiuna and Mikisork and Talliituk and a few others.  They began to disperse in a disinterested way, moving slowly with shuffling feet.
 
   “You shouldn’t be here,” said an oddly-familiar voice.  “You are not a shadow.”
 
   Ben turned to see who had spoken.  There was an old woman at his elbow.  It was Higilak.
 
   “It will be nighttime soon,” said Maguan’s shadow.  “You must leave this place.” 
 
   “Not without my daughter.”
 
   “We can’t help you,” said Maguan.  
 
   “Old Mother?” asked Ben.  Unlike the others, the shade of Higilak did not flinch or shy away.  “You have to help me.”
 
   “Perhaps it is you who are called here to help us,” she said.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   The old woman, her dark face scored by even darker lines that told of the years, said, “We are slaves to the sunlit world.  If someone should die on the other side, we cease to exist.  Just one mistake, the wrong step on the ice, a heated argument with a neighbor, and we are gone forever.  We are shadows only.”
 
   She paused as if to regain her strength.  Was that a sign of old age or would such a long speech be a chore for any of them, Ben wondered.
 
   “My daughter is here,” said Ben angrily.  “I’ve heard her voice.  And if her shadow is here, does that mean she’s still alive?”  But that couldn’t be true.  He’d seen Tama’s body, had held it in his arms, had wiped his own tears from where they had splashed her dead face.  Tama was buried under a cairn of stones on the beach at the Tongue.  Of that there was no doubt.  But if her shadow roamed here, it was because her soul had not yet passed across the divide.
 
   “I must find her.”
 
   “Our Ben disappeared several days ago,” said the old woman, “and so we thought that he must have died.  But here you are, a living, breathing man, now come among us.  What can it mean?”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Ben, “I’m looking for my–”
 
   “Your daughter,” said Higilak.  She turned and exchanged a hidden glance with the others.  “You say you are married to Alaana, who we believe is long dead and gone, and that she has borne your children.”
 
   “It’s true.  We have three children.”
 
   The old woman bowed her head as if struggling to think.  “Too many riddles.  There is only one who might be able to help…”
 
   “Who do you mean?”
 
   “The Light-Bringer.  A great hero from a time of heroes.  He is kind and good.  He will help.”
 
   “All right.  How do I find him?”
 
   Higilak cocked her head to the side.  “He walks paths we may never tread.  We are only shadows.  Without him we wouldn’t even exist.”
 
   “Where is he?” Ben raised his voice.  The old woman shook her head slowly.  She seemed exhausted. 
 
   “Old Mother?”
 
   “One can never say when he will appear.”
 
   This was all she would offer.  None of the others seemed to have anything more to add either.  Their faces grew indistinct as they receded back into the blackened mists of the shadow world.  Or perhaps the shadows deepened around them, blurring their edges.  Frightful new sounds arose from the background, wails and groans of terror and pain.
 
   Ben didn’t know where else to turn.
 
   A cloud of liquid shadow surged forward.  The crowd of people faded into the infinite dark.
 
   “You must go,” said Higilak, “before it’s too late.”
 
   The desperate sounds increased as terror mounted; all was darkness.  The sun had set. 
 
   “You must go,” said Maguan.  He grabbed the front of Ben’s parka and pushed.
 
    
 
   Ben woke, still out on the tundra, freezing cold. 
 
   Alaana was shaking him by the shoulder.
 
   “Ben,” she called, brushing frost from his face.  “Ben!”
 
   When night had fallen and he hadn’t returned to camp, she’d gone to look for him.  It had been a close thing.  His tracks had been swept away by the evening wind.  If not for the faint glimmer of his soul-light among the endless expanse of tundra she might never have found him, lying face down in the snow.
 
   He blinked up at her, his eyes rolling sightlessly in their sockets, then his lids closed again.
 
   “Ben!” she said.  Alaana took him into her arms and held him close.  He shivered so intensely she couldn’t hold him still.  She ripped open the front of her parka and wrapped him inside, rubbing his face with her hands.
 
   She feared he’d succumbed to grief and that he was ready to die.  For the past few days he hadn’t been eating or sleeping.  He had refused even to speak with her about it.
 
   Ben sighed against the nape of her neck and his shivering subsided. 
 
   “I find you lying here,” she said angrily, “snow in your mouth, in your eyes…”
 
   He didn’t answer.
 
   “What’s happening to you?” she asked.
 
   “I fell asleep.  I…”
 
   “Asleep?  In the snow?”  She held tight, still warming him up.  It was better this way, she thought; with his face buried in her shoulder they didn’t have to look at each other.  Maybe this way they could actually talk.  “Do you want to die?” she asked. 
 
   No answer.  She hung on the precipice for a moment, and then leapt.  “I don’t want you to die,” she said.
 
   “If I die,” he said softly, “will I find her?” 
 
   “I will find her!” Alaana became angry.  If a shaman should lose the confidence of the people, disaster would follow.  She would be incapable of protecting or helping them, of healing them, of guiding them through danger.  But if a shaman should lose the confidence of her husband, that would be even worse.
 
   Ben turned away, burying himself deeper in the folds of her parka.  Locked in Alaana’s warming embrace he felt further from her than ever before.  He should ask for her help.  Why not?  This was the perfect time.
 
   But no.  He couldn’t.  He was afraid for Tama.  What was it Maguan had said?  The shadows thought Alaana was dead.  They thought she died years ago, when she had become the shaman.  And why should that be?  Only one explanation made sense to him.  When called to the world of the spirits, it was said, a shaman is given a certain special light.  Ben couldn’t see it directly, for he was not a shaman himself, but it was evident in the way the shamans walked, the way they carried themselves, the way they looked out upon the people.  Alaana hadn’t died from the ravages of the fever all those years ago, but she had changed. 
 
   In order to shine so brightly the shaman’s soul must be without shadow.  The day Alaana became a shaman her shadow had died. 
 
   Her spirit burned so brightly now.  Too bright for them.  There was a reason shamans didn’t go to the shadow lands.  If she ventured there she might burn them all away, like a torch in the darkness.  
 
   If he confided in her, he knew just what she would do.  Trying to help, she would stumble ahead.  She’d find a way to get to the shadow world, bringing that bright, burning light.  What then?  Her light would erase them.  And Tama would be lost.  And that truly would be the end of all things.  Alaana had killed her child once already; she would never survive doing so again.  Maybe none of them would.
 
   This was something he had to do alone. 
 
   “Ben,” she said, “Answer me!”
 
   He hadn’t heard the question.  It didn’t matter.  “You shamans have so many secrets,” he said.  “Your secret language, the secret places you go.  But what if our poor Tama is trapped someplace you can’t go?”
 
   “What do you mean?” she demanded.
 
   But he was done talking.  He would keep his own secrets.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   THE TOP OF THE WORLD
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   This was the spot.  Vithrok was certain.  He could feel the pull of it.  The very top of the world. 
 
   In every direction an unbroken expanse of white.  This place knew only one season.  It was always the dead of winter here.
 
   The silence was pristine, complete.  He felt no wind, no flicker of life, no movement.  It seemed as if time had frozen, its onward rush stopped, its mocking voice silenced.  He stood at the center, bodiless, a thing of spirit only, held together by sheer force of will, but that was more than enough.  Were he mortal the cold would have iced his blood to the bone.  But he did not feel the cold.  Nothing could exist here.  No beast nor bird, this was a place man could never go.  This was his place, his home.  No one would ever find him here.  Not the little shaman or anyone. 
 
   Were he mortal he would have needed to dig like an animal to raise the citadel.  The snow could never be convinced to move on its own, not here at the top, where its slumber was so deep it could never be disturbed.  That was good.  Let it sleep, let it sleep.  He concentrated on finding what was below, under the crust of ice.  Buried by ages of cold and frost.  Massive stones they had dragged here piece by piece at the beginning of the world.  He sent his consciousness questing down.  Hidden here.  Lost.  But everything lost was simply waiting to be found again.  He was certain of it.
 
   The stones were there, Vithrok could feel them.  He burrowed down and outward like the roots of a tree.  Contact.  Deep sleep.  Sleep like death itself.  But what was death to him?  Long had he slept, confined in his prison.  Dead but not dead.  Only to rise again.
 
   “Rise up,” he commanded in the secret language of the Tunrit.  “Rise up!”
 
   The effort required was monumental, but he would succeed.  Dig down, dig the roots down, in shoots and tendrils of determined intention encircling the buried stones.  He must wake their weary spirits up.  Asking politely would not do the trick, their slumber was too deep.  That was not a problem.  He didn’t need to ask.
 
   Fire.  Vithrok sent hot fire into them, and the spirits within the stones of the citadel stirred.  Oh yes, he thought.  I can make you burn.
 
   The ground shook.  Ice cracked, breaking the white silence of the North.  Here at the north pole, there was no one to hear it except Vithrok.
 
   “Up!” he commanded. “I only want you to come up.”
 
   Stones groaned, sluggish, uncooperative.  Vithrok would not be denied.  “Up.  Up!”
 
   The tremendous upheaval that followed would have been an awesome sight to see, if any had been present to bear witness.  Mortal men, Vithrok imagined, might have thrown themselves down on their knees, mumbling in obeisance and terror at the skies above.  The cracking ice shattered, spraying into the air in great gouts like breaths of vapor exhaled from the spout of the world itself.  The citadel of the Tunrit rose up, through a shower of sparks and icy spume, thrusting itself once again into the world that had buried its long hallways and stately corridors, even to the tips of its grand spires.  As Vithrok stood immaterial, the immense rooms and gables passed right through him.  His spirit mingled briefly with the stones.  They shrieked and recoiled away, burned by his touch. 
 
   “Just do what I want,” he told them.  “Just rise up.”
 
   And the citadel did rise up, the dead weight of snow and ice rushing in to fill the gap below.
 
   When it was done, Vithrok shuddered with the spent effort.  His lonely palace restored, the citadel looked exactly it had before.  Timeless and unchanged.  Restored again.  But empty.  Gone was the fellowship and camaraderie of his friends, those who had struggled to raise these walls in darkness.  The songs of the Tunrit did not even echo here, lost to the endless mists of time.  All gone without a trace.  This was only the beginning, he told himself, the first step.  On a journey backward through time.  Back to the beginning.
 
   Vithrok threw his spirit wide, inhabiting the entire citadel.  He could rest here, in the cold embrace of these ancient stones.  With no body of his own to anchor him, he would be safe here.  These timid souls would not trap him as the soulless catchstone had done.  These were souls from long ago, old friends as it were.  He shut his mind to their screams. 
 
   He could rest here, and sleep. 
 
   And sleeping, Vithrok dreams of the past.
 
    
 
   The lemming’s soul cried out.
 
   “Hold!” commanded Vithrok.
 
   His gaze pressed the lemming hard.  Its heartbeat quickened.  Whiskers twitched fitfully as the creature’s eyes sought any avenue of escape.  The lemming was paralyzed, hindlegs tensed but incapable of flight.  Every fiber of its being cried out to break and run.  And yet there was a voice inside its head, a hook in its soul.
 
   Vithrok hunched forward.  He squatted before the creature, exerting force of will eye to eye.  He felt the pace of the lemming’s heart quicken as its strained against his dominance.  Its soul-light waxed and waned, rioting through shades of blue and silver as the creature’s panic rose to fever pitch.
 
   “Hold!” he said again, leaning closer .  Distance was a factor, he’d learned, when commanding the soul of another.  Vithrok kept his hands away, only his spirit touched the lemming’s soul. 
 
   The lemming panted frantically, its mind completely helpless under Vithrok’s invisible hand.  The blood pounded in its head.  Its heart beat so violently Vithrok thought it must explode.
 
   “Vithrok?”
 
   He relaxed his hold.  Released from its torment, the lemming scampered around in a disorganized frenzy.  It ran full into Tulunigraq’s leg and bounced off. 
 
   “What’s this?” Tulunigraq asked, glancing down.  His brow wrinkled as if he realized there was something amiss, but didn’t know what.  Vithrok stabbed down quickly with his spearpoint, skewering the lemming through the heart.  With a tiny squeal it was done.
 
   “Just killing a snack,” said Vithrok.  
 
   Tulunigraq looked down his beak at the lemming, still unnerved, then turned toward the two other Tunrit behind him.  “We’re here, as you asked.”
 
   Vithrok said, “I’m glad you’ve come.”
 
   He ushered them to the front of the ridge, overlooking the construction below.  From this angle the Tunrit citadel appeared as a sketchy outline of rock slabs, just the foreshadow of a dream.  Above, the sky was dark as always, the stars shining weakly.
 
   “The alignment is almost perfect,” said Vithrok.  “Let me show you.”
 
   He took out a small bundle of oiled skins and unwrapped the device.  This mechanism had been made by Kidan, who had studied the subtle movements of the stars and the relationships of numbers.  It predicted the turning of the sky with great accuracy.  
 
   Vithrok held it up to the sky.  The Never Moves, the star that marked the exact center of the sky, was directly overhead.  For that reason they had decided to build their citadel here.  This place had remarkable properties. As the sky turned this was the center, the very top of the world.  Kidan was just now on the plain below directing the other Tunrit men in the construction.
 
   The device was a circle of stone joined in the center by a cross to which several smaller gears and struts were attached.  The outer ring registered the movements, as told by triangular teeth that marked the positions of the constellations and predicted their return. 
 
   “See?” said Vithrok.  “There is Sivulliik, the Two in Front, and directly behind comes Kingulliq, the star that marks the grandmother chasing the two.  And the Breastbone comes to join them.”  He pointed to a cluster of bright blue-tinted stars not far from the horizon line.  “The alignment is right.”
 
   He paused to adjust one of the levers.
 
   “The turnings of the stars have never interested me,” said Tugto.  “They take so very long to go around, and in the end wind up in the same place.  Nothing can ever come of it.”
 
   Tulunigraq had also lost interest.  He turned to the work below.  “Not even Kidan cares about such things any longer.  The citadel will be his great work.”
 
   “How does it look?” asked Oogloon, who could see nothing but the spirit of the snow.
 
   “Nearly the same,” Tulunigraq remarked.  “The work goes slowly.”
 
   “There!” announced Vithrok.  “Have a look.”
 
   He handed the device to Oogloon and pointed out the correct heading.
 
   Oogloon grunted softly, lowering the mechanism from his eyes.  “I see nothing.”
 
   Vithrok snatched the device back.  “In this formation they have a certain pull.  Can’t you feel it?”
 
   “Not sure,” said Oogloon.
 
   “Close your eyes.  It’s not like using the sight.  It’s about letting the mind flow outward.”
 
   “I don’t feel it,” said Tulunigraq flatly.
 
   “I do, I think,” added Tugto.
 
   Tulunigraq gave Tugto a disdainful look as if to say that he was always taking Vithrok’s side in such matters. 
 
   “But what’s the purpose of all of this?” asked Tulunigraq.
 
   “The answer,” said Vithrok, “to a question.”
 
   “And what is the question?”
 
   “What if it didn’t have to be dark all the time?” 
 
   “What are you talking about?” asked Oogloon.
 
   “There is something out there,” said Vithrok. “Up there.”
 
   “But what?”
 
   Vithrok smiled.  Now he had their attention, he must seize it.  “A fire.  A ball of fire to light up the sky.  I can feel it.”
 
   The others didn’t.  Even Tugto had to admit that.
 
   “It’s there,” said Vithrok.  “On the other side of the sky.”
 
   “The other side?” muttered Oogloon.  He shook his head at the idea.
 
   Vithrok told them, “The time has come for our greatest effort, our greatest success.  There is a limitless font of light and warmth and it lies just beyond the curtain of the sky!  We can bring it here!”
 
   “Bring it here?” asked Tulunigraq with a sneer.  “Wouldn’t such a thing tear a hole in the sky?”
 
   Vithrok didn’t know.  “There will be light and warmth.”
 
   “This idea is madness,” said Tulunigraq.  “As usual, Vithrok, you go too far.”
 
   He turned to walk away, but Tugto spun him back around by the shoulder.  “Was it too far when he made the turgats provide us food for the hunt?  Was it too far when he sent the dagger-tooths to oblivion so that none may now hunt us?”
 
   Tulunigraq snickered.  “Vithrok is foremost among us.  This I will never deny.  We all benefit from the things he has achieved.  But that does not mean that he is always right.”  He turned toward Vithrok.  “You are my friend, and I love you.  But you are reckless.  You take too many chances.  It’s one thing to risk your own life, but this could be the end of all of us.  I forbid it.”
 
   “You forbid?” roared Vithrok.  His face flushed with anger.  “You forbid?”
 
   He stepped toward Tulunigraq.  Kidan’s device still in one hand, he pulled the other back, balled into a fist. 
 
   Tulunigraq stared intently at him.  His eyes, on either side of the beak-like projection that served him as nose, were small and sharp, daring him to strike.  “I have just as much say as you do.”
 
   Oogloon took Vithrok’s fist in his own hands, drawing him away from Tulunigraq.  “It doesn’t matter,” he said, “I don’t see how such a thing can be done.  The sky and stars are too distant.  Out of our reach.”  He smiled at Vithrok.  “Too far, even for you.”
 
   Vithrok opened his fist, using the hand to pat Oogloon softly on the cheek.  “The pull of the stars knows no distance, the proper alignment comes soon.  If we four exert ourselves, if we pull together, we can bring it here.”
 
   “What you say is not possible.”  Tulunigraq, who wore a sleeveless caribou parka, crossed his feathered arms across his chest. 
 
   “Quamaniq niuruq siqieiq,” intoned Vithrok.  He raised both hands to the sky.  “Quamaniq, quamaniq.”
 
   A thin beam of pale blue light extended from Vithrok’s straining fingertips.  The light had appeared sidewise as if it had spun into place from beneath a fold of the darkness. 
 
   “Grab hold,” commanded Vithrok, “Stretch your minds along the tether, feel your way.”
 
   Tugto laid his hands on the beam.  “It is a long way,” he said.
 
   “Yes, it is a very long way,” replied Vithrok.  “Send a bit of your soul down along the tether.”
 
   “I see it,” said Tugto in amazement.  “I see it!  But it’s too bright.  I can’t stand to look at it.” 
 
   “I can’t see it,” said Oogloon in frustration.  “I can never see these things.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” said Vithrok, taking Oogloon’s hand and placing it on the tether.  “Stretch out and you will feel it.  When the time comes you will pull just like the rest of us, brother.  You won’t need to see.”
 
   Vithrok felt his excitement rise.  “My plan can work!  Come Tulunigraq, take hold.  See for yourself.”
 
   Tulunigraq would not bend.  “It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “Where Vithrok goes, I follow,” said Tugto. “I stand in support.”  He and Vithrok exchanged glances.  “Oogloon?”
 
   Oogloon hesitated, letting go the tether.  “Will it melt the snow?”
 
   “We can’t know what it would do,” said Tulunigraq.  “Something like that?  Burning the sky with fire?  We’ll all be killed.  We’ll all die for the sake of Vithrok’s vanity.”
 
   “Vanity?” raged Vithrok.  “You fool!  It’s not for me, we do this.  It’s for them.”  And so saying, he indicated the others toiling in darkness to build the citadel.  “It’s not for us.  Nothing we do is for us.  Don’t you understand?  There will be light and warmth.  All will be able to see, not just the four of us.  All will see.”
 
   This argument held sway over Oogloon, who nodded his head, saying, “I am willing.”
 
   Vithrok again raised his fist to Tulunigraq, but this time as an encouragement not a threat.  “Think of the hunts we will have!  We’ll be able to see the bear as it lunges for us, counter the attack even before it comes within killing range.  We will have color again, Tulunigraq.  Do you remember how it used to be?  Do you remember all the colors?”
 
   “Oh, yes.  I remember.  It is you who has forgotten, Vithrok.  Have you forgotten that?”  He pointed to the Thing That Was Cast Into The Outer Darkness, which could still be seen as a distant smudge, a tiny receding blot that was darker even than the dark sky.  The Thing’s screams could still be heard, but only faintly now, as it tumbled away from the world it had made.
 
   “See what happens when one steps too far?” said Tulunigraq.  “Remember what they did to us?  How they robbed us of Heaven?  Tell me you aren’t going to do the same.”
 
   The fate of the Thing still haunted Vithrok.  A momentary doubt crossed his face.  “This is not Heaven,” he said.
 
   “You see?” chimed Tulunigraq.  “You can’t promise me that.  You risk everything all over again.  Things aren’t so bad now.  That’s your problem Vithrok.  You’ve never learned to accept things the way they are.”
 
   “You can’t refuse,” said Vithrok desperately.  “This task needs all four of us.  The alignment won’t hold for long.  If we don’t bring the ball here now it will be many turns of the sky before we can try it again, many turns, and we’ll spend all that time in darkness and cold.  You must help us.”
 
   “No,” said Tulunigraq.
 
   Just like that.  No.  In that moment Vithrok wanted to kill Tulunigraq outright, but temperance stayed his hand.  All four takpiksuk were needed.  Killing Tulunigraq would not bring the light to his people, only doom them to darkness forever.  He would have to find another way.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   EYESIGHT TO THE BLIND
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Vithrok dreams of the past.
 
   The sky turned and turned and turned.  The world grew colder.  The snow piled higher and did not recede.  The mamut faded away until at last their distant, forlorn calls were heard no longer upon the frozen plain.  All gone.
 
   The Tunrit returned only rarely to the place at the top of the world where the Never Moves shone directly above.  Game animals were most often found to the south.  And food they had in plenty, and they lived free of predation.  Unmolested and well-fed, the Tunrit turned themselves to other pursuits.  Some took to composing songs and the telling of imaginative tales, while others developed methods for carving huge monuments into the mountains in order to create more permanent works of art.  And Uivvaq had his cave paintings, on rare occasions when firelight permitted. 
 
   The storytellers told of their lives in the Before, when anything might happen without consequence or strife.  For most, the Beforetime had become a distant memory and these fanciful tales an amusement only.  For Vithrok the wounds remained painfully fresh.  If the others were content to live in darkness and struggle and freezing cold, he was not.  It seemed the Tunrit had resigned themselves to rely on the Sighted Ones to get them through.  Tulunigraq and the others accepted the responsibility and the status that came along with it.  Vithrok saw it differently.  He was not content to shepherd the people through their lives like helpless pups.  He wanted them to have warmth on their faces.  He wanted them to see.
 
   When their stores were full they would return sometimes to the top of the world and work to fulfill Kidan’s vision.  The citadel of the Tunrit rose up higher and higher.  It was slow going, in the dark, cutting the massive blocks of stone and dragging them to this place along the sledge routes from the south.  How many turnings for each block of stone?  Even Kidan had lost count.
 
   Vithrok could have helped the others by manipulating the inua within the blocks.  Stone spirits were slow and stubborn, but would surrender to his manipulations when pushed to the point of pain.  It was all a matter of will.  But as the others lent their hands and their strong backs to making Kidan’s dream a reality Vithrok had other things to do.  He had his own dream and he devoted himself to that goal relentlessly over the long ages.  He sat on his lonely perch on the high ridge where the others could not see, Kidan’s stargazing mechanism poised before his eyes.  He watched the movements of the stars as they marched across the sky, round and round.
 
   From across the divide it called to him in a secret whisper.  It had no voice with which to speak; it was not alive.  But its heat, its warmth, the light it could offer for their lives, these things spoke to him across the distance.  The thing that burned on the other side of the sky. 
 
   He let the Tunrit toil in the darkness.  He did not bend the stones to his will.  That secret he did not share with the other takpiksuk.  He had shown the Sighted Ones too much already.  Now he understood the need for secrecy more than ever before.  The others could not be completely trusted.
 
   A series of snow hares lined up before him.  Twelve in the row.  He held them fast, then bade them hop forward each in turn.  Their soul-lights glittered with white fire. When he asked them to move, they resisted.  His brow creased in concentration as he applied the cutting edge of his will to their souls.  They wanted so very much to scamper, each in a different direction, but he held them.  He held them all.  And he made them dance.  Even if it killed them, he made them dance. 
 
    
 
   The sky turned and turned.  All the while the world grew colder, the ice crept farther south.  The giant sloths disappeared, and the great wolf-bears passed into extinction as well.  The cold was relentless.  Could the Tunrit stand it?  Vithrok didn’t want to find out.  To his mind, they shouldn’t have to stand it.
 
   Violent creatures came out of the cold, things the Tunrit had never seen before, monsters that came to life only at temperatures so low they had never existed before, whirlwinds of destruction intent on shredding the flesh from their bones.  Vithrok and the other Sighted Ones repelled them as best they could.
 
   And still the ice crept.
 
   At last the alignment came right again.  Vithrok approached Tulunigraq in secret.  He pleaded with Tulunigraq for aid, abasing himself before him on hands and knees, but found him still resistant to the idea.  Very well.  Vithrok smiled and said it was all right.  He had come to an understanding.
 
   Tulunigraq watched the other carefully with his small, black eyes.  “It’s for the best,” he said.  “Deep down, you know that I’m right.”
 
   “I know,” said Vithrok.
 
   Later, when Vithrok came for him, Tulunigraq saw it coming.  He reacted very quickly, going for his spear. 
 
   Vithrok was unarmed; he needed no weapon.  He reached out with his mind, flexing his will across the space between them.  Tulunigraq’s soul-light was perhaps the most beautiful of them all.  It sparkled almost as brightly as the stars above, a clear bed of azure shot through with fireballs of crimson and violet.  There was so much of the Beforetime still left within him. 
 
   Vithrok held him in a well-practiced grip.  Still, a Tunrit soul was far above that of the beasts of the field.  Tulunigraq struggled mightily, the spear held immobile in his hand.  His soul surged, forming spikes of blade-edged panic.  Vithrok’s will lay over him like a smothering blanket, his control precise. 
 
   “Hold still,” said Vithrok, “and it will go easier.  I promise you.”
 
   Tulunigraq writhed in defiance and then in pain.  The spear point moved not at all.
 
   Vithrok held fast.  “The battle is already lost, my brother, or you would have made the thrust already.  You can not get free.  Perhaps if you were strong enough.  Perhaps if you knew the way.”
 
   As their minds struggled against each other, Vithrok felt something break.  Tulunigraq’s soul shrieked in agony and rage.  And Vithrok was sorry.  He was very sorry for that.
 
   “Perhaps,” Vithrok said, “you would have learned this trick yourself if you hadn’t been so quick to accept things as they are.”
 
   The struggle continued but Tulunigraq’s resistance soon weakened.  His soul thrashed and convulsed.  Crack.  Snap.  He was flinging himself against a solid wall, with disastrous results.
 
   “You are going to help pull the ball of fire into the sky,” said Vithrok.
 
   “Never,” returned Tulunigraq. 
 
   “What?” asked Vithrok, tightening his grip.  “Say again?”
 
   Tulunigraq could not. 
 
    
 
   Tugto and Oogloon awaited them on the ridge.  If they thought it strange that Vithrok and Tulunigraq should come together, or that Tulunigraq’s resistance had succumbed to a sudden change of heart, they did not speak of it. 
 
   Tugto stared for a moment, squinting his eyes at the sight of Tulunigraq’s soul-light.  Vithrok did not give him the chance to wonder too much.  Instead he lined the other three up and intoned the words that brought the blue tether through from the other side. 
 
   “Quamaniq niuruq siqieiq,” said Vithrok.  Again he raised his hands to the sky.  “Quamaniq, quamaniq.”
 
   The blue light extended and Tugto grabbed hold.  Tulunigraq showed no hesitation at all.  His eyes, glazed, did not meet with any of the others.
 
   “Quickly,” said Vithrok, placing Oogloon’s hands upon the wire.  “Send your minds up along the tether.  Reach forward in the way that I have shown you.”
 
   Vithrok’s consciousness slid upward into the night sky.  He found the task more difficult than he had imagined as he must drag Tulunigraq along with him.  It didn’t matter.  He was not going to fail.  As they extended their will to the other side of night the fiery ball called to them, practically drawing them along.
 
   “It’s too bright,” said Tugto.
 
   “Don’t look,” said Vithrok.  “Don’t look at it.  Extend downward, rooting yourself into the very rock of the earth!  Pull, Tugto.  You are the strongest of us all!  Pull!”
 
   “I’m afraid,” said Oogloon.  “It’s too hot.  It will burn us.”
 
   “You have felt such heat before,” said Vithrok.  “You walked through the heart of a raging volcano, you felt the blast of atomic fire.  Remember?  You didn’t flinch from it then.  In the time Before.”
 
   “It could not hurt us then.”
 
   Vithrok felt Oogloon slipping away.  The idea that this attempt might fail solely because of another’s weakness had not occurred to him.  He had been so concerned with whether or not he could do it.  He had not accounted for them.  Even now Tulunigraq struggled to break free of his control.  Vithrok could not extend his will to all the others as well. 
 
   He created for himself a pair of hands.  This was the task of creation, of shaping one’s will in order to do the impossible.  It had been so easy in the Beforetime, when magic was everywhere, when they lived magic and breathed magic.  Now, using only the scraps that were left after the Great Rift, the exertion was almost impossible.  Vithrok felt his soul straining, his very existence ripping apart.  Still he created the hands and he thrust them into the ball of fire.  The pain was incredible.  
 
   “I have hold of it!” he said.  “Oogloon, take hold of me.  Pull against me.  You will not burn.  Our moment is at hand.”
 
   Suddenly he felt Oogloon’s determination surge.  Faced with such leadership and sacrifice he was not going to let Vithrok down.
 
   The four of them pulled.
 
   And the sky ripped open.
 
   And the ball of fire came into the world.
 
   Vithrok released the tether and they all fell back.  His physical hands had been charred and burned, reduced to little more than blackened claws.  But instead of pain he felt only joy.
 
   It was daylight!  The Tunrit, most of whom were assembled on the plain below, stopped whatever they were doing and looked up.
 
   Eyesight to the blind.  They could hardly believe it.  They spun around, looking into each other’s faces for the first time.  Vithrok wished there was more for them to see beside endless sheets of snow and ice, but as they gazed at one another he thought there was feast for the eyes aplenty.  The snow and ice sparkled brightly in the new light.  The men began to whoop and holler and dance around on the plain.  People cried out, laughing and exclaiming over their good fortune. 
 
   Vithrok thrust his burning hands into the soothing snow and pulled them out, charred down to the bone.  He sat atop the ridge, completely drained of strength.  He could do no more.  He did not need to frolic in the light, for he had been able to see all along.  He had seen better than anyone.  He did, however, bask in the warmth that fell down from the sky.
 
   Tulunigraq did not speak, but sat upon a rounded stone, rocking slowly back and forth.  A little broken sound came trickling out from his beak-like mouth. 
 
   Oogloon went to join the others in their frolic, as sight was as new to him as it was to the blind ones.
 
   There was light and warmth.  
 
   The rest of the day was spent in rejoicing and celebration.
 
   But it became apparent that the ball of fire was falling.  Where it had begun at the center of the sky’s dome, it was slowly but steadily moving downward.  The Tunrit realized that eyesight would soon be denied them once again.  As the horizon was set aflame with the setting sun, the people looked around one last time.
 
   Tugto remained by Vithrok’s side.  They rejoiced together at the sight of the men so happy.  Tugto called it the greatest day the Tunrit had ever known even as it became clear to them that something had gone wrong. 
 
   “It’s going down,” said Tugto.  “It’s sinking into the ground.  The sky is bleeding red.”  He looked over at Tulunigraq as if expecting the bird-like Tunrit to squawk and crow about how he had been right all along.  Tulunigraq, still sitting on his stone, said nothing. 
 
   Vithrok lifted Kidan’s stargazing device but his ruined fingers would not allow for the workings of the tiny gears.  He threw it down in frustration.  He could not understand the problem.
 
   “I made a mistake,” he said.  “I was so preoccupied with bringing it here I gave no thought to how we would be able to keep it.  All is lost.”
 
   “Still,” said Tugto, “It was a wonderful gift for the people.  They will not soon forget it.  Look below.  They are sorry to see it go, but they are still smiling.”
 
   “I only hope they will forget,” said Vithrok.  “It is a cruel gift, so soon taken away.  Once before we had everything, only to see it taken from us.  We lost everything.”
 
   “And you told us not to despair.  We have come far.  It’s all right.”
 
   “This isn’t what I wanted,” said Vithrok.  He looked over at Tulunigraq, who did not meet his eye.
 
   After the sun was gone the Tunrit turned away from the darkened sky.  They took shelter from the winds in the nascent citadel.  All were exhausted from the exertions of the day, both physical and emotional.  Little was said, as all stood in taciturn agreement that sleep was best.
 
   They awoke to face the darkened sky as if nothing had ever happened.  The massive block they had brought up from the south was fitted into place using the system of pulleys Kidan had devised.  Its surface, they found, was not entirely straight.  They would work at scraping the stone flat, a process that would take many turns of the sky to complete.  Vithrok left them to it.
 
   Tulunigraq refused to eat.  Indeed if they had not brought him inside the citadel he would have spent the night at the mercy of the raging winds.  He sat with his back to one of the mighty stone walls, his head lolling aimlessly on his chest.  That he had injured himself in the bringing of the fireball was all the others knew.  Vithrok knelt over his friend.  When he saw the way Tulunigraq’s soul-light had changed, he felt ill.  If there were any way to undo the damage he had caused, he would do it.
 
   “You must eat,” he said.  “Or I shall chew the meat and spit it into your mouth like any bird of the field feeds its young.”
 
   He reached for Tulungiraq’s beak-like mouth, his injured fingers burning at the touch.  A wild commotion outside caught his ear.
 
   What new danger was this, he wondered.  What new tragedy must befall them now?
 
   He stood up, his legs tired, his whole body as weary as his spirit.  There was too much noise outside.  He ran down along the short corridor and emerged into the frigid air.
 
   The Tunrit cheered, putting forth a tremendous outcry of joy.  They were spread out before him, their backs to the citadel.  But even so, Vithrok could see the orange glow that had appeared on the horizon.  The wonder of light had come over them once more, the ball of fire rising from the east.  Rising!  The men swarmed around him, fighting for their chance to embrace their hero, cheering his name.
 
   “Vithrok!” they yelled in joyous frenzy.  “Truth!  Light-Bringer!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   A LIGHT IN THE DARKNESS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “So, how have you been, my friend?” McPearson asked.
 
   “Good,” said Aquppak, having a little trouble with the English syllable and cutting the word short.  “Good.  Fishing’s good.  Lots of fish.”
 
   They sat on bare, cold stones in front of the headman’s tent.  For McPearson even the cold was preferable to the interior; he found the stench inside the tents simply unbearable. 
 
   “Good,” he returned, stretching the syllable out with a hint of his natural Scottish brogue, as it was meant to be pronounced.
 
   “Fish are good,” replied Aquppak.  “The women and children good.”  He stretched the syllable with a newfound silky purr.
 
   McPearson smiled broadly.  Given a few more years, he’d have this savage conversing with a classic Glaswegian accent.  He exchanged a meaningful glance with Roy Oakes, who offered his own happy smile saying, “Splendid.”
 
   Aquppak struck McPearson as curiously young for a headman, but also a relaxed and capable sort.  Oakes had described him as ‘generally all right if you could stand the smell’ and McPearson did not disagree.  Aquppak owned a handsome grin and displayed it often, with a deferential little nod of the head as these fellows so often did.  An adolescent hint of a mustache and beard tickling the corners of his mouth and chin contributed to his youthful appearance.  Yet there was something in the off-hand glances which emerged between the smiles, something that betrayed a sly and subtle cleverness.
 
   Having spent quite a bit of time around Company men, Aquppak had picked up a fair amount of English words.  He traded a few pelts down at Pelly Bay but nothing along the magnitude the big-wigs who headed the British East Asia Company wished to initiate.  The newly coroneted King Edward had a particular interest in the arctic and a distinct lack of his mother’s patience.  He sent inexperienced and heavy-handed emissaries into the field, much to the chagrin and annoyance of Victoria’s more established agents.  Give it time, McPearson had begged them, theses arctic natives are a reclusive and suspicious lot.  Give them time.  The concepts of trade and monetary exchange were completely foreign to them and they had to learn it from the bottom up.
 
   Of course this brand of tutelage required frequent and expensive visits to the remote and ever-shifting encampments of the nomads.  Progress was slow in coming, and hard-won through an eternity of harsh conditions and unbearable cold.  This meeting represented a significant step — this was the first time he and his partner had been allowed to see their camp.  Progress.
 
   McPearson snickered.  What did these people know of progress?  Living as they did, dressed in skins and rags with nothing but a shabby tent to keep out the elements.  Hygiene was unknown to them and the women, or what could be seen of them beneath greasy hair and dirt-smudged faces, did not inspire in him the desire to establish any sort of close contact.  This was a fact to which Aquppak remained completely oblivious, as he put forth repeated assurances that some of these Anatatook beauties would be happy to spend time with the visiting men.
 
   “Here she comes,” announced Aquppak in his best Queen’s English.  “This is our very good shaman.”
 
   They all stood up as the woman approached.  McPearson regarded her warmly, though from the corner of his eye he noticed Oakes flinch slightly.  She was hardly a pretty sight.  This was the fearsome tribal shaman in all her glory — a short, serious-faced woman, dressed in a white parka decorated with rows of dangling amulets made of animal parts, mostly withered caribou ears and polar bear teeth.  When she turned her head McPearson noticed that her right ear had been roughly cut away leaving an uneven stump.  Overall she appeared quite savage and rather homely.  McPearson had been told she was the same age as Aquppak, which was just shy of thirty, but she appeared significantly older.  Unlike the headman, whose shoulder-length hair hung in long strands that often fell before his eyes, the shaman’s hair was pulled back in an uneven pony tail.  McPearson resolved that upon his next visit he would gift these people with a good English scissor.
 
   The shaman’s mouth, which was wide to begin with, widened a little more in greeting the visitors but this slightly jerky movement, overshadowed by a pair of stony, expressionless eyes, did not seem to bear friendliness of any sort. 
 
   Oakes stepped forward to shake the woman’s hand. 
 
   “Take the mitt off,” McPearson whispered, “They don’t shake hands with the gloves on.”
 
   Alaana took Oakes’ hand the Eskimo way, raising it in a gentle grip to eye level.
 
   “Don’t squeeze,” McPearson suggested.  “Just let go.”
 
   “How are you?” asked Oakes heartily.
 
   “She can’t understand,” said Aquppak.
 
   “She’ll understand this,” said McPearson.  He kicked a broad sealskin roll on the ground at his feet, letting it unfurl along the snow.  He smiled broadly.  “It’s good,” he said.  “Take whatever you like.”
 
   Spread on the mat were a generous helping of trade items, most notably a bush knife with a long, shiny blade that he had intended as a special gift for the headman and a new tea-kettle for his wife.  There were also a few bags of fresh tobacco, a smaller pocketknife, several blends of tea, and a few scraps of calico.  The shaman bent and began pawing tentatively through the items. 
 
   To Alaana, the white men seemed strange but in no way frightening.  The large man with the full, reddish beard smiled exuberantly, showing brilliant white teeth.  He had rounded, ruddy cheeks and an oddly bulbous nose.  The man whose hand Alaana had taken had a smaller stature, a short black beard and strange circular devices strapped over his eyes.  Most importantly, their souls appeared no different than those of any of the Anatatook.  They were robust and hearty men and, for the moment, seemingly bore no malice.
 
   She had seen white men before, but only at a distance.  Tugtutsiak had always kept them away.  And Old Manatook had said that nothing good could ever come of the kabloonas, though he had refrained from elaborating very much upon the subject.  It hadn’t seemed important.  The whites ranged far to the south, where the Anatatook didn’t usually go. 
 
   Alaana turned her attention to the goods they’d brought, opening up the sacks of tobacco and tea.  She gazed deeply into the dried leaves, searching for signs of trouble among whatever bits of the plant souls that still remained.  It was well known that evil spirits sometimes entered the camps, hidden among the things the kabloonas brought.  She passed over the tea-pot and the knives which, being made of metal, had no souls at all. 
 
   “What is this?” she asked, indicating two large metal tins beside the men.  Alaana imagined there must be something inside, but she couldn’t make out any seam.  She began rocking one of the buckets from side to side.  The man with the black beard interposed himself and opened the lid.
 
   “Coal-oil,” the man said.  Alaana didn’t understand his words. 
 
   Alaana dipped a finger into the thick black fluid.  It had at one time been made of some type of plant, but the remnant of soul had faded almost to insubstantiality.  No matter.  It was harmless.
 
   “They use it for fire,” explained Aquppak in the native tongue.
 
   Alaana loosened the knots on one of two large sacks of white powder.  She made to pour it out onto the snow but Aquppak waved her off.
 
   “What’s this for?” she asked. 
 
   “They make bread with it,” Aquppak said.  “It’s for food.”
 
   Alaana peered into the sack.  She noted faded remnants of plant souls within the grain.  But there was something else.  There was a malicious spirit among the powder, trying to hide from her gaze.  
 
   “I see you,” she barked, “Come out!" 
 
   The little orange soul-flicker buried itself deeper in the bag.  “This will make us sick,” Alaana said to Aquppak.  She cast a stern glance at the two white men, but their puzzled expressions convinced her they knew nothing of this.  
 
   She saw no benefit to asking a second time.  Instead she reached out, politely, to the wheat grain and the spirit that remained within it.  “My brother,” she whispered in the secret language of the shamans, “Once you grew on some distant plain, drinking deep draughts of water and sunlight.  Now you are only a shadow of what once you were, bound for the cooking pot.  Perhaps it is best to fly free.  Will you burn for me?”
 
   The contents of the sack burst into flame.  Alaana watched the little fever demon as it squirmed in the flames and disappeared. 
 
   The white men jumped back in alarm.  Aquppak, annoyed, kicked snow onto the fire.
 
   “That’s a neat trick,” said the man with the dark beard.  “Somehow she must have ignited the coal oil on her finger.”  
 
   McPearson turned to Alaana.  “Well now, madame, you’ve burned our biscuits,” he said, still smiling.  The two kabloonas laughed and Aquppak joined in, not the least bit reluctantly.  McPearson clapped his hands together.  “No harm done.  We still have the other bag, so there’ll be breakfast yet.  If you’re willing?”
 
   Again, Alaana didn’t understand the man’s words but the kabloona’s manner remained pleasant as he graciously untied the second sack and offered its contents for her inspection. 
 
   Finding nothing wrong with the flour, she nodded her head. 
 
   “Sit down, sit down,” encouraged McPearson.  He had taken out a long calabash pipe and began stuffing it with tobacco from the pouch.  “Try this.  Good smoke.”
 
   Alaana, still shaken by how easily a malicious spirit had slipped into the camp, did not sit down.  It had been a petty little fever demon, it was true, but it might have played havoc with the dogs.  Or the children.  She watched McPearson draw a small twig from his pocket and strike it on the stone, producing a little flame with which to light his pipe.  On the third strike the flame came out, but Alaana noticed he had not asked for its permission. 
 
   Saying nothing more, Alaana walked back to her own tent.
 
    
 
   Ben couldn’t sleep.
 
   Alaana lay beside him, snoring softly.  He wrapped his arms around her, appreciating her warmth.  But where her deep rhythmic breathing had often guided him off to sleep, tonight was different.  Tonight the muffled sounds reminded him that she was just a woman, just a woman sleeping.
 
   Of course, ever since she had rescued him from the Yupikut, that was all he had ever wanted her to be.  He had never desired to marry a shaman and get involved with all their secrets and spirits.  He didn’t see the spirits directly but sometimes felt their presence, a sense of danger surrounding him, the idea that some malevolent intelligence hovered close by.  It was his wife’s duty to confront those monsters, and he wanted no part of it.  He was repulsed by the idea of it.  Sometimes he pretended that Alaana didn’t walk with one foot in the spirit world, that her soul didn’t fly free of her body on distant journeys, that she was simply a woman, holding her family close in her arms.  Perhaps Alaana sensed his feelings in this, for she never spoke about her otherworldly duties.  Or perhaps she was simply bound by the secretive nature of the shaman. 
 
   In any case, Alaana was a loving wife and a good mother to their children and that was all that mattered.  Deep down she had a gentle soul, despite all the hard things she was made to do.  She was everything he had ever desired, and he loved her completely. 
 
   But he had never wanted the shaman.  And now he had gotten more than he ever bargained for.  Because Alaana was the shaman, their precious daughter was dead.  And her soul missing and in danger, and crying out for help.  He could hardly stand it. 
 
   And worse yet, his wife the mighty shaman was unable to help.  She had been broken; she was reduced, torn apart by tragedy and guilt.  Asleep beside him, she was only a woman.  And this was the one time he needed her to be more than simply mortal.
 
   He felt helpless and in pain, a combination that recalled too many bad memories.  Bound, beaten and abused.  He had been held captive by Yupikut raiders for eight years.  They had murdered his adopted father, Mr. Douglas, and they had used his mother for their pleasure and then killed her as well.  He was kept as an errand boy, an unending source of amusement, a dog to be kicked and beaten often.  
 
   Helpless.  If only he had the power to do something to help Tama, to undo what had been done, to save his little girl.  And if she couldn’t be saved, at least to see her poor soul safely into the arms of her ancestors.
 
   Kinak stirred in his sleep.  Ben stroked his hair gently and wrapped him closer in his calveskin blanket.  Beyond the boy’s shoulder he saw Noona, wide awake and staring back at him.  The sight of the child’s glittering eyes in the darkness was startling. Noona’s face appeared unnaturally pale.  Her gaze seemed fiercely cold, and Ben found something accusatory in it. 
 
   “Don’t stare at me,” he said coldly.  “Go to sleep.”
 
   Noona hardly seemed to react to her father’s words, but turned dutifully away toward the tent flap.
 
   Ben felt badly.  He shouldn’t have snapped at his daughter like that, but it was all too much.  Despair came crashing down on him.  He felt like he was falling, tumbling down a deep dark abyss from which it would be impossible to rise again.  He didn’t want to go down there.  He had been there before, bound and beaten, in a world where nothing good could possibly exist, and Alaana had lifted him up.  With gentle care and understanding, she had brought him back.  He didn’t want to fall down again; he wanted to step sideways.  He wanted to answer the call that came at odd moments from the land of shadow.
 
   Ben listened, but he couldn’t hear that precious voice.  He could hear nothing but the stray sounds of the Anatatook camp at night — a dog yapping, the sleepy voice of its master ordering it to silence.
 
   “Tama,” he said softly, the name breaking on his lips.
 
   He stepped sideways, into the world of the shadows. 
 
   Something had gone horribly wrong.  He knew it instantly.
 
   From his previous visit to the shadow world Ben already had a good idea of what to expect, and this was all wrong.  There was an ocean of difference between shadow and emptiness.
 
   There was nothing here.  It was a void.
 
   The woeful tapestry of sound that was ever-present in this place — lost souls bemoaning their sorrow, tortured cries in the dark, long, drawn-out screeches of inhuman suffering.  All silent now, all gone.
 
   Ben felt a surge of cold panic.  He had made a terrible mistake, coming here at night.  He needed to get away from this place, but he couldn’t move.  There was no ground beneath his feet, nothing for his hands to hold.  There was not even air to breathe.  He wanted to cry out for help but there could be no sound without air to carry it.
 
   He flailed around with nothing for his arms to hold, nothing to touch.  He was falling, he was flying, he was standing still in the eye of a needle.  
 
   But there was light.  He saw it now, a far-off glimmer in the distance, twinkling like a star.  He must move toward it, but he had nothing to push against. 
 
   The dull glow loomed larger as he watched, its outline growing into that of a massive construct of black stone with the white light at its center.  He felt a terrible sense of doom, but fought down the panic.  Let it come, he thought.  If there was even the slightest chance that such a thing would bring Tama to him, let it come. 
 
   The size of the tower was impossible to determine.  It was an open-faced citadel with tall spires forming a pointed top and walls stretching to either side like huge wings.  The light came from the center, illuminating the outline of a huge seat.  Upon that seat sat a figure clad in white light.
 
   The stranger gazed intently at him as the citadel approached, one hand stroking the hair on his chin.  Ben knew him immediately for what he was — a Tunrit.  He had heard their stories, the valiant primeval men, the first people to walk upon Nunatsiaq’s frozen lands.  They were a heroic band, or so the legends told, men much greater than those of today.  Stronger, braver, more clever — they tamed the lands in the earliest times, battling impossibly ferocious spirits and paving the way for those who came after.  Of course he had never seen one before; they had all died off thousands of years ago.
 
   And yet this was a Tunrit.
 
   His most striking feature was the oversized head, which had a certain elongated shape that conveyed a sense of vast intelligence.  His huge overhanging brow might have looked brutish but, coming as it did at the base of that enormous forehead, seemed somehow both handsome and noble.  A wide, flat nose, a strong jaw line, a sensitive mouth with large teeth, perfectly straight and startlingly white.  His eyes, which should have been left in the shadow of that prodigious brow, were like beacons of light.  The pupils, Ben noticed with incredulity, were silver.  They sparkled — the sight of them so incredibly startling he lost his breath for a moment when they first gazed at him.
 
   “Are you the Light-Bringer?” he asked.
 
   The Tunrit’s hand, huge but with fingers surprisingly nimble, drew away from his mouth.  For a moment he stared at the fingers, flexing and relaxing them, then said, “I have been called that.  Once, when I brought eyesight to the blind.”
 
   His voice was deep and resonant, yet kind.
 
   “I need your help,” Ben pleaded.  The citadel had swept him up and he stood now at the foot of the high chair gazing up at the Light-Bringer.  Whether the structure had finally come to rest or continued to drift among the emptiness, he couldn’t tell.  What did it matter? 
 
   “My daughter — is she here?”
 
   “She’s not here now.  All are gone.”
 
   “Gone?  But where have they gone?”
 
   “When the sun is down there are no shadows.”  The silver eyes drifted away from him.
 
   Ben stepped forward. “But what happens to them?  Does she suffer?”
 
   The Tunrit’s gaze found him again.  He seemed the most handsome and perfect man Ben had ever seen.  “They always suffer,” he said softly.  “It’s their place in creation.”
 
   “But that’s not fair!  That’s not right.”
 
   The Light-Bringer shrugged his massive shoulders.  “If I could change it, I would.”
 
   “But my daughter is here.”
 
   “The shadow of your daughter is here.”
 
   “Does that mean she’s still alive?  They told me when someone’s soul crosses over to the distant lands their shadow fades away.” 
 
   “They told you true.”
 
   “Then she must be still alive!”
 
   The Light-Bringer’s huge brow creased and one glittering eye drew narrower than the other.  He answered somewhat evasively, as if trying to spare Ben’s feelings.  “Her shadow lives here.  I have seen it.  I have heard her laugh.”
 
   The notion seemed odd to Ben because it didn’t seem the shadows laughed very often.  But the thought of Tama’s wonderful laugh heartened him.  If he could only hear that sound again.  If only it were possible.  And then he thought it must be possible.  Looking upon this glorious figure out of time, anything might be possible.  “I want to see her.”
 
   “I have safeguarded her,” continued the Light-Bringer.  “She is with Higilak and her family.”
 
   “Higilak?  Let me see her,” cried Ben.
 
   “You will.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   NARSSUK
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Vithrok could not feel the cold.  He could feel nothing.
 
   He looked out across a vista of magnificent desolation, a land of frozen white, locked down beneath a monotonous expanse of snow and ice.  Nothing moved.  A fickle wind blew up from the south.  If it carried a chill, he did not know it.  Flakes of fresh-fallen snow thrashed about, dashed against his spirit-form and passed through, untouched, unnoticed. 
 
   Through the open vault of his citadel, the icy vastness of the night sky, the barren reaches of the Outer Darkness.  Directly above, the Never Moves twinkled boldly.  It was the same star he had studied all those thousands of years ago, hanging in the same place, distant and unknowable, yet reassuringly constant.
 
   In a strange way he felt the star grounded him.  When he lost track of time, when it ebbed and flowed, when it tugged at him, playing its malicious tricks, the Never Moves was ever there and he here, two counterweights on a long invisible line.  When he felt as if his weary spirit might be pulled down into dissolution, the star was there.  But it was not enough, that faithful anchor, so far away and unreachable.  He was a ghost, a million years old.  It was difficult to hold together.  He could never relax.  Not for an instant. 
 
   At these times he must shut out all else, close his eyes to the spirit-vision, and hold on.  Not dead, he reminded himself, I’m not dead. 
 
   Such times recalled too much of his interminable imprisonment within the soulless stone.  Ten thousand lifetimes within the dead stone.  He walked a precipice.  He mustn’t fall.  But there was nothing beneath his feet, nothing except a void extending so far below its floor could never be seen.  And what should he find at the bottom should he fall, tumbling toward it for ages, spinning end over end over end, what should he find but the waiting heart of the soulless catchstone?  Or perhaps the bottom marked the iris of Time’s implacable eye, bulging wide with laughter at another of its cruel jokes. 
 
   He must hold on.  And if he waited long enough, the eye would blink.
 
   He could not feel the cold, but he felt many other things.  Anger and sadness at the loss of paradise.  Determination, undaunted by failure.  The sting of betrayal.  Kidan’s great design still thrilled him — its weighty pillars, its seemingly impossible arches, the delicate intertwining of the spires.  The citadel looked exactly the same as when Vithrok had last seen it, incomplete and unfinished.  The capstones had never been placed; the roof and the impressive dome Kidan had conceived had never come to pass.  The lost hope of a dead people.
 
   Dead, but not...  
 
   Was time drifting backward?  Was time drifting backward?  He must hold on.
 
   Walking these empty hallways again, the familiarity of the old place soothed him.  The towering walls and broad rough-hewn corridors helped to ground his troubled spirit.  He was proud of what the Tunrit had accomplished, of how they had found themselves in a situation of horrific adversity and how they had overcome.  He was proud of all of them for that, even the miserable wretches who had betrayed him.  If only he could see his friends once more.  He would embrace them as long lost brothers.  For whatever they had done to him, for whatever reason, he forgave them everything.  It didn’t matter.  Now the fires had cooled, they were all dust.
 
   When he brought the sun into the sky they had hailed him as a great hero.  These very corridors and halls had rung with cheers.  Vithrok, who had been known as the Truth, was now the Light-Bringer.  The people carried him on their shoulders, they sang his praises.  He accepted the adulation quietly, for he did not deserve it.  A heavy price had been paid, even if he was the only one who knew it.  In forcing this great victory, he had broken his friend Tulunigraq.  And that was a crushing guilt to bear.
 
   Vithrok had nursed Tulunigraq, feeding him, encouraging him with unwavering devotion.  Over time, a fire came back into his eyes though he continued to sit, silent and still, his head cradled in his feathered arms, withered and grown weak.  Eventually he could utter a few words, but he told nothing of what had been done to him.  When Vithrok brought food to his mouth, Tulunigraq regarded the offering with eyes wary of the hand that had reached into his soul and mutilated him.  
 
   Meanwhile the Tunrit had the sun and they flourished as never before.  The ball of fire granted its gifts of light and warmth.  The ice receded and reformed in turns, its inexorable advance had been halted.  Food was plentiful and there were none to oppose the Tunrit, who had risen to their rightful place as masters of this frigid, forbidding world.  When the sun went down in winter the long, cold night would come again, but these dark times could be borne with the certain knowledge that the sun would rise again in season.  And so they had seasons.  And years. 
 
   And a strange and unexpected thing happened.  The Tunrit knew time as they had never known it before.  With the sun circling the sky — or as Kidan had postulated, the world circling around the sun — the seasons marked off the years.  And the Tunrit changed.  Their great labor, the building of Kidan’s citadel, slowed.  They grew weak and tired, their hair began to turn white, their skin loosened and limbs drained of strength.  The Tunrit had begun to age.  And as they aged, some among them died.  It had been a long while since any of them had died.  In the earliest of times, during the period just after the Great Rift, many had been lost, mostly at the hands of the dagger-toothed cats.  But now, the breath of life left them, seemingly for no reason.  They became old, and they died.  The situation was terrible.  In time, they were all going to die. 
 
   No doubt the cause of this new blight was the sun, and that meant Vithrok was to blame.  The Light-Bringer had become the Death-bringer. 
 
   “Put it back,” they told him.  “Send it away.  It is killing us!”
 
   And so, eternal darkness being preferable to death, they asked him to put out their eyes, and darken their sight once more.  Vithrok studied the problem carefully.  While it stood to reason that pushing the sun away should be a task equal to pulling it across the divide, or perhaps even easier, the Tunrit had lost the means with which to achieve the goal.  According to Kidan’s stargazing device, the Two in Front were too far separated from their grandmother Kingulliq, and the group of stars that made up Satiattiak, the Breastbone, was tilted at the wrong angle.  It would be many turns until the alignment stood right again.  In earlier times they could wait as long as necessary, but that was before came the ravages of the sun.  Now time was precious.  And time was against them.  Too many turns for the stars to align again.  And by then, all the valiant Tunrit would have long been turned to dust.
 
   Worse yet, it had taken the will of all four of the takpiksuq, the Sighted Ones, to pull the sun into place, and it must surely require all four to put it away again.  The great irony lay in the diminished condition of Tulunigraq, for he was more than willing to push the sun away but had now been rendered weak and unable. 
 
   In a further act of folly, Vithrok tried to organize the remaining Tunrit and instruct them in the ways of the Sighted Ones, so that they might achieve by combined force of will what Tulunigraq lacked.  Such a thing proved impossible, for those without the sight could never attain the level of focus necessary.  False hope corrupted into frustration and animosity.  The people soured against him, for they witnessed firsthand their leader’s weakness and his inability to repair the situation.  Vithrok’s mistake loomed large.  It would have been far better, he realized too late, to keep the workings of the takpiksuq secret.  
 
   When they came for him at last, it was not entirely unexpected.  Oogloon had asked Vithrok to meet him at the Ring of Stones.  Kidan had built the Ring in order to reckon the seasons, with capstones aligned toward the equinox and solstice, and to predict the curious phenomenon of the solar eclipse.  Oogloon said it was his hope that the eclipse could be used in some way as a permanent solution to the problem of the sun. 
 
   Oogloon brought Tulunigraq to the meeting, having carried his injured brother up the hill on his back.  Tugto huffed as he trudged up the hill.  Age had not been kind to him.  His legs, which were still as thick around as another man’s waist, had grown weak.  He used his long great-hafted spear for support as he struggled up the slope. 
 
   The idea of prolonging the eclipse had no practical hope of success and was quickly rejected by Vithrok. 
 
   “What else can we do?” asked Oogloon. 
 
   The sun had already begun to rise, crossing directly over the heel stone as it always did on summer mornings. 
 
   “I don’t know,” said Vithrok.
 
   “You don’t know?” asked Tugto.  He glared down at Vithrok.  His piercing gaze had dimmed with time.  The darks of his eyes were rimmed with milky white resembling the lake ice surrounding the water; his hair was white as snow.  He was dressed now in the thick furs of the brown bear, as his beloved mamut had all long since died away. 
 
   Vithrok gazed out beyond the ring of twelve standing stones and their lintels, across the harsh land of snow and rock.  He turned around, but the view was much the same in every direction.  He passed quickly over the sight of Tulunigraq where he lay on the ground.  His body was cradled in withered arms still covered with their blue feathers, his beak-like mouth hanging open.  He seemed shriveled and small, a broken bird on the ice.
 
   “There is no help here,” said Vithrok.  “The sun can not be moved.  Not in the way you desire.”
 
   “Is there anything else we can do?” asked Oogloon again. 
 
   The sun continued to rise up over the heel stone.  Vithrok felt its warmth on his face.
 
   “You’ve killed us all,” said Tugto.  “Trying to gain too much, you’ve lost us everything.”
 
   Vithrok looked away with disdain, saying, “I don’t have to explain myself to you.”
 
   Tugto’s attack came with blinding speed.  The old man pivoted on his heel, swinging the spear point around and directly at Vithrok’s belly.  It was a powerful thrust, carefully feinted to the reverse angle and then brought solidly home, but Vithrok saw it coming.  At the last possible instant he reacted just as quickly, reaching out with his mind, exerting power of will against the ivory spearhead.  The tip melted down just as it brushed the front of his parka.
 
   The remnant of walrus soul that still lingered within the ivory head screamed as it dissolved, a hideous sound which they all could hear.  Tugto quickly reversed his attack, sweeping the haft at the back of Vithrok’s legs but the wood crumbled into dusty fragments at Vithrok’s command.
 
   From the opposite side Oogloon cut across the air with a dagger.  Vithrok anticipated his lunge and whirled around.  He focused his will upon the soul of the Tunrit in a white-hot surge that arced across the air.  Oogloon screamed.  His hand shriveled and contorted, the dagger dropping free. 
 
   Tugto pressed forward with a series of blows that rained down upon Vithrok’s shoulders.  Tugto’s rage was intense and his attacks furious.  Vithrok managed to block most of them, though the charge backed him up toward the heel stone.  Ultimately the maddened Tugto left himself open and Vithrok slammed his forehead into the other’s nose.  Tugto stood stunned but refused to step back or give any ground, a mistake which allowed Vithrok to make a strike to his neck.  Tugto sprawled on the ground.
 
   “Why?” asked Vithrok.  “I want to know why?”
 
   “You betrayed us!  You can’t be trusted,” growled Tugto.
 
   “I did everything for you,” said Vithrok.  “For all of you!  Even if it all went wrong, how can you say I’ve betrayed anyone?”
 
   “Tulunigraq knew.  He spoke against.”
 
   “Tulunigraq?” said Vithrok weakly.  “He helped us.  In the end.”  He realized there was little use for pretense now.  It was clear that Tugto had known all along what he had done to Tulunigraq.  Unlike Oogloon who could not see the soul-lights of anything but the snow, Tugto had seen the change in Tulunigraq’s flame that very first day.  He had said nothing.  As Vithrok had borne the burden all these long years, so had Tugto.  All this time, he had said nothing.
 
   Tugto shifted his position on the ground, but didn’t get up.  Oogloon stood behind him, cradling his ruined hand, tears streaking down his face.
 
   “We’ll set it right,” said Vithrok.  “We’ll find a way.  It’s not over.”
 
   Tugto grunted his disapproval.
 
   “We can still fight!  We can still find a way to keep ourselves strong.”
 
   “Too late.”
 
   “I won’t lay down.  You know that!”
 
   “I know,” returned Tugto.  “Instead, you grow more and more desperate, and then what will you do?  When the end nears, how will you twist us?  What will you make us do?”
 
   “Nothing,” said Vithrok desperately. 
 
   “The spear has been cast.  There is nothing we can do now except to die.  But I think it better to die as we are, as free Tunrit, than as twisted playthings in another of your hopeless designs.”
 
   “I wouldn’t!” hissed Vithrok.
 
   “That’s not what Tulunigraq tells me.”
 
   A searing pain slashed through Vithrok’s leg, and he realized his mistake.  He had turned his back on the cripple.  Out of shame, he had kept Tulunigraq out of sight. 
 
   Tulunigraq had driven a dagger through the tendons at his knee.  Vithrok went down on one leg.  Tugto stood up, moving in for the kill. 
 
   Vithrok shed his body like an old cloak and took to the skies in spirit-form.  His body, suddenly empty of spirit, slumped down into the snow.  True, they could easily murder his abandoned body but there would still come a deadly reckoning when they had to answer to his vengeful spirit.
 
   He thought it would take the others some brief time to follow, time that he could use to his advantage.  He should have known.  Things had changed.  The others followed in the way he had shown them, leaving their bodies behind almost instantaneously. 
 
   In spirit-form Oogloon appeared as handsome and unmarked as the day he had first emerged from the mud after the Great Rift.  Tugto appeared young and strong again.  The scars of their struggles with the elements and the marks the ferocious beasts of the dawn time had drawn across their skin did not mar their spirits.  Tulunigraq’s bare inuseq, however, was hideous to see, a sick and twisted thing.  Vithrok’s heart sank and he faltered for a moment in his flight.
 
   Surrounded by the three spirits, he recalled the episode with Savikkigut, the guardian of the dagger-toothed cats.  Savikkigut, hissing and spitting as he faced his doom at the hands of Punnik and the others. 
 
   Vithrok shook his head in disbelief.  So many mistakes.  The obvious deception of the eclipse had been meant only to bring him to this place.  The way Tugto had maneuvered him into position to allow Tulunigraq to strike.  And now this.  If they had needed to pull him out of his body by force, they could not have done it.  Their goal had been to lure his spirit out, and it was already too late to return. 
 
   Oogloon blocked his way back down and Tugto threw his mighty arms around Vithrok’s spirit-man, holding him fast.  Oogloon and Tugto pulled, and even Tulunigraq’s mangled spirit added weakly to the effort.  Vithrok struggled but there was no hope for it.  As he had pointed out so many times, Tugto had always been the strongest of the four. 
 
   He saw it yawning below him — an endless abyss, a dull gray stone with no soul.  The trap was made clear.  He wondered briefly which one of the others had removed the soul from the stone, taking on the role of sorcerer, the crime of which he had been accused.  He felt certain it had not been Oogloon, who was still innocent and playful as the snow.  Vithrok hoped it had been that twisted wretch Tulunigraq and not Tugto.  It was sad to think of Tugto tainted in that way.  How easy to bend any rule when it was deemed necessary, how easy the path to corruption from self-righteousness.  Just a small step, just one step sideways. 
 
   Vithrok raged as they dragged him down, down toward the soulless catchstone.  He heard again the sound of Savikkigut’s dying scream, this time coming from his own lips.
 
    
 
   Remembering these events, Vithrok flinches in horror at the thought of his imprisonment.  The black volcanic stone of the citadel suddenly seems another lonely prison, another dark corner of the soulless catchstone.  His spirit flings wide in protest.  He must escape.  He feels himself flying apart as the rolling tundra cascades away beneath his expanding soul.
 
   Panic throws him far and wide.  Stretched to its limits his consciousness threatens to dissolve into nothingness.
 
   No.  Not the catchstone.  Not that eternity alone in the darkness.
 
   But that is the past, he reminds himself.  That horror is done. 
 
   Trapped within the soulless stone with no way out, he had held on.  Time played its perverse tricks, stretching and standing still, his frozen soul trapped in darkness.  Not dead, he had told himself, not dead.
 
   Vithrok felt the pull of it now, the dizzying, disorienting sway of it.  Time, his implacable enemy.  He felt torn in opposing directions.  Dissolution beckoned again.
 
   His spirit had been strengthened by all the fragments of the Beforetime he had reclaimed from the souls of the shamans in and around Nunatsiaq.  He was strong enough to pull himself together, but only just.  He drew his spirit back, seeking again whatever stability and solace the citadel could provide.
 
   The familiarity of the old place was soothing.  But it was not enough.  He required a more permanent solution, a resting place he could trust.  He knew what he had to do.  And he was ready.
 
    
 
   Narssuk was, as always, difficult to locate at first.  It was a chaotic force, spinning madly around the heavens without logic or reason.  It tumbled through the sky, spewing blizzards and bad weather, churning up wind and snow. 
 
   Traveling with the speed of thought, Vithrok found it in the sky above the Tongue, spinning end over end, singing a giddy song composed mostly of childish laughter. 
 
   He was amazed at the changes time had wrought upon Narssuk.  All the great spirits were weakened now, so many years removed from the heady magic of the Beforetime.  They were old and tired, worn down with the years.  Narssuk, the rogue spirit that caused the weather, had always been a blind force of rage and madness.  Whether Vithrok had known Narssuk in the Beforetime he couldn’t say, for in its madness the weather spirit was unrecognizable as any entity he had ever encountered.  Perhaps it had been fashioned from bits of all of them, from their worst parts, jammed together in a way that made no comprehensible whole.  Perhaps that had made it so completely insane and unpredictable.
 
   Vithrok had first encountered Narssuk in the period after the Great Rift, during one of his many soul flights.  Narssuk had appeared back then like a jagged ball of living thunder.  It raged this way and that, its spirit-body fluid and only roughly held together. 
 
   Now, it had mellowed with age.  It had taken the form of a human child, an infant whose head was oversized for its poor body.  Vithrok was saddened to witness this degradation — the flabby lips, the bulbous cheeks, the idiot maddened eyes that burned without understanding.  The huge head trailed a flaccid body, useless limbs flailing senselessly.
 
   Vithrok circled around the great spirit, but it was difficult to match its chaotic course across the sky.  He needed to get its attention. 
 
   Steeling himself for the pain, Vithrok thrust a mental hand into the seething furnace of Narssuk’s soul.  And squeezed.
 
   Narssuk howled in blind agony.  Its eyes rolled wildly in its head.
 
   “Poor Narssuk,” said Vithrok across the ether.  “Look at what you’ve become.”
 
   The infant weather-spirit took flight, but Vithrok had himself firmly attached.
 
   “Pathetic,” continued Vithrok, “Taking your sustenance from all the unwanted babies left to die upon the snows.  You grow fat with their suffering.”
 
   He squeezed again.  The orphan-baby Narssuk squealed with the helpless screams of an infant.  Its eyes at last met his own.
 
   Burning bright with the souls of the shamans he had consumed, Vithrok appeared as a fiery sorcerer, shining with light and energy, bristling with all the possibility of the Beforetime.  An impressive sight, even if exaggerating the reality, but Narssuk had always been easy to intimidate.
 
   “You remember me.  Yes, I see that you do,” said Vithrok.  “You remember what I used to do to you.”
 
   Narssuk let loose his caribou skin diaper, releasing a panicked blast of wind and rain.
 
   “You won’t lose me, not like that.  I am not some helpless human whom you may cause to become lost in the squall.”
 
   Vithrok dug his spirit hand deeper.  Narssuk wailed in agony and fear. 
 
   The two had met many times during the long night that came after the Rift.  Once Vithrok had become adept at manipulating the souls of animals he made it his ambition to control one of the great turgats.  Narssuk was the natural choice as it had always been little more than a baby.  Vithrok hounded the stormy spirit, torturing Narssuk in an attempt to get it to do what he wanted.  Control of the weather would have been a very useful thing for the Tunrit. 
 
   But he never could get the baby to do as he desired.  It was too stupid, too wild.
 
   This time it was simpler, he thought as he drove Narssuk toward the Ring of Stones. 
 
   He didn’t have to convince Narssuk to do anything.
 
   This only had to hurt.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   THE EDGE OF THE STORM
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Aquppak ran his finger along the length of the weapon.  The barrel was cold, hard metal but the stock was made of polished wood. 
 
   “She says these things have no soul,” he said.
 
   Nuralak leaned forward, surveying the gun through slitted eyes, then leaned back.  
 
   “It shoots these,” explained Aquppak, displaying a handful of bullets.  He weighed them in his hand.  “They’re heavy.  I don’t think they have souls either.”
 
   “And so?”  Nuralak spoke softly, the words a quiet puff of frosted morning air.
 
   “I don’t think she could stop them.”  Aquppak put the bullets away.  “I heard that if you try to stab a shaman with a knife it won’t work.  If the blade is made of antler or bone, the shaman can convince it not to hurt him.  That’s what I heard.”
 
   “It’s true,” said Nuralak, “As far as I know.  Even an arrow fired at them may change its course.”  He fingered the white fringe of beard along his jaw line.  His eyes reflected the rising arctic sun with an orange glow, set deep in his weathered face.  “It’s no easy thing to kill a shaman.  And dangerous to try.”
 
   Aquppak surveyed the waking Anatatook camp.  From where they sat in front of Nuralak’s tent they could see down the long line of skin-houses that fringed the lake.  He lowered his voice to a sullen whisper.  “She won’t let us deal with the kabloonas.  She wants to be rid of them.  But there’s so much they can give us.  They have all sorts of things we can use.  Like the guns.  And all they want for it is a few furs and fox pelts.”
 
   “Tugtutsiak always kept them away.”
 
   “He was afraid of them.  But did he ever take the time to meet them, like I have?  Did he ever bring them among us so that we could look at them with a close eye?”
 
   Nuralak shook his head.
 
   “They’re just like us, even if they look a little different.  They’re just men.  Even weaker than us.  You’ve seen them — all they do is complain about the cold and worry over the condition of their toes.  They sleep so soundly in my tent, I could slit their throats right now if I wanted.  But it’s hardly worth the trouble.  And they’re stupid too.  They’ll give us everything they have, just for a few furs they might easily get themselves, if they only knew how to hunt.”
 
   “And then there’s the shaman.”
 
   “She stands in the way,” said Aquppak.  Though he and Alaana had been childhood friends, a wedge had been thrust between them when Ben came to the village.  The strange black man had considerable charm and Alaana had fallen under his spell.  Aquppak had proposed marriage in a bid to draw Alaana to his side and consolidate his power with her own.  But she had spurned him for the other, a slight he could never forgive.  Aquppak had been forced to settle for Ivalu.  But now he was the headman and things had changed.  He saw the trouble that had recently come between Alaana and her husband, the shaman’s growing weakness.  He might finally take what he had long desired. 
 
   Now he needed her allegiance even more than before.  The whaling families were the most traditional.  Talliituk, Kigiuna and Maguan, they all resisted his plans.  They might even oppose him with force.  But Alaana had a lot of influence with them.  Maybe he could still turn her to his cause.  If not…
 
   “Maybe Alaana can turn aside a spear or an arrow,” mused Aquppak, “But she can’t stop the bullets.  The bullets have no soul with which to barter or plead.”
 
   Nuralak made an uncertain noise.  “A shaman is not so easy to kill.  I once heard of a shaman in the south country.  Someone had the idea to shoot him dead, but it was not so simple.  You see, this shaman carried a small hole in the center of his chest.  He was afraid of nothing.
 
   “This shaman once had an argument with a man named Kaormik, who was born among the Tanaina but cast out for having a rotten temper.  My father knew his father.  This is a true story.  Kaormik was not the type to bear an insult from anyone, not even the shaman.  He had a gun, smaller than that one you have, the type a man can hold with one hand.”
 
   “A pistol, they call it,” said Aquppak.
 
   “A pistol,” said Nuralak, tasting the word.  “It doesn’t matter what you call it.  Kaormik pointed his gun at the shaman.  The shaman just laughed. He stepped forward, coming even closer.  Kaormik held the gun up.  They were standing so close he couldn’t possibly have missed even with the way his hand was shaking.
 
   “ ‘Do it!’ shouted the shaman boldly, ‘Kill me if you can!’ 
 
   “Kaormik was clever.  He aimed his gun at the shaman’s head.  With a loud clap the weapon fired.  Kaormik could not have missed — they stood only a few paces apart and in fact everyone saw the tent pole behind the shaman where it was blown apart by the ball.”
 
   Nuralak shook his head coyly.  “Again the shaman laughed.  The ball had gone right through.  You see, he could move that little hole around, that shaman, sending it to any part of his body he wished.  There’s no way to shoot a man like that.”
 
   Aquppak snickered, “That’s just a story.” 
 
   “Is it?”  Nuralak regarded Aquppak with wide eyes, blazing with the sunrise.  “Only a shaman can kill another shaman.  And besides, even if an ordinary man could kill a shaman they don’t stay dead.  Within a few days he returns to life and, you can be sure, he takes bloody revenge on the one who laid him low.”
 
   “Pfft!  Now that, I know, is just a story.”  Aquppak spoke boldly.  He had never known any shaman killed by an ordinary man, nor if any had ever returned.
 
   “That trick with the little hole,” he said.  “Do you think Alaana knows that trick?”
 
    
 
   Ben woke with a start.  A familiar stab of misery followed.  Morning after morning it was the same.  He woke to the memory that his child was gone.  But today, he thought, things would be different.  Today there was hope.
 
   He had laid awake most of the night in anticipation, wanting to be ready at first light.
 
   Kinak still snuggled warmly beside him.  Setting the boy aside Ben realized how cold it felt in the tent.  Alaana had already gone, taking her warmth from the platform.  He sat up and looked around.
 
   Noona looked back. 
 
   “Oh, Noona!  You’re awake.”  Ben felt another chill.  He glanced quickly down as if he’d been caught out at something devious.  “Where’s your mother?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Good, he thought.  Half of his worry the night before had been in wondering how he might avoid his wife in the morning.
 
   “Look,” said Noona, “I made the Two Brown Bears.”  The girl held up her hands, fingers entwined in an intricate pattern of fishing line.  She was quite fond of the game of ipiitaq aularuq, the string dancing.
 
   “That’s very good Noona, but we’ve work to do.  Clean up this mess while I fix some tea and warm up a little soup.”  Ben indicated the debris that lay strewn along the floor of the tent.  He shrugged on his undershirt and calveskin pants.  Still feeling a chill, he put on his winter parka.
 
   His daughter continued making the string dance.  
 
   “Noona,” he said firmly, “I asked you to put this mess away.”
 
   Ben brought out the uqsuutaattiaq, a seal flipper skin which contained fuel for the lamps.  The seal oil was thick and half-frozen and he warmed the container against his belly for a few moments.
 
   “You eat,” he said flatly.  “I’m going out for a walk.”
 
   He poured the seal oil into the base of the lamp.  The flame burned only narrowly, and Ben adjusted the little stick that regulated the flow.  It flared in response and he put up the water for tea.
 
   “Can’t we come with you?” asked Noona.
 
   “No.  It’s getting too cold.”
 
   “Not cold enough to stay inside.”
 
   Ben filled a cooking pot with water from the slush basin, then heaped in the frozen fish slop, caribou meat and tallow. 
 
   “Maybe you can help your aunt Agruta sewing the skins.”
 
   “The children are going to play at sleds.”
 
   “Then play,” Ben said.  “But take Kinak with you.  Keep an eye on him.  Don’t let him get too near the lake.”
 
   Ben gave the soup a taste.  Its warmth felt good, but he had no appetite for more than a sip.
 
   “There’s plenty of soup,” he said.  “And don’t forget to trim the lamp when you go out.”
 
    
 
   Alaana shivered.  The morning air carried an unusual chill.  Tiny snowflakes drifted in from the north, so small they seemed to be forming and dissolving right before her eyes.  The surface of the lake had frozen nearly solid in a single night, creating a grainy-faced mirror.  Her image was there, broken into so many little pieces, straining for the shore then pulled away again as the shattered ice bobbed and shifted.
 
   Higilak pulled her parka close.  She sighed, the frosted air trailing away from her mouth as she turned her head from the view of the lake to face the woman who stood beside her.
 
   “He has lost a child.  His heart is broken.”
 
   “I know,” replied Alaana, “How do I mend it?”
 
   “With little touches and long, tender looks.”
 
   “But he pulls away…”
 
   The old woman frowned.  “Now, that is a problem.”
 
   “He blames me.  I’ve lost him.”
 
   Higilak hissed out a narrow puff of steam.  “You blame yourself.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.  Remember the things Old Manatook taught you.  You can’t compel others to action, you may only advise them.  They make their own choices.  You can’t force them — that is the way of the sorcerer.  If they disregard your advice the fault is not always your own.”
 
   Alaana shook her head.  “My daughter was taken from me–”
 
   “Because of Tugtutsiak’s mistake.  You suffer for it, yes.  You suffer for it, but it is not your fault.  You are like a bird on broken wing.  You want to know how to help your husband?  Mend yourself!”
 
   Alaana smarted under the rebuke.  Higilak was right, of course.  But what she asked seemed impossible. 
 
   The tortured lake sent a wave lapping toward them.  As they watched, the crest of water crystallized in the air before it could smack the frozen shore.
 
   “The aching in my bones speaks to me of an early winter,” said Higilak. “There is a storm coming.”
 
   “I think your bones could be mistaken,” replied Alaana.  She pointed toward the peaks to the south.  “I don’t see any wind stirring up the snowcap on the mountains, and storms always come from the south this time of year.”
 
   “And still it comes.  A fey wind, I fear.  There is trouble coming, Alaana.  There is something behind it all.  Something…  I can’t puzzle it out.  But I do know we are going to need you.  More than ever.  Old Manatook put his faith in you.  Don’t disappoint him.”
 
   “Did he put as much faith in you?  Tell you everything?” 
 
   “He kept his secrets.” 
 
   Yes, thought Alaana, he certainly had.  Old Manatook had been married to Higilak for longer than anyone could remember and in all that time he had never revealed to her that he was not a man at all, but a polar bear shaman wearing the skin of a human being as a cloak.  He went to his grave with that one.  A secret that had almost cost Higilak her life at the hands of a revengeful ghost. 
 
   Higilak seemed to know what Alaana was thinking.  “I was the shaman’s wife, I was used to Old Manatook keeping secrets.”
 
   “But you kept nothing from him?” 
 
   “Nothing,” she said flatly.  “It would have been dangerous.”
 
   “That’s my point.  Ben is keeping things from me.  He has too many secrets.  It’s like poison.”
 
   “Not always,” said the old woman. “As the shaman, you don’t tell him everything.” 
 
   “He doesn’t want to know.  He’s wary of the spirits and mindful of the danger.  As he should be.”
 
   “So you keep him in the dark to protect him?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Could he be doing the same?  Trying to protect you?  He loves you, Alaana.”
 
   “I know.  I don’t doubt that.  I can see it in his soul.”
 
   “How convenient,” muttered Higilak.  “And yet when he’s able to keep things from you, you don’t like it.”
 
   “You said it yourself, Old Mother.  That’s dangerous.  How can I protect him if I don’t know what’s happening?  What could he be keeping from me?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   The frozen lake pushed forward, making an eerie crackling sound as the little plates of ice tightened against each other.
 
   “There are times,” Alaana said, “when I can see people in their dreams.  The dream world isn’t that far removed from this one — it’s bridged by every sleeping soul who wonders what may be, or longs for what might have been.  Sometimes now, when Ben lies asleep, I can’t see his soul in the dreamlands.”
 
   “Ahh,” remarked Higilak.  “What you don’t see can tell you something.  Where can his spirit go walking, that you don’t see?”
 
   A veil was pulled from Alaana’s eyes.  She’d been so stupid.  “The seventh world, the one that is always in the dark,” she said.  “The hidden world.” 
 
   Higilak’s face soured.  “Hmmm.  Dangerous.  That same thought gnaws on me as well.  No one can see into the shadow lands.”
 
   “Old Manatook didn’t speak of that world very often,” said Alaana.  “What do you know about it?  What did he tell you?”
 
   “That it is a place of misery and desolation.  How can it be otherwise?”
 
   “I don’t know how to travel there,” Alaana pointed out.  “He didn’t show me.”
 
   “There wasn’t enough time and more important lessons for you to learn I suppose.  Maybe you can ask someone else,” suggested Higilak.  “One can not hunt whale all alone, you know.”
 
   Alaana sighed.  The old woman was always right.  “But there are so few shamans about.  Much less than the old days.  The Anatatook used to have three when I was a child.”
 
   “I remember,” snapped Higilak.  One of the three had been her husband.
 
   Alaana wanted to tell her that she missed the old man still, but knew it wasn’t necessary.  “And now there’s just me,” she said.  “A poor excuse for a shaman at that.”
 
   Higilak groaned.  “Old women do not waste their words idly.  Why do mine so often fall on deaf ears?”  To illustrate her point she made to tweak Alaana’s earlobe but, finding it missing, drew her hand back.  “Deaf ear,” she corrected herself.  “You have only one, but that’s still no excuse.”
 
   “Maybe when the freeze comes again I’ll journey south and ask Klah Kritlaq about it.  And what about my husband until then?”  Alaana kicked a small chunk of ice toward the lake.  It skittered in a rough tumble across the newly frozen surface.  “I fear I’m losing him.  He’s closed himself to me.  He listens to you, Old Mother.  Can’t you talk to him?”
 
   “That I can do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   THE OTHER SIDE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ben slipped quietly behind the row of tents.  He noticed Alaana standing at the shoreline with Higilak.  Most of the women were already gathered in a gossip circle working their skins.  With summer gone and the men no longer out chasing caribou, this was the best time for mending clothes.  To work the skins during a hunt was to risk grave offense to Tekkeitsertok, the guardian spirit of the hoofed creatures.
 
   He hurried along the rear of the camp, not wanting to run into anyone and risk being drawn into polite conversation.  He didn’t want to talk about the weather, or the quality of the lake fish, or Inaloo’s new baby, or anything at all.  He had his own errands to tend to.  He didn’t need anyone to see how his hands were shaking.
 
   As he crossed the lines of darkness thrown by the tents, the voices spoke again, fading in and out as he passed from shadow to light to shadow.  The sorrowful wails had grown more insistent and direct.  Now they seemed to be calling out to him by name.  He couldn’t detect the measured tones of the Light-Bringer but that didn’t worry him.  The Tunrit had made a promise to him, and he was certain he would abide by it.
 
   The vision of the Light-Bringer had fit the legends of the Tunrit exactly.  A perfect vision of nobility, a sorrowful figure watching over the empty shadow lands.  To the shadows, his name was only a distant whisper passed down and kept alive in the memory of old women.  None had ever seen the Light-Bringer.  Ben was lucky he had concerned himself with the safety of his daughter.  And those eyes.  Those bright silver eyes.
 
   Was that how people had looked in the time before the dawn?  He wished he could talk about this with someone else.  But not Alaana.  His secrets must be kept, even from her.  Possibly he might speak of it with Higilak, who had been a shaman’s wife.  Did Higilak know she had her own living shadow?  Did the old woman feel its suffering or hear its forlorn voice, whispering to her from one step to the side?
 
   It didn’t matter.  The important thing was Tamuanuaq.  His poor dear Tama. 
 
   Ben stopped behind the meat rack, now empty, where he wouldn’t be seen by anyone.  The snow near the rack had been trampled often and the outline of his shadow was rough and irregular in the well-worn tracks.  He stared into the darkness, listening for his daughter’s voice. 
 
   Staring into the shadow, hope and anticipation raced within his heart.  No, he told himself.  You can’t get there like that.  Not like that.  Sadness was the doorway to shadow, not hope.
 
   He wasn’t a shaman who could leave his body to walk between the worlds on a whim.  He didn’t really know anything about it at all.  Nothing, except the sadness in his heart.
 
   The cries from the other side called to him louder than ever.  Many voices, but not her voice.
 
   “Tama.”
 
   Sitting cross-legged in the snow Ben leaned forward, bending over his shadow.  He sifted through the desperate voices, measuring every whisper.
 
   They were so close.  He only had to turn and step to the side.  Tears came down, burning his eyelids and freezing his cheeks.  He heard a soft weeping sound.
 
   “Oh, please,” he said.
 
   Amid the babble Ben heard a sigh.  One small, terrible sigh.  Her sigh.
 
   His mouth went dry; his heart sank as if melting into the earth.  His soul plunged sideways.
 
   The shock of transition rocked him, bringing a startled gasp from his soul’s parched lips.  A dizzying sense of disorientation.  Crouched behind the empty meat rack, Ben reached for a whalebone strut to pull himself up.  The structure melted in his hand like smoke.  He fell backward.
 
   The shadows rustled.
 
   Unlike the darkness in the tent or iglu at night, his eyes could not become accustomed to this swirling gloom, this living darkness, so liquid and thick.
 
   He worried that the movements of the Anatatook might have taken him far from the shadow camp, and he might never find it in the darkness.  Did the shadow camp follow them?  So many unanswered questions.  The idea sort of made sense, he thought, since a shadow must always lie at the feet of the one who casts it.
 
   Bracing his hands on his thighs, he stood up.  He recoiled for a moment at sight of his hands.  Though he wore a spirit-parka composed of oily black smoke, his exposed skin looked as dark as night itself.  Not brown, like his normal skin, but inky black.  He touched his face but could tell nothing.  There were no mirrors in this place, no light to reflect.  What did his shadow-soul look like?  If Tama should see him like this…
 
   The thought of his real body, sitting in the cold snow, spurred him to action.  There was no time to worry about these things.
 
   From what little he could see, Ben made for the direction of the lake, where he hoped to find the shadows of the women in their sewing circle.  He stumbled through the shadow camp, following the direction of the weeping voices of the women.  He ran with his hands outstretched before him to part the gloom, but tripped over someone lying on the ground.  The shadow stirred, turning to face him with vacuous eyes.  The man’s face was almost completely obscured by shadow but its shape seemed vaguely familiar.  Ben thought it might be Kigiuna.  Would he know me, Ben wondered.  In this world he was not married to Alaana, whom they all thought had perished as a child.  Would Kigiuna have reason to know him at all?
 
   “Help me,” he said. “Where is Higilak?  I can’t see anything.”
 
   The shadow of Kigiuna, if it was Kigiuna, closed his eyes and turned away. 
 
   Ben ran on.  He found the women sewing near the lake.  In the absence of starlight, the water could not be seen, only heard lapping fitfully at the beach.  Beyond the shore lay an even darker abyss that was the edge of the world, a perfect mate to the inky blackness that hung above.  Ben felt that a people surrounded by such implacable oblivion must be choked of all aspiration; it would be impossible to dream.
 
   The women bent to their futile task of mending cloth as insubstantial as smoke.  Some simply held the shadows of skins loosely in their hands, not even trying.  Ben thought he recognized Agruta, who he knew as the wife of Alaana’s brother Itoriksak. 
 
   “Where is Higilak’s house?” he asked.
 
   Agruta was slow to answer.
 
   Ben repeated, “Where is Higilak?”  In his eagerness, he grabbed at the smoky shape of her coat.  Instead of shaking the shadow as intended, his fingers pushed through her soupy silhouette.  A questioning sort of gaze came from the smudge face.  The eyes were dull and guileless, much like those of a hapless seal on the ice. 
 
   “Higilak!” Ben screamed, his voice a twisted nightmare sound, strange even to his own ears.
 
   The shade of Agruta pointed a finger.  Ben could see no tent, but he flung himself headlong along the course indicated. 
 
   He either went in the tent flap or passed through it, he couldn’t tell, but he found the old woman inside. 
 
   “Where is my daughter?” he demanded.
 
   With only the slightest whisper, the shade of Higilak shambled to the side, revealing several figures in the murky darkness behind.
 
   Tama rushed forward into his arms.  Ben hugged the shadow of his daughter.  He felt her tiny arms wrap around his neck, felt her smooth skin against his cheek. And suddenly everything was all right again.
 
   “Daddy!”
 
   “Tama!”
 
   They embraced again, Ben squeezing hard as if he never intended to let go.  Tama returned the hug with a little breathless sob.
 
   “Oh, Tama.  I’ve found you.  Oh, my beautiful girl.”
 
   Tama pulled back.  “Daddy,” she asked, “Where did you go?”
 
   Even though they were only a hand’s breadth apart, the child’s face was just a dark outline.  Still, it was Tama’s face, with rounded cheeks, the tiny, pointy nose and the unruly shock of hair.
 
   “Where I went?  I thought you had gone.” He suddenly realized Tama had been missing her shadow father, the shadow Ben.  The one whom Higilak said had gone inexplicably missing days ago.
 
   Ben smoothed his daughter’s hair. “It doesn’t matter.  I’m here, I’ve found you.  I promise, I won’t leave you again.”
 
   “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” said Noona.  Ben stared into the gloom.  He’d been so preoccupied with Tama he hadn’t noticed Noona and Kinak standing there. 
 
   Noona’s eyes seemed to catch a glint of light where there shouldn’t have been any.  Kinak stepped forward.  He had been practicing the string dance and proudly held his hands up to show his father what he’d done.  The pattern was loose and vague, the game made impossible by a line that was nothing more than a wisp of black smoke. 
 
   Ben touched his elder daughter’s cheek.  “I promise, I won’t leave any of you alone.”
 
   “It’s not nice to tell lies,” insisted Noona. 
 
   Parents say what they must to protect their young ones, thought Ben.  Trying to project confidence, he said, “I’m not lying.  I’ll stay with you.  Now that we’re all together, things will be different.”
 
   Turning toward Higilak, he added, “Old Mother, thank you for keeping them safe.”
 
   “Tell us a story,” said Tama.  She grabbed the old woman’s hand and pulled her down to the ground.  All three children sat at attention facing the old woman and Ben did the same, thinking the darkened tent the perfect venue for a storytelling.  Higilak often entertained the Anatatook with stories through the long night of winter.  Here it must always be night.
 
   “How about the story of Kumagdlak and the living arrows?” the old woman asked.  “That’s a good one, I remember.”
 
   Higilak tilted her head, as if to jog her memory.  Ben couldn’t read her dark expression.  The old lady spent a few moments smoothing the indistinct front of her parka with ineffective motions that left the oozing black mist puffing up again as soon as her hands left its surface.
 
   “The story,” prodded Kinak.  His voice had already lost all excitement.
 
   “Kumagdlak,” said Higilak slowly, “was a living soul and had a beautiful wife.  One day she looked out over the sea and spied the enemy umiaks approaching.”
 
   The old lady closed her eyes for a moment and let a small sigh escape her thin black lips.  “Ahh, yes, the dog was so large it could haul a small whale to the shore in its teeth.  And so it did.  And one time it ate a man…”
 
   Her voice trailed away. 
 
   “The arrows,” prodded Ben.  “Wasn’t there something about the arrows?”
 
   “Ahhh, yes.  The people from the south screamed aloud… with fright… when they saw the giant dog.  And since then, I think, they have never been seen again.  Something like that.  Children, I am tired.  That’s all I know about that story.  Why don’t you play at something else for a while?”
 
   “I’m hungry,” said Kinak. 
 
   “You can do hide and seek,” suggested Higilak, “There will be food later, when the men return from the hunt.” 
 
   “There’s nothing to hide,” said Noona flatly.
 
   “I have a ball,” said Tama.  “Help me find it.”
 
   Noona flashed her father one last challenging look, and then faded into the darkness as the children moved to the back of the tent, out of sight.  Ben wondered, how do you play hide and seek in the dark among shadows? He had a sudden urge to follow after Tama so that his Little Mouthful would never be far from him again.
 
   “Noona knows I don’t belong,” he whispered.
 
   “Of course you belong,” replied Higilak.  “Where else should a father be, rather than with his children?”
 
   Ben looked down again at the blackened skin of his hands and arms.  “How do I look to them?”
 
   The shade of Higilak leaned forward, squinting into the darkness.  As she drew close to Ben, her eyes widened and she pursed her blackened lips.  At this distance Ben could see the whites of her eyes and the gray, moth-eaten pupils they held.  The old woman had a far-away expression as she said, “You look fine.”
 
   Ben shivered, hugging himself close as the old woman drew back.  “Is it always so cold?” he asked.  He was used to the cold of the far north but this was a different thing altogether.  This was a cold devoid of hope.  A nagging chill that sucked all life and energy.
 
   The shadow shrugged.  “We know nothing else.”
 
   “But there is something else.” 
 
   “Yes,” Higilak admitted.  “On the other side.”
 
   “How do you live?  What do you eat?”
 
   Higilak sighed.  “There is little food here.  Shadows of meat and blood, but there’s hardly any point in eating.”  She waved a hand through the nearest wall of the tent.  The skins wavered as her hand parted their shadow and then slowly reformed in its wake.  “It’s all just so much smoke and ash.  It does not satisfy.”
 
   “Aren’t you hungry?” Ben asked, thinking of the children. 
 
   “All the time.” 
 
   “But what do you do here?”
 
   “We long for what we don’t have,” she said.
 
   The children gave up their game of hide and seek and rejoined them on the floor.  They couldn’t find the ball.  
 
   “Please Grandmother, tell us a story,” said Kinak. 
 
   Higilak made a low murmuring noise.
 
   “I’m hungry,” said Tama.
 
   “Isn’t there anything at all for them to eat?” asked Ben. 
 
   “There’ll be food soon,” said Higilak halfheartedly, “When the men come home.”
 
   Tama settled into Ben’s lap, and Ben draped his arms around her.  He felt no warmth from the shadow child and wondered if he were offering any in return. “Is that better, my little mouthful?” he asked.
 
   A dull clatter sounded from the entrance of the tent. 
 
   “What’s that noise?” asked Ben. 
 
   “That will be your wife returning,” said Higilak.
 
   “Wife?”
 
   And true enough, a shadow entered the tent.  Difficult to see at even this close distance, it might have been the form of a woman, tall and lean.  The shade tossed something down on the floor, a vague shape which looked to Ben like it might have been a bag but when it struck the ground it made no sound and seemed to dissolve into a puff of darkness. 
 
   “Did they get anything?” asked Higilak.
 
   The outline of the shadow woman shrugged and sat down beside Ben. 
 
   “There was nothing,” she said.  “It doesn’t matter.”  Ben thought the voice familiar, though distorted by an overbearing sense of sadness and failure.  Kinak circled around and fell into the woman’s lap.
 
   Ben couldn’t see the woman’s face; two long shocks of hair had fallen in front of her eyes.
 
   “Tell us a story, Old Mother,” the woman said.  “To help pass the time.”
 
   The woman leaned forward.  Ben had half expected it to be Alaana.  He felt his heart sink in his chest.  He knew that voice well enough.  It was Agruta.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   A  MISUNDERSTANDING
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The little sled shuddered over a bump and the tupilaq almost flew over the side.  Tikiqaq squealed with delight.
 
   “Hold on,” said Kinak, grabbing hold.  “If you go over, we lose!”
 
   Tiki dug its claws into the sides of the sled skin.  It didn’t want to let the boy down.  Twisting its neck forward it could just see the back end of Manik, Aquppak’s second son, as he hauled the toy sled along the fresh snow.  With its new moonbeam eyes the tupilaq saw with better clarity than ever before.  It could see the children’s joy as if it danced in the air around them, alive with their exuberance and limitless energy.  It saw their dreams.  Beautiful. 
 
   They went over another bump.  Kinak roared with glee. “Hold on!”
 
   Caught by surprise, Tiki fell backward into a bank of snow, its flippers and tail sticking up in the air.  Everything was lost in the white-out as its face went into the slush.  It shoveled itself out, using its clawed front flippers as scoops.  As it backed out of the snow bank, it bumped into Noona.
 
   “You could’ve pulled me out,” it pouted.
 
   Noona’s face cracked into a rare smile.  “You had no trouble.  You’re a backward little thing anyway, aren’t you?”
 
   “No,” it returned, sneeringly.  “You are.”
 
   Even though they had lost the race, Kinak and Manik laughed heartily. The tupilaq shuffled between them, Noona’s insult forgotten, basking in their joy.  Alaana had said the laughter of children should be its food and Tikiqaq did indeed take nourishment from their laughter, and warmth from their acceptance.
 
   But in a way it thought Noona was right.  Its existence was entirely backward because it possessed life but not anything that could be called a soul.  As Alaana had explained, none of the tupilaqs had true souls.  A creature without a soul could not be manipulated by the other shamans and turned against its master.  But if that were true, thought Tiki, then it could not be manipulated by anyone.  It was totally free.  So why should it bow to the commands of its creator?  Must it follow Alaana’s instruction?  Did it have a duty to anyone at all?
 
   Its initial charge, to kill Klah Kritlaq, had been rescinded by its master.  But the bloodlust remained.  The urge seemed to be a physical thing, like a blood red stone in the center of its being.  It could regard the stone as if from outside, it could look at it from the front or the back, but it could not remove it.  Perhaps there was no changing it.  Yet, when it had its opportunity to slay the rival shaman there up on the Moon, it had turned away.  Tiki supposed it had faltered because Alaana had instructed it not to kill, but if it were not bound to the shaman’s commands, how could it explain that decision?
 
   The metal spear point that had served it as a heart had been removed, leaving an emptiness with nothing yet to replace it.  But feeling wasn’t kept in the heart, Tiki knew, because it felt many things.  It was, at present, a little sad.
 
   “It’s my fault,” it said.  “I made you lose.”
 
   Manik laughed some more.  “Ayurnaarmat,” he said, indicating it couldn’t be helped.  “Somebody has to lose.  And I’m not sorry — my brother won!”
 
   His elder brother Choobuk had indeed won the race.  He danced around in the snow, circling the goal post which had a little red rag fixed to the top.  The judges, a panel composed of Noona and the older children, roared their approval.
 
   Tiki glanced over at the women in their sewing circle.  On the outskirts sat Pilarqaq and Tookymingia.  The tupilaq had been instructed to watch over Tooky.  That was now its purpose.  The matter of Klah Kritlaq put aside, it felt no such ambiguity toward Tooky.  It would protect her, just as it would protect any of the children.  It need not ask why.
 
   A light snow began falling.  The women would be going inside soon and Tiki would follow. 
 
   “Inuvik,” said Kinak loudly, “Inuvik.”
 
   The children took up the chant, “Inuvik, inuvik,” calling for the game of blanket toss.  In no time at all a big circular walrus hide had been brought out and the children took their places holding it around. 
 
   “Tiki goes first!” said Kinak.  He grabbed the tupilaq roughly by its hindquarters and tried to throw it up onto the skin.  The small boy could not lift it by himself, but several stronger hands made themselves known and Tikiqaq found itself tossed onto the center of the skin.  Taking up a happy song to synchronize their efforts the children pumped the skin.  In no time Tiki took to the air, flung upward by the thick walrus hide.  The children achieved the proper rhythm and Tiki soared higher and higher.  It rose joyously to meet the falling snow, lost in the thickening flakes.  It was flying, tumbling end over end in the air.  It was truly free. 
 
   Again it squealed with delight.  The children answered with laughter. 
 
    
 
   Tooky, sitting off to the side of the women’s talking circle, scraped indifferently at a fox skin.  The Anatatook women still did not accept her.  Only Pilarqaq sat near, saying nothing.
 
   Tooky smiled as she stood up, indicating to Pilarqaq that she had to go and pee.  She had to pee so often these days, it was a wonder she could get any work done at all.  But in truth she had not that much to do.  She had no one to sew for except herself.  Pilarqaq could handle all of the things for Maguan and her children and it was clear that she didn’t want Tooky doing her husband’s sewing.  Instead Tooky scraped the hair from odd scraps of fox and caribou skin, working them hard so they would be soft enough for the baby’s bottom.  Pilarqaq was the only one who knew about the baby, but she seemed willing enough to keep the secret safe.
 
   At first Tooky hadn’t wanted the baby, considering the bulge in her belly to be the mark of her shame.  But as summer cooled into winter’s approach, she began to think differently.  After she had the baby she would no longer be alone.  Pilarqaq and Maguan were an indifferent, if not a kind, sort of a family.  And Alaana would help her bring the baby into the world; she had expressed interest in the child. 
 
   She hoped the rest of the people, given time, would forget the child’s ignominious origins.
 
   There was only the long winter to get through.  When sunlight dawned again the people would hardly remember her troubles.  There was enough food.  Aquppak had proven himself to be an effective leader, a sturdy replacement for Tugtutsiak.  When spring came again and they saw her beautiful baby they would all forget.  Her nightmare would be over.  Perhaps someday there would even be someone willing to take her to wife.
 
   She stepped away from the ring of women.  The falling snow chilling the back of her neck prompted her to put up her hood.  A shiver reminded her of a repetitive nightmare she had suffered of late.  She dreamed that the baby would be some kind of monster.  Hard to believe, when she had just felt its first few gentle kicks.  But she had dreamed a violent birth, the baby tearing its way out of her, Alaana unable to control the situation, and a vision of the baby between her legs, a horrible black walrus head and bloodied tusks. 
 
   Away from the others, Tooky found a suitable stone.  She brushed the snow cover off, lifted the stone, and squatted to relieve herself in the hole.  When she was done she turned the rock back.
 
   When she looked up, Aquppak was there.
 
   “Oh!” she exclaimed, falling backward into the cold snow.  Her face burned with embarrassment.  She wanted to point out his rudeness but decided to keep silent instead.
 
   Aquppak looked surprised.  “You startle so easily, just like a little snow hare.  I guess it’s not so easy, always looking to one’s back.”
 
   Tooky paused to sweep her anorak across her belly.
 
   “You’ve nothing to fear from me,” Aquppak added, reaching down to help her up.  She let him take her by the elbow and haul her to her feet.  He tightened his grip and didn’t let go.
 
   “It’s cold today,” he said softly, “Too cold for the kabloonas; they’re not used to it.  Come with me to my tent.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He shrugged as if the answer were obvious.  “We have a duty to warm them, don’t we?  Ivalu can’t do it all by herself.  Come along.”
 
   Tooky shot a plaintive glance back toward Maguan’s tent.
 
   “Has Maguan taken you to wife?” asked Aquppak in a clipped tone that indicated he already knew the answer.
 
   “No.”
 
   Aquppak smiled in an offhand way.  He spoke pleasantly, “Then be reasonable.  I am the headman, I make the decisions.  These are our guests, and we have to take care of them.  Come.” 
 
   Tooky tried to pull away.  Aquppak didn’t relax his grip. 
 
   “You eat our food,” he pointed out.
 
   “Maguan feeds me,” she replied.
 
   “And where does he get it?  From the hunts that I direct.  From the fishing weirs of the Anatatook.”  He chuckled and shook his head as if she were being unreasonable, and he was asking nothing of her except to draw breath.  “You want to be welcome here.  You want to be one of us?”
 
   Tooky nodded.  She did want that.  She did.
 
   Aquppak tugged firmly on her arm.  “Come.”
 
    
 
   Maguan and Iggy had wanted to go hunting for duck, but the premature freeze of the lake changed their plans.  Instead they took out the sleds to make ready for winter travel.
 
   “Look at the state of this skin,” said Maguan.  His sled cover was riddled with tiny holes.  “Some animal got at it.”
 
   “Maybe Pilarqaq can mend it,” suggested Iggy.
 
   Maguan clicked his tongue three times.  There was no question as to his wife’s diligence with the needle.  She was the hardest-working seamstress among them, even if her work always ran a little crooked.  It was simply a matter of having enough time.  “And what am I supposed to wear on my feet?” he said.  “I need boots.”
 
   “Why don’t you ask Tooky?” said Kigiuna.  He sat beside them, working at making fishhooks.  Sharp little bits of bone and thin strips of hide were spread out on a flat stone in front of him.  “Can she sew?”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Maguan.  “In truth I’d like to get her out of my tent.  She eats enough for two!”
 
   “She is filling out,” observed Itoriksak as he picked some ruptured scraps of sinew from his sled’s bindings.  “Fatten her up a little more and she’ll be a real beauty.  Don’t you think so Iggy?”
 
   The giant Inuit looked dejectedly down at his hands.  His straight black hair, cut crookedly, made a dark flap over one eye.  “What are you asking me for?”
 
   “You have an opinion on everything else,” said Maguan.  “No opinion on the girl?”
 
   Iggy shrugged his massive shoulders.
 
   “A lot of people think she’s cursed,” said Itoriksak.  “Tugtutsiak dying like that, and they weren’t together for more than a single moon.”
 
   “She’s not cursed!” Iggy roared.  He was particularly sensitive to that remark.  Years ago he had fallen in love with Tikiquatta, a woman who was also said to have been cursed.  Their love had never come to fruition because Tikiquatta sacrificed herself, she believed, to save Iggy.  Iggy had never married since.  He had raised her two daughters as his own but they were grown up and married off already, and he was still alone.
 
   Kigiuna broke out into a playful laugh. “Ooh, thunder rumbles down from the Big Mountain.”
 
   Iggy snorted. “That wasn’t her fault.  That was all Tugtutsiak’s doing, that old walrus turd.”
 
   There was silence for a moment as they all seemed to recall that it was bad luck to talk ill of the dead.  Though, at the bottom of the ocean, it seemed doubtful the headman’s soul could do anything to get revenge for the insult.
 
   Kigiuna held up a falcon’s claw he had found on the shore of the lake.  He squinted at it thoughtfully, wondering how he might shape it into a fishhook.  “Iggianguaq, you are thirty winters old.  It’s time you had a wife.”
 
   “Funny thing,” said Maguan, “The first available girl in a long time, and he doesn’t even notice.”
 
   “She’s so …tiny,” Iggy said, his face reddening.
 
   “Is that what you were waiting for?” asked Itoriksak, his words shaping themselves around the strand of frozen sinew he was warming in his mouth.  “You want to find a girl your own size?”
 
   Iggy was famous for being a giant among the Anatatook.  His arms were as thick as tent poles and he stood a head taller than anyone else, earning him the nickname Kingarjuaq — the Big Mountain.
 
   “Don’t laugh,” said Kigiuna.  “I saw one among the Iglulik one time.  As wide around as our Iggianguaq.  She could hardly walk.  She had cheeks down to here.”  He indicated the middle of his neck with a cupped hand.  His face ballooned out in a wide-mouthed smile as he rolled his eyes.  “I was tempted.”
 
   Everyone except Iggy laughed.
 
   Maguan tried to ask his father a question, but was chortling too hard.  Kigiuna answered anyway, “But no, I didn’t touch her.  She was the shaman’s wife.”
 
   “I think our Big Mountain is too shy,” said Itoriksak.
 
   Iggy shrugged again.  “She hasn’t said anything.  Did she say anything to you, Maguan?  She doesn’t even look at me.”
 
   “Maybe such a tiny creature can’t even see the immensity of the Big Mountain,” pointed out Itoriksak.  He gestured to the sky, his words breaking up into a chuckle.
 
   “I don’t see the problem,” said Kigiuna.  He began to retell the tale of how he got his bride, stealing her from her father’s tent.  “How she tried to resist,” he said, “but I dragged her out–”
 
   “We all know the story,” said Maguan. 
 
   Iggy shook his head.  “I could never–”
 
   Their conversation was interrupted by a commotion in front of Aquppak’s tent.  Raised voices cut across the frigid plain.
 
   “Is it the kabloonas?” asked Kigiuna.
 
   “I think so,” said Maguan.  “Let’s go and see.” 
 
   People all wanted to see.  Violent words never went unnoticed in camp.  A tide of people were already making their way across the settlement.
 
   Tooky came shooting out of the headman’s tent, her anorak in disarray, pulled loosely over one shoulder.  She was crying.
 
   Aquppak chased after her, calling her names.  They were followed by Roy Oakes, the dark-haired kabloona, whose pursuit was stalled by his need to adjust his drooping pants.
 
   “Deceiver!” snarled Aquppak.  “The women’s whispers behind the hand speak true — there’s nothing but a witch’s nest between your legs!”
 
   Tooky’s face went white under the eyes.
 
   “This man would rather lay with a dead seal!” said Aquppak.
 
   Seeing Aquppak’s thumb turned in his direction, Oakes began to object.  He was hindered in this undertaking by having no understanding of the language, and by the need to secure his pants once again. 
 
   Aquppak caught up to Tooky and took hold of some loose strands of her hair.  He pulled her backward off her feet, the rest of her hair tumbling free of its sinew thong. 
 
   “That’s better!” he roared. “You shouldn’t have kept it hidden; you shouldn’t have worn your hair up.”
 
   Tooky scrambled at Aquppak’s feet.  He launched a kick at her belly. 
 
   Maguan, who was the first to reach them. “You’ve no right to beat her.” 
 
   “She’s made a fool of me.”  Aquppak sent another vicious kick at Tooky.  He tried to pull her to her feet.
 
   “You've no right,” insisted Maguan.  “She’s not your wife.”
 
   Aquppak threw the girl down and wheeled to face his adversary.  “She’s not yours.”
 
   “She lives in my tent.  Under my roof.”
 
   “She embarrassed me in front of our guests,” said Aquppak.  He spoke loudly for the benefit of the assembling crowd.  “It’s my responsibility to entertain them.”
 
   He sized up his opponent.  Maguan was only slightly taller and possessed the same wiry build.  Maguan was famous for his amiable temperament.  He never raised his hand to anyone, but that didn’t mean he was unable to fight.  Even the most timid animal could turn on the hunter in the proper circumstances, and Maguan was far from helpless.  But as they were both unarmed, Aquppak felt sure he could beat him down.
 
   A substantial crowd had gathered.  Aquppak knew that besting his rival for authority in front of the other men would prove a valuable lesson for the rest of them.  Even so, he didn’t want to strike the first blow.  It was more important to break Maguan’s reputation as a gentle, level-headed man.  That would grant a further victory, from which Maguan could not recover as easily as from a simple beating. 
 
   “Who’s child is she carrying Maguan?” asked Aquppak.  “Tugtutsiak’s or your own?”
 
   Maguan’s shoulders tensed and his eyes flared, but only slightly.  He was not yet ready to strike.  Maguan was not so easy to manipulate, but it could be done.  The girl was the key.
 
   “Maybe when I kick it out of her,” said Aquppak, “we’ll be able to see who it resembles.”  He turned his back on Maguan and launched another kick at the girl.  His attention did not waver.  He kept his head tilted to the side, not on his hapless victim, but waiting Maguan’s attack.  When Maguan stepped toward him, Aquppak ducked slightly and turned.  Maguan’s lunge, whatever it had meant to achieve, took on the appearance of a full bore attack.  Aquppak ducked below Maguan’s approach and drove a balled fist into his face.
 
   The punch drove Maguan a step backward, a stunned look on his face, punctuated by a trickle of blood running down from his nose.  Aquppak wasted no time.  It looked like he had been attacked and a quick counter would settle the issue before anyone else could realize differently.
 
   Aquppak went for the neck, but Maguan knocked his hand away. 
 
   Maguan knew very little about fighting and made the mistake of striking at Aquppak’s chest with his fists.  Aquppak’s thick parka dulled the body blows.  The only useful targets, thought Aquppak, were the face and neck.  He spun Maguan around and clubbed at the back of his head.  Maguan went down.  He was not badly injured and perhaps already sufficiently humiliated, but Aquppak wanted to hit him again and seal his victory. 
 
   The crowd became riotous, some cheering Maguan, others expressing outrage at the fight.  Those from the hunting families of Nuralak’s clan voiced their approval for Aquppak.  The headman glanced around, taking a quick measure of the mood of the people.
 
   He turned, now facing the towering form of Iggianguaq.  Standing small in the shadow of the giant, Aquppak wished he had a knife or a spear.  Still, he was not afraid.  Iggy’s weak spot lay with the knees.  A well-placed kick would bring the big man down. 
 
   “Don’t get in my way, Iggianguaq,” he warned.  “Others go around the mountain.  I go straight through it.”
 
   Suddenly Tikiqaq came lurching along the snow with a jerking motion of its flippered paws.  The tupilaq launched itself at Aquppak, screaming, “Tugutkaa!  Tugutkaa!”
 
   Aquppak was startled at the sight of it, but its claws and teeth were no longer or sharper than those of a dog. 
 
   Timing the creature’s leap, he struck out with the flat side of his boot.  The tupilaq was kicked to the side and flopped into the snow.
 
   McPearson emerged from the tent, a pistol in his hand.  He stared in amazement at Tikiqaq.  “What is that?”
 
   “It’s nothing,” replied Aquppak in English.
 
   “A domesticated seal?”
 
   Aquppak wasn’t sure of the man’s meaning, and didn’t have time to argue with him.  “Just some trick of the shaman.”
 
   “A pet?  Or a puppet?” asked McPearson, but Aquppak was done with him.
 
   The men had begun bickering among themselves and he took a careful count.  Who supported him and who were against him?  He marked the faces of those who stood against.  The enmity of Talliituk and the whaling clans carried a lot of weight.  He counted too few supporters.  He was not nearly as popular as he should be.
 
   One or another of the men started a side fight and the situation spun out of hand.  Kigiuna, who had always been a little hot-blooded, got into it with Nuralak’s men.  
 
   McPearson fired his pistol in the air, parting the falling snow with a resounding clap.  Everyone turned to look. 
 
   Aquppak turned his attention back to Iggy. 
 
   “Leave Tooky alone,” said the Big Mountain. 
 
   “I’ll do whatever I–” Aquppak stopped short, as the enraged tupilaq came at him again.  Once more it announced its intention to kill.
 
   Aquppak raised a hand in the air and one of the men, Nuralak’s second son, tossed him a spear.  He caught the weapon in the center of the haft and brought it down in front of him with a smooth sweeping motion.  The spear point broke Tikiqaq’s lunge, running through its chest.
 
   “Enough!” cried Alaana. 
 
   The shaman emerged from the hissing snow.  She stepped up close to Aquppak.  “Stop this nonsense right now.”
 
   Aquppak was not afraid of Alaana.  He had no fear of any of them, but still thought it a good idea to clear his spear point, just in case.  With his booted foot, he slid the seal carcass off the end of the spear.  He locked eyes with Alaana.  Once, long ago, they had been friends.  
 
   Tikiqaq rolled over in the snow and sat up, a gaping hole in its chest.
 
   “It was your brother who threw the first punch,” said Aquppak. 
 
   “I don’t care,” returned Alaana.  “Fighting among ourselves will only invite more trouble.  The spirits are already disturbed.”  She gestured into the teeth of the gale.  The wind had risen considerably in the last few moments.  Aquppak thought she had foolishly missed an opportunity in not claiming the wind as her own doing. 
 
   “He was beating Tookymingia,” said Iggy, “for no reason.”
 
   “I had good reason,” said Aquppak. 
 
   “Your arrogance is not reason enough,” said Alaana.  “You misunderstand your position here.  You go too far.  The headman guids our movements, yes, but no man rules over the rest.”
 
   Aquppak felt his face burn.  He would not be humiliated before the white men like this, but there was little he could do about it.  He hadn’t yet cemented his power among the Anatatook well enough to challenge the shaman right out in the open.  Not even Nuralak’s clan would support that.
 
   Aquppak tossed his spear into the snow.  It landed a finger’s breadth from Tikiqaq’s snout. 
 
   “It’s nothing,” he said.  “Just a misunderstanding about the women.”
 
   He walked toward his tent, choosing to go directly in the path of Iggianguaq.  He placed the flat of his palm on the big man’s chest and pushed him aside.
 
   “They don’t want her anyway,” said Aquppak.  “Nobody could want her or her wretched child.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   BLOOD ON THE SNOW
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The wind came suddenly in the night, shrieking up out of the west.  The entire camp groaned.  Tent skins strained and popped, whalebone poles cracked like gunshots in the dark as the weight of snow collapsed each house in turn.  Cooking pots clattered, babies wailed and people woke shrieking at each eruption of noise as some family’s tent went over and had to be rebuilt in the dark.
 
   The dogs howled and whined until the snow piled up over their heads.  Only then, entombed in comfortable burrows, did they settle down for sleep.
 
   The snow continued to fall all the next day.  It was a sunny day toward the end of summer but the air stung with a cold the Anatatook had not felt for many years, even in the depths of winter.  The freakish weather set the people off, summoning an odd variety of fear that passed among them at first as a mischievous stranger, whispering ill tidings in the ear, then expanded to an oppressive sense of doom.  The wind unbound the women’s fur hoods, tearing at their loose hair as they hurried about cleaning up the scattered mess the storm had wrought the night before.  Many valuable tools, clothes and other precious possessions had already been buried in snow, perhaps never to be found again. 
 
   Alaana made appeals to Narssuk, the turgat who oversaw such violent weather.  But the great spirit, always unpredictable and impossible to control, gave no answer.
 
   The men spent an entire day setting up wind breaks on the shore of the lake.  They worked in a torrent of falling snow, reeling beneath the lash of furious wind.  It was slow and deliberate work — the snow soft and heavy to move.  Any disagreements of the day before were quickly cast aside; the men worked as one.  In the gray twilight they could hardly see one another; even a man standing at arm’s length appeared as only a dull gray shape frantically piling up mounds of snow and ice to break the wind.  Lightning flared across the frozen water; peels of thunder split the sky.
 
   Aquppak ordered that all the tents be moved into the lee of the breaks and set close together so as to help withstand the fury of the night to come.  Kigiuna and Amauraq, along with Higilak, joined Alaana and her family, allowing them to double their tent skins.  Ben and Kigiuna worked long into the night driving stakes, tying off lines and weighing the skin edges down with heavy stones.  Kigiuna knew better than anyone how to lash down the skins against the most forceful wind, but it was hard work and constant drifts of snow kept blowing into the tent until they finally got it right.
 
   The children were so terrified not even Higilak could soothe them.  Ben said little, occupying his time with rocking Kinak to sleep.  Alaana had rarely seen Kigiuna so exhausted as when he lay down amid the big damp huddle in the center of the tent.  She was reminded that her father was not as young as he used to be nor nearly as invincible as he had always seemed. 
 
   Alaana slid into place beside her husband.  Even under the heavy furs she was wet and cold, and uncomfortable.  Too much snow had blown into the tent despite the complicated mechanism of sheeting Kigiuna had set up across the ventilation holes.
 
   “Ben, are you all right?” she whispered.  “Why don’t you say anything?” 
 
   “I hate being pent up like this.”
 
   Alaana thought that an odd sort of a thing to say.  What did he want to do?  Go outside? 
 
   Maybe if she could dry her family they would be able to get some rest.  She sat up, taking the cross-legged posture that Old Manatook had shown her long ago.  The frame of mind needed for generating tumo, the mystic warmth, had been one of the first skills the old shaman had taught her.
 
   She set about emptying her mind of all worries and cares, a seemingly impossible task when her family was freezing right next to her.  She could ignore Kigiuna’s loud snoring, but it was impossible to concentrate with Ben fussing this way and that. 
 
   “Sit still,” she whispered.
 
   Empty the mind.  Concentrate.  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.  Her concentration was not quite good enough to achieve the intense flush of the full tumo, but soon her skin had dried and the children had settled down.
 
   It was just as well.  She had reservations about using the tumo in the center of the crowded encampment.  She’d never learned the secret of where the heat came from and suspected it was drawn from whatever elements were at hand — the skins, the air, and everything else.  She didn’t want to steal warmth from the other families.
 
   She settled in for sleep, Ben still tossing and fretting beside her.
 
   A horrific crash sounded nearby, startling everyone awake.
 
   “What was that?” hissed Kigiuna.  Even exhausted he remained, as ever, a vigilant sleeper.  This skill, Alaana thought, came from many nights spent out in the wild with an ear cocked for roving bears and wolverine.
 
   “Was that Maguan’s tent?” asked Alaana.  Her two brothers, Maguan and Itoriksak, had joined their families in the tent next door. 
 
   Kigiuna stood up, stepping over Alaana on his way to the flap.  A blast of wet, cold air flew into the tent.  “I can’t see anything.  Let’s go.”
 
   Groping for her boots, Alaana heard strained voices in the night. 
 
   “Angatkok!” someone cried.  “Angatkok!” 
 
   “Hai!” she answered.
 
   Her boots frozen stiff, it was all but impossible to push her feet in.  She reached out to the remnant of the spirit of the seal still within the boot.  Will you soften, my dear friend? she asked in the secret language of the shamans.  Can you yield just enough so that I may get my foot in?  It was no use.  The spirit was willing, but the sealskin was frozen too hard.  Alaana groaned, forcing her foot in.
 
   Her mother had already put some tea to boil over the lamp and had one of her father’s boots in her mouth.  Kigiuna was chewing the other. 
 
   Ben sat up, holding the children close.  “What’s happened?” 
 
   “I don’t know,” said Alaana.  “Give me my coat.”
 
   The voices outside took on a frantic pitch.  “Hurry, please!  Murder!  Murder in the night!”
 
   Alaana stepped out into the drifts.  Starlight painted the snow-covered tents in a hazy silver light.  Two people, her cousin Avilik and another man, were at work outside the tent, shoveling snow from the entrance.
 
   The fierce wind slapped Alaana’s face hard.  This was the most intense cold she had ever experienced.  
 
   “We can’t stay out here long,” warned Kigiuna, “even in two heavy parkas.”
 
   Several people were waiting.  “Over there.”  They didn’t say anything more.  They hung back, not eager to get in her way.
 
   Scraps of frozen meat lay scattered all about the fresh snow, the collapsed tent, everywhere.
 
   Puzzled, Alaana bent to touch them.  One of the small, blood-red pieces stuck painfully to her fingers.  She had never felt anything so cold.  Alaana tried to brush it off against her coat, but couldn’t remove the frozen bit of meat without tearing her skin.  In the end she left it alone thinking maybe later, if she warmed her hand over the lamp, she might get it off.
 
   The larger pieces told the grisly tale.  They were the remains of a dead body, the flesh frozen a deep icy blue.
 
   “I’ve seen people freeze to death, surely,” said Kigiuna, “but not like this.  How could such a thing happen?”
 
   Alaana had no answer.  One thing was sure, this death was not natural.  The victim’s body had been frozen and then shattered, the fractures taking bizarre directions rather than along natural lines.  She saw segments of an arm, broken every inch or so, the bones exposed in clean little circlets.  Half of a face.
 
   In addition to the pieces having irregular shapes, there seemed far too many.  It was a mental nightmare assembling the frozen parts into a coherent human form.  How much blood did a human body contain?  Surely not this much. 
 
   “Who did it?” asked Avilik.
 
   “This is not murder,” said Alaana.  “It looks like a body, burst apart from the inside.”
 
   “It’s Asatsiak,” said someone. 
 
   “Where are her children?” Alaana asked.
 
   “Safe,” said another.  “With her sister.  They ran away.” 
 
   The shaman nudged one of the parts with her foot.  As her boot touched the frozen flesh and blood it shattered into fine crystals.  She saw the face dissolve away, bursting into tiny grains of ice.
 
   She heard sobbing.  It was a woman’s voice.  Alaana shifted her perceptions into that of the spirit-vision and the silvery lighting of the scene melted into a purplish hue.  The soul-lights of the people burned like oil fires in the snowblind night.  But there was no woman.  The weeping continued. 
 
   “Be calm,” she said.  The words not enough, she concentrated her will, projecting a soothing radiance into the air around her.  The wailing stilled for a moment.
 
   “Breathe easy,” she said.
 
   The figure of a woman materialized before her, kneeling on the ground a few paces away.  The shape came slowly into focus as if gathering itself from the star’s silvery light. 
 
   Asatsiak’s ghost looked much as she had during life.  She gave the impression of being poorly fed, though it was lack of appetite that kept her lean and no fault of her husband.  She was dressed in a grimy sleeping shirt that was little more than a ragged coverlet.  Asatsiak was generally disliked among the Anatatook because she coughed incessantly and had the foul habit of spitting all the time, even in other people’s houses.  She had not the decency to project it out the door but instead allowed the phlegmy saliva to trickle slowly out of her mouth in a long string onto the floor. 
 
   The heaving of her nightshirt gave the impression she was panting, though she no longer need draw breath.  Her eyes darted fearfully within the pale silver glow of her face.
 
   “Hurts,” she said.  “It hurts!”  The ghost broke into a long moan of pain and sorrow that devolved into another fit of panicked weeping. 
 
   “Be calm,” said Alaana soothingly.  “It doesn’t hurt.  You’re free from pain now.  It won’t hurt any more.”
 
   Kigiuna touched her elbow.  “You see something?” 
 
   Alaana nodded, pushing her father gently back. 
 
   Asatsiak looked through Alaana as if the shaman appeared insubstantial to her, instead of the other way around. 
 
   “Alaana?” she said.  “Angatkok, is that you?”  Her voice cracked as she spoke the words, as if she were hoping for the appearance of the shaman, but afraid for it to be true.  For her presence here meant the unthinkable.
 
   “Yes,” said Alaana.
 
   “Ohhhh,” she moaned.  “No.  No!”  She cried out again, her entire body shaking.  Her hair flapped around her face, wild and disheveled.  Tiny red lines appeared in the silvered complexion, the fault lines where her face had broken apart.  Her gaze found the shaman.  “You’re supposed to help us, to protect us!”
 
   Her words cut like knives.  Alaana flinched, choking back tears.
 
   “I will set things right,” she said.  Her wavering voice sounded insincere, even to her own ears.  Is this what she had come to?  Promising the impossible?
 
   The ghost reacted badly.  She ran her hands down along her spirit-body to see if it was whole.  Suddenly realizing how insubstantial she felt, her eyes bulged, understanding as if for the first time that she was dead.  The red lines darkened in her face.  Alaana heard a cracking sound.
 
   “Koonooyah!  Koonooyah!” she cried.  “Where are the children?”
 
   “They are safe,” said Alaana.  “Can you tell me what happened?”
 
   “Ahhhh,” she cried, pink foam spewing from her lips.  “It hurts!  It’s cutting me.  Freezing.  Inside me.  It hurts so much!”
 
   “There is no pain,” said Alaana.  “Hear the whispered hoot of the snowy owl.”  She pointed to the ethereal figure of a bird glowing brightly not far away.  It rested unruffled atop the tent pole of a neighboring house.  “Go with the owl.  She will lead you to the ancestors.  Go now.  Don’t remain here.  There is nothing for you here.  Be at peace.”
 
   “Don’t let it come back!” Asatsiak said, her eyes agog.  “Oh please, it’s cutting me.  Ohhhhh.” 
 
   “Hush!” said a man’s voice.  “The snowy owl will take you.  Don’t linger.” 
 
   Alaana was surprised to see another ghost standing beside the woman.  It was her husband Koonooyah.  He had always been a man of good reputation, had a steady hand with the bow, sometimes bringing in three or four caribou at a time, and had used his largesse to adopt several orphaned children.  Even in death he stood straight and tall, with eyes that seemed to penetrate deep into the night. 
 
   “Tell me, Koonooyah.  What was it?  What happened?”
 
   “It was a fearsome thing,” he said grimly.  “So cold, the night, the wind.  Ripping at the tent with an angry hand.  It came out of the storm.”
 
   “Was it a bear?” 
 
   “A bear with a thousand claws.  A mouth with a hundred teeth.”
 
   Asatsiak shrieked. 
 
   “Hush!” Koonooyah hissed.
 
   “Did you see it?” asked Alaana.
 
   Koonooyah’s ghost shook his head.  “It came out of the storm.  It went inside me.  I felt it freeze my heart.  It was quick.  And then…” Even the brave hunter faltered for a moment, recalling the terrible pain.  “Then it broke me apart.”
 
   These words stunned Alaana.  She hadn’t seen this coming.  She hadn’t been looking out for trouble.  She’d been in her tent, wracked by her own personal problems, trying to sleep.  Another failure.
 
   “I don’t hold you to fault,” said Koonooyah.  “But I want you to kill it.  I want revenge.”
 
   “You’ll have it,” said Alaana.  “Rest now.”
 
   Koonooyah glanced over at his wife.
 
   “She needs you,” said Alaana.  “Go with the owl.  Follow her home.”
 
   The hunter’s ghost nodded gravely, then helped his wife up from the ground.  He spoke softly to Asatsiak with words Alaana couldn’t hear.  The snowy owl fluttered her blazing wings.  With a last look at the Anatatook camp, the two figures turned away.  Alaana watched them go.
 
   “They have gone across the divide,” she announced to any who might hear.  “Go back to your tents.”
 
   The people were eager to comply.  Kigiuna was rubbing his arms across his chest to keep from shivering.
 
   “Go on,” Alaana said to her father.  “I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   Alone in the night, the shaman took a deep breath and held it, keeping the enhanced perceptions of the spirit-vision.  If some monster was out here, she couldn’t see it.  As the pressure built in her lungs, she held fast, listening.  She felt the blood rushing through her body, listening.
 
   Alaana’s spirit reached out into the night. 
 
   She felt something, a noxious buzz in the distance.  
 
   “Go!”
 
   The strangeness of the voice sent a chill all the way to her bones.  The message broke her concentration, causing her to draw breath at last.  As she pulled in a frigid gasp, she heard something more.
 
   “You don’t belong.  This is ours.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
   THE FACE OF THE WIND
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Amazing!  Look at them out there working.”  Peeking out the flap, McPearson had to admire the natives.  “Piling up blocks of ice against the wind, lashing and bracing the tents.  Tirelessly.  No matter how hopeless it seems.  They never give up.”
 
   “They must be used to it,” said Oakes.  He lay huddled on the floor of the tent, a misshapen figure beneath a bulky parka and a fur blanket. 
 
   “Maybe so, but I doubt it,” returned McPearson.  “These flimsy tents weren’t meant for this kind of weather, I’m sure.  They make ice houses in winter.  Much warmer.”  He glanced over at Ivalu and her children, three indistinguishable lumps buried beneath a mass of furs on the other side of the headman’s tent.  Occasionally a frightened sob leaked out of the pile.  Did it come from the children or the wife?
 
   “Well, we’re better off than any of the others,” said McPearson.  He gestured toward the lamp, which burned hotly.  “As long as our coal-oil holds out, anyway.”
 
   Oakes held his thermometer up, squinting at the numbers.  “Twenty below! Inside, with the lamp at full bore and its twenty below!  Oh Christ, we’re going to die.”
 
   “Buck up, why don’t you?  You’re worse than the children.”
 
   “I wonder what it would read outside,” said Oakes.  He shot a vacant-eyed glance at the entrance.
 
   “Don’t try it.  The mercury will explode.”
 
   McPearson turned away from the flap.  He stomped his foot on the hard pack floor, trying to get the circulation going.  His partner’s constant squawking was jarring his nerves, as if the situation wasn’t bad enough.  But McPearson thought the blame was mostly his own.  He should never have chosen Oakes for this trip.  It took a certain type of man to brave the polar regions, to step out so far away from the comforts of civilization.  Placing yourself at the mercy of these natives was no different than casting oneself into the fickle hands of fate.  Oakes didn’t have what it took to be a trapper or an explorer.  He was a rugged man, but far too concerned with the life and comforts waiting for him back in Europe.  Out here, one had to stand on one’s own two feet, play one’s cards and let them fall as they may.
 
   It was quite possible they were going to die on this trip, but McPearson could be as stoic about it as any of these hard-bitten Eskimos.  After all, there were a lot of ways to die, and from what he’d heard, freezing to death wasn’t a bad way to go.
 
   Aquppak came bursting into the tent, accompanied by a blast of intensely cold air. 
 
   Oakes whined like a baby.  When he looked up and saw the state of the headman he said, “Oh, Christ.”
 
   Aquppak was a vision in white, his hood and parka completely encrusted with snow and ice.  What little could be seen of his face was as pale as death, his mouth hard-set and blue-lipped.  Beneath frosted eyebrows his dark eyes seemed heavy-lidded and dull.
 
   McPearson pulled the tent flap closed behind him.  He took off his mittens to work the lashings, and the frozen sinew bit at the skin of his bare hands. 
 
   “Ivalu,” said Aquppak, his voice a raspy whisper.  His wife pulled herself out of the furs, saying nothing, and rushed to her husband.  She began unlacing his mittens with her teeth.  The older boy, Choobuk, set upon his father’s back with the snow beater.  McPearson was familiar with the tilugtut, a whalebone rush meant to to knock the clothes free of snow so they wouldn’t melt wet inside a warm house. No chance of that today in any case, thought McPearson.  The boy, it seemed, was simply beating the frozen parka so that his father might pry it off his body. 
 
   With his coat removed at last, Aquppak sat on the floor.  His wife handed him some lukewarm tea in a large bone cup, then set about removing his boots.  Aquppak drank down the entire bowl of the stuff as if he’d not seen water for days.  The child retreated back under the furs, but McPearson noted now that both little heads peered silently over the rim of the blankets.
 
   “Did you find anything?” McPearson asked.
 
   “No,” said Aquppak, his voice sounding a bit stronger after the tea.
 
   “Any chance the storm will lift any time soon?”
 
   Aquppak shook his head.
 
   “Idiots!  What the hell did we come up here for?” raged Oakes.  “I don’t give a fig for their pelts.  I don’t care.  What good is the money?”
 
   McPearson didn’t answer. 
 
   “I’m freezing,” moaned Oakes.  “I can’t even think.”
 
   “Strange, your lips are still moving and your tongue wagging,” quipped McPearson.  “There’s nothing for it but to sit and wait.  We’re trapped here.”
 
   “Trapped!” whined Oakes.  “We’re trapped here.”
 
   A voice called to them over the wind outside the tent.  The entrance flap rustled.
 
   Aquppak flicked his head at McPearson, saying in English, “Let her in.”
 
   Oakes moaned again at the blast of frigid air that accompanied the shaman into the tent.  Overall Alaana looked much less frozen than Aquppak.  Her outer coat was still dark, having only a few ice crystals clinging to the long hairs at the collar.  She flipped her hood, only mildly frosted and apparently still flexible, down off her head.
 
   “Did you find anything?” she asked.
 
   “No,” replied Aquppak.  “No tracks.  Everything’s all washed away.  It couldn’t have been a bear.  Not in the camp.”
 
   “Wolverines?” asked McPearson.  He had picked up enough Inupiat over the years to follow the conversation.
 
   Aquppak shook his head. “Somebody would’ve seen something, smelled something.  Heard something.”
 
   “How far did you go?” asked Alaana.
 
   “Believe me,” grumbled Aquppak, “if there was anything out there to kill, I would have killed it.”
 
   “So you don’t know what killed them?” asked McPearson.
 
   Aquppak glared at him.  “Their house fell down.  They froze.  Probably some loose dogs got at them.  That’s all.”
 
   “That’s not what Koonooyah said,” remarked Alaana.
 
   The headman snickered.
 
   “Who’s that?” asked McPearson. “Koonooyah?”
 
   “The dead man,” explained Aquppak.
 
   “You mean a ghost?” McPearson asked.  Though he could understand their awkward language, he couldn’t dredge up their words himself.  He could only speak in English.  He turned toward Aquppak, “She saw the man’s ghost?”
 
   “She sees ghosts all the time,” Aquppak returned in English.  McPearson thought by his tone that Aquppak thought the shaman a bit silly, and didn’t ask about the matter further for fear of causing insult to Alaana.
 
   “It’s over,” declared Aquppak.  “I don’t care.”
 
   “If it kills again?” asked Alaana.
 
   “Then I expect you to do something about it,” snapped Aquppak.  He used the same demanding, irritated tone she had often received from Tugtutsiak.
 
   “The people are in a panic,” said Alaana.  “This is no good.  We have to tell them something.  We have to keep them calm.”
 
   “You are the shaman,” observed Aquppak. 
 
   “Yes. I am.”
 
   “So why don’t you do something about it?”
 
   “What can she do?” asked McPearson.
 
   Aquppak ignored the question.  He looked intently at Alaana.  “Are you the shaman or aren’t you?”
 
   “I am,” said Alaana.  She pulled up her hood and went out the flap.
 
   “What’s she going to do?” asked McPearson. 
 
   Aquppak shrugged, holding the empty cup out for a refill.
 
   McPearson pressed him further.  “It’s a storm.  Certainly you don’t believe she can do anything about it?”
 
   “No, I don’t,” said Aquppak with a twisted half-smile.  “But she’ll go out there and try anyway.”
 
   McPearson thought he would like to watch such a ceremony, but there was no way he was going to leave the tent.  “She’ll catch her death.”
 
   “No, she won’t,” said Aquppak.
 
   “She’s a tough woman, I’ll give you that, but–”
 
   “She’s a friend to the wind and snow,” explained Aquppak.  “She doesn’t feel the cold as we do.”
 
   “Well, that’s a neat trick.” 
 
   “And she’ll come back with no results.  Let the people see.  She never does anything for us that we don’t do for ourselves.”
 
   “Well, that’s cold comfort for us,” said McPearson, snickering at the inadvertent pun.  The joke was lost on Aquppak.
 
   “Well, I don’t think it’s so very funny,” Oakes said.  “I didn’t come up here to die.  I didn’t come here to freeze to death.”
 
   Aquppak and McPearson cast Oakes a matching pair of withering glances.
 
   “Shut up.”
 
    
 
   It was the coldest day ever in the memories of old men and old women.
 
   Higilak, who was an old weather woman, said, “There is no end in sight.  This storm will not lift.”
 
   “I’ve never seen it so bad,” agreed Nuralak, “And I’ve seen a few more winters than you.”
 
   His voice was a good match for his saturnine appearance — deep and somber.  At the front of his tent his two sons worked at the lashings.  Nuralak lowered his voice so that his family, who had little else to do but listen to their conversation, might not hear.  “If the storm blows down anybody’s tent tonight they’ll be dead.  Simple as that.”
 
   Higilak ran her fingers down along the front of her anorak and put on a polite half-smile.  She was used to having an audience, but knew well enough how to talk in secret amid a tent full of people. 
 
   “Everything frozen solid in one night,” whispered Nuralak, “and no way to cut through.  Without an iglu, we’ve no chance.  These tents won’t last.  If we survive this night, we’ll have to leave.  Try and outrun the storm.  It’s not much of a choice, but…”
 
   Higilak said, “Give Alaana a chance.”
 
   Nuralak shook his head.  “I don’t like to rely on the shaman.  We have Aquppak now.  If tested, he’ll see us through.”
 
   “No,” remarked Higilak.  “This is Alaana’s duty.  This is no natural storm.”
 
   “Not a natural storm,” mused Nuralak softly.  “I can believe that.”
 
   Outside the wind howled its fury down from the raging sky.
 
   Higilak touched the flat of the old man’s hand.  “Alaana will pull us through.”
 
   “I wish I could believe that.”
 
   “You must believe.  We all must.  The spirits require our good faith.  Use your influence.  Settle their fears as best you can.  Your voice holds weight, your calm eyes speak too.  If I have to go from tent to tent, I will.”  Higilak spoke forcefully, intent on impressing Nuralak.  Her hair was white, her face wrinkled, but her will was still strong.
 
   “Alaana can’t do it by herself,” she continued.  “She needs our support.  But the people are divided.  You saw what happened yesterday with that girl.”
 
   “It’s the shaman’s responsibility to keep the people united, clean in their thoughts, strong against any spiritual threat.”
 
   “And what about you?” she asked, much too loudly.  “Don’t you have a responsibility?”
 
   “I am old,” he whispered.  “And very tired.  Things are changing.  I’ve heard rumors from the other bands.  Shamans being killed throughout the land.  Our world is crumbling away.  The power of the shaman fades like the failing Moon.  Will it ever rise again?”
 
   Higilak clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. 
 
   “You know it’s true,” said Nuralak.  “I remember Klah Kritlaq.”
 
   Higilak pursed her lips as if to object but the old man cut her off.  “Yes, I know.  Your husband had good reason to strike him down.  He was mad with his own power and dangerous.  But he had great power!  I saw him dissolve a storm almost as fierce as this one.  I saw it with my own eyes.  And Old Manatook.  You must agree, your husband was a great shaman.  He had the power of the white bear.  And he was a great hunter as well.”
 
   Higilak nodded, and Nuralak went on, “And Civiliaq.  Remember?  He used to go about shirtless and bootless even in the depths of winter.”
 
   “Alaana can warm without fire, just as well as Civiliaq ever did,” said Higilak.  “I’ve felt it myself.  She doesn’t like to show off, that’s all.”
 
   “Perhaps that’s her great failing,” offered Nuralak.  “She was always reluctant, even as a young girl.  And hesitant as a woman, it doesn’t take a hawk’s eye to see that.  But putting on a show is a part of it, for the people to believe and have faith.”
 
   Higilak nodded.  It was true.  Alaana had never wanted to be the shaman.  All her life, she had only desired to be a normal woman among the Anatatook. 
 
   Nuralak brushed silver hair back from his forehead.  “She means well, our young shaman does.  But I don’t think that’s enough.  I will counsel Aquppak.  We must leave this place.  As for Alaana, I wish her well for all our sakes, but I won’t rely on her efforts.  Might as well plead with the wind.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Higilak said, “That’s just what she’ll do.”
 
    
 
   Alaana dug out her ceremonial gear, now buried in the collapsed karigi tent.  A lone pole identified the mound, marked at the top with a red ribbon flailing against the grayed skies.  The pole seemed now only half its original height.  Tikiqaq had its face buried in the mound, scooping out dollops of crusted snow with its claws.
 
   At the kennel, Anaktuvik was having a hard time with the dogs.  Judging by the growling and barking it sounded as if they might rip themselves apart.  First he tossed food at them but when that didn’t work he beat them with a switch of baleen, telling them to settle down.  The panicked animals yanked hard at the whalebone stakes.  They didn’t succeed in pulling loose but the lines slackened and fighting broke out.  As Alaana watched, one frozen line snapped and a large gray huskie escaped.
 
   The dog, not knowing what to do with its newfound freedom, ran wildly through the camp.  Anaktuvik chased after it.
 
   The wayward huskie charged directly at Alaana.  She stretched out an arm, projecting a soothing state of mind, and the animal halted.  It tilted its head, its gaze curious.
 
   “What is it?” Alaana whispered into the wind.  “What’s got you so frightened?”
 
   The dog had no answer.  It grew suspicious and made to run off, but too late.  Anaktuvik grabbed the dog’s harness.
 
   “Thanks,” he said, and dragged the animal away.
 
   Alaana propped up part of the karigi skin so she could crawl inside and get at her things. She didn’t require much for the ceremony.  She snatched up her ceremonial parka, the Wind mask, and bundled a prayer mat under her arm.
 
   “Come,” she said to Tiki.
 
   The woven mat was stiff with cold, and cracked as Alaana forced it open.  The strips of caribou hide had varied shades of brown and tan in a pattern that represented the vagaries of the wild wind.  Her white ceremonial parka flapped wildly in the wind as she drew it over her normal coat.
 
   “What will you do?” asked the tupilaq.
 
   Alaana kneeled on the mat, ushering Tiki beside her.  “I’m going to appeal to Sila.  Only he can stop the wind.”
 
   Tiki’s moonbeam eyes rolled up toward the sky.  Swirling eddies of snow flew through the air in chaotic patterns.  The storm flogged the encampment in full force, coming from both the south and the north in equal measure.  It seemed an impossible storm. 
 
   “What drum do I use?” asked the tupilaq. 
 
   “What drum could be heard in this riot?” shouted Alaana back. 
 
   “Then what am I to do?” asked Tiki.  It looked forlorn and out of place, half buried in the snow, its black hide dusted with white. 
 
   “Do you think I will succeed?” asked Alaana.
 
   “Of course,” replied the tupilaq. 
 
   “Then you are doing enough.  Sit beside me and be quiet.”
 
   Alaana considered Sila, the Walker In The Wind.  Her guardian spirit had been an inconstant friend all along.  Sila had first come to her as a child when she lay sick with the fever.  The great spirit, bearing a face that was all faces and an expansive voice that contained all voices, had commanded her to become a shaman, telling her that she would do great things.  After that, the wind walker’s gifts had remained — the spirit-vision and the ability to travel outside of her body throughout the unseen worlds.  Though the spirit had promised to walk with Alaana on her journey, Sila had rarely come again. 
 
   But Alaana had been heartened by her most recent encounter with Sila.  The powerful spirit had promised she would find her daughter Tama again, filling her with hope.
 
   Gritting her teeth against the rush of wind, Alaana nodded at the tupilaq.  If she had doubts about her chances of success, the tupilaq did not.  She had created the tupilaq, and its faith was her own, from a time before she had become so shaken.  Before she had lost her daughter and her peace of mind.  Tikiqaq’s faith was her own, stored for safe-keeping.  This was what she must recapture.
 
   Alaana raised the Wind mask to her face.  Like most of her masks and drums, it had been handed down to her from Old Manatook.  The mask had a tall, elliptical face, with flaring nostrils and large baleful eyes.  It was constructed of hollow tubes of gray driftwood from top to bottom.  These tubes opened out along the forehead and the protruding mouth to allow winter and summer winds to blow through.  The top was embellished with white and silver feathers to represent a row of clouds and sea birds in flight.
 
   She rolled a small black stone in her hand.  Many times she had tried to contact Sila by means of this stone, found in narrow mountain defiles, a stone that had felt the wind continually for centuries.
 
   The wind blasted through the hollow tubes of the Wind mask, making it sing.  A pair of white feathers blew from the top, ripped away by the fierce wind.  Alaana lowered her state of consciousness, clearing her mind of anything but the sound of the wind shrieking through the pipes.  That, if anything, was the voice of Sila.
 
   Alaana remembered something the golden walrus Nunavik had told her, “When the winds of fate howl, when the big hand reaches for the Anatatook, only with Sila’s help may you avert the storm.”  She was not sure if her helper spirit had anticipated this particular moment or had been speaking in general, but the words rang true.
 
   The walrus had also said, “You walk the path Sila has chosen for you.  There is no turning back.”
 
   And that was perhaps a more appropriate lesson than any other.  There was no room for failure.  Not now.  Not ever.  She had lost sight of so much.  Alaana vowed to make an end to that now.  She would concentrate.  She would not rise up from this mat until Sila made himself known once again, and had come to the aid of the Anatatook.  She would succeed today, or die here in the snow. 
 
   During her initiation Alaana had been near death, freezing and half-starved.  Only then had Sila appeared.  
 
   Is that what it takes, she wondered, a threat of death?
 
   Now she had so much more to lose.  She had a family of her own.  But if she didn’t succeed she would lose all anyway.  They would all die.
 
   Release, she told herself.
 
   Release.
 
   Flow like the wind.
 
   “Great Sila, help me to help them!” Alaana’s voice rang out, passionate and humble:
 
   “Beneath the blue sky,
 
    Beneath the white cloud,
 
    Keeper of the echo in the high mountains,
 
    Keeper of the winds across the wide sea,
 
    Master of the wild wind,
 
    Come to me.”
 
   The wind roared down into the pipes, a barrage of shrieking notes flowing through the Wind mask, flowing through Alaana herself.  The voice of Sila carried her away.  The wind swept her inuseq out of her body and up into the air. 
 
   As the Anatatook camp fell away below, Alaana’s spirit-woman was tossed roughly about.  Snow and hailstones circled and flew around her and through her.  Alaana was startled.  She’d been lifted in the arms of Sila before, but never handled so harshly.  She had no way of controlling what was happening to her, no way to counter its terrific force, no point in doing so.  She must surrender to it.
 
   “Woman?” shrieked the wind.  “Are you responsible for this?”
 
   Alaana faced Sila himself.  Whereas before Sila bore the face of all things molded into that of a kindly old man, this time its face was something much wilder, composed entirely of strands of wind braided together, winding and unwinding.  Where before it had held an abundance of kindness and compassion, this figure seemed completely chaotic. Its aspect was unmistakable, a cruel and ambivalent force of nature.
 
   Sila stared at her with revulsion.  Its long, sloping nose hooked disapprovingly at the end like that of a falcon.  The eyes held a fierce, cutting gaze as sharp as any icy wind.
 
   “Answer me,” said the Wind, “before I slice you apart.  What role have you in this?”
 
   “I called upon you, Great Sila,” replied Alaana forcefully, “to stop this blow.  To direct it away from my people, the faithful Anatatook.”
 
   Sila’s features turned from anger to disbelief, but no less fearsome and cruel.  “You called me?”
 
   “Yes, patron.  You promised you would help.”
 
   “I promised you nothing.  I come here to seek answers.  I have never laid eyes on you before.”  Sila nearly blew itself apart.  The braid of its face raveled and unraveled leaving long, unruly pieces sticking out at all angles.  This contorted appearance turned once again toward Alaana, the voice of the wind shrieking in agony.  “It hurts!”
 
   “Can’t you stop it?” 
 
   “Something twists and perverts me,” said the Wind.  “And I will not have it!”
 
   Alaana shuddered to think what force could be so great as to do that.
 
   “My people–” she said.
 
   “I care not for these or any other.  You are no shaman.  You are a distraction.  Be gone.”
 
   Alaana’s soul crashed down into her body.  Gasping for air, the maelstrom roaring all around her, she glanced at Tiki.  The tupilaq still sat beside her, thoroughly expecting a good outcome.
 
   Alaana’s head spun with the force of this crushing revelation, the death of hope.  There was no doubt about it, Sila was not her patron.  The spirit she had just faced knew nothing of her or the Anatatook.  And yet all her life she had been told by Old Manatook and others that she could achieve nothing without Sila, that all of her power came from Sila, the Walker In The Wind.  The wind did not even know her name. 
 
   The adoring gaze of Tiki, so full of misplaced faith, sickened Alaana.  Was everything she had been taught a lie?  Was she alone?  Alaana realized there had been hints and intimations to this effect all along.  The ghost of Civiliaq, one of the previous shamans of the Anatatook, had come to her once with a promise to reveal the true source of her power.  But the disgraced shaman was a liar and a heretic, condemned to the Underworld for his transgressions until Alaana released him to join the souls of the other shamans in the sky.  If Civiliaq truly knew anything, that information was beyond reach.
 
   Even so, Alaana had not been able to completely dismiss his words as tricks and lies.  The center of the earth.  She had long tried to find that place, taking journeys to the Lowerworld to communicate with the crystals she had once encountered there.  Those ancients had seemed to know something too, but shut themselves away from her. 
 
   The helper spirits of her youth had all disappeared after the initiation.  Chased away by Sila, or by the thing that had pretended to be Sila.  What advice would Nunavik be able to offer on the subject, Alaana wondered.  She thought of Old Manatook’s mysterious familiar, the elusive dragon made of white smoke that so often poised on his shoulder.  Would Quixaaragon know the answer to this riddle?
 
   “The storm still rages,” observed Tikiqaq.
 
   Alaana looked down at it with a repentant gaze.  “I can’t stop it,” she said.
 
   The shaman thought she recognized a touch of shock cross the face of the black seal carcass.  Tiki’s large, moonbeam eyes blinked, its half-rotten snout crinkled.  Alaana sighed.  She had watched this strange creature joke and dance for the delight of the children; she had witnessed its devotion to Tooky.  She had seen it look upon the world of snow and ice with eyes alight with wonder.  The tupilaq had been created solely for revenge and destruction but had already become so much more.
 
   “You can try again,” it said with a confident nod.  “I’m sure he will hear you the second time.”
 
   “You are a good friend indeed, Tiki, to stand with me against the storm.” 
 
   The moonbeam eyes brightened. 
 
   Alaana continued, “But it’s not enough.  There’s no one I can call on for help.  I am alone.”
 
   Alaana felt the full force of the chill wind. 
 
   “Let’s go inside,” she said.  “Before we die out here.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
   THE EYE BLINKS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Nnnnnaaaaaoooo!” screeched Narssuk.
 
   Vithrok squeezed again.
 
   The diaper-clad weather spirit shrieked again. 
 
   Narssuk thrashed in pain and horror, driving the mad whirlwind that circled the pair.  The very fabric of the sky frayed and tore as the wind gusted uncontrolled, spewing up chunks of dirt and blue ice where it scoured the ground. 
 
   Vithrok, his hands buried deep inside the weather spirit’s soul, recalled a memory of long ago, his hands grasping the sun.  It was a bad memory, a flash of intense pain and regret that almost made him lose his grip.  He had made mistakes in the past.  He had made a terrible mistake.  There had been time and time and time again to think upon it, amid the lonely echoes of the soulless catchstone.  Alone, forever, in the dark.  But all that was ended now, he reminded himself.  Now had come the time to set things right, and in this he must not falter.
 
   “What do you want from me?” wailed Narssuk.  Vithrok’s moment of indecision had loosed his grip, the pressure eased for an instant. 
 
   “I want to free you,” he said.  
 
   Once again, his resolve restored, he dug spirit-fingers deep into Narssuk’s soul. 
 
   He took no pleasure in hurting this creature.  But it would be worth it.  This torment was for its own good.  “You suffer only for a short while,” he said.  “Then you will be free.  Truly free.  You won’t have to live like this, trapped in the form of a baby, hurtling through the sky violent and afraid.”  
 
   I want to free you, thought Vithrok, from madness and pain.  But first, you must free me.
 
   “Leave me aloooone!”  The baby let down its caribou-skin diaper, releasing a torrent of wind, ice and snow.
 
   “You don’t understand.  It doesn’t matter.” 
 
   Vithrok squeezed again. 
 
   “Aaahhhh!” screamed Narssuk. 
 
   Huge chunks of the ground below, torn loose, spun in the air.  The swirling arms of the storm spread far and wide, but the center lay just below them.  Looking down at where the Ring of Stones had stood for centuries, at where the catchstone had been set in the midst of its foundation, Vithrok felt a great surge of relief.  He felt the catchstone fold under immense pressure and split in half.  The cracking of the catchstone set off a resounding thunder in his head.  His prison was no more.  He watched it ground to dust beneath Narssuk’s insane fury.  Vithrok felt a thrill of victory. 
 
   The storm’s destruction was cutting deep, even into the blue ice.
 
   Going down to the ever-frost.  The blue ice.
 
   He must hold on. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
   LET THEM ALL SEE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The demon storm continued to pound the Anatatook camp with unrestrained fury.  The night was a horror of raging winds, howling dogs and screams in the dark.  Cooking pots clattered as they were dashed about and stamped flat by the heel of the storm.  Two more tents went down amid snapping whalebone beams and shredded skins.
 
   It was impossible to sleep.  Kigiuna had reinforced Alaana’s tent with three layers of skins, each weighed down by stones and independent sets of lashings, resulting in a cramped living area surrounded by heaps of equipment, spare clothing and other supplies.  Seal oil lamps blazed at both ends of the tent.  Though they rendered a pale yellow glow to the interior, no warmth of any sort seemed to be emanating from them.  At least, none that was not immediately eaten up by the icy air.
 
   Kigiuna and Amauraq lay huddled together in the center of the room beneath a mound of sleeping furs.  Alaana had not seen her parents this way in many years, since she had left their house.  Holding tight to each other, their outlines moved gently beneath the pile of furs.  She thought they might have been making love. 
 
   The shaman glanced toward her own spouse.  Ben was sitting up, swathed in a bulky set of covers.  He cradled Kinak in his arms, his attention focused solely on comforting the boy.  He was singing some sort of a lullaby, a song Alaana had never heard before.  She imagined it might have been a Louisiana song brought up from his people in the south.  The tune was made entirely of low notes, creating an odd melody so incredibly sad she couldn’t see how the child might receive any benefit from it.
 
   Ben sang the strange words with a distant passion that was heartbreaking to hear.  He hadn’t looked up from the task the entire evening.  It was almost as if he had retreated into some type of trance within himself, as people sometimes did when facing extreme danger or panic.  It was unlike Ben to do something like that, she thought.  He’d always been so confident and strong, definitely one to face problems directly.  Maybe he was just concerned about the child, but the storm seemed to have driven him very far away.  Where was he, Alaana wondered.  Really?
 
   Noona stood peeking out one of the tent flaps.  She had wriggled her delicate fingers between the layers so she could look out onto the encampment.  Alaana worried her fingers might freeze. 
 
   “Come away from there,” she said.  “It’s too cold.  Get into bed.”
 
   Noona wouldn’t budge.  Still looking outside, she asked, “Is it going to kill us?”
 
   Alaana pulled her hand away.  “It will pass.  No storm can last forever.”
 
   “I didn’t mean the storm.” 
 
   “Then what?”
 
   The girl looked up at her mother but avoided eye contact.  Again Alaana felt like a spectator in her own house.  Were they all moving away from her, or was the fault her own?  
 
   “What?” asked Alaana again.
 
   “That thing out there.”
 
   “You saw something?”
 
   The girl nodded.  Alaana dug at the flaps but had too much trouble negotiating the layers.  Noona took a turn, her graceful fingers finding their way as if she were playing at a game of string dancing.  Alaana gazed out into the night, but saw only wind-whipped snow and the dark outlines of Anatatook tents lit up by the orange glow of their lamps.  “It’s too dark.  There’s no Moon.  How can you see anything?” 
 
   Noona didn’t answer.
 
   Alaana didn’t give up.  “Where is it?”
 
   “Gone now,” Noona said, turning away. “Gone.”
 
   Noona had always been the serious one.  Tama had been the delight, the dancer, the joker, always carefree and full of laughter.  The Little Mouthful had been so full of imagination and ideas, telling stories of her own, fanciful tales so cute and entertaining they often made Old Higilak jealous.  But not Noona…
 
   Alaana took Noona’s hand away and let the flaps fall, warming the child’s frigid fingers against her cheeks. 
 
   “I didn’t see anything,” she said.  “And if anything dangerous were out there, I would know it.  Right?”
 
   Noona didn’t answer in quite the way Alaana wanted.  She continued staring at the middle distance, saying, “It killed Dyukhade and Imenak tonight.  It cut them to pieces.”
 
   “You saw?”  She still couldn’t believe it.
 
   Noona nodded. 
 
   Alaana remembered Tama and her surprising ability to see the ava, the little spirit that had killed her. 
 
   “What did it look like to you?” she asked.
 
   “A giant snowflake, standing still in the middle of the storm.  It was all made of edges, just so many sharp edges.  And I think there was blood on them.”
 
   Alaana shook her head.  “You’re just tired and worried.  Go to bed, little one.” 
 
   Noona sighed and turned away from the flap.
 
   A terrific gust came screaming through the night, shaking their tent.  Snow whipped against the reinforced skins, threatening their collapse.  Kigiuna peered out from the furs. 
 
   “It will hold!” he assured them, then went back to what he’d been doing.
 
   “I’m going out there,” said Alaana. “I have to do something.”
 
   “If you go out there, you die.”  It was the voice of Higilak, whispering at her ear.  The old woman stood up, stamping her feet against the ground to bring circulation back to her legs.  “There’s something preying on our people, some terror… Something the people of Nunatsiaq have never seen before.  I don’t know what it is, but I have an idea.  I think it’s something very old, the kind of a thing that can only come out when it’s a certain cold.  Very, very cold.  If anyone’s tent blows down tonight, they’re dead.  No one could help.  Not even you.”
 
   “I’m afraid you’re right,” Alaana admitted.  “My patron has deserted me.”  She told Higilak about her encounter with Sila.
 
   “Your patron has not deserted you,” Higilak corrected. 
 
   Alaana’s face grew hard.  “You knew?” 
 
   “Old Manatook hinted as much,” she said.
 
   “He knew?”  Alaana could hardly control her rage.
 
   Higilak laid a gentle hand on Alaana’s cheek and she felt the anger melting away.  This woman had always been kind to her, a staunch supporter, a trusted adviser.  Higilak had never had anything but her best interests in mind.  “He knew your light was different, yes,” she said.  “He told me it was very bright indeed.  Still, he worried you wouldn’t pass the initiation, that Sila wouldn’t come, and you would die out on the flats.”
 
   “He never said.” 
 
   “He couldn’t.”  
 
   Alaana nodded.  That was definitely something an aspiring young shaman should not hear on the eve of her initiation.  “But after?”
 
   Higilak shrugged.  “I don’t know all of his reasons, Alaana.  He said you were different.  He knew you had a true name — the kind of name a shaman holds close to his heart.”
 
   “He never told me.”
 
   “He did not ever know it.  He could not find it out.  Always he asked the spirits and shamans he met on his travels.  No one could give him answer.  What good would there have been in taking away the source of your confidence and replacing it with a mystery beyond solving?  Without confidence you could never have come this far.”
 
   Alaana felt anger return.  “False confidence.  What good is that?”
 
   “Better than none, I suspect.”
 
   “The truth is important,” Alaana said.  “The truth is everything.  Am I the shaman or not?”
 
   “A different kind perhaps.”
 
   “A poor kind.  Even my daughter sees things I can’t.”
 
   “Please,” Higilak said.  “It breaks my heart for you to talk like this.  Have pity on an old woman.”
 
   “Spare me.  Your heart’s lost nothing over the long years, and neither have your wits.” 
 
   “Perhaps not, but I can’t stand to see you brought so low.”
 
   Alaana would not relent.  “I’m no different than I ever was, except for knowing the truth.  My dealings with the turgats have never been good enough.  And now I know why.  They don’t even recognize me as a shaman.  The hunts haven’t been the same since Manatook’s been gone.”
 
   Higilak clicked her tongue dismissively.  “It’s good for the men to work hard.  Keeps them busy.  Happy.  The women are satisfied.  We’ve had enough food for them to keep their children, and that’s all they really want.  You’ve done well enough.”
 
   “That was under Tugtutsiak.  Now we have Aquppak,” said Alaana.  “And Aquppak is not Tugtutsiak.  He has different goals and ideas.”
 
   “Then talk with him.  You two have been friends a long time.”
 
   “His new position has changed him.”
 
   Higilak scoffed, “Not at all.  You just didn’t see him as clearly before.”
 
   “He thinks I will only hold him back.  What can I do?”
 
   “What you’ve been doing all along.  Prove him wrong.  You’ll just have to help Aquppak as you helped Tugtutsiak.  It will be enough.  You’ve been good for the people, Alaana.  You!  You got us through the long winters, you kept black thoughts from destroying us in the darkness, when people feel evil lurking all around, even in each other’s hearts.  You saw us through the summers, when the constant work and sunlight plays tricks on the mind and confuses the senses.  Yes, things have been different since you took over as shaman.  They’ve been better.  It’s something about the mood of the people.  The entire camp is content.  I’ve never seen them act so kindly toward each other.”
 
   “Until now.”  Alaana shook her head.  “It’s all been a lie.”
 
   “Not a lie!” hissed the old woman.  “Alaana, listen to me.  What spirit did you see that first time?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said in an exasperated tone.
 
   “What did he say to you?”
 
   Alaana snickered.  “He said I would do great things.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “The spirit said the road would be difficult, that he could not come whenever I might call.  But when it was darkest, I should look for him.  He would not leave me until my work was done.”
 
   “Did you think he was evil?”
 
   Alaana shook her head. 
 
   “Then trust in him,” said Higilak firmly.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Whoever it is.”
 
   “A deceiver, a liar.”
 
   “Come now.  You’re a mother, Alaana.  Have you never told your children something that wasn’t true?  To protect them?”
 
   “And the promise of finding Tama?  Was that false promise too?  Was that just a pat on the head to send the poor little fool on her way?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “I have two fathers already,” she said, meaning Kigiuna and Old Manatook, “I don’t need another, a liar.”
 
   “But the people need you, Alaana, as ever.  Use what you have.  Never mind where it comes from.  The answers will come in time or not at all.”
 
   The old woman spoke true.  Even if Sila had not appeared at Alaana’s initiation there was still the other, the one who had come, who had promised aid, who had empowered her in the first place.  She recalled lying on the pallet, sick to the point of death with the fever, and how she’d been lifted her up, sailing through the air above the Anatatook camp, that haunting moment of clarity her patron had shown her — that one timeless moment of fusion with the world around her that hinted at a greater destiny.  The cherished memory of that moment would always be with her.  It was real, undeniably real, and wonderful.  The true nature of her patron might forever elude her, and without a name she couldn’t invoke any sort of aid at all.  But the patron did exist.  Alaana didn’t know who or what it was, but she had faith in it.  She did have faith in it.  She was not alone. 
 
   “Thank you, Old Mother,” she said to Higilak.
 
   “Time for sleep,” announced Kigiuna loudly.  Alaana realized her father had heard every word. 
 
   ***
 
   Morning saw the Anatatook camp in complete disarray.  A lull in the wind gave Alaana a chance to survey the damage.  The camp was a terrible sight.  How many people had gone missing?  How many houses swept away by the wind?  A number of new victims lay dead in the snow.  Among them Dyukhade and Imenak, as Noona had foretold.  Only traces of their shattered, frozen bodies remained. 
 
   Alaana stood over the bloody snow.  From the half of a face that remained, she judged it to be Dyukhade, a woman very close to her mother, who had often looked after her as a child, a cherished friend who had given the Anatatook her smiles and her warmth, and never any trouble at all.  Alaana looked up, expecting to find a confused spirit hovering over the body.  There were no ghosts.  They had all been swept away with the wind.  There would be no farewells.  Even that has been taken from us, thought Alaana.  Higilak was right.  Something was terribly wrong here. 
 
   “Nothing,” said Aquppak.  “You’ve done nothing.”
 
   The headman’s rebuke stung Alaana surely as a slap in the face. 
 
   “What is it?  A ghost?  A demon?”  Aquppak used a mocking tone, speaking loudly for benefit of the many observers.  Only a few men stood nearby, but there were a multitude of other watchers, peeking through tent flaps.
 
   “We have no way to protect ourselves,” said Aquppak.  He kicked at the new snow, which was mauya, a soft deep pile with only a thin hard crust, totally unsuitable for making houses.  “We won’t last another night.  The storm will kill us here.  Why don’t you speak to the spirit of the snow?  Why don’t you make it harden and have the wind tamp it down so that we can take shelter in it?” 
 
   Alaana frowned.  If only she could convince the spirit of the snow to do such a thing.  But, no.  No one could make the snow do anything.  It was so vast, covering the entire world, its inua filled the entire landscape to the horizon with its dull glow.  If a shaman could rouse that soul to action, what wonders might she achieve?  Alaana couldn’t move the snow to do anything.  No shaman could.
 
   “Have you nothing to say?” sniped Aquppak.  “Then hear this: We have to go.  Now, while there is a lull in the wind.  I will lead the people to the caves at Black Face.”
 
   “Open country is too dangerous,” said Alaana. 
 
   “Is that right?  Forgive me, but I don’t need to listen to your advice.  Many have come to me in counsel these past few days.  Some say this is all your fault.  That perhaps this is some vengeance upon you, some continued attack of the Whale-Man for your transgressions.”
 
   That stung, but Alaana couldn’t deny the possibility.
 
   “Others suggest you’re in league with the wind and the storm.  Didn’t you tell us for so many years that Sila was your patron?  Some of us saw you sitting on the prayer mat yesterday, and the storm has only gotten worse.  So I ask you, is this your doing?”
 
   “Ahh, so that’s what they’re saying,” Alaana returned.  She didn’t think this was true.  If there was animosity toward her from any of the people she would feel it, as she felt it right now radiating from this man.  She thought to ask Aquppak the names of those who might accuse her but decided against it.  Drawing lies or evasions from the headman would serve no purpose at all.
 
   “That’s what hushed voices in my ears are telling me, yes.”
 
   “And what do you think?” asked Alaana.
 
   Aquppak shook his head slightly, a smile at the corner of his lips.  “I don’t know what to think,” he said, making himself seem innocent of all accusations.  “This storm may be your doing or it may not.  Evil spirit, or revengeful hand from the bottom of the sea, I don’t much care.  What I know is this — we can’t stay here.  It’s not so far to the caves.  We’ll make it.”
 
   “It’s not the storm killing us, it’s the creature.”
 
   “What creature?  Are you any use at all?  If there is some foul spirit out there, some murderous creature, then you should smite it down.  Do something!”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Aquppak turned to face the camp at large.  “We move!” he announced loudly.  By now, the confrontation with Alaana had attracted a large audience.  “Ice the runners, pack the sleds!  We have little time.  Pack up in a hurry.  The fresh snow will hinder us, but we must move now.  Take only what you need and as much food as you can carry.”
 
   Alaana walked away.  She called to her tupilaq across the spirit of the air.  “Tikiqaq!  Come.  We have work to do.”
 
   She plucked a discarded tukaq from the ground.  The shaft of the harpoon-headed spear was broken in two.  It didn’t matter.
 
   The tupilaq met her on the wind-break at the edge of the camp.  It came shuffling along, carrying the prayer mat in its two front paws.
 
   “What shall we do?” it asked.
 
   “Try to end this.”
 
   “What drum should I fetch?”
 
   “No drum.”
 
   “Should I get the wind mask?”
 
   “No mask.”
 
   Alaana yanked the mat from the seal’s claw.  The wind tore it open and Alaana placed the mat pattern-side-down upon the top of the crumbling wind break.  Sila be damned.  She stabbed the harpoon head into the mat and climbed up.  The shaman stood high above the camp, her back braced against the spear shaft, in plain sight of any who cared to brave the icy wind and have a look.  Watching from cracks and corners, let them see.
 
   “They want to see,” she said.  “Let them all see!”
 
   The wind picked up.  Alaana tried an old whaler’s trick to find the direction of a storm.  Standing with back to the wind, she stretched both arms wide.
 
   Keeping her arms out, she turned slightly one way and then the other until facing straight into the teeth of the wind.  The center of the storm must lie directly forward of her right hand’s direction.
 
   It came from two days’ journey to the north, approximately centered around the Ring of Stones.  Not a coincidence, she thought.  That was a place of mystical energies going back to the dawn of time.  It had also been the site of her confrontation with the revengeful spirit of Beluga Killer, the gigantic polar bear that had sought vengeance on Higilak.  Vengeance that Alaana had denied by summoning ghosts from the past, the spirits of noble Tunrit hunters who put the beast down. 
 
   “Up!” she said to Tiki.
 
   The poor thing scrabbled at the icebreak with its claws, unable to climb up the crumbling surface.  Alaana stretched out her leg and the tupilaq grabbed on.  She swung her leg up and sat the creature beside her. 
 
   She studied the patterns of the snowflakes, looking for any sign of the thing Noona had described.  Meanwhile, the camp had sprung to life.  It seemed as if all the men were out of their tents seeing to the dogs and the sleds.  The creature would come, she was sure of it.  She only hoped she was conspicuous enough, high up on the wind-break.
 
   She began to sing.  It was not an invocation for spiritual aid.  It was not a song in praise of Sila or any of the great spirits.  It was a song of the common Anatatook man, the seal hunter, sitting out on the freezing ice, passing the time. 
 
   Tiki recognized the song, for it had once been a seal under the ice, hunted by men from the Tanaina camp. 
 
   “Are you hunting seal?” asked the tupilaq.
 
   “No,” replied Alaana.  “In this we are both the hunter and the prey.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “You don’t have to understand.  There is something killing my people, something none of us has ever seen before.  And why should it come among us now?”
 
   “Maybe it has grown hungry?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  The white bear sleeps all winter when it’s cold.  This thing comes now because it is so cold, colder than we have ever known before.  Maybe it sleeps during the summer, a summer that lasts years and hundreds of years, and walks again only in rare winter.”
 
   “I hope it doesn’t come,” said the tupilaq.
 
   “It must come,” returned Alaana.  “But you don’t have to worry.  It won’t hurt you I guess, since you’re already dead.”
 
   “I’ll bite it!”
 
   “That won’t do this time.  There can be only one way to destroy something like this.  Burn it away.”
 
   “Burn!  Kill!”
 
   “That’s right,” said Alaana sadly.  “You will help.”
 
   “I will!” said Tiki.
 
   “I’m going to give you something for safekeeping, but only for a short while.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “A part of me.  A spark of life, taken from my own soul.  I need you to hold it for a little while.  This you will do?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Of the three souls contained by the human body, the spark of life was the most difficult to control, and the most dangerous.  Alaana could separate her inua from her physical body and journey among the seven worlds.  Her name-soul contained her true name and all that went with it, inherited or passed down from someone who had gone before.  The name went always with the inua.  The third soul, the spark of life, always remained with the body.  Without its spark the body would perish, setting the inua forever adrift.
 
   She had been trained by Old Manatook in the control of the body and the mind.  This she could do.  She set the conditions for the body, conditions that would generate the tumo.  She slowed her breathing and heart rate.  This she had done many times before.  But what she attempted now she had never thought to do before.  To split apart her spark of life, taking a small piece of it and giving it to the tupilaq. 
 
   The tumo began to build.  Alaana felt the intense heat welling up in her belly.  She brought herself to the brink, the mystic flame surging in her belly, eager to set forth.  She held it there with great effort, in the moment just before, but did not let it spark to flame.
 
   She stretched a hand out to Tikiqaq, placing her palm to the creature’s forehead just above the raven’s beak.  From her hand to the tupilaq, she sent a tiny bit of her soul.  She drew her hand back, recoiling from the spark as it passed her fingertips.  If there was some ill effect from loss of that bit of spark, Alaana did not feel it.  
 
   Poised on the verge of the tumo, she searched the snow pattern for the thing Noona had described.
 
   It came, as she knew it would.  Drawing itself out of the chill, it started as a glittering seed balanced in midair.  Untouched by the battering winds it extended like a snowflake growing larger and larger as it formed out of the very cold itself.  It churned and boiled, making a dry crackling sound like straining frost, as it assumed an inhuman shape with so many sharp edges that it seemed impossible.  Any one of those edges could flay a man alive.  Alaana felt a chill to think her daughter had looked upon such a monstrous thing with relative equanimity, when its shape caused her such a deep, primordial fear.
 
   “What do you want?” she demanded.  “Why do you kill us?  Why do you destroy my friends, my family?”
 
   The frost-demon spoke, its voice a high-pitched buzzing drone.  “You don’t belong here.  This is ours.”
 
   The air grew dense with swirling powder.
 
   “You are the one who doesn’t belong,” said Alaana.  Her voice was strained, as she struggled to hold the tumo on the point of ignition.  “This is not your time.  This is just a temporary storm, a moment.  You are like an early bud on the vine.  Warmth shall soon return.  Then you go back to sleep.  Perhaps one day the long, deep cold will return again and then you can come out.  But this is not your time.” 
 
   “You killed us before.  In the dark.  Invaders!  You killed us.”
 
   That must have been long ago, thought Alaana.  In the time of the Tunrit.
 
   “I don’t want to kill anything,” she said.  “I beg you.  Enjoy your moment, before the deep sleep calls you again.  You’ve no need to kill us.  Leave us be.”
 
   Alaana felt the cold intensify.  It won’t bargain, she thought.  It refuses to understand.  So be it.
 
   She knew what was coming next, and yet was completely unready for it. 
 
   The demon surged into her, freezing her heart.
 
   Her entire body shook with the sudden chill.  Her heart slowed down in the grip of that icy monster, bile rising in her throat.  She envisioned an unforgiving, creeping cold traveling over the village, freezing everything and everyone in their places.  The camp buried under a rippling mass of snow, laid as flat as the barren wastes.  The meat caches frozen over, the kennels abandoned, the tents crashed in with the weight of the snow.  The empty living spaces and beds filled with merciless drifts.  And glittering on the crusted surface of snow like red jewels the shattered remnants of the Anatatook people, her family and friends.  The ice spirit had won.  Panic beckoned from the depths of her soul but when it reached for her, she would have none of it.  She did not fight for life; she surrendered herself to the cold embrace of death.
 
   In the instant before her heart stopped, Alaana’s spirit leapt from her body.  Her inuseq hovered free, unseen by the ice creature.  Alaana saw her lifeless body now before her, washed of all color, drained of heat.  The Anatatook camp had not yet been consumed by almighty cold.  The people were still safe for now; it was only their shaman that faced mortal danger. 
 
   Koonooyah had spoken true.  The creature attacked from within, entering the body before doing its dirty work of rending and splitting apart.  Now having killed her, the creature rushed inside.  She couldn’t let her body be shattered.
 
   “Now!” she said to Tikiqaq, “Now!”
 
    
 
   When the spark went into Tikiqaq, everything changed.  It was just a tiny spark but it was a heady draught to a creature who had long been dying of thirst.  The curtain was lifted.  Instead of experiencing the world as under foggy waters, the tupilaq was once again alive. 
 
   Alive again.  It had forgotten what living felt like.  The taste of salt water swept into its mouth.  It savored the tang of fresh tomcod on the tip of its tongue.  In drawing breath again, the frosty air seared its lungs.  Glorious.  It felt the tug of natural urges it hadn’t experienced in a long time.  It tensed sagging muscles.  Oh, the wonderful things it would do, alive again.  Only now did it realize how diminished it had been, how pathetic the sluggish existence of an animated corpse. 
 
   “Now!” said Alaana.
 
   What was its master saying?  Now.  Now give it back?
 
   “Hurry!” said Alaana. 
 
   Hurry, for its master lay dead on the ice, with only Tikiqaq to save her.  But Tikiqaq thought it need not obey that commanding voice.  The shaman had no real hold over it.  It needn’t return to that dull, starved existence that awaited it.  It didn’t want to do it.  It didn’t have to, but…
 
   Though it broke its heart, Tikiqaq returned the spark to its master. 
 
    
 
   Alaana sparked back to life, the frost-demon still inside her chest.  Her body had been frozen exactly as she had left it, still poised on the brink of the tumo, still holding back the flame.
 
   No longer.  Alaana released the mystic fire.  She felt the flame rage within her breast, the nascent fireball bursting forth, expanding, feeding on itself.  The fire sped along artery and vein, joining the palms of her hands to the soles of her feet.
 
   The monster screamed. 
 
   The fire burned within her.  She didn’t care how it worked, she didn’t care where it came from.  For this she asked no permission from spirits, she begged no favors.  She knew what fueled the flame, burning as never before, a fire inside her, a love for the Anatatook.
 
   Caught trapped in her cage of flesh, the frost-creature sizzled and howled.  And then it was gone. 
 
   “Is it dead?” asked Tiki.
 
   Alaana slumped down into the snow.  Every breath was a labor, every sinew strained and aching.  The fire left her, and she felt the intense cold come crashing down.  She lay trembling in the snow, close to death.  She had crossed the great divide once already and, now returned, stood not very far back into the other side.
 
   “It’s not gone,” said Tiki.  “I can still see it.”   The tupilaq’s moonbeam eyes studied the gusting snow.  The edges on the frost were too sharp, too weirdly shaped. “It’s still there, hidden in the air, between the flakes.”
 
   “It is enough,” said Alaana, her voice a dry rasp.  “Enough for them to get to the caves.  Safe for the people to move.” 
 
   She collapsed into the snow. 
 
    
 
   Tiki shook Alaana with a clawed flipper but it couldn’t nudge its master awake.  It worried that the little spark had not been enough.  Not enough to bring the shaman all the way back across the great divide.  Or perhaps it had hesitated too long, when its moment of indecision had stretched.  But surely it had only suffered the tiniest moment of indecision.  Alaana would be all right.
 
   The tupilaq tugged at the shoulder of Alaana’s albino parka, but it could not possibly drag a grown woman across the snow.  And yet it must.  It must get her inside where she could be warm.
 
   Or get help.  It had to get Maguan.  Tiki flapped its flippers frantically along the deep snow.  Its moonbeam eyes had perfect sight, even in the haze of the storm.  The tents seemed very far away.
 
   Its flippers pedaling snow, Tiki made for the encampment.
 
   Maguan met the tupilaq, coming the other way.
 
   “Hurry,” it said.  “Your sister, she’s hurt.”
 
   “I know.  I saw.  We all saw.”
 
   Maguan reached his sister, who lay on a frozen circle of new-formed ice.  The ice cracked beneath Maguan’s feet as he lifted Alaana up on his shoulders.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
   BLACK FACE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Aquppak signaled the caravan to stop, and the command carried down the line. 
 
   Kigiuna was glad for the rest, his mukluks sinking knee-deep, his legs tired.  The constant struggle against snow and wind left his thighs cramping painfully, sending unrelieved agony through his knees.  The dogs fought hard against the fierce blow but the sled kept sinking through the soft crust, getting stuck every few paces. 
 
   “Hooo!” Kigiuna called out, but the team had already stopped.  The sled was stuck again.  He couldn’t see three paces ahead for wafts of drifting snow, and the cold went all the way to the bones.
 
   Not content to rest, the dogs began to snarl and bicker, tangling the traces.  Luckily the drifted snow made it as difficult to fight as to walk.  The dogs struck ineffectually at each other; sealskin pads had been laced to their feet to keep the soft snow from packing between their toes.  Kigiuna gave a signal to Makaartunghak, who led his team.  The gigantic huskie seemed even more bulky with all the loose snow clogging the hairs of his pelt.  The big dog yanked his lines taught and stood his ground, hauling the others back into line. 
 
   Iggy stepped up next to Kigiuna.  His heavy parka was so crusted with frost, Kigiuna hadn’t seen him coming. 
 
   “Kigiuna?  Are you all right?”
 
   Kigiuna nodded.  Leaning back against the stanchion, he almost tumbled onto the crowded sled. “I’m thankful for the break,” he managed to say, the breath wheezing in and out between words.  Each breath brought fine frost crystals into his nose and mouth. 
 
   The big man stood between Kigiuna and the wind.  “Why has Aquppak stopped us?” 
 
   “Scouting ahead again,” answered Kigiuna, his words almost completely snatched away by the wind.
 
   “Oh.”  Iggy squinted into the gusting white powder.
 
   It was hard to imagine a better leader than Aquppak.  Under his direction they had not yet lost their way in the swirling maelstrom.  The young headman went ahead of the sleds, looking for any sign, any rock or ridge he could identify.  He disappeared and reappeared, nose to the ground, a dark smudge against the white, crossing their path systematically as he ran.  He knew the terrain as well as any of the old men who didn’t have the stamina to go out in the storm.  He couldn’t look to the horizon for landmarks, he could barely see twenty paces ahead.  Likewise the line of the drifts, which served as a guide in finding direction even at night, was useless amid the chaotic torrent.  This demon-storm did not blow in the same direction for two successive gusts.
 
   “Aquppak leads us well,” admitted Kigiuna. 
 
   Iggy grunted in reluctant agreement.  “How is Alaana?” 
 
   Kigiuna glanced at the sled.  Amauraq and Higilak had the children under the tarp with Alaana.  First rule of the storm, thought Kigiuna, stay down out of the wind.  Their sled was so full of people there was room for nothing else.  Just a little food.  All of their belongings left behind. 
 
   He heard the children crying under the tarp, and Amauraq comforting them.  Ben seemed aloof to the children’s cries.  He tramped along on the other side of the sled, his face deep in his hood, his movements mechanical.  Kigiuna wondered if he had succumbed to the delirium of the cold. 
 
   “She’s in bad shape,” said Kigiuna.  “When I first saw her, I thought she’s dead.”
 
   “Still breathing?” asked Iggy.
 
   “Yes.  But she looks bad.  She was dead.”
 
   “She’ll be all right?”
 
   “I think so,” said Kigiuna.  But he wondered.  Who would heal the shaman?
 
   “If we can just get her to the caves.  It can’t be much farther.”
 
   “But in this?” Iggy shook his head.  “The dogs can’t pull the sleds.”
 
   “I know,” said Kigiuna.  “It’s taking too long.  We’ll never make it this way.  The trail’s too soft.  Any time now, everyone will have to walk.”  
 
   In the dark they would be in even more trouble, and strength was waning fast.  It was possible they wouldn’t make camp.  The Anatatook wouldn’t be the first band to have been swallowed up by Nunatsiaq’s icy maw.  Kigiuna had seen fifty-two winters, and it occurred to him that he might not make it.  The women were rested, the children could be carried, but he was tired.  He took one final deep breath, then announced, “I feel better.  But in a storm like this, the children...”
 
   “If it comes to it, I’ll carry Kinak on my shoulders,” offered Iggy, “And Noona too.”
 
   “You’re a good man, Iggianguaq.  Your father Kanak would have been proud.”
 
   Iggy shrugged off the compliment.  “But what will we do with Alaana?”
 
   “I’ll put her on the runners and pull her myself,” said Kigiuna.  “Ben will help too.”
 
   Even though his daughter had twenty-nine winters, Kigiuna still thought of Alaana as his little girl lost.  Reluctant to be the shaman, her innocence stolen away.  But that was silly.  Who can retain innocence forever?  A fighter at the core, Alaana had risen to the task.  She had proven herself many times over, bearing all the hardships the rest of the Anatatook faced and fighting off demons and ghosts as well.  A reluctant warrior perhaps, but she always seemed to win out in the end.  Even now lying senseless on the sled, he knew Alaana would endure.  “She’ll be all right.”
 
   “What did this to her?” asked Iggy.  “What monster did she face up on that mound?”
 
   “I didn’t see anything.  Whatever was out there, whatever evil she met in the storm, don’t doubt she chased it away.”
 
   “I don’t,” said Iggy.  “Of course she’ll get no credit from Aquppak.  And that troubles me.”
 
   “It’s worse than troubling,” said Kigiuna.  “It’s going to come to bloodshed.  Aquppak and Nuralak.  What did they have to say when Alaana stood upon the mound, facing down whatever did this to her?  Aquppak has taken to mocking Alaana openly.  He thinks we don’t need the shaman, that we can do for ourselves.”
 
   “Fools,” said Iggy.
 
   “Aquppak, and Nuralak’s clan, and Ikeega too,” said Kigiuna.  “And how many stand with us?  Not enough, by my count.”
 
   The big man suddenly looked at Kigiuna through slitted eyes.  “Did you count me as one or two?”
 
   “Two, of course,” said Kigiuna.  He chuckled softly.  “But we still don’t have enough.  This divide will ruin us.”  And it was, Kigiuna believed, partly Alaana’s fault.  Although she had taken on the duties of shaman she had not let them harden her, not like the shamans that had gone before.  Kuanak used to bark out orders to the men and expected them to be obeyed.  Civiliaq walked among them always barefoot and bare-chested even in deepest winter, an arrogant reminder that he was far superior to even the strongest Anatatook man.  But Alaana was a different kind of shaman.  No, not a hard woman at all.  Alaana had stayed the same — gentle and kind.  She only wanted to be seen as an ordinary person and this, Kigiuna knew, was too easily perceived as weakness.
 
   “Let’s worry about that later,” said Iggy.  “Maybe it won’t matter in the end.”
 
   “True enough.  This storm might eat us all up first.”
 
   “Bad times,” said Iggy.  “We’ve had that before.  We’ve got through.  We’ll make it.”  His was the voice of youth and strength.
 
   Kigiuna wished he could be so sure.  “We’ll get through,” he agreed.  “Things will be better once we reach the caves.” 
 
   Word came from Aquppak, carried down the line.  A man’s voice shouted at them from the sled just ahead, “Leave the sleds!  Cut the dogs loose!  Take what food you can carry.”
 
   Kigiuna sighed.  He needed to rig up a small sled to drag Alaana the rest of the way.
 
   “I have to get back,” said Iggy.  “I’ve got Tooky on my sled.” 
 
   “Tooky?” remarked Kigiuna.  “On your sled?”
 
   Iggy’s round face, pale from cold and exposure, could not blush.  But his eyes did.  “Don’t ask.  That little demon-seal of Alaana’s won’t let me get near her anyway.  Remind me when she’s feeling better to ask her to call that damned thing off.”
 
   Iggy’s laugh disappeared into the storm.  As he moved back down the line, he said again, “Take heart, Kigiuna.  We’ll make it.” 
 
    
 
   “We’re going to die!” screamed Roy Oakes.
 
   McPearson grabbed his friend by the throat and threw him down before the fire.  “Oh, shut up.”
 
   “We’re in a cave!  We’re in a bloody cave like animals.”
 
   “One more word out of you, and I’ll end your misery right here.  Everyone is staring.  The men won’t forget this.”
 
   “You’re worried about the men?  You’re worried about what the bloody savages are going to think.  Oh, God!”
 
   “I’m warning you,” growled McPearson.
 
   Oakes’ face went slack.  A sarcastic leer curled his lip.  “What more could you do?  What more could you possibly do to me?  Punch me in the face?  Well go ahead.  I’m so numb I can’t feel anything.  I can’t feel anything at all.  Don’t you understand?  We’re going to die here.”
 
   McPearson jabbed the point of his pistol into his friend’s ribs.  “One more word, Oakes.  One more word.”
 
   “So shoot me!” said Oakes.  “Shoot me and get it over with.”
 
   Oakes pushed McPearson aside.  It seemed he might make a mad dash for the cave entrance but when he turned around Maguan was there.  Oakes froze.
 
   Maguan’s face held an expression of both disdain and extreme compassion.  He might have been staring down a wayward child, locking eyes with Oakes as perhaps his sister the shaman would have done, beaming strength into him.  Here was a man, dressed in animal skins and furs, who had spent his entire life in perilous conditions such as these.  He faced death with equanimity and determination.  This man would never give up.  Oakes backed away
 
   McPearson was impressed.  He shoved Oakes to the floor in front of the fire.  “Now you tend the fire,” he said, “while I see what they’re doing about the supplies.”
 
   Oakes doled out another spoonful of coal oil into the fire pit.  The cave had two central braziers carved out of the rock itself, like two burning eye sockets in a skull of black rock.
 
   “And don’t put so much on,” added McPearson.  “We have to make it last.”  He stepped to the other side of the vast cavern where the men were assessing the supplies. 
 
   Ben understood the Englishmen’s words perfectly.  English was his native language, after all.  He understood that Oakes had reached his limit.  Despair and panic had brought him to his knees.  Ben felt much the same.  Though he had lived most of his life in the arctic, he was not meant for this; he still remembered the warm summer nights in Louisiana.  
 
   Some disagreement about the supplies broke out among the men.  From what snippets of conversation drifted back, Ben could tell the situation wasn’t very good.  He heard Talliituk moan, “That’s all?” in a frightened voice.  Nuralak assured him it would be enough, but he would convince very few people with that helpless tone.
 
   Aquppak was in rough shape after so much exposure to the wind and ice.  The young headman’s face was white at both cheeks, his nose half eaten away.  His handsome good looks would never be the same, but there was no doubt he had saved all their lives.
 
   And his wife?  Alaana lay beside him on the floor of the cave, unconscious, moaning softly.  The skin on her face was cracked and bloody.  The thing that had torn Koonooyah and his wife apart had nearly done the same to Alaana.  The shaman had faced that danger willingly, and Ben had no doubt she had saved all their lives.  
 
   Alaana moaned softly. What if she didn’t wake up, he wondered.  What if she died?  Would there be anything left to hold him here then?  If he went back to the shadows…
 
   He glanced at Kinak, asleep in his aunt Pilarqaq’s lap.  The boy would be taken care of in any case, and Noona hardly seemed to need anyone at all.  What was holding him here now?  Just worry over Tama.  Where was she?  What had happened to her?  The answers lay on the other side. 
 
   “He was such a good man,” said Higilak.  She was comforting Massautsicq, his head in her lap.  The old man let out a rattling cough between dry, rasping breaths.  His eyes closed, his face pale, it seemed certain he would die.
 
   “I remember when I first came to the Anatatook,” continued Higilak.  “Of course I was married to Manatook, and happy.  Very happy.  And Massautsicq had Saruna in those days.  You should have seen him then.  So tall, so strong.  He was most impressive among the hunters.”  She chuckled softly.  “He used to carry the bucks back to camp on his shoulders.  Oh, but he was a little bit arrogant way back then.”  She glanced absently over at Aquppak.  “Not so much different from our young headman.”
 
   Higilak stroked Massautsicq’s forehead, but he could neither feel her gentle touch nor hear her kind words.  “He was a good father to his sons.  You know he was Tugtutsiak’s father?  He was a good friend to everyone, a good husband to Saruna.  He loved her until the day she died.  He loves her still.”
 
   “You were married to the shaman,” said Ben. 
 
   “Oh, Manatook was the one for me, to be sure.  But if ever things could have been different…”  She sighed.  “It would have been Massautsicq.  Look at him now.  His hair all white.  He’s a far cry from the strong young man I used to know.  And still, he’s the wisest among us.  He always was.”
 
   “Father?  Father?”
 
   It was Noona, calling from the far side of the cave.  Ben stood up.  He threaded his way carefully across the crowded floor of the huge cavern, stepping over rifts and valleys where people huddled under piles of furs.  Noona stood before a wall.  “Look!  Look and see,” she said, indicating cave paintings illuminated by the dancing light of the coal oil fire.
 
   Ben peered at ancient designs rendered in primitive colors.  The rock face itself was crumbling, the berry-juice paint flaking away, almost gone.  Fabulous beasts snarled and roared their fury, all long gone from this world.  Had such creatures ever walked the earth or did they represent merely primordial flights of fancy, Ben wondered.  Most dramatic of all was a large bird sporting wings of fire in many colors.  Such a thing could never have existed, not in this world.  The figures of the men all bore proud, oversized heads.  “These must be left here from the time of the Tunrit,” he said.
 
   “Over here.”  Noona pointed out a particular spot.  “It’s the monster,” she said.  “That’s just what it looks like.”
 
   The design, rendered in light blue and gray lines, appeared to be a stylized representation of a storm with sharp geometric edges.  Or maybe just a large snowflake against a fiery background in the shape of a huge mushroom. 
 
   “Hush, Noona.  It’s just a design, meant to look like a snowflake.  It’s no monster.”
 
   “It’s the thing, the beast.”
 
   “Tutt!  There is no beast,” he said, knowing such soothing lies fell on deaf ears as far as Noona was concerned.  Ben noticed a lone figure at the bottom of the mural.  The figure was partially obscured by rinds of thick black smoke drawn in charcoal, but he recognized it.  The large head was covered by a rough hood of tan hide, featureless except for two dead, black circles meant to mark the eyes.  Rays of light came out of its head like horns, its chest covered by a war shirt made of rows of linked animal teeth.  The figure held a withered hand to its masked face, the fingers blackened by frost, the nails long and sinister.  It was the Tunrit sorcerer.  The very same one he had glimpsed at the Ring of Stones when Alaana had raised the ghosts of Tunrit warriors to battle Beluga Killer.  A dreadful chill raced through his shoulders and chest.  It seemed as if his stomach was a fist, clenching tightly against itself.  Painfully.
 
   “Noona, come away from that wall right now.”
 
   “But Father…”
 
   “Just come away!  Go and sit with your aunt over by the fire.”
 
   Ben tried to draw her away but Noona wouldn’t budge.  Instead, the girl ran her fingers along the painting.  Tiny flakes of color fell away.
 
   “Oh, fine,” said Ben.  “Stare at it all you like.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
   HOPE FOR THE SHADOWS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He didn’t know if it would work, here in a dark corner.
 
   The caves of Black Face had many chambers, but the people were all gathered together in the main room near the coal-oil fires.  Here, out of sight of everyone else, Ben felt a terrible numbing cold.  He couldn’t stay away from the fire for long.
 
   The shadow voices kept getting louder and more insistent, and now he heard them all the time.  They called to him.  They wanted him.  They needed him.  All the time.
 
   More and more his two worlds had begun to seem the same.  Judging by the chorus of laments in the cave, the Anatatook seemed lost in the same sort of despair that filled the shadow world. 
 
   Ben closed his eyes.  He worried that he couldn’t make the jump.  What if it doesn’t work inside a cave, he wondered, in darkness within darkness?
 
   Despair had carried him across the divide before, and he had plenty of that tonight.  He wanted to see his little girl’s spirit again, even if only in shadow.  If the shadow still existed, his daughter couldn’t be dead. But that sense of hope ruined his chances of seeing her again. One couldn’t travel to the shadow world with hope in hand.  It simply wasn’t possible.
 
   Think of him, he told himself, think of the Light-Bringer.  He will bring you there.  He pictured an image of the Light-Bringer, a vision of color and light in a world of darkness.  He burned so brightly, certainly he cast a shadow deep enough for Ben to use.  For him to crawl into and lose himself. 
 
   “Help me,” he whispered.  “Take me across.”
 
   Ben felt a darkness creeping over his soul like a black curtain flapping in a rugged breeze.  Like the wing of a bat flitting before his eyes, it creeped, it juttered, expanding, expanding.  And then he was lost in it.  He was blind and deaf, awash in a soup of inky blackness.
 
   “Ahhh, good.  You’re back,” said the shadow Higilak.  She was little more than a voice in the darkness.  “The children kept asking.”
 
   Tama leapt into Ben’s arms.  He hugged her close.  Apparently the demon-storm ravaged the shadow lands as well; the tent-skins rippled with black rain, the gloom shivered and quaked.
 
   And the voices.  So much louder, so much more urgent.  Desperation heaped upon desperation, with one message made clear.  Something very bad was coming.
 
   Another shadow sat beside Higilak.  Ben peered into the gloom and saw Agruta’s outline beside him.  
 
   “Is there any food?” asked Tama.
 
   “I don’t think so,” said Ben.
 
   Kinak plopped into Ben’s lap.  Tama snuggled into his shoulder.  It was a wonderful feeling until the little girl’s voice shattered the moment like a sheet of ice breaking.  “I’m hungry,” she whined.
 
   “I know,” said Ben.  He decided to play a song to take their minds off the hunger.  Learning to play the shadow flute had not been easy.  It was nothing more than a wisp of smoke after all, and made only a small sound.  But it was enough.  
 
   “She’ll be comin’ round the mountain when she comes…”
 
   Kinak squealed with delight at his favorite song.  Music was the only thing that seemed to lift their spirits.  After a while, he played a song he had composed himself, inspired by the Light-Bringer.  It was a lively tune and gave them hope.
 
   “Old Mother,” said Ben.  “Have you ever seen the Light-Bringer?”
 
   “Seen him?  Ahh, no.  I just tell the tales, such as I can remember them.  None of us ever sees him I’m afraid.  He created this world, you know.  He brought the sun and gave birth to all the shadows.  We are his people.”
 
   The old woman looked away in the distracted fashion of the shadows.
 
   “Only good things are said of him,” she continued.  “I carried the torch, telling the stories, while he was away.  For so very long, just a memory of a memory.  But I believe he has returned to us.”
 
   “He’s here.  I can feel it.”  This came from the shadow beside Higilak.  Ben knew that voice.  It was Massautsicq.
 
   “Can you feel it, Ben?” asked Agruta.  
 
   He did.  He felt the presence of the Light-Bringer often.  He wondered why the Tunrit prince didn’t make himself known to the rest of them.  Perhaps his light, like the shaman’s, would burn all the shadows away.
 
   “These are momentous times,” said Higilak, “full of signs and portents.  The Light-Bringer has returned.  And now you are here.  What does it mean?  For a moment I feel hope.  Something I have never felt before.  Aquppak feels it too.  He spreads it to the men outside.  You should hear him talk.  How he inspires them, keeps them holding on.  Hope for the future as the winter closes in.”
 
   The old woman took Ben’s hand.  His fingers were numb, her touch insubstantial.  By the sound of her voice, Ben knew that she was smiling.
 
   “You are our hope,” she said. 
 
   “Am I?” said Ben.  “No, I’m not.  I can’t be.  I only want to find my daughter.”
 
   “But haven’t you done that already?  Isn’t that your little mouthful nestled in your arms?  Is there any more precious to you?  Surely, you belong here.  With us.” 
 
   Ben thought the old woman was probably right.  He had the feeling he had already lived in this place for quite some time.  Time passed differently on these desperate shores.  A few moments seemed to stretch forever.  How long had he been sitting here just now?  It was hard to tell.  There was so little to do here.  Nothing to mark time’s flow, just the cold, the hunger, the darkness.  Each moment so closely resembled the next, it seemed he spent more time here than in the real world.
 
   But which world was real?  Why not this one?  The other world seemed so far away now.  The Anatatook huddled in that musty cave.  He still heard an echo of their distant voices.  But that was a place of many conflicting sensations and emotions.  This world had but one.  One pure emotion, all the more potent and real.  Despair.  It was so easy to believe he belonged here, if only he didn’t have to go back when night fell — if only he could stay.  But when the sun went down this world ended.  And the nights were getting longer, the days shorter and shorter.  And soon, the long night of winter.
 
   “Old Mother, what happens here when the sun goes down?”
 
   “No, dear.  Let’s talk of something else,” said the old woman.
 
   “How do they suffer?”
 
   Higilak would not answer.
 
   For the first time Ben realized that the shadow of Noona knelt beside him.  The girl was ever so quiet.  She never asked for food.
 
   “Are you hungry, Noona?” said Ben.
 
   “Always.”
 
   “And cold?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” said the girl.  “I’ve never felt warm.”
 
   “What have you made?” he asked.  Noona was busy playing the ipiitaq aularuq, the string dance.  Ben was impressed with the girl’s abilities, considering the string was made of black smoke.
 
   “I’m not making anything,” said Noona as she peered into the inky string.  “I’m trying to find my father.”
 
   The child’s words stabbed Ben like a knife through the heart.  He was aware there had been a shadow Ben before him, but that man was gone.  How much did Noona know about it?  Ben felt suddenly dizzy.  There was a strange glint in Noona’s eyes as she peered into the string. 
 
   Massautsicq made a tortured sound.
 
   The shadow Higilak gasped.  “Oh, no!” she cried. “No!”
 
   One more plaintive wail came from Massautsicq, and then he was gone.  His shadow had dissolved away into the gloom.
 
   “Gone,” spat Higilak. “Another one gone. Lost for no reason.”  Her words were laced with a full measure of despair.
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Ben. 
 
   “He’s gone.”
 
   Tama threw her arms around her father’s neck and held tight, crying softly.
 
   “It’s all right, baby,” Ben said.  
 
   “What happens when winter comes?” he asked Higilak again.  “When the sun hides its face for two moons?  What then?”
 
   Again the old woman would not speak of it.
 
   “What happens in the dark?  Tell me!”
 
   Hopelessness, dread, panic.  Ben found it hard to breathe.  The answer, or part of it, was obvious.  He would have to leave Tama again.  Leave her here to experience what?  Something too horrible to tell?
 
   “I won’t leave.  You hear?  I won’t do it.”
 
    
 
   “Wake up.  Wake up!  Ben!”
 
   Ben opened his eyes.  A clawed hand passed before his face, giving him a start.  No, it wasn’t the sorcerer’s filthy paw, just the withered old hand of Higilak.  Ben had fallen asleep in the little chamber off of the main cave in Black Face.  How long had he been sitting like this?  His legs had gone completely numb, and his hands as well. 
 
   “You’re shivering, dear,” said Higilak.  “Let’s get you back close to the fire.”
 
   Ben nodded vacantly.  He felt guilty, as if he’d just been caught out doing something he shouldn’t.  Something disgraceful.
 
   The old woman’s eyes missed nothing.  “What were you doing here?”
 
   Ben swallowed painfully.  His mouth was dry.  He didn’t have to answer the old woman’s questions. 
 
   “No, not here,” said Higilak.  “You were somewhere else.”
 
   Ben wasn’t sure what the old woman had just said.  The voices calling him back to the other side were so loud now, so full of anguish and fear.
 
   “You will answer me,” insisted the old woman.  She pushed Ben away.  Ben hadn’t yet completely stood up.  He toppled back to the ground on lifeless legs.
 
   “Or should I answer for you?” continued Higilak.  “You were walking the shadowed pathways.  And in your embrace you held another.”
 
   Ben shook his head.  It wasn’t like that at all.  In the shadow lands he was married to Agruta, true, but the two of them simply went through the motions of marriage.  There was no physical love between them, no contact at all, just like any other couple in that place.  There was no love in the shadow lands, no desire.  How could there be love in a place devoid of hope? 
 
   But there was family.  In the shadow world Ben’s children, all three of them, belonged with him and Agruta.  Having lost Alaana at an early age, the shadow world had healed like scarred flesh creeping over a deep wound.  The shadows did not have Alaana the shaman to protect them.  And no Alaana to rescue Ben.  In the shadow world, however, he had managed an escape from the Yupikut camp on his own.  He had wandered the shadows, starving and alone, until he came to the Anatatook camp.  The shadows took him in, for they were all the same in their misery.  The color of his skin didn’t matter, for the shadows had no color but shadow.  
 
   Agruta was a widow in the shadow world.  Years ago Alaana had saved her brother’s life when he fell into the sea.  But in the shadow world there was no Alaana to save him.  Itoriksak died, leaving Agruta free to marry.  Noona, Tama and Kinak belonged to Agruta and Ben in the shadows.
 
   Did the children bring them joy?  Ben thought not, since the children themselves were joyless.  They didn’t play, they didn’t laugh.  They were just shadow children.  Now, returned to the cave in Black Face, Ben began to feel they didn’t belong to him at all.  Noona was right.  They belonged to a different Ben.
 
   “They are yours,” insisted an indignant voice.  It was the shadow Higilak, speaking from across the divide.  “You belong with them!”
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” asked Higilak.  Ben peered at the old woman’s lined face, her skin stark white in the dim light of the caves.  Higilak shook him by the shoulder.  “Alaana, your wife, needs you.”
 
   “Don’t listen to her,” said the shadow Higilak’s ghostly echo.  “You belong with us.  With Tama.  And Agruta.”
 
   Ben shook himself free of Higilak’s clutches.  He didn’t know what to say.  He didn’t know what to think.
 
   “We all need you,” said Higilak.  “The Anatatook are your people now and we are in trouble.  We need your strength and your courage.”
 
   “Tama needs me,” said Ben.  “I’ve lost a child.  You can’t know what that feels like.”
 
   Higilak shook her head.  “I’ve lost a husband, and I know what that feels like.  I don’t want the same for you.  Alaana lies wounded and close to death.  You should be beside her.”
 
   Ben shook his head.  “She can’t do anything for Tama.  Only I can!”
 
   “Can do what?” asked Higilak.  “I’m sorry to say, but your little girl lies dead in her grave back at the Tongue.”
 
   “No, she’s not.  She can’t be.  She’s alive.  I just have to find her.”
 
   “That’s crazy talk.”
 
   “It’s not crazy.  You don’t know what it’s like.  You live in the light.  You don’t know what it’s like.”
 
   “What what’s like?”
 
   “To be without hope.”
 
   “There’s always hope,” said Higilak and with such conviction in her voice, Ben almost believed it.
 
   “For some,” Ben said, “but not for everyone.”
 
   “Chasing shadows won’t help.”
 
   “Enough.”  Ben turned away.  
 
   “Alaana is hurt,” said Higilak.  “She needs you.”
 
   “Why don’t you leave me alone?  Shouldn’t you be seeing to Massautsicq?” 
 
   “Massautsicq,” repeated Higilak.  “For these many years Massautsicq has been known as ihumataaq, a wise man whose counsel was always fair and good.  Now his voice is lost to us forever.  There was nothing I could do about it.  He’s dead.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
   NO FOOD, NO FUEL
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Tikiqaq lurched into the cave.  The little seal looked like a newborn pup, its black fur all white with frost.  In its arms it held a few tiny sticks and a scoop of dried animal dung, enough fuel perhaps for a few moments only. 
 
   It approached the fire, frozen flippers shuffling stiffly.  Roy Oakes screamed at the sight of it.
 
   The children, peeking out from under the furs, laughed.
 
   “They’re laughing,” muttered Oakes in wild disbelief.  “They’re laughing.” 
 
   McPearson shoved some food at him.  A small cut of frozen salmon topped with a little slice of caribou fat.
 
   “That’s all?” asked Oakes weakly.
 
   “Yes.  That’s all,” said McPearson.
 
   “I need more.  I can’t stop shivering.  I need more food.”
 
   “That’s all,” repeated McPearson.
 
   “This cave is a tomb,” Oakes said.  His line of sight shot to the entrance.  “I have to get out.”
 
   “Buck up!” said McPearson.  “You can’t go outside.  You’d not last five minutes out there.  It’s thirty below.”
 
   Oakes decided to make the attempt anyway, but found his legs numb and useless.  He tried pushing himself up with his arms but couldn’t manage it that way either.  Bug-eyed and straining, he flailed violently, then flopped back to the ground.  His face took on the flaccid look of a man who has accepted his imminent death.  “A tomb,” he whispered.
 
   At the far side of the cave an argument broke out.
 
   “How long will it last?” asked Nuralak.  The patriarch of his clan of hunters, he kept his voice strong and even-toned.  The old man never showed signs of fear.  “At this rate how long?”
 
   Aquppak’s face was mostly hidden by strips of shaggy seal fur laid over the frost blisters.  He was the only one familiar enough with the white men’s coal-oil to venture a guess.  “Two days at most.”
 
   “We have to burn less,” said Patloq.  He was Nuralak’s brother-by-marriage.  His small face and high, arched eyebrows lent him the look of a man perpetually surprised by the events around him.  Still, he was a sure hand with the bow and generous with his tobacco when he had any.  He glanced around the crowded cave.  “Nothing else in here will burn.”
 
   “We can break up the kabloona’s sled,” suggested Kigiuna.  “It has wooden runners.”
 
   All the men agreed on that, but still Patloq said, “We have to burn less.” 
 
   “It’s too cold like this as it is,” insisted Kigiuna.  “We’ve lost too many already.  Yesterday we had to put Massautsicq’s body out in the snow.  And Alaana is not much better off.  Any colder and she’ll die.”
 
   “She’s the shaman.  She will die, or she won‘t,” said Nuralak calmly.  “What else can we do for her?” 
 
   “We can keep her warm,” said Kigiuna.
 
   “That’s for her husband to do,” said Nuralak. 
 
   “And what about the food?” demanded Talliituk.  The younger man fell far short of the ineffable composure of his elders.  His voice was pitched with fear.
 
   “Two days at most,” said Aquppak. 
 
   “Two days,” repeated Talliituk.  He glanced at the dwindling pile of supplies. 
 
   Nuralak tented his hands before his face.  “We must make the fuel last, wait for the storm to pass.  It will pass.”
 
   “Keep the fires going,” insisted Kigiuna, flushed with anger.  “Give Alaana a fair chance!”
 
   Nuralak didn’t answer.  His stony features, bisected by his long, thin fingers regarded Kigiuna with a hawk’s cool, predatory gaze.
 
   “The shaman must heal herself,” said Patloq sadly.
 
   “It’s not your daughter!” said Kigiuna. “Not your daughter lying there at point of death.”
 
   “Be still!” hissed Nuralak.  His hand went to the brace of a hunting knife he kept always at his waist.
 
   “I won’t!” raged Kigiuna.
 
   “This type of freak storm may lift at any time,” suggested Maguan, eager to change the subject.
 
   “The food will run out first,” said Nuralak.  “We can go without food but we can’t go without fuel.  We have to slow down the fires.  Burn less.”  He measured the responses from the men.  “Some may have to die,” he said in a low voice.
 
   “We’ll all die,” said Talliituk frantically.  “What if this storm lasts forever?  Or two full moons, like the long night?  Winter isn’t far away — if the sun goes down on this storm…”
 
   “We’re all afraid, Talliituk but–” said Patloq.
 
   “No,” said Maguan.  “I’m not afraid.” 
 
   He raised his voice, and people stopped and turned to listen. 
 
   “I’m not afraid because Alaana is with us.  She fights for us!”
 
   A few of the men cast a quick glance at Alaana where she lay shivering on the floor with Ben bent over her.  They didn’t seem particularly inspired by the sight.
 
   “Do you think she has stopped fighting?” asked Maguan.  “Do you think she abandons us, while there is still breath in her?  Do you think she ever would?  We’ve watched her face dangers that would have frozen the heart of any man here — even you, Nuralak.  When terror walks among us, she asks nothing of us.  Does she walk alone?  Does she fight alone?”
 
   Nobody said anything, so Maguan answered his own question.  “I don’t think so.  We are with her.  Always.  This is no different.”  He sent a withering glance at Patloq.  “No, I’m not cold.  And I am not afraid.
 
   “I am not afraid because Itoriksak stands with me, and Kigiuna stands with him.  And standing beside my family is Anaktuvik and his clan, and beside them Tugtutsiak’s family, and beside them Patloq and his sons.  And Patloq is married to Nuralak’s sister.  And who could be afraid with Nuralak at his back?”
 
   The corners of Nuralak’s mouth turned down.  He nodded slightly.
 
   “I’m not afraid,” continued Maguan, “because we are all together.  We are, all of us, Anatatook.  I am not cold because we, together, can never be cold. 
 
   “Talliituk, you talk of the winter.  What do we do when the sun goes out of the sky in winter?  We eat what we have.  We try to get more.  Do we lay down and die?”
 
   Talliituk offered no answer except an embarrassed shuck of his head. 
 
   “Do we lay down and wait for the snow to cover us up?  Or for meat and fish to rain down from the sky?  What do you say, Talliituk?  Do we lay down?”
 
   “No,” said Talliituk firmly.
 
   “You’re damned right we don’t!”
 
   The men expressed their agreement in a resounding chorus.
 
   “Well said!”  Patloq clapped Maguan on the back.
 
   “What should we do, Maguan?” asked someone.
 
   “We will weather the storm.  But more than that.  We will fight it!”
 
   The men cheered again.
 
   “What do you advise about the white man’s oil?”
 
   Maguan cast a guilty look at his father.  Kigiuna returned a sad little smile, acknowledging his defeat.  The spirit of the Anatatook was a raging river flow, as it was meant to be, and his concern for Alaana just one lone voice among them. 
 
   “We should do as Aquppak says,” suggested Maguan.  “He leads us.”
 
   Aquppak stepped forward, surprised at the way Maguan had ceded power back to him.  He was clever, that one.  The men shouldn’t be asking Maguan for a plan anyway.  He was the leader, not Maguan.  And yet Maguan had spoken well, bringing them all together, uniting them.  
 
   Aquppak lacked Maguan’s ability to inspire them; all of his plans called for dividing the ranks as a means to consolidate his own power.  But Maguan was different.  Now they were all listening, now they were all drawn together in a way he could never have done.
 
   At times Aquppak still saw himself as the little boy, dressed in dogskin clothes, sent out in the mornings to beg food for his elderly grandfather.  It didn’t matter he had worked hard, earned the respect of the hunters.  It didn’t matter that he was now headman.  His grip on that position was shaky, with Maguan and Talliituk snapping at his heels.  It didn’t matter that he had married Ivalu and she had given him two strong sons.  He would always feel like that beggarly boy until such time as he got what he really wanted. 
 
   “Nuralak is right,” said Aquppak.  “Kigiuna is blinded by concern for his daughter.  But we can’t all die, not even for the shaman, who has been little help to us this far.  It’s time for us to take matters in our own strong hands.”  He nodded, smiling, at Maguan.  “We cut back the fires, we try to last a few more days.”
 
   Nuralak and the hunter clans voiced their approval.  Kigiuna and Talliituk exchanged a disappointed glance.  Tugtutsiak’s son had developed a nervous tremor of his head, giving him the appearance that he was shivering, but only from the neck up.  The prospect of the cold weighed heavily on him.  “We can burn the sled runners,” he said weakly.
 
   “There may be a better use for the kabloona’s sled than fuel for the fire,” added Aquppak.  “I will take it out, hitch up whatever dogs we have left.  The cache at the Forked River is not too far.  If I take the sled and the dogs, I might be able to bring back enough food for a few more days.”
 
   “It’s a good idea,” said Nuralak.  “I wish I could go with you.”
 
   Patloq shook his head.  “Me too,” he said, “but I’m too old.  In truth most of us could not hope to make such a trip.”
 
   Maguan watched his father’s face as he came to the same conclusion.  Kigiuna’s eyes took on a faraway look, as if he were gazing back through the years, searching for the young man he used to be, a man who would have offered himself up for such hazardous duty without a moment’s hesitation.  Instead he balled his fists and stood quiet.
 
   “I’ll go,” said Maguan.
 
   “In this?” asked Talliituk, with a gesture toward the raging cave mouth.  “It’s death out there.”
 
   “Yes, in this,” confirmed Maguan. 
 
   “Good,” said Aquppak.  He nodded his swaddled head.  Between the rags only glimpses of cheeks blackened with frost scar and peeling skin were revealed.  No one could see what sort of emotion his eyes held.  “The cache at Forked River is well-stocked with meat.  And plenty of whale blubber.  That will burn long and brightly for us in this cave.  We’ll leave right away.”
 
   “You can’t go, Aquppak,” said Maguan.  “Your face will fall off.”
 
   Aquppak spread his palms and bowed his head.  “I suppose you’re right.”
 
   “Maguan, can’t go alone,” said Kigiuna.
 
   Itoriksak made to take a step forward, but Kigiuna yanked him back before he could say anything.  “Not both of my sons!” he hissed into Itoriksak’s ear. “I won’t have it!”
 
   “I am with him,” said Talliituk.  He looked around as if surprised at the sound of his own words.  The looks of admiration from the other men bolstered him and he added, “I’ll go.”
 
   “I couldn’t hope for better company,” agreed Maguan.  
 
   Maguan and Talliituk, thought Aquppak.  Perfect.
 
   “Higilak!” someone called out.  “Higilak, let us have a story so that we shall not feel the cold.”
 
   The old woman waved them off.  She remained at Alaana’s side, whispering a tale of healing into her left ear.
 
   “I have a story to pass the time,” announced Itoriksak.  “I’ll tell.  It’s a story about the way my sister Alaana, the shaman, saved my life by breaking my leg.  Gather round.  Come around, all you little ones.  You haven’t heard this one before.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 37
 
    
 
   BROTHERS IN THE STORM
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Damn,” said Maguan.  The traces had tangled yet again. 
 
   He hopped down from the sled.  A myriad of tiny ice crystals were hurled into his face by the merciless wind.  Finding their way under his hood, the hoarfrost stung his face.  He wiped his cheeks as best he could.  Despite thick mittens the pain in his fingers was nearly unbearable.  The heel of his left hand had hardened, the first two fingers stiff as wood and exquisitely painful.  Whenever he touched anything they burned.  But the pain was a good sign.  As long the cold still hurt, he wouldn’t lose his fingers. 
 
   Beneath a tarp on the sled Talliituk was taking some rest.  Maguan stepped toward the tangle of bickering dogs. They were the best dogs that still remained, but they weren’t used to working together and recognized no leader.  Starving and mired in the heavy drifted snow, they were quick to snap at each other.  He knocked one huskie in the head and then another as he struggled to untangle their lines.  His blows had little strength and the dogs hardly noticed.  
 
   Conditions for travel by sled were the worst Maguan had ever seen.  A deep layer of snow usually facilitated travel in winter but only after it had been packed down hard by the wind.  This stuff, continually whipped up by the fey gusts that blew from several directions at once, would not stay down. 
 
   Maguan sorted out the sealskin lines, working with half-numbed fingers.  Sharp, rough ice had gathered on every edge of the tangled traces.  It seemed he had performed this task a hundred times already.  How long had it been?  He had lost all concept of time.  Only one thought weighed on his mind.  Survival.  Death was very close.  It reveled in the chaos of the storm; cloaked in the cold, it rode the wind.  It pulled at him.  It pulled, it pulled.  It nagged at him with a deceptively soothing voice urging him to lie down, to close his eyes, to sleep.
 
   Death was all around him.
 
   And he was so small, just one man alone in a swirling wilderness of white.  But there was nothing else for it.  Too many people were counting on him to bring back the food.  His beautiful wife, his darling children.  All the others.  He would march on, forcing stiff, unyielding limbs to move, a frozen corpse driven by willpower alone if it came to it.  He would never stop.  No use in worrying.  Just untangle the leads and start the dogs moving again.
 
   Maguan cut loose one of the dogs, dead and frozen in the traces.  He hated to leave any meat behind, even dog meat, but the bones and the snow-laden pelt made the body too heavy to waste precious space on the sled.  He had not the time nor dexterity to skin and butcher the animal.  From the cache they would take solid slabs of meat, and pack the sled full.
 
   He trudged back to the stanchion.  The knee-deep drifted snow made each step a torturous effort.  The kabloona’s sled had a sturdy wooden frame and metal-clad runners.  But the dogs, the dogs.  They had brought eight dogs together from various teams and controlling them was a problem.  Dog commands varied from man to man, each having trained his own team to react to his individual style.  And Maguan’s voice was all but swallowed up by the wind.
 
   Still, the order to start was universal — a harsh, loud expulsion of breath from the throat.  There was nothing for it but to bark out the command and let the rest of the details sort themselves.  But which way?
 
   Which way?
 
   That was the question.  And no good answer.  The swirling snow blew this way and that, obscuring all landmarks.  Maguan had no way to keep them straight on course for Forked River.  It was all swirling snow and cutting wind.  Snow and wind.  Hard to stand up, hard to move 
 
   A hand on his shoulder.  Talliituk.
 
   Maguan turned to face him.
 
   “What happened?” asked Talliituk.
 
   “Another dog dead,” said Maguan.  “And I can’t see which way to go.”
 
   “Can’t see at all?” asked Talliituk, worried that snow blindness had come over his friend.
 
   “I can see,” Maguan assured him, “but it’s no good.  It’s all the same.”  He clawed his hand at the air in front of him, a wall of white powder. 
 
   “Keep your eye on the sled,” said Talliituk.  “The brown sled against the white snow.”
 
   Maguan grunted.  Tears came to his eyes.  Of course.  He knew that.  He had learned that lesson as a little boy.  Was he losing his mind?  Was this the pibloktoq, the madness that came upon a man at the limit of endurance? 
 
   No, he told himself. They were simply lost, trudging helplessly across the featureless plain.
 
   “The brown sled against the snow,” reminded Talliituk, “and the silhouettes of the mountains and the bergs against the horizon.”
 
   “I know,” shot back Maguan.  “But which way?  Which way?”  He squinted into the distance but couldn’t see anything but white.  The snow beat at his face, tearing at his hood to get at the soft skin inside; the intense cold making it hard to breathe.  
 
   “On one of these ridges there sits an inuksiut,” said Talliituk.  “My father built it.  I was with him that day, a small boy tugging at his trouser leg, shivering with cold and wanting to go back home.  That stone figure points the way.  From a certain angle it makes a face — we used to call it the Old Man.  It’s still there.”
 
   “In this blow who can be certain?”
 
   “It will never fall.  Tugtutsiak put it there.”  Talliituk sighed.  “My father is gone but his Old Man still stands.  We have to find that craggy stone face up on the ridge.  The profile of the Old Man points the way.  I think it’s that way.  I came here many times with my father.”
 
   Maguan looked where he was pointing, but couldn’t see anything.
 
   “You need to rest your eyes,” said Talliituk.  “Take your turn under the tarp.”
 
   To emphasize his point another gust of wind assaulted them, slashing at Maguan’s cheeks.  Talliituk took the harness lines.
 
   Maguan climbed up onto the sled.  A few minutes sleep out of the storm was all he needed.  The first rule of survival, he reminded himself, keep down out of the wind.  He lay down on the sled, pulling the tarp quickly over. 
 
   Talliituk barked out the call and the sled lurched forward.
 
   Although Maguan was exhausted, it was a hard thing to sleep in this cold.  Sleep was the half-brother of death in this storm, as dangerous as the wind or the snow.  It was too easy to fall asleep and never wake up.  What would you dream at the end, he wondered?  Would you dream of warmer climes, of happier days of spring, of childhood?  Did he dare take that chance?  
 
   It’s all right, he told himself.  He could let himself go.  Talliituk was there.  Talliituk would wake him up before he froze solid. 
 
   ***
 
   “Saugssat!” called out Talliituk gleefully.  “Saugssat!”
 
   Maguan opened his eyes.  What was that noise?  Some new disaster?  Talliituk in trouble?
 
   He groaned loudly, flexing stiff limbs back to life.  Arms and legs, shoulders, neck.  Each portion of his body had to be awakened separately by direct intent.  Now, what was Talliituk yelling about?
 
   The tarp had frozen over him, taking on the contours of a sleeping man.  Or a funeral shroud.  Maguan battered at it for a moment before he got it loose, and slid out from under. 
 
   Talliituk stood a little in front of the sled, moving hurriedly back and forth.
 
   “Saugssat!” he called again.  Maguan trudged over to his friend.  And it was true, there was a white whale caught in the ice.  Its outline seemed eerie and strange, a bloated white beast frozen beneath the clear river ice.  Baby belugas often traveled through the ice breaks close to shore, seeking out the best feeding places.  This one, trapped when the leads suddenly froze under the freak storm, had been caught unable to reach open water.  With just the air left inside its lungs, the beluga had drowned.  It was a sizeable whale, dead and frozen in the new ice. 
 
   “Oh!” exclaimed Maguan.  “Enough food to feed us all.  Right here at arm’s length.”
 
   “And no way to get it,” said Talliituk.  “We can’t dig it out.  Or haul it away.”
 
   “Ahh, I can taste it,” said Maguan.  
 
   “We’ll come back later,” said Talliituk.  He turned away, now seeming embarrassed by his gleeful outburst at finding the whale.  Maguan didn’t think it strange, just a typical reaction to what was usually a joyous find. 
 
   “Talliituk,” he announced.  “You finally got your first whale.”
 
   A dry laugh came from the other’s chapped lips.  “Does this mean I’m headman now?”
 
   “Good enough for me,” said Maguan.  He wondered how long he had been asleep.  Then he noticed Talliituk’s face.  One of his lower eyelids had frozen to his cheek.  The eye itself was covered with white frost.
 
   “Your eye…” Maguan said.
 
   Talliituk squinted his good eye, then shook his head.  “I can’t see anything out of it.”
 
   “Come under the tarp for a little while.”
 
   Maguan glanced around.  It was impossible to recognize the outline of the river.  He had no idea where they were, but it was not the Forked River.
 
   Under the tarp they huddled together with precious little warmth between them. 
 
   Maguan closed his mouth over Talliituk’s frozen eye but he feared it was already too late.  The eye was ruined.  They both knew that eye would never see again.
 
   “Do you know what river that was?” 
 
   “No name,” replied Talliituk.  “Just a little stream of white water usually.  Swollen this year.  Too bad for the whale.”
 
   “Yes, but it shows us the way south.  Does it feed the Forked River, you think?”
 
   Talliituk didn’t answer and Maguan took that as a bad sign.  There was a very good chance they would die together this day.  If they found themselves lost, death was a certainty. 
 
   “I worry for Alaana,” said Maguan.  
 
   “Alaana?”
 
   “We shouldn’t both have left her with Aquppak.”
 
   “Kigiuna is there, and Ben,” said Talliituk.  
 
   “Alaana is a great shaman.  I don’t like the way Aquppak talks about her.  I don’t trust him.”
 
   “Some headman,” muttered Talliituk.  “He pits the families against each other.”
 
   “Even you would have been better, I think.”
 
   “Thanks,” laughed Talliituk.  “Right now, I don’t care who’s the headman and who isn’t.  Not anymore.  I just want to be a good father to my boy.  Like Tugtutsiak was for me.”
 
   “Let’s hope you get that chance.  My little ones — they’re the greatest joy a man can have.”
 
   There was silence on that for a moment.  Maguan had finished thawing Talliituk’s eye.  The ball of it had partially collapsed, but at least the eyelid could once again close over.  The men held their embrace, each with his head nestled on the other’s shoulder. 
 
   “I think I’m warm enough to go back out,” said Maguan.  “But I don’t know how to get to Forked River.”
 
   “It’s not far from here,” said Talliituk.  “I remember.  The shoreline reminds me of my father.  The Old Man is not far.  I can find it.”  He sighed deeply.  “I’m almost ready.”
 
   “A few more moments then,” said Maguan.
 
   “Years ago,” said Talliituk, “my father and Nuralak were caught in a storm like this.  When they dug themselves into the hard pack they startled a sleeping white bear and her cubs.  Hoo boy.  Now that’s a story!  I’ll tell you about it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 38
 
    
 
   FUTURE’S FIRE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When Alaana opened her eyes, the first thing she saw was Ben. 
 
   For a moment she thought that everything must be all right.  She closed her eyes and sank back, enjoying his familiar touch as he caressed her forehead.  “See?” a faraway voice seemed to say.  He still loved her.  He hadn’t deserted her.  And he never would.  The gap widening between them would not consume them.
 
   “Arrggh!” she cried out. 
 
   “What is it?”
 
   She didn’t know. An icy hand, embedded in her chest, squeezing tight. The pain chilled her heart, slashing at her soul.  Some remnant of the creature.  The creature?  Memory came flooding back.  A monster out in the storm.  And she, the shaman, dead and back again.  A deep aching in her bones reminded her of every step of that tortured journey.
 
   “Alaana?”
 
   She shook her head and opened her eyes.  More than anything else she wanted to see Ben’s handsome face looking down on her, the depth of his emotion written large in his eyes.  She was not disappointed.
 
   Ben’s strong hand caressed her forehead, thinning to the touch of one lone finger as it traced the red lines where the monster had cracked open the skin of her cheeks and jaw.  “Does it hurt?”
 
   “I’ll be all right.”
 
   “Sorry, we don’t have any food to warm your belly,” he added.
 
   She sat up.  “Where are we?”
 
   “Black Face.  No food.  Not much fuel.  But don’t worry.  Maguan went to the cache.”
 
   The icy claw around her heart squeezed again.  It’s not gone, she thought.  It had left its mark on her, and it was still out there.
 
   “Maguan?”
 
   “And Talliituk.” 
 
   “How long have they been gone?”
 
   Ben shrugged.
 
   “It’s no good,” said Alaana.  “They’ll be killed!”
 
   “They know how to travel in heavy weather.  They’ll make it.”
 
   “Not the storm,” she said.  “The demon.  The ice demon is still out there.  I have to go after them.”
 
   “You can’t–” 
 
   She shook him off and rose unsteadily to her feet.  Black Face.  She knew this place; she had come here often over the years.  It was a Tunrit place and the memories of its spirits went back a long, long time. Now, it seemed, it had become the last refuge of the Anatatook.  The cave was crowded with people and from the looks of things, there was not much hope left among them. 
 
   She noticed Noona standing at the cave wall, calling to her. 
 
   “I’ll find you something to eat,” said Ben.  “There must be something left.”
 
   Alaana took a few tentative steps.  Her head swam.  She really did need something to eat. 
 
   “Mother!” called Noona again.  “Here!” 
 
   Alaana stumbled over to her daughter. 
 
   “It’s here,” the girl said, pointing out one of the crumbling paintings. 
 
   Noona indicated an odd-shaped snowflake, light blue against the dull gray of the cave wall.  Alaana had seen this drawing many times but, least among an impressive tableau of fabulous beasts and valiant men, had thought little of it.  
 
   “It’s the demon,” Noona said.  
 
   “This is the thing you saw at the camp?”
 
   Noona nodded enthusiastically.
 
   “This creature has walked before.  Long ago, in the time of the Tunrit.”
 
   Alaana glanced down at the image of the hooded sorcerer.  “He was their light and their strength.  He defeated it, and saved his people.  But how?  What did he do?”
 
   Noona’s slender fingers traced the larger picture, the image in the background, a giant mushroom drawn in orange and red.  
 
   “It’s a mushroom.  But I don’t understand.” 
 
   “It’s fire,” she said.
 
   “It could be.  But what does it mean?”
 
   “Maybe the wall knows,” said Noona.
 
   “Maybe the wall knows,” repeated Alaana.  She pulled Noona into a sweeping embrace, tilting down to lightly kiss the girl’s forehead.  The abrupt movement made her feel suddenly dizzy again.  “Maybe.”
 
   She took a deep breath.  Her eyes met those of her daughter.  Alaana wondered for a moment how she must look.  Only one step removed from death, her skin cracked where the ice demon had tried to flay her apart.  But from the adoring gaze in Noona’s eyes you’d think nothing had happened at all.
 
   Alaana cleared her mind, bracing the flat of her palm against the frigid stone wall.  She had to act quickly.  Her brother and Talliituk were in tremendous danger, if they were even still alive.  The Anatatook were all in danger. 
 
   It was not nearly as difficult to clear her mind as she expected.  She had so recently been dead, a state where all earthly concerns were stripped away and forgotten.  The eternal peace of the grave was still fresh within her soul.  Just let go, she told herself.  Let everything go, except the need.
 
   “Brother Stone.  Wake up.”  The ancient spirit was buried deep.  So cold, so tired. 
 
   “Brother, I beg your help in one small thing.  A tiny thing, but it means the whole world.  Do you hear me?”
 
   Alaana felt the ancient spirit stir.
 
   “Shooo, fly,” it said.
 
   “Brother Stone, you have guests.  Look upon us, visitors in your house.  One small favor, Brother Stone.”
 
   “So.  So it is,” said the Stone.  “So many people.”
 
   “Yes, and people worth knowing.  People worth saving.  But first answer a question for me.  The walls of this cave have long memories.  You lived beside the Tunrit.  They came here often; you were privy to their secret counsels.  Tell me, what did the sorcerer do to rid this world of the demon of ice?  Do you remember?”  
 
   “Hmmmm.  I remember,” said the stone in a slow sleepy way.  “The weapon is time.  A fire that burns in turns yet to be.  Oh, look at the children!  So small and new.  Look at them all!”
 
   “There are words,” said Alaana.  “Words the sorcerer must use.  I don’t know them.  Words in a dead language that no one today could hope to understand.  Do you know the way Brother Stone?  Will you tell me?”
 
   “So long ago.” 
 
   “Please try and remember.  These good people are in danger.  My brother is out there.  Help us.  I beg of you.  I need the words.  The Tunrit words.” 
 
    
 
   “There it is!” shouted Talliituk.  “The Old Man’s face.”
 
   Maguan squinted up at the ridge.  Sure enough, the craggy outlines of a knitted brow and hawkish nose peered down at them.  The rock cairn, erected by Tugtutsiak years ago, still marked the way to the Forked River. 
 
   “Not far now,” added Talliituk.  “We’re going to make it.”
 
   The dogs, working hard through snow so deep and fresh, whined their disapproval.  It took both Maguan and Talliituk pulling with all their might to keep the mismatched team in line.  It would be a little easier for them going back, thought Maguan since they’d already forged a deep trail through the drift.  But on the return trip they would be hauling a heavy load as well.
 
   The jagged shore of the Forked River appeared before them, materializing out of the blow like a sudden tear from a phantom’s eye.
 
   “You found it!” remarked Maguan.
 
   Talliituk nodded delightedly.  His nose and cheeks were frozen white.  “Yes.  As we drew near I began to smell him.  I smelled my father.  And I looked up, and I knew.  We were here.”
 
   “You found it!” roared Maguan again. 
 
   Talliituk rushed forward, throwing himself atop an indistinct mound of snow.  “This is the spot,” he said.  His chapped cheeks made his buck-toothed grin painful, but he grinned all the same.
 
   Maguan didn’t need to ask if he was sure.
 
   The two men attacked the snow pile, uncovering the cache.  Several large round boulders sat on top to keep the bears out.  It took the combined strength of both men, working with numbed fingers and happy hearts, to roll them off.  They took turns banging on the smaller rocks to loosen the hoarfrost sticking them together, then tumbling them to the side. 
 
   The cache was a wide chamber of rock walls, loaded with stores of meat put up after last summer’s hunting.  The slabs of frozen meat were separated by layers of sealskin and blubber which were still not too hard-frozen.  Maguan dug in with his hunting knife.
 
   “Big slabs of meat, and the blubber to burn,” he announced.
 
   The men were too excited to pay much attention to an ominous buzzing sound that grew up around them as if a horde of mosquitoes had been suddenly called to the feast. 
 
   “Hurry up and let’s load up the sled,” said Talliituk.  “It’s a long way back.”
 
   The buzzing sound intensified and Talliituk stepped up out of the cache. 
 
   “No. Please, no!” he exclaimed, wide-eyed. “It can’t be all for nothing.”
 
   “What is it?  What’s that noise?” asked Maguan.  He peered up over the lip of the cache. 
 
   Crystals of ice were dropping out of the storm.  Born out of the cold itself, sprouting from seeds that held their place in defiance of the raging wind.  A lattice of blue, sharp-edged snowflakes grew up around them.
 
   “It’s a demon!” said Talliituk.
 
   “We’ve no way to fight this,” said Maguan.  “No way at all.”  He thought of Asatsiak’s shattered body lying in the snow at the Anatatook camp.  He thought of Pilarqaq and their children.
 
   Talliituk growled like an enraged animal and charged at the growing circle of ice, his snow knife clenched in his fist.  Whatever he intended to do, Maguan never found it out.  Talliituk didn’t even reach the perimeter of shimmering crystal before he was stopped cold.  The knife dropped from his grip, his knees bent and folded.
 
   With incredible speed his body froze solid, every hair on his parka spiking up like a dog with its hackles raised.  Half a scream was forced from his lips as he burst apart into fist-sized chunks of flesh and animal skin. 
 
   Gory pellets of the bloody spray hailed down on Maguan as he crouched low in the stone chamber.  A shiver went through him.  The demon was too hideous to bear, its alien shape too frightful to look upon.  The same fate waited for him.  His blood ran cold.  At least for Talliituk it had been a quick death.  Maguan must wait for it.  Or maybe it was better to charge and be done with it.
 
   “STAY DOWN!” shouted a voice.
 
   Maguan looked up but saw no one.  Of course his visitor could not be seen, he realized, but she could be felt.  Perhaps the bond between brothers and sisters made it easier.
 
   “Alaana?  You’re here!  I can feel it.”
 
   There came no answer.   He was certain it had been his sister’s voice.  He felt Alaana’s presence up above the cache.  Though she could not be seen, this did not worry Maguan for he knew his sister could travel through the air in spirit-form if she wished.
 
   He ducked down.
 
    
 
   Shouting at her brother used up most of Alaana’s remaining strength.  She knew she couldn’t manifest herself again.  The desperate spirit flight from Black Face had taken its toll.
 
   She hadn’t been sure she could make her brother hear, she hadn’t been sure her soul flight would take her to Forked River in time.  She wasn’t sure of a lot of things, but doubt would no longer hold her back. 
 
   As soon as the cave wall had given her the words Alaana had sat down on the cavern floor.  Ben came to her, bringing food.  She shooed him away.  There was no time.
 
   She bowed her head and took flight.
 
   During the mad rush across the frozen tundra, Alaana regretted not taking at least a few bites of food.  Her spirit-woman needed no such nourishment; it was driven by force of will alone.  But her body, battered and abused and left behind in the cave, was another matter.  Death reached out for it a second time.
 
   Alaana glared at the huge circle of ice lattice that had formed around the cache.  There were more than just one.  The thing was so bizarre in shape it was impossible to tell where one creature ended and the next began.
 
   “Hold off!” she told them, “This cold won’t last!  This storm will pass, and you’ll soon go back to that deep sleep of ages.”  It was useless.  She knew they wouldn’t listen.  “One day the cold times will come again, I promise.  Then you’ll have another chance.”
 
   “You die!  Invader!” buzzed the crackling chorus.
 
   Alaana felt the icy hand, deep in her chest, tighten its grip on her heart.
 
   “Tammakfaa! Ixaannti, Ixaatni!”  These were old words in the dead language of the Tunrit.  As Alaana unleashed the spell, she felt the power of the ancient Tunrit magic.  They had left the people of Nunatsiaq so many gifts, and this another debt owed to them.
 
   Tunrit magic.  A different kind of magic. 
 
   Sorcery.
 
   Sila was not really her patron; the Wild Wind would not help her. The other, the true force behind her calling, remained unknown.  Unknown and hidden.  So be it, thought Alaana.  Everything was closing in.  Everything falling apart.  But not Maguan.  She would not lose Maguan. 
 
   She had been told she could do nothing without Sila, but that was Old Manatook’s lie.  Everything had been turned around.  If she had to rely on the older magic of the Tunrit, if she had to use sorcery, so be it.  
 
   Years ago she had begged the favor of the Ring of Stones, using their long memories to open a tunnel into the past, bringing ghosts forward to fight Beluga Killer.
 
   Now she called upon the time Ahead, a time of disaster and woe when a dark cloud hung above all of the world.  This spell did not ask permission.  This was a command.  She felt the raw power flow through her spirit-woman as she split the air, bending the will of the world itself.
 
   And she brought fire. 
 
   The sky, folding over like a loose tent flap, opened up.  And what lay behind was even more horrible than the demon-haunted, storm-tossed sky of Nunatsiaq.  The blizzard of snow was replaced by a blizzard of heat and flame.  
 
   Alaana glimpsed a place as grotesque and bizarre as any she could ever have imagined.  The ground was gray and beaten flat, and the houses of men rose impossibly high, tall and square, stretching up to the sky.
 
   These buildings, seen through a dark smoky haze of destruction, stared down at her from row upon row of square eyes, all empty.  This once-great city was ruined, its edifices crumbling away, its streets and avenues abandoned, a tortured death cry echoing all around.  The very air itself was crisp with fire. This place swarmed with millions of invisible dead, all joined in one horrific death scream.
 
   This terrifying vision shocked Alaana to the core.  How far in the future was this?  How many years?  She didn’t know.
 
   A cloud of heat and steam in the shape of a mushroom.  A heat so intense it scarred the very world itself.  What did it mean?  What else could it mean?  Death.  The end of men perhaps, an inheritance of ash and flame.  There was so much flame, the buildings melted and ran into the street.  The air sizzled.  Metal and stone crisped black.  There was so much flame, she could borrow a little. 
 
   The ice demons howled as the intense ghost-heat seared them into oblivion.  With a great hiss of steam they were gone. 
 
   Alaana gasped as the fire burned away the icy remnant of the demon clawing at her heart. 
 
   Great gouts of gray steam swirled all around.  In order to protect her brother she had cast the blazing heat away from the stone-walled cache pit, focusing the fire outward.  Deep in the trove, Maguan suffered no burn from spiritual fire called through the tunnel of time. 
 
   The threat to Maguan came from the opposite direction, the bitter cold of Nunatsiaq.
 
   The icy wind kicked up again.  Never matter, thought Alaana.  She had fire enough left over to keep her brother warm all the way home.
 
   “Hurry, brother.  Load up the sled.  It’s a long journey back, but we’ll make it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 39
 
    
 
   UP FROM THE ICE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Aaahhhh!” screamed Narssuk. 
 
   “Nuuurghhhh!” groaned Vithrok.  The sorcerer squeezed harder, he dug the raking nails of his spirit-claws even further into the weather-spirit’s ragged soul but he’d begun to grow tired.  How long had it been?  The two of them, locked together above the Ring of Stones?  He could not do much more.  The exertion had taken its toll.  The weather-spirit bucked in wild agony.  If Narssuk hadn’t been helplessly insane before, it certainly was now.  Vithrok regretted that, but stood determined to do whatever was necessary to succeed.  Even if it consumed him entirely, he would never give up. 
 
   The cutting winds had at last reached deep enough into the ever-frost, stripping away thousands of years to expose blue ice.  The old ice, dating back to a distant past, long forgotten.  His prize was at hand. 
 
   A sudden disturbance, not far off, shook his concentration.  He sensed a tidal flow of Tunrit magic, of his own magic.  A burst of atomic fire.  Atomic fire?  For a moment, knocked off balance, Vithrok let up his torment of Narssuk. 
 
   And it became clear to Vithrok what had happened.  It was the little shaman, using the Tunrit fire spell.  Of course, thought Vithrok, his old enemies the ice demons must have been roused by the intense cold of the storm.  And Alaana had realized the means to destroy them.  Alaana’s use of Vithrok’s magic was impressive.  It shone like a beacon, revealing her position to his spirit-vision like a bonfire in the night.  She was not far away.  The caves at Black Face.  A place Vithrok knew well.
 
   He also sensed Alaana’s weakened condition.  She was near death.  When Vithrok had called forth the future’s fire to combat the ice creatures, all those thousands of years ago, it had nearly killed him too.  She could fare no better.
 
   As soon as it was called, the fire blew itself out.  It didn’t take much of it to dispel the ice demons, as Vithrok recalled.  And so the little shaman had made a victory for herself.  Just so, thought Vithrok.  He wouldn’t fail today, either.  They walked parallel paths, both suffering near to death, both winning the day.
 
   As he stood distracted, Narssuk tried once again to escape.  The infantile weather-spirit tumbled lamely away, spinning this way and that, unable to find clear direction among the fierce winds of its own creation. 
 
   Not now.  Vithrok would not allow it.  Not when they were so close, and he about to claim his own prize.  Vithrok dug his claws back in. 
 
   “You’re killing me!” screamed Narssuk.
 
   “No, I won’t kill you.  I need you.  I will restore you, especially you.  You have so much of the Beforetime in you.”
 
   Just a little bit more.  They were almost there. 
 
   One more scream.
 
   “Aaaawwwrrgh!”
 
   And done.
 
   Released, Narssuk blew away.
 
   And done.  Vithrok looked down.
 
   There it was, right where they had left it.
 
   ***
 
   After the Sighted Ones had betrayed him — the one person who might have helped them — after their petty revolt resulted in his imprisonment in the soulless catchstone, they had held a funeral.  A funeral!  Tulunigraq, in his feeble, cracked bird-voice, argued that they must destroy the body.  None would listen.  For Vithrok, whatever his faults, had been the greatest hero among them.  Mutilate his corpse?  Not their champion who had stood against the turgats and gained them so much.  Not their Light-Bringer.  Their Truth.  
 
   The Tunrit decided instead to bury his lifeless body, to bury it deep here at the Ring of Stones as a monument to his achievements.  And so they dug down into the ever-frost and built a coffin of ice which no man could ever happen upon or disturb.  How long had they kept at it, wondered Vithrok, digging down into the ice?  A year, a century?  The Stones, who had told him the tale, had left that detail to the imagination.  The Stones had been around since the beginning, and knew time in a different way.  The Moon waxed and waned, the sky turned and turned.  How long?
 
   For now, it didn’t matter at all.  His body was there, preserved in the deep blue ice just as they had left it.
 
   Vithrok’s weary spirit fell exhausted into the body.  A sublime sensation of peace came over him at last.  He hadn’t realized what a task it had been holding his unclothed spirit together.  In the body he didn’t have to struggle every instant to avoid dissolution.  He was home.  He forced stiff-frozen limbs to motion.  He flexed creaky fingers.  He drew breath once more.
 
   Even so, he remained incomplete.  Of the three souls, he possessed his name and his inua, but not the breath of life.  That could never be restored.  His body would remain dead flesh, animated by force of will alone.  Dead but not dead.  It was funny.  He had become the physical embodiment of the mantra repeated so endlessly to himself during his long imprisonment.  Dead but not dead.  Good enough.
 
   Up out of the ice Vithrok rose, surrounded by the Ring of Stones.  Again, this place.
 
   But now he was the master.  The storm’s fury had utterly demolished them, rendering the once glorious megaliths as so much rubble, crumbling to black dust and bitter dregs of memory.  Vithrok took a step forward.  He kicked the last upright fragment of blasted stone and it dissolved into a puff of dust.  And done.  So much for his prison and his cairn. 
 
   Vithrok rose from the mud a second time.  The irony was not lost on him.  Here was a bargain similar to the past, only in reverse.  During the Great Rift the spirits of the Tunrit, so joyous and free, had been reduced to meat and blood when heaven was stolen from them.  And they had struggled so mightily against it.  Vithrok recalled the misery that had nearly destroyed them that first day, and remembered his words spoken in the pit of that despair, rousing them with a message of truth.  Rise up, rise up.
 
   Now he had willingly surrendered his free-roaming spirit to a cage of flesh once again, in order to prevent it from flowing apart.  He must die again to live.  Destroy to rebuild.  It was necessary.  
 
   The world needed to be saved and he was the only one who could do it.  The only one left.  How much time did he have?  The stars turned in the sky, turning, turning, what if they turned back?  The Never Moves shone directly above.  Quimmiitt, the Five Dogs, ran high in the west and the Breastbone not far behind.  No, no.  He would have his chance.  He had plenty of time.  He was not trapped in the body; his spirit could always fly free.  He was not imprisoned again. 
 
   Vithrok felt the weight of fatigue crash down on him.  And so he remembered.  The body brought its own set of limitations.  He was tired, and must rest.  Time to go home.  Time.  Vithrok chuckled dryly, marveling at the sound produced by dry, blackened lips and dead tongue.  Time.  He would fight that battle another day. 
 
   At last reclothed, exhausted, he strode North. 
 
   Behind him the stones, now rendered to gravel and black sand, rumbled and shook.  Something else was rising from the prison, something else had been released.
 
   Vithrok turned.
 
   The being burst forth, a monster of inexhaustible violence and fury.  It took shape out of wrecked stone and shards of the shattered ice the storm had scattered on the wind.  It gusted itself together with a howl of mindless rage.  The figure was taller than Vithrok, its hulking shoulders topped by a flat head with pointed snout.  Its bellow sounded a monstrous challenge as the shards drew together, taking the shape of a huge white bear. 
 
   Its eyes, sharp crystals of ice, shone down at him with cold malice.  Vithrok realized what must have happened.  This was the vengeful spirit of Beluga Killer, the demonic bear Alaana had lured to this place.  Tunrit ghosts had fought the bear, trapping it deep within the ice.  It had been bested, but not destroyed.
 
   Before Vithrok could take another step Beluga Killer came raging at him, swinging a massive paw to strike off his head.
 
   The paw nearly met its mark.  But the claws stopped cold, a finger’s breadth from Vithrok’s face. 
 
   The demon bear struggled mightily.  It had been driven insane.  Perhaps, trapped in the ice for so long it too had suffered the torments of time.  Now it faced something even worse — the Tunrit sorcerer.  Despite the bear’s incredible strength, Vithrok subdued its mind almost instantly.  In a test of will, Vithrok must always be master.  He was a creature of the Beforetime, a contemporary of the great turgats and almost as powerful.  No petty ghost could put up contest.
 
   The test of wills lasted only an instant.  Even at the brink of exhaustion, Vithrok would not be denied. 
 
   The construct of ice dropped away as the Tunrit crushed the soul of the giant bear with his mighty spirit-hand.  But, hungry as he was, he did not consume it. 
 
   This ghost would serve another purpose.
 
   His thoughts once again ran to the little shaman.  And so, a victory for them both.  One in fire and one in ice.  Which was the stronger?
 
   Alaana possessed a connection to a wellspring of power Vithrok dare not oppose directly, but her human form had weaknesses.  There were ways to eliminate the threat.  Destroy the husband, and the wife would fall.  Destroy the people, and the shaman would fall.  The game was almost over.  As soon as he regained enough strength he would finish it.
 
   Nothing will stop me now, he thought.  He clenched his fist.  Within his dead fingers the soul of Beluga Killer moaned in helpless subjugation.  And this was unexpected good fortune.  The final piece of his plan had fallen so easily into his lap. 
 
   It was a good day indeed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 40
 
    
 
   CROSSROAD
 
    
 
    
 
   “I want to thank you,” said McPearson, “for pulling us through that storm.”  He took Aquppak’s hand and shook it up and down.  “We won’t soon forget it.  Isn’t that right, Roy?”
 
   Roy Oakes sat before the fire pit, his hands stretched above the simmering whale-oil lamp as Alaana inspected his foot.  Two of his toes had already fallen off.  The rest of the foot up to the ankle was hard and bone white.  “If I ever see a real fire again,” he said, “I swear I’ll dive right in and take a bath in it!”
 
   McPearson laughed.  The others had not understood a word.
 
   “The foot is no good,” announced Alaana.  “I had better take it off before you go.”
 
   “What’s she say?” asked Oakes. 
 
   “She wants to amputate,” replied McPearson.
 
   Oakes recoiled, jerking his foot away.  “No thank you, no thank you.  No way.  She’s not taking my foot!  We’ll find a proper doctor back at Pelly Bay.”
 
   “That’s a long way,” said McPearson.
 
   “She’s not touching me,” said Oakes.  He attempted to cram his dead foot back into a boot.
 
   “Suit yourself,” said McPearson.
 
   Aquppak pulled him gently aside.  “He’ll die.”
 
   “Could be,” said McPearson.  “But there’s nothing else for it.  Tell you the truth, I’m jolly well tired of nursemaiding that useless git.  I’ve got better things to do.  A trading post to run.”
 
   “And the guns?” asked Aquppak.  “How many?”
 
   “I’ll send back a dozen,” returned McPearson.
 
   Aquppak looked quizzically at him.  He hadn’t understood that last word.
 
   “Ten,” said McPearson, showing the fingers of both hands.
 
   “It will be enough,” said Aquppak. 
 
    
 
   “This is our answer!” said Aquppak.  He held the rifle up so all the men could see.  “With this I can take down a caribou at a hundred paces.”
 
   Patloq reached for the weapon.  Aquppak jerked it away.
 
   “Don’t touch the metal barrel in this cold.  Your fingers will stick.  Only the wood stock, see?  And if you must touch the metal, chill your hands in the snow first.”
 
   “The hunting will be better,” said Nuralak.  He nodded in support, and among the hunters his nod carried a lot of weight.  “Much better.”
 
   “This is no good,” said Alaana.  She joined the ring of men standing near the cave entrance. Nunatsiaq lay quietly outside, blanketed in a layer of white.  The winds had died away but the frost was slow in lifting, the days very short.  Winter was not far off. 
 
   “Killing the caribou like that will violate the Old Agreement,” she continued.  “It will anger the spirits.”
 
   Some murmured in support, others remained silent.  A few looked at Alaana with questioning eyes.  It was an odd thing to see their shaman’s face reddened with sunburn after one of the coldest storms of all time.
 
   Maguan had returned from his trip in the opposite condition, his skin burned by the cold.  He had stumbled into the cave two days earlier, barely alive, his sled full of meat.  By a sudden stroke of luck, the freak storm had ended soon after his encounter at the cairn.  If not, he would never have survived the return trip to Black Face.  Alaana, sunburn and all, had been waiting to greet him and rub salve onto his cheeks.
 
   “We don’t need the Old Agreement any more, not with the weapons,” said Aquppak.  “We don’t need you, Alaana.”
 
   “Foolishness,” shouted Kigiuna. “What about what happened out there?  Alaana saved our lives.”  He jerked his thumb toward the cave entrance.
 
   “Actually I didn’t see it that way at all,” returned Aquppak.  “Did you see that Nuralak?”
 
   The old man didn’t answer.
 
   “I saw only a freak storm,” said Aquppak, “and our shaman, helpless and weak, asleep by the fire.”
 
   “I told you,” said Maguan.  “Alaana came to me out on the tundra.  She put down the ice demons.”
 
   Aquppak chuckled slightly, shaking his head.  “You love your sister very well, Maguan.  But you are too modest.  If not for your bravery we would all be dead.  Whatever you think you saw out in the storm, whatever tricks the wind and the cold played on your senses, no one can say.”
 
   Maguan started to object but Aquppak cut him off.  “If Alaana has had any part in this, it was to bring the storm upon us!”
 
   Several of the men objected, including Kigiuna and Anaktuvik.  An argument broke out, fueled from both sides.
 
   Nuralak said, “Too many things have happened this year.  Too many things to simply accept.  Tugtutsiak’s death, and the whale hunt gone wrong.  It was Alaana who promised us a big fat agvisugruk, as I recall.  But we got nothing, except our headman cut in half.  Then the caribou hunt…” He shook his head.  “Not many, not enough.  And then the storm.  In all my years I’ve never seen a storm like that.  None of us have.  And Alaana unable to do anything about it.  The deaths at the camp, Asatsiak, Koonooyah, and my dear friend Massautsiaq.  Our camp ruined, our tents gone, no food but what little Maguan has brought back for us.”
 
   “Clearly, we can not depend on our shaman,” concluded Aquppak.  He raised the rifle once more.  “This is our answer.”
 
   “And the spirits?” asked Alaana.
 
   “Maybe I will shoot the spirits,” suggested Aquppak.  He cocked the gun and squinted as if taking aim, “if I ever see one.”  
 
   He was joined in laughter by Patloq and some of the others.  Alaana could think of nothing else to say.  She might proclaim her side of it louder and louder, but still they wouldn’t listen.  Such protestations would only make her look foolish, or raise further discord among the men.
 
   “And there’s another thing I’ve been thinking about,” said Aquppak.  “When McPearson brings back the weapons, we can make a raid on another band.  Take what we want.  The Tanaina aren’t far to the south.”
 
   One man objected, “I know some of them.  They’re my friends.”
 
   Another said, “My son-by-marriage lives among them.”
 
   “We won’t hurt him,” assured Aquppak.
 
   “What if they choose to fight?”
 
   Aquppak smiled.  “It will be easy — we’ll have the guns.”
 
   Maguan stepped forward.  He stood face to face with the headman.  “Raids?  Killing?  That’s not our way, not the Anatatook way.” 
 
   “That has been our shortcoming, Maguan, our weakness.  For as long as I can remember we’ve run from the Yupikut raiders like cowards.  That’s why we’ve starved and suffered through lean years.  I say never again.  Now we can take what we want.  This winter is going to be hard.  Should we just bear it?  Look at all that’s happened.  That storm wrecking all of our things, burying them.  Will we ever find them again?  With the guns we can take what they have.  Stock up on supplies for the winter.  Otherwise it will be lean times.  People will die.  Who will it be?  Your wife?  Your children?”
 
   These statements found a great deal of support. 
 
   Aquppak continued, nodding his head, “We can take their supplies, their women if we want too.  Iggy, you can finally get a wife.”  He waved a dismissive hand at Tooky and Tikiqaq.  “A proper wife.  Not one with a curse trailing after her and that horrible little thing that follows her around.  We’ll put that little witch out in the snow.”
 
   “Are we to become raiders like the Yupikut?” asked Iggy in disgust.
 
   “Yes,” answered Aquppak boldly.  “We’ve suffered their raids long enough.  Now it’s our turn.”
 
   “If we start raiding the other bands, the Yupikut will come after us,” said Anaktuvik.
 
   “Let them come,” said Aquppak.  “We’ll have the guns!  The Yupikut will fear us!  They’ll be the first to fall.  We’ll suffer them no more.  We will rule Nunatsiaq!”
 
   Alaana noted too much support for that position among the Anatatook’s hunter clans.  Times were changing under the hand of Aquppak and not for the better.
 
   Some others did not have much appetite for war.  Anaktuvik and Kigiuna refused go along.  Aquppak dismissed them.
 
   “Let them stay home,” said Aquppak.  “We don’t need their numbers if we have the weapons.  But we’ll remember their stance when it comes time to divide the spoils.  We’ll have enough men and guns without them.  We’ll take whatever we want!”
 
   Aquppak glanced toward the fire pit where the women were cutting up chunks of seal meat.  
 
   “The Tanaina are just to the south,” continued Aquppak.  “They have been spared the ravages of this storm.  Everyone seems to have been spared except for us.  Isn’t that right, Alaana?  
 
   Alaana smarted under the attack, but couldn’t deny it.  “It’s not our way,” was all she could say but that argument had already seemed to have lost the day. 
 
   “No choice!” said Aquppak.  “Our stores are too low.  We won’t last out the winter like this.”
 
   “I know where there is a whale trapped in ice,” said Maguan.  “A beluga, as long as this cave and twice as wide.  The whale will feed us all winter.”
 
   The men cheered uproariously.  Some began to chant Maguan’s name.
 
   “Not for me,” said Maguan.  “Not for me.  It was Talliituk who spotted the saugssat.  Talliituk got first harpoon.”
 
   A cheer for Talliituk. 
 
   “With all that whale meat and blubber we can shelter here for a while,” suggested Kigiuna, “Then, after the snow hardens, we can go to the bay and build snow houses again and hunt seal.  Like we’ve always done.” 
 
   All talk of weapons and raids was lost in the excitement of Maguan’s revelation.  The circle of men broke up; all were eager to make plans for the trip.  A whale caught in the ice was simply too good to pass up.
 
   “Show us the way, Maguan,” said Aquppak.  “We’ll settle the rest of this later.” 
 
   Aquppak turned away.  He took a moment to recount to himself the names of those who had supported him, and those who had not.  Ten guns.  He would see they were distributed exactly the way he wanted.  And then he would suffer no more arguments. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 41
 
    
 
   QUIXAARAGON
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alaana stepped outside of Black Face.  She didn’t like being stuck in the cave with that painting of the Tunrit sorcerer looking at her, staring, watching.  
 
   The effects of the future’s fire had left her weak and dizzy.  She had vomited up all of her food and quite a bit of blood over the past few days.  Old Higilak suggested she chew black claw root.  The bitter herb did make her feel stronger, but the dizziness persisted.
 
   The land rolled gently away from Black Face in a tumble of snow-covered rocks and scree leading down to the lip of a huge river basin.  She filled her lungs with the sweet air of Nunatsiaq.  Nothing was better than a good breath of cool air, that’s what she’d once told Old Manatook.  A nice brisk lungful, a sharp reminder that one was still alive and kicking, and everything felt all right.  But today it seemed not to help at all.
 
   The men had gone after the whale.  In no condition to travel, she stayed behind to watch over the women and children.  The children however, fell mostly under Old Higilak’s tender care.  She had stories enough to last them until they were old and gray.  By the time the men hauled the whale out of the river, the wind would have packed the snow hard enough to make iglus.  Then they would all go to the bay and struggle through the winter, as ever, waiting for the seal to come up.  She could see no harm in taking this whale, as it had been freely given.  Saugssat was probably the only way they would get a whale again, given the Whale-Man’s current disfavor toward Alaana.
 
   Their wrecked, snowed-over camp reminded her of the foreboding vision she had experienced while facing the ice demon for the first time.  At least the Anatatook had not wound up strewn across the snow in blood-red gobbets.  Her people were mostly alive and well, and stoically picking up the pieces.  At least there was that.
 
   How had things gone so wrong?  It seemed too easy to put the blame on Aquppak.  Tugtutsiak used to direct them only in ways that were best for the band, but Aquppak cared only for himself.  Aquppak, the one friend who had stood by Alaana when the other children ran away.  “One day,” young Aquppak had said, with a childish grin, “I’ll be the headman and you’ll be the shaman.  We’ll be in charge of everything.”  The two children had laughed and laughed, not realizing that when it finally came to it, they would come to cross purposes.  For Aquppak the man, it could not be both of them in power.  Now it had to be one or the other.  
 
   And matters would only get worse when the weapons arrived.  Half the band would go one way with guns in hand and face the wrath of the spirits.  The second half would go the other way and most likely starve.  Assuming, of course, there wasn’t a massacre first.  It was the shaman’s duty to keep the people unified.  Was there anything she could do or say to stop it?  Where had she gone so wrong?
 
   “That’s quite a mess you’ve made of everything, yourself included,” said a high-pitched but regal voice. 
 
   “Quixaaragon!”
 
   The creature of white light dipped its head majestically.  It hovered at eye-level a few paces away.  The dragon’s slender neck craned to bring the head, an elegant bird-like thing crowned with a ring of small horns, directly in line with the shaman.  Its leathern wings flapped playfully.
 
   “You remember me?” it asked.
 
   “Of course!”  Alaana’s heart leapt at seeing Old Manatook’s familiar again.
 
   “You were just a child then,” it said.  “And children tend to forget dreams when they grow up, especially dreams that aren’t their own.”
 
   “I thought I’d never see you again.  When Manatook died…”
 
   “I didn’t belong to him,” said Quixaaragon.  “We found each other in the dreamlands remember?  I was around long before that crusty old bear ever drew breath.”  The dragon’s golden eyes narrowed.  “The truth is I have always been drawn to you.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “I saw something in you, Alaana, something that goes all the way back to the beginning.”
 
   “That’s nonsense,” said Alaana.  “I’m just an ordinary woman, nothing more.”
 
   “You were an ordinary girl until someone put the light inside you.  And I think,” said Quixaaragon with a thoughtful quirk of its head, “maybe we have the same master.”
 
   “Old Manatook–”
 
   “Not Old Manatook!  No, it’s something a lot bigger than that.”
 
   “My secret patron?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But who is it?  What is it?”
 
   “I have no answer.  I am only a dream, a fragment of a dream wandering lost.  But the one who dreamt me is inside of you, my dear.  It’s his light that shines in you.  And so we are connected.”
 
   “But what are you?  Really?”
 
   The dragon waggled its wings dramatically, still keeping its place in mid-air.  “A dream.  A weapon.  A reflection.”
 
   “Of who?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I can’t remember.  A funny pair we make, two creatures of light both stumbling blind.”
 
   “Well, I’ve had just about enough of that,” said Alaana.  “I want answers.  Is there a plan?  Are you part of it?”
 
   “Part of it, or a wayward scrap fluttering in the breeze.”
 
   Alaana clenched her fists.  “He said I would put things right.  He said I would restore the balance. But I don’t know what it means.”
 
   Quixaaragon offered only a helpless sweep of wings.  “Neither do I.”
 
   The familiar settled on Alaana’s left shoulder, just like it had always done with her teacher.
 
   “You may not want to make your perch on my shoulder,” said Alaana.  “I’m not much of a shaman at all.”
 
   “You may be counted the least among them or the greatest.  Only time will tell.”
 
   “Why did you come here?  After all this time?”
 
   “If I am a weapon,” Quixaaragon said, “then I must find my target.  I have kept the watch for a long time.  I have perched on many shoulders.  I had almost given up looking.  Finally I went up to the Moon, where all the dead things go.  I was ready to give up, to surrender myself to the gentle breeze that blows up there, carrying abandoned dreams to the Outer Darkness.  And then I saw it!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The storm.”  The little dragon, still perched on Alaana’s shoulder, thrust its head in front of her face.  “Oh yes!  He’s a sneaky one, my enemy, very good at hiding.  But he could not hope to keep something like that from me.  I caught him out at last.”
 
   And now Alaana saw it too.  When she had used the Tunrit fire spell, she had sensed him.  “The Tunrit sorcerer?”
 
   “Yes.  Now he’s gone again.  Gone where I can’t see him.  But I know him now.  I am the weapon.  He is the target.”
 
   “You’re meant to kill him?”
 
   “I don’t know, but it feels like it’s the right thing to do.”
 
   “The sorcerer,” repeated Alaana.  The one she had released from the Ring of Stones.  But back then the sorcerer had seemed like just a shade, a weak and almost helpless echo of a spirit.  The thing she had sensed during the fire spell was something so much more, something extremely powerful and dangerous.  “So this is all my fault at last.”
 
   “Is it?” asked Quixaaragon. 
 
   “It is,” said Alaana.  “If you’re looking to do the right thing, then you may soon discover that I am your target and not him.  Here is the story: When Old Manatook was young he took Higilak to wife.  Her father killed a bear in an unjust manner and she was part of it.  When the ghost of that bear — Beluga Killer was his name — when that ghost came for her, Old Manatook protected the girl.  He moved one of the glaciers, trapping the vengeful spirit under a mountain of ice.  But it was the wrong thing to do. 
 
   “The glacier cut off the flow of warm water to the Ice Mountains where the white bears live, threatening their home.  Old Manatook’s teacher Balikqi, the shaman of the white bears, insisted that I make things right.  We cast a spell, a weave of Balikqi’s design, that pulled the mountain back into its original place.  The right thing to do, but it released the soul of Beluga Killer who had been trapped under the mountain.
 
   “When the demon bear came calling for its vengeance I also protected Higilak, for she is like a grandmother to me.  I called on spirits of Tunrit warriors from the past to settle the bear and prevent its vengeance.  That’s when I set the sorcerer’s soul loose in Nunatsiaq.  The wrong thing to do.  I made the same mistake as Old Manatook.  Higilak warned me there would come a reckoning, and now it has come.  And everyone suffers.”
 
   Quixaaragon clucked cheerfully, surprising Alaana.  “I can’t quite picture Old Manatook as such a romantic fool,” it said. 
 
   “That’s all you have to say?” asked Alaana in disbelief.
 
   “Come, Alaana.  Aren’t you a bit too quick to place all the blame on yourself?  You’re much changed from the carefree girl I used to know, that’s for certain.”
 
   “I still have my moments.”
 
   “Old Manatook protected the girl out of love, hardly the wrong thing to do.”
 
   “But vengeance–”
 
   “Hush!  And you protected Old Higilak out of love as well.  You’ve a good heart Alaana, and there’s no denying it.  Could you have done otherwise?  Could you really have turned your back on her?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then the story’s not over yet.  That’s all.  All that’s needed to set things right, it seems to me, is a weapon.  So stop kicking yourself in your own hindquarters and help me find the target.”
 
   When put that way it all seemed so simple.  Aquppak had laid the blame for everything on her shoulders and Alaana had been too quick to accept it.  Someone else had been arranging these misfortunes for them.  Seeking to destroy the Anatatook.  To destroy her.  But not directly.  The sorcerer had been hiding in the shadows, waging a war of shadows.
 
   “He can’t be that difficult to find,” said Alaana.
 
   “He hides,” said Quixaaragon, “very well.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Somewhere I can’t see.”
 
   “Somewhere no one can see,” replied Alaana, “unless you know where to look.  The hidden world.  The shadow lands.”
 
   “You could be right!” said Quixaaragon.  “A place I can’t get to on my own.  In case you haven’t noticed, I’m made entirely of light.”
 
   “But you could be concealed,” suggested Alaana.  “You could be carried.  And you do know the way?”
 
   Quixaaragon clucked again.  “The sorcerer thinks he’s safe there, protected from attack by the shamans.  Shamans have no connection to that realm because they cast no shadow there.  They are dead to it.  At his initiation, a shaman’s shadow dies so that his new light is unopposed by darkness.  His soul is strong and bright.  In order to work the will of the spirits he must clear his mind, he must put aside all disruptive thoughts.  This is the Way, is it not?”
 
   Alaana nodded.
 
   “But just as concerns and doubts prevent travel to the other spiritual realms, in order to get to the shadow world one must embrace them.  This is difficult for a shaman, for he risks losing his power.  Can you do that?”
 
   “That won’t be difficult,” said Alaana.  “I have despair enough.”  She was thinking of her lost Tama.
 
   “I can show you how,” said Quixaaragon, “but you can’t go like this.  Burned in spirit and battered in body.  Not yet.  You can’t face that sorcerer there like this.  You need some time to heal.”
 
   “Time,” said Alaana.  “Time is the enemy.”
 
   “We’ll get there.”
 
   Alaana smiled at the little dragon.  Her heart already felt lightened.  “Then I guess we’re in this together.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 42
 
    
 
   A POWERFUL NAME
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Footfalls stomping out of the north.
 
   Klah Kritlaq looked up from the prayer mat he was weaving.
 
   “What’s that sound?” asked his son Qilaq, seven winters old.
 
   “Sit still,” advised Klah Kritlaq. He peered over the outcropping of shale he’d been resting against.
 
   A lone man came striding toward the Tanaina camp.  He wore a coat of primeval skins, bulky furs ripped from some animal long extinct.  Where the furs parted in front, Kritlaq could make out a chest plate fashioned from rows of yellowed animal teeth strung tightly together.  Though he carried no weapon, there was an air of malice about him, evident in every move he made.  Each step he took was an assault upon the ground itself. 
 
   A warning cry rang out from the sentinel iglu at the edge of the settlement.  The Tanaina men erupted from the camp, rushing to meet the invader, but Klah Kritlaq held back, watching.
 
   This was no ordinary man.  The figure stood head and shoulders above even the tallest among the Tanaina.  As the stranger’s massive head swiveled, taking in every detail of the scene, Kritlaq recognized the huge forehead, the heavy brow and jaw, the deep set, smoldering eyes of a creature straight out of legend.  A Tunrit.  A living, breathing Tunrit.  How was that possible?
 
   “Let me see,” said Qilaq.
 
   “Stay down!” said Kritlaq.
 
   The intruder’s pale skin, blackened lips, and slack expression were all tinged with corruption.  Not truly alive, thought Kritlaq.  A corpse.  A dead man striding across the tundra.  Kritlaq stared in horror and disbelief.
 
   The Tanaina men surged forward to combat the threat.  A raft of spears launched as one.  The Tunrit swept his arm in a wide arc, knocking three or four away before they could pierce his flesh.  Two other spears, aiming for his neck, stopped in mid-flight and dropped to the ground as if they were stones.
 
   Halting a thrown spear in flight was a feat only a few shamans could accomplish.  One must bargain swiftly with the spirit in the wood shaft, asking it to stop flying on the instant.  Klah Kritlaq had never been able to achieve the special timing required, and neither had this Tunrit.  For the Tunrit had not asked.  Kritlaq had heard the shriek of the souls within the arrow shafts as they fell, commanded by a will stronger than their own.  This was sorcery.
 
   A sudden realization stabbed Kritlaq through the heart.  He was no match for this creature out of the past. 
 
   The battle had already begun.  The sorcerer swung one battered fist and three men went flying.  His other arm spoke the same and three more flew asunder.  He stretched out a clawed hand and two men flew into the air before him.  He had not even touched them.  They hung in the air slowly spinning, shrieking madly.
 
   Then the Tunrit sorcerer flayed them skin from bone.
 
   Klah Kritlaq knew then that he was going to die.  His main concern lay with his family.  There seemed no way to safeguard his wife or children, but he must try.  One thing was certain — he had no desire for his boy to witness what would happen next.
 
   “Qiloq!  Run!”  He pointed back toward the semi-circle of Tanaina iglus.  “Take your sister and get as far away as you can.  Go now!”
 
   Klah Kritlaq steadied himself.  His spirit guardian Niuqtuabruk, master of the mountain hawks, was always with him.  Somewhere up in the blue sky the great turgat awaited his call.  When the time came, Kritlaq would not be alone.  Such was the promise made to him by Niuqtuabruk when the great spirit had called upon him to become shaman for the Tanaina.  The promise would be kept.
 
    
 
   Having stripped their skins from the bodies, Vithrok let the two bloody carcasses fall.  The lifeless meat thumped into the snow.  The shredded skins fluttered away as threadbare rags.
 
   Vithrok grunted satisfaction.  There was a certain joy in this, in flexing muscles that had lain idle for centuries.  Existing for so long as a pure spirit he had forgotten the feel of physical combat.  The solid ground beneath one’s feet, the strength of arm and shoulder, coiling and uncoiling.  The smell of blood and the excrement of dying men, the screams of the wounded.  It all felt glorious to him.
 
   The rest of the Tanaina men, scattered across the snowy plain, looked upon him with dread and eye-popping terror.  They were afraid to get up.  He could crush them all in an instant.  But that was not what he had come here for.
 
   Suddenly the snow began to swirl a few paces in front of him, taking up an unnatural spiral in the air.  Vithrok could smell the shaman’s approach, for his angakua reeked of the Beforetime.  It was the scent of every animal that had ever lived or been imagined, the taste of every mouth-watering spice, of all-encompassing possibility and total freedom.  This was the thing Vithrok had come searching for, now conveniently delivered directly to him.
 
   Stepping out of the swirl, as if he had appeared from thin air, came a man.
 
   He was tall and thin, dressed in a red and black deerskin parka.  The shaman’s head moved sinuously back and forth in a nervous manner setting his hair, parted in the middle and braided on either side, swaying like a pair of black snakes.  Feathered amulets and metal tidbits littered the front of the parka.  The metal trinkets caught Vithrok’s eye, flashing brightly where they reflected the sunlight.
 
   The shaman was armed with a long staff whose tip bore only a set of feathered tassels.
 
   “I am Klah Kritlaq, of the Tanaina people,” said the shaman.
 
   “Such a petty trick,” said Vithrok, “for someone who bears such a powerful name.”
 
   The sorcerer raised his arms.  “You want to see snow move?  You’ll see it.”  Vithrok reached out his mind, concentrating his will, and two pillars of snow and ice flew twenty paces into the air behind him. 
 
   Kritlaq startled at the sight.  His men, still watching from the sidelines, gasped in unison.  The fountains of snow arched far overhead to fall harmlessly down again, but Kritlaq realized he could just as easily have been killed by them.  He imagined those pillars of snow directed at him as bludgeons.  He could politely ask the snow to turn aside, but his will was not nearly strong enough to oppose the sorcerer.
 
   Still, Kritlaq would not waste his chance.  He raised his staff high.
 
   “Niuqtuabruk!” he called.  “Lord of the mountain hawks, hear me.  Now is my time of greatest need.”
 
   Blue sparks flew from the feathered tassels. 
 
   Vithrok stood waiting, an amused little half-smile curling his blackened lips.
 
   “I call upon you, great spirit!” said Kritlaq.  “Bring down vengeance on this foul sorcerer who has slain my brothers.” 
 
   A lone squawk cut through the air.  And another.  And another.  A lacey shadow formed above them as the calls of the birds rose higher and higher.  The growing shadow resolved into a flock of hawks careening above.  The birds circled for a moment amid a tumultuous flapping of wings that sounded like the rush of white water rapids.  Then they came down in force, aiming straight for the lone Tunrit in a whirling mass of flashing talons and snapping beaks that would have meant the death of any man.
 
   Vithrok stood his ground.  He told the birds they wanted to burn.  The birds disagreed, of course.  They had no desire to burn.  But he made them.
 
   The first hawk burst into flame a finger’s breadth from the sorcerer’s face.  Then another and another.  Vithrok watched them explode in clusters of five or six, bursting into colored flame like the fireworks he used to create long ago in the Beforetime.  They blazed for an instant then fell to the ground, littering the plain in sizzling clumps of charred flesh and feather.
 
   When they were all gone Vithrok’s dead eyes turned toward Klah Kritlaq.
 
   “You destroy his creatures at your own peril, sorcerer,” said the shaman.  “I am not alone.  Niuqtuabruk comes!”
 
   The great spirit loomed above them.  It filled the entire sky, not with a physical form but with an ethereal presence whose outspread wings stretched to the horizon.  Niuqtuabruk gnashed invisible talons together and an incredible clashing sound rent the air.  Angered by the destruction of his favored creatures, the turgat let loose a tremendous screech that drove Klah Kritlaq to his knees, his hands clasped over his aching ears.
 
   Kritlaq felt heartened by a wellspring of emotion at the appearance of his guardian spirit.  If not confidence, he at least now had a glimmer of hope.  He wondered who served as the Tunrit sorcerer’s guardian spirit.  Maybe there was a chance for the Tanaina after all, for in his mind there was none greater than Niuqtuabruk, master of the mountain hawks.
 
   “Good,” said Vithrok.  “Let him come!”
 
   The Tunrit directed his gaze at the sky, where there had formed a gigantic round bird’s eye as large as the sun.  The yellowed eye moved fitfully as it regarded the scene below.
 
   Vithrok chuckled dryly.  Now he truly was enjoying himself.  “Come on, then!” he cried out.  His clawed hand, blackened and burned from where he had pulled down the sun itself, reached up to the sky as if to draw the great bird down.  “Come down!”
 
   The great eye blinked.
 
   “You know me, Niuqtuabruk.  I am Vithrok!  Vithrok, the bringer of the light.  Vithrok, also called Death-Bringer!”
 
   In the next moment Kritlaq lost all hope as Niuqtuabruk answered with a mad fluttering of thunderous wings.  In an instant the powerful turgat had fled the scene, leaving Kritlaq helpless.  His hopes dashed, Kritlaq realized that the sorcerer didn’t need a spirit guardian.  A bold creature of the Beforetime, he was practically a turgat himself.
 
   “Get up,” commanded Vithrok.  His deadly gaze now fell solely upon Kritlaq.
 
   Kritlaq stepped to his feet.  He reached behind him and with a single fluid motion drew and hurled a hunting knife.  The metal blade of the dagger, a gift from the white men who had settled a trading post to the south, glinted as it spun end over end.
 
   Vithrok reached out his mind in an attempt to stop the weapon’s flight but found, too late, that the metal blade did not have a soul.  Without a spirit with which to barter or command the dagger struck home, hitting Vithrok hard.  The knife’s shaft embedded halfway through his neck.  He stepped back.  The Tanaina men, who were still watching from a safe distance, gave up a cautious cheer.
 
   Vithrok pulled the knife from his neck.  There was no blood.  Vithrok’s blood had all frozen in his dead veins long ago.  He turned the knife over in his hand.  He had never seen such a device before.  In all the flights of fancy of the Beforetime no one had ever imagined such a thing as steel.  This thing had been fashioned by men, men foreign to this land but close enough at hand to have brought their influence here.  He would have to consider this new threat carefully.  If such men came in force to Nunatsiaq his great plan might be thwarted.
 
   The sorcerer tossed the knife aside.
 
   Kritlaq fought the urge to break and run.  He glanced at all his kinsmen standing at the sides of the fray.  His eyes met their frightened, sorrowful faces and his resolve began to melt away.  There was still one chance for him to save his people.  Perhaps a chance, if he were to die for them.
 
   He snapped his attention back to Vithrok and stood firm, his lips pursed, his back straight.
 
   “Now let’s see about that name,” said the Tunrit.  He gazed at the shaman with hooded eyes and Kritlaq could not even imagine what he saw. 
 
   “A very powerful name indeed,” concluded Vithrok.  “You’re a fool to wear it out in the open.  True names should always be kept secret, else they prove the shaman’s greatest weakness.”
 
   Kritlaq was suddenly held motionless, unable to struggle in the least little bit as the sorcerer stripped his soul bare.
 
   “I see,” said Vithrok.  “A young boy, poorly trained.  But of course — weak, insecure in your own mind you seek to impress everyone else with this name.  Well, I am impressed.”
 
   Vithrok extended his arms, his clawed fingertips pointing at Kritlaq.  “Klah Kritlaq!” he said.
 
   Kritlaq, held immobile, choked in silent torment.  Incredible pain sliced his body in a thousand pinpoints as the sorcerer drew the name out from his every pore.
 
   “You should have used a different name,” commented Vithrok.  “You should have kept this one hidden.”
 
   Kritlaq screamed as the name was finally torn away.
 
   “Ah, there it is,” said Vithrok.  A throbbing, blood-red mass oozed around his fingertips.
 
   Kritlaq fell to the snow, panting. 
 
   Vithrok took the name between his two hands, crushing it to a small ball of red electric fire.  He released it and the orb hovered near his left shoulder.
 
   Of course the Tanaina men could see nothing of this.  They saw only their shaman crumpled to the ground in pain.  The bravest among them said, “Kritlaq?”
 
   “No longer,” remarked Vithrok.
 
   Kritlaq, shaken to the core, tried to stand.
 
   Vithrok swung at him with a large stony fist, striking him full in the face.
 
   “You shamans have no idea what you have inside of you,” he said, launching a kick to Kritlaq’s stomach. “You’ve no idea what was lost,” he said, the heel of his mukluk crunching down on Kritlaq’s neck. 
 
   “But we’ll have it back.  I promise you.  I’ll put it all back.”
 
   The shaman’s neck snapped.  His last thought was for his wife and children. 
 
   As Vithrok tasted the soul, he smelled honeysuckle roses simmering in a field of blazing firegrass.  The Tunrit threw back his head and howled.  It was the sound of an animal long extinct.
 
   Then he walked away.
 
    
 
   “Here it is!” remarked Tikiqaq.  It shoveled snow eagerly away from the buried Moon mask.
 
   “Ah, good,” said Alaana.  She lifted the wooden mask and carried it to the side, to join the other masks and drums they had rescued from the remains of the collapsed karigi.
 
   The camp buzzed around her, if a group of people scrabbling about in the snow with not a single tent among them could be called a camp.  Only a few of their old possessions had been found, and Alaana hoped they had enough skins and runners for a few sleds at least.  There were so few dogs; the journey to the bay would be difficult.
 
   “Kritlaq!  Kritlaq!”  The tupilaq abandoned its search, and began spinning madly around.
 
   “Stop it,” said Alaana. “I told you to forget about Kritlaq.”
 
   “Kritlaq dead!” said the tupilaq. 
 
   “Leave it.”
 
   “I hear him scream.”  Tiki fluttered helplessly around the ruined tent. 
 
   “Wait a moment Alaana,” said Quixaaragon.  “This little dead thing is linked to Klah Kritlaq.  But why Kritlaq?”
 
   Alaana paused, somewhat embarrassed to admit this to Quixaaragon.  He seemed such a noble creature who would surely look down upon acts of petty vengeance.  “Yes, well, I created it for the purpose of killing Klah Kritlaq.  It was a mistake--”
 
   “But Old Manatook killed Kritlaq,” said Quixaaragon.  “I saw him do it.”
 
   “The name passed to another shaman,” explained Alaana.
 
   “Of course.  Among the Tainana.  I remember.  I learned of this while on the Moon.”
 
   Tiki plopped to the ground.  The seal mouth said, “I hear him scream!  He scream!”
 
   It rolled over and raised its ratty head.  The raven’s beak squawked, “Dead, he’s dead.  Dead.”  
 
   “Settle down, Tiki,” said Alaana.  “What happened?  Can you tell?”
 
   The tupilaq shook itself, like a seal just come out of water.   The raven’s beak spoke more calmly.  “Old, very old.  Tunrit.”
 
   “The Tunrit are all dead, long dead,” said Alaana. “You’re not making any sense.”
 
   “He might be making perfect sense,” mused Quixaaragon.  “The sorcerer is a Tunrit.”
 
   The tupilaq became excited again.  “Tunrit!  Tunrit!  Vithrok!”
 
   “Vithrok?” repeated Alaana. “I’ve heard that word before.”  
 
   “It’s important,” said Quixaaragon.  “Important that you remember.”
 
   “It was a long time ago,” said Alaana.  “Soon after I was called to be the shaman.  Old Manatook had convinced a stone to show its memories to me.  It seemed as if we were traveling back into the past, but it was just the long memories of the stone.  It remembered the Tunrit and their struggles in the forever dark.  And then it showed me the Beforetime.  Just a quick flash, but I’ll never forget it.  And there was this word Vithrok.  I didn’t know what it could possibly mean but it frightened me.  Why should I hear that word?”
 
   Quixaaragon shook its delicate head.  
 
   “Do you know what it means?” asked Alaana.
 
   “Yes.  The Tunrit left this world ages past.  Their language is dead and gone.  But I am older even than that.”
 
   “So tell me!”
 
   “The truth,” said Quixaaragon, “It means ‘The Truth.’  Do you think it could be the sorcerer’s true name?”
 
   “You tell me.  You ask a lot of questions.  When you used to perch on Old Manatook’s shoulder you acted as if you knew all the answers.”
 
   “Oh, that was all a show for Manatook.  I wasn’t going to let that crusty old shaman get the better of me.  But with you it’s different.  I don’t need pretense and illusion.  So I ask again, do you think it’s his true name?”
 
   “I think it’s a weapon,” said Alaana.  “Another weapon.  Just like you.  Don’t you see?  There is a plan!  This proves it.  The name was given to me, and we’ll use it against him.”
 
   “Don’t be so certain,” remarked the familiar.  “The Truth.  That’s a powerful name indeed.” 
 
   “Is it?” 
 
   “I’m afraid so.”
 
   “Kritlaq is dead,” said Tiki sadly.
 
   “Yes he’s dead,” said Alaana.  “Now you can finally get the idea of killing him out of your head I hope.  I’ll give you a new mission instead of killing Kritlaq.  If you get the chance, Tikiqaq, I want you to avenge him.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 43
 
    
 
   SHADOW OF THE PAST
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The voices from the other side were silenced in the dark, leaving Ben finally able to think. Their ranting had become maddening during the day, calling to him, pleading, begging.  Only at night did he find some respite from the wails of his family and friends on the other side.  In the dark he returned to his ordinary life, an entirely different life.
 
   But rather than reassure him, the quiet of night was an ominous quiet.  The shadows were silenced, but they were not at peace.  What dreadful thing happened to them in the night, he still didn’t know.
 
   Earlier that day the dome of their too-soft iglu had fallen in, and Alaana stretched an old walrus skin across the top, forming a quagmoq.  The structure was cold and wet, but it would last them through the final night before their journey to the bay.  Kinak and Noona huddled close, both fast asleep.  Ben lay propped up on one elbow, applying a soothing balm to the cracks in Alaana’s face while she dozed.  The smell of the poultice reminded him of the first time he had seen her, when they were both prisoners in the Yupikut camp.  A young woman, not much more than a girl, she had been beaten and tortured by the raiders.  He had applied the same balm to her raw back.  They had just met, had not even exchanged a civil word yet.  He couldn’t have guessed then that so many years later would find them married with three children. 
 
   He traced the raw, red line with his finger, rubbing the poultice in.  Alaana groaned softly, opened her eyes.
 
   “Does it hurt?” he asked.
 
   “Less than before,” she answered and tried to smile.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said sadly.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I haven’t been much of a husband to you lately.”
 
   “It’s my fault,” she said.
 
   “No it isn’t.  Alaana, everything isn’t your fault.”  He laid the palm of his hand gently against her ravaged cheek.
 
   Alaana grunted softly.  She had begun to suspect that he was right.  A malicious intelligence was at the heart of all their troubles.  The sorcerer.  Did he have something to do with Tama’s disappearance, she wondered.  She didn’t dare mention the sorcerer to Ben.
 
   Ben had such a powerful distaste for the spirit world.  Alaana bitterly remembered how such fears had driven her first love Mikisork from her.  With Ben she had adopted an unspoken rule as the basis of their marriage.  She served out her duties as shaman but did not speak much of it.  Ben was only interested in a normal life with his wife and children and she was determined to give that to him.  A normal life was all she had ever wanted too.  But now it was all being stripped away, piece by piece.  How much more would she have to sacrifice?
 
   Her duty and obligation had always driven an unhealthy wedge between them.  A weakness the sorcerer might seek to exploit?  She didn’t know. There was so much about Vithrok she didn’t understand.
 
   One thing was for certain.  Even now she must keep her suspicions about the sorcerer from her husband.  As the shaman, Alaana did what she had to do, but she didn’t have to tell him about it.  She would let him go if he wanted, but damned if she was going to drive him away.
 
   “We have to put this behind us,” said Ben.  “Right now.  I don’t blame you for Tama’s death — you know that.  I don’t even blame Tooky or poor old Tugtutsiak.  People do stupid things.  Things happen.  We’ve seen family and friends die by accident enough times.  That’s all it was, an accident.”  He sniffled once, but no tears dropped from his eyes.  Ben didn’t ever let anyone see him cry.
 
   He continued, “And I want you to know, now, that I don’t blame you for what happened to her spirit.  I just couldn’t stand the thought of her out there lost and alone.  I still can’t.  But it’s not your fault.” 
 
   “I will find her,” she insisted.  “I know I will.”
 
   “I wish I could believe that.”
 
   “Believe it.  It was promised to me.”
 
   “By who?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, with a sadly ironic chuckle.  “I really don’t know.”
 
   Oh, Alaana, thought Ben.  She tries so hard but she’s dealing with forces that no one can understand nor reasonably confront.  She didn’t want him to know about the terrible things she had to face as shaman and all the dangers her position held.  But as her husband he must never doubt her.  He did not doubt her quiet strength.  He did not doubt her devotion to her people.  He did not ever doubt his unfaltering love for her.
 
   And then there were the shadows.  He wanted to tell her about the shadows, about everything, but she would ruin it all.  Ben felt selfish keeping Tama all to himself but the Light-Bringer had told him that a shaman must never traverse the shadow lands.  In that world, a shaman’s light would burn anyone they touched.  Alaana would rush to Tama’s side and everything would be ruined.  Look at her, he thought, already ruined.  She’s so weak.  She would rush off on some astral flight, killing herself and their daughter in the process.
 
   The voices of the shadows took on an even more frantic tone when Alaana was near.  Frightened, they sought to drive Ben away from his wife.  No, his life among the shadows must be kept apart.  For now.  Just until he found out the truth about Tama.  Then he would straighten everything out.
 
   Alaana laid her hand atop Ben’s as he caressed the line of her jaw.  “Wherever she is, I will find her.  And I will see her to rest.  I promise.”
 
   He looked at her, so broken and weak, and smiled.  He nodded his head, and lied to her.  “I do believe it.”
 
   Alaana’s eyes closed.  In better days she would have recognized his deception easily.  But now she was so diminished. 
 
   “Can you see me,” he asked, “the way you used to?  Can you look upon my soul-light and see what I feel?”
 
   “Not anymore,” she returned.  “Maybe that talent was just a gift of youth.  I guess I’m not as young as I used to be.  And right now I…can’t…” 
 
   He knew what she meant.  She didn’t have the strength to try. 
 
   “Then let me tell you how I feel,” he said.  “I love you, like no woman I have ever known.”
 
   Ben glanced at Noona beside her, wondering if their daughter might still be awake and listening.  But the girl was asleep, or at least she knew enough to keep her face turned away.
 
   Alaana drifted back to sleep.  She looked as if she was nearly dead.
 
   “Tomorrow,” he said, “you must try to get some food down.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 44
 
    
 
   BALIKQI
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The stars shone bleakly down from the night sky.
 
   Vithrok regarded them with a suspicious eye.  He remembered how they used to look long ago when the Tunrit first rose from the mud of this world.  And now they were different.  The old stars and constellations were still there.  The Never Moves was greatest among them, shining directly above.  But now in the forefront blazed a multitude of what he considered to be newer stars.  They were larger, brighter.  They twinkled in a way that seemed to mock him.
 
   Yes, he thought, I know what you are.  I know.
 
   Out of reach, so far out of reach.  What would it take to pull one of them down, he wondered?  Now, he realized, his plan hinged upon it.  So he would succeed.  If he had to rip the sky apart as he had done before, he would do it.  But there was perhaps an easier way.
 
   He stood in the center of the great unfinished citadel of the Tunrit.  Around him, carved from the black volcanic rock at the roof of the world, rose a circular rotunda inlaid with a ring of heavy columns meant to support Kidan’s great dome.  The Tunrit, who had once possessed all the time in the world, had never managed to finish it.  And that was his fault.  That was his shame.  They had died, one by one, withered by age.  The sun had done away with them, had dimmed their sight, turning their hair white and their strong limbs to ash.  The sun and the scourge it had brought with it from the other side of the sky.  The scourge that was Time.  His mistake. 
 
   “I am sorry, my brothers,” Vithrok said as if the other Tunrit were casually standing beside him.  If only they were here, he thought.  Oogloon and faithful Tugto and even Tulunigraq.  This work would be so much easier to bear if he were not left entirely alone here.  Alone, within the soulless stone.  Trapped.  His imagination running wild, dreaming up one nightmare after another.  Alone.  Totally alone.
 
   No, that wasn’t true.  He was not dead.  Dead.  Not dead.  This was real.  This world of snow and ice and petty little creatures that called themselves men.  And women, he thought with revulsion, who were even weaker than the men.  This world was reality, this his purgatory for the sins of pride and ambition.  But he would set things right again.  He had already begun collecting the pieces, the little bits of the Beforetime that were the souls of the shamans of Nunatsiaq.  That part was easy.  He would put it all back together again, just as soon as he had stopped Time.
 
   He inhaled slowly, deeply.  His body, dead as it was, had no real need of breath but he found the motion soothing. 
 
   He turned back to the citadel of black stone.  Now, he could do in a few moments what the Tunrit could not have done in ages of sweat and strain.  The black stone of this place contained a spirit as well.  It was a vast sleeping giant. 
 
   “Wake up,” he growled in the secret language.  The dark rock of the citadel, nestled under the ice and snow where it had never felt the sun, shuddered. 
 
   “Up!” he commanded.  “Up!  Up!”  Vithrok exerted an incredible amount of pressure, enough to reshape the rock itself.  It didn’t want to take on another form; it was satisfied slumbering as it was, snuggled down close in the bed of the world — but he commanded it to rise up, to stretch and flow, to arch above the columns as Kidan had intended.  He would brook no resistance.  The earth shrieked with the effort and Vithrok groaned along with it.  He took hold of the spirit of the rock, just as surely as he had manipulated the spirit within that first lemming out on the tundra, or Tulunigraq’s resisting angakua.  He took hold of it, and he commanded the mountain to change its shape, to take on every detail and filigree as Kidan had described to the Tunrit in painstaking detail on those long, cold nights after the Rift.
 
   The rock flowed over his head in a liquid tide, completing the dome.  He left nothing out.  Interlocking pilasters crawled up along the inner surface, thinning from thick, brutish limbs down to delicate twisted threads as they rose higher and higher.  The intricate pattern spread across the gentle curves of the structure in an elaborate and beautiful design. 
 
   The strain was incredible, but when it was done Vithrok drew in a deep, satisfied breath.  It had felt good.  The dome was complete with only one circular opening at the top, a small oculus that allowed a glimpse of the starry sky.
 
    
 
   Cold.  Cold, cold, cold.
 
   Of all the world, winter came first to the pole.  The sun had gone from this place and would not appear again for half the year.  The great prying eye had fled, the mark of his disgrace chased away to the other side of the world.  Good.  Darkness now was his friend.
 
   The Tunrit citadel lay so far north that it would never be found.  Not by the wandering bands of Nunatsiaq, not by the Anatatook, not by the roving raiders, not even by the white men.  Not even by the little shaman, if she still possessed strength enough to seek it out.  No, thought Vithrok, Alaana would trouble him no more.  The end was near for the little shaman.
 
   Vithrok stood outside the citadel, once again examining the starry sky.  The new stars hung on the dome of the night like bloated leeches stuck to the underside of a great whale.  Which one of them was the one he sought?  Which one of them, of these dead shamans in the sky, knew the secret?  Time to find out.
 
   He turned toward the citadel.  Beside the newly fashioned gate of black onyx stood two of his watch dogs.  He had found their bones unearthed in the permafrost gouged up by Narssuk’s storm.  And within the bones of the great animals a remnant of their souls still remained.  He had sparked those souls and clothed the bones again in flesh, restoring the prehistoric beasts to their huge natural proportions.  Each of the maguruq stood twenty paces high, sporting thick scaly hides frilled by patches of thorny fur. 
 
   On each side of the gate, the beasts snorted and shuffled their pointed, cloven hooves.  One snapped a long vicious snout full of monstrous teeth as Vithrok passed.  A pair of short tusks curled from the lower jaws and matching horns spiked from the upper.  Vithrok snarled back, and the creature dipped its head.  Though their brains were small and easy to control, they were kin to him in many ways.  Their long captivity in the ice paralleled his own imprisonment within the soulless catchstone.  Time had played its cruel tricks on them too, the spinning years had taken away all of their brethren, leaving them the last of their kind.  They did not belong here.  Like him also, they had lost none of their ferocity. 
 
   “If anybody comes,” he told them, “you may destroy them.  But not the bear.”  He wagged a thin, blackened finger at them.  “Not the bear.”
 
   Primitive brutish minds, they understood Vithrok’s will if not his words.  The beasts rocked top-heavy shoulders from side to side.  One of them let loose its distinctive howl.
 
   Vithrok strode quickly through the cyclopean halls of the citadel, his dull footfalls the only sound in the empty palace.
 
   In the center of the rotunda, directly below the small circular opening at the top of the dome, the spirit of Beluga Killer was strung up.  It floated in the air, held tight by Vithrok’s force of will. 
 
   For the bear’s ghost, being held immobile was incredible torture.  It was driven to a fitful rage.  It strained and seethed against invisible bonds, trying to break free with all its might.  Vithrok held it clamped firmly within his grasp.
 
   “Do you know what a lever is?” he asked the bear.  “I don’t suppose you do.  My brother Kidan invented levers a long, long time ago.  He invented many things.  Wonderful things, now forgotten.”  Vithrok strove to illustrate by passing an expansive gesture around the interior of the citadel.  A soul lost in torment, Beluga Killer did not notice.
 
   “Your father — Balikqi is it? — he invented something like a lever as well.  A powerful spell.  I have need of it.”  Vithrok pursed his blackened lips and nodded slowly.  “I will use it to put things right.”
 
   Vithrok regarded the ghost of the gigantic bear.  He knew its story, having ripped the details directly from its soul.  The way it had been slaughtered unfairly by the people of Nunatsiaq, killed by trickery without the consent of the spirits.  It had been butchered, out on the ice.
 
   Vithrok moved his forefinger slowly in the air.  The spirit of Beluga Killer howled in pain and rage as a slash appeared across its wrist.  The gash continued up along the length of the forepaw, parting the ghostly fur in a long red line.  The white bear roared, thrashing its head fitfully.  Not again!  It would not suffer this indignity again. 
 
   “Do you know the method?” asked Vithrok.  “Your father Balikqi knew.  A shaman among the white bears, wasn’t he?”
 
   Beluga Killer redoubled its efforts to break free, but remained held in place by Vithrok’s unbreakable determination.  Vithrok continued butchering the bear’s ghost in the exact manner that the men used for skinning a kill. 
 
   “Your father Balikqi.  He was determined to release your soul from its prison of ice and stone under the mountain.”
 
   Vithrok cut a deep rut across the bear’s collar line.  Beluga Killer spit and growled in its torment.
 
   “Balikqi,” continued the sorcerer, “spun a web in the air.  And using the weight of the Moon he was able to move the ice mountain back.  A lever, it was, written large across the sky.  So I ask you again, little bear.  Do you know the method?”
 
   The dissection of the spirit-bear had reached the middle of its heaving chest.  The knife of Vithrok’s desire edged just under its skin.  The helpless ghost turned its fierce gaze upon its tormentor.  Its eyes, set far back along the snout, blazed pure mindless ferocity.  And something else.  A plea for mercy. 
 
   “Unfortunately not,” said Vithrok.  He glanced up at the night sky as visible through the oculus.  “But this is getting us nowhere.  I need you to scream louder.”
 
   He split the chest wall, reached inside, pulled something out and twisted it.  He had hold of Beluga Killer’s memories of life among the bears of the ice mountain.  Of his family and friends, of his mate and his cubs, of his dear father Balikqi.  Vithrok twisted and squeezed, and the memories stretched and distorted, turning to mindless babble.  Beluga Killer let out a peal of animal pain.  For what else does a ghost have, aside from its memories?
 
   “That’s right.  That’s the way it has to be.”
 
   He twisted again.  Between his spirit-fingers he ground the precious memories into paste.  Beluga Killer’s screams shook the citadel, rattling the massive stony pillars of the rotunda.  
 
   “Scream louder!” shouted Vithrok.
 
   But it was already enough.  The oculus of the rotunda filled with an ethereal light.  The white glow, contained by an innumerable myriad of tiny sparks, swept into the citadel like a swarm of bats.  As the river of light streamed through the dome, Vithrok heard a sound like a musical chime.  Particles of Beforetime dust, a million tiny stars, flowed down, then coalesced onto a resplendent figure — the pure angakua of Balikqi, the polar bear shaman. 
 
   Balikqi, who had once appeared to Alaana as an old, venerable polar bear grown thick in the middle with patchy and yellowed fur, now took the form of a young, robust white bear in his prime, for that was the way he envisioned his spirit.  Balikqi possessed no physical body, just a spirit-form constructed of light and will.  Nonetheless he reared up, standing as tall as the Tunrit sorcerer.  Without hesitation he slashed a clawed paw through the air.  “Let my son go,” he said, using the secret language of the shamans. 
 
   “Gone,” said Vithrok.
 
   His blackened hand snapped closed, snuffing out the soul of Beluga Killer.  Vithrok sucked in a tiny gasp, his blackened lips hanging open for just an instant.  The bear’s soul was still potent.  Invigorating.  A tasty snack.
 
   Balikqi’s heart skipped a beat.  Just like that.  The soul of a once-mighty spirit destroyed with brutal finality.  Irrevocably gone, simply consumed.  Balikqi reeled with the shock of it.  He had never witnessed such an act of depravity, such an abuse of raw power.
 
   “Borghanu!” he exclaimed, using his son’s birth name.  “No!”
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Vithrok calmly.  “You’ll take his place.”
 
   The Tunrit’s eye, nestled deep beneath the prodigious brow, never left Baliqki.  His oversized head tilted slightly, offering a thoughtful and confident lift of rotted eyebrows.
 
   Balikqi, realizing some of the trouble he’d fallen into, cast a fleeting glance at the sky.
 
   “Do you think I walk alone?” the bear said.  “Tornarssuk, master of the bears, is always with me!”
 
   “Too late,” Vithrok crowed.  He held one crooked, charred hand in the air, palm downward.  He swept it in a high arc that outlined the citadel’s dome. 
 
   Balikqi was assaulted by a thousand conflicting sensations at once — a jolt of emerald vomit, ruby claws rattling, onyx teeth flowing like water, an endless pool of blood screeching, screaming, squealing.  A fiery explosion of butterflies in flight and in the spaces between swam clattering, clinking, clanging, tinkling fish.  Polliwogs and tadpoles in indigo and violet.  A midnight owl giggling with echoes upon echoes to make a symphony of sweet song.  A coat of kittens glazed in azure and chromium tones.  Smoke, tumor, bone, musk ox and mushroom, a dream of narwhals reciting exquisite poetry both hideous and foolish and bitter luminous. 
 
   The entire dome of the citadel was cloaked in a blanket of pure Beforetime.  A white noise that shut out all else except for the mind-blowing realization that anything was possible.  Anything.  Everything.  All at once. 
 
   “Too late,” said Vithrok again.  “The Beforetime, in pieces I have collected from across Nunatsiaq.”
 
   Balikqi reeled backward.  He struggled to regain his wits amid a riot of sheer madness.  
 
   His connection to Tornarssuk, his guardian spirit, was broken.  He glanced again at the dome of the citadel and its kaleidoscopic flashes of colorful light, he heard again the shriek and caw of every bird in unison, tasted raw meat and fresh blood and berries and smelled wildflowers in bloom and a hundred other scents for which he did not even have a name. 
 
   He must re-establish the connection.  He reached out for the sky but drew his paw quickly away, burned by liquid quicksilver.
 
   “No one can help you,” said Vithrok.  “No one can know you are here, cut off from your guardian and your friends.”  He gestured toward the coruscating dome.  “No one can see through that.”
 
   Balikqi shook his narrow head, his upper lip curled to bare yellowed fangs.  Down on all fours, he circled slowly around. 
 
   “Then I shall fight as I am,” he roared.  “With strong tooth and merciless claw.  If that is all I have, so be it.  It will be enough!”
 
   The bear charged.  He came straight at the Tunrit, a white juggernaut with deadly intent.  He swung a massive paw for the sorcerer’s head. 
 
   Vithrok stepped aside to avoid Balikqi’s attack.  As he dodged effortlessly around to the side he bashed the passing bear across the back of the neck, sending him crashing to the far wall of the citadel.  As pure spirit, Balikqi didn’t feel the physical force of the blow, but the psychic energy behind it was enough to nearly knock him senseless.
 
   The spirit-bear spun around and launched himself again at his foe.  He snapped his tremendous jaw at the Tunrit but missed his mark.  Vithrok had confidently anticipated the attack and slipped under it.  He struck back with a spike of hot fire that passed through Balikqi’s chest.  The pain was incredible, but the bear did not relent.
 
   “Awarrrrrgh!” he roared.
 
   Snarling with rage, he came at the sorcerer again, both paws slashing with a whirlwind of raking claws.  He bounced back as if he had hit a solid wall.  Knocked into the air, he remained there, fixed in place, his four legs splayed out in all directions.  He could not move.
 
   “You are mine now,” said Vithrok.
 
   Balikqi strained at his invisible bonds.  But it was no use.
 
   “I want the spell, the web in the sky,” said Vithrok.  “The lever with which you moved the mountain.”
 
   “Never!” said Balikqi. 
 
   Vithrok shook his head in disgust.  “Listen to me,” he said calmly.  “You will.  If I have to turn you inside out, you will.” 
 
   Balikqi closed his eyes.  For the first time in a very long time, his great heart knew fear.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 45
 
    
 
   HEART OF DARKNESS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   In the shadow world, the creatures of night whisper a secret call.  A final warning.  The murmur, carried on a gentle breeze, is lost among the terrifying cacophony of background noises — the endless laments and ruminations of the shadows.  The darkness is complete.  The sky holds not even a glimpse of a star.  
 
   Ben shivered.  He could never get used to it.  The dark, the cold, the hunger.  The only thing of value in this place were the valiant hearts of its long-suffering people. 
 
   His family sat outside their smoke iglu.  Outside or inside, it didn’t seem to matter at all.  With no lamp to burn, it was as desolate and gloomy inside the iglu as out upon the ocean’s frozen shore.  What protection could those walls give, when they weren’t made of solid ice but thin rinds of black smoke?  It was as cold as the icy heart of the storm.
 
   He reached for the braid of Noona’s hair, but no sooner did he fold it upon itself, the strands began to drift apart.  His own hand had a texture quite different from that of the other shadows.  He appeared solid, not truly a shadow, covered by something that had once been living skin now shriveled and burned black.
 
   “I’m hungry,” complained Tama. 
 
   “I know,” he replied.  “My poor little lost shadow.  There will be something to eat soon.” It was, as always, an unconvincing performance.
 
   Ben took up the braiding again, looping the winnowy strands of smoke slowly over and over with a ridiculous determination.
 
   Noona pulled away from her father, shaking her smoky hair loose, her fingers busily playing at the string dance.  She was quite accomplished at the game.  Ben wondered how she could work the smoky strings so well, but in her hands they hardly seemed insubstantial at all.  The young girl gazed intently at the shape she’d just made.  A weird light shimmered in her eyes.  She can see, thought Ben.  See what?  The other side?
 
   Ben found it hard to think clearly about the Anatatook of the real world, the physical world.  The other side seemed so far away.  Even now he heard echoes of their voices in the distance — talking, chatting, making ready for the trip to the bay.  He heard Old Higilak telling a story to the children to pass the time.  He realized he must soon go back.  They must already be looking for him.  The Anatatook would pass their winter at the ocean; but where, he wondered, where did these people go when the long dark night came over the world?
 
   He heard a fragment of a sentence in Alaana’s voice.  It sounded so strange.  Here in the shadow world it was almost impossible to think about Alaana at all.  She was dead and gone, a victim of the fever as a child.  Old Higilak, in her faltering and uneven way, had told Ben the story.  
 
   He wrapped his arms around Tama in a heartfelt embrace.  It was hard to hold the girl, her shoulders as insubstantial as mist, but the hug brought forth a good feeling just the same.  Tama murmured contentedly.  And Ben felt that this was right.  
 
   His wife sat down beside them.  Marriage to Agruta still seemed awkward; for many years Ben had known her only as Itoriksak’s wife.  
 
   Agruta sighed, a sound of frustration, a clenched fist.  So restless and moody, she would not stop fidgeting.  Ben wished she could relax.  He reached over and brushed a stray lock of hair from her face.
 
   “Don’t do that,” she said.  “You aren’t my Ben.  Do you think I don’t know?”
 
   Ben withdrew his hand.  “I didn’t mean…”
 
   “Didn’t mean what?”
 
   Ben stared at the vague outlines of her face.  Sometimes it was all too much.  What did they want from him?  “Your Ben,” he said, “What happened to him?”
 
   “Taken away.  I don’t know where.  I don’t know who could have taken him.  It happened during the night.”
 
   “The night?” said Ben.  He thought of the vast emptiness he had encountered during his visit to the shadow world at night.  He had found nothing and no one.  Except the Light-Bringer.
 
   “He can’t be dead because you are here,” she continued.  “So I know he is being kept from me.  Taken away, but I will find him.”
 
   Noona sobbed.  And Ben realized what she must have been doing.  Looking for her real father with the string game.
 
   “But there is a reason,” said Old Higilak.  Ben had forgotten the old woman was with them.  It was too dark to see, but her voice sounded close at hand.  “A plan at work.  Taken for a reason, that’s what I think, so that you might come among us, Ben.  So that you might be here to save us.”
 
   He didn’t like to think the shadow Ben was being held somewhere — a prisoner? — so that he might take his place.
 
   “I can’t,” said Ben.  “I can’t do anything.  I just wanted to be with my daughter.”
 
   “The girl is the link,” whispered Higilak.  “That’s the way He wants it.”
 
   “Who?” Ben asked.  He didn’t like the sound of that.  The Light-Bringer?  Who else could she be talking about in such reverential tones? 
 
   “Here comes Aquppak,” she said.  “Why don’t you ask him?”
 
   In the physical world Alaana had refused a proposal from Aquppak in favor of Ben.  She had found Aquppak too aggressive, too manipulative.  When he tried to take her by force, she’d cut him with a blade.  But the shadow Aquppak was not like that at all.  This Aquppak was a noble figure among the shadows, a true leader of the people as he was meant to be. 
 
   There were no shamans here.  No one to speak for these people or protect them.  But Aquppak did his best; he promised them something better, never letting any of them give up hope.
 
   Ben stood to meet him.
 
   “These damn lice,” said Aquppak, raking smoky fingers through his hair, which was made of smoke, for lice which were made of shadow.  
 
   “They itch!” said Aquppak, “but you can’t pick them away.”
 
   Ben had never heard him complain before. 
 
   “They itch and itch,” said Aquppak.  “I don’t mind the hunger.  I don’t mind the cold.  I’ve become a friend to darkness.  But that itch!  Don’t you feel it?”
 
   “The lice?  Yes.”
 
   “No.  Not the lice,” said Aquppak sadly.  “The yearning to be free.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Ben said.  “I am free.  We… we are free.”  For a moment he wasn’t sure what he meant by that.  It sounded like another person talking, someone who didn’t understand, someone who didn’t belong.  Because in this place there was no freedom.  No light, no warmth, food that didn’t satisfy, not even worth eating.  The hunger.  He felt that.  Oh, yes he felt that.  And that was what Aquppak was talking about.  Emptiness and longing.  “Yes,” he said, “I feel it too.”
 
   “The other men wanted to kill you,” Aquppak said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “When you first came.  The old woman spoke for you.  She explained it to them.  She told them.”
 
   “They were confused,” explained Higilak.  “They can see that you aren’t a shade, that you are a living man’s soul out of place here.  That made them suspicious.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say.  I…” 
 
   “You don’t have to say anything,” offered Higilak. 
 
   “It made them suspicious,” continued Aquppak, “but to me it gave hope.  And I told them, if a living soul could traverse the shadow world, isn’t it possible for a shadow to go the other way?  For the shadows to travel to the real world and at last take our place in the light?”
 
   Ben had not thought of that.  He’d been so preoccupied with his lost daughter.  He had not thought of that. 
 
   “Don’t you see?” said Aquppak.  “You come from the other side.  You can cross the shadows.  You can get us across.”
 
   “I don’t know.  I don’t think so.  I don’t even know what I’m doing, I just think of Tama and that’s how I cross.”
 
   “It’s not a far journey,” said Aquppak.
 
   “No, it’s not.  It’s just around the corner.”
 
   “I know,” said Aquppak.  “When the night comes, when we suffer, I can hear his heartbeat.  On the other side.  I hear it.”
 
   He turned to face Ben.  There was a glint in his eye, the first sparkle Ben had seen since coming to this forsaken place. 
 
   “I hear it singing in the night,” Aquppak continued.  “Thump thump, thump thump.  It’s the heartbeat of the other one, the living one.  It’s my heartbeat.  Thump, thump.  On the other side.”
 
   He pressed his hand against his smoky shirt.  “There’s nothing here,” he said.  “There’s nothing here.  But on the other side!  I know, because I hear it.  Every night.  It speaks to me of food, of warmth, of love.”
 
   Aquppak turned his gaze around the camp.  There was nothing to see.  “There can’t there be love here,” he said.  “There can’t be joy.  We are just shadows.”
 
   “Is that what you want for your daughter?” asked Higilak.
 
   “Of course not,” returned Ben. “I don’t want that for anyone.”
 
   “We just want to walk in the real world,” continued Aquppak, and it was difficult not to feel his enthusiasm.  He wasn’t lamenting the things they didn’t have, he was speaking with promise of that which they would soon obtain.  “To feel the warmth of sunlight on skin, to enjoy the contentment of a full belly.  To feel a lover’s embrace.”
 
   “Is such a thing possible?” Ben wondered.
 
   “Maybe,” said Aquppak.  “Maybe not.  But that heartbeat talks to me at night.  It tells me so.  Thump, thump it says to me, promising blood and life.  Thump, thump.  I’ll have freedom for my people or die trying.”
 
   Again Ben was impressed by the strength of this shadow and the nobility of his dream.  This Aquppak was so different from the real one.  So much better.  But weren’t they both real?
 
   “We want to live in the light!” he said, raising a clenched fist.  Not a gesture of frustration this time, but a symbol of hope and determination.
 
   Ben felt overwhelmed.  It couldn’t all be up to him.  That wasn’t possible.  “I’m not the one.” 
 
   Aquppak hung his head low, the stray locks of smoky hair blanketing his eyes.  “My people grow desperate in the face of the approaching winter.  The long night is coming.  We must act soon.”
 
   “And do what?  I don’t understand.”
 
   “There has to be a way.”
 
   ***
 
   Ben woke with a start. 
 
   The sheet had been pulled away, the shadows suddenly gone. 
 
   He felt a moment of intense disorientation as he awakened to a different reality.  Even the faltering light of dawn seemed too bright, the snow too white.  It was too quiet, with only the noises of the sleds in the distance.  He had wandered far from the camp.  The day of the journey to the bay.  The Anatatook all getting ready to go.  He had made shadow under a tented scrap of skin, chancing one last visit to the shadow world to check on Tama before the band set out, to make sure the shadows would follow.  
 
   But in the shadow world he had lost track of his mission.  He found it too difficult to keep the two sides in mind at once; this reality faded when he walked in shadow, just as the shadows were rapidly fading now.
 
   Aquppak’s face loomed above him.  Ben realized he had pulled the sheet away.  
 
   The headman sneered disapprovingly, his eyes glinting with suspicion.  Again Ben felt a wave of disorientation.  This Aquppak seemed completely different from the man with whom he had just been sharing the shadows.  His face was still raw pink and puckered with frost scars.  The top half of his left ear was gone, lost to exposure during the trek to Black Face.  A lock of stringy hair fell carelessly over one eye.  
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asked.
 
   Ben stumbled for a response.  He’d worried that Alaana might catch him out, but not Aquppak.  “Getting ready.” 
 
   He didn’t like the suspicious look in Aquppak’s eye as he peered under the skin.  “What have you got there?”
 
   “I don’t have anything,” he said, whipping the skin away.  Beneath lay only shadow.  “Just an old tent cover I found in the snow.”
 
   “All the way out here, so far from the others?”
 
   Ben stood up.  “I don’t have to answer your questions.”
 
   “No.  No, you don’t.”  He smiled, and the handsome young man he had once been broke the surface of his ravaged face.  “It doesn’t matter anyway.  I’m just glad I found you.  I have something for you.”
 
   Ben found the headman’s conciliatory tone even less to his liking than the accusatory one.  “I don’t want--”
 
   Aquppak struck him full in the face.  Ben’s head snapped back.  One leg gave out and he stumbled onto one knee.  He had fought Aquppak once before.  With one useless arm, it had not been much of a contest.  He had use of his left arm now, but it was still weak.  He had no desire to fight.
 
   “What are you doing?” he said.
 
   “What I have to do.  Don’t feel bad about it.  You’re just in the way.”
 
   Ben didn’t like the sound of that.  He glanced back at the Anatatook camp in the distance.  He had strayed too far from the others, seeking privacy under the skin.  If he cried out, he wouldn’t be heard.  And Aquppak would only laugh.  No, not ever again.  He might make a run for it, but Aquppak was very quick on his feet.
 
   Ben swung with his good right arm.  Aquppak dodged the blow, laughing.  He spun around and before Ben had a chance to react he was hit in the face again.  Blood trickled down over his lips.  Aquppak kicked him in the stomach.  He fell backward.  Aquppak was on top of him, his knee planted firmly on Ben’s chest.
 
   “Hsst!  You’re weak.”
 
   Before Ben could cry out, Aquppak grabbed him by the throat with both hands.  Aquppak’s knee pressed against his chest with his full weight. His other knee pinned Ben’s good arm at the shoulder. 
 
   “Years ago, Alaana had a choice to make,” Aquppak said.  “In those days I suffered sidelong glances from the hunters and talk from behind the hand.  A young hunter who came from nothing, whose family had nothing, just a broken down old grandfather and a crazy sister.
 
   “Well, they’re both gone.  And so is the past.  Gone.  I rose up among the Anatatook men.  Slowly they began to see.  No one could bring the caribou down like me.  No one had my eyes, my sure arm, my patience and skill.  No one.  
 
   “Look at me now.  Headman of the Anatatook.  Things have changed.  If Alaana could have foreseen this moment, those years ago, I think she would have chosen differently.  It’s not too late, you know.  Not at all.”
 
   Ben struggled under Aquppak’s weight, but couldn’t flip him aside.  Aquppak knew how to pin someone helplessly to the ground.  Ben couldn’t breathe.  He threw himself side to side and bought himself a small gasp of air.  
 
   “And you?”  Aquppak laughed but there was no joy in it.  “She chose poorly,” he concluded, smiling at Ben as if they were the best of friends, two people sharing a secret between them.  “After you’re gone, she’ll rethink that choice.  Winter is coming.  Another long night, and I want her to share it with me.  When we make the trip to the bay, I want her to ride on my sled.”
 
   Ben’s eyes bulged.  What was this?  Was he crazy?  “She won’t,” he was able to hiss out, using the last of his air.  “Never.” 
 
   Aquppak’s fingers closed hard, digging into Ben’s neck.  “Maybe not at first.  Maybe not today.  But with you gone and buried in the snow, I think she’ll come around.  I have plenty of room on my sled.  Ivalu is mother to my two sons but she’ll be second; Alaana will be first wife.  I’m the headman.  I can support two wives just as easily as one.  She’ll bring your children.  Don’t worry, I’ll provide for them.”
 
   Ben wriggled his good arm free.  He wrenched one of Aquppak’s hands away. 
 
   Aquppak drove an elbow into Ben’s face, replaced his knee atop the arm, and resumed his stranglehold.
 
   “Hurry up and die,” he said.  “I’ve waited twelve years for Alaana to come around and change her mind, to see me as I really am.  I’m tired of waiting.”
 
   Ben struggled to shake off his grip, but it was impossible.  He was weakening, blacking out.  A crushing desperation took him back to the days of his captivity and torment at the hands of the Yupikut.  He remembered the sickening wet thump as they beat him, their mocking laughter…
 
   He didn’t want to die.  Not like this.” 
 
   A floodgate opened, loosing a riptide of horrific memories.  Things he hadn’t thought about in years.  Things he had tried hard to forget.  The helplessness — his hands bound, unable to move, unable to fight them off.  The cruelty, the senseless beatings and humiliation.  No, he would not endure that again.  Not even for a moment, not even if it was his last moment.
 
   Sparkling lights flashed before his eyes.  Aquppak’s face, twisted with rage, faded into darkness.  Ben felt a painful cramping in his bowels, his head pounding; he could no longer see.  Still, he resisted.  He would stop this.  He was not helpless. 
 
   He felt his entire body go dark.  Then light, then dark again.
 
   Suddenly Aquppak’s hands let go.  Aquppak screamed.
 
   Ben scrabbled backward into the cold snow, gasping for breath as his vision slowly cleared. 
 
   He caught a glimpse of the second shadow as it boiled away from his skin.  Aquppak, spun around in the snow, screaming, screaming.  Swathes of inky blackness attached themselves to him.  He thrashed this way and that, trying to shake off the roiling shadows.  They clung to his face and hands, dissolving away his clothes with an acid touch, burning him.  He kept screaming, spinning around unable to do anything about it, his shrieking mouth spewing a bloody froth.  Whenever he shook off a tongue of black smoke, it swept right back again.
 
   Ben realized the shadows were killing him, eating away at him with their darkness.  His desperation had brought them across. 
 
   He heard Aquppak’s bones snapping beneath the skin.
 
   Ben swallowed hard, his throat still on fire from Aquppak’s murderous grip. 
 
   “Stop!” he rasped.  “Stop, you’re killing him!”
 
   Though Aquppak more than deserved it, Ben couldn’t let this man die. 
 
   “Stop!” he said again.  “Don’t kill him!  It’s Aquppak.  That’s Aquppak there.  If you kill this man, your Aquppak will die on the other side!”
 
   The shadows pulled back.  Aquppak dropped to the tundra, limp as a rag doll. 
 
   Ben saw two distinct figures.  One shadow glanced quickly at him.  He recognized Nuralak, head of one of the hunter families.  The other figure, a dark silhouette facing away, looked down at Aquppak where he lay writhing in agony on the ground. 
 
   Then suddenly, both shadows flitted away and were gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 46
 
    
 
   INTO THE LIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The shadow of Nuralak sped across the tundra, his mood expansive.
 
   Free!  He was truly free.  On the other side.  
 
   He raised his head to greet the sun, letting the shadowy hood drop away from his face.  He lifted his hands to it, hands which had become amazingly substantial.  He clenched his fists and flexed his shoulders and chest, delighting in the feel of muscles he had never exercised before.  He felt real.  Hands outstretched to the sky, he let the sun see his face.  He felt its radiant breath beating down on his cheeks, his brow, his eyes.  It was warm.  Warm. 
 
   There was light.  And Nunatsiaq, he observed, was a beautiful land indeed.  The snows, frozen hard with the approaching winter, glittered like gemstones in the sunlight.  Even the rocky ledges, those dreary staples of the earth trod so carelessly underfoot, had fascinating textures.  The sun shone brilliant red and orange on its bed of shockingly blue sky and white clouds.  He stared up at them in amazement.
 
   He drew in breath.  The cool air graced his lungs with a variety of rich scents drifting over from the Anatatook settlement.  Seal in the pot, burning moss, spiced stew.  Glorious. 
 
   It was everything Aquppak had promised.
 
   Nuralak chuckled with pure unbridled gaiety, moving faster and faster.  Then he realized he was hurling forward, being pulled along, twisting, turning, drawn inexorably forward, out of control.
 
    
 
   Alaana stacked the eagle feathers in a neat pile atop the oiled calfskin tarp.  Such a waste.  Most of her masks and drums had been destroyed by the massive storm.  The Moon mask had cracked in two places.  This mask of the Upperworld, which had once housed a noble and useful helper spirit, was a wrecked ruin of feathers and splintered wood.  Maybe, she thought, Kigiuna might patch it back together again someday.  For now, she carefully packed the smashed bits away. 
 
   “Angatkok!  Angatkok!”
 
   A pair of men came running toward her.  They were kin of Nuralak.
 
   “Come quickly!” one of the men urged.  “Something terrible has happened to Nuralak.”
 
   Alaana rose shakily to her feet.  Leaning her weight upon a spear shaft, she followed after the men.  The strength was returning to her limbs, but only slowly.  In time, she thought, she would be well again, but that time would be long in coming.
 
   Nuralak’s family stood huddled around their fallen patriarch.
 
   “What happened?” Alaana asked.
 
   “Something attacked him,” said Arouk, Nuralak’s eldest son.  “Some kind of animal.”
 
   “It was fast,” said another of the hunters.  “And black.  I think it was a giant bat.”  He looked frantically around with an exaggerated whipcord motion of his head.  “Where did it go?”
 
   Alaana bent over the body.  Nuralak lay motionless, his back slightly arched, his hands clawed in agony.  One eye shut, one open, staring lifelessly up at the shaman.  A dollop of bloody froth dripped from the corner of his gaping mouth.
 
   Alaana put her hand on his chest.  It was still.
 
   “He’s dead,” she said.
 
   “Do something!” said Arouk.
 
   “Look in his left eye,” advised Quixaaragon as it materialized on Alaana’s left shoulder. 
 
   “I know what to do,” replied Alaana, using the secret language. 
 
   She pressed her thumb down on the man’s lower eyelid.  Fixing her concentration, she gazed into the abyss of Nuralak’s iris. 
 
   “What do you see?” asked Quixaaragon.
 
   “Nothing.  His soul, his light is gone.”  Where his light should have been there was only a smudge, like the sooty traces after a fire.  Alaana had never seen anything like it.
 
   She looked up, invoking the spirit-vision.  The tundra colored itself purple.  The souls of the people blazed with fire and light.  Alaana looked for Nuralak’s ghost hovering near the body but there was nothing.  Nothing.  His soul was gone.  Just like Tama.  No, but this wasn’t the same thing that had happened to her daughter.  Tama’s soul had remained with the body at first; Alaana had spoken to her.
 
   Alaana turned back to the dead man’s family.
 
   “What happened here?” she asked.
 
   “I saw it all,” replied Irinniq, who was Nuralak’s wife.  “My husband was packing up his sled, tying down the skins.”  She gestured feebly to the sled.  “Suddenly he cried out as if being strangled, his arms flew out and he fell straight down.  His whole body trembled and shook, and foam came from his mouth like one of the dogs when it’s suffering the ague.”  She pressed her lips against a sob.  It was too hard for her to go on. 
 
   “Did you see any animal?”
 
   “Something,” she said.  “But it was no animal.  It looked like a man.  Dark.  Fluttering and flapping like rags in the wind.  It was fast.  And then, nothing.  Just my Nuralak, lying there.”
 
   Alaana noticed a strange smell, like the residue left after a lightning strike. 
 
   “I smell it too,” said Quixaaragon.
 
   Alaana closed the dead man’s eye. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Irinniq,” she said.  “There is nothing I can do for him.”  It was a painful admission for Alaana to make.  But without some remnant of soul left in the body there was nothing for her to work with. 
 
   The wife nodded, sniffling, and went to sit down on the sled. 
 
   “That’s a mistake,” said Quixaaragon.  “Old Manatook taught you better than that.  When all else falls apart the shaman must be strong.  You have to offer them hope, not admit defeat.”
 
   “I can’t summon him from thin air!” Alaana said to Quixaaragon.  “It’s just gone, and I haven’t the strength left to pretend.” 
 
   “What happens,” asked the helper spirit, “when water meets fire?  What happens when light meets shadow?”
 
   “Is that it?” she asked.  “A shadow?”  Alaana had seen intrusions from the shadow world before, but those had been only annoyances, little demons that managed to cross over and cause minor sickness.  There had never been anything like this.  Nuralak’s entire soul, immolated by shadow.
 
   A crowd of people had gathered around them, people asking questions.  Her father, Maguan, Iggy.  Alaana had no answers for them.  Quixaaragon snapped its beak angrily and disappeared from her shoulder.  She was alone, weak and tired, and unable to help.
 
   Another young hunter came running up to her.  “Alaana, we need your help.  It’s Patloq.  He’s been struck down.  He seems dead.”
 
   “Just like Nuralak,” said Alaana.  She knew there was nothing she could do, but agreed to take a look.
 
   She stepped away, so shaky on her legs Iggy had to hold her up.
 
   “I’m all right,” she told her friend.  Gently she shook the big man’s hand off her arm.  “It’s best if the shaman walks alone,” she said sadly.  Quixaaragon was right.  Keeping up appearances was all she could hope to do now. 
 
   As if all that wasn’t enough, another disturbance broke out.  The crowd parted.  Cries of “Aquppak” split the air. 
 
   The Anatatook headman approached, beaten and bloody, dragging one foot behind him.  In one hand he carried the kabloona rifle, though its weight seemed too much for his arm.  He dragged it along, carving a furrow in the snow. 
 
   “What happened to you?” someone asked.
 
   “Alaana attacked me,” he said as if it were a simple fact.  Aquppak spoke as loudly as he could, but his voice cracked midway through the sentence.  “She tried to kill me.”
 
   “That’s a lie!” objected Kigiuna.  “I don’t believe that.”
 
   “I don’t care what you believe,” returned Aquppak.  “You’re nothing.  We’ll ask Nuralak.”
 
   “He’s dead,” Iggy pointed out.  “And Patloq too.”
 
   Aquppak stopped to peer at the figure on the ground.  It seemed as if he hadn’t the strength to look down and walk forward at the same time.  “Nuralak dead,” he mumbled in disbelief.  And Patloq too.  His two staunchest supporters among the hunter families.  This could not be coincidence.  “What about you, Arouk?” he asked.  “You stand with me.  Yes?” 
 
   Arouk had gone to comfort his mother.  He waved the headman away without rising from the sled.  “Leave us to our grief.  We’ve no part in this.”
 
   “You can’t stay out of it,” Aquppak said.  “Don’t you see?  She’s done this.  Alaana!  She killed them!”  Aquppak stabbed a finger at Nuralak’s corpse.  The crowd looked from Alaana to the headman in total confusion, not knowing what to believe.  
 
   “Go to the dogs with your lies!” shouted Kigiuna.
 
   Aquppak gestured at Alaana with the tip of the rifle.  “She’s done this to get rid of the… to get rid of me.  She wants her brother to be headman.  She knows we’ll stand against him.  She tried to kill me.  She sent monsters against me.”
 
   “That’s a lie,” said Ben.  His voice, still hoarse and raspy, cut through the crowd.  The people stepped aside to let him enter the circle.  A big ugly bruise had blossomed on his cheek where he’d been struck.  One thing was for certain.  Alaana had not caused that mark.
 
   Ben stabbed a finger at Aquppak.  “He attacked me, he tried to kill me.”
 
   A tumultuous murmur rose up from the crowd.  This was a serious accusation indeed.  Violence of that sort could never be allowed among the people of Nunatsiaq, not even by the headman. 
 
   “You fought him?” asked Kigiuna.  “You did all that to him?” It seemed impossible to believe that Ben could be responsible for Aquppak’s condition.  Half his face was burned, his clothes shredded and the rest of him seemed barely held together. 
 
   “He attacked me,” Ben said with conviction.  But seeing this would never be enough for them, he added, “There was something else, some dark things.  It must have been Alaana.  Protecting me.”
 
   The crowd sighed.  Now they understood.  The shaman would certainly protect her husband, even at any distance.
 
   Alaana, however, knew that he spoke a lie.  She hadn’t done anything.
 
   Aquppak screamed in frustration.  The sigh of the crowd, the looks on their faces.  It was too much for him.  Maybe he could have gone on with his bluff, insisting that he was the innocent victim and Alaana the aggressor.  But he saw that no one trusted him.  Not against the word of the shaman, who did not ever lie.
 
   With sentiment turned against him, Aquppak raised the rifle.  Alaana, flanked by Iggy and her brother Maguan, stood ten paces away. 
 
   “I’ll kill her,” said Aquppak.  He took another, dragging step.  He held the gun with only one hand, the other bent awkwardly at his side, but he held the gun steady.  Its muzzle pointed directly at Alaana.  His eyes flitted in rapid motion, weighing the reactions of the men.  “If any of you make a move against me, you’ll die first.”
 
   “Put that away,” said Kigiuna.
 
   “No,” said Aquppak.  “It’s my word against hers, isn’t it?  We’ll let the spirits decide.  I’m just a man, just a hunter.  And she is the shaman.  Alaana has so many friends — the clouds in the sky, the snow, the pebbles on the beach, the wind, the air itself.  All I have is this weapon, fashioned by the hand of man.”
 
   He thumbed a latch on the rifle and it made a sharp click.  Several of the men cried out, thinking he had already fired the gun.
 
   Aquppak grinned.  “So what do you say, Alaana?  Can you stop this bullet?”
 
   Alaana said nothing. She looked upon the face of her nemesis, wondering how she could have let this happen.  They had been great friends once, before Ben came between them.  Aquppak had even saved her life long ago, when she had fallen into a crevasse on Dog-Ear Ridge.  Now she stood helpless, skewered on the point of his forsaken ambition.
 
   “Well, come on then,” challenged Aquppak.  “Call upon the spirits!”
 
   “That weapon won’t get respect back for you,” Alaana said.  “And you’ll lose everything.”
 
   “Oh, that’s just what I’d expect someone to say,” Aquppak announced, some of his former bravado creeping back into his voice.  “Someone weak and helpless.”
 
   “Killing me won’t change anything.”
 
   Aquppak snickered.  It seemed to him the shaman had just acknowledged that he’d already won.  “We’ll just see if it doesn’t.”
 
   Aquppak fired the gun.
 
   In this, as in everything else, Aquppak did not ever miss.  His aim was sure.
 
   But Iggy, standing by Alaana’s side, had made his own decision.  The Big Mountain moved fast.  He pushed in front of Alaana, knocking her to the ground beneath him.  Aquppak’s shot was fired, and Iggy cried out in pain. 
 
   Maguan threw his hunting knife.  Maguan rarely missed either.  The knife edge sank into Aquppak’s leading shoulder.  The rifle, its charge already spent and smoking, fell into the snow.
 
   The Anatatook surged forward, falling upon their headman with a vengeance. 
 
   Alaana hit the ground beneath Iggy, all the wind knocked out of her.  She didn’t know what it felt like to be shot.  She thought she might have been hit and killed.  She saw a flash of stars, heard Iggy grunt.  Then her friend rolled off her, blood streaming from his hip. 
 
   “Something went into me,” said Iggy. 
 
   “Where?”
 
   Iggy looked down at the rip in his parka.  “My hip.  It doesn’t hurt too much.  Just a mosquito sting.”
 
   “Press your hand against it,” Alaana advised, “until the bleeding stops.”
 
   She wanted to thank Iggy, but before she could say anything he squeezed her arm and said solemnly, “The shaman does not ever walk alone.” 
 
   “Kill him!” the crowd roared.  “Kill him!”
 
   Aquppak lay helpless on the ground.  If he had been battered and beaten before, a few more blows added to his misery.  He gazed up at the people surrounding him.  The people whom he had led only moments before were now calling for his death.  Alaana had spoken true.  He had lost everything.
 
   “Alaana should do it,” said someone.  “She’s the one who’s been wronged.” 
 
   Alaana stood above the fallen headman.  Aquppak wore a confused look on his face, still reeling from this new beating, unable to understand how things had gone so terribly wrong for him.  
 
   “I’ve known this man since we were children together,” said Alaana.  She gazed deeply at Aquppak.  Aquppak met her gaze.  The beaten man’s soul-light blazed as forcefully as ever, in vibrant reds and orange.  His spirit was a marvel to behold.  He had overcome so much personal hardship to become hard, driven and indomitable.  A great fire raged in his heart, a desire that could never be quenched — his ambition.  Yes, there was arrogance and conceit, but Alaana also saw the young boy she had once known, still downtrodden and humiliated.
 
   Aquppak’s desire for power glowed as brightly and dazzlingly as the summer sky.  It seemed to be as true a love as any.
 
   Alaana thought Aquppak’s soul was as beautiful and complex as any she had ever seen.  He would have made a great leader for the people. 
 
   “We’ve lost too much this year already,” said Alaana.  “And now our headman, a good man, a great hunter, is lost to us.”
 
   “Kill him!  Kill him.”
 
   “No,” said Alaana.  “If I were to kill him, how will he ever redeem himself?”
 
   The men were impressed.  It was expected that, given the seriousness of the offense, Alaana would take this opportunity to be rid of Aquppak forever.  But to restrain herself when she had every right to kill her adversary was truly impressive.  To allow Aquppak to walk free showed clearly that Alaana had no fear of him. 
 
   “Let him go,” said Alaana.  “Give him two dogs and a sled.  And one more chance.” 
 
   Aquppak glanced up at his wife Ivalu.  She drew back, her arms around both of their young boys.
 
   “Find that weapon,” said Maguan.  “So that we may bury it forever in the snow.”
 
   Alaana turned away.  Her head was still swimming from the impact against the ground when Iggy had pulled her down.  She looked absently about for her staff.
 
   “You’re hurt,” said Iggy.  “You should take some rest.”
 
   “I need to talk to my husband,” she said.
 
   Alaana surveyed the camp.  The sleds were already packed.  The iglus emptied and half-collapsed, they had let the dogs in to eat whatever scraps they’d left behind.  Some of the families had already set out for the shore, taking advantage of the last day, while there was still some light left to see them on their way.  To begin such a trip after the long dark had already fallen would bring a bad omen to the band.  And the Anatatook had already had their fill of bad luck.  It was going to be a terrible, hard winter.
 
   “Ben?” she called out.
 
   He was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 47
 
    
 
   ONE LAST CHANCE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ben ran until the frigid air knifing in and out of his lungs forced him to stop.  
 
   He took a rest just beyond the tall rocks on the far side of camp.  To obscure the trail behind him he dragged a splintered shelf, broken from the ruined meat rack.  His trail was subtle but still visible; his scheme would not fool an experienced eye for very long.  He let the driftwood fall from numbed fingers, kicking snow over the discarded wood and tamping it down flat.  He hadn’t taken the time to put on a second parka and the chill seeped all the way through to his bones.  Winter had come to Nunatsiaq. 
 
   His bruised cheek and nose had gone numb with cold, but the rest of his body was still sore from Aquppak’s attack, his neck and throat still on fire, his head spinning.  Too much had happened all at once.
 
   He thought of Nuralak and Pibloq, both lying dead in the snow.  The shadows had killed them, and been destroyed in the process.  He tried not to feel guilty about it but conscience nagged at his soul.  He hadn’t meant to cross them over, not intentionally.  Hadn’t meant for anyone to die.  But he had heard the men’s death screams as they cut through the frosty air, just as he had heard the screams of the dying shadows inside his head.  It wasn’t his fault, he told himself.  He couldn’t have known what was going to happen.
 
   Ben found a good spot among the jagged white rocks.  It was not an easy thing to hide from the shaman.  And he had little time before she would come looking.  But time passed differently on the other side.  It seeped and crawled, there in the shadows.  He might be able to rescue Tama before Alaana realized where he had gone.
 
   What had really happened to Aquppak, she would ask?  Why had he been traveling to the shadow world, and why had he kept it secret?  She was going to ask those questions and more.  She would find out what he’d been doing — about his other life, his other family, and he would have to take the consequences.  He hoped she would understand — maybe when she held their little girl in her arms, their Little Mouthful, made real once again.  If he crossed Tama’s shadow back to the physical world it would become real, flesh and blood, and with no living counterpart here to destroy it, Tama would live again.
 
   Alaana would know he hadn’t been cheating.  Higilak had it all wrong.  Accusing him.  Warning him off, while the other Higilak drove him onward.  She had it all wrong.  It was all for Tama.  It had always been about her.  Nothing else.
 
   Ben settled into the rocks, deep down where he might not easily be found.  He raised a scrap of walrus tarp over his head.  The sun was already going down.  Its fading light produced only a dusky shadow.  What if there wasn’t enough sun left?  Don’t think that, he scolded himself; there must be.  If he missed this chance, his heart would break.
 
   Failing light.  A pitiful shadow.  It had to be now.  He had to do it before Tama suffered winter in that horrible place.  Before he had to face two and a half long moons of darkness and no Tama.  Darkness and cold and nothing to do but sit in front of the lamp and know that his daughter was suffering.  His heart would break.
 
   He closed his eyes, and stepped to the side. 
 
   ***
 
   Ben awoke to total darkness.  He felt the intense cold, the implacable hunger, the maddening itch of the lice.  Each sensation slammed into him like a fist, one after another.  Hunger, cold, itch.  Despair.  And yet the discomforts were as welcome as they were uncomfortable.  He had made it.  This one last time.  He had made the journey.  There was still a chance to save his daughter. 
 
   He cast about frantically in the darkness.  The shadow camp was gone.  This darkness seemed even more intense, the seething blackness of shadow at the end of day, even deeper than before.  And all was quiet.  Where were the moans and laments of the people?  This silence rang even worse in his ears.  Terribly worse.
 
   The shadows had already broken camp; they were gone.  And in this darkness on the cusp of night he could not possibly find them.  Ben recalled the time he’d journeyed to this world during the night, when he’d found only an unbroken expanse of nothingness.  He had floundered in shadow, a tiny lost fish amid an ocean of blackness.  Only the Light-Bringer, an exotic god minding an empty shore, had saved him.  Once again, he seemed the only hope.
 
   “Light-Bringer?” he called.  “Please help me.”
 
   “I’m here,” said a voice. 
 
   That voice.  It didn’t belong to the Light-Bringer.
 
   It was Aquppak.  Ben recoiled at the idea that Aquppak had found him.  Here, he could call upon no aid from the other side.  He would never be able to protect himself.
 
   A shadow rustled next to him, a hand’s breadth away.  “They’ve already started for the bay,” Aquppak said.  “I waited for you.  I was hoping you would come.”
 
   “And why?” Ben asked, his voice still a painful rasp despite the fact that his real body had been left behind, abandoned in a rocky crevasse in Nunatsiaq.  “What are you planning to do to me?”
 
   “Do to you?”  The shadow seemed annoyed at the question.  
 
   Ben realized this Aquppak didn’t know what had happened on the other side.  This was not the same Aquppak who had just attacked him.  The shadow Aquppak was gentle by nature.  Noble.  Self-sacrificing.  But then again, Ben couldn’t be sure what this man might be capable of if driven to extremes, or in defense of his people.  The real Aquppak had demonstrated self-sacrifice as well.  And leadership.  They were perhaps not so very different at all.  With only a subtle turn, one could become the other.  
 
   “You came back,” Aquppak pointed out. “You want something.”
 
   “You don’t know what happened on the other side?” Ben asked. 
 
   “The other Aquppak?  I still hear his heartbeat.  That is all I know.”
 
   Ben took a deep breath and straightened up.  He had to trust this man.  He didn’t know if he could.  “That’s all you need to know.  I came here for my daughter.”
 
   In the far distance, as an echo from the other side, Ben heard Alaana calling out for him.
 
   “We should go,” Aquppak said.
 
   “We have to hurry,” Ben returned.
 
   “I have a sled and dogs.  Follow me.”  Aquppak took Ben by the arm to lead him through the dark.  His shadow flesh felt like the gentle whisper of a dry mist, a sad reminder of the diminished capacity of those forced to live on this side of the curtain of light.
 
   The shadow sledge seemed doughy and insubstantial.  Ben didn’t think it would hold his weight.  Though his skin was charred black, he still had substance.  He could not see the dogs; they were nothing more than seething black shapes at the head of the stanchion.  But he could smell them and he could hear them, snarling with hunger and distemper.  Aquppak commanded them to run. 
 
   The blackness to either side of the sled remained unbroken.  Ben couldn’t see anything; he couldn’t even tell if they were moving. 
 
   “Damn it, how can we find them with no light?” he despaired.
 
   “I’ve walked these shadowed paths many years,” said Aquppak.  “I can find them.  I know where they rest the dogs.  It’s not far.  There’s no point in traveling all the way to the ocean today.  By tomorrow everything will be gone.”
 
   Ben didn’t doubt his words.  To him, it seemed as if everything was already gone.
 
   “We’re just slaves to the sunlit world,” continued Aquppak sadly. “Just shadows. We have nothing. We follow wherever you go.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Ben said.
 
   “Wouldn’t you help us if you could?”
 
   “I would.”
 
   “Isn’t that why you came back?  Really?”
 
   Ben wouldn’t answer.  His memories of events from the other side were fading away.  But he was certain of his mission here.  He had come to save his daughter.
 
   “How much time is left?” he asked.
 
   “Enough.”
 
   “It’s the last day of the year.  If the sun goes down before I get to her, I’m not leaving this place.”
 
   “You don’t want to stay here,” Aquppak warned.  “Not through the winter.”
 
   “I don’t care!  I won’t leave my daughter here to suffer.”
 
   “Then we had better catch them up quickly.”
 
    
 
   As they broke through the black mists, the sounds hit him first.  The laments of the shadows, the endless dirge they forever sang, the hopeless, helpless moans of the damned.  The noise had reached a fever pitch.  Ben pressed his hands against his straining ears.  He could hardly stand it.
 
   He passed through the crowd of Anatatook shadows as they milled about the cave entrance.  
 
   They moaned, whimpered and whined, all pleading with him.
 
   “My daughter?” he said to Aquppak.  “Where is she?”
 
   “Inside the cave.”
 
   Ben entered the cave.  At least he thought it was a cave.  Darkness not separate from darkness, cold upon cold.  Nothing to see.  The smoke walls were no blacker than the outside; the inky sky above might be a roof of stone, or it might not.  But the steady stream of laments echoed weirdly here as they would bounce around the inside of a cave. 
 
   A lot of people had gathered together.  Ben could see none of them clearly. 
 
   “Where is my daughter?” he shouted. “Where is Tamuanuaq?” 
 
   “She’s here,” said Higilak.
 
   Ben felt relief at the familiar voice.  “Where?”
 
   “You’ll see her soon,” said the old woman.
 
   “What do you mean soon?  I want her now.”
 
   “First you have to help us.”
 
   “What’s going on?” said Ben.  He turned toward Aquppak.  The shadow shrank back slightly, his head tilted down and away. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Ben asked.  “Why are you keeping her from me?”
 
   “Night falls soon,” Aquppak said.  “You have to open the way.”  He raised his head and in a loud voice that all could hear, he said, “Let us all cross over!”
 
   The laments of the crowd transformed into a cautious cheer and Ben thought it might very well have been the first cheer ever raised in this dismal place.  The sound was strangely heartbreaking. 
 
   “Aquppak,” he said, “you don’t understand.”
 
   “I hear the heartbeat,” he said with surety.  “It calls to me.”
 
   “We hear them!” shouted the crowd.  “We hear the heartbeats on the other side!”
 
   Aquppak stretched a shadowed arm toward the far wall of the cave, which had begun to shimmer slightly. 
 
   “Help us to step through,” he said.  “Help us to be free!”
 
   “You’ll die!” Ben said.  “The shadows can’t exist on the other side.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me,” said Aquppak.  “You did it for Nuralak and Patloq.  You can do it for all of us.”
 
   “Nuralak and Patloq are dead.  I heard their screams.”
 
   This news shook the crowd.  A chorus of suspicious murmurs extinguished the note of hope that had temporarily buoyed them.
 
   “Give me my daughter,” demanded Ben.
 
   “Open the gateway,” said Higilak.  Still Ben could not find her in the dark.
 
   “No,” he said firmly.  “I want Tama now!”
 
   “And why do you seek your daughter?” asked Higilak.  “Your other children are here — don’t you care for them?”
 
   “Of course I do,” snapped Ben.  “But they have to stay here.  They’ll die on the other side.”
 
   “And the other?” said Higilak with a note of foul triumph in her voice.  “You want to take her across!”
 
   “Yes, yes I do.  It’s different with Tama.  She can live on the other side.  She’s not there.  She’s dead.”
 
   “That’s absurd,” said Higilak.  “If she had died over there, her shadow would not still be here.”
 
   “I don’t understand it,” breathed Ben.  “But it’s true.”
 
   “You lie!” croaked Higilak.
 
   “Don’t stand against us,” said Aquppak.  “Cross us over.”
 
   “I won’t!” insisted Ben.  “All the Anatatook will be killed.  And all the shadows.”
 
   Ben felt Aquppak reach out for him, a feather touch against his neck.  He shook it off.  It was only smoke.
 
   A few of the others struck out at him.  He felt only a gush of air as their arms dissolved into puffs of smoke against his skin. 
 
   “Let me go,” he cried.  “Give her to me!”
 
   And then lightning struck.  A flash of light so intense it made dark circles swim before Ben’s eyes.  The rear of the cavern erupted in a tidal wave of bright amber light and in its center strode a man.
 
   He was a perfect man made entirely of light.  His furs, the hairy skins of ancient beasts long since extinct, shimmered, each fiber glistening as he moved.  Tall and broad at the shoulder he stepped forward from a sea of golden light.  His oversized head bowed slightly as his eyes, shining silver, took in the scene before him.
 
   His face, both brutish and perfectly handsome at the same time, brightened.  His lips parted in a half-smile, showing perfect teeth. 
 
   His light had an odd effect on the shadows nearby.  Instead of burning them away as Ben had been led to believe, the shower of light rendered them more substantial, giving them depth as well as color.  The people gazed at each other in wonder.  For the moment transformed, they seemed no longer shadows, but real men and women.  Ben caught sight of Higilak at last, hugging herself and smiling at the great joy of her new condition.  He didn’t see Tama.
 
   “He’s here!” Higilak shouted.  “The Light-Bringer walks among us!”
 
   The shadows celebrated with shouts of wild abandon. 
 
   “It’s a sign,” the old woman crooned.  “He’s come at last to save us!”
 
   As the Tunrit’s soul lit up the rear of the cave, Ben noticed the ancient paintings on the walls.  He recognized this place at last.  It was the cave at Black Face.
 
   The shining beacon of a man spoke to them.  “Yes, my children,” he said.  “Deliverance is at hand.  I brought you into this world and now I shall make you free.”
 
   The shadows erupted into a frenzy of happy cheers. 
 
   The Light-Bringer stepped up to Ben.  He smiled, looking down from his great height.  “I have brought you this live-born man.  He will set you free!”
 
   In the presence of the Tunrit’s great light a change came over Ben as well.  His skin no longer appeared blackened and burned, but restored to its natural brown color.  The people cheered again.
 
   “They want me to take them across,” he said.
 
   “Then do it,” said the Light-Bringer.
 
   “You must know what will happen?”
 
   “Why, they’ll live free, in the light.  It’s what I’ve wanted for them all along.”
 
   “That’s not true,” said Ben. 
 
   Something was not right here.  If the Tunrit could make them real, why hadn’t he done so already?
 
   Ben regarded the faces of the people lit up with this new light.  These were the Anatatook.  His people, though torn and twisted.  They had been hurting for so long, an eternity.  They wanted freedom, release, to be saved from the long night. 
 
   The Light-Bringer’s lip curved in disdain.  He looked down on Ben as if he were a little lost pup.  “Take your daughter.  Take her across.”
 
   He gestured at Tama, who now stood in front of Higilak.  Ben noticed the old woman’s withered hands holding his daughter back.  But cast in the Light-Bringer’s golden glow Tama’s little shadow appeared human again.  It was his daughter there, just out of reach, looking whole and healthy as if she had never died at all.  Her playful little smile, the bright eyes, the shock of unruly hair.  Ben’s heart leapt at the sight.
 
   “Take her,” said the Light-Bringer.  “My gift to you.  You have only to open the portal, and let the people flow forth.  She will cross over with all the rest.” 
 
   Ben was lost.  Why was he saying these things?  They couldn’t possibly be true.  Unless he had got it wrong, unless he was confused and in the dark.
 
   “I’ve seen her,” said a young girl’s voice.  “I’ve seen her on the other side.” It was Noona.  She held a framework of strings between her slender fingers.  “My sister Tamuanuaq.  She’s there.”
 
   Suddenly, without a doubt, Ben knew it was the truth.  Noona, like her mother, did not ever lie. 
 
   “What will happen to Tama if she crosses over?” asked Ben of the Light-Bringer.
 
   “She will be set free, just like the others.  You have my word on it.”
 
   “You lie!” he said.  “She’ll die, just like all the others.”  For a moment, as if to give strength to his claim, the Light-Bringer’s mask slipped a little.  Ben saw him as he had seen him once before, twelve years ago at the Ring of Stones.
 
   Ben’s gaze shifted to the cavern wall where the image of this man, the Tunrit sorcerer, was painted on the crumbling surface of the rock.  His face, obscured as with a leathern veil, showed only two dark circles to represent the eyes.  His hands, blackened claws, charred where they had overreached and touched the sun.  Oh no, he thought.  No, no, no.  What had he done? 
 
   “You’ll do it!” Vithrok said.
 
   “No.”
 
   “You will open the portal.” 
 
   Ben felt himself firmly in the grip of the sorcerer’s power.  He was held immobile.  He struggled, but he was helpless against the Tunrit’s will. 
 
   He felt a wrenching pain in all of his joints, knees and hip, shoulder and elbow, a searing pain in his chest as if he were being ripped limb from limb.  He cried out in agony.
 
   “I can make you do it,” Vithrok said in an even tone.  
 
   Ben grunted with the pain.  He felt his very soul being ripped apart.  The Light-Bringer had given up all pretenses, revealed at last as the sorcerer.  The shadows roared their approval.  It had all been false hope.  A trap.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 48
 
    
 
   THE HIDDEN WORLD
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Quixaaragon banked gracefully in its flight.  Alaana wished the other Anatatook could see it, careening and wheeling on the spirit-winds.  But this sight was for her alone.
 
   The little white dragon circled once more in the air, then dove for its master.  Alighting softly on Alaana’s shoulder, it said, “I’m sorry, angatkok.  I couldn’t find him.”
 
   “But he must be here,” said Alaana, “Somewhere among these rocks.” 
 
   She called out to her father, using one of the sharp, high caws the hunters used.  Kigiuna returned a sign from the middle distance.  He had not found Ben either.  Maguan and Iggy both responded in turn.  Nothing.  Desperation clung to the twilight air.  The last vestiges of the fading light did not help their cause.  The Moon not yet risen, their search would be hopeless in the darkness. 
 
   “Here!” squawked the raspy tones of Tikiqaq.  “Here!”
 
   Alaana scrambled over the rime-covered rocks.  The little tupilaq was hopping anxiously on its rear flippers, fiddling with the walrus skin cover.  
 
   “He’s here!” it said.
 
   Alaana ripped the hide away.  
 
   Ben sat crouched among the jagged stones, his eyes open but unseeing. 
 
   “He’s not dead,” said Tiki.  It pushed its ragged snout at Ben and sniffed.  The creature was delighted.  “He’s not dead.”
 
   “Well, at least that abomination is useful for something after all,” said Quixaaragon of the tupilaq. 
 
   “He’s taken flight,” remarked Alaana.  “His soul-light is gone.  That’s why I couldn’t find him.”  She bent her ear to Ben’s mouth.  His breathing was slow and shallow, but he was still alive.  “He’s gone to the hidden world.”
 
   Alaana drew off her heavy parka and laid it across her husband’s shoulders.  She squinted up into the failing light.  
 
   “What has he done?” she asked.  
 
   “Ben hid himself here on purpose,” said Quixaaragon.  “He didn’t want to be so quickly found.  He’s gone among the shadows for a reason.”
 
   “I’ve got to go.  Now,” Alaana said.
 
   “You’re not ready yet.” 
 
   “I’ve still got to go.  What if the Tunrit sorcerer waits on the other side?  I can’t leave Ben in the hands of that monster.”
 
   “This is a mistake. You’re not strong enough to fight Vithrok.”
 
   “That’s what I have you for,” she said dryly.  “Now help me.”
 
   “All right,” said Quixaaragon.  “Then listen.  Remember what I’ve told you.  The hidden world is not so far away. It crosses with this reality everywhere a shadow is cast, every rock and cloud, every clump of snow, every heart.  As always, travel depends on the proper state of mind.” 
 
   Alaana sat cross-legged in the snow beside Ben.  Hands resting on her knees, head lowered.  She cleared her mind of worries and cares.  It wasn’t easy.  She was in a near-panic over the state of her husband.  Deep breath in.  Let it go.  Let it all go. 
 
   “The state of mind required is the opposite of everything Old Manatook taught you,” reminded Quixaaragon.  “It is supreme desperation, utter despair, the absence of all hope.”
 
   Alaana struggled to attain the proper attitude.  She had despair enough, that was true.  But she must cast aside all hope, to admit that all was lost, that there was nothing left but despair and failure.  To embrace those desolate feelings, to sink into them, perhaps never to rise up again.
 
   “I can’t do it,” she said.  “Even if I ignore everything Old Manatook ever said to me, I still can’t do it.  There is always hope.  There has to be.”
 
   “That’s just the way you are made.  There’s good reason you were chosen to be the shaman.”
 
   Alaana shook her head.  Was there nothing she could do?
 
   “I’ve an idea,” said Quixaaragon. “The fact that you are incapable of giving up hope makes it impossible for you to travel to the shadow realm.  Therefore, there is no hope.  Does that work for you?”
 
   Alaana didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry.  “No,” she said.  “There is always hope.”
 
   “Then there is no way for you to get there,” said the little dragon.  “The spear is cast.  We must wait.  It will be dark soon.  He’ll have to return by nightfall in any case.”
 
   Glancing at Ben, Alaana said, “I can’t be sure of that.”
 
   She let out the deep breath she’d been holding.  The air whistled painfully past the empty spaces left behind where some of her teeth had fallen out in the aftermath of the future’s fire.  Fatigue reached out for her from deep inside.  She was so very weak, and tired.  She would have given anything for a good night’s sleep, or a few moments respite from the constant ache in her chest.  It seemed a struggle now simply to draw breath.
 
   She reached out to stroke her husband’s face.  Her fingers found his skin waxy and unresponsive.  His eyes were dead.  This man was everything she had ever wanted in her life.  Circumstances had conspired to tear them apart but nothing could destroy what she felt for him.  She couldn’t stand not knowing what dangers his spirit might be facing.  “I won’t wait.  There must be another way to get there.”
 
   “No other,” clucked Quixaaragon with finality.
 
   “But it’s so close.  I can almost feel it.  Right there, just around the corner.”
 
   “A flimsy barrier indeed, but still one you may not cross.  It’s impossible.”
 
   “That’s it then,” said Alaana, an idea springing to life among the ashes of defeat.  “Something else Old Manatook taught me.  Something never to be ignored.  He said nothing is impossible.  And I believe that.”
 
   Alaana sniffed at the chilling air.  “My patron!  He said that when I needed him most, he would walk with me.”
 
   “Others have tried…” said Quixaaragon.
 
   “They didn’t have my guardian.  He makes all things possible.  Just like in the Beforetime.  He said he would come, in my darkest need.  He promised.  He promised me that.  I don’t have a name to call him by, but he once told me his name was Sila and so I will use that name.”
 
   Alaana addressed the darkening sky, “Sila, my patron, help me to cross this barrier.  I beg of you.  No drum, no mask, no talisman, I have only my aching heart.  Come to me, aid me, I beg of you.”
 
   “Of course,” said Quixaaragon.  “I am here.”
 
   “You?”
 
   The small round head nodded gracefully.  “In part.  A fragment, a dream.  I come from him.”
 
   The white light that surrounded the dragon flared brighter and brighter until it became all-consuming.  For a moment, bathed in that white light, Alaana was imbued with the supreme confidence of her guardian.  Yes, all things were possible.  Water could burn, men could sprout wings and fly, and a bear could be a man and a man a bear.  She tasted honey and marrow, blood and wine.
 
   Then darkness fell.
 
   The distance was not great.  Just around the corner. 
 
   Still, the journey left Alaana disoriented.  All around, impenetrable darkness.  She tottered dizzily on uncertain spirit-legs.  Alaana’s inuseq was made of light.  She didn’t belong here.  She heard shrill voices all around, buzzing noisily.  Her head felt heavy, her thoughts thick and slow, but she shook it off.  She had come here for a reason.  To rescue her husband. 
 
   “Quixaaragon?” she asked.
 
   “I am here,” the dragon returned.  “Hidden away, as we planned.”
 
   Alaana remembered that in this darkness, she too could see.  She shifted focus to the purple hues of the spirit-vision and all became clear. 
 
   A throng of people surrounded her, but if these were the shadows they did not appear to be entirely so.  As they drew near, basking in her light, their inky faces took on a three-dimensional reality, a form that went from smoke to solid, a warm glow from darkness.  They felt it too. 
 
   “What’s this?” asked someone joyfully.
 
   “The Light-Bringer?”
 
   “Can you feel it?” said another.  “I can taste it.  I’m alive, solid.”
 
   “I’m real!  A taste of it.  A sweet taste.”
 
   “So this is what it feels like,” said another.  “I don’t know what to think.”
 
   As they crowded around, Alaana recognized many familiar faces.  These people resembled the Anatatook, though subtly different in appearance from the men and women she knew.  Iggy was there, a lean, half-starved version of his usual plump self.  Kigiuna and Maguan also, and Mikisork, but they all stared dumbly at her.  Only her mother Amauraq seemed to recognize her.  Her eyes were agape.
 
   “It can’t be,” she said.  “Alaana?”
 
   She reached out to touch Alaana’s face, but recoiled when she came across the stump of her missing ear.
 
   Kigiuna pulled her away.  “Alaana?  It can’t be.  She’s dead.  Long dead.”
 
   “My shadow perished,” said Alaana, “so that I might hold the light.  On the other side I am angatkok, the shaman for the Anatatook people.”
 
   “It is her!” declared Amauraq.  There was no stopping it now.  Her family reacted with unbridled joy at seeing her again, their dead little girl, grown up and in good health, having made something great of herself.  “Remember my grandfather Quipagaa,” said Amauraq, “He was a shaman also.  A long time ago.  On the other side.” 
 
   Only Kigiuna remained skeptical, a stubborn, puzzled look on his face. 
 
   Now it was Amauraq’s turn to pull him away.  “It’s her,” she insisted.  “A mother knows her daughter.”
 
   Kigiuna gave in.  He stepped back and regarded Alaana appraisingly.  “A shaman, you say?”
 
   “Yes, but I have little time,” said Alaana.  “It’s nightfall soon.”
 
   “We know,” said Amauraq.  “We know.”
 
   “I’m looking for my husband — Ben Thompson.  I have to find him right away, before it’s too late.”
 
   “He’s gone into the cave with the others,” said Kigiuna.  He jerked a thumb toward a large rock formation in the near distance.  Alaana recognized the place as the cavern at Black Face.
 
   She ran for the entrance, a host of her relatives trailing behind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 49
 
    
 
   A GREATER POWER
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “You will open the portal!” roared the Light-Bringer.
 
   “Open it yourself!” growled Ben, biting his tongue against the pain. 
 
   “Just do it!” pleaded the shadow Aquppak.  “There’s no need for you to suffer.”
 
   No, thought Ben.  I won’t do it.  I won’t do anything he wants. 
 
   “You’re the one,” said the shade of Higilak.  “The only one that can save us.  We’ve been trapped here so long.  Set us free!”
 
   Ben gagged against the searing pain in the joints of his arms and legs.  “You’ll all a lie.”
 
   “They won’t,” said the Light-Bringer. “You’re not thinking straight.  You’re confused.”
 
   Ben was confused.  Between the pain and the fog of the shadow world he had a hard time remembering exactly what had happened on the other side.  He recalled only Nuralak’s death scream.  He had heard that.  Nuralak had died.  If he let them through, the Anatatook would all die.
 
   “You’ll all die!” he moaned.
 
   “Don’t listen to him!” raged the Light-Bringer.  “He only wants to save his daughter, not the rest of you.  But I will make him do it.  Tonight, the shadows walk free!”
 
   “I won’t!” spat Ben. 
 
   The sorcerer set his entire body aflame. 
 
   The pain was incredible.  He seemed bathed in fire, a never-ending agony that burned but did not consume him.  He swam in it, unable to move or escape.  Unable to think clearly.  There was a good reason he should not open the gates but it seemed elusive now, lost in the haze of pain.  But it nagged at him.  Something about Nuralak.  His children.  The Anatatook.
 
   It was impossible to think straight.  Flashes of memory came back as he writhed amid the broiling fire.  The faces of Yupikut men, leering at him, laughing at him.  He had been bound then, just as now.  Humiliated.  He had cried and pleaded with them for mercy.  But it had done no good.  He had suffered their torments anyway.  And he had promised himself he would never cry and beg again.  Someone was doing this to him again.  Someone was hurting him.  But one thing was certain.  He would never give in; he wasn’t going to do what they asked.  Never.
 
   Vithrok growled his frustration.  “Why doesn’t he open the portal?  He’s only a man.  He is weak.  He is nothing.”
 
   “You don’t understand this one,” muttered Aquppak.  “He’s been hurt before.”
 
   The Light-Bringer looked his way, silver-bright eyes flashing.  “I don’t need to understand.  I have only to bend him until he breaks.” 
 
   “His children give him strength,” said Higilak.  “A strength of creation and love.  You have to take that away from him.”  She pushed Tamuanuaq forward.  “Kill the child.”
 
   Ben screamed.  
 
   “Leave her alone!”
 
   Vithrok turned to see a figure of light entering the cave.  Wherever she stepped the shadows lit up with the glow of reality around her.
 
   “So you’ve found me, little shaman.  But it will do you no good.  Look at yourself.  You are broken.  Your light is so weak.  You are almost dead already.”  As if to better illustrate his point Vithrok’s spirit surged, making his light so bright it became blinding.  The shadows backed away in fear and awe.  Next to him Alaana was a pale reflection.
 
   “Look for yourself,” said Vithrok.  “He is at the breaking point.  The portal is leaking already.”  A large oval had appeared in the far wall, leaving the rock soft and unsubstantial.  The portal crackled and shimmered with a dull gray haze.  Alaana saw a pair of shadows slip through the doughy stone and escape into the world beyond.  “How are you going to stop him?”  Vithrok asked.  “You won’t raise your hand against him, that I know for certain.”
 
   “It’s you I’ve come here for,” said Alaana.
 
   “Really?  Me?  And what are you going to do to me?”
 
   The Light-Bringer stood tall, resplendent in his glowing furs.  “Don’t you know what I am?  I have stood at the heart of a raging volcano and bathed in a waterfall of fire.  I have walked the avenues of paradise, stomping galaxies beneath my feet; I smashed a mountain of ice, setting loose a storm of creation, a new world in each shattered grain.  I’ve raised monuments that have stood for eons, long beyond all human memory.  I have wrestled with monsters, the sight of which would curdle your blood.”
 
   It was all true.  But Vithrok knew his bold words concealed a fair amount of bluster as well.  He understood who it was that powered the pesky shaman, and why he had been so instinctually wary of her.  In Alaana’s naked angakua Vithrok recognized a force he couldn’t possibly oppose.  A force far greater than himself.  A creature born in the tremendous battle that had resulted in the Great Rift.  He knew why he must fear Alaana, why he held no power over her.  But the little shaman didn’t know who she represented, and if she didn’t know, she could not win.
 
   Vithrok held firm.  “You are nothing, a morsel, not even worth consuming.  Just what do you think you are going to do to me?”
 
   “Whatever you once were, you’re just a mistake now,” Alaana said.  “A little spirit who crept through the crack.  A blunder I made, one day out on the tundra.  I brought you here, and I am going to send you back.”
 
   “Come on, then,” said Vithrok.  “I will snuff out your little flame with just one breath.  There is so little left of you.”
 
   “There’s enough,” Alaana replied.  She reached into her spirit-parka and drew out her weapon.  Quixaaragon shone so brightly in this dreary place even Alaana was dazzled by its light.  A scintillating burst of energy from the long ago.  Pure Beforetime. 
 
   Now was the chance, thought Alaana.  She saw a flash of fear cross the silver of Vithrok’s eyes.  Quixaaragon was a living arrow in form and function, its wings folded back to form a bow, the long neck and pointed beak the arrow’s tip.  Alaana drew back on the little dragon’s tail. 
 
   “Ready?” she asked.
 
   “As ever,” returned the arrow.  “Let fly!”
 
   Alaana took her shot.  Quixaaragon sizzled through the air, flying straight and true but not quite on target.  Alaana’s aim with the bow had never been very good.  It was her duty to call the animals to the hunt, to soothe their spirits, and seldom did she raise her hand against them.
 
   The shot went wide, missing Vithrok entirely.  The flaming arrow skittered against the rock wall beside the shimmering portal, and bounced down to come to rest imbedded in the ground. 
 
   “Fool!” said Vithrok.  The sight of the arrow unnerved him further still.  If there was anything that could fully ruin all of his plans it was that age-old spirit.  He had misjudged the situation entirely, thinking he would be safe hidden among the shadows, in a world where the little shaman could not go.  And yet Alaana had pierced the veil, even wounded and near to death, and stepped boldly across.  As weak and pathetic as she seemed, Alaana possessed a spirit of great strength and resolve.
 
   The Light-Bringer turned toward the shadow people.  “Hear me!” he said.  “Now is the time to pay for your freedom.  Get her!  Kill her, while I finish with the man.”
 
   He signaled the shadows, now material in his light, to attack.  A group of men surged forward.  Alaana recognized some of them as former friends among the Anatatook but that didn’t seem to matter now.  
 
   Tugtutsiak’s youngest son Oaniak reached her first, striking Alaana’s spirit-woman full across the face.  Alaana felt the pain intensely, for a moment flashing back to her physical body as it remained cross-legged among the rocks at the outskirts of the Anatatook camp.  She could not stand much of this.
 
   Her spirit-woman bent low under Oaniak’s next attack, kicking her opponent’s leg from under.  Oaniak sprawled backward, but his place was taken by Arouk who came at Alaana from the side, holding a dagger in his fist.  Alaana didn’t hesitate.  She pressed forward, the dagger carving a furrow across her forearm.  She smashed her elbow into Arouk’s nose and the shadow’s blood, dark and oily, sputtered forth.
 
   There were too many.  Alaana couldn’t fight them all.  She was already very tired, nearly spent. 
 
   Unseen hands grabbed her from behind and she thought the end had come.  Instead of a death blow she was thrust forcefully out of the way as another party of Anatatook, the people that had followed her into the cave, rushed forward.  Kigiuna was foremost among them, and Iggy and Maguan and the others.  The battle was truly joined.  The fighting raged in a mad swirl around Alaana.  She wished they would all stop.  It was a meaningless a battle.  These were friends and countrymen brought to each other’s throats by the manipulations of Vithrok. 
 
   Vithrok was the real target not these misguided souls.  Vithrok, who stood not far away, working his evil sorcery against Ben.
 
   Alaana stretched out her hand and Quixaaragon flew up from the ground to meet her palm.  The arrowhead was splintered and crooked, but still retained its sharp point. 
 
   “Vithrok!” shouted Alaana.
 
   The Tunrit sorcerer turned away from Ben.  
 
   Alaana felt the warmth of Quixaaragon in her spirit-hand, felt again the presence of her unnamed guardian, glimpsed a face that had appeared to her as an old man on their previous encounters.  An old man.  But who?
 
   “Still with me?” Alaana asked softly.
 
   “As ever,” Quixaaragon replied, its voice a cracked whisper.  “I can fly no longer, but my target is in sight at last.” 
 
   Alaana slashed the arrow’s point at Vithrok’s throat.  The Tunrit sorcerer stepped back.  He was too tall, his neck out of reach.  
 
   Alaana didn’t hesitate.  She stabbed forward with her weapon. 
 
   Vithrok caught the attack in time, slashing his oversized hand at the dagger.  Sparks flew where his blackened claws met the streak of light.  The dagger that was Quixaaragon had split in half.  
 
   Vithrok cried out in pain.  He took another step backward, his hold on Ben forgotten. 
 
    
 
   Ben’s thoughts swirled in a mad haze of agony. 
 
   The broiling of his skin had stopped, but he was still held immobile by lances of white-hot fire in his arms and legs.  He drew breath in ragged rasps of pain.
 
   The gateway shimmered before his eyes, a pool of silver shadow embedded in the rock wall of the cave.  The portal to the other side.  He had been commanded to open it, to send the shadows through. 
 
   The gate was leaking shadows from among those men fighting in the cave.  He watched two dark outlines, partially illuminated by the furious battle within the cave, as they approached the barrier.  The opening was very narrow, but the shadowy figures stretched and elongated and slipped through.  On the other side, he could hear their cries of elation and then their screams.
 
   Tugtutsiak’s second son Kamatsiaq.  The old seamstress Krittaq.  He heard their death screams as light met dark and both dissolved away.  He imagined the panic among the Anatatook, their camp under attack, their frantic horror, their futile attempts to defend themselves.  He heard them calling Alaana’s name, in frustration and despair.
 
   Ben caught sight of her.  Alaana.  Weak and dying, she had come here for him, to try and save him.  He could do no less.  He must shut the gate.  Ben summoned his last morsel of strength.  If he had been the one to open it, he must seal the gap.  If only he knew how.  But to tear something apart was much easier than to mend the rip.  What thread could there be to sew the ends together?
 
   The portal was a pool of shimmering gray water in the surface of the cave wall.  The opening a crack in the surface, more like a jagged reflection in the water.  The answer, it seemed to him, was not to mend the gap but to simply wipe the reflection away, muddy the waters and let them flow over the breach.
 
   Ben noticed Aquppak, his shadow now appearing vital and fully alive as he stood in the fierce glow of Alaana’s light.  He was defending her.  This Aquppak was truly a leader of men.  Having realized the danger to his people, he fought to save them from themselves.  
 
   Ben drew a shaky breath, fighting back the pain.  When he closed the gate, he realized, he would save the shadows too.  He would save them all. 
 
   He struggled once more against his invisible bonds but there was no way to break free.  That didn’t matter.  If he gave his all, he had strength enough to close the portal from here.  Strength enough. 
 
    
 
   As Vithrok swatted Alaana’s dagger away, he felt again the burning touch of the sun.  A white-hot line of fire ran up his arm and across his chest, to strike into his very soul.  The pain was incredible.  If he had any doubts about the strength of Alaana’s secret patron before, he did not have any now. 
 
   Everything had turned against him.  Alaana’s husband would not break.  He would not.  Vithrok had done his worst to him and come away with very little to show for it.  A tiny rift in the wall, which even now crumbled in upon itself.  No matter.  He would destroy the Anatatook another time. 
 
   He took a step back from Alaana.  Vithrok did not ever retreat.  He did not ever run away.  He had simply to get that weapon away from the little shaman. 
 
   The shadows were all preoccupied fighting among themselves.  Alaana made straight for Vithrok, the stub of her fiery dagger still aflame in her hand.
 
   “Vithrok!” she called.  “Vithrok, whose name is The Truth!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The Truth!” returned Alaana.
 
   “How can you know that?” Vithrok raged.  How could she know that?  The Tunrit language had died with the rest of his kin thousands of years ago.  There were no Tunrit left to betray his secrets.  His true name had been erased from this world long ago. 
 
   The little shaman did not answer.  She charged forward.
 
    
 
   The name opened a path directly into Vithrok’s soul.  Alaana would not lose her last chance.  She plunged the broken stub of Quixaaragon into his sorcerous heart.
 
   A searing pain ran up along her hand and arm.  Quixaaragon boiled away in her grasp.  Alaana’s numbed spirit-fingers released the dagger as it was consumed.  She sensed that Quixaaragon, the fragment of a dream who just happened to look like a dragon, was happy at last in finding its target and fulfilling its age-old mission.
 
   Vithrok’s scream shook the cavern, driving everyone to their knees.  Pure Beforetime blasted out from the wound in his chest, a shower of sparks containing every color that had ever existed.  He staggered backward, bleeding Beforetime.  For a moment the cave paintings shone like never before in the dazzling light — vivid scenes of wonder and paradise, a bird of colorful splendor chief among them.  Then the sorcerer was gone.
 
   Alaana rushed to Ben’s side.  She had seen his terrible exertion as he had collapsed the portal.  She had seen him fall.
 
   The fighting stopped.  Aquppak called out to his people.  “The Light-Bringer is gone.  The portal is gone, all our chances fled. It’s over.”
 
   The familiar sounds of lamentation and woe rose up to meet his words.  
 
   “It’s just as well,” he said, “for only death lay on the other side.  If there is a way for us to walk in the light, someday I will find it.  I promise you that.  I will find it.”
 
   “Night comes,” someone wailed.
 
   “Yes,” said Aquppak, “Night comes again.  
 
   Alaana swept Ben into her arms.  The shaman’s light shone upon his face, changing Ben’s skin from burned and black to his normal flesh tones.  Some of the shadows still advanced on Alaana, but seeing what had happened, and witnessing her terrible grief, they retreated again.
 
   “Ben!” she cried. 
 
   Aquppak lay a hand on her shoulder.  The leader of the shadows slowly bowed his head.  “You must go.  Now, before it’s too late.” 
 
   Alaana noticed the shade of Old Higilak standing nearby, a look of terrible regret scarring her withered countenance.  And behind the old woman, peering out from between her legs, she glimpsed her daughter Tamuanuaq. 
 
   “Tama!” she said.
 
   Now she understood what Ben had been doing here.  But the girl shrank back.  It was clear that she didn’t even know Alaana.  How could she?  Alaana had been dead to these people for many years.
 
   Darkness began to fall.
 
   The rising panic in the room felt like an impending hammer blow.  Their screams tore at Alaana’s ears.
 
   “Your people need you,” said Aquppak.  “Let me see to my own.”
 
   Aquppak swept a few stray locks of hair from his forehead, looking to Alaana much more like the friend of her childhood than the frost-scarred wretch she had left back in Nunatsiaq.  Alaana realized the quality of her mercy.  If she had killed Aquppak instead of exiling him from the Anatatook, she would have killed his shadow as well, dooming these people to face the long night without their leader.
 
   Alaana bent to place her cheek against Ben’s face.  He was still breathing.  He was still alive.  And that meant there was hope.  And hope brought them both home.
 
    
 
   Alaana’s weary spirit fell back into her physical body. 
 
   Unlike the relief she usually felt when reclothing herself in flesh and bone her inuseq was met by an extreme fatigue, a painful rasping in her chest, and a heartbreaking sadness.
 
   She thought of her patron, who had answered her plea to bring her to the shadow world but who had not seen fit to rescue her daughter.  If she had a name by which to curse that being, she might well have done so.
 
   The Anatatook people crowded around.  Her father, her brother, her uncle.  All stared down at Alaana and her unconscious husband.  Ben was breathing shallowly, rapidly.  He was very close to death. 
 
   “How much?” shouted Alaana, her fist raised to the rapidly darkening sky.  “How much must they take from me?” 
 
   But none there could answer.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 50
 
    
 
   NIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darkness had fallen and would not lift again for two moons. 
 
   “I feel like it will never be light again,” said Alaana.
 
   “It will,” replied Higilak, sitting beside her in front of their iglu, bundled up in heavy furs.  “Many times I’ve felt the same over the years, but the sun does rise again in the spring.  It always does.”
 
   “I remember when Old Manatook first left us and I came to live with you.  I had only thirteen winters then.  Everything was new, anything was possible.  I was just a child.”
 
   “And then Ben moved in,” recalled Higilak, “and it was an awkward threesome we made.”
 
   At mention of Ben, Alaana’s eyes went cold.  She turned away, and Higilak heard a sniffle.  The shaman looked up at the night sky and the stars.  Higilak wondered what Alaana thought about them.  For her part she thought they were the souls of dead shamans looking down on the people, fondly remembering their lives, and that was why they twinkled.  She thought her husband, Old Manatook was up there.
 
   “The sun will rise again,” she said.  “Spring will come”  
 
   “It’s been a bad year,” said Alaana. “So many gone.  Tugtutsiak, Talliituk, Nuralak.”
 
   “Massautsicq,” Higilak added sadly.
 
   “Yes and Aquppak, too.  His skills fed many people.  Winter will be a struggle without enough men to cover all the seal holes in the bay.”
 
   “Then some of the women will go out too,” said Higilak. 
 
   Alaana cocked an eyebrow at the old woman’s most radical suggestion.  Then she hung her head again.  “I think of all we’ve lost, all the Anatatook have suffered.  And why?  What for?  Is this the price I pay for letting that sorcerer free?”
 
   “The price for my life?” Higilak asked, half-choking on the words.  “Don’t ask me.  There are some things even an old woman doesn’t know, after all.  I hope not.  Surely my worn-out old life wasn’t worth that price.”
 
   “Don’t sell yourself short.  Someone has to tell us the stories, or we’d all go crazy in the dark.”
 
   “Noona’s pretty good, you know,” said Higilak.  “She remembers everything I tell.  Maybe someday…”
 
   “Someday she’ll be the old storytelling woman?”
 
   Higilak thought she saw a hint of a smile play at the corner of Alaana’s mouth.  She shrugged.  “I can’t live forever.”
 
   “Can’t you?” asked Alaana.
 
   Two men came running toward them from the shore, shouting for attention.  Maguan was the first to reach them.  Iggy lagged behind.  He still had Aquppak’s bullet stuck somewhere in the bulky wasteland of his hip.  The bullet was cold, hard metal.  With no soul to barter with, Alaana had no way to convince it to come out again.  Iggy would likely carry that bullet for the rest of his life.
 
   “Success!” shouted Maguan.  “We’ve found a lot of fresh breathing holes all along he inlet.  We’ll get enough seal to see us through the long dark, I just know it!” 
 
   “You’ve chosen the right place,” said Alaana.  “The others will be glad they put their trust in you.”
 
   “I suppose,” said Maguan with a shrug, “though why anyone would follow me is a mystery.”
 
   “Everyone else knows the answer to that mystery,” said Higilak.  “Because you inspire them.  Because no matter how much is lost, you don’t look back.  You’re always looking forward.  And that’s a man worth following.”
 
   “Good luck, brother,” said Alaana.  “You’ll get little help from me this winter.”  She flexed the fingers of her right hand, the hand that had stabbed at the heart of the Truth.  Sensation was slowly returning to the numbed fingers.  All her physical hurts would heal in time, she was sure, but it would be a long while before she would make the soul flight again, a long time before she could visit again with the turgats and beg their forbearance and aid.  But the spark remained, deep inside.  She could feel it kindling again.  Maybe after the winter.  The men would hunt the seal and she would rest; and if nothing else should happen, they might come out all right.
 
   “No matter sister,” said Maguan.  “We have just enough men if we keep our circle tight.  We’ll start right away.”
 
   “Maybe you should let them finish making their houses first,” suggested Iggy.  The big man jerked a thumb at the nascent Anatatook camp where the people were busily putting up their iglus in a thin line along the shore.  Noona was pulling her brother Kinak around on a small toy sled Kigiuna had made for them.  Kinak whooped with glee.  Tooky emerged from a low entrance tunnel.  Out of breath, she stood a moment, hands cradling the fullness of her belly.  She waved at the men and came toward them.
 
   Tiki emerged from the far side of the tunnel and trundled along after her, its flippers paddling the crusted snow.
 
   “Aarrgh!” said Iggy.  “Alaana, can’t you do something about that blasted thing?  I want to be married tonight!”
 
   “I suppose we’ve room for one more in our place,” remarked Alaana.  “What do you say, Old Mother?”
 
   “Well, it really will be a long winter if we have to listen to our Big Mountain whine and complain the entire time,” she said.  “And I really am fond of true love.”
 
   “Fine,” said Iggy.  “Now please take that monster away and give it something else to do besides bother my wife.”
 
   Tooky embraced Iggy, the big man and tiny girl making a very odd pair.
 
   “Once we get a walrus or two, we’ll throw a terrific feast,” said Maguan optimistically.  “That will be something to look forward to.  A wedding feast for Iggy and Tooky.  A wedding in the dark.  Our mother will love it!”
 
   Noona let the pull cord of the little sled drop into the snow. 
 
   “She’s there,” she said.  She grabbed her mother’s trouser leg in one hand and pointed at Tooky’s belly with the other.  “Can’t you see her, mother?”
 
   “What?” mumbled Alaana.
 
   “She’s there!” said Noona, squeezing Alaana’s arm.
 
   “She?” said Alaana.  
 
   She squinted her eyes, calling forth the spirit-vision with great effort.  And she saw at last the tiny flame inside Tooky’s belly, the soul-light of the baby conceived by her lovemaking with Tugtutsiak.  
 
   “Can’t you see her, mother?” said Noona.  “It’s Tama!”
 
    
 
   Alaana bent across the pallet, smoothing her husband’s brow.
 
   Ben’s eyes fluttered open.
 
   “I didn’t mean to wake you,” she said.  “How do you feel?”
 
   “Better,” he said weakly.  “Better.”
 
   “You’ll feel even better when you’ve heard what I have to tell!  Ben!  I’ve found Tama!”
 
   He looked at her as if he thought he might still be dreaming.  “What?”
 
   “She’s here!  She’s alive!”
 
   Alaana could make out just a faint whisper of surprise crossing his lips, and then happiness lifted his cheeks.  
 
   “She was already here,” said Alaana.  “In Tooky’s belly.  Safe and warm.  That’s what happened when she disappeared that day.  When I saw her die.  That’s where she went.”
 
   “She was here all the time?” 
 
   “Yes,” said Alaana.  “That’s why her shadow didn’t fade from the shadow land.  She was still here, alive, held in safekeeping.”
 
   “How strange,” remarked Ben.  “Have you ever heard of such a thing before?”
 
   “Never,” she said.  “Name souls pass from generation to generation, but not the full inua.”
 
   “And it means?”
 
   “It means she will live again.”
 
   “When will she come?”
 
   “Some time in the early spring.”
 
   Ben’s eyes clouded over, but he smiled.  “Something to look forward to in spring.  Will she have Tama’s smile too, as well as her soul?  And her laugh?”
 
   Alaana nodded.  “Yes.  I think she will.”
 
   “Will she know us?” asked Ben hopefully.  “Will she know us when she comes?”
 
   Alaana shrugged.  “She’ll call Tooky her mother.  But we’ll never be far from her.”
 
   Ben drifted again toward sleep.  “I thought I could save her.  I thought I could bring her through.  But she was already here.  Damn, I would have killed them both.”
 
   “You should have told me.”
 
   “I couldn’t.  I thought your light would burn them, that it would ruin everything.”
 
   “You should have trusted me.”
 
   “I did,” he said.  “I do.  I never stopped believing in you.”
 
   “I know.  If you had given up on me, I wouldn’t have survived it.”
 
   “You found Tama, Alaana.  In the end you found her.  That’s all that matters.”  He winced and moaned softly.
 
   “Enough excitement,” she said.  “You need to rest.”
 
   “It was a gift,” he said, “from your patron.  His way of giving something back.  His way of making things right.”
 
   “Not good enough,” spat Alaana, her voice trembling.
 
   “Come on.  You’re a good woman, stronger than anyone knows.  Stronger than you know.  You can do great things.  You will.”
 
   “I’m tired of hearing that.  It does me no good.”
 
   “When your destiny calls, you must answer.”
 
   “Maybe not,” she said.  “I don’t think I want any part of it anymore.”
 
    
 
   Alaana visited the little cove at the seaside, the place where the Anatatook had buried so many of their dead.  There were quite a few new graves.  The people lost in the storm, those killed by the shadows.  She paused at Massautsicq’s grave.  He had been so old and so very wise.  She would miss his counsel. 
 
   Tikiqaq nudged a loose stone closer to the grave.  Alaana looked toward the cave where the little ava had kept her house, where Tama and the tiny creature had once played at drinking tea.  The house was empty.  The little spirit had gone.
 
   Breath clouded before her face.  It was cold, very cold.
 
   Tikiqaq nudged her boot.  Its ragged whiskers drooped.  Its moonbeam eyes blinked back a tear. 
 
   “And what am I to do with you?” she asked.  “A creature made only for vengeance.”
 
   She bent down to it.  “Come here.”
 
   The tupilaq shuffled backward.  
 
   “Come here!” commanded Alaana.  “A creature that has no heart!”
 
   A red rage came over her.  She had lost too much. 
 
   She pushed the tupilaq down on the snow, ripping open the stitches at its chest.  There was no blood.  “I should have done this long ago.”
 
   Tiki squealed in fright.
 
   “No kill I,” it pleaded, “No kill!”
 
   It was the same thing the pathetic creature had said months ago, when Alaana had first given it life.  Its moonbeam eyes gaped wide.  The raven’s beak trembled.
 
   Alaana held up a lock of Massautsicq’s hair, which she had braided into a solid lump.  She could still see a tiny flicker of his soul which remained within.
 
   “Keep this for me,” she said.  “He was very wise, and a true friend to me.”  She placed the new heart within the tupilaq’s open chest.  “And if he speaks to you, be sure to listen.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 51
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Not dead,” muttered Vithrok softly.  “Not dead.”
 
   He shifted listlessly on his high seat of black stone.  The limbs of his body, which were certainly dead, shuddered slowly at his command.  It was as if the age-old frame of frozen flesh would like nothing more than for his spirit to fly again and leave it to its chilblained rest. 
 
   “Not dead,” he reminded the arms and legs.  The body could not feel pain, but his spirit was another matter.  Dead but not…
 
   He forced himself to his feet as if to prove the point.  His frozen bones creaked.  His soul ached. 
 
   But pain, he had learned, need not cause suffering.  White-hot agony could be an exquisite ecstasy if the mind interpreted the sensation correctly.  He had learned that secret long ago.  Trapped for an eternity within the soulless stone, a solitary mind out of body, feeling nothing, he had come to welcome all sensation.
 
   But the weakness — the weakness of his soul irked him.  The idea that this could happen!  That he could be brought so low by one woman.  A woman! 
 
   No matter.  With time he would recover.  Time to recover.  Time spinning forward, time creeping back.
 
   Ironic now to think that he needed time, time to heal, when the crux of his plan was to kill time, to be rid of that nagging nemesis forever.
 
   It was truly ironic.  He had been stabbed in the heart with a weapon forged of pure Beforetime.  Ironic, when all he wanted to do was to restore the Beforetime, to return this world to the paradise he had known before the Rift.  And he would do it.  No matter what the cost.  He would pay it.  He would walk this realm clothed in dead flesh, forcing shriveled muscle and petrified bones to respond to his command; he would haunt these empty halls, his Tunrit all dead and gone.
 
   “Dead,” said a voice.
 
   Voice?  What voice was that?  He glanced nervously around the throne room.  No one could find him here, at the very top of the world.  No one at all.  Funny, it had sounded like the deep rumble of his old friend Tugto.  Tugto’s voice.
 
   “Not dead,” said Vithrok boldly, daring the other to answer.
 
   But there came no reply except the resounding silence of the far north. 
 
   Vithrok urged his wooden legs to stand up.
 
   He raised an arm, thrust a clawed hand toward the dome of the citadel.  The barrier of coruscating, pulsating Beforetime arced overhead, charged with electric energy and vibrant color, alive with every taste and smell ever conceived.  This was his shield.  No sound could penetrate it, no mindspeak messages or pleas for help from his captive, no soul-light.  To anyone with the vision it cast a shroud of white noise over the citadel, as white as the snow, keeping his fortress invisible to prying spirit-eyes, keeping him safe. 
 
   His blackened hand clenched, drawing down a dollop of quicksilver from the shield.  The Beforetime glistened in his palm, scintillating, reverberating, speaking to him in the dissonant language of pure fantasy.  He sucked it in and the blazing fire of creation invigorated his soul, lending strength to his wounded spirit.  He remembered soaring through a sky of crystalline blue ice, circling the frozen world below in an instant; he turned inward, falling into an explosion of color and sound; he swam to the surface of the bubbling, roiling pool, a great bowhead whale who had been submerged for centuries and, breaching the surface, took his first glorious breath of crisp, frosty air.  Alive, alive.  And then the strength left him again.  Standing on shaky legs, half-asleep, with little sustenance to continue.
 
   But he would not relent.  He would not.  
 
   He forced his legs to carry him into the next chamber.
 
   The name soul of Klah Kritlaq had taken human form.  Not the form of that weak shaman it had so recently inhabited, but an old favorite — Klah Kritlaq, the sorcerous shaman that had so terrorized the Anatatook and been killed by Old Manatook many years ago.  The name soul stood on two lanky legs, its body resembling an attractively muscled man except for the blood-red color of the shifting ooze that made up its naked flesh.  Still, a powerful name.
 
   The yellowed eyes glowed as they turned upon Vithrok.
 
   “I’ll get it out of him,” said Kritlaq.  “He can not hold out much longer.”
 
   Splayed out across the chamber was the soul of Balikqi the polar bear shaman.  Klah Kritlaq had devised an ingenious method of tearing the soul apart, separating it into glistening strands of inua that hung, shivering and squirming, in the air about the room.  At the center of this perverted web, Kritlaq worked the raw strands as a musical instrument, eliciting soulscreams in bizarre pitches and cadence.  
 
   Scream all you like, thought Vithrok, glancing up at the impenetrable barrier of Beforetime, your friends will never hear.
 
   The bear had been unwound and stretched to the limit.  Its torment was exquisite.  Vithrok had never seen a soul tortured in such a horrific way.  The various strands of its essence were wound here and there in lines of fine chord.  Kritlaq had sorted through its memories, twisted them, manipulated them, tearing them away if they had been pleasant or warm, until the bear did not even know its own name.  All its secrets were laid bare, all its magicks revealed.
 
   “I’ll get it,” said Kritlaq.  “And soon we’ll weave your web.”
 
   “And bring it back,” said Vithrok.
 
   Kritlaq squinted one yellowed eye at the hole in the center of the dome which revealed a patch of night sky and the brilliantly-shining Never Moves.  “Are you sure we can reach it?” 
 
   “It’s out there,” said Vithrok, “though I don’t suppose you can you see it.”
 
   Kritlaq’s eyes flashed in their crimson sockets as he bore that insult.  The Thing, a blistering ball of liquid darkness, was far too distant for his spirit-eyes.  The Thing that had precipitated the first battle, the war in heaven that had caused the Great Rift and brought an end to the Beforetime.
 
   “Oh yes, it’s there,” continued Vithrok.  “The Thing That Was Cast Out.  I can sense it, drifting slowly away into the Outer Darkness.  You can’t hear it but it speaks to my ears plainly, even across the gap of centuries.  It has traveled far, but there is still time to draw it back, to put things to rights.”
 
   Kritlaq turned his bloody face away, returning to the task of stripping bare another strand of Balikqi’s tormented soul.
 
   “What happens when darkness meets light?” asked Vithrok.  “One should correct one’s mistakes.  Don’t you agree?” 
 
   Klah Kritlaq knew better than to answer.  Any comment on the errors of his master’s past seemed to draw the same result — a harsh and painful discipline.  A sorcerer of sorcerers, Vithrok could torture Kritlaq’s soul as easily as he had destroyed the bear’s, and would not hesitate to do so.
 
   “Correcting my one great mistake,” said Vithrok.
 
   “Putting out the sun won’t return the Beforetime,” said Kritlaq.
 
   “Oh yes it will,” snapped Vithrok.  “Oh yes it will.  I’ve been collecting them.  All the pieces.  The shamans, the souls.  It’s like a puzzle.  A child’s game.  And I’ll put all those pieces back together again, good as new.  I’ll have the turgats too, just give me time.”
 
   He wanted to say ‘time to rest’, but dare not show weakness in front of Kritlaq.
 
   “You just do your part,” Vithrok said angrily.  “Get the secrets from him.” 
 
   Kritlaq shuddered beneath the fiery gaze of his master.
 
   “I’ve got some of it out of him already,” said Kritlaq.  “Not long.  We’ll have the rest.” 
 
   Balikqi, in a haze of pain, screamed the word “Autdlarpoq!”
 
   “Good,” said Vithrok.  He would not stray from this purpose, not until his work was done.  It would take a great deal of time, the weaving of this web.  Time, time, time would be of little consequence in the end, for without the sun, time would be stilled once more.  Just as it had been in the great dark after the Rift.  And then to restore the Beforetime.  A daunting task to be sure.  A dream.  But Vithrok knew from long experience that dreams could be made to come true, if only the will was strong enough.  But for now he badly needed rest.  He turned back toward his high seat. 
 
   “All we need is time,” he said. “All that has been lost shall be regained.  We will weave Balikqi’s web.  We shall bring The Thing That Was Cast Out back to this world and it shall blot out the sun.  And then we shall set this world to rights.”
 
    
 
   Alaana stood before Tama’s cairn, for the few moments she could stand the freezing cold of mid-winter.  Though her daughter’s old body lay below the stones, she would soon have a new body, a new life.  Alaana didn’t understand it, but she was grateful.  She would make sure the new child bore the same name.  Tamuanuaq. 
 
   Names were important, and true names most of all.  The true identity of her patron still eluded her, though her conflict with Vithrok had given her much to think about in that regard.  Certainly her patron was a spirit of great power.  There was no doubt of that.  Must its name be forever hidden from her?
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” she said in an annoyed grumble.  “I don’t want to know.”
 
   “Don’t you?” asked a familiar, reedy voice.
 
   “Nunavik!” cried Alaana.
 
   Nunavik it was.  Alaana turned to see the glowing outline of her childhood spirit-helper, the golden walrus. 
 
   “Now this is a nice, sweet fuddling you’ve gotten yourself into,” said the Walrus On The Ice.  “Accckk!  You look half-dead.”
 
   “Nunavik!” shouted Alaana again.  “I thought I’d never see you again!  Why did you leave me?”
 
   “Oh the many, many things you don’t know.”  The walrus’ round face shook merrily as it chuckled, its whiskers flapping.  “I went after that imposter who showed up at your initiation.  Sila isn’t your guardian, you know.”
 
   “I know that already.”
 
   “But I found out who is,” said the walrus, proudly inflating his broad, golden chest.  “I followed him after the initiation.  At great risk to myself.  That’s where I went!”
 
   “Tell me!” said Alaana.
 
   “It’s quite a tale indeed,” said Nunavik.  “But we need the proper place to tell it.  Perhaps inside the iglu, with a good lamp burning, and the smell of boiling fish…”
 
   “You don’t feel the cold,” protested Alaana, “with blubber like that.”
 
   “Like what?  I…”  Nunavik glanced down at his voluminous form and shook his head. 
 
   “It’s not for me,” said Nunavik, “but Weyahok is near frozen solid.”  He stretched out a flipper.  On the golden pad lay Weyahok, another of Alaana’s childhood friends, a loyal and somewhat naïve lump of soapstone.
 
   “I know your true name, your true patron, I know it all,” said the walrus.
 
   “Tell me!”
 
   “Don’t worry, ungarpalik,” said the walrus, using Alaana’s childhood nickname.  “I will tell you everything.”
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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?
 
                 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 TERMS
 
    
 
   agvisugruk                            bowhead whale
 
   allaruk                                          the vision trance
 
   amaut                            pouch for holding a baby
 
   angatkok                            shaman
 
   angakua                             shaman’s spirit light
 
   anorak                                          woman’s coat
 
   aqviq                                          whale
 
   ava                                          tiny spirit women
 
   Aviktugalik                             The Great Rift 
 
    
 
   iglu                                          snow house 
 
   ihumataaq              one who has much wisdom
 
   ilimarpoq                            the soul flight
 
   inua                                          spirit or soul
 
   inuseq                            astral projection of the body
 
   inuvik                                           game of blanket toss
 
   ipiitaq aularuq    child’s string game, cat’s cradle
 
    
 
   kabloona                            white-skinned man
 
   kamiks                            light boots
 
   karigi                                          ceremonial house
 
   kiruq                                          taboos of the hunt
 
   mamut                            mammoth
 
   mattak                            fermented narwhal skin
 
   maguruq                            giant prehistoric wolves
 
   mauya                                          soft, deep snow
 
    
 
   Niuqtuabruk              master of the mountain hawks
 
   Nunatsiaq                            Our Beautiful Land
 
   pibloktoq                            the snow madness
 
   Punnik               guardian spirit of the mammoths
 
   qaqmaq              snow house with tent cover as roof
 
   Savikkigut      guardian spirit of sabre-tooth tigers
 
   saugssat                            a whale trapped in ice
 
   Sedna                            guardian spirit of sea life
 
   Sila                                          fickle wind spirit
 
    
 
   tarraks                             dark angry spirits
 
   Tekkeitsertok              guardian spirit of the caribou
 
   tilugtut                            snowbeater
 
   Tornarssuk              guardian spirit of the polar bears
 
   tornaq                                          spirit guide
 
   tugutkaa                              kill
 
   tukaq                                          harpoon-headed spear
 
   takpiksuk              Tunrit word for Sighted Ones
 
   tukturjuit                            caribou
 
   Tulukkugaq                            great raven spirit
 
   tumo              trance state that generates warmth
 
   tungat                                          evil spirit
 
   tunraq                                          helper spirit
 
   Tunrit                             race of primordial men 
 
   tupilaq                                          vengeful homunculus
 
   turgat                            powerful guardian spirits
 
    
 
   ugruk                                          seal
 
   ulu                                          woman’s crescent knife
 
   umiak                                          whaling boat
 
   umialik                            whaling captain
 
   ungarpaluk                            little harpoon
 
   Usinuagaaluk                            Whale-Man
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