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Etoangat closes her eyes as Setsuko kisses her. It is months before they will learn how sick Etoangat is, before they will learn what grows in her heart. An equal set of months before they will lose the child.

	But now, autumn blooms new and heady around them in Queen’s Park, Toronto’s foliage shot through with auburns and golds. Windswept and carpeted in leaves that crunch underfoot. They lie together in piles of them, lost in the feel of each other in the chill. Happy in being together, in the joy of what is coming, in the having of this world, this now.

	Other worlds, other shadows of what might have been averted. The future so impossibly far away, and the two of them content to just sink down forever into the crisp mulch, warm earth at their backs.

	 

	Before everything breaks.

	 

	And the world comes undone.

	 

	* * *

	 

	The sun burning in Etoangat’s chest is a steady beat. Furnace-boiling as cool wind blows in off Lake Ontario to wick away the sweat coating her skin. The late-autumn sky over the open water drifts slate-hued and frigid. Winter’s wrath has come early, and the city rings with the cold settling into its bones. Yet even this a summer breeze compared to Taloyoak.

	Compared to home.

	Etoangat can’t feel the weight of the slow, white falls weeping down to light on her hair and shoulders. They ignite on contact and Etoangat stands furnace-dry, the stone of the Quay around her seared in a perfect circle. The trail winding back up into the labyrinth of downtown Toronto blackened with ash in remembrance of her passage.

	Backlit against her, Etoangat standing silhouette-dark, the city glows amber-orange as it burns. In the flush of it, only the tender pads of her fingers are still

	 

	cold

	 

	as Setsuko cradles them in her own; as Setsuko blows on them, warms them with her frigid breath. The Winter in Setsuko’s chest a furled tongue, licking her lover cool and slick.

	Their breath mingles, frosts, in the bluster blowing in from the north; Setsuko’s lips on hers, Etoangat drinks each breath; feels the weight of her as each whisper of her tongue slides down Etoangat’s throat to stroke the sun at her core. Each flick a caress ages long.

	Etoangat uncurls her lover’s tongue from her throat and kisses the soft skin of Setsuko’s neck. Runs delicate fingers along the downy skin of shoulders, forearms, wrists. Interlocks fingers. Sluices her tongue along clavicle ridges. Bites softer, more tender flesh. Setsuko’s skin tastes of home, like crisp, windswept crusts of Nunavut’s black-grey tundra. Her sweat like icy water, clean and lung-searing cold.

	In that moment they are still new to each other. Every taste, every hint of perfumed skin a newness to be explored, far from home and past. Every freshness laced with penance. Every moment

	 

	stolen

	 

	from her. Home a memory behind: pillars of ice and fire; giants walking the earth. Be it in memory or in black blood coating ice, Etoangat can no longer tell. There is only the wind-washed scent of weeping women; of ice burning with oils of skin and fire; of the world she knew melting, chaos in her wake.

	Above her wing endless flocks of birds: white as sky, white as winter, white as arctic flows drawn across chopped, shale water. They screech and dive through an airborne sea, deep and roiling.

	Somewhere in the back of her head swim words like waves, washing against the shore of her skull. Nattiliŋmiut blending into English. Fragments washed clean by rain from an empty sky. The dissolution of memory an unwelcome gift, given by unremembered hands.

	The fragmenting of her self clashes against the weight of that other gift in her belly. The life growing within her so restlessly unquiet; already the girl grows quick, her daughter always hungry. The infant’s voice fills her like water flooding sealskin, her seams feeling fit to burst.

	She sings for them both, until the day the girl’s voice can call forth heat as well. 

	For now, Etoangat’s voice is enough to keep them warm. Warm as the sun that beats in place of her heart. Ice melting around her as she walks. Her feet bloodied. A wash of soot and boiled blood in her wake. All the blood of a tribe, intermingled. Remnants of a world that’s slipped into the sea. Or that was dragged under. Another thing Etoangat can no longer remember. Everything jumbling as her mind unmoors.

	Sorrow nipping at her heels like white-furred wolves. The emptiness ahead and behind a salt-grey sea of endless, interchangeable

	 

	days

	 

	grow shorter, darker, as Setsuko courts her lover. As winter deepens, and the grey-brown of autumn gives way to blackened, dirty white settling into the city’s bones in scattered fall.

	Setsuko burrows her way into Etoangat’s heart like the shifting season, as the summer in Etoangat gives way, thaw-slow, to her lover; as Setsuko grows fuller on Etoangat’s burning heartmeat; as she laps stringy fat and thick grease from her lover’s bones. Etoangat’s body enough to feed a village, a storm, the end of a world.

	While Setsuko’s hunger is the coming of grief in listless, stumbling measure. It whittles Etoangat down, thin birch that she is already. Trees new to her since she has come to this place. None hardy enough to grow in the tundra of Taloyoak. Setsuko has introduced her to so much; the price is worth paying.

	But it’s guilt prods her pay it now. Sorrow, and anger, and loss locked down tight in her chest, where the fire dwells. They stoke the furnace in her, a slow burn.

	Etoangat has seen her end in that blaze; has seen the grave Setsuko has already dug for her; has seen Setsuko’s teeth till at the earth, dirt stuck up against Setsuko’s gums like rot.

	She can feel the future weight of Setsuko shoving her into the open pit, an amautalik come as Etoangat’s punishment for straying so far from home; for taking so much with her when she left; for leaving nothing behind but scoured earth and bloodied ice.

	She has felt the spectre of that loam closing up over her; knows when the sun in her chest falters the sky will darken, and clouds heavy with grey and tumbling white will cover that vast blue bowl as she wanes. In the absence of her life-giving heat the wide white of the sky will crack open and new tides of frost will crawl their way limb-over-limb up along Yonge Street; up along the backbone of the city, knitting the sprawl shut in zipper-teeth lines.

	Sealing away the

	 

	light

	 

	above the hospital bed cold, like the bed itself, and the walls, and the floor under her feet when she tries to rise and falls back. The metal of the bedrails a shiver down the length of Etoangat’s spine, mortuary-freezer-frigid under the grasp of her fingers. This place both familiar and not. All the scents wrong – everything here antiseptic; no life here, and St. Michael’s too foreign to calm her beating heart. 

	Her pulse is weak, too tired from the fevered burning clutching at her ribcage; from the sweat pouring out of her to leave her hollow and her breath strained. 

	Setsuko’s burned bones sit with her, watching vigil over her lover; those fire-blasted fingerbones twined in Etoangat’s own. An emptiness, now, too, in her belly; that familiar weight gone. But Etoangat too empty of tears to cry; too little of her left to call them with the fire having welled up from her throat to flush full in coursing stream through river-channel hallways.

	She draws down air with shallow breath. Drinks in cold remnants of ghost-laden halls. Skin sallow, her tanned flesh rests stretched taut over her frame, her tongue lying dry in her mouth – no saliva left to slick it.

	The nurse call button yields no answer. These halls empty. Wind whistling down unfurling corridors and flapping out windows cracked and melted. The lines and pathways of this place grown longer as Etoangat’s light fades. As the sickness in her grows.

	As the loss and the sun burning cancerous in her core eats her from within. As

	 

	Etoangat

	 

	holds herself against the blazing fury eating away her insides. She stands tall though it threatens to double her over; she wavers in the wind at water’s edge, Setsuko’s ghost in her gut. Before them lies the sheer, short plummet off the Harbourfront’s edge. She teeters forward, arms caged tight across her gut, sick from heat prostration and numb with hunger. She can still taste Setsuko’s bones on her tongue. Can taste the meat of lips that once brushed hers. Can taste the absence there, while Setsuko’s ghost rumbles unquiet inside her.

	Etoangat
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