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“The ice does not keep the dead. It keeps what is hungry.”

— old saying, Talik Cove
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Chapter 1 — The One Who Checked His Nets

Sea ice off Talik Cove, Bering Sea — Alaska. Monday, January 18, 1982, before dawn.

At four in the morning there was nothing in the world but Enoch Soolook, his dog, and a couple of miles of sea locked in the freeze.

The rest — the village, the hundred and twenty souls of Talik Cove, the packed airstrip, the radio mast, the leaning cross of the little chapel — slept behind him, invisible, swallowed by the polar night. Ahead there was nothing. Nothing but the pale field that stretched to the curve of the Earth, gray under the stars, so flat and so empty a man might have believed he was walking on the back of the sky.

Enoch cut the snowmachine’s engine.

The silence dropped all at once, like a lid. The Ski-Doo ticked as it cooled, tick, tick, tick, and then nothing, only the wind rasping the hardened snow and the thin whistle of his own breath inside his balaclava. Thirty-eight below. At that temperature the air tasted of metal, and every breath froze the inside of his nose with a small silken crackle.

He was twenty-nine and he had done this since he was ten. Checking the nets under the pack ice before daylight, when the fish don’t yet suspect a thing. His father had taught him, and his father’s father before that, and no one, among the Soolooks, had ever gone through. It was a quiet pride, the kind you don’t speak of. You carried it, simply, the way you carry a good knife.

That winter, pride was no longer quite enough. Nita Aluk’s store gave credit, but credit was not the same thing as fish in the cache, and the plane from Nome came only once a week to set down the flour, the fuel oil, and the mail. It was 1982, but at Talik Cove 1982 looked a great deal like any other year since the world was the world: you ate what you drew from the sea, or you did not eat. So Enoch went out before dawn, transistor switched off in his pocket to save the batteries, and he checked his nets.

He knew the sea. He believed he knew it. Six years back it had taken two of the village’s men at one stroke — Joe Aluk and Danny Panik, gone out after seal one morning like this one and never come back, swallowed with their boat somewhere out beyond, without a cry, without a plank washed up on the shore. The village still spoke of it under its breath, in winter, when the wind forced its way under the doors. The sea takes what it wants, the old people said, and you don’t argue with it. Enoch had been twenty-three that year. What he remembered most was the silence that had fallen over Talik Cove, a silence that had never quite lifted again. You lived with it. You went out anyway. It was that, or starve in the warm.

“Stay there, Nuka.”

The dog sat back on her haunches, ears high, not looking at him. She was a gray beast, lean and nervy, the best of his team. She was staring out to sea. She had that stiffness she took on, now and then, when a bear passed downwind, and Enoch, out of habit, glanced at the rifle lashed to the rear fender — an old lever-action Winchester, oiled, faithful. But there were no bears in January. The bears slept. Everything slept, in January, except men fool enough to fish down under it.

He unhooked the pick and the kerosene lantern, and he walked to the first hole.

He had opened it three days earlier and tended it every morning, breaking the fresh crust that closed it over in the night. A black circle three feet across, in all that white. The water below was warmer than the air — a couple of degrees above freezing, enough to smoke faintly in the cold, a breath rising from the world below. He set down the lantern. The yellow halo trembled on the surface and lit the thousands of bubbles caught inside it, in columns, in strings, frozen at the very instant of their flight upward. The pack ice was nearly three feet thick here. Solid as a church floor. You could have parked a truck on it, and the men of the village did in fact park their snowmachines on it all winter without ever thinking twice.

Enoch knelt, pulled off a glove, and plunged his arm into the black water to the elbow to find the net line.

The cold bit him like an animal. He swore through his teeth, groped, felt the taut rope, gripped it, and began to haul. The net rose slowly, weighted. A good catch — he could sense the wriggling mass of char, of silvery polar cod that spilled onto the freeze and stiffened almost at once, gills still beating, turned into little gleaming ingots before they had even understood they were dead. He worked fast, in rhythm, pull, stack, pull, the mist of his breath clinging to his lashes, and already he was thinking of the ride back, the stove, the coffee, his mother’s face still warm with sleep.

It was as he bent for the third armful that he felt the first strange thing.

A blow. Far down, beneath his knees. Not a sound — a pressure, rather, a dull shove that rose up through the frozen ground and through the bone of his kneecaps into his belly. It was like a distant impact, way down: something very heavy had just struck the ceiling of their world.

He went still, the rope in his hand.

Nothing. The wind. The hiss of the lantern. The black lapping in the hole.

“Whale,” he said aloud, to hear himself.

It happened. A stray beluga, a walrus, a mass knocking from below as it hunted for a breathing hole. It happened, and his heart went back to beating normally. He started hauling again.

The next blow was harder.

This time the ice moved. Really moved. Under him a wave ran through the whole field, and the lantern hopped an inch with a scrape, and the water in the hole slopped and spilled over his knees. Far off to his right, in the dark beyond the halo, he heard the freeze groan — that long whale-song the locked sea makes when it works, a deep booming that runs for miles. Except it was not the tide. The tide did not knock like that. The tide did not rise from below, searching.

Nuka began to howl.

It was not a bark. It was the cry of a frightened animal, high, torn out of her, and Enoch turned, the net forgotten, and saw his dog on her feet, braced, all the hair of her back on end, backing off step by step toward the snowmachine without taking her eyes from a point on the surface, thirty yards off, between him and her.

He looked at that point.

And under the pale crust, under the milky layer swollen with bubbles and stars, he saw a shadow pass.

It was enormous. It slid flat against the underside of the ice, like a cloud under a frozen pane, a pale mass, whitish, paler than the black water, long — he could not see the end of it — and it moved without a ripple, without a sound, with the appalling slowness of oil being poured. The lantern’s halo caught its flank for an instant: a smooth skin, glistening, veined with dark, like suet, like seal fat stretched over something alive.

It was the white moving under the white.

Now it rose from the water in the hole, a smell he did not know — not the clean smell of seal or cod, not the honest iodine of the open sea, but something older, lower, a stench of stirred-up muck, of dead shellfish, of a sealed place where the water had not moved in a thousand years and where something had lived all the same. A cellar breath from under the sea. It turned his stomach. And with the smell rose the cold, a new cold, different from the air’s, as if the mass down there dragged behind it all the freeze of the depths, a train of a winter older than the world of men.

Enoch stopped breathing. A very old part of him, the part that knew things his head did not, ordered him not to move. To make no sound. The shadow passed beneath him — he felt it pass, that cold pressure rising into his legs — and went on toward Nuka, toward the shore, toward the village, and he believed, for one whole second, that it had not found him.

Then it stopped.

It stopped dead, thirty feet off, and turned. He did not see it turn — he sensed it, in the way the pale shape gathered itself and changed its axis, bringing toward him a thicker, more massive end. A head, perhaps. He looked for eyes. There were none. Nothing but a blind muzzle, flat, armored like a door knocker, aimed at him the way a hand reaching out in the dark hunts for a throat to close on.

It had heard him. The net. The pick against the rim. His stupid voice. His heart, maybe, hammering now so hard he could hear it himself under his own skull.

Don’t move, he told himself. Don’t make a sound.

He stayed crouched at the edge of the hole, a statue of a man, the net rope still clenched in his bare fist, and he watched death think beneath his feet. The cold burned him. A drop at his chin froze before it fell. Nuka had gone quiet — the dog had flattened herself in the snow, trembling, silent, wiser than he was.

The shadow did not move either.

Above him, very high, a green aurora had begun to crawl from one edge of the sky to the other, silent, indifferent, unrolling its slow veils over millions of stars. On another night Enoch would have lifted his head to watch it; his grandmother said the dead danced up there, and that you mustn’t whistle after them, or they came down. Tonight he did not dare even move his eyes. The green light slid over the pack ice and made the long pale thing gleam faintly beneath his knees, motionless, patient, seeming to wait, itself, for the end of the world.

A minute passed. Two. The wind shifted, and Enoch understood, with a horrible clarity, that it was waiting for exactly the same thing he was: for one of the two of them to move first.

His thighs began to shake. The cold, the crouch, pure terror. He held. He held as long as a man can hold with two tons of patient hunger ten feet beneath his knees. He thought of his father, of the Winchester left back there on the fender, useless, one arm too far away. He calculated, very fast, the distance: thirty yards to the snowmachine. Thirty yards over a surface that was no longer ground but a lid, a thin lid laid over a mouth. He would not make it. He knew it. The thing beneath him knew how to run too, in its own way, staving in the ceiling as it went — he had understood that without putting it into words, with that animal knowledge that sometimes rises up in men at the precise instant it can no longer do them any good.

He thought, absurdly, that he hadn’t brought in the firewood for his mother, and that it would trouble her more than anything, that she should have to go out for it herself in the cold of early morning. He thought that they would believe he had fallen, like the others, like Joe, like Danny; that they would say the sea took the Soolook boy, and that they would be wrong, and that no one would ever know how wrong. That idea, more than the fear, closed his throat: to die lying about the way you die.

And then his calf gave out.

Only a quiver. A twitch of the exhausted muscle, that made him put a hand to the ground to keep from tipping over — the bare palm slapped the freeze, a tiny sound, tap, a sound of nothing at all.

Beneath him, the water in the hole heaved up.

He had no time to scream. The pack ice, that three-foot ice, that church floor, shattered under his weight like a plate thrown to the ground. The world tipped downward. There was white, black, a huge crash, a spray that froze in midair around him into a dust of diamonds, and the cold — the cold of the water, a thousand times worse than the air’s, a wall, a hand closing over the whole body at once and driving the air from his lungs in a single blow.

He beat his arms. His soaked parka dragged him down. Above, the ragged hole was no more than a shard of gray, the night seen from below, already shrinking. He kicked up toward it. His hand broke the surface, outside, in the air, his fingers spread on the sharp rim —

and something took him by the legs.

It was not a bite. It was a grip, an adhesion, a crown of hard curved things that closed around his thighs and his hips with a strength that had nothing of the animal about it, a strength of machinery, of a trap’s jaws, and that clamped until he heard, inside himself, things give way. The pain was so total that it stopped being pain. His hand, outside, scrabbled the surface, tore off three fingernails, found the handle of the pick he had set there an eternity before.

He had time to feel it under his fingers. The worn wood, familiar. His father’s wood.

Then he was pulled downward, unhurried, with the same oily slowness, and the night from below closed over him, and the round of pale gray disappeared, and there was nothing left, in all that immensity, but the black and the cold and the great pale body carrying him toward a place where no one, ever, would look for him.

On the pack ice, the kerosene lantern still burned.

It lit a heap of frozen cod, an abandoned glove, a fresh hole with star-cracked edges from which a faint mist rose, and the tracks of a man that stopped short at the water’s edge. The wind was pushing a fine dry snow that had already begun, patiently, to erase the prints.

Twenty yards off, Enoch Soolook’s snowmachine sat where he had left it. After a while, for no reason, the engine coughed and started turning over again on its own in the cold — a low, steady idle, an insect’s drone in the great white silence — as if the machine were calling its master, or sounding, without knowing it, the first alarm.

Flattened in the snow, far away now, a small gray shape finally rose. Nuka howled no more. She turned her back on the sea and began to run, belly to the ground, straight for the darkened lights of the village, with something in her mouth that she had picked up at the edge of the hole without Enoch ever knowing — her master’s balaclava, torn away in the fall — and she ran like that, without stopping, as if she carried news that no one, at Talik Cove, would want to hear.

Behind her, the pale field stretched to the curve of the Earth, gray under the stars, so flat and so empty a man might have believed that nothing had ever happened there.

Except that, now and again, very gently, the floor of the world moved.




Chapter 2 — The Constable

Talik Cove, VPSO post — Alaska. Monday, January 18, 1982, morning.

The post’s oil stove had drawn badly since fall, and Del Mercer had ended up making peace with it, the way a man makes peace with an old deaf dog. He stuffed it at night, shook it in the morning, cursed two or three times, and the stove always ended up consenting to cough out its blue flame, grumbling. That Monday, it consented around seven. Del set the dented blue enamel coffeepot on it, the one that had been Lena’s, and sat down to wait for it to heat, hands flat on the table, his right knee held out straight in front of him because, when it froze this hard, the joint gave him a jolt the moment he bent it.

The Talik Cove public safety post fit into a room fifteen feet by twelve: a desk, two chairs, a cell that hadn’t been used since summer, a rack where his rifle slept — an oiled .30-06 that he brought out for bears and nothing else. On the wall, a calendar from the Nome co-op, handed out every Christmas, with a photo of a moose and the months in English. It was January 18, 1982. Del had penciled a ring around the box for Saturday the 23rd. That day, if the sky was willing, the little plane from Nome would set down on the packed strip with the flour, the fuel oil, the mail, and the candy for the kids. Five days. In the bush, you always counted in planes. The rest — the dates, the hours, the days of the week — was only a convention you kept out of habit, the way you keep a watch you no longer look at.

Del was fifty-four and he had spent twelve of those years here, which, to the Aluks and the Paniks, made him just about a newcomer. He had arrived from Nome in 1970 with a wife, a uniform, and the notion that a man could start over somewhere no one knew his story. The wife had died three years back, the uniform had faded, and the story he had learned at his own expense: in a village of a hundred and twenty souls served by a single plane, everyone ends up knowing everything about everyone. That was what a village at the end of the world was. One big house with no walls.

He was on his second cup when someone knocked at the door.

It was not a polite knock. It was the fist of a woman in a hurry, and when Del opened up, the Soolook boy’s mother stood on the threshold, no hood, her gray hair caught with frost, a trembling gray dog pressed against her leg. The old woman held something in both hands, which she held out to Del the way you hold out a piece of evidence.

A balaclava. Stiff, frozen, chewed.

“The dog came back alone,” she said. “At dawn. Without him. She had this in her mouth.”

Del looked at the balaclava, then at the dog, then at the old woman’s face, and felt the coffee turn in his belly. He knew that face. He had seen it on others, in that same doorframe, in Nome and here. The face of someone who already knows, and who comes only to fetch a man to say it in their place.

“He was checking his nets?” he asked.

“Like every morning. The northeast hole. A couple of miles out.”

“Since what hour did he leave?”

“Four. Maybe before.”

Del looked at the clock. Almost eight. Three hours outside, at thirty-eight below, with no dog to bring him home, left little room for hope. He did not say so. He pulled on his parka, his mitts, his cap, took down the rifle out of old reflex more than reason, and went out into the blue light that was not yet day.

Outside, Talik Cove was waking grudgingly. Thirty-odd low houses, wedged behind snowdrifts, joined by paths of packed snow that the wind erased each night and the footsteps reopened each day. Power lines sagged between the roofs, fed by the co-op’s generator coughing away somewhere down toward the harbor. Smoke rose from the chimney of Nita’s store, another from Gus’s roadhouse, a third from the chapel where Toovak was no doubt already praying for people who hadn’t asked him to. On the ridge, the radio mast stood out, alone, spindly, the one thing in the whole village that rose straight toward the sky. Del looked at it every morning without thinking, the way you look at your own thumb. He did not yet know he would learn to look at it another way.

He went first to the store.

It was the heart of the village, and Nita Aluk was its muscle. The door bell rang when he entered, a thin warm sound in the bite of the outdoors, and the smell took him all at once: coffee, kerosene, leather, tobacco, dry biscuits, that general-store smell that did not change from one pole of the continent to the other. Nita was behind her counter, small, spare, her black hair shot with gray drawn back, recounting a case of batteries by the light of a yellow bulb. Behind her, on a shelf hedged with dials, the village radio transmitter crackled to itself, a white hiss holed through with rising and falling whistles.

“You’re up early, Constable,” she said without looking up. “And you’ve got your bad-news face.”

“Enoch Soolook didn’t come back from his nets.”

Nita set down the batteries. Her hands, very steady, stopped short, and Del saw pass over her face the thing he had seen on the mother’s: that old knowledge the sea people have here, that silent reckoning they all make, at every absence, always.

“The northeast hole,” she said. “That’s good ice out there. Three feet, easy. You don’t go through, on three feet.”

“That’s what I keep telling myself.”

“You’re telling it to yourself badly.”

Del did not answer. He tipped his chin toward the radio.

“How long has it been doing that?”

“Since last night. It rises and falls. I tried Nome at seven for the order, no use, all I got was that whale-song. Isaac says it’s the northern lights. There were fine ones last night, greens all over the sky. When they dance like that, the radio goes deaf. It’ll pass with the moon.”

“And if it doesn’t pass?”

Nita shrugged one shoulder.

“Then we wait for the plane. Saturday. We’ve always waited for the plane. The world can collapse, Constable; here, it collapses five days late, the time it takes Nome to notice.”

She tapped a finger on a cloth-bound ledger set by the register, where she kept the village’s accounts in a cramped hand: who owed what, who was waiting on which part, who had promised which fish. It was her own way of holding the wheel. Officially, Talik Cove had no mayor. Officially, it had a council that met twice a year in the co-op hall to argue over the price of fuel oil. In fact, when something went wrong, people pushed open the store door and waited for Nita to lift her eyes from her ledger. Del had understood long ago that he could wear the badge; it was she who carried the village.

“Have you told Roy?” she asked. “That the boy won’t be bringing fish to the roadhouse?”

“Roy’s stuck here with his plane broke down. He’ll know soon enough.”

“And Gus?”

“Gus will know from you within the hour,” Del said. “Like everyone.”

It was the kind of thing she said, Nita, with that mix of sass and fatalism that held the village up better than the generator did. Del nearly smiled. He did not smile, because a man was missing on the pack ice, and he filed the line away in a corner of his head, not knowing he would bring it out again soon, and that it would have stopped being funny.

“You taking the snowmachine?” Nita asked.

“I’m going.”

“Take Wade. If you have to pull an engine out of the hole, you won’t do it alone with that knee of yours.”

Wade Sibley was at the shed, under the belly of Roy Kettleson’s little plane, a trouble light hung from a fuel line and a toothpick planted in the corner of his mouth. When Del explained, the mechanic wiped his hands on a rag blacker than they were, spat out the toothpick, lodged another in the same spot, and said only:

“The Soolook boy. Hell. More guts than sense, that kid. Had, anyway.”

He had said it in the past tense without even noticing. Neither of them called it out.

They set off on two snowmachines toward the northeast, headlights on in the permanent twilight of the morning. Under the skids, the hardened snow sang, a high steady squeal. The village faded behind them, then the coastline, and there was nothing left but the pale field opening up ahead of the headlights, flat, endless, sown with blue shadows in the hollows of the drifts. Del knew this country by heart, and he did not trust it for all that. Twelve years had at least taught him that: here, the ground was not ground. It was a lid laid over a great deal of black water, and the lid changed its mood.

They saw the lantern from far off. It still burned, yellow, pitiful, a small forgotten flame in all that dead expanse, and beside it, farther out, the headlight of a third machine pierced the gray.

Enoch’s snowmachine was still turning over.

It sat where he had left it, faced out to sea, the engine at idle, a low, patient drone rising all on its own in the silence. It had run for three hours. The tank had to be near bottom. Del cut his own engine, and Wade his, and the silence enfolded them, holed only by that insect idle and by the wind.

“What’s it doing, running?” Wade breathed. “He didn’t shut it off.”

“No.”

Del got down. His knee protested. He limped to the lantern, and there, he stopped.

There was everything you needed to tell a story, and the story was not good. A heap of frozen cod, stacked neatly, the work of a methodical man. An ice pick thrown aside. A glove. And the hole.

The hole was not a fishing hole.

A fishing hole is round, clean, cut by an auger or a pick, three feet across. This one was three times that, a tear with rims curled upward, bristling with slabs of ice stood on end, star-cracked with fissures that ran far out over the surface. Del had seen ice staved in from below, once, where a walrus had forced its breathing hole. It did not look like this. A walrus makes a round. Here, something had struck hard, from below, and burst nearly three feet of welded pack ice like a man punching in the lid of a tin can.

“Good God,” said Wade, come up behind him. “The crust let go? On three feet?”

“Looks like it.”

“It’s not possible, Del. I rolled a load of drums across here in November. Three feet of sea ice, that carries a truck.”

Del did not answer. He had crouched at the edge, carefully, spreading his weight, and he was looking at the prints. They came from the snowmachine, went to the heap of fish, circled the hole — and stopped. They stopped short, all of them, at the edge of the black water, without a step setting back out. The dry snow the wind was pushing had begun to fill them in, to blunt their outlines, to erase patiently the man who had left them. Another hour and there would have been nothing left to read.

From the water in the hole a fine mist rose. And something else rose with it, that Del sniffed without meaning to: a low stench, of muck, of dead shellfish and stirred-up bottom, a smell that had no business there, a couple of miles from shore, above a sea the freeze had held sealed since Halloween. It turned his stomach and stood the hair on his neck at once, and he couldn’t have said why, except that his body, at least, had understood something his head still refused to.

“He went through,” said Wade at his back, and his voice was trying to reassure itself all on its own. “That’s it, right? The ice let go, he fell, the soaked parka, the cold… three minutes and it’s over, at this temperature. Poor kid.”

“Maybe.”

“What do you mean, maybe? Look. There’s no blood. No sign of a struggle, no bear, nothing. He slipped, he fell, the sea took him. Like the others. Like Joe and Danny.”

That was the sensible version. It was even the only version a sane man could carry back to the village without being taken for a madman: the sea takes what it wants, it had taken the Soolook boy, they would grieve, they would say a mass, and the hard life of Talik Cove would resume its course. Del already knew that was the version he would give. A fall. An accident. He had nothing else to offer, and the village needed a story that stood up, not one that kept it from sleeping.

But crouched at the edge of that open mouth in the pack ice, with that smell of a sea grave in his nostrils and that too-wide hole under his eyes, Del Mercer, who had not prayed since his wife’s funeral, felt rising in him the cold professional certainty he had dragged along for thirty years on the job: the one that told him, every time, when a scene was lying.

This scene was lying.

He leaned in farther, and his eye caught, snagged in a fold of ice at the very edge of the tear, a pale thing he took at first for a scrap of seal blubber. He reached out, pinched it in his fingertips. It was not blubber. It was supple, thick, translucent at the edges, veined with blue under the lantern light, big as the palm of his hand — a flap of skin, or of something he couldn’t name, torn from something alive, and cold with a cold that was not only the air’s. It smelled of muck. It resembled no animal he knew, and Del knew animals, from seal to grizzly.

He turned it over between his fingers. Wade, behind him, was no longer saying anything.

“What is that?” the mechanic finally asked.

Del did not answer right away. He looked at the piece, then at the hole, then at the pale line of the horizon where day would never truly break, and he had the clear sensation of being watched — not from the shore, not from the sky, but from below, from the great black world beneath his knees, by something that, itself, knew perfectly well where the two of them stood.

He slid the flap into the pocket of his parka.

“Nothing,” he said. “A piece of net.”

It was not a piece of net, and Wade knew it, and Del knew that he knew it, but neither of them had any wish, that morning, on that ice, to name the other thing. They cut the engine of Enoch’s snowmachine, at last, and the silence that followed was worse than the idle. They loaded up the pick, the lantern, the glove, the frozen cod of a dead man. They did not touch the hole. As he climbed back onto his machine, Del threw a last glance at the star-cracked tear, and the mist still rose, patient, from the world below, and it seemed to him — but it was fatigue, the cold, the turned coffee — it seemed to him that the mist drew, for one second, the shape of a long pale thing sliding beneath the surface, before the wind carried it off.

They rode back to the village in the gray of early day. Del gave his report to the mother in the gentlest way he knew, which is to say briefly and without useless lies: the sea had taken her son, as it had taken her husband, as it had taken the men of this coast since the world was the world. The old woman nodded without weeping. She had wept once, for real, six years earlier, and perhaps she had nothing left to weep with.

Del spoke to no one about the flap of skin. He set it that evening on the table at the post, under the bulb, and looked at it a long time, drinking a black coffee that went cold. The thing did not melt. That was what kept him awake: set there, in a room heated half to death by a stove that finally drew, the pale thing did not melt, did not thaw, gave up nothing. It kept its cold like a secret.

He tried to reason the fear away, with the tools of a reasonable man. A sick walrus, he told himself. A beluga stranded under the pack ice, rotting, a scrap of it caught in the debris when the crust gave way. That explained the smell. That explained the texture. It did not explain the hole, that too-wide hole with rims curled upward, as if struck from inside; it did not explain why a beast heavy enough to stave in three feet of freeze had left, over all that expanse, neither blood, nor carcass, nor the least trace of itself — nothing but an erased man and a piece of his own flesh forgotten at the water’s edge. Del had spent his life stitching stories back together out of what people left behind them. This one refused to stitch. A piece was missing, and the missing piece was under the ice.

Outside, far off beneath the harbor ice, something knocked twice, dully, against the underside of the world. No one heard it. The generator covered everything. And on the ridge, in the wind, the spindly radio mast crackled its long white lament toward a sky where the dead, Isaac said, had begun to dance again.




Chapter 3 — Those of the Ice

Seismic camp on the pack ice, three miles out — Alaska. Monday, January 18, 1982, midday.

At midday the January sun still hadn’t made up its mind to rise; it prowled somewhere below the horizon and turned the south of the sky the color of old copper, without ever showing its face. That was, for Iris Calloway, the hardest thing to bear in this corner of the world: not the freeze, not the isolation, but this light that was not one, this day held perpetually on the verge of happening.

The camp stood on the pack ice three miles from the village of Talik Cove, an orange dot in the middle of a field that nothing bounded. Three double-walled field tents, a lab trailer hauled out here in December by a tracked vehicle that had never come back to fetch it, a guyed antenna mast, a generator under a tarp that rumbled day and night — that was all the university had set down on eleven thousand years of freeze to wrest its secrets from it. Iris stood in front of the trailer, her orange parka zipped to the chin, watching Marcus Vine bring the corer back up.

It was 1982, and the campaign was supposed to be a success. She had the funding, she had the team, she even had the small line of a Defense budget that paid for the seismic charges, in exchange for which she would have to write, come spring, a report that three men in uniform would skim. On the lab table, the magnetic tapes turned in the seismograph, recording every shot, every echo, every reflection of the waves off the deep layers of the frozen sea. It was fine science. It was clean, quantified, reproducible. Iris had built her whole life on that cleanness.

“Ten feet,” announced Theo Brandt, bent over the borehole, rubbing his fogged glasses with the back of a mitt. “Ten feet six. The core’s a beauty, Iris. Look at that.”

The doctoral student held out to her a section of the sediment cylinder they had just extracted, dark, stratified, where you read the seasons of the seabed stacked like the pages of a book. He was twenty-six and enthusiasm came out of him through every pore, even at twenty below; he was the most incapable man of concealing anything she had ever supervised, and for that precise reason she trusted him more than anyone.

“It is a beauty,” she admitted. “Bag it. Number and depth.”

“Already done,” said Dana Reyes behind them.

Dana labeled, noted, stowed, with that economical composure that made her the true pivot of the camp. Thirty, a cap pulled down to the eyebrows, the settled voice of someone who never raises her tone because she has never needed to. She was also the one who ran the team’s radio, a decent VHF in the trailer and an HF for Nome, and since the evening before she had spent half her time swearing softly at the noise rising out of the speakers.

“Nome’s still not answering,” she said. “All I get is static. The northern lights are eating our HF. It should settle down, but for now, we’re as deaf as we are dumb.”

“We’ve got nothing urgent to tell them,” Iris answered.

She would regret that sentence. She did not know it yet.

The corer groaned. Marcus Vine, kneeling at the edge of the borehole, was adjusting the winch to run the string of rods back down. He was the oldest of them, forty-five, a driller by trade whom the university hired campaign after campaign, so taciturn you forgot him in a room. He talked to machines better than to people. Iris had watched him, all fall, wipe the corer down with a rag before stowing it, the way a horseman does his horse, and she had come to understand that this silence was not indifference but a form of devotion.

“Go down farther?” he asked, the first sentence of the morning.

“We finish the drilling to bedrock,” said Iris. “I want the base of the layer. Then we run the west seismic line, four charges, and we fold up for the night.”

Vine nodded and engaged the winch. The rods drove downward, foot after foot, with that metallic scraping that carried far over the freeze and that ears eventually stopped hearing. Iris went back into the trailer, sat down in front of the seismograph and the log table, and buried herself in the previous day’s figures.

That was where things had begun to stop being clean.

The drilling, the night before, had hit at two hundred and sixty feet a layer that made no sense. The cores came up normally, sediment, then rock, then — nothing. The string of rods had dropped all at once, on its own, five feet of free fall, as if the bottom had given way. Vine had thought it was a gas pocket, a lens of soft mud. Iris had reread the logs three times. It was not gas. The pressure was wrong, the temperature of the water that had risen in the rod was warm — far too warm, a couple of degrees above freezing where everything should have been frozen hard — and above all the salinity, the salinity was aberrant, that of a trapped seawater, concentrated, dead, a water that had not seen the surface in a very long time.

They had drilled into something. A cavity. A pocket of liquid water sealed beneath the coastal permafrost, where the map showed only solid rock.

A talik. The word had come out of her student memory on its own — an unfrozen pocket trapped in the permanent freeze — and since then it had been turning in her head, refusing to settle.

She sketched in pencil, on the graph paper, the geometry of the thing as the seismic echoes drew it: a huge lens, flattened, straddling the ground beneath Saint Ambrose Island and beneath the village’s pack ice, a volume of open water big as a cathedral sunk into the frozen subsoil. And her own drilling, her pretty little eight-inch rod, had opened a passage between that sealed cathedral and the free sea that circulated beneath the pack ice. A door. She had opened a door.

She sat a moment with the pencil in the air, staring at the lens she had just drawn. Her whole career was in that gesture: to translate the invisible into a line, the echo into a shape, to make legible what the Earth keeps hidden. They had praised her for it, at Fairbanks, at Seattle. They had given her a team, credits, a line of military budget that she had accepted without asking too many questions, because in this trade the questions, you asked yourself after, once the paper was out. She had imaged the subsoil of the Bering Sea better than anyone. And now the subsoil was answering her back.

“It’s fascinating,” said Theo, who was reading over her shoulder without realizing it, with that total lack of tact that belonged to him alone. “A relict marine talik, at this depth, sealed since the glaciation… nobody’s ever sampled water like that. Do you imagine what we’ll find in there for chemistry? For microbiology? Iris, that’s a paper. That’s several papers.”

“It’s an anomaly I didn’t foresee,” said Iris. “And that I shouldn’t have caused.”

“No one could have foreseen it.”

“It’s my job to foresee. Otherwise we don’t drill.”

She heard herself being curt, and she regretted it, but the guilt was already rising in her, dull, professional, the same as that of the surgeon who has cut a vessel he did not see. That pocket had been sealed for eleven thousand years, and in one night, with eight inches of steel, she had broken the seal.

“There’s something else,” she said, and she pulled a strip of paper from the seismograph. “Look at last night’s last shot. The reflection off the roof of the cavity.”

Theo leaned in. Dana, sensing from Iris’s voice that it mattered, came closer too.

On the strip, the trace of the seismic shot descended normally, bounced off the layers, drew its fine regular hyperbolas. And then, between two dead echoes, where there should have been only the silence of the rock, there was a signature that geology does not explain. A moving reflection. An object — a compact, dense volume, distinct from the water around it — that, between the shot and the echo, had moved through the cavity. A great deal. Fast.

“An artifact,” said a voice behind them.

Marcus Vine had left the winch. He stood in the doorway, pulling off his mitts, looking at the strip over their heads with a closed expression.

“It’s a recording artifact,” he repeated. “A bubble in the rod, a flaw in the tape. It happens all the time. You’re not going to wake me a monster over a speck on magnetic paper.”

“It moves between two shots, Marcus,” said Iris. “An artifact doesn’t travel a hundred feet in ten seconds.”

“A school of cod, then. A seal strayed into the pocket. Water rising through the breach we made, a current, whatever. It’s water, Iris. There are living things in water. That doesn’t mean we stop the campaign and go home empty-handed.”

There. The bottom of the problem was right there, and Vine had just laid it on the table with the bluntness of a tight-lipped man. Go home empty-handed. Each of them had something to lose on this campaign: Theo his thesis, Dana her first real contract, Vine his fee, and Iris — Iris had put her whole reputation into this hole. No one, at bottom, wanted to believe the signal on the strip, because to believe it was to stop everything.

“We do a sounding pass,” Iris ruled. “Now. This minute. Down the hole. If it’s a recording flaw, we’ll get nothing. If it’s a current, we’ll get a current profile. And if it’s a school of cod, so much the better, we’ll have something for dinner. Dana, run the probe down.”

Dana ran the acoustic probe down the borehole, all the way to the cavity, and hooked up the little speaker that translated the echoes into sound. It was an old field habit: the eye tires on a screen, the ear does not. The speaker put out first the background noise of the sea, that continuous liquid hiss, holed through with the distant crack of the working pack ice. Iris shut her eyes to listen better. She heard the thread of the echo come back, steady, from the bottom of the cavity: ping… ping… ping… the far wall, motionless, at three hundred feet.

Then the echo changed.

It drew closer. The ping grew shorter, harder, more frequent — something was approaching the probe, rising toward the roof of the pocket, toward them. Dana, very calm, called out the distances as she read them off the dial: two hundred and sixty… two hundred… this mass was enormous, the probe saw it as a wall, a reflecting surface rising, wide, full, and Iris opened her eyes and stared at the plywood floor of the lab without seeing it, wholly strained toward the sound, toward that frantic ping that was accelerating.

“A hundred and thirty feet,” said Dana, and for the first time her voice had lost its evenness.

Outside, the generator rumbled. The corer had scraped all morning. They had fired charges the night before. They had done, for weeks now, everything you would need to do so that a blind, starving thing crouched at the bottom of a dead water might know exactly where to find the surface — and exactly where to find the men.

“A hundred,” said Dana.

Beneath their feet, through the plywood, through three feet of pack ice and a hundred feet of black water, they felt a pressure pass. Not a sound. A dull shove, a mass of water displaced by a mass greater still, that set the coffee trembling in the cups and the corer’s rods clicking against their bracket. The speaker, for a second, gave nothing back — the probe was staring at the flank of the thing, so close there was no more echo, only a full presence — then the sound returned, drew off, went back down toward the depths, and the ping resumed, little by little, its slow, empty rhythm.

No one spoke. Theo’s mouth was open. Dana still held the probe line in both hands, without moving. Marcus Vine was looking at the borehole, that little black round where a mist smoked that should not have smoked, and his closed, tight-lipped face had emptied of all certainty.

“That was big,” he said at last, very low. “That was… Iris, that was the size of the lab. At least.”

“I know what I heard,” said Iris.

Theo had sat down on a crate, elbows on his knees, fiddling with his glasses without putting them back on. He was no longer the enthusiast of a moment ago. He had the pallor of someone whose world has just dropped a notch, and who is still trying to make the old landmarks hold.

“Eleven thousand years,” he said. “A pocket sealed for eleven thousand years. If there’s something alive in there… it descends from a line that has never met anyone. No boat, no harpoon, no net. It has never been afraid of anything. It doesn’t even have any reason to know that fear exists.”

“We’re extrapolating,” Iris cut in, more for herself than for him. “We have an acoustic signal and a pressure. It isn’t a beast until we’ve seen it.”

“You felt it pass under your feet,” said Dana, still calm, coiling the probe line. “So did I. The coffee moved in the cups, Iris. I read a hundred feet, then nothing, then a hundred and thirty going away. What you call a signal, it breathes.”

It was that word that silenced them all. Breathe. If the thing breathed, then it would come back up. Regularly. Inevitably. A water beast that breathes air has to stave in the ceiling, sooner or later, to take a breath — and the only ceiling, here, was the pack ice on which they had planted three tents and set down their lives.

“A seal doesn’t do that.”

“No. A seal doesn’t do that.”

She looked at the borehole in her turn. She thought of the geometry she had traced in pencil, of that cathedral of dead water beneath the island, of the door she had opened there with a stroke of the rod. She thought of the four seismic charges they had planned to fire before nightfall, those four detonations that would roll through the pack ice for miles, all the way to the sleeping village, all the way to the depths of the pocket. A bell. She had been ringing a bell in the dark, for weeks, and for the first time she wondered what could possibly be hungry, down there, in a water that had not fed anything since the end of the last glaciation.

“We call off tonight’s shots,” she said.

“We can’t,” said Vine. “The charges are already armed on the west line. You either fire them or defuse them one by one, and defusing, at twenty below, in the dark…”

“Then we defuse them tomorrow, in daylight. Nobody fires anything until we understand what’s down there. Dana, bring the probe up. Theo, pack the cores and check the tents. Marcus, tarp the hole and shut down the corer. I want the camp silent tonight. As silent as we can be with that generator.”

She did not know why she said that. The silence. It was not science. It was instinct, that same degree-less instinct that had made a dead hunter’s dog lie down at dawn, three miles from there, on the same field of ice. Something, down below, was listening. And everything they had done, for weeks — drilling, shooting, rumbling, scraping — all of it spoke. All of it called.

She went out alone, a moment, while the others busied themselves. The south of the sky was slowly turning dark red, a sunset for a day that had never dawned. Eastward, you could make out the low line of Saint Ambrose Island, and farther still, invisible, the village with its hundred and twenty souls who believed her harmless, a lady from the city come to read figures in the pack ice. She had promised Nome she would disturb nothing. She looked at the guyed antenna mast trembling in the wind, that frail lifeline to the outside, and caught herself hoping the noise of the northern lights would settle fast, because she was beginning to feel they might need to call.

The generator rumbled. And in the hastily tarped borehole, the warm water went on smoking in the cold, patient, rising from the world below that Dr. Iris Calloway, geophysicist, had just reopened onto the rest of the world.




Chapter 4 — The Trapper and the Dogs

Coastal tundra and shore — Alaska. Monday, January 18, 1982, afternoon.

Wade Sibley had had his head in the engine of Roy Kettleson’s little plane since morning, and the engine, so far, had won every exchange.

“You going to talk, or what?” he said to cylinder number three, shifting his toothpick to the other corner of his mouth. “Or do I go get the big hammer?”

Cylinder number three said nothing, which was a bad sign, because a cylinder with compression answers you when you probe it, snaps something healthy back under your finger. This one was soft as old cheese. Wade backed off his trouble light, wiped his hands on a rag that was more grease than cloth, and delivered his verdict to the owner, who was fretting himself sick ten feet away, hunched in his mackinaw.

“Head gasket, Roy. Cracked clean through. Your bird won’t fly this week.”

“This week,” repeated Roy Kettleson, as if the word stuck in his throat. “It’s Monday. The plane from Nome comes Saturday. If yours won’t fly and Nome’s sets down, how do I get out?”

“You get out with Nome’s, that’s how.”

“And my plane, I just leave it here?”

“Roy, your plane, for now, makes a real nice shelter for ravens. The part I can rig, but a head gasket doesn’t weld with duct tape. Got to order it from Nome. That means waiting on the plane. That means Saturday, earliest, and even then, if the guy’s got the part, and if the weather holds, and if the northern lights quit making the radio deaf as a post.”

Roy muttered something into his beard about bad luck, the evil eye, and a raven he’d seen land on his wing three days back, which, with Roy Kettleson, amounted to about a certificate of catastrophe. Wade liked Roy fine, but Roy was the kind of man who found omens in his coffee. The shed smelled of hot oil, kerosene, and cold sheet metal, a smell Wade had breathed for twenty years with the same contentment another man breathes fresh bread. It was 1982, and for a bush mechanic, 1982 meant mostly engines that froze at night and had to be warmed with a torch in the morning, a mismatched toolbox, and a logbook where he wrote down the flight hours of the region’s one and only plane in a doctor’s scrawl.

“Anyway,” Wade added, putting his crescent wrench away, “you wouldn’t go anywhere in this weather. The HF’s been fit for the scrap heap since yesterday. Nita can’t even raise Nome for her order. She says it’s the northern lights. Roy says it’s the raven. Me, I say it’s probably both, and that it suits me fine, because it gives me time to find you a gasket.”

“There’s the Soolook boy didn’t come back either,” said Sam, still planted in the doorway. “This morning. His dog came
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