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Chapter One
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It’s not like she could refuse the assignment.  

Every quarter, when the new list of investigation sites was posted, Anna drooled over all the incredible projects handed to Sigrid, Jean-Frances, and Dandruff Dan.  They’d been at the Institute for years.  Her boss, Chief Investigator Gentle Geoff, figured they were more capable of ghost tracking the major hauntings.  Did youthful ambition count for nothing in parapsychological academia?

Apparently not.

Searching through the crappy assignments doled out to untenured staffers, she finally found what she was looking for: Anna Fairclaw—her family name was always misspelled on these lists—right next to a project at the very summit of randomness.

“Shadow People?  What the hell are Shadow People?” she asked Sulky Sully.  

“Why don’t you read the descriptor?” he scoffed. As far as she could tell, he’d never stopped resenting her.  Before Anna arrived at the Institute, Sully had his own desk, not to mention his own office.  Now they shared.  

“The Shadow People, or Tarriaksuit as they are known...”

“Read in your head,” Sully interrupted.

Anna batted her lashes then bobbed her head like a sardonic I Dream of Jeanie.  “Yes, master.”

The Shadow People, or Tarriaksuit as they are known to the Inuit, are elemental beings described in the mythological systems of the Canadian North.  Shadow People are commonly believed to inhabit a world parallel to ours, existing beyond the realm of human sense perception. Disembodied speaking or laughing are often attributed to these beings, as are sounds of footsteps in the distance.  

Historically, only the most intuitive residents of the North have felt the presence of the allegedly shy Shadow People. Traditional stories tell of Inuit who have crossed into the other world.  No one has ever returned.  No solid research yet exists in the annals of parapsychological investigation to confirm or deny this type of report.  

“This actually doesn’t sound so bad,” Anna said, more to herself than to Sully.  She didn’t think he’d bother listening. “Did you read my Shadow People assignment, Sully?  My research could be ground-breaking.”

“If your investigation yields any results,” he muttered.  “And that’s a big if.”

Staff investigation will involve travel through Nunavut, Yukon, and the Northwest Territories.  The Institute will cover staff expenses, and all travel arrangements will be coordinated through our office.  Staff will be expected to interview elders to build a thorough knowledge of Inuit mythological systems.  It is also the responsibility of Staff to seek out a translator/guide for fieldwork in the North.

Anna read the briefing three times before turning to Sully.  “I can’t believe Geoff assigned this to me.”

Sully released a Mephistophelean cackle.  “Have fun freezing your ass off in the Yukon.”

“I will, thank you.  Why?  What exciting adventure did Geoff saddle to your rump?” 

Sneering, Sully slid his chair back.  The antiquated wheels screeched like an ambulance siren.  “I need to take a piss,” he announced and strode from their little workspace with his head high in the air.

“Thanks for sharing,” Anna groaned, flipping through the staff assignments.  And there it was: Herbert Sullivan.  Even in his absence, she let out a cruel burst of laughter.  This was too good.  In fact, it was so good she couldn’t stop herself from prancing down the hall, all the way to the men’s bathroom.  

Throwing open the door, she said, “Geoff stuck you in the archives, loser!”  

But the delight of humiliating a peer was no sooner overshadowed by the mortification of walking in on the wrong person.  Sully was nowhere to be found.  The only person at the urinals was their fearless leader, Gentle Geoff.

“Anna.  Oh, good.  I was just coming to see you.”  His tone was as casual as if she’d walked in on him clearing out the break room fridge.  He didn’t even seem concerned when her gaze drizzled down his body and locked on one particularly delicate area.

“I...”  She searched for an excuse to be standing in the men’s room.  “The women’s doesn’t work.”

“Doesn’t it?”

“Toilet’s broken.”

“Well, I’d better fix it,” he replied, zipping up.

“Well, sometimes it’s broken... and other times it... isn’t?”  

“No harm taking a quick look,” he said with a shrug.  

Geoff turned on the tap.  As liquid soap frothed between his fingers, Anna’s knees nearly gave out.  She had to grasp the side of the sink just to steady herself.  Suddenly he was so nearby his natural musk made her dizzy.  He looked up from that hunched-over position.  His face was at the same height as hers, and so close she could kiss him.  

When he’d finished fixing his hair in the rust-spotted mirror, he met her gaze straight on.  “I’m sorry.  Were you going to...?”

With his eyes, he made a motion she couldn’t comprehend.  He raised his brows and shifted his gaze.  What did that mean?  Where was the Geoff-to-Anna translator when she needed it?  Did it mean... did he want her to kiss him?  Their faces were so close...

“Did you need to use the toilet?” Geoff asked, straightening up.  

“What?  Why?” 

Plucking a paper towel from the dispenser, Geoff said, “I thought the women’s was plugged.  Isn’t that why you’re in here?  To use ours?”

“Oh. Right.”  

“I’ll just get out of your hair, then.”  He used his paper towel to open the grimy bathroom door. 

No way was she using the disgusting boy toilet.  How did she always manage to get herself into these situations?  Of course it was her own fault, being so impulsive.  A little self-control would go a long way, but it was so much easier to blame Sully.

“Hey jackass,” she called out as she strutted back into their shared workspace.  “I thought you said you were taking a piss.”

“It was a metaphorical piss,” Sully proclaimed with a philosophical beard rub.  Holding up his refilled coffee cup, he said, “It was more like a prelude to a piss.”  

“Yeah, well I walked in on our boss in the crapper because of your poetic license.”

“So I heard.”  He pointed his coffee cup in the direction of Geoff’s firm ass.

“Shit,” Anna exhaled.  “Geoff, why are you hiding in the corner?  And why are you on your hands and knees?”

“Not hiding at all,” he replied, rising to his feet.  “Your baseboard’s coming apart. We must have mice.  I’ll get right on that.”

“I’ve never had a boss who could run an entire investigative organization and find time for general maintenance.”  Sully beamed in an obvious attempt to get out of archive duty.  

“Thank you,” Geoff replied with a gracious grin.  “That means a lot to me.”

Anna leaned against their desk, wondering how she might interrupt this love fest.  Now she really did have to pee.  “You said you needed to talk to me?”

“That’s right.  I assigned you to investigate the Inuit Shadow People...”

“I know,” Anna interrupted.  “Thank you so much.  I should have said thank you before.  Thanks.”

Geoff launched Sully a puzzled glance.  “I’m wondering if I made the best choice.  It isn’t that I don’t trust you to conduct a superior investigation, only that you’ve never done any fieldwork with the Institute.”

“That’s not a problem.  I did fieldwork in university.  I can handle it.”

“I know you can, but I would feel better about sending you into the Arctic with a partner-investigator.”  Geoff’s gaze darted toward Sully.

Double shit.

“I’ll find a guide—someone who knows the North.  It’ll be fine.  I don’t need Sully to watch over me.”

“Oh, I hadn’t considered that option.”  Straightening up, Geoff tapped his fingers against the dusty bookshelf.  “No, I still think I would prefer to go with you.  And it has nothing to do with protection, if that’s your concern.  Only guidance.  Applying the Institute’s quality standard and all that.  You know your stuff, but...”

“No, no, no, that’s completely okay.”  Anna suppressed the urge to tackle her boss with a bear hug.  “I totally get it.  You’re right: it’s my first time out and I could definitely use your help.”

“But... but... but...” Sully cut in.  “You’re scheduled for the Greece investigation with Sigrid.  You’d rather spend your summer in the Yukon?”

With a shrug, Geoff said, “Greece has been done to death, and Sigrid’s fine on her own.  I’ve never been up North.”
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By the time they got around to packing their gear, every move Geoff made had Anna wondering about his intentions.  What was the real reason he’d decided to come on assignment with her?  He must have had ulterior motives.  Sure, he didn’t tease her or flirt with her or touch her casually in passing, but he wasn’t generally affectionate.  More one of those lost-in-thought academics.  

Honestly, she wasn’t sure she could handle the legwork on her own.  There was a lot of research to do in very little time, and how would she have tracked down an Inuktitut translator for remote northern communities without Geoff’s contacts?  

They’d decided to conduct the investigation like a basic ghost hunt, which meant bringing along all the tracking equipment: video, still and infrared cameras, digital recorders, Geiger counter, parabolic microphone and of course the essential EMF detector.

The Yukon in July wasn’t half as cold as she’d anticipated.  Their translator, Tukkuttok, laughed as she and Geoff unpacked parkas.  

“Did they mix up their seasons, do you think?” he joked with the elders.  When he translated, Geoff and Anna laughed too.  

Despite their mirth, though, the elders communicated very little helpful information regarding Shadow People.  It’s not that they had nothing to say—boy, could they talk up a storm!—only what they were saying had little bearing on the investigation.

“It is a shame when children today are not given traditional names,” one elder in the Northwest Territories explained.

His wife heartily agreed, “Our young people would grow up knowing who they were if they went by traditional names.  For Inuit people, our names have great meaning.”  

“Take Tukkuttok, for instance,” Tukkuttok translated, blushing as the elder man spoke.  “His name means, ‘a person who is generous,’ and you see how generous he is with his time?”

“Who gave you their atiq?” the elder asked their translator.

“Atiq?” Anna interrupted, flipping through her notebook.  “What does that mean?” 

“Atiq is the soul-name,” Tukkuttok explained.  “Names are passed from generation to generation to ensure we live on through time.  I received the name of my grandmother.  That means I am my grandmother.  The connection is soul-deep, bone-to-bone.  When I was a child, I replicated her behaviours and her personality traits.”

“And it’s okay for a boy to take after his grandmother?” Anna asked.  

“Namesake is stronger than gender.  Even now, I am more like my grandmother than anyone else in the world.”

“Wow,” Anna replied, scribbling notes in her book.  “That’s so...”

“Interesting,” Geoff intruded, his voice brimming with impatience.  After achieving no results in the Yukon, he wasn’t about to meet failure in the Northwest Territories.  “But what we’re here to learn about is the Tarriaksuit.  Do you know where we might begin to look for them?” 

When the elders exchanged glances, Anna was certain they’d bring the interview to a close.  Here these nice people were helping their investigation, offering them tea and traditional fare out of the kindness of their hearts, and Geoff was treating them like an inconvenience.  She couldn’t restrain herself from scolding him.  “Geoff, behave.”

The elders laughed, exchanging words.  

“What did I miss?” Anna asked Tukkuttok.  Were they laughing at her?

“They’ve devised Inuit names for you both,” Tukkuttok said.  “They call you Illivat, which means ‘a young person who is learning.’”

“That’s so nice.” Anna addressed the elders. “Thank you.” 

“You,” Tukkuttok continued, turning to Geoff, “they call Desna, ‘the boss.’”

“Oh, that’s a relief,” Geoff exhaled.  “I’ve been called far worse.”

Silence cloaked the room.  Anna stared down at her notebook, wishing she could scurry beneath the floorboards.  Finally, the woman spoke.  “Very little is known of the Shadow People.”

“That’s all right,” Geoff said.  “Just tell us what little you know.  Every new piece of information helps our investigation.  Where can we look for the Tarriaksuit?”

The woman looked up at her husband, as if to ask some indecipherable question.  His response was, “If they want to be seen, the Shadow People will come to you.”

“But do you know of any place we could go where they’re more likely to appear?”

“Tarriaksuit are not the Loch Ness Monster.  They do not inhabit specific spaces in our world.  They live in their own world—the shadow world.”

As soon as the words left the elder’s lips, his wife cast him an icy glare.  “We know very little of the Shadow People.  I apologize if this has been a wasted journey for you.”

That brought the conversation to a pretty quick close.

Trailing behind Tukkuttok on the trek back, Geoff leaned in so close Anna could feel his breath on her ear.  “It seems we’re being stonewalled.”

“Right,” Anna chuckled.  “It’s a conspiracy of elders across three Arctic territories.”

“Keep your voice down.”  Geoff grabbed her forearm as he gazed up ahead at their translator.  

“What, you think Tukkuttok is altering the elders’ statements?” she whispered.  “That doesn’t make sense.  You were there.  You saw their reactions.”

“Think about it: who set up all our meetings?”

“Tukkuttok,” Anna said.

At the mention of his name, their translator turned around.  “Hey slowpokes, catch up will you?”  

She and Geoff must have looked like a couple of guilty rabbits, their ears perked for predators.  

“Oh, I see,” their guide said with a smirk.  “You lovebirds want to be alone.”

While Geoff offered an insincere grin, Anna felt her face flush.  She concealed her obvious blush by taking off her hoodie.  “Warm out today, isn’t it?”  She chuckled as Tukkuttok turned and went on down the path.  “So you think he’s been setting us up with elders he knows won’t disclose anything?”

“Or maybe he warned them against sharing information on the Shadow People.”

Anna raised a brow.  “I think all these Arctic summer nights are making you crazy.”

“Don’t you worry about me.  Why?  Is the endless sunlight keeping you up?”

“Yeah.”  Anna shrugged.  

“Just close the blackout blinds.”

“I would, but it’s fascinating... and the sun isn’t that bright by midnight or so.  Plus I’m always monitoring the equipment.  Anyway, I’m not the conspiracy theorist here.”

Geoff didn’t seem to appreciate the tag, but said, “I don’t know exactly what’s up, but I might just get out my contact book.”

In Nunuvat, Geoff found elders of his own.  Or, one elder.  Rather than run the risk of pissing off their translator, they visited with Tukkuttok’s elders prior to stealing away to see Sakari.  Her name meant sweet, she told them.  By her welcoming manner, they were convinced they’d get some useful information from the trilingual elder.

“In addition to my mother tongue, I speak English and French.  That’s how I’ve become so well-known in my life’s work.”

“Sakari is a professional storyteller,” Geoff told Anna, as if he hadn’t already informed her when he set the appointment and again on the way over.  “As you know, we’re investigating the Tarriaksuit.  What can you tell us about the Shadow People?”

Sakari raised her face to the sky and leaned back in her folding lawn chair.  The world of the North was so quiet Anna felt unnerved by her surroundings.  It was a relief when Sakari asked, “Have you ever heard the story of how Crow brought the daylight?”

“I think I read that in High School,” Anna said.  “No, wait, that was Raven Steals the Light.”

“Brings, steals—it’s all a matter of perspective,” Sakari replied.  “A very long time ago, when the world was still new, the Inuit people lived all in darkness. They had never heard of this thing called daylight, until Crow came along and explained it to them.”

“Yes, this does sound familiar.”

“At first, nobody believed Crow.  The elders knew him to be a trickster, but the younger people were fascinated by his stories. ‘If we had daylight here, we could wander far from home to hunt.  We could see the polar bear before it attacks.’  The young people begged Crow to bring daylight to the North.  Crow agreed and started off on the long, dark journey south.  When he began to see a glimmer on the horizon, he knew he was heading in the right direction.”

Geoff yawned in an exaggerated manner, and Sakari gazed directly at him, saying nothing.

“Sorry,” he told her.  “Go on.”

She waited for a moment, like she was expecting him to yawn again.  When he didn’t, she raised her arms in the air.  “Suddenly, daylight burst upon him with its endless shades and shapes.  As he perched on a tree branch, he imagined how happy the young people of the North would be when they caught their first sight of a clear blue sky and fluffy white clouds. Crow then looked down to see a beautiful woman fetching water from the river.  The trickster turned himself into a seed and drifted down to settle into the woman’s cloak.  When she returned home, he found how lucky he was.  This girl was the daughter of the village chief.”

“What village?” Anna asked, but Geoff set a hand on her knee as if to stifle her.  His touch sent a giddy blaze through her body, and she hugged her notebook tight to her chest.

The storyteller ignored her question, at any rate, and went on with the legend.  “Inside the chief’s lodge, Crow spotted a box that glowed around the edges. Daylight!  On the floor, the woman’s little son played with the prized box.  In the form of a seed, Crow drifted into the little boy’s ear. The child cried and cried, but his mother couldn’t comfort him.  The boy called out for his kindly grandfather. 

“‘Why are you crying?’ the chief asked the little one.

“From within the boy's ear, Crow whispered: ‘I want to play with the ball of daylight.’ The child rubbed his ear and repeated Crow's words.

“The chief removed the ball of light from its casing without a second thought.  But again the boy cried and when the chief asked why, he spoke Crow’s words: ‘I want to play outside.’  And so the chief lifted up the small child and carried him to the river.

“As soon as they reached the clearing, Crow swooped out of the child's ear and regained his true form. He grabbed the ball of light and flew across the sky, trailing daylight behind him.  

“Through the darkness, the Northern people saw a spark of light coming toward them. It grew brighter and brighter, until Crow dropped the ball.  It shattered on the ground and daylight exploded, illuminating every dark place and chasing away every shadow. The sky became bright and blue.  Dark mountains took on colour and form.  Snow and ice sparkled so brightly our people had to shade their eyes.

“But Crow warned them daylight would not last forever. He only brought one ball of daylight, and it would need to rest for six months every year to regain its strength. During that six-month period, the darkness would return.  To this day, the people of the North live for half a year in darkness and half a year in daylight.  They are always kind to Crow, for it was he who brought the light.”

As Anna scribbled madly in her notebook, Geoff let out a huff.  “Do you have any stories about the Shadow People?”

Sakari pulled her shawl around her shoulders.  “The chill is setting in early tonight.”  Rising from her lawn chair, she said, “I think I’ll be heading in now.  Very nice to make your acquaintance.  Safe journey to you both.” 

Geoff shot out of his seat, knocking it over in the process, then kicked the storyteller’s abandoned chair.  “Well that just tears it!”

Anna thanked her lucky stars Sakari had gone inside, but she felt positively stupefied by his behaviour.  “What the hell, Geoff?  What is wrong with you?”

“I could have spent the summer in Greece.”

“You said...”

“And instead I’m stuck here in the land of the midnight sun on a failed investigation with little miss sunshine herself.”  

His words hit Anna’s chest like a brick, but she didn’t want him to see how badly he’d hurt her.  Painting on a smile, she tried to brighten his mood.  “We won’t have failed until we’ve totally given up.”

“No wonder we can’t track Shadow People.”  Geoff stomped over to their borrowed truck.  “Your sunny disposition is driving them all away!”

Anna didn’t know what to say.  Nobody had ever characterised her as an optimist before.  Why did it feel like such an insult?  

She tried not to look at her boss on the drive back.  His squirrelly face sparked a rage made more intense by the memory of attraction. 

“I don’t understand why you’re being like this,” she said, staring straight ahead.

“Like what?” he challenged, his tone icy cold.

“You know what I used to call you?  Gentle Geoff.  That was you: always kind to everybody, whether they’d been at the Institute for a thousand years or they were just interning for a couple months.  You always showed everyone respect, so why are you treating me like shit?”

“Get a grip.”  He didn’t take his eyes off the road.  “Look, tonight I’m taking the tracking equipment up to that lake by the old lady’s lodge.  She’s hiding something—I can feel it.”

Three months ago, the idea of another all-nighter with Geoff would have set her heart palpitating.  Now she wished she could call in sick.  “Fine.  Can we at least grab a bite first?  I’m starving.”

“You’re not coming with me.  Stay at the lodge and pull those blackout blinds.  You need your sleep.”  

Rage boiled beneath Anna’s skin, making her brusque.  Channelling her teenaged self, she growled, “Whatever,” and left it at that.  
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The lodge made a delicious moose meat burger, and Anna gave in to it, and fries and a bottle of red, in her room.  She couldn’t stand the idea of interacting with people.  

Leaving her destroyed plate of dinner outside the door, she switched off the lamp and joined her wine glass on the reading chair by the window.  The view was truly extraordinary.  

The evening sun shone like a comet in the sky, resisting the pressure of dusk as Anna resisted the call of sleep.  Her eyelids tumbled, bouncing apart each time they met, until finally they closed and rested together.  She envisioned Crow coursing through the darkness, trailing daylight behind him like a banner for new beginnings.  She saw the young people cheering him on and their parents clucking about the old ways.  Fearful of the radiance Crow brought, they hid in the...

“My God,” Anna cried, bolting upright in her chair.  “We’ve been so stupid!  The elders have been answering our questions all along—we just weren’t listening.”  

As soon as the words crossed her lips, the blackout blinds on her window snapped shut and the barely-visible nightlight in the bathroom flickered off.  Sheer blackness enveloped the room, and she knew the answer even before she asked, “Who’s there?”  

Her voice sounded small in the darkness.  It echoed all alone in a cavernous realm.  A bottomless sense of grief overtook her and she wept uncontrollably into her wine glass.  It was the only thing still connecting her to the material world, and she grasped its stem with all her strength.  

There was so much pain in life.  Just look at Geoff: she put her hopes in him and he treated her like crap.  That’s what happens when we have hopes: they’re inevitably stomped on by so-called benevolent forces. 

The blinds sprung open and a dazzling light caressed Anna from outside.  In fact, for a moment, there was only light and nothing else.  It filled her heart with such warmth she was sure her chest would explode.  

This must be death.  What else could it be?

And then the light subsided.  She now realized she was outside the lodge.  She looked in the window to see herself passed out in the reading chair, still grasping her wine glass.  In the window’s reflection, she watched as rays of light flickered from the sky and manifested a form.  The form was a man, and the man was spectacular.  

She had every reason to be afraid, but she wasn’t.  Her heart and mind were utterly at ease as she watched him approach her like a spectre in the window’s reflection.  His round face would have been haunting were it not for the smile on his lips.  In the window’s reflection, the contrast between his skin and his black hair appeared stark, but when she turned to look at him straight on it seemed less obvious.  

“Oh my god!”  Erupting with laughter, Anna covered her mouth.  “I’m sorry!  I have no idea who you are and I know I shouldn’t say this, but what the hell are you wearing?”

His pants, cut just below the knee, seemed to be some kind of eccentric twist on traditional Inuit dress.

Placing his hands on his hips, the hot phantom snapped, “Shut your mouth, girl.  Have you ever hand-sewn rhinestones into caribou skin?”

“Can’t say as I have,” she snickered.

“I figured.  Took me half a year to make these dance pants.”

“Okay, dude...”

Sucking his teeth, he said, “My pants kick your dress’ ass.”

“Dress?”  Anna glanced down.  Where were her flannel pyjamas?  Why was she wearing this shapeless hide shift?  “This isn’t mine.  I don’t know...”

The man whipped around to strut down the lake path.  “Follow me, girlfriend.”

“Oh, so we’re friends now, are we?”  

“Yes, Illivat.”

Her heart leapt with inexplicable affinity for the ghost.  Her pulse quickened.  This all felt unreal, like she was floating above the situation and participating at the same time.  

“We’re going to be good friends soon, you and me and Kattituyok.”

“If you say so.”  She grinned, hopping to keep up. “Who is Katti...?”

“Kattituyok: he who has a deep voice.”

“Who are you?” Anna asked as they headed toward a lake that sparkled in the late-night sun.  

“Pikatti,” he said simply.

She felt like one of those kids who would keep asking questions until you shoved a lollipop in her mouth.  “Are you Tarriaksuit, you and Katti...?”  She mumbled the end of his name because she couldn’t remember it.

Pikatti turned to face her with the lake glistening behind him.  “Kattituyok.”  

That obviously didn’t answer her question. 

“What is Tarriaksuit?” asked a booming voice over Anna’s shoulder.  

She spun on her heels to see who was there.  

A man slightly older than Pikatti stood before her.  He wore caribou pants with a fringe, but sadly lacking rhinestones.  His presence made Anna uneasy, but not because she was afraid; he just seemed so illustrious she felt she didn’t deserve to occupy the same space as him.  His greatness drove her to Pikatti’s side.  An Inuit ghost wearing rhinestones seemed pretty safe, in comparison.

“Shadow People,” Anna replied in a voice smaller than her own.  “I’m a parapsychologist... kind of... well, I will be once I’ve chosen a thesis topic.  Anyway, you don’t care about that.  Basically, I’m in the North looking for Tarriaksuit.”  

The man with the big strong chest smirked like he had a secret.  “You’re not alone.”  

Just to their right, he indicated the Institute’s camera equipment perched on a boulder.  Behind it, a man sat very still, his eyes glued to an EMF reader.

She smiled so hard her jaw hurt.  “Oh my god!  Geoff!”  

He didn’t react.  He didn’t seem to hear her, or even pick up her body heat on the thermo-cam.  

“Looking for Tarriaksuit?” Pikatti taunted.  “Girl, you are Tarriaksuit.  And that guy can’t see you any more than he can see me or Kattituyok.”

Shadow People!  She almost couldn’t believe it, even though she knew it was true.  After all the cloak and dagger from the elders, she’d found them.  Anna felt like royalty.  She was in the Shadow World.  

With a child’s buoyancy, she looked Pikatti up and down and chuckled. “The stories say you’re shy.”

“Yes, terribly,” Pikatti sighed, throwing a melodramatic arm around her shoulder.

Kattituyok huffed.  “Anyone who steps into this world of ours realizes at once they wouldn’t dream of leaving.”

“Your world accepts voyagers from ours, then?” Anna asked, wishing she had her notebook.

“From yours or any other.  We wish to preserve the integrity of our world, but not to the exclusion of any interested party.”

“I’m interested,” Anna said, auspiciously.

“We know, Illivat.  That is why we’ve appeared to you.”

“But Goeff...”  She glanced in his direction.  He was looking straight through her.  “He’s interested too.  Why can’t you bring him here?”

“Your colleague comes to judge us.”

“No, Geoff wants to understand you.  He’s a knowledge-seeker.”

“But he would reveal us to your world,” Pikatti interjected.

“So would I.  That’s what I came up here to do: find you guys and write a report on you.  Why won’t you let Geoff into your world?  He wants to find it so badly.  He’ll go home in shreds if I get to meet you and he doesn’t.”

“I can’t comprehend why you would care so much about a man who denigrates you,” Kattituyok said, shaking his head.

“He doesn’t,” she argued, reflecting, and not quite believing herself.  “I think he’s just stressed.  He doesn’t deal well with failure.”

“Somebody’s making excuses,” Pikatti replied, tickling her sides.  As she gave in and giggled, he whispered, “Our little Illivat deserves better.” 

Anna stopped laughing and looked up almost in despair at the solemn but kind warrior before her.  “Kattituyok...please tell me who you are.  We’ve asked so many elders and they had nothing to say.”

“Of course not,” Kattituyok replied.  “Our world is quite insular.”

“It’s not as dark as I pictured it,” she admitted, gazing up at the sun.  It wasn’t quite beaming—not this late at night—more like hovering in space.  “Why is it called the shadow world?”

“You think this is the shadow world?  No, no, no.”  Pikatti chuckled.  “That’s our name for where you live.  If you saw your world from where we stand, you’d think you were living in the shadows too.”

An idea dawned on her like a two-by-four to the back of the head.  I’ve been living in the shadow all this time.  Dizzied, she swerved until she was somehow on her knees.  Even her head was too heavy to support, and she let it fall to the gravel beach.  The ground was cold, but her body was steaming-hot as she rested in the giddy bliss of a drunken stupor.  

“Why do I feel like this?” she asked, feeling flighty and faint.

“You are coming to an important realization,” Kattituyok replied.

She nodded against the damp, gritty sand.  “Geoff doesn’t like me.”

Pikatti knelt beside her, petting her back.  “That’s not the important bit.  What else have you got?”

Squeezing her eyes shut, she fought back tears.  “He’s treating me like shit and I deserve so, so, so much better.”

“Yes, Illivat,” the sage one said.  “And?”

“I’m always getting in my own way.  I get attached to these jerks, and then when I realize how bad they are for me I can’t get rid of him.  Like stupid Sully—I was crazy for him in University.  Even now that I see how bad he is for me, I’m still sharing an office with the bastard.  I can’t get these assholes out of my life!”

Pikatti rubbed her back until her soft dress fell forward, fell down her back and covered her head.  She pulled out of it, sitting it under her head to keep her face off the beach.  Pikatti’s warm touch felt so much better against her bare flesh.  His hand felt like seal pelt as it brushed her ass, which she held high in the air.  It moved down her thighs to tickle her feet.  

“Do you get it now?” Pikatti asked.

Kittituyok didn’t give her an opportunity to answer.  “Anna is the shadow.  Illivat walks in the sun.”

“Illivat,” she repeated.  “We were the Shadow People.  Goeff and I couldn’t find the shadow world because we were already in it.”

“Now we start you on your new path.”  Pikatti traced his fingers across her inner thigh.  “In our world, only fear is condemned.  Whatever is not love is fear.”  

Anna caught him looking at Kattituyok with a combination of desire and reverence. The sage responded with a deep-voiced chuckle and a smirk. Pikatti’s smile grew wider as his fingers peeked inside the waist of Kattituyok’s fringed caribou pants.

Kattituyok declared, “In your world, people see only difference.”

“With us, anything goes.”  Pikatti pulled down the caribou hide.  

Kattituyok gasped at the younger man’s touch and then said to Anna, “You revile each other for your diversity.”  

Pikatti grasped Kattituyok’s cock and pumped it slowly.  He slipped his soft-as-pelt hand between Anna’s thighs.  When he squeezed mound, she exploded like a juiced orange, melting into the beach.  What could she do but surrender to their wisdom and their world?  She was theirs now.  She belonged to this place.

“In this world, we are as one,” Pikatti continued, stroking her wet pussy.  She rocked for him, moving back and forth to increase the sensation of his touch against her throbbing clit.  The more she moaned, the more Kattituyok moaned, and his derivative pleasure increased her own.  Pikatti pleased them both.

“Here, there is reciprocity to desire.”  Kattituyok hissed as Pikatti grasped his balls in a firm grip. “We fulfil each other’s wants and needs.”  

“Whatever you want to give, you can always find someone to take it,” Pikatti continued.

“And anything you wish to receive can be granted by a willing partner.”

“Like right now I want to give Kattituyok head...” Pikatti said.

“...and I wish to receive it,” Kattituyok replied, his voice smooth and deep as chocolate.

Leaning to her ear, Pikatti whispered, “What about you, Illivat?  What do you want to give?  What do you wish to receive?”

Those two simple questions brought tears to her eyes.  Not once in her life had anyone asked what she wanted of a sexual encounter.  She mumbled a response neither could make out.

“Louder, Illivat,” Pikatti encouraged.  “Tell us what you want.”

She summoned her core strength and released her response.  “I want to give and take.  I want to give you my pussy.  I want to take your cock inside me.”

“Ahhh,” Kattituyok  purred.  

Like gears in motion, the men clicked into place.  Gravel shifted underfoot as Pikatti slipped out of his quirky caribou pants.  Kattituyok stood strong above her, straddling her waiting body.  Even naked with her face to foreign soil and her rump high in the air, Anna was invulnerable.  After all, this was a different world.

With Kattituyok’s firm calf blocking the way, she could just make out Pikatti’s glistening form coming at her.  He gripped the base of his cock, asking, “Is this what you want?”

Her heart pounded.  “Yes,” she replied, bracing for entry.

Gripping her hips, he chuckled, “Well, then, I won’t deny you your pleasure.”  

In one majestic motion, he slid inside her body and made it his home.  He was huge inside her, but she made room because, god, did she ever want him there.  That space had been reserved for a cock like his. She just didn’t know it until now.

“And I will not deny you your pleasure,” Kattituyok boomed.  No sooner had he spoken than a muffled exultation erupted from Pikatti’s throat.  

Try as she might, Anna couldn’t turn far enough to catch a glimpse of Kattituyok’s impressive cock filling his fit young lover’s mouth.  She’d love to watch.  Was Pikatti sucking the hell out of that beast, or simply sitting back and taking it as the gorgeous sage fucked his welcoming throat?  She couldn’t quite tell what was going on above her.  

An icy thought struck her as she looked to the right. “Are you sure Geoff can’t see us?” 

Kattituyok chuckled deeply as Pikatti replied, “If he could see all this, do you really think he’d have his nose in a book?”

“You’re right,” Anna said, relaxing as Pikatti ran his sharp nails along her back.  The sensation of delicious pain made her moan.  Her pussy devoured his cock as he devoured Kattituyok’s.  It struck her how pussy-like a mouth is: wet, warm, welcoming, and satiny-soft.  Mouths and pussies were nearly the same thing.

With Pikatti gripping her thighs, she reached up to feel her engorged clit.  Her own wetness heightened her arousal, and she stroked herself into a frenzy as he fucked her needy cunt.  She let that big cock slide between her two fingers and felt a sense of accomplishment when Pikatti gasped in response.

“Oh god,” she panted in time with the men’s crescendo of grunts and moans.  There was nothing hotter than Pikatti’s gurgle of approval as he thrust in her cunt and Kattiutuyok thrust in his mouth.

Turning from the vision of Geoff a world away, she grasped Kattituyok’s ankle, which was firm like a teenaged tree.  She was nearing the brink and needed more than Pikatti alone could give.  Revelling in the deep moans of their male sex, she rubbed her clit mercilessly, fingers dancing with Pikatti’s rapidly-thrusting cock.  She reached far back to grab his balls and everything happened all at once.  Suddenly, their collective pleasure overwhelmed them.  

Kattituyok bellowed high above her, his cry and his cock stifling Pikatti’s orgasmic groan.  She didn’t need to hear it to know.  His hands kneaded her ass cheeks, grasped them hard as he rammed her one last time.  Dizzied by pleasure beyond anything she’d ever imagined, she let her hand fall to earth when Pikatti held still, his massive cock pulsing inside her.  She could feel herself trembling, but his cock was hers for a few more moments.

Impressively, Kattituyok remained standing even as she and Pikatti collapsed.  She couldn’t wipe the smile off her face, even after lying naked on the beach under the midnight sun.  She was safe, she knew, with a strong man standing guard.  

“This is nuts.”  She laughed, catching sight of Pikatti’s rhinestone caribou pants.  “Is this for real?  Have I seriously left the world I came from?”

Nobody answered.  They didn’t need to; she knew where she was.  

Behind the big boulder, Geoff had fallen asleep.  She’d never seen him sleep before.  He looked like an old man.  And he snored.

“I’ve tried all my life to be accepted by... well, anybody, really.  You guys brought me here and took me in, welcomed me, initiated me into your world...”  

She wondered what Geoff might find when he reviewed the images his video recorder had picked up.  More than likely, he’d go home knowing next to nothing about the Shadow People.  He’d go home feeling like a failure.  And he’d go home never knowing where Anna had disappeared to.

Traditional stories tell of Inuit who have crossed into the other world.  No one has ever returned...

The End
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By Giselle Renarde

“Tell me what happened or I’ll tie your ass hair to your pubes!”

“What makes you think I have either?” Toby asked, gyrating his hips in Saada’s direction.  His green apron flapped as he waved his hands above his head. 

“Excuse me!” the rich bitch on the other side of the counter growled. “Would you mind watching your mouth in front of respectable customers?”

Saada dropped the woman’s vanilla soy latté on the counter, letting a few drops splash out the side of the paper cup.  “I would gladly watch my mouth if there were any respectable customers here.”

As the woman in the white fur coat bobbed her head like a Thanksgiving turkey, her bad wig threatening to fall onto the glass dessert case. “Excuse me?”

Saada snapped a plastic lid onto the paper cup, then pushed it across the counter with her knuckles. “I can’t even pretend to respect someone who thinks slaughtered bunny carcasses make a good fashion statement.”

The rich bitch’s pupils vibrated with such intensity it looked like her retinas were about to detach. Eying the serpent necklace Saada had paired with a studded leather dog collar, the customer muttered, “You’re one to talk about fashion.”  Then she demanded to speak to the 'intolerably rude' girl’s manager.

Saada’s expression betrayed no concern. After three years of working side by side behind the coffee counter, Toby realized her countenance and her true feelings rarely crossed paths. He also knew that with one more warning for vulgarity, she’d be out on her ass.

“I’m the manager here,” Toby declared in the deepest, most authoritative tone he could muster.

“Well?” the rich bitch asked.  “What do you plan on doing about behavior like this?”

Toby shrugged. “Encourage it?”

He noticed Saada smirking as she wiped down the steam nozzle. 

The customer glared at Toby. “Well, don’t expect to see me back in your store any time soon. I only spend my money where I’m valued as a customer.”

A full-blown smile broke across Saada’s luscious lips, revealing a row of perfectly squared teeth. Her black ponytail bobbed as she waved goodbye with one hand like those ceramic cats you see in convenience stores. What color was her skin? Not quite light, but not quite dark. Olive, maybe? Where she came from was one of the few things Toby didn’t know about her.

Once the rich bitch and her dead bunny jacket were out the door, Saada bid her good riddance.

“Holy shit!”  Toby grasped his chest. “You’re gonna get us fired one of these days.”

Saada shrugged. “She had it coming. Anyone who has the nerve to wear fur...”

Did she trail off, or did Toby just stop listening as he gazed at her in disbelief?  With no customers in line, he snuck around to the stools on the coffee-lush side of the counter and stared at her unapologetically.  Saada had balls. She was a force of nature! 

Grabbing a raspberry Danish out of the glass case, Saada ripped it into not-quite-equal halves. The dab of blood-red filling stayed all on one side. She bit off half the circle of jam, then passed the big half over to Toby. 

“Thanks babe,” she said. “You’re too good to me.”

“No worries.”

Tearing his semi-circle of Danish into shreds of pastry, he watched his best friend scoop the drizzle of icing from hers. When Toby cocked his brow, she asked, “What?  It looks like come.”

Rolling his eyes, Toby threw a strand of pastry at her as a pre-emptive strike. He knew Saada was about to launch that icing blob straight at him. It wasn't that he was psychic, only that he knew her so well. Fortunately, Saada’s aim was off and the icing veered left and plopped down on the red vinyl stool beside him.

“Toby! If you’re in front of the counter, you’re cleaning!”  When the voice of God boomed from the back room, Saada and Toby both groaned.

“No problem, Jin.”  Hopping off his stool, he scooped up the blob of icing with a napkin and grabbed a J-cloth to wipe down the tables.

Toby was the favorite wherever he went, and Saada freely admitted that drove her nuts when he’d first started working at the café. His pleasant demeanor and eagerness to work didn’t jive with the atmosphere of deliberate indolence cultivated by the other baristas.  They didn’t seem to understand why he always so happy. He worked for minimum wage, for fuck’s sake! 

But his amiable manner had nothing to do with the job. Back when he’d started this job, he’d been madly in love.  When you’re in love glee gushes into every facet of life.

“Sa-hay-da! Sa-hay-da!” the boss hollered.

“Sa-ha-da,” she said, correcting Jin’s mispronunciation for the three hundred and thirty-third time.

“Sa-hay-da, go restock the dairy. Toby, you empty the trash yet?”

“I’ll get right on it,” Toby said, clicking his heels.

“Whatever,” Saada muttered, dragging hers.

The heavy scent of coffee garbage filled the air as Toby grabbed a black plastic bag.  Saada nestled in beside him, sorting through cartons of milk and cream, tossing out empties. He tried so hard to catch hold of her elusive aroma. Saada didn’t wear perfume. The scent of her was truly the scent of her. But all Toby could smell in that moment was rotten trash.

“So, when are you going to tell me what happened?” she whispered, her sweet breath warm on his neck.

“Fine.”  He would have to tell her eventually. Saada never let up when there was gossip to be shared. “I’m moving back in with my parents.  Simone kicked me out.”

“Why? What did you do?”

“Nothing! She just ended it out of nowhere. Why would you assume it’s my fault?”

Sniffing a carton of half and half, Saada offered a casual shrug. That girl had the biggest, greenest eyes he’d ever seen, but they always seemed to be looking elsewhere. Those lashes, too! Saada didn’t wear make-up, and still she had the long, thick lashes of a dairy cow. They were gorgeous, gorgeous eyes. Why had he never noticed them before?

“I guess it wasn’t meant to be,” Toby said.

“I’m really sorry, sweety.”  Saada wrapped an arm around his waist and pulled his hip against hers.  Toby could barely breathe as she set her head against his shoulder.

“Hey, you two!” Jin barked behind them.  “This is work time, not touchy-feely time!” 

“Lick my zesty asshole,” Saada muttered. “Toby, honey, you deserve so much better than Miss Priss anyway. Every time Simone came in here she treated me like dog shit. And she didn’t treat you much better.”

“I know,” Toby confessed, though it wasn’t an easy thing to admit. “I’ve had it with women. From now on it’s back to guys. Fewer complications. Less mess.”

“Yeah right.”  Saada laughed, giving him a playful shove. “You said exactly the same thing when you broke up with Mark: I’ve had it with guys. Girls only from now on.”

“Well, Mark broke my heart.”

“So did Simone, from the look of you.  Heartbreak is an equal opportunity destroyer.”

“Fine, then I’m not dating anyone anymore.”

“Not even him?” Saada whispered.

Toby turned around as she rushed
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