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The Long Reverberation

The Arctic Town Slayings

I was never supposed to come back to Alaska. 

When I left the North Slope fields in ’89, my hands were cracked from crude and frostburn, my lungs heavy with diesel memory. Twenty years out there had turned me hard as the pipe we laid, and yet somehow hollow too — a man measured in barrels and broken bones. I told myself that I’d seen enough ice, enough men gone strange under twenty-four-hour daylight, enough ghosts to last a lifetime. But that was before Shepherd’s Rest called again.

Shepherd’s Rest. It’s not even a town anymore — just a whisper at the end of an oil road that hasn’t seen new asphalt since Nixon resigned. Back in ’73, the place was alive, in its own way. About four hundred of us — roughnecks, haul drivers, welders, and the occasional dreamer — all chasing paychecks that froze before we could deposit them. The rigs were our gods, the shifts our religion, and the bottle our only warmth.

That winter, three men died. Not by accident, not out of bad luck, but in something colder — deliberate. They found the bodies out on a stretch of tundra behind the Number Seven rig, laid out in a perfect triangle, like a compass pointing north. No prints, no tyre marks, no sign of struggle. Just three men who had worked the same shift, lived in the same prefabs, and were killed the same night.

They shut it down fast — the company, the state troopers, even the feds dipped a toe before deciding Alaska in February wasn’t worth the frostbite. The official report called it an “unresolved multiple homicide” and stuck it in a box, buried under procurement files and pipeline proposals. That’s where it sat for fifty years. Forgotten, like the men themselves. 

Until now.

A week ago, a letter turned up on my doorstep back in Houston. No return address, just a wax seal with the imprint of a raven. Inside was a photo — grainy, printed from a Polaroid — showing a man I recognised instantly even after half a century. His name was Tommy Brandt, youngest driller on that crew, and supposedly the fourth victim of the Arctic Town killings. Only in this photo, Tommy wasn’t dead. He was standing in front of a snow-buried shack, dated January 2024.

And scrawled on the back were four words that split my sleep in two:

“You never buried me.”

Now I’m on my way north again, into the white throat of Alaska where the world swallows sound. The last flight out of Fairbanks took me to Deadhorse, then a trucker with more scars than words hauled me another hundred miles over ice roads the colour of sorrow. Every stop feels like the edge of the map, every breath colder than memory.

I’m not just chasing a ghost this time — I’m chasing my own past. I knew those men. I’d drank with them, fought with them, patched their busted hands when the drills bit wrong. And someone out there knows what really happened in ’73. Someone who isn’t done with it yet. Maybe that someone is still out there — waiting for the thaw to finish what the cold started.

If there’s one thing I’ve learned in oil towns, it’s that what we bury never stays down for long. The ground might freeze, but it never forgets.

And this time, neither will I.
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North of Nowhere

They say the human body starts dying faster the moment it remembers cold. I can believe that. The first breath I took stepping off the bush plane at Deadhorse stole my lungs the way only real Arctic air can — clean, sharp, and older than the world. Nothing down south ever smells like this place. It’s not just cold up here; it’s ancient. You breathe in a million years of ice, and it breathes you out as vapour.  

The horizon was a blank white coin flipped on its side. The sky and snow met without a line between them. The pilot, a kid who hadn’t been born when the Arctic Town Slayings happened, offered me a half-smile and said, “Welcome to nowhere.” He wasn’t wrong.  

It had been over three decades since I’d left Alaska. In the lower forty-eight, I’d aged, but in the North Slope, time hadn’t. The rigs still pitched steel into the sky. The trailers still sat on frozen mud, wrapped in windburned tarps. And somewhere past the last pipeline valve, buried in a snowfield locals avoided even on clear days, three men were still waiting for the truth.  

They weren’t saints, not by a long shot. I’d worked alongside them: Tommy Brandt, Jack Helmer, and Lonnie Pike. Three men cut from different cloth, sewn together by the same crude paycheck. Jack was loud, built from tobacco and whisky. Lonnie kept things close, never spoke unless
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