
  
    [image: Seagull and Raven]
  


  
    
      SEAGULL AND RAVEN

    

    
      
        KATE MACLEOD

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Ratatoskr Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FREE EBOOK!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Like exclusive, free content?

      To get two prequel short stories to THE RITCHIE AND FITZ SCI-FI MURDER MYSTERIES as well as a bonus prequel novelette to the completed six-book series THE TRAVELS OF SCOUT SHANNON, signup for my monthly newsletter here.

      

      Thank you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Seagull and Raven

      

    

    
      
        Sci-Fi Serial Podcast!

      

      
        Complete Series: The Travels of Scout Shannon

      

      
        New Series: The Ritchie and Fitz Sci-Fi Murder Mysteries

      

      
        Also from Kate MacLeod

      

      
        Also from Ratatoskr Press

      

      
        Free eBook!

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Kate MacLeod

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEAGULL AND RAVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Tulugaq held his hand up to the sky and counted his heartbeats. It took twelve beats for the light to move from the tip of his littlest finger to the end of his thumb.

      “This is a very strange omen,” the shaman said from behind him. “I don’t know what it means." The two stood on the ridge overlooking the village, the blast of cold wind from over the water hitting them full in the face. Everyone else was in their stone houses, staying warm by the oil lamps and trading tales to pass the time.

      What does he want me to say? Tulugaq wondered. First he tells me the spirits say I cannot be his apprentice, then he brings me – and me alone – outside to see this. Why?

      The sun had not yet risen to mark the end of winter, but it’s time was coming. The sky was already too blue for stars, but the strange moving light shone brighter than the crescent moon.

      “The dead go up into the sky and become stars,” Tulugaq said, thinking out loud. “But this one seems to be coming back to earth.”

      “I will need to speak with the spirits,” the shaman said. “The spirits always know.”

      Yes, the spirits always know, Tulugaq thought. But they don’t always tell.
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        * * *

      

      Tulugaq’s sister Nauja had a very distinctive smell. It wasn’t like flowers. It wasn’t a clean or cold smell like the ocean, and it wasn’t fresh like the tundra in summer. But it was his favorite aroma. It was like being a child again, snuggling together to keep warm in their father’s igloo in the winter or his tent in the summer.

      The day after the slowly falling star had crossed the sky, Tulugaq was crouching patiently over a seal’s air hole when the smell of his sister washed over him. It was so strong he stood and turned to greet her, but was puzzled to find he was quite alone.

      It happened again the next day when he was eating with his older sister and her husband. He swore he almost felt her hands about to close over his eyes in their old childhood greeting, but behind him was nothing but the stone wall of the house.

      On the third day he sensed her as he lay in the early morning halfway between sleep and waking. It was as if she lay beside him as she had every night until the day she had married. But this time he heard her voice too saying his name. He could feel her warm breath on his ear. “Tulugaq." But when he turned over, no one was there.

      Tulugaq dressed and crept outside. There was a strong wind blowing over the water, pricking his face with ocean spray although he was nowhere near the water. There was an unsettled feeling to the air, as if winter had one more storm in store before the sun would come. He walked over squeaking snow to the shaman’s stone house at the back of the village. There was no need to worry about waking the shaman; it was well known the man never slept.

      “Something troubles you?” the shaman asked. His eyes were focused on the steady flames of his lamp, not sparing him a glance, but Tulugaq was used to this behavior. He took a seat on the hide-covered bench and told his tale with as little embellishment as he could. When he finished the shaman did not speak, only stared at the flames as if they had been the ones talking to him. At last he took a deep breath and sat back.

      “You miss your sister, Tulugaq." It was not a question.

      “Yes, but…”

      “She has a husband now. And did you not tell me she was expecting a child?”

      “Yes." But expecting and having were different things. She had expected other children only to have nothing to show for it. Please, let it be a son, a child to please her husband. Each year the winter was longer than the last and the summer shorter. There were very few girl children in Tulugaq’s village. It was the same in Nauja’s village.

      “But you have none of these things,” the shaman said.

      “A husband?" The shaman shot him a look that made him squirm. “I think she needs me.”

      “I think this is about your need, not hers,” the shaman said. Tulugaq did not know what to say to that. The shaman would not like to be argued with, but his judgment felt wrong. Now Tulugaq was the one silently focusing on the flames.

      “That does not make it a lesser need,” the sham said after a most uncomfortable silence. “I cannot guide you in this. You know the spirits will not speak to me of you.”

      Tulugaq blinked. He had not, in fact, known that. That wasn’t what the shaman had told him before.

      “No,” the shaman said, shaking his head firmly. “I cannot be your guide.”

      Tulugaq went back outside, walking slowly back to his house. Not his house, really. He and Nauja had lived with their older sister and her husband after their father had died. Nauja had married and gone to live in her husband’s village. There was nowhere for Tulugaq to go.

      As he neared the house, a flash of motion caught the corner of his eye. A seagull was perched on top of his kayak, puffing up and flapping its wings before settling down again. It regarded him with one black bird-eye. Tulugaq touched the place where his amulet rested against his chest, under his parka. A seagull feather, given to him by his sister. Nauja. Seagull.

      The bird flapped its wings again as if eager to be off then settled back down and fixed its inky stare on Tulugaq once more.

      “How can I get to her? There’s so much ice on the water, and it’s going to storm.”

      But there was no point in arguing with a bird.
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        * * *

      

      Tulugaq was well known in his Nauja’s village for the singing duel in which he had bested her husband Taliriktug. That duel was still spoken of five years later, the tales told of how they had sung their insults to each other as the sun set, crept around the horizon, and then climbed the sky again. At last Taliriktug had faltered and Tulugaq had been declared the winner. Although the people of the village revered Taliriktug as their finest hunter, they admired Tulugaq’s cleverness in beating their champion. He was often invited to share food with even the poorest of families in exchange for telling his version of the duel tale.

      But as he paddled his kayak upstream past the first stone houses of the village, he knew something was wrong. Few people greeted him, and those who did were reluctant to meet his eyes.

      Then he reached his sister’s home and saw Taliriktug cleaning his own sealskin.

      “Greetings, brother,” Tulugaq called as he pulled his kayak up the rocky shore, far from errant waves. The seagull, still with him after three days’ travel, found a perch on the roof of the stone house.

      Taliriktug straightened, showing no shame for being caught doing woman’s work. His eyes moved over the water behind Tulugaq, still clogged with icebergs.

      “You come early this year,” he said. “How was your journey?”

      The urge to tell of the many times he had felt death breathing in his face these last three days was strong, but it was not the time for tales. “Treacherous. Where is my sister?”

      “Your sister is gone,” Taliriktug said, turning back to his work.

      “Gone?”

      “Since before the night of the strange light in the sky,” he said, scraping away at the sealskin with the ulu. It was a useless exercise; Tulugaq could see he had already torn the skin in several places.

      “Tell me, brother, what’s that bird on top of your house?” Tulugaq asked.

      “That’s a gray bird,” he said without bothering to look up.

      He cannot say her name. Nauja, seagull. She’s dead already. Or at least he thinks she is. He was acutely aware of his brother-in-law’s reputation. Tulugaq had made him look a fool once and lived to tell the tale. He had in fact told the tale over and over again.  But he knew his brother-in-law would not need much provocation before he would choose to exact a bloody retribution.

      “What of the child?” he asked.

      “Do you see a child here?”

      It had been a girl then. Another girl. His sister’s fourth. And every one of them left out in the snow.

      “You are the greatest hunter of this village, I am told,” Tulugaq said.

      “Yes?” his sister’s husband said, looking up at last from his mangled work, clutching the crescent-bladed ulu tightly.

      You better than anyone could have managed to feed a girl child, even if just for the sake of my sister’s heart. But such things could not be said. “You will soon find another wife,” he said instead.

      “Are you worried about that?” Taliriktug asked with a jaunty air that Tulugaq did not like at all. “I do not hold your family responsible. You repaid your debt to my family when I married your sister. Even if I asked you to give me another wife, how could you? Your mother is dead, and you do not have a wife.”

      Tulugaq’s hands curled into fists, but he held his tongue. His brother-in-law was deliberately provoking him. They both knew the story well. His father had owed a debt to Taliriktug’s father, one that he had sworn to repay by raising a daughter to be the future wife of the other man’s son. This would be an easy debt to repay, as his mother had had many girl children already. Girls - all but one left in the snow - and no boys. But when Nauja was born, Tulugaq had come too. His parents had tried to raise them both, for Nauja was already promised to another, and Tulugaq was the son they had longed for. Tulugaq knew his mother had fed her husband and babies first, and only then did she eat. His father, like Tulugaq himself, had been a poor hunter. She had slowly and silently starved to death by the time Tulugaq was five.

      Taliriktug was watching his face closely. “If you wish, we could go out hunting for your sister. You and I.”

      Tulugaq tasted blood in his mouth and realized he had bitten through his tongue. Two men go hunting and only one returns. It happened all the time. As their eyes met, neither of them had any doubt as to which would return.

      “No,” he said. “I wish nothing from you." He got back in his kayak but paddled up the river rather than back out to sea, slipping between floes of ice. The seagull swept past his head, leading the way further upstream.

      He had felt his sister near him again just last night, whispering his name. Why would she call to him if she were already dead?

      He thought of the strange light he had seen in the sky, but that had been coming back from the sky, not going up into it. It couldn’t have been his sister.

      Or had she gone up then fallen back down again?

      Tulugaq shook his head to clear it. He followed the seagull up the river until it was too clogged with ice to continue. He left his kayak wedged behind some mossy boulders, protecting it as much as he could from wind and water. He had no wife to make him another if this one was swept away. He took his harpoon out of the kayak. He was already growing hungry. He did not
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