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The WOLF in the WHALE

I wore a man’s knife in a sheath looped across my chest. I carried a woman’s ulu in my pack.

The wolf in the whale had gone south, following Kiasik. Following the yellow-haired murderer with his bloodstained hands. Following the flame-haired giant with his gentle touch and wicked blade.

The wolf in the whale had gone south. And so did I.
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HISTORICAL NOTE
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A thousand years ago, Norse explorers led by the children of Erik the Red left Greenland and landed on the shores of north America, in a place they called Vinland. The Saga of the Greenlanders and The Saga of Erik the Red, written two centuries later, tell us their story, detailing internal strife and hostile encounters with native people in a land rich with grapes, grain, and timber. The ruins of their settlement, in what is now newfoundland, can still be seen.

Around the same time, Inuit hunters began their own far more successful explorations, migrating eastward from Alaska across the Arctic sea to what is now Baffin Island in eastern Canada. While the norse eventually abandoned their attempts at settlement, the Inuit established a society that has thrived there ever since.

In The Saga of Erik the Red, the norse kidnap two boys from a family they encounter north of Vinland. The story describes the natives as a family dressed in white, living in a hole in the ground. The father, it notes, has a beard. This brief description is the only surviving written record of a possible meeting between Inuit and norse in the new World. The rest is up to our imaginations.


BOOK ONE

SUMMONING

On the darkest day of winter, when the weakened Sun cannot even pull herself above the horizon, a man stands vigil upon the snow-covered roof of his sod home. He is the angakkuq, the shaman, and his eyes must never leave the sky as he watches for the two bright stars that herald the Sun’s return. But on this night, Ataata’s gaze strays. He cannot stop looking toward the square patch of light beyond the camp. Sometimes the light flickers as the women inside the iglu pass before the ice window. Ataata has never stepped inside a birthing hut, for doing so would break the strictest taboo, but neither has he ever worried before. His own wife, whose spirit now shines among the other stars above him, possessed such strength in her youth that Ataata never feared for her, but his son’s widow is not the same.

Ataata looks again at the sky, nervously fingering the bear claw at his throat. A faint orange glow, like light seen through a caribou hide scraped clean, brushes the horizon—the closest the day will come to dawn. The heralding stars now hover in the eastern sky. The angakkuq watches still, waiting to see if the stars will catch the false dawn before they fade away in its light. Even once the stars rise directly above the glow, the Sun herself will not return for many more days.

Tonight, her brother, the Moon, rules the sky in her stead, looking down with a cold, unfeeling eye on the small birthing iglu and the young woman struggling inside. Once, the angakkuq could have helped his son’s widow, for this is an age of magic and mystery—a powerful shaman should walk as easily through the spirit world as through the world of flesh. He should speak to the Ice Bear, seek the stars’ protection, change the very course of the wind. Or ask the Moon to see a baby safely through its passage from one world to the next. Yet Ataata stands helpless on his roof. He can only watch the sky, not command it. The spirits who once guided his steps have now turned against him—against all Inuit.

Three moons earlier, on a desperate hunt to seek some game, any game, to save their families from starvation, all four of the camp’s young hunters drowned. Among them Omat, Ataata’s only son. The old man, as renowned for his hunting skills as for his mystical powers, watched the two cracks in the ice as they raced across the floe like summer lightning, widening so fast that the young men, as fleet as they were, could not reach the landfast ice. Ataata had never seen the ice behave like that, as if a great spirit had stepped upon the surface of a frozen pool, splitting it apart beneath his boot sole.

Ataata shouted an alarm, and Omat started running, but the firm sea ice had ruptured into a narrow, floating pan, as unsteady as an iceberg. With his pounding strides, the entire floe began to rock. The other young hunters sprinted at his heels. Ataata tried to warn them that their weight would tip the ice, but they could not hear him in their panic. The floe tilted into the water, Omat and the others scrabbling, screaming as they slid one by one into the sea. Lying on his stomach, arm outstretched, fingers grasping at air, Ataata called for his son. But the current was too fast and the water too cold. Soon the camp had lost an entire generation of hunters.

Ataata looks once more at the distant iglu. He knows that his daughter will help in the birth, but even her skills may not be enough to save his son’s widow.

Inside the birthing iglu, Puja sits behind Nona, her arms clasped around the younger woman’s waist, pressing on the distended dome of her womb. All through the long darkness, Nona squats on her heels, thighs spread, laboring to bring Omat’s child into the world. She never gives in to the urge to lie down, to scream, to cry, for she knows any sign of weakness from her will weaken her child. Puja wipes the sweat from Nona’s brow. The woman’s legs shake from exhaustion.

“You must rest,” Puja says.

Nona grunts a pained refusal. She was strong once, a smiling girl whose songs could bring the camp to tears of mirth or sadness, but since Omat’s death, she never laughs. She has grown thinner and thinner, though Puja and Ataata give her every spare morsel of meat. Her bulging stomach protrudes grotesquely from her bony frame.

“Come, Nona, the babe won’t survive if you don’t lean on me. Just for a moment.” Puja tries to ease her brother’s wife back against her own chest.

“No!” Nona barks. “This child will carry Omat’s spirit, and he must be strong like his father. Strong enough to take his place.”

“Even if he’s born with Omat’s soul, he will never take Omat’s place. You know that.”

“Your father says the spirits of the dead are reborn into the living. I believe him. I must.”

The older woman brushes Nona’s damp hair out of her eyes. “Yes, of course. But we shouldn’t think only of the past. There’s the future. There’s your child. Don’t give up hope for yourself.”

“That’s why I must give this child everything I have,” Nona gasps, pulling Puja’s hand back to her stomach as another pain seizes her womb. “I’ll never have another child—there are no other husbands, no other men.”

Puja cannot argue. Here at the edge of the world, there are no other camps, no other families beyond their own near relatives. She and Nona both lost their husbands on the ice—they will never find others.

“I would’ve given my life to see Omat live.” Nona forces out the words through a groan of pain. “And if I have to, I’ll give my life now to see him live again.” Her voice tapers to a low wheeze as finally, with both women pushing together, the baby’s head appears. Puja releases her grip on Nona’s stomach and moves between her legs.

At the moment of the child’s birth, the young mother looks up through the ice window in the roof and smiles through her pain, for she can see the heralding stars in the dawn sky and knows the Sun will soon return to warm her child.

The floor of the snow house glistens red with blood, but Puja catches the baby in the clean fur of a white wolf before it falls to the earth. She cries out in relief, yet her shout of joy soon slips into choking grief: Nona has finally surrendered to the pain. She lies still and gray, resting now forever.

The child in Puja’s arms is silent.

She rocks the baby, heedless of the blood. “Go ahead, little one. You may cry, even if your mother could not,” she urges, her voice catching.

But the baby makes no sound beyond the faintest rasp of breath.

As the stars fade in the ever-lightening sky, Puja cuts the umbilical cord, chafes the child’s limbs, rubs its narrow back, and swipes the fluid from its mouth. Again and again, she urges it to live. Instead, its arms and legs lie still; its lungs barely swell.

Struggling to her feet, Puja pulls her parka over her head but does not put her arms through the sleeves. She clutches the baby to her naked breast instead to shelter it from the cold as she hurries outside to find her father.

Atop the roof of his qarmaq, his sod home, Ataata still stands. He turns, smiling, when his daughter approaches, but his expression quickly falters. “The heralding stars have caught the dawn. The Sun will return—yet you bring bad tidings.”

“Nona’s gone.” Puja’s usually stoic face twists. “And the child...”

She lifts the hem of her parka so her father might see the bloody infant. The old man slides off the qarmaq’s roof. He holds the child up to his face. It doesn’t open its eyes. He places his ear to its tiny, gaping mouth. He sighs, although the babe does not.

“It has so little strength that it cannot breathe in its spirit.” He speaks the words calmly, though misery burns his throat. He passes back the child. “It’s like one of the undead. Soulless.”

And so, with the hope of the entire camp dying in her arms, Puja carries the baby beyond the circle of domed huts. She scrapes a cradle in the snow and places the bloodied child in the embrace of the ice. Puja has not wept since her childhood, when her own mother died. She did not weep when her brother and her husband and the other young men drowned in the icy sea. But now, staring at the thin blue lids that hide the child’s eyes, Puja feels tears course down her cheeks. The drops fall upon the child’s face like rain, freezing an instant later into shards of brittle ice.

The Sun’s rays appear—a single flare of pink at the horizon—before sinking away like a doused lamp. The Sun herself stays hidden. Puja speaks to the Moon instead. “Bring back this child, and I’ll feed it from my breast,” she vows. Her own son is near weaned. She has milk enough for Nona’s.

She waits. She watches. Now the sky is the deep purple of a ripe bear-berry. The Moon soars overhead in an endless circle, ice-bright and full, sweeping Puja’s moonshadow across the snow. When the finger of darkness falls upon the child’s motionless body, she finally stands and turns back to the camp. She has surrendered the baby to Sila, the unfeeling Air—only It will decide the child’s fate.

When she emerges at the next false dawn to gather snow to melt for water, Puja expects the baby to be either frozen or gone—carried off by a fox or bear. Instead, Nona and Omat’s child still breathes—and it is not alone.

A great white wolf crouches in the snow, its long muzzle searching the tiny body. Despite Puja’s resolve to surrender the child, she cannot bear to watch it torn apart. She runs to scare off the beast, but it lies down instead, chin resting on its paws. Puja stops a few paces from the unlikely pair. The wolf, she sees now, has not harmed the baby, merely licked the blood from its skin, cleaning and warming the child with its hot breath.

Cautiously she kneels, her knees sinking into the snow, head bowed. She knows now that her brother, Omat, has sent the Wolf Spirit to save his child. The Wolf has breathed a piece of its soul—and Omat’s—into the babe.

The animal rises and stares at Puja for a moment, challenging her with eyes like yellow stars. Then it stalks away, tail low, ears swiveling. Its walk turns to a lope, then a gallop, all four paws suspended above the ground with each leaping stride; then the Wolf disappears, white fur invisible against white snow.

Puja gathers up the child, its body warm despite the frigid morning. Its eyes are open, a luminous brown like her own. Like her brother’s. She slips her arms free of her sleeves, tucks the babe beneath her parka, and guides its mouth to her breast. It sucks hungrily.

When two moons have passed and the Sun has returned her warmth to the land, Puja and Ataata stand once more upon the qarmaq’s sod roof. The tears Puja once shed still lie upon the child’s cheeks, turned from icy drops to tiny brown birthmarks, reminders of the sadness with which it entered the world. And yet the baby smiles as once its mother did and shows its father’s strength in the grasp of its tiny fist.

Cradling the fur-wrapped baby against his chest, the old man appeals to the spirits for guidance. For the first time since the icy sea swallowed the camp’s young hunters, the spirits answer his question, confirming what he and Puja already suspected: his son lives again in this child. It will take Omat’s name and be taught to hunt and paddle as its father had.

“With the spirit of the Wolf in its heart,” he proclaims, “this child will one day grow to be an angakkuq even more powerful than I.”

His words are strong and full of hope. They must be. For Inuit alone at the edge of the world, hope is the only thing left.
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Now you know the story of my birth. At least the story my family told me in my childhood. I know now that Ataata and Puja were not the only ones watching my mother labor beneath the winter sky—far from it. other beings far more powerful than any angakkuq witnessed my birth: spirits of sky and sea, gods from the lands beyond our ken—all watched that night as the Wolf licked the blood from my cheeks. Even then, the great spirits of the world knew I was no ordinary Inuk.

They say that from the moment I took my first breath, I have lived between many worlds—between Sun and Moon, man and woman, Inuk and animal. so perhaps it’s not surprising that I have seen worlds my family could never imagine.

I have seen the painted men in their bark houses, and I have slept beneath trees as tall as a whale is long.

I have spoken with the spirits and walked in their land.

I have seen men who could harness the wind, men with hair the color of flame and eyes the color of ice. And when their own great spirits set foot on my shore, striking thunder from the stars and calling monsters from the deep, I have battled with their gods of war—and wept with their gods of love.


CHAPTER ONE
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Tap. Tap. Tap.

I woke to the sound of Puja pushing the lamp wick into place with her small blackened poker. Bone striking stone, urging the light to rise in small mountain peaks of flame along the lamp’s crescent edge, then tamping down the burnt moss so it wouldn’t smoke.

A sound I’d heard every morning of the eight winters and eight summers of my life. Usually the tapping brought me comfort. The woman who had nursed me at her breast would never let me waken to a cold tent or a dark iglu. Yet on this morning, I pulled the caribou sleeping robes over my face and hid from the light, afraid of what the new day might hold.

“You don’t need to be scared,” she assured me. “Ataata will come back. Maybe even today.”

But I couldn’t help it. I’d been scared for a long time. Hunger does that to a child.

“Go on,” she urged, tugging the robe off my face. “Kiasik is already outside. Go play with him.”

I pulled on my trousers and summer parka, slung my small bag of toys and tools over my shoulder, and crawled from the tent, looking for my older brother. He was out of sight, but the new puppies whimpering in their pen would make good playmates, too. puja had warned me many times to stay away from the older dogs—a hungry pack could rip a child apart. But the puppies merely whined and licked my fingers, trying to sate their hunger with the salt from my skin. I picked up the white one with the black face—Black Mask, Ataata called her. her ribs felt like the driftwood spars of a tiny kayak frame.

“If I put you on the ground,” I whispered against her petal-soft ear, “would you float away on the tundra like a boat on the sea?” I imagined myself as a great hunter, sitting atop the dog and paddling with a tiny oar. “We would have such adventures together. I would hunt whales from your back, and you would snatch fish with your teeth, and we would never go hungry.”

“A nice dream, Little Brother.” Kiasik strode through the camp to peer over my shoulder. “But just a dream. That dog will be mitten fur by tomorrow.”

I frowned. “Don’t say that. she’ll hear you. Ataata warned us—animals can understand.” Black Mask swiveled her ears toward me.

Hunger made Kiasik’s usually bright eyes as dull as dark slate in a dry riverbed. “If the dog is so smart, then it knows the truth already.” He was only a little older than I, but always eager to prove himself many winters my senior in wisdom. “There’s no food for it. Didn’t you notice? Its mother stopped nursing it days ago.”

The dog’s thin frame suddenly seemed too fragile—not like a skin boat I might paddle, but like an eggshell I might crush. Many days had passed since Egg Gathering Moon, yet the humiliating memory of yellow ooze dripping down my parka still burned fresh; I’d cried over my failure. Kiasik had pointed and laughed, but when my slow tears turned to rough sobs, he’d helped me wash the yolk from my clothing. I’d whimpered, sure it would never come clean.

“Baby birds like to drink tears,” he warned, urgently scraping the caribou fur. “So if we don’t get all the egg off, you’ll wake one morning with chicks hatching from your armpits.”

I gasped in dismay.

“Ia’a!” he cried, noticing a particularly thick glob at my parka’s hem. “Not just your armpits, but your navel, too.” He took me by the shoulders and said sternly, “You must be careful that when they start to flap their wings, they don’t lift you off the ground and carry you away forever. That won’t do—you and I have to be great hunters together, remember?”

For another breath, I believed him. Then I caught the flaring of his nostrils, the twitch of his lips, and knew he teased me.

Standing before the dog pen, I remembered the lesson beneath his joke: a great hunter does not cry. Even if the thought of killing such a perfect puppy made him want to weep. Very carefully I replaced the dog in the pile with her siblings. Little Black Mask buried herself in the warm press of her family, just as I snuggled between Puja and Ataata on cold winter nights. Even now, in the warmth of late summer, the wind that blew from the distant sea carried the promise of ice.

“Come, Little Brother,” Kiasik said more gently. “If the elders kill her, she’ll just come back as another puppy, born in a better time. By then, maybe you’ll be a hunter grown, and she can pull your sled.”

I knew he was right, but that didn’t make it any easier. From the small pouch looped around my shoulder, I withdrew a tiny scrap of dried fish.

“Where did you get that?” he demanded, suddenly stern.

“I saved it from yesterday, when Puja gave us the last of the fish cache.” I popped it into my mouth and chewed until the hard flesh melted into a gummy mass. It took all my will not to swallow it down and soothe the ache in my empty stomach. Instead, I spit it back into my palm.

“What are you—”

I slipped the soft morsel of fish between Black Mask’s lips. The dog gulped it down, licked her jaws, and panted up at me in obvious anticipation.

“That’s all I have, little one,” I apologized.

“Did you forget the elders’ teachings?” Kiasik huffed. “An Inuk survives. He doesn’t starve himself to feed a puppy!”

The sight of a hunter approaching the camp spared me any more lectures.

“Ataata!” I called, instantly recognizing the old man even at a distance by the white stripes of bear fur decorating his parka like walrus tusks. Puja had been right. He had returned.

We ran to him, still holding out some hope that he carried meat, but his slow step told of his failure. A hunter burdened with game, no matter how heavy, would come swiftly into camp to share his bounty.

As we walked back toward our tent, Ataata, the only father I had ever known, placed a hand on my cropped hair. Although my head barely reached his chest, he spoke to me with great gravity. “Have you been practicing with your bow, Little Son?”

I smiled my assent. Over the long, dark winter, Ataata had carved a child-size bow and three matching arrows from a piece of caribou antler. Kiasik had received his own set the winter before. Now it was all Puja could do to stop us from shooting at her pot or lamp or drying hides. “Good.” He patted my head. “Soon you’ll see a great caribou hunt. If you watch closely, you’ll learn how to use your bow.”

“So you found the herd?” begged Kiasik breathlessly. We had asked the same question of each empty-handed hunting party that returned, but so far only lemmings and ptarmigan tempered our hunger. We longed for the rich brown meat of a caribou. We wouldn’t survive much longer without it.

“I found them.” Despite his words, Ataata did not smile.

Kiasik’s face brightened. “Was the meat so heavy you had to leave it behind? Can we go and help you carry it?”

By now the women and other children had emerged from their tents to listen. Ataata addressed them all. “I found the herd, or most of it—but they were all dead. The foxes and the ravens got there first. I saw nothing but bones.”

Old Ujaguk’s voice rose in a mourning cry. The others in the crowd followed suit. I almost let out my own moan of dismay, but I noticed Kiasik clench his jaw against the impulse. I followed his lead. Let the women grieve. We hunters knew better.

“Enough!” Puja said sternly. “Come, Ataata, let me take off your boots.” She believed firmly in the proper order of things: First Ataata must be taken care of, his damp boots hung on the drying rack so his feet wouldn’t sicken. Then he could tell us his news.

As our angakkuq and finest hunter, Ataata had the largest tent in our summer camp. Even with Puja, Ataata, Kiasik, and me seated on the sleeping furs, the others could join us inside. Not until Puja had removed Ataata’s boots and parka and made him comfortable on the pile of caribou robes did we finally hear his story.

“Do you remember how this winter was so mild?” he began. “Omat and Kiasik, you played with your kicking ball outside even in the Moon of Great Darkness, when usually we’d be laughing over the cup and pin game inside our qarmaq, waiting for the wind to die down.”

In a childhood defined by play, I did indeed remember the recent winter. After the Sun had risen for the last time, Kiasik told me scary stories of how long and boring the dark winter would be, with us trapped in our sod-and-whalebone home under Puja’s watchful eye. And yet, despite the darkness, the weather had stayed relatively mild, and by the time the Sun claimed half of every day, Kiasik and I could play outside wearing only our thin inner parkas.

“The snow began to melt early,” Ataata continued. “We moved from our qarmait to tents long before the seal pups appeared on the ice. But then, do you remember the cold snap?”

We murmured our agreement. One morning, just as we were sure winter had finally ended, the cold had come raging back, freezing the ground into a solid sheet of ice. Puja had grumbled as she slipped on her way to the meat caches, and no one liked digging through the ice on the drinking pond, but for the most part, I’d enjoyed sliding on the slick ground like a wobbly seal pup. Puja chided us for ruining the soles of our boots by skating on the ice—that didn’t stop Kiasik and me from racing our older cousins across the frozen ground, slipping and tumbling as we went. The ice sheet remained for nearly a moon, finally melting into muddy slush as spring arrived.

“When the days warmed, the caribou thought winter over. They moved north to eat the lichen and the moss,” Ataata explained, “but when the cold returned, even their sharp hooves couldn’t break through so much ice. They starved. Those few that survived couldn’t fight off the wolves. I found the whole herd in a valley three days’ journey inland, all their bones picked clean.”

“But Ataata . . .” It was not my place to speak before the adults did, but my father had always indulged me. “You just said that I’d see a great caribou hunt. How?”

He smiled down at me. “When a caribou dies, its spirit is reborn somewhere else. No caribou disappears forever. They are somewhere—we just need to find them. I will speak to the Ice Bear Spirit. He will help us.”

As a creature of both land and sea, the ice bear is the most powerful animal in our world, and an angakkuq with such a guide is mighty indeed.

The elders said that as a child not much older than I was, Ataata had fallen through the ice on a winter sealing journey. Lungs filling with water and limbs freezing solid, he saw a bear swimming toward him, its broad paws stretched like paddles. Rather than attack, the bear pushed Ataata toward the surface with its black nose, right into his parents’ outstretched arms. He should have died—or at least lost his fingers to frostbite—but the Ice Bear Spirit protected the boy, and he survived his ordeal unscathed. Later, as a young angakkuq on his spirit journey, Ataata found a single black bear claw on the ice near the spot where he’d fallen so long before. He placed it around his neck on a sinew cord. Ever since, the Ice Bear with the missing claw had appeared to Ataata when called upon.

I found it strange to imagine my father as a young boy like me, when now he seemed as ancient as the stones beneath my boots. Gray streaked his hair like the silver rivers that braided their way across the dark tundra. His thin mustache and the wisp of beard beneath his lips were pure white, and his heavy-lidded eyes were tinged red from long winters of blinding snow and short summers of unending sun. Yet despite his aged body, Ataata still held power beyond my understanding.

The Sun, which had refused to surrender her place in the sky for most of the summer, now consented to set again, though I knew she hid just out of sight, impatient to return. Clouds brushed the sky with pastel blues and pinks, cupping us in the hollow of an iridescent mussel shell. As we gathered amid the tents to witness the summoning of the Ice Bear, the sky finally darkened to something resembling night. One by one, the stars flickered into view. The spirits had oil for their lamps in the sky, but this far from the ocean we hoarded what little seal fat we had left; we built a low fire of dwarf willow twigs and dry moss instead. I was unused to the flickering light, the erratic crackle, so different from the silent, steady glow of a lamp. In the gloaming, the fire transformed my father’s lined visage, usually so familiar, into a terrifying mask of shadow and flame.

He held his black bear claw between the knuckles of his left fist. He became a bear.

I huddled close to Puja, hiding my face in her parka. Never before had I witnessed a summoning; my heart fluttered like a bird’s. I much preferred that Ataata’s bear claw stay hidden beneath his parka, not pointed so menacingly at me.

Puja stroked my head until I lifted my eyes. “Don’t look away. He journeys as a bear, but he’ll come back to us a man.”

Her thin mouth tugged upward at the corners, not quite a smile. I pressed closer to her, seeking the comfort of her thickly muscled body beneath the thin hide of her summer parka. But despite the familiarity of her shape, the dancing willow fire made even Puja look strange. Tonight, the tattoos that decorated every woman’s face and hands were more threatening than beautiful. The thin black lines running from mouth to chin and across her forehead made her into a wrinkled old woman. Her black hair, usually bound in two tight braids, hung loose to her shoulders, flying in soft hanks in the light breeze.

Kiasik peered at me from where he sat on Puja’s other side. “If you’re too scared,” he warned, with that half smile that meant he was only half teasing, “you can always hide in our mother’s hood.”

I pushed myself away from Puja’s embrace and glared at him. “I’m not scared!” I squared my shoulders, wishing I were as tall as he was.

“Hnnnn. Then why were you holding on to her like a little child?”

Puja calmly warned us both to be quiet or she’d send us back to the tent. As much as I feared watching the summoning, I dreaded missing it far more.

The rest of the gathered band watched us rather more indulgently, waiting patiently for us to settle down so Ataata might continue. Ipaq, Ataata’s older brother, smiled at me as he readied the round hand drum. Although he handled the instrument with ease, its hoop stretched nearly as wide as his own impressive stomach. He began to sway like a coursing fish, weight shifting from left foot to right as he spun the taut caribou-skin disk by its long handle, hitting one side of the rim and then the other with his mallet. Each sharp clack of antler against antler sent a low, resonant boom through the air, the thrumming barely fading away before another took its place. The drum hummed like an insect.

The other adults nodded their heads to the rhythm. Dour Ququk, the camp’s other hunter, looked even more serious than usual, his face as lined and solemn as a carven mask. Ujaguk, his wife, circled her thumbs above clasped hands, as if they were the only part of her she could allow to dance. Their grown daughter, Saartok, struck her thighs lightly, always an awkward beat behind the drumming. Ipaq’s own family moved with more ease. His adopted son, my round-cheeked cousin Tapsi, bounced up and down, acting far younger than would be expected of a boy with the first black wisps of hair sprouting above his rosy lips. Ipaq’s adopted daughter, Millik, and his wife, Niquvana, moved their torsos in unison, graceful as a pair of long-necked cranes.

I couldn’t lose myself in the music. Not with Ataata undertaking a journey more dangerous than any hunt.

My father stalked around the circle, his bear claw still raised. Puja started the singing to help him on his way. Everyone took up the refrain, and I found some comfort in the simple chant: “Aiiya yaya, aiiya yaya ya ya!” Sounds of joy and lamentation, supplication and command all at once.

On all fours, my father continued hunting his imaginary prey. Like the bear’s, his hind legs were longer than those in front. One leg swung forward in a shallow arc. Then another, just like the stride of the lumbering animal. Faster and faster Ataata circled the fire. His head swayed from side to side as he looked for prey. Our song intensified. Sweat ran down Ipaq’s cheeks, and his gray hair lifted as the swinging drum fanned the air before him.

Finally Ataata stopped. He stood as still as a stone, his front feet together, his back tensed, staring at prey only he could see, like a bear about to attack. Suddenly the light left his eyes, his face fell, and he collapsed to the ground, trembling. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he began to shout in the secret angakkuq tongue that none of us could understand.

I leapt to my feet with a cry, but Puja held me back, warning me with a glare to be silent. Ipaq lowered his drum, and he and Ququk stole toward Ataata with lengths of walrus-hide rope in their hands. They bound my father’s wrists together and then looped the rope around his ankles to fold him in half. He still shook and struggled in his trance, the ropes rubbing his wrists raw like the limbs of a fox caught in a snare.

Puja put her mouth to my ear, whispering, “They tie his body to one spot so his soul can find it when it returns from its journey.” I began to protest, but she continued quickly, in tones so low I could barely hear: “We must not make a sound while Ataata is traveling, lest we pull him back too quickly, and a part of his soul is left behind in the spirit world.”

I was convinced it might already be too late, that at any moment my beloved Ataata would stop shaking, open soulless eyes, and stare accusingly at me—the child who’d lost his spirit by crying out. Then I’d be banished from the camp forever, left to wander alone through the tundra with no one to feed me.

I squeezed my eyes shut and willed him to stay in the trance state as long as he had to. But the trance went on so long that soon I began to worry that he’d never find his way back to us. What if my father was gone forever? Transformed from the strong, unflappable hunter I knew into a raving, shaking man, possessed by the Ice Bear? But finally, when the willow fire had crumbled to embers and my bones ached from sitting still, he ceased his trembling.

Puja began to sing, and we all joined in, welcoming him back to this world.

As the other men hurried to untie him, Ataata sat up. I held my breath as his eyes fluttered open. Although they shone once more with his familiar spirit, his fist remained knotted around the bear claw. As he told of his journey, he pried his fingers open with his other hand. No one else seemed bothered by this paralysis, but I worried my father had grown too old for such a dangerous journey.

“The arch of sky and the mightiness of storms moved the spirit within me,” he began, his voice hoarse. “I was carried away, trembling with joy. I flew out of this camp, high up, so you all looked like lemmings in the grass.” Kiasik snorted a laugh—the thought of huge Uncle Ipaq as such a tiny creature was funny indeed—but one glance from Puja silenced him. “And among the stars, I met with the Ice Bear, who took my hand in his jaws and brought me back to the earth, far from here, up the river. We flew in moments, but it is far—a walk of nearly five days. There, in a deep valley, a herd of caribou awaits.”

The adults and older children grinned and laughed, all tension drained. Ataata swept me into his arms and pressed his nose to my cheek. Despite our empty bellies, we would sleep well that night, confident that fresh meat lay in our future.

I didn’t ask him why he’d let us go hungry for so long before summoning his helping spirit. We all knew that the spirits of the animals and ancestors were fickle and easily antagonized. Even as a child, I understood that an angakkuq risked their wrath if he sought them too often. There would come a time when I’d be forced to ignore that lesson. When, again and again, I would cry out for the great spirits above to save me. And again and again, they would ignore my pleas.

For now, I shed no tears Ataata couldn’t dry, suffered no wound Puja couldn’t heal, faced no monster Kiasik couldn’t scare away. They were the great spirits of my life, and I believed they’d never abandon me.


CHAPTER TWO
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We walked inland for days, our goods bundled upon our own backs and those of our dogs, our kayaks carried on the men’s heads, until hunger once again slowed our steps. The puppies grew too weak to walk. All but Black Mask, whom I kept alive on mushrooms and insects and other foods even a starving Inuk disdains. Finally, just as Kiasik had foreseen, we started killing her siblings one by one, parceling out the tiny scraps of their flesh among the children and old women. My favorite puppy would be next, and I would not stand in Ataata’s way when he brought his knife to her throat. For all I loved her, I loved my family more.

The Ice Bear kept his promise just in time to save me from such a choice. I must’ve seen the great herds before in my childhood, but this is the first one I remember. With their backs mottled white and brown from their summer molt, the caribou stretched across the valley like patches of dirty snow scattered to the horizon. More caribou than stars in the winter sky, more caribou than snowflakes in a twilit storm.

“We will survive.” I whispered the words against Black Mask’s hollow cheek before staking her leash beside our tents.

Our tiny band couldn’t hunt the caribou by itself—Ataata said we must build stone men to help us. He led us away from the herd to a deep, fast-running stream. The children’s job was to scour the bank for stones of the proper size: long, flat rocks for the shoulders, great square boulders for the legs and head. When we found a good stone, the women harnessed the dogs and dragged it to the men.

Ataata, Ipaq, and Ququk lifted the rocks into place, working carefully to keep their creations upright. Though hunger weakened us all—we’d eaten little but boiled sorrel greens and raw crowberries on our journey—the thought of fresh caribou meat kept us going.

Soon, three inuksuit rose around us. With only old men and one boy to hunt, these faceless giants of stone were all that stood between us and starvation.

When all was ready, Ataata gathered us together. “Tapsi, are you ready for your first hunt as a man?” he asked my cousin.

Even I could tell that the boy, usually as jovial as his adoptive father, was nervous.

Ipaq put a hand on his son’s shoulder and handed him a spear. Although far shorter than a harpoon or lance, the weapon still towered over the boy. Tapsi gripped the shaft with his small fist and looked anxiously up at Ipaq, who tried valiantly to keep a smile on his round face. The boy was young to begin hunting large game—only last summer I’d noticed the first hairs sprouting at the base of his penis—and his head barely reached Ataata’s shoulder. But if our family was to survive, we needed young hunters to assist the old, and Tapsi, as the eldest boy in the camp, was our best hope.

Beside me, Kiasik lifted his chin. I knew he longed to hold his own spear. I, on the other hand, held no such ambitions. Not yet, anyway. I was short for my age; I knew I’d get trampled by even the smallest caribou. Even as a child, I was more cautious than my brother.

When Ataata said that the smaller children must stay far away from the hunt, I thought Kiasik might cry from disappointment. I put a hand on his sleeve, but he shook it off and stalked toward the distant ridge. If Kiasik ever wept, I never saw it.

Tapsi’s sister, Millik, a few winters older than I, ignored Kiasik’s ill temper. Glad to be excused from the hunt, she wandered toward the ridge at her own pace, searching for berries among the low scrub. I knew only a little about the plants beneath my feet—gathering them was women’s work. I took one look at Millik, her two long braids swinging close to the earth as she hunched over the ground, painstakingly putting each tiny berry in her sack, and made my choice. Slipping my child-size bow over one shoulder and looping my sling around the other, I scrambled up the ridge after Kiasik.

From our perch, the whole hunting ground spread beneath us. On one side of the hill, the stone inuksuit bordered the path to the river. Ququk, hampered by his aching joints, lowered himself slowly into his slim kayak. Ipaq squeezed his girth into the opening of his own boat. He had built it as a younger man, before his once-broad chest had settled as fat around his waist; we had no driftwood to build him a new one.

Ataata and Tapsi pushed the boats into the water. Fighting the strong current, the kayakers jammed their paddles between large rocks to steady themselves until the hunt began. Then Ataata and my young cousin returned to the gathered women and led the small band around the base of the ridge. The women wouldn’t hunt, of course—they were strictly forbidden to even hold a man’s weapon—but we’d never bring down the herd without their help.

I scuttled closer to Kiasik. He ignored me, concentrating instead on inspecting his arrows. They were far smaller than those used by a real hunter, intended for play or shooting lemmings.

“What are we going to do with these?” I pulled out one of my own arrows.

“I don’t know what you’re going to do,” he replied. “But I’m going to kill a caribou.”

I glanced back at the herd. The bulls, with their huge antlers dragging down their narrow heads, would prove difficult targets for even the strongest hunter. Even the calves had hooves as sharp as harpoon points; I’d seen the wounds they could inflict on a hungry wolf. Nonetheless, Kiasik was my elder. I would follow him anywhere. With an indrawn breath, I readied my own bow.

Ataata’s band moved silently across the mossy ground, spreading out to surround a small portion of the herd. The females looked up at these new two-legged beasts and nudged their brown, spindly calves away from the strangers, but they seemed relatively unconcerned. They’d probably never seen an Inuk before—they didn’t know to be afraid. The caribou, my father always said, are a proud race, overconfident in their ability to outrun the swiftest wolf. But wolves couldn’t build stone men to help, nor could they fashion kayaks and spears.

With a silent signal from Ataata, Tapsi and the women began to run at the caribou, flapping their arms and shouting. The resting beasts leapt to their feet, and those already upright reared on their hind legs and plunged around the ridge, straight toward the waiting inuksuit and the kayakers.

Kiasik and I dashed to the opposite side of the ridge to watch the caribou approach the stream. The lead bulls tried to swerve away from the water, but the inuksuit stood in their way, towering creatures more threatening than any human hunter. Bugling their distress, the caribou veered back toward the water and the waiting kayakers. Ataata and Tapsi, weapons raised, ran to take their positions on large rocks at the shoreline. My father held a bow, my cousin a spear.

The caribou crashed into the stream, high-stepping with their sharp hooves until forced to swim, their escape made slow by the rushing water. Now Ququk and Ipaq pushed their kayaks into the current, maneuvering among the thrashing animals. I held my breath, worried that a hoof or antler would tear through the thin hide of the boats and the men would be pulled under by the water’s strength. But, though their arms may have lacked the strength of younger men’s, the two old hunters wielded their paddles as deftly as a whale uses its flukes. Ququk moved beside a young female; in one fluid motion, he secured his paddle and hefted his spear in its stead. With a swift jab through the throat, the caribou tumbled into the foaming water. Ququk’s wife and daughter waded waist deep into the stream and dragged the carcass back to shore with a long driftwood pole. Soon, for every cluster of caribou that made it across, one animal floated downstream in the swiftly reddening water.

From his post on the rocks, Ataata shot arrow after arrow at the swimming animals, his body moving with the grace and speed of a hawk in flight. Puja and the other women hurried after the kills before they could drift out of reach.

Tapsi, however, stood as still as an inuksuk on his own small rock. Even from the distant ridge, I could see his spear shaking. Its haft was still clean, unblessed with blood. I turned to tell Kiasik.

He was gone.

I jumped to my feet, scanning the valley, the riverbank, the ridge, but saw no sign of him. Scurrying down the steep hill, I cried out to Millik, who sat halfway down the slope, more interested in her sack of berries than in the hunt in the valley before her.

“Have you seen Kiasik?” I demanded.

“No.” She made no move to help me. “Omat!” she cried as I ran past. “They said not to leave the ridge!”

Just as I came within earshot of Puja and Ataata, I finally spotted my brother. He stood in the shadow of the tallest inuksuk, his narrow back pressed against the giant’s stone leg. Not four arm’s lengths away, a massive bull caribou faced him with antlers lowered.

Kiasik’s bow was drawn, his small arrow nocked and ready. His face was calm.

“Brother!” I rushed toward him over the spongy ground. The caribou swung toward me; seeing his chance, Kiasik loosed his arrow. It hit the beast on its flank but bounced harmlessly off its thick fur.

Annoyed, the caribou turned back toward the boy. I could see its sides heaving, hear its labored breath. It pawed the ground with one large hoof and lowered its head for a killing charge.

Knowing my own toy arrows would be just as useless as Kiasik’s, I unwound my sling. I snatched a round stone from the ground as I ran and slipped it into the sling’s cup. Still running, I called out to the bull.

“Look at me! Look at me, caribou!”

Its huge head swung back toward me. I whirled my sling around my head and then flung it forward, putting all my weight behind the throw. The stone struck the caribou right between the eyes.

It merely waved its big antlers as if shaking a mosquito from its nose.

Then it charged me.

Dimly, I could hear Puja’s screams through the roaring of blood in my ears. I don’t know if I held my ground or turned to flee or merely fell to my knees in fear—I like to believe I stayed brave in the face of death, but after all, I was only a child.

I remember only Ataata standing before me, his broad shoulders blocking the bull from my sight.

With his hands outstretched before him, he spoke in the angakkuq’s tongue, flinging his words at the bull as I had flung my pebble. The caribou stopped in midcharge, reared onto its hind legs, and bugled at my father. Then it crashed back to the ground and stood quietly, listening as Ataata spoke. Finally the animal turned and trotted blithely away, chin aloft and antlers bouncing as it loped back to its herd.

Then Ataata was holding me in his arms, and Puja was running toward us, her face a twisted mask of rage and relief. Despite her sodden trousers and bloody hands, she wrenched me from my father’s grasp, her fingers like talons on my shoulders. “Why did you leave the ridge?”

I remained silent, but Ataata cleared his throat and looked pointedly at Kiasik, who’d retreated into the long shadow of the inuksuk.

“Come here!” she ordered her son. Ever proud, Kiasik walked toward us with his head held high. But I saw his bow trembling in his grasp. “Did you bring Omat down here?” Puja demanded.

“No.” I answered for him. “Kiasik left me safe on the ridge.”

He shot me a grateful glance. But Puja’s anger only sharpened. “You know Omat always follows you!” she shouted at him. “You risked his life as well as your own.”

My brother looked stricken.

“You’re lucky Omat has more sense than you do,” she went on, tucking me firmly against her hip.

Her words struck at his already bruised pride. “I was going to kill a caribou.” His eyes narrowed in my direction, his gaze burning with something new. Something that sent a chill across my skin. Jealousy. “I almost had him when Omat distracted him.”

“The caribou almost had you,” said a small voice from behind me. Millik stood clutching her berry sack, her eyes downcast but her voice firm.

Ataata placed a warm hand on my head. “You were very brave, Omat, to try to help Kiasik.”

“And you were very foolish!” Puja growled at her son.

“If Tapsi can’t be a hunter, someone has to!” he shot back.

Poor Tapsi still stood on his rock amid the water, the caribou gone and his spear still clean. His head jerked toward us at the sound of his name; then he looked quickly away with burning cheeks.

“It won’t be you!” Puja fumed at Kiasik. “No hunter would be so reckless.”

He stood for a moment, his hurt gaze flicking from Ataata to his mother to me. Then he fled back toward the ridge. I moved to follow, but Ataata held me back.

“Let him go, Omat. He’ll come back when he smells the feast, no?”

I found a smile for Ataata. Finally we’d fill our bellies and those of our dogs. Even Puja relaxed her scowl. She knew her son well; his hunger would overwhelm his pride.
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Despite the steaming mounds of dark caribou flesh, the feast that night was solemn. Tapsi sat with red eyes, avoiding the pitying glances of his mother and sister. Ipaq didn’t even look toward his son, drowning his disappointment in ever-larger chunks of meat. Somber Ququk spoke quietly with Ataata, his concern clear. With Tapsi useless, the future of our band looked bleak.

Kiasik had returned, his mood little better than Tapsi’s. Puja’s eyes followed him like a dark cloud, her wide, feathery brows drawn low. He wouldn’t look at her—or at any of us. I knew his coldness sprang more from shame than from anger. He should not have put me in danger. Should not have disobeyed his elders or blamed me for his failings. I longed to sit with him and tell him all would be well. He would be forgiven. I wanted to tell him of my fear facing the caribou, just so he could tease me for my weakness, then insist that he had felt no fear at all. I would know it was a lie—but it would make us both feel better. Instead, the memory of his jealous glare stood between us, draining all my joy away.

Only my father seemed truly happy. After Black Mask and I had both gulped down our portions of glistening meat, I settled myself beside him. He beamed down at me.

“Yes, Little Son?”

“Ataata, will you teach me to be an angakkuq like you? So I can speak with the caribou?” Before he could reply, I added, “Then I could protect Kiasik better. And the next time you go journeying with the Ice Bear, I could go, too. So you wouldn’t be alone.”

He regarded me for a moment, a faint smile raising the edges of his mustache. “Omat, Little Son, you’re already a greater angakkuq than I.”

I could only giggle at such nonsense. Ataata clenched a long strip of flesh between his teeth, pulled it taut, and slashed off a hunk with his knife. As he chewed, he pulled me onto his lap. The tang of meat upon his lips made me feel warm and safe. I’d never starve with Ataata to keep me fed. I tucked my head beneath his chin, resting my cheek against the soft caribou hide of his summer parka. When he spoke, it was in a whisper only I could hear.

“Do you remember what you said to the caribou before you shot him with that pebble?”

“I called his name, I think,” I replied hesitantly.

“Yes. But you didn’t call him caribou—you called him by his true name. His name in the angakkuq tongue.”

“I don’t know how to speak like an angakkuq!” I protested, craning my head back to look at him.

“I’ve never taught you, and yet you know.”

“How?”

“How does the char know to swim upstream? Or the snow goose to return in the summer?” He shrugged. “Some things you aren’t taught, you just know. Perhaps the Wolf Spirit teaches you in your dreams. Perhaps the caribou himself whispered his name to you as you faced him. But I think, most likely, that my son’s soul guides you.”

“Am I not your son?” I asked, wide-eyed.

“My son and my grandson, too!” he said with a laugh.

“How?”

“Look around us. You see only a few people in the camp, no? Who do you see?”

“Ququk, Ujaguk, Saartok,” I listed obediently, looking at the stern old hunter, his wife, and his grown daughter. “Ipaq, of course, with Niquvana, Millik, and Tapsi. And Puja and Kiasik.”

He waited patiently through my recital. “Hnnnnn. But what you don’t see is that our tents are filled with the souls of many more Inuit than that. Each of us carries the spirits of our ancestors, and those spirits carry the spirits of their ancestors, and on and on, like the spiraled shells of the sea creatures—so small on the outside, but containing curl upon curl, tightly packed inside. Within your little body,” he continued, poking me playfully, “is the soul of your father, the son of my blood. The drum we play on feast nights, that Ipaq used when I journeyed with the Ice Bear—your father Omat made that drum to help him summon the spirits and sing their tales. He was learning to be a great angakkuq when he died, and he has left his magic with you.”

“But I’m not an angakkuq!” I insisted.

“You still have much to learn,” he agreed. “But you already carry a power in you that I can’t match. Perhaps I should take you with me to talk with the Ice Bear after all,” he teased, “since you are why I can speak with him in the first place.” He pressed my cheek again against his chest so I couldn’t see his face, and stroked my hair as he continued. “Before you were born, I had lost my magic. No spirit would speak to me or do my bidding.”

“What had you done?” I gasped. In order to incur such punishment, he must have disobeyed one of the aglirutiit, the sacred rules that defined the boundaries of our lives. I knew this much about our world.

“I still don’t know which agliruti I broke. But the spirits wouldn’t have taken my son from me, and all the other young hunters, if I hadn’t done something to offend. After your father died, I would listen to the air with all my strength, but there was only silence.” He blew the breath out through his teeth, close to my ear, drowning out the noise of the feasting around me until I heard only the roar of wind. I squirmed in his arms, trying to get away. He laughed and rubbed his nose against my cheek, tickling me with his mustache until I smiled.

“How did you get your magic back?”

Ataata grew somber again, brushing the cropped hair from my forehead with calloused fingertips. “When the Wolf Spirit gave you to us, he filled you with the soul of my son. And when I took you in my arms I felt my senses return. I felt the Ice Bear Spirit come to me once again and make me strong. I could listen to the world and hear the wail and growl of ice forming and cracking far away. I could feel the earth thunder as the caribou moved south and see the waves swell as the seals moved north. And when the wolves howled, I could understand their speech.”

“Will I be able to do those things?”

He smiled, revealing his lower teeth, worn and yellowed, beneath the thin line of his mustache. “Maybe you already can—you just don’t know it yet.”
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After the night of the caribou hunt, I understood my place. To be born already so heavy with names is something all Inuit children must bear—there are no new names, no new spirits. We come into the world already someone’s father, someone’s aunt, someone’s grandmother.

Even after I understood that the man I called Ataata, Father, was my grandfather by blood, he was no less a parent. To me, he was both father and guiding spirit. I thought he could command the stars themselves to light our way. Puja was my aunt, my sister, and my adoptive mother, for she had nursed me side by side with her own son, Kiasik—my cousin, my sister’s son, my milk-brother. It may seem onerous, this burden of names, but in a land without other Inuit, the spirits of our ancestors kept us company in the long, sunless winters.

In the legends passed down about life in other camps, hunters from afar would come to marry widowed women and father new children. But we were unlike any other camp. When Ataata was just a babe, his parents and three other young couples had left their homeland far to the west and come here, to the edge of the world. They had thought others would follow. Instead, no other Inuit had ever arrived.

I realize now why Ataata celebrated that night. When Kiasik had proved himself too rash to be trusted, and Tapsi too weak, he feared our family would starve once his generation passed away. Then, with a single word in a secret tongue, I’d answered all his prayers.

After his death, I would lead our people. I could help them survive until, someday, the spirits would guide another band of Inuit to our lonely corner of the ice.

I became my grandfather’s apprentice, in both the world we could see and the one we could not. First he taught me the angakkuq’s language. From now on I would call the great spirits by their true names: Singarti the Wolf, “One Who Pierces”; Uqsuralik the Ice Bear, “The Fatty One”; Qangatauq the Raven, “One Who Hops.” Then he taught me the story-songs of our people—tales of adventure, cunning, creation, and death. Always at the heart of these tales loomed the great powers that guided our world: Sanna the Sea Mother and Sila the Air, Malina the Sun Woman and Taqqiq the Moon Man. We feared and revered them in equal measure.

So, too, I learned to navigate by the shape of the snowdrifts that Sila created with Its long winter winds, and how to test the ice on Sanna’s breast with the spiked end of a harpoon shaft. How to predict the weather from the color of the halo
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