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About Steamboat
Slough

 


There was something under the ice at
Steamboat Slough, something lost, buried in the frozen wreckage
where the children feared to play.



For Daniel Edwards, returning to the
old mission site near the Yukon where he taught school a decade
past, the wreck of an old steamboat becomes more than a tale told
by the village elders.

 


In a mystery weaving the shifting
imagery of a dream with modern psychology and ancient myth, Daniel
struggles to solve the riddle of the old wreck and free himself
from the haunting embrace of a nightmare older than history
itself.

 


Based on a real story,
time, and place where the author once served as a volunteer teacher
in an Eskimo village, Steamboat
Slough has a universal almost archetypal
quality about it, a strange alchemy of science, soul and
mythology.
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Author’s Note:

 


Steamboat Slough,
while based on a real tale I once heard in
Alaska, is entirely a work of fiction.

 


As all writers do, I have tried to
bring the setting and people of a real place to life again in my
novel, though names have been changed and the attributes of all the
characters have been drawn with the liberal brush of my own
imagination.

 


The characters and events portrayed in
this novel are fictional and any resemblance to persons living or
dead who shared that time and place with me is the simple result of
a writer drawing upon his real life experience, and nothing
more.



For this, after all,

is a story.


 


“Two Gates for ghostly
dreams there are: one gateway of honest horn, and one of ivory.
Issuing by the ivory gate are dreams of glimmering illusion,
fantasies, but those that come through solid polished horn may be
borne out, if mortals only know them.”

 


- Homer:
Odyssey
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“Draw your chair up close
to the edge of the precipice

and I'll tell you a
story.”

--F. Scott Fitzgerald

 



Chapter
1

 


Dream Seed

 


Things were not always
what they seemed. At least that was what
Daniel Edwards had to keep telling himself. There was no way he
could fit the events of the last week into the otherwise quiet and
steady rhythm of his life. Events like this just didn't happen in
the real world, and he was not given to fits of the imagination.
But there it was, light reflecting from the dull gray blade, an
evil looking dagger planted square in the middle of his door frame.
He stared at it for a long minute, as if unwilling to believe it
was there. But the glint of light on the edge of the blade left
little doubt.

How could it be? It was the very same
knife he had shirked from in the dark of a fitful dream. But he
wasn't sleeping anymore! The pain in his jaw when he gritted his
teeth told him that much—an old toothache he never had the time to
take care of. He woke up in the still of the long Alaskan night,
flushed with sweat in spite of the chill in his room, and the razor
sharp edge of the dagger was awake with him, a real and tangible
thing. He remembered the dream, remembered the knife in the dream
and, for the first time in his life, he was truly
afraid.

It was an unreasonable fear—wholly
different from anything he had succumbed to before. Yes there were
worries and reminders that filled his head, like unpaid bills
lingering in the corners of his awareness. There were sudden starts
that might send the adrenaline rushing through his chest, moments
where he slammed on the brakes or swerved to avoid an obstacle
while he drove. There were deep uncertainties—sitting on the couch
next to a woman, and trying to muster the courage to touch her. All
of these were fears he recognized and dealt with on a daily basis.
But this was something else. It was worse than them all, worse than
the strained anticipation of pain that had kept him away from the
dentist's chair all these years.

This was
real fear, the kind of
fear that made you sit up straight and pay attention, swiveling
your head this way and that as if the answer to something
unexplained would suddenly emerge from familiar surroundings in the
guise of the ordinary—just a cat, or the wind, or old plumbing.
This fear was the kind that grabbed at your throat and squeezed the
breath out of you when you tried to speak. It was completely
unreasonable. It had no manners and would abide by no rules. It was
wrong.

Daniel stared at the cold metal object
embedded in his door frame, ravishing the grain and breaking off a
sliver of trim to expose the meat of the wood beneath. He shifted
himself out of bed, feeling the chill of the cool night air as he
slid from under the blankets. But he couldn't take his eyes off the
knife. It seemed to catch and hold every last gleam of light that
could be squeezed from the dark of his room.

He stepped toward the door. The
twisted shapes carved into the haft drew his eyes and held them.
There were faces there, one calm and serene, the other strained
into a horrid visage of unrelenting anger. They circled the haft in
a lurid dance, forever in opposition, yet forever bound to one
another.

He took hold of the dagger
and closed his fist. It was real, yet it could not be real. He dreamed the damn
thing! How could it be real? But when he pulled, the blade gave way
with a wrench of his arm, leaving only the bloodless wound in the
door frame to mark its place. Daniel held the knife in the palm of
his hand, still unwilling to admit it was there. A quiet panic
pressed on his thoughts like the leaden weight of the blade.
If this was real
what if the rest of the dream was real? What if it
all really
happened?

He denied that at
once. Had to be the other way around, he
thought. Came by the knife and then dreamed about it… Only way it
could possibly be. He struggled with himself, watching his hands
shake with uncertainty. The other way around…

But, try as he might, he couldn't
remember where and when he came by the knife, and he couldn't
explain it away. There had to be a reason somewhere, but it would
not present itself—not now, in the dark of the night with the sweat
running down his naked chest. Not here, in the cold quiet of his
cottage room; not with the sound of the wind in his ears like the
hurried breath of something that was chasing him in the fever of
his dream.

This was not a time for reason and the
logic of common sense. It belonged to something else—this hour in
the empty hole of the night, this awful loneliness. All the logic
in the world wouldn't amount to a dimple in the face of this
darkness, the black perfection of a cold Alaskan night.

So cold...

He shivered, clasping his arms about
him to fend off the chill as he retreated to the warmth of the bed.
He wanted to hide himself under the coarse wool blankets and dream
this all away again. He curled himself into a corner of the bed,
knees in his chest; one arm wrapped around his legs to pull them
closer. He sought refuge in the simplest way, the safe cocoon of
his body pushing the evil of the blade away from his
mind.

But it would not go.

It was here for good this time. It
wasn't a dream or some rambling fever in his brain. It wasn't the
stress of work, or the crushing isolation of his loneliness. It
wasn't a bit of undigested porridge in his stomach. It wasn't
Christmas Eve.

Daniel huddled in the warm nest of his
body, buried beneath his blankets. His breath came fast and his
heart kept the blood pulsing in his temples while he struggled to
calm his jangled nerves. One minute he was safe and sound in the
cottage. Nothing to worry about; another whole week of long quiet
days up here in the wild lands of the north; plenty of time to sort
things out before the plane would take him south again.

One minute he was safe,
and the next minute he was crazy. Was that it? Didn't they call you
crazy when you knew something was dead wrong and no one else would
get the point? Dead wrong,
out of whack, caddywumpus to the world—that was
what this whole thing was now. If he tried to tell the others, he'd
be crazy in no time at all. They wouldn't know if he kept his mouth
shut. No one would find out a thing. He could sit down at breakfast
and yawn while Chef Benton wheeled out the food cart. He’d stir his
coffee in a conversation with his friend Ski while the hours wasted
away, and they could call it a day and slap on the boards for a
jaunt out onto the frozen sloughs that fed the river. Maybe they'd
even take the shotguns this time. Maybe they'd see some
ptarmigan.

Maybe not.

No matter how hard he
tried Daniel knew the knife changed everything. But he would give
it one last try. Close my eyes
now, he thought to himself.
Close 'em real tight and get the pillow up over
my head so I can't hear that god-awful wind anymore.
Sleep was bound to come if he kept himself real
still; blessed, blessed sleep, where he could dream this all away
again.

If he woke up the next morning and the
knife was gone, then he could forget the whole thing. If it wasn't
there he could just go about his business with the others until the
brief vacation was over. If it wasn't there he'd be home in a week,
back home in Portland where the rest of his life waited for him
like an unfinished book.

If it wasn't there…

He was unwilling to admit
it to himself just then, but he knew, deep down, that it wouldn't
go away. He was bound to the knife now as surely as the two carved
faces on the haft were mated to one another. And if the knife was
real, then it was all real.

Sleep came, a grudging,
fitful tremor, devoid of rest. The sun would not come up till
almost noon in the middle of winter, but it would come up; at least he could
hope for that much. He woke up in the rosy light of the mid-day
dawn, foggy headed and ill at ease. The knife was waiting for him
just the same. It didn't need the dark and the wind anymore. It was
strong enough to live in the clear light of day now, and Daniel
knew that it was just the leading edge of a storm that was about to
envelop his life. The rest was out there somewhere, lurking just
the other side of dawn in that still hour before the sun breaks out
from behind the rim of the earth. It was all there, waiting to
burst through the thin barriers that separated his waking life from
the edge of sleep. It would find him again, he thought. Sooner or
later it would come for him again.


Chapter 2

 


Song Cousins

 


“That's what we
need, a trip to the woods!” David Scipione
hated the woods, but he needed them just the same. “We'll be out
there just like Wordsworth and Emerson.”

“You mean
Thoreau and Emerson,”
said Daniel. The two men were best friends but Daniel was an
English teacher and hated to see American Transcendentalists mixed
up with English poets like Wordsworth. “You've had your head in too
many law books, Ski.”

Ski was Scipione's nickname from a
time long ago when the two men were teachers together at St. Ann’s
Mission in Alaska. They were volunteers at the time, fresh out of
college and ready to heal the wounds of the world. The Catholic
High School that ran the facility was eager for young volunteers to
help the Ursuline nuns educate the Eskimo students who would fly in
from villages all over the Yukon Delta. They remained friends after
the experience together, and kept in touch over the
years.

It was Ski that had proposed this
reunion at the old mission site. “A pilgrimage, my friend,” he
exclaimed on the phone that day. “Back to the ice and snow where it
all began.” Ski wanted to dramatize even the simplest excursion
into the wild as some sort of enlightenment experience, and Daniel
served as a restraining counterpoint to his flights of fancy. Where
Ski was an exuberant extrovert, Daniel was quiet and unassuming,
and still a little on the shy side in spite of his 30 years. It was
an affliction that was slowly falling away from him as the years
went by. But people still would think he held himself aloof, as
though he preferred to watch life instead of involving himself in
it.

That was Daniel's big problem. There
were areas of his life, his teaching and related research, where he
was absolutely engrossed and completely at home. But his natural
reticence made him a bit of a hermit, and he had little in the way
of a social life beyond his academic pursuits. When it came to the
other traditional things he should have harvested from life by now,
his bin was empty. He wasn't rich, and he wasn't married. In fact,
he rarely dated. Relationships were things other people had, but
not Daniel. There was no-one waiting for him back home in Portland,
just twenty-five empty desks in an equally empty classroom now that
school was out for the winter holidays. There was a simple
bachelor's flat on a hill near Washington Park, and there was this
awful feeling that something was missing in his life, a hole that
seemed to be growing bigger each year. It was an emptiness that he
couldn't fill up with television, books, or any of the other
distractions city life offered.

Most of the time he got by, keeping
himself busy with work and his ravenous appetite for the news. On
occasion, however, the hunger in him needed something more, like a
yearning for fresh fruit in the dead of winter. But the fruit was
hard to find, and he was often left with a choice between the bare
walls of his apartment or an escape into a book.

When Ski first proposed
the trip back to Alaska, Daniel decided to ‘sleep on it.’ He
dragged out his photo box that night, and the old yearbook from the
school, flipping through the pages with fond memories. Yet memories
were safe, colored with the fine wash of his own recollection, and
settling into a comfortable light in his mind. What would he find
if he went back, he wondered—disillusionment? Would he end up
ruining all the quiet rosy pictures in his head? He fell asleep
that night listening to music as he mulled the whole thing over—the
best of Elton John, a set of old songs for the old days, with the
‘red tail lights’ of the plane carrying Daniel away into the night. He would
see how he felt about it the next day, and Ski was on him at the
crack of dawn, yammering to nail down the trip.

“Come on,” he said. “Look,
you're practically growing moss in here!” He gestured to the walls
of Daniel's apartment. “Let’s just go get the plane tickets and get
away from the city for a while. Back to St. Ann's! It'll be
perfect!”

Daniel smiled and nodded his head in
the affirmative. “OK. You win,” he said. “But pack a chess board.
I've got two weeks off and we'll have plenty of time to get in a
few games—that is if you can tear yourself away from Walden Pond
for a while.”

Daniel was glad Ski
dragged him out of his apartment once in a while. Otherwise
he would be
growing moss. To say that he was still a bit reserved would be an
understatement. He minded his own business and left other people to
theirs. And they, in turn, left him quite alone in the world of his
own making, too alone sometimes. At times he made an effort to
extend himself to others. He even managed to squeeze five real
dates into his busy schedule last year. That was one hell of a
year, he thought. But none of the five were around these days, and
that was the way his luck seemed to go with women. He wanted them,
loved them, but they would never stay.

At least he could say he made the
effort when it came to connecting with someone on an intimate
level. Perhaps he wanted too much, expected too much for a single
person to ever be capable of giving. He would figure it all out
someday. Lord knows, he would have plenty of time.

Daniel was even more reserved in his
youth, a condition that afflicted him throughout his high school
days, and even into the early years of college. He spent a great
deal of his time reading books, associating with the innumerable
personalities that peopled these paper worlds instead of mixing
with his peers at the school dances and other social events.
Dancing was little more than a blatant sexual display, he thought,
and sex was something you experienced with someone you loved. With
antiquated attitudes like this it was no surprise that he became a
loner, though he always made, and kept, a few very close friends.
During his university years he was ceaseless in the pursuit of his
studies until he graduated with honors. He put his degree in
English to work in one of the only ways that seemed practicable
after graduation. He became a teacher.

Now, as before, he was still one of
the only serious minded people in the schoolroom, and teaching had
quickly disillusioned him. After leaving the comfortable environs
of the university, he found the pace of teaching at a small
Portland High School to be very trying. The same rowdy and
undisciplined boys that he could never understand as a child were
back again to plague him as an adult. But now he could not ignore
them and segregate himself from their trivial interests. Now he was
charged with the seemingly impossible task of educating them;
making them appreciate the things that had so drawn him in his
school days. A teacher had to find some way of opening his
students' minds and awakening them. He had to implant in them some
delight for words, for the language they would speak the rest of
their lives; for ideas, for poetry, for places beyond the
artificial worlds that were framed by their television screens each
night.

Daniel's natural reticence made that
hard for him. For the first semester of his teaching career he sat,
as though anchored, on the edge of his desk and used a lecturing
style that implanted little more in his students than a fervent
desire for the recess bell to free them from the monotonous litany
of his rambling wisdom. It had taken six months to realize that he
was talking way over his students' heads, and that his lecturing
style, largely a product of his college exposure, would simply not
do for a high school environment. He searched about for a way to
break the impasse, but was unsuccessful for several more months. As
that difficult first year drew to a close, he was questioning
whether this had been the right choice for him. Daniel was still
young then, only twenty two, and his life course was still
tentative and liable to change. He had not yet developed the
maturity and steadiness that would become the hallmark of his early
thirties, or the isolation.

Somehow, he managed to get over the
initial shock of a first year teaching experience. He shifted his
classroom approach to a more experiential method of teaching, and
his students began to respond. He devoted more time to preparing
his lessons, crafting a carefully laid out course for each hour he
would spend before the chalky green of the misnamed classroom
blackboard. He inserted a little of the imagination of his
childhood into his discourse, and tried to draw out the same hidden
energy from within his students. He was getting better, but still
felt there was something lacking in his life as a teacher, and he
looked for a change.

Daniel heard of an opportunity to live
and work in a community of volunteers in Alaska. It seemed just the
sort of thing that would do him some good. He would get out of the
city and into the wilderness, but keep his career in the bargain.
Admittedly, it was a bold move for someone used to waiting at the
street corners for the walk light to give him permission to cross.
But it was just the right move, like finding that special square
for your Knight before you launched a kingside attack.

So he picked up the pieces of his life
and landed at St. Ann's along with twenty other volunteers running
a boarding school for Eskimo students. That was where he met
Ski.

David Scipione was an irrepressible
Italian from New York who came to teach at St. Ann's in Daniel's
third year. Ski was a short, stocky, fair skinned man with dark
hair and eyes and a broad smile that seemed to stretch the doughy
cheeks of his face to the breaking point. Daniel first encountered
him walking briskly down the annex hallway toward the teacher's
coffee lounge, whistling loudly. He looked almost comical to Daniel
at first glance. His clothing seemed oversized, and ill fitted to
his thick, stubby, though muscular limbs. His shirt sleeves were
rolled up, tie loosened and dangling like limp celery from his
throat, shoes scuffed and nearly unlaced, and a darkened stubble of
beard speckled over his cheeks and chin. He had an endearing and
disarming warmth, and a ceaseless energy that was
contagious.

As Daniel entered the teacher's lounge
Scipione smiled and immediately clasped him in a hearty handshake.
“David Scipione,” he introduced himself. “So another beast comes
down to the watering hole.” He beamed with his humor, and laughed
as he gestured to the waiting coffeepot on the counter. Within
moments the two of them were sitting through that first
conversation together, the gradual self revelation of one stranger
to another. Daniel could sense something about him even then—that
their life paths were somehow destined to cross. Within minutes a
natural and unassuming openness established itself between them,
sweeping away the measured defenses that so often keep even long
time associates from really ever knowing one another. Their long
friendship germinated there among the coffee mugs and cupboards of
the teacher’s room.

Soon they were close colleagues at the
school, “the Masters” as Ski called them. Each completed some
inadequacy in the other. Where Daniel needed more of the
spontaneity and energy sparked by Ski, he returned in kind a sense
of order and discipline that served to channel Ski's raw dynamism
more effectively. They also challenged one another, as all good
friendships must. On any given day at St. Ann's they would spend
long hours philosophizing and exchanging reading materials. It was
a joy to each that the other delighted in, and received, the
strangest and deepest ramblings of the mind and heart.

Daniel smiled inwardly,
summoning up an image of Ski as he had piled through his homeroom
door that very afternoon waving a volume of D.T. Susuki's Zen
commentaries. “Powerful material!” he had exclaimed, his heavy New
York accent sounding “pow ah ful” with a particular
emphasis. Ski was the catalyst that propelled Daniel's career as an
educator, and helped him past the inadequacy of his own native
introversion. When Daniel finally left St. Ann's to go back to the
city the only one he missed was Ski. They remained close friends,
even though separated by time and distance, and the busyness of
life. They were Song-Cousins, as the Eskimos might
say, bound to one another on some indefinable level; each extending
and defining the other.

Over the years the two men kept in
close touch. Scipione went on to law school and opened a fledgling
practice in San Francisco. Daniel returned to Portland and was
still teaching High School. They talked on the phone from time to
time, and exchanged chess moves in the mail. Ski always put up a
good struggle when they played, but he always lost. In spite of his
legal training he just didn't have the artistry and flair for
combinations like Daniel did. In a way, when the two men played
chess they became their opposites. Ski would plod along, building a
methodical defense and trying to accumulate small advantages that
might eventually turn the position his way. But Daniel would foray
out across the board in a series of intricate combinations that hid
one attack after another. He offered sacrifices and took enormous
risks to expose the enemy king and eventually run it
through.

And he never lost.

If Daniel could play at
life like he played chess he wouldn't be teaching High School. But
life was different. Life said “No,” though it always apologized
when it did. “I'm sorry sir, but this
showing is sold out...I'm sorry but we just can't extend a loan at
this time...I'm sorry if I hurt your feelings, but...”
It was all just a variation on the same
theme. NO. And no
was a word that still hurt Daniel when he heard it, hurt him worse
than it could ever hurt someone like Ski. No was something Daniel
never learned to cope with like a normal person, so he avoided it
whenever he could.

That's why he said “yes”
when Ski prodded him into this pilgrimage to Alaska. But now he
wished he had left St. Ann's where it was—safe in the soft corners
of his memory—safe and long, long gone. He could put all the photos
he took into a box if he wanted, and stick that box way back in his
closet. It could be one of those things that was forever his, there
for him to think about and look at as the years went by. Once in a
blue moon he would take them out and reminisce...There's old Wood
Man with that damn gun of his...there are those smiling children he
tried to teach Beowulf and Shakespeare. But it wasn't safe anymore.
When he got off the plane at the airstrip it was
real again, waiting for
him like the fresh grass of spring coming out from under the
endless reign of snow.

St. Ann’s was a small mission nestled
at the edge of the Andreafski River, a tributary to the Yukon out
near its broad delta. Here the land was flat and rolling, mantled
with snow, and the tundra seemed to stretch on forever in all
directions, empty and still. An Arctic desert, the dry, cold winds
were constantly shifting and stirring the year’s annual snowfall,
and shaping strange contours and star-drenched rifts on the ice of
the river. The squat mission buildings had been built shortly after
the second world war, and they still bore the weathered aluminum
siding that so characterized military installations—a Quonset hut
gymnasium, and corrugated tin roofing on the other
buildings.

Once the buildings were up they had
been pressed into service as a school, chapel, cafeteria and
dormitory for the boarding Eskimo students. There were only three
things that were necessary for life on the tundra: fresh water,
heat and food. The mission relied on a few deep wells fingering
down into the aquifers beneath the permafrost, and it was heated by
the electricity provided by two diesel-fueled generators. As for
food, what couldn’t be hunted for or fished out of the river was
ferried in by boat or plane.

In the short, warm months of summer
the Andreafski would run deep enough to allow a few shallow drafted
barges to bring in supplies for the winter. The barges would dock
briefly, butting up onto the gravely shore of the river, the
mottled gray paint flaking away from dented metal hulls, corroded
with rust and brine. A warehouse was served by a makeshift quay
there, and the natural cold of the year round temperatures would
serve to hold the foodstuffs fresh throughout the
winter.

Sometimes other things would drift in
on the dark, muddy water—houseboats bearing shrimpers, like the
Wood Man, who had signed on to winter over one year, and never
left. Eskimos would ply the waters in shallow motor boats, heading
up stream to set their trap lines in the bush, or to lay out nets
for Salmon and Dolly Varden. Once an old steamboat had come up from
the delta on a stormy night, only to be grounded on a muddy bank at
the mouth of a slough that now bore its name. The river was the
life of the village in years past, but now supplies could come by
air to a short strip about five miles from the village, along a
road of coarse gravel.

Daniel was half surprised to learn
that it was still all there as he remembered it, subtly changed,
but holding on to the familiar patterns etched into his head so
long ago. He had this silly belief that things just vanished once
your life got ten years beyond them. But it was all still here;
real again. Even the people! Wood Man was still wintering over in
the cottage with his shrimp nets and those musty old antlers on the
wall. He was the same old Wood Man, but different somehow, a little
older, a little more drawn and ornery. The Ursulines still haunted
the upper floor of the mission, their long vigil on the tundra
continually burning like a small votive candle on the altar of the
chapel. Jakes, the dour Eskimo who worked maintenance at the
mission, still dug in the ice when it suited him—quiet old Jakes,
ice fishing on the frozen river in the early hours of the day. It
was all real again, and dangerous beyond Daniel's capacity to
measure.

He began to know it only when the
dream first came on the edge of a storm, wild and cold. Daniel was
back, and something had come in from the tundra to welcome him—only
this time it did not want to let go when he shook himself awake in
the morning. He woke up in the cottage, sweating with the last
fitful images of that dream in his mind, and reached for something,
anything that would make it go away. The first night was hard
enough as he adjusted to the dark and the cold again. The second
night, however, changed everything. The knife was in the door frame
and Daniel would never be the same—nothing would be the same, and
he could no longer trust to the safety and integrity of his quiet
old memories.

It was as if he looked at an old photo
from his box and saw something there that didn't belong. Coming
back to St. Ann's was a terrible mistake, he knew, but he would
have to wait it out for another week. Seven days before the plane
would arrive to take him back to Portland—back to the present and
away from the shadows of his past here, memories that lurked like
sharp wooden boards jutting up from a sunken ship, frozen in the
ice of a winding slough by the river.

Steamboat Slough...

He put his finger on the place in his
mind, and conjured up the recollection of that moment when he bared
his breast to the cold and the wind. It was a selfish and wanton
thing to do, to taunt the frozen dead with the soft, warm contours
of his flesh. He was young, and thought himself invincible. He
never dreamed that fate would hold such a harmless brag against
him. He had taunted the cold and the dark last night, and now it
was going to make him pay. He was going to be sorry for it all some
day.


Chapter 3

 


The Wood Man

 


“You've got to know
what your gun will do, because your life could
depend on it.” Woody Gamis knew. He found out the hard way what a
thirty-ought-six would do, and what it wouldn't do, when you were
confronted by a bear in the wild.

“Some of them brown bears
will stand eight feet high,” he drawled. “Now, they won't always
come after you just because you're in the wind. But you
surprise a bear and
it'll more than likely charge. And you better have a rifle that can
knock the damn thing down. Not a gun that'll stop it, mind you.
That's not good enough.”

Not near good enough, he thought as he
rubbed his left shoulder. There were still marks there from that
trouble he ran into up in Brooks Range—a scar on his shoulder where
the claws took him and cut clean through his parka, all the way to
the bone. He was lucky that bear didn't take his arm off in the
process. But what did these Chichakos know about bears? What did
they know about rifles, or hunting or anything else in Alaska for
that matter? They come up from the lower 48 thinking to stretch
their legs and take in a little of the wild north. Next thing you
know they get themselves into trouble.

“This ain't Yosemite up
here,” he wagged a finger at them. “Ain't no bear gonna come and
eat cookies and bread crumbs while you snap pitchers at 'em from
the front of an SUV. No sir. These is real live mean and
contemptible wildlife. And I do mean wild. You cross a bear up here and
it's more than likely gonna tear your face off. And for you fellahs
that might make for an improvement.”

The other men in the circle laughed at
the joke, three men who were edging in just a little closer while
the Wood Man, charmed them with his quaint, rustic nature and foul
mouthed ways. After all, Wood Man was the sort of fellow you could
read about in a Jack London story. He fit into the cottage where he
lived at the edge of the village like it was built around him one
night while he was asleep. There was just this one room, with a big
black pot-belly stove in the middle and a few spare pieces of
furniture pressed against the walls. The room was cluttered with
fishing tackle, rifles, boots and other equipment for getting
around in the perpetual winter of Alaska. There were canteens,
knives, snowshoes and two big antlers mounted on the far wall. A
bare pantry was forged into one nook, and it held a few dry food
staples to stretch through the winter.

And the Wood Man fit neatly into the
weathered environment of the cottage, like a well cast actor on a
movie set. Everything about him resonated with the scene—the
red-brown beard, tawny skin stretched like old leather; the soiled
wool cap pulled down over his forehead to the bushy brows, the
charcoal eyes glowing in his long drawn face. Wood Man could have
been carved from a stump of old pine bark. His rough, gnarled hands
reached for the polished haft of the rifle where it leaned against
the wood dresser next to his chair, and he hefted it up for the
other men to see, his pride and joy.

“Found out a
thirty-ought-six just wouldn't do,” he said. “Oh, it might hurt a
bear, might even stop it if you hit the right spot. But that ain't
good enough.”

Damn right. The ache in
his shoulder knew that every time the temperature dipped under
twenty below, which was damn near all the time in the winter. Hell,
what did these Chichakos know about cold? Cold to them was reaching
in the ice box for some cubes. Cold to them was leaving the damn
window open after dark on an autumn night. Cold to them was turning
on the wrong handle in the shower by accident and squealing like a
little piggy.

“Have you got something
bigger?” One of the men asked him with an eager look on his
face.

“Right here,” Wood Man
grabbed his crotch and flashed him a toothy grin. The men laughed,
just like he wanted them to. They probably thought he was just
making fun of himself. Probably thought an old cuss like Wood Man
could never get a woman's legs open for a good fuck if he tried.
What did they know about fucking? Probably called it lovemaking.
Their hands were soft and white as a baby's ass. Soft hands made
for soft city women with that smooth white skin—catalog bitches,
just like the ones Sears & Roebuck used to hawk their wares.
That was all Wood Man knew about those soft, skinny city women with
long legs and Barbie doll smiles. He had a notion to get one alone
some day and strip every last bit of Sears & Roebuck off of
her. Strip her real slow while she wriggled with city girl shakes
and a face full of tears. Probably wouldn't give him the pleasure
of snapping the garter belts before he tore off the last of her
silk stockings. Probably wouldn't even wear garters. Too skinny to need
'em. City girls for city boys. That was probably the kind of women
these guys wanted to pork when they could. What did they know about
it?

“This here's what I really
mean,” he said, hefting up the rifle. He checked the breach to make
sure it was open and the chamber was empty. Then he tipped the cold
metal toward his audience so they could get a look at the bore.
“Try sticking this up your old lady some night.” Hell, what did
they know about it? He doubted any of the three could keep it up
for more than ten minutes anyway.

“Now this will stop a bear,” he said. “Stop it cold
and throw the damn thing back six feet. Lift the god-cursed thing
right off its feet if you hit 'em right.” He cradled the gun in the
crook of his arm, delighted to see the men eyeing it with envious
looks on their faces.

Bet they wished they had a gun like
mine, he thought. Pity he never had the chance to get a good woman
on her back up here, but if he ever did, he had the gun for the
job—that much was certain. Bet these city boys wished a lot of
things. Hell, that was why they were here, wasn't it? They were
short on living and long on wishes. Came up here to find out what
it was like to be a man again, if they ever knew in the first
place. Maybe he'd teach 'em a few things. Weren’t no city girls
around here, but maybe a city boy would do for a change one night.
Hell, that slim one looked as soft and inviting as anything that
ever sported tits and twat in these parts. Yes sir. He would have
quite a time with that one, if it came to it. And that fat fellow
might do as well.

“Shit, Wood Man. What kind
is it? Smith & Wesson?” One of the chipmunks was pointing at
his gun.

“Benson-Harper,” said Wood
Man. “They make good guns, Smith & Wesson, but Benson-Harper
makes better. See this here,” he pointed to a protrusion near the
breach of the rifle. “Pressure dome Lets the charge really build up
when the damn thing fires. Gets you one hell of a bore velocity.
That's what counts. Thirty-ought-six has a slug big enough to hurt
a bear, but the bore velocity is way too low. Benson-Harper comes
out like a godawful pig fart. It'll blow that damn bear right off
his feet. That's what you need, see. You gotta blow the thing right
off its feet to break the charge. Hell, I surprised a bear up in
Brooks Range and had to fire six times with a thirty-ought-six, and
that was while I was backpedaling in the snow the whole time. That
devil just wouldn't stop. He was damn near dead by the time he got
to me, but he got to me. One swipe of that forearm is all it takes.
Nearly broke my shoulder.”

He cupped a gritty hand over his
shoulder where the wound was—where it hurt when it got cold, like
it hurt now. What did they know about pain? Probably never had
anything happen to them more serious than a hangnail. Worst thing
they could imagine would be stubbing a shin or toe on the furniture
in their little bungalows on the beach. City boys. College boys.
They had that look about them. Probably had nice fancy cars and sat
behind a desk pushing paper and sneakin’ a peek at the secretary's
ass when they could. Wouldn't have the balls to do anything more,
cause they all went home to some skinny city bitch out of a Sears
catalog every night. Probably ate things like beef stroganoff and
eggs benedict. Never tasted moose, or a real live woman. Wouldn't
know the difference if they did.

“Think you could fire it
once?” one of the men asked. His name was Osborne, though the
others called him the Wizard. He had half a head of hair, and
probably half a brain to go with it. Soft living left him well
padded in the gut, and his fleshy cheeks showed the extra weight he
had been carrying since he turned thirty.

“You wanna fire
this? Not on your life.
Least ways not here; not now. Have to be later, out in the woods.”
The Wood Man cocked his head toward the woods, wherever they were.
The lodge at St. Ann's was in tundra country, but there were
scattered clusters of pine trees here and there, and brakes of low
thistly brambles in the vales. The hills around the mission were
just high enough to allow a little downhill skiing in the winter,
and the winding sloughs that meandered through the tundra provided
avenues for cross-country when they were frozen over.

The site was “out in the bush” as the
city folks described it in Anchorage and Fairbanks, a remote
getaway that attracted just enough people to keep the doors open
each year. The Eskimo village of St. Ann's was just half a mile
away, and a few miles farther down river there was an airstrip
which had recently been converted from gravel to pavement. The
gravel pits where they had first quarried rock for the strip still
served as markers along the road: first gravel, second and then
third. Winter temperatures were mild for Alaska, averaging only 30
degrees below zero in spite of the occasional cold snap to 65
below.

But “out in the bush” was just where
Wood Man liked it. He would winter here at old St. Ann's and work
on his shrimp net before the river broke in the spring. Then he'd
take his houseboat down the Andreafski to the Yukon, and out to the
sea. There was plenty to eat, and no one else to feed but himself.
A man could make his fare without half trying along the Alaskan
coast, and catch plenty to sell for profit while he was at it. Come
autumn he would head north again and slip upstream to the mission
before the ice took hold. Then he'd settle in for the winter again,
with a new crop of sightseers every year to listen to his stories
about the great wild north, and other things.

If he couldn’t get their
dander up with bears and the Brooks Range, he could always throw in
a tale or two about the war… Rolling with Hodges as he crossed the
Belgian frontier and pushed on through the Siegfried line. Patton?
He was a self serving old cuss that pushed his men till they damn
near dropped. But Hodges ran his outfit like clockwork. He never
moved without the ammunition and petrol to get him where he wanted
to go that day. Patton’s boys got strung out on point and found
themselves in a world of hurt when they ran out of gas. Oh, he got
most of the headlines, just like he pushed for mileage and movie
credits. But Hodges got the job done just as well… Crossed the
Rhine at Remagen, and you can guess who was in on
that deal.

Wood Man would give his
audience a wink and a nod, and let them all know. “I was ninth tank
across that damn bridge. Had four or five Shermans shot out from
under me before I got there, too.” He would smile when he saw the
looks of admiration on the younger men’s faces. His old war hero
jive was always good for mileage when he started his talk.
But he never told them what happened to the
number eight tank… what happened to Billy. No need to put the light out in those admiring eyes and get
them to staring at him like before… No need at all.

“So, there you have it,”
he said. “And no, we ain't firing this thing here in town, so don't
ask me. You don't go shooting a weapon like this for sport, boys.
This momma fires with bad intent.” He gave the three men a
disparaging look. Then a gleam came into his eye and he leaned a
little closer to let them in on a secret half the men in the
village already knew. “You wanna get your own gun off while you're
here?”

He knew someone in the village that
could help them out. She might like the distraction, and they could
use the lesson, he thought. She'd teach these fellahs a thing or
two. Before she was through with them they'd know all about cold,
and all about pain, and all about fuckin' at the same damn
time.

Problem was she wouldn’t have a thing
to do with an old Gussuk like the Wood Man. Oh, he tried once or
twice. Got himself good and crocked on home brew before he went up
the hill to the village and knocked on her door, but she would
never let him in. He would hear her snickering at him from the
other side of the door while he stood there in the cold, until he
finally gave up and slouched back down the hill to the
mission.

Wood Man never got much of the soft
and pretty. The village women shunned him, and laughed at him
behind his back, so he kept to himself with his trap lines and
shrimp nets. The mission cottage where he wintered was warm, and
the home brew kept him happy enough. Visitors came through the
lodge and he showed them his gun and talked about Hodges and the
bridge at Remagen.

And some times, when he laid himself
down for sleep, he would think about them. Like that slim one
there—what would a fellow like that have under them tight little
jeans, he wondered. Maybe he’d find out one day, just for spice, if
the kid could take it. Even that fat fellow might make for a nice
soft ride or two. City boys wanted to see his gun fire? He could
show ‘em just how everything worked.


Chapter
4

 


Steamboat Slough

 


There was something
under the ice at Steamboat Slough. You couldn't
get anyone in the village to say what it was, but it had most of
them scared half to death even to talk about it. The Eskimos, at
least the older ones, seemed to find a spirit in every bough, bush,
rock and stone of their world. Demons and devils were a convenient
way to account for the unseen work of a pernicious virus. When a
man was taken ill, it was really a devil that had hold of his body,
probably hungry and tired from wandering around in the wilderness,
and ravenous once inside the warm, blood-rich body of a live man or
woman. And if the man died, as many did when they were sick in the
days before antibiotics, it was said that the devil would finally
come out of his body, and show itself in the last agonizing moment
before he breathed his last breath. “This is why you must leave the
land of the Men,” it would say as it called his name. “For I have
eaten of your flesh and blood.”

They would find him somewhere, his
body frozen in a grotesque pose, the life and warmth drained away
forever. The mask on his face would tell whether the devil was
fierce and evil; one to be avoided and feared by the other people
in the village. Sometimes a devil's hunger would not be stilled,
and it would prowl around the edges of the village, taking the old
and the weak first, and the children. The people would hide
themselves in their cabins, and take down all the strips of smoked
salmon and animal skins they hung on wooden racks to dry. They
didn't want the devil to see how well off they were—to see that
this was a home where there was plenty of food, and good shelter,
and many warm bodies to satisfy its hunger.

When a devil stalked through the
village in those days, St. Ann's seemed a desolate and empty place.
Nobody home, the scene would say to anyone passing by. None here
but this scraggly wolf-gray dog moaning at the wind. No fish on the
smoke-racks; no pelts, or sleds, or anything else. Go away devil,
and find another place to eat and sleep. There is nothing here for
you—nothing.

The people would gather from time to
time, and the headmen of the village would stand before them,
wearing their amulet belts wound tightly around the waist, and
chant a warning to the devil while the hunters would brandish their
spears and move like a circle of shadows around the elders. Other
men would beat on the sealskin drums with tawny wands of willow
bush, and the strongest of the hunters would come forward in the
end, bearing a feathered fan and thrusting it out before him with a
sharp movement of his arm. Each feather stood for the spirit of a
deer, or a moose or even a bear. These we have taken, he seemed to
say. See how many? Go away now, and find your own. Go and find the
meat of a seal or ptarmigan and leave us alone.

Perhaps, if they could shame the
devil, it would stop stealing the life of the children in the
village. But some devils would not be shamed. They would not listen
to the sound of the sealskin drums, or pay any heed to the carved
amulets on the belts of the headmen. They lingered on, festering
like a rotting wound, and would not go away.

But the village had
changed a great deal from those days. The mission was established
just after the turn of the century and slowly transformed the
people, replacing their amulets with scapulars and rosary beads;
taking down the totems and putting up crucifixes in their place.
The shamans and village headmen lost face when a devil would come
to the village and they were powerless to drive it out. But the men
and women who peopled the mission had strange new powers. They
called the demons by names that the people did not know:
measles, mumps, whooping cough, diphtheria,
tuberculosis, and influenza. They had new
medicine, herbs and potions, to protect against these newly named
devils in the land, and they always prevailed in the
end.

Time went by and more and more white
men came to the land to dig for gold and oil. By the time Daniel
showed up the glut of oil money spawned by the north slope
excavations had transformed the Eskimo way of life forever. Each
and every native was suddenly entitled to a share of the money the
white men paid to take the oil to the lower 48. The village itself
would receive a larger co-op share of the wealth, and it was money
that brought the power of another world into the villages, and
shattered the way of life that the Eskimo people knew for so many
generations.

Their names were the first
to go. The Yupik language with its guttural clicks and tongue
twisting vocabulary was simply too much for the white men to ever
understand. They could not know that holiktuk was a parka, that a
kuspuck was a brightly
colored hooded dress worn by the women. They could not remember
proud names like Uktilohik, Elaitutna or Alhalikmiuit, or ever hope
to say them if they did. So, the first thing the white men did was
to change all the names, and each time they did, they took away
some of their power and reason for being in the world.

You could not control a
thing if you could never speak its name. So the white men called
the people they found in Alaska, the proud Yupik and Ihalmiut
people of the north, by other names. They took some from the black
books they carried and read from during all their ceremonies, and
re-named the Eskimo people after elders from their own race. So it
came to be that the family of Kaminikuak was re-named after the
bright red beans the people brought with them from the lower 48.
Sometimes they used the name of a building or other object; or
names from their Bible. Everything was different after that. Now
instead of Epeetna, and Alikanuk, and Katelo, there was Freddy
Beans, and Mary Church, and Johnny Moses. Generations later, these
Eskimo families still bore the demeaning brand given to them by
their white missionary friends so long ago, though some still clung
to a part of their original family name, like the Eskimos as a
whole still held on to a fading remnant of their older culture.
This would produce unlikely combinations such as Richie Tuluk, or
Molly Ayulak. It was a compromise with the world of the lower 48
that would devour them utterly if they did not give at least as
much as a part of their name to appease that devil.

But the devil that lived under the ice
at Steamboat Slough wanted more than a name; more even than the
simple flesh and blood of a man or woman when it found them alone
in the dark. Daniel never could find out much about it, though he
often prodded the village elders for stories about the old
steamboat that came up river one spring, running aground on the mud
bank and sinking in the shallow water near the edge of the slough.
When a boat that big floundered on the mud, and sunk, it was
impossible to pry it loose before the river would freeze again and
fix it in place the whole winter long.

Once the ice closed in, it would
expand with the cold and force its way into the bones of the ship
until it split the beams of the hull wide open. It would never ply
the rivers again after that, and people avoided it, saying it would
bring the devils. The spirits would wonder what it was, and creep
inside from under the ice to live in the shattered remnants of the
boat. The Eskimos would gather together and tell stories to
frighten away the children's curiosity when they could, and Daniel
listened closely to some of the tales hidden away in the minds of
the elders.

Something was under the ice. Something
bad. It lived in Steamboat Slough and it was very dark and hungry.
It was never safe, the elders would caution, to stray among the
broken ruins of the ship where it jutted through the ice like a
bare whetted skeleton. Things could happen, and you might be taken
by the thing under the ice. It would smell the sealskin in your
mukluks and reach up to grab your leg. And once you go under the
ice in the winter your heart will freeze in just three beats. Then
the devil will have your body there all winter long, and it would
chew and gnaw the flesh away and grind on your bones until they
were gone.

That was the way they told
it, years ago. Just like the old Elton John song Daniel listened to
so often, there really was
a kind of ‘Madman Across The Water’ out in
Steamboat Slough, and a boat with a broken back.

They probably still told the stories
to the children in the village. The ice would freeze thinner around
the wreck, Daniel knew. There might be cracks and weak spots where
a child could easily slip and fall into the frigid water below.
Every story had its moral, so this was what he supposed the intent
of the legend of Steamboat Slough to be: just a warning to watch
your step when you walked on the ice near the ruins of the boat. It
was just a simple bit of practical advice wrapped up in a ghost
story; that was all. Then he found himself on the river the day
after he returned, and he couldn't believe in simple stories
anymore.

 


The cold in Alaska is something that
never quite leaves you, even if you flee to warmer climes in the
south. Once you have experienced it, your life is never the same.
It's a cold that reminds you of your frailty and vulnerability to
the forces of nature, for without the layers of warm clothing, a
parka, wool cap, mittens and the all important cold weather boots,
you would die in a few minutes if exposed to the elements at even
mild temperatures like 10 below zero. The environment pressed in on
you from every side in Alaska. The immense scale of the land was
simply too big to be cowed by man and his sprawling concrete
cities. It was humbling, and strangely invigorating to live in a
place where the boundaries between life and death were a little
thinner, and the comfortable padding of civilization was replaced
by a down vest and a good wolverine ruff on the hood of your
parka.

Daniel remembered how he seemed to
turn inward against the cold, just as he would tuck his chin in and
bow his head against the streaking wind out on the river. The wind
was his worst enemy. It used the cold like a lash, flailing at him
in the vast open places of the wildland, and giving him no rest. No
matter how many layers of wool and down he wrapped himself in, or
how snug the fit of his scarf and boots, the wind would find a way
under his clothing, and chill his soft, warm flesh with fingers of
ice. Daniel hated the cold, but he had to face it every day through
the long year when he taught at St. Ann’s. Once, in a fit of
defiance, he deliberately gave himself to it, as if to taunt the
frigid wind with the fire of his body. And he did it again, just to
remind himself that he was still there, still alive, still in
control.

The second night of his return visit
Daniel was out on the river, back in Steamboat Slough. You didn't
have to go far to be completely alone in Alaska. A ten minute walk
would take you to a place where it was absolutely dark, and quiet,
save for the moaning of the wind if it was prowling that night, or
the brilliant display of stars in the night sky
overhead.

He was trudging along the crusty snow,
watching the play of faint moonlight in the wind carved drifts near
the embankment. Off to one side, a dark rake of willow bush
thickened toward the ice. For some reason Daniel climbed up the
embankment and crept into the midst of the thicket, until he was
deep under the scraggly bare plants in the dark of the night. It
was as far away from human eyes as he could get that night. There
was no sign of the mission, or the village, not even the faint glow
of the lamp posts which lit up the crusty gray ice of the mission
walkways.

Daniel huddled in the cold, lying on
his back and looking up at the night sky through the thin leafless
fingers of the willow bush. It was cold, yet he could feel the
warmth of his body held in by the thick parka. He slipped off his
mittens and the chill air bit at his hands. Working as fast as he
could, he opened his parka and unzipped the down vest beneath. The
cold rushed at him, stealing away the heat of his body like a
starved animal finding food in the desolation of the Alaskan
winter. Daniel opened himself to the cold, teasing it. His fingers
were starting to hurt now, but he forced them to unbutton his wool
shirt and threw it open. His smooth, hairless chest was laid bare
now, and the cold fell on him with a rapacious lust.

A thrill came over him. He wanted to
go further, to strip away all of his clothing and submit his body
to the searching touch of the wind and cold. He was minutes away
from death, he knew. Already his frame was shaken with an
involuntary shiver; his bare hands were getting numb. Here I am,
his body seemed to say. Take me if you can.

Then he closed up his shirt, numbed
fingers struggling with the buttons, and sealed his body away from
the cold with layer upon layer of protective clothing. A minute
later he crawled out from under the bush on his hands and knees,
and slid down the embankment to the flat open area of the
slough.

A sheet of wind struck at him, angry
at his escape. Not tonight, he thought to himself. I'm alive, and
warm, and free to go back to the shelter of the cottage and sleep
behind thick, insulated walls, safe from the wind and cold. He was
exhilarated by the experience, and tramped his feet as he walked to
get his heart rate up again. The shivers left him as warm blood
forced its way out into his extremities. His fingers hurt for a
while, but that was a good sign. The blood was pushing its way back
into the fleshy fingertips through tiny capillaries, and it hurt.
But the pain was life—not the numb empty void of a frozen
death.

Daniel went out to the edge of the
river and bared his chest to the void. It made him feel the
fragility of his life, and the wonder of it all at the same time.
He was alive. The wind and snow and cold were all elements in the
world around him, but they were dead and bare, like the withered
branches of the willow bush next to his naked body. They envied him
for the life his body held, and they coveted it. Whenever he walked
outside, from that moment on, he could feel the wind tugging at his
parka, wanting to strip it away from him again, and get at the
soft, white flesh beneath—like a wounded lover, clawing after him
as he hurried on his way.

The wind wanted him, the cold wanted
him, and something else wanted him that night on Steamboat Slough,
though he was not aware of it then.

He made his way to the mouth of the
slough where it emptied into the wider bed of the Andreafski River.
The wind harangued him, bawling at his back. Daniel looked up to
see the sky was now streaked with cold white clouds, pale
luminescent shapes fleeing in the van of a weather front, backlit
by the sickle moon. Up ahead he could dimly see the sharp edges of
broken wood jutting up through the ice. He was very near the wreck
of the steamboat now, and the old native stories clamored in the
back of his mind. Watch your step. Be careful. It’s dark. The night
is angry. The wind is jealous and you're alone.

Daniel came up to the edge of the
wreck, his footfalls a little tentative as he neared it. The river
froze three months ago, he thought. It was twenty below zero! The
ice was probably three feet thick by now, wreck or no wreck. He
continued on, until he was standing on top of a bare sheet of
exposed river ice in the heart of the sunken steamboat.

Bleak boards jutted up through the ice
from the flat riverbed below. A part of the foredeck was still
exposed, and the structure of the pilot's cabin remained intact. A
few meters away, the weathered remnant of the paddle wheel
protruded through the ice, shrouded in a blue-white frost. He took
a step toward the cabin, peering through the tunnel of his ruff as
he made for the open doorway there. Then he heard a sound that
nearly froze his blood, a long raking wail that seemed to come from
under the ice.

He stood still, paralyzed by the
sound. He wanted to turn to find the source, but an unnatural fear
shivered up his spine, dulling his nerves and freezing him in
place. What was it? Something hissed at him from under the ice. He
wanted to run, but his boots seemed fixed in place on the rock hard
slab of the river. He looked down at his feet and saw tiny drifts
of snow slowly covering his toes. A voice in his head told him to
run.

Daniel could not move, and
the cold reached up from the bottom of the river and took him by
the feet and ankles, tugging at him; holding him fast. He could
feel the bite of pain in his toes, and knew he had to move to keep
the frost away. But he could not
move, in spite of the rising alarm in his chest
and the pulsing of blood at his temples.

A trap, he thought. I must have
stepped into a trap. He stooped down onto his haunches, feeling
with his gloved fingers for the thing that held his feet in place.
There was nothing but the blue-gray ice and crusty snow—and the
terrible cold which grappled with him in the night. He started to
lose his balance and pushed one arm against the ice to keep from
falling. The cold took hold of his wrist, holding tight.

This is crazy, Daniel thought. I have
to move, have to get up and back to the mission. Can't stay out
here in the dark… Front moving in… Let me go!

His fall had swept away a light sheen
of wind-blown snow on a patch of ice and Daniel suddenly caught a
glimpse of something that sent his heart racing. There was a shape
there, under the ice! A dark figure moved. Bulbous eyes caught the
moonlight, and then vanished in the murky darkness.

He heard his own voice screaming at
the night, and something wailed in response. The cold had his legs,
and his hand, and his arm. Something was there—under the ice! His
heart pounded and, with one last effort of his will, he pushed hard
and stood up. He was moving, staggering away on shaky legs. The ice
was exposed in many places by the gusting wind, and Daniel found
the footing treacherous on its glassy surface.

Something was after
him!

He started to run, but his footing
gave way and he fell hard on the ice near one of the jagged beams
from the wreck of the steamboat. His knee was seared with pain. A
sharp splinter of wood penetrated his leggings and jabbed at the
flesh on the inside of his right knee. It was painful to move, but
Daniel forced himself to his feet and limped away from the wreck of
the boat. The sound wailed from behind, but he was out on the river
now, and the lights of the mission glowed up ahead, beckoning to
him from across the wide expanse of open ice.

He did not dare look back,
though he felt as though something was dogging his footsteps, right
on his back as he hobbled toward the mission hotel. He was more
frightened than he had ever been in his life. Keep moving… Don't look back… Watch your step… Don't fall
again!

He was half way across
when another fear rose in his mind. He couldn't swim! Yes, the
river was three feet thick with ice, but there was
water down there somewhere—black icy water just
under the surface, and he was right in the middle of it now, far
from the safety of the shore. Whenever he walked over bridges
Daniel could never bring himself to look at the water below. He
couldn't see the water now, but he knew it was there. He could
barely see anything as he stumbled along in the murky black. What
if he ran into a crack or a hole in the ice where Jakes had been
fishing—a wound that hadn't the time to heal and freeze up again?
What if he fell through?

He imagined himself on a bridge, a
narrow causeway leading to the far bank of the river with “Watch
Your Step” on his left, “Keep Moving” on his right and “Don't Look
Back” behind him. The brittle crack of crusty snow punctuated his
harried footsteps, and his breath came fast and hard. He imagined
himself falling through a thin spot and vanishing into the turbid
depths below.

But he didn't fall, and the river was
frozen thick and solid as rock. Daniel clutched at his wounded leg
and somehow made it to the far bank where a few boats lay like
beached whales, belly up to the moon until the winter gave way. He
pushed between them, and struggled up onto the snow-draped
embankment, safe at last.

The lights of the mission enfolded him
in a soft yellow glow. He could hear the sound of the generator
purring and churning in the distance. The dogs were howling in the
village nearby, first one, then another, as if they were braying at
the passing of an unwelcome stranger in the night. Daniel was safe.
He took in a deep breath and caught the smell of wood smoke in the
frigid air. For the first time since he started back, he looked
over his shoulder.

Nothing was there.

The moonlight gleamed on sheets of
bare river ice, then fled into the smoky rift of clouds. Whatever
it was that had clutched at his boots and pulled him onto his
knees, it was gone. But a voice was calling his name.

Daniel spun around, eyes wide with
fright.

“Not a good time, Daniel.”
A stocky figure was standing in front of him, an Eskimo wearing a
thick black wool cap and gray sweats. It was Jakes, the man in
charge of the maintenance for the mission and hotel. A .410 shotgun
was cradled against his hip, and he didn't look happy, as if Jakes
was part and parcel with the storm in the night, and Daniel was an
intrusion. He was squinting at Daniel from under the knitted rim of
his cap, oblivious to the cold in spite of the fact that he had no
parka, just a heavy flannel sweat shirt and thick denim coveralls.
It was clear that he was upset about something. Jakes wasn't the
sort to say much of anything without a very pressing reason. The
fact that he spoke at all was enough to convince Daniel something
was wrong—if he needed any convincing after what he had just been
through on the river.

“Slipped on the ice and
cut my knee.” Daniel gestured feebly behind him and saw Jake's eyes
follow his arm with a wary glance.

“Bad time. Storm coming,”
said Jakes. “Better inside.” He spoke in short choppy statements,
as if the words were foreign to him, and difficult to express.
Jakes breathed the silence of his own simple world, and kept the
rest of the life at the mission hotel at a distance.

Good advice, thought Daniel. He should
have taken it hours ago, but it was a little late now for weather
reports. He nodded to Jakes, grateful to see a familiar face and
feeling a little silly now that he was back under the dull glow of
a lamp post.

The mission was a tiny island of
man-made safety clinging to the edge of the river bank: nine
buildings, most sided with dull gray aluminum to prevent the wood
underneath from weathering too badly. They stood in stark contrast
to the land around them, bare rolling hills swelling away from the
flat river bed and furrowing up to tree sown glens and vales that
receded in the distance. The regular shape of the mission buildings
seemed tedious and out of place in the sweep of the landscape, but
it had been home to Daniel for three years when he taught at the
school, and safe haven to him now on his return.

“Cold.” It was all Daniel
could think of to say. “Think I'll clean up and turn
in.”

Jakes nodded to him and Daniel
shuffled away toward the cottage where his room was waiting for
him. He made his way along the icy path, eyes following the regular
cuts Jakes made on the path to help footing. As he reached the
outer door of the building he looked back and saw Jakes standing
stone still under the glow of the lamppost, staring out onto the
river bed. He was looking back along the trail of footprints where
Daniel had come, like a hunter taking up the scent of something in
the distance, measuring it, and waiting it out with his rifle. Then
Jakes started away, back along Daniel's trail until he slipped into
the darkness and was gone.

Better inside, thought Daniel. What
was Jakes doling out advice for if he wasn't prepared to follow it
himself? He dismissed the thought, glad to be within arm's reach of
a doorway. His knee still throbbed with pain, and he wanted to get
inside and see how bad the wound was. He couldn't help wondering
where Jakes was going with that rifle in the night. He couldn't be
hunting at this hour. Jakes had the room next to Daniel's in the
cottage, and he was usually fast asleep by eight 'o clock. It was
almost midnight!

Something had awakened Jakes. It woke
up the dogs in the village too. Jakes was out with a rifle instead
of his parka, and damn near every dog in the village was braying
like a pack of timber wolves on a moon-drenched night.

Daniel shuddered, and stomped up the
three short stairs to the doorway. He pushed it open and tramped
his boots in the enclosed porch to shake off the snow before he
opened the inner door to the hallway. A bare yellow light bulb
dangled from the ceiling and illuminated a thermometer nailed to
the inner wall of the porch. It was thirty-five below and, with a
front blowing up, the wind-chill factor would be much worse. He
hoped Jakes wouldn't stay out too long.

 


Jakes wasn't the only man out with a
gun that night. A half mile from the mission Andy Paukan, the town
constable, was pulling on his boots in the main room of his cabin
on the outskirts of the village. He stopped for a moment, listening
to the dogs, and looked over his shoulder where his wife and two
children were sleeping in their beds. Better inside, he thought.
Bad out tonight.

The heat from the black pot-belly
stove was fading, and when he had his boots on tight he shuffled
out to the porch and brought in some wood for the fire. His wife
watched him from behind half closed eyes while he opened the
coal-black stove and worked the log inside. The fire popped and
hissed at him, and the ruddy glow from the flames played on the
flat, wide features of his face, adding a rouge of flickering amber
to his high cheekbones.

When the fire was fueled, he closed
the stove again and glanced at his mate. His wife pressed her eyes
closed tight, pretending to be fast asleep, though he knew she was
awake just the same. She could hear the dogs outside, just as he
could, and she knew why he was up with his boots and parka,
reaching for his rifle now as he made his way to the porch. For one
brief moment he hesitated on the threshold and turned her way. She
opened her eyes and stared at him in silence. Then he slipped
outside and made his way to the outer door, stepping lightly on the
bare wooden flooring and pulling the door open with a slow,
deliberate motion.

Outside on his porch the sound of the
dogs was much louder. It trailed away, carried by the wind up into
the lowering sky overhead. He took in a deep breath, sniffing the
cold night air as he did so. His eyes squinted at the clouds, pale
gray shapes, lit by the moon and moving fast on the wind. It was a
bad night. Something was wrong. He could feel it, and smell it on
the wind.

He walked away from his house,
searching the grounds around him for signs of trouble. There were
two other cabins near his, and he could see the smoke thickening
out from their chimney pipes before it blew away on the wind. More
than one fire was burning hotter tonight and, off in the distance,
he could dimly see Jonas Paul standing in the lee of his entry
porch just like he was, staring at the sky with one hand shielding
his brow from the wind and the other holding on to a hunting
rifle.

Jonas started walking, away from his
cabin and down toward the river bed. Andy Paukan circled his cabin
once to be certain all was safe. He didn't keep dogs, so he
wouldn't have to muzzle them like the other men in the village
would on a night like this. He would follow Jonas to the river, and
find out what the storm was bringing in.

He trudged away through the snow,
noting the windsock on the post office just up the hill. It was
full and stiff, and pointing away from the river as the front blew
in toward the village. Jonas Paul was just ahead, down beyond the
slick wood logs that passed for a stairway near the river's
embankment. Jonas reached the edge of the ice where another man
waited in silence, like a statue carved in the ice and snow. Andy
joined the others, hefting his rifle with a nod as he took his
place on the embankment. No one spoke a word.

They were looking out across the
lonely stretch of the river, watching the smoky chrome of the moon
on the ice. Kaila, the spirit of the wind and sky, was restless.
That was how the old men would tell it. But these were not old men.
Andy Paukan was in his middle thirties. Jonas Paul was not much
older. Both men had seen the changes sweep through their village
when the oil money came. The cabins they lived in now were clean
and new compared to the old log cabins they had been born in. There
were hardly any dog sleds in the village these days, now that a man
could buy a ski-doo if he wanted one. But the men kept dogs just
the same, for the bonds that had been forged between them remained
intact in spite of the cultural upheaval of years past. Andy Paukan
didn't think much about Kaila, or any of the other spirits like
Taktik, the face in the moon that peeked at them from above. But he
was thinking of them now, and the words of the his old grandfather
were murmuring in the back of his mind as he stared across the
river.

Devils stalk the edge of a storm, his
grandfather would say on a bad night like this. Then Paija comes
walking through the gray ice and snow. And any man who looks in her
face will have his soul frozen then and there. Paija was a jealous
demon who would steal the life from any who saw her. A man did see
her once, and died stone cold on the spot. After the storm had
passed by, his brother came to find his body standing upright,
knee-deep in a drift of blowing snow. He was dead and frozen, but
his eyes remained open, still staring into the blue white drifts on
the river—and in his eyes was the faint remnant of the image of
Paija, the she-devil that walked on the edge of a storm. He was the
only man that ever saw her and lived. Yet his life was dark and
troubled from that moment on. The terror in the eyes of his frozen
brother haunted him for the rest of his days, and each time a storm
blew in on the wind, the brother would hide himself in his cabin,
shivering with fear and dread.

Andy Paukan put the words of his
grandfather away and hunched against the cold. Jonas Paul was
staring at the river like the dead man in his grandfather's story.
He looked at him, afraid to see the image of some evil thing frozen
in his eyes. The other man was staring too—Jimmy Beans, down from
his cabin at the top of first gravel, the low hillock which formed
the bedrock of the village itself. Neither man said a
word.
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