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Foreword

 

Way back in 2001, my friend Carol Bales (she wasn’t yet my beloved wife) and I began the tradition of creating holiday gifts of story for our friends and family. I wrote a story; she created illustrations. We printed them and bound them by hand. At the time, our plan was to do a new one every year. We haven’t quite accomplished that yet—since then, we’ve done a total of four. Raven Wakes the World was our very first collaboration. It was inspired by my own love of myth in all its many shapes and forms, and by Carol’s stories of a friend who lives on an island in Alaska. I met Carol’s friend years later, and she’s absolutely nothing like the Katie in the story. I wasn’t especially accurate with the island, either, but I suppose that’s okay. I like to think the truths lurking in mythopoeia are of a different sort.

The story here has been expanded extensively from the original version, but Carol’s illustrations are the same.

Since these stories started out as gifts, I’d like to thank our friends and family members for the blessings of their love and inspiration. Many thanks to James Lock, Bill Bridges, John Bridges, Nancy Fletcher, Ted Anderson, Sid “Bubba” Taylor, Zachary Steele, Jolie Simmons, and Andrew Greenberg for helping me polish this tale. I am especially grateful to Don Dudenhoeffer, Alice Neuhauser, Irtaza Barlas, and the whole Gramarye Media team for being great people and business partners. Thanks to Jim Meeks, Christina Kaylor, and Judith Pritchett for teaching me how to write (albeit when I probably should have been learning other things). Finally, I am forever grateful to James A. Moore, Ray Bradbury, Charles de Lint, Paul Brandon, and Lloyd Alexander for many kind words and much encouragement. Special thanks to Lou Aronica and Peter Miller for pushing me to lift this story higher.

Most of all, thanks to Carol, love of my life.

Carol and I wish you and yours the happiest of Winter Holiday Seasons, filled to the brim with bright music, warm welcomes and good company, the scent of roasted chestnuts and cinnamon treats piping from the oven, the taste of wine and chocolate, the cozy feel of hands cradling favorite mugs, laughter and merry toasts, blessings and numinous moments of the sacred, safe travels, and the light of stars and candles to guide you home.
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“In the earliest time, when both people and animals lived on the earth, a person could become an animal if he wanted to and an animal could become a human being.

 

Sometimes they were people and sometimes animals and there was no difference. All spoke the same language.

 

That was the time when words were like magic. The human mind had mysterious powers. A word spoken by chance might have strange consequences.

 

It would suddenly come alive and what people wanted to happen could happen—all you had to do was to say it. Nobody can explain this: That’s the way it was.”

 

 

— Edward Field

Songs and Stories of the Netsilik Eskimos
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All the World Was White
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t was cold, and all the world was white.

	Snow covered the stony island, and from where Katie Mason stood, the icy landscape blended into the overcast winter sky, white melding into frigid white, without shape, distance, or horizon. It was the white of a barren canvas, or fallow stone, art stillborn. The only change from the stunning, melancholy monotony of white was a single black bird, a large crow, or raven, maybe, that circled overhead once, twice, and three times before winging away over the still sea toward the frozen rocks of the mainland.

“I wish he’d stayed,” Katie said aloud, her syllables disappearing in a cloud of frost. “I could use some damn company.” The mist carried her words away, and then they were lost. She pulled her coat more tightly around her. She wished she’d worn a second shirt beneath her sweater. The wind had teeth. She didn’t shiver; she was too numb for motion.

She should be moving, she knew that, but she stood still, like a statue shaped from ice. She’d planned to take the boat to the mainland and then drive into town. She would need supplies soon. Soon, nothing. She’d needed them yesterday. Coffee and wine, food and paint. Well, not paint, not really. She had plenty of paint.

She really should start moving. Down to the boat, across to the truck. One step, then another. Who knew? Maybe the new chisel set she’d ordered would be in. Maybe if she had the new tools, the novelty would spark excitement and the excitement would flare into passion. Passion. That’s what she needed. Then maybe she’d be able to sculpt again.

Maybe.

But it was so cold, so terribly cold, and the wind reached through her heaviest coat and sweaters to chill her blood and frost the very marrow of her bones.

Maybe it would be warmer tomorrow.

Yes, tomorrow would be soon enough. She could go into town then.

She went back inside.

The cabin’s great room was to have been her studio. After all, she’d come all the way up here to Alaska, to the very end of the world, to work. To work and to heal. As a studio space, it should have been perfect. It was quiet; the room was large and airy, at least by local standards; and the windows looked to the east. They were small, true, but when there was light, they let it in. The overheads were white but not too harsh, and they cast few shadows. Her tools and brushes were arranged just the way she liked them. The room had no sink, but that was okay. The kitchen waited just through the door, and the sink there was a giant steel industrial one. Katie didn’t mind walking a little while she worked. She hadn’t used to, anyway.

She hadn’t done any work, though, nothing more than a few false starts and aborted attempts. Here and there the projects she’d begun, or planned to, waited, still lost in barren stone or empty canvas. Sheets of glacier-white canvas stretched in frames glared accusations at her. Blocks of stone and plaster with just a few chips chiseled away lingered, children neither born nor aborted: the shapes and form of the art still frozen in slabs of unmoving white.

Only one showed any recognizable sign of creation at all: she’d begun a statue, but her effort had revealed only a single arm, fingers curled and grasping, like the limb of a drowning man reaching desperately for life from beneath the surface of an ice-covered northern sea. Katie stood still and looked at it for a long time. She should work on that one, she decided. Or something, anyway. She needed to work. When she was making, she wasn’t thinking about Billy.

Katie sat down at a worktable, one where the sunlight was more or less good even in the Alaska winter. It would be pale bright for a little while longer. But she only gazed at the white marble, studying the swirls and textures like the ink in a Rorschach blot. The shapes hidden within eluded her; she could not free them from the stillness of stone. She never even reached for a tool.

So paint then, dammit, she commanded herself. You’re a bloody artist; bloody create something.

She didn’t bother with any of the efforts she’d started before. Instead, she stretched a new canvas and put up a frame. When she finished, when it was ready for her at last, she saw that it was white and pure and perfect, like a field of new snow, so very lovely in its desolate, pristine emptiness. She couldn’t bring herself to touch it, to spoil its empty virgin-ice perfection.

Her heart was numb. If only it weren’t so cold....

An hour passed before she gave up. She poured herself a mug of Irish Mist, pulled her favorite chair to the window where she could catch the last of the dim, fading, fatal light, and stared at the pages of a book. She tried not to think about Billy. After two more Irish Mists, she almost succeeded. That much, at least, was good. If she wasn’t healing, at least she wasn’t hurting. The pain lay still, numb in her breast. That was enough. When night came, she went to bed.

After three more days, she found herself out of everything. She’d finished the last of the milk more than a week ago. The bottles of wine and Irish Mist were empty. Even the last can of Spaghetti-Os was gone. Katie hated Spaghetti-Os. She’d purchased the cans out of habit; she used to keep them in the house for Billy.

“I like the kind with meatballs,” he’d said one time as he helped her unpack her plastic bags. Katie had done the shopping in those days. Billy didn’t like to go to the store, not even the new Stop & Shop with the scan-it-yourself checkout lanes. He said it embarrassed him to be there when she paid for everything, because he never had any money. Katie thought it made him feel, well, humiliated that she had money, even though he never actually said so, and even though she never had very much—especially not when shared by two.

“Your stuff’s so much more commercial than mine,” he’d told her. “My art confronts people. You know? Yeah. It’s like a punch—” He slapped his left palm with his right fist for emphasis. “—smack! Right in the gut. You know? It makes them uncomfortable. That’s why they don’t buy it.”

“Maybe if you finish your series,” Katie had suggested softly. “Do your show. Right, baby? Let them, just, see—”

Billy looked at her and rolled his eyes. “I’m not commercial. I’m not like you. I’m moved by a muse, not by money. Muses don’t work on goddamn deadlines, you know. Christ, Babe, what’s wrong with you? Why can’t you even see that?” 

Katie had felt very small. He’d tried to be gentle, but she’d heard the accusation in his voice. And the contempt. Just like when he’d unpacked the Spaghetti-Os.

“They were out of the meatball ones, honey,” Katie had explained. “I looked. Okay? Look. I got the ones with little hot dogs. Can’t you eat those? Just this once? Or here. Let me make us something.”

Billy hadn’t answered.

“Baby, I did my best. Okay? Maybe you can come with me next time. Then you can pick out what you like. Okay?”

“Honestly, Katie. Sometimes I think you do these things just to belittle me.” He’d shook his head and walked away. He’d sulked for the rest of the week.

That was before, a lifetime ago. Billy was gone now, and she was in Alaska, and she’d still bought the stupid cans, the ones with meatballs.

Now even they were gone.

So was the last of the coffee.

Worse, the roof had started to leak again, and snow whirled in to settle like dust on the cold stones and barren canvases she hadn’t even begun to make into art.
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The Memory of a Winter Dream
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fter two more days, Katie finally went to town—Aurora, Alaska, nestled just a few miles north and inland from the last port where the cruises called. A few of the braver tourists looking for the true northern adventure made their way there, so the town obliged them by putting up authentic Alaskan wilderness lodges, complete with Jacuzzis and steak houses, and a few shops and galleries selling authentic Eskimo art and crafts, some of it actually made by Inuit Native Americans.

Already decked out in its holiday finery, Aurora displayed itself like a toy village in a crystal snow globe, or a town in a Christmas card, or the memory of a winter dream too bright and lovely to be real. Katie couldn’t help but gasp and smile at the wonder of the town’s winter charm as she pulled into the parking lot across from Tallbear’s General Store and Gallery. The few spaces there were full, so she pulled out to find a spot along the street.

Main Street detoured around the Aurora town square. There, the tall pine in the center twinkled with sparkling color, silver and gold, and a bright galaxy of delicate ornaments hung shining beneath a star blazing on the highest bough. Every shop, building, and lamppost along Main Street had been decorated with garlands of greenery and sparkling white lights, and the windows and doorways wore proud red ribbons beneath wreaths and blinking electric candles. Winter contributed, too; every single bow, bough, and ornament was dusted with snow and hung with icicles.

Only the occasional spots of coal black, interspersed in shop windows, doorways, and even on the Christmas tree, seemed oddly out of place, at least to Katie’s artist’s eye. As she passed, she looked closer. All of the night black figures were stylized ravens set among the golden angels and jolly snowmen. She braked, wiped the frost away from her side window with her mitten, and looked again. Her brow crinkled.

Ravens?

Shaking her head, Katie drove on. A little further ahead, she found a parking place on Main Street, right in front of a row of shops across and two short blocks down from Tallbear’s General Store. Tallbear’s was her destination, but Katie lingered, walking slowly, looking in the windows of the souvenir galleries. Rows of tiny carvings, stone fetishes, looked back at her. Were those Inuit? Katie had seen them back in Boston. Katie wondered what the artists had thought as they crafted them. Had they felt totem spirits stirring in the unshaped rock, waiting to be freed? Or were they just filling orders, crafting myth forms like crystal unicorns simply to make a few dollars? In the back of her mind, she heard Billy sniff derisively. Commercial.

Behind them, Katie saw a display of paintings, tall canvases depicting winter scenes in acrylic, oil, and watercolor. When she turned her head to the side, she thought she could see animal shapes lurking in the shadows and forms of line and color where sea met rock and ice. Had the artist placed them there? Or were they simply tricks of light and imagination? She found herself rather hoping the latter. It would be good to be imagining things again. Her mind had been cold for a long time.

The next window featured watercolors of Alaska natives—stern, dark-eyed faces in winter gear, few of them smiling. Katie frowned. The other shop had been better. The art in Tallbear’s would be better still, light years better. But people bought the pictures here just the same. She saw a couple making a purchase even as she watched.

I could sell here, Katie told herself. I could make a living.

When she’d first come to Aurora, she’d sold two paintings and a bust. They were all of Billy. She had no idea why she’d brought them along; she’d come here to forget, to heal—to leave the relationship and its bitter, broken end behind. When Maggie Tallbear offered to display them in the gallery adjoining her shop, she’d jumped at the chance. When they’d sold, she’d been delighted. Thrilled, even. But she’d created those three pieces long ago, in summer: a time of warmth and smiles when the world was green, except when the last light turned it to softly shining gold.

She’d missed the pieces at first; the empty places were like missing teeth that she kept probing with her tongue, even when she told herself not to. But over time, the pain chilled to a dull numbness deep in the belly, a hollow place in heart and womb.

Mrs. Tallbear had asked for more, more than once, but Katie hadn’t made anything new in months. It was winter now, and cold. Over time, the bubbling excitement had numbed to apathy.

Maybe in the spring, she thought. Things would thaw then, and it wouldn’t be so awfully, achingly cold.

She chewed her lower lip, which was chapped in the cold wind. The couple left with their wrapped package, laughing and touching. They were from out of town; already, Katie had been in Aurora long enough to spot the tourists. They looked happy. Why on Earth would happy people come here? she wondered. Why would they come all the way to the end of the world, where it’s so damn cold?

For a long moment, she didn’t move. She looked at the art in the frosted windows even after she’d stopped seeing it. At last—after a few minutes or several, she couldn’t have guessed how many—she shook her head. Enough, she told herself. She had errands.

Holding her coat closed against the wind and snow, she hurried across the street to Tallbear’s. Silver bells jingled as she opened the door and slipped inside. She found the store surprisingly crowded. Mrs. Tallbear hurried this way and that to deal with customers while a line of tourists waited in front of the register.

Katie shuddered. Crowds, even small ones, unnerved her. They always had, even when she’d had to go to the Stop & Shop for Billy’s Spaghetti-Os, but especially lately. She waited for a few minutes, standing still and trying to make herself small.

Katie’s stomach rumbled; she was hungry, she realized. She should eat something. Didn’t they always say never to shop for groceries when you’re hungry? She could always come back to the store later. Christ, later, yes, when the crowd was gone. She glanced at her watch. The pub should be open; she didn’t think it closed between lunch and dinner like some of the other places. She decided to go have a bite. Why not? She could be listless at the pub as well as she could anywhere else. Maybe when she returned, the store would be empty. Besides, the diversion would delay Maggie Tallbear’s inevitable questions about her art—for a little while, anyway. Plus, if she ate in town, her groceries would last one lunch longer. That would make one more day before she had to trudge all the way back to Aurora for more supplies. Which meant one more day in which she might actually make something for Mrs. Tallbear’s shop. And if she didn’t, well, that meant one more day before she’d have to face her disappointed, reproving gaze again.

The snow fell harder as she left the shop to walk beneath constellations of twinkling Christmas lights that crisscrossed over the street on wires, while an unkindness of ravens danced and twirled all around her, a swirling maelstrom of black and frozen white.

Sam’s Old Stonewall Pub was just a block or two away.

Wasn’t it?

For a moment, Katie stopped and turned around, disoriented. She looked one way, then the other. In the snow, the streets looked the same. Choosing a direction more or less at random, she cut down an alley and across a snow-covered parking lot. She frowned. Shouldn’t the pub be here?

Had she made a wrong turn? How could she? Aurora only had six streets!

But no, there it was, just around the corner, a few doors down. She’d missed the chalkboard specials menu (which hadn’t changed in decades) and the wooden sign both in the snow. The cold numbed her cheek and bleached away the last of her blush. Katie hurried across and pushed the heavy oaken door open. She closed her eyes and breathed, relieved to escape the blasting cold and the optical overload of dervishing snow and spinning color as she stepped into the pub’s dark warmth. She closed the door firmly behind her, hushing the wind.

This late in the afternoon, most of the lunch crowd had gone. New Sam himself stood behind the bar, chatting with the only other customer as he finished a steaming bowl of Sam’s special chili and a mug of foamy red ale. New Sam’s name wasn’t really Sam; it was Jim. But the pub’s name was Sam’s, and the pub was his. Nor was there anything apparently new about the swarthy-faced, white-haired, long-bearded old man. But the Aurora locals started calling him New Sam as soon as he took over running the pub from his grandfather, the first Sam. All these long winters later, everyone still called him New Sam, even after most of them had long since forgotten why.

Katie sat down on the last stool at the other end of the bar, the one farthest from the other customer. It was also farthest from the fireplace, but that didn’t bother her. Even at the distance, the warmth from the crackling little blaze melted away the ice from her buttons and brought life back to her cold fingers, enough so that she could pull off her coat. Once free, she placed it carefully on the stool next to her. The cold reached her again, but it wasn’t as bad. She hardly noticed it anymore. Cold had become a part of her; her heart’s blood was frost and warmth was a long-ago, unfamiliar thing.

She felt very small on the big stool. That feeling, that sudden sensation of intense smallness, coupled with her hunger to make her feel altogether insubstantial. She felt light, like a ghost; like a cloud that might drift away with the merest puff of bitter winter wind, to be lost forever in snow and sky. A part of her liked that idea: to escape, to see the world from above, distant and small, like a painting hung too far away to see its individual brushstrokes; to study it from on high before she disappeared into endless, empty blue. She didn’t float away, though. Instead, she studied the menu spelled out neatly on the chalkboard behind the bar.

“Don’t bother with that,” New Sam told her with a smile.

For a moment, Katie panicked. She’d forgotten he could see her. She was a woman, not a spirit or a cloud.

“All we have is chili,” New Sam continued. “And all my pots and pans are in the washer. So there’s nothing else ’til dinner time.” He shrugged. “So it’s chili or wait a couple hours.”

Katie frowned. Chili? She’d planned on something lighter, like a salad, maybe, even though she hadn’t eaten anything more than crackers in a day or two. But chili! Chili was so . . . substantial. It was fire that made her legs heavy and anchored her to the ground, like stone, bones of the world, or the roots of a tree.

“It’s really good chili.” 

Katie looked around, startled. The other customer, the man at the end of the bar, had spoken. He smiled at her. 

“Sorry,” he said. “Didn’t mean to make you jump. But it is good chili. Warm and hearty. Good and spicy but not too hot. Peppery. No beans to ruin it.”

Katie looked over at the man, giving him more than a glance for the first time. At once, her artist’s eye began to stir. His hair fell long and straight and shiny black, framing native Inuit features. But his face wasn’t round like most of the locals’. It was long and sharp, a face of edge and angles, and his eyes were a deep and bright black, like the patches of sky between stars. For a moment, Katie wished she had a sketchbook. She longed to capture that face, to hold it, to make it into art. It was a feeling she’d almost forgotten; she hadn’t experienced it since Billy. She looked quickly away.

“I can add some beans if you want ’em,” said New Sam. “Got a pot going, with a little chili juice to flavor ’em. If you need beans, that is.”

“Better without them,” the other customer said. “But have New Sam here add you some cheddar.”

“I’ll have the chili,” she said softly.

“Beans?” New Sam asked.

“No, thank you,” said Katie.

“Good choice,” said New Sam with a nod.

“Don’t forget the cheddar,” the other customer suggested.

“The cheddar comes with,” said New Sam. “You can sprinkle it on or not. Up to you. Want something to drink?”

“Um . . . what?” So many choices, so many questions to answer! Katie had been on her own for a long time. She’d forgotten what it was like, the frenetic vibrancy of even the simplest casual human contact. She’d forgotten how many demands there were in conversation with strangers. She longed for the familiar comfort of solitude. She wished she could be home again with a blanket. She wished she could curl up in a cocoon and sleep.

“You seem a little lightheaded,” New Sam said, not unkindly. “So maybe not a beer, eh? Not on an empty stomach. I’ve got sodas or water. How about that? Or hey, how about some coffee? The coffee’s good.” 

“No it’s not,” said the man at the end of the bar.

“It’s hot,” New Sam said defensively.

“It oughta be,” the other man said with a grin. “It’s been on the stove since, what? Yesterday? Last week?”

The man was handsome, Katie noticed. He was lean and strong, like Billy. But this man liked to grin: the smile was as much a part of him as the color of his eyes. She wondered what Billy would have looked like if he’d smiled more. It probably would have ruined the sullen, bitter artist look he cultivated so carefully, she decided. Since he’d never actually produced anything in the time they’d been together, that moody, cynical persona was just about all that let him hang on to his claim of being an artist.

“How long’s that brew been cooking, anyhow?”

The man’s words snapped her thoughts away from Billy and the past. She was glad. The pain had begun to creep up on her again, a little anyway, and she felt suddenly warm.

“Since lunch time,” Sam said. He glared and shook his finger at the other man. “Now hush up, Luke. You’re going to drive my customer away.”

“Besides,” said the man, “hot coffee’s no good with hot chili. You need something cool. Cool and hot together, that’s just the thing. Like the cheddar.”

He wasn’t just handsome, Katie decided. No, he was more than just handsome. He was beautiful.

“Opposites are always best, aren’t they?” He seemed to expect an answer, but Katie didn’t know what to say. “That’s why twilight’s the prettiest time of day. Isn’t it? When the sky turns that deep purple color. You know. It’s night and day all mixed together, like a potion. But hey, don’t listen to me. I’m keeping you from ordering.”
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