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  Prologue




  As Sammy Inukpuk drove the dogsled off the flat expanse of the sea ice and once more up into the treeline, nothing seemed different from any other day out on the trail. It

  was a late, moonlit evening, the air cold and dry, the snow scarred with the runners of the sleds ahead of them, but firm and friction-free.




  The fifteen dogs remaining in the team – he’d had to let one go a few days earlier on the trail after it cut its paw on a shard of ice – laboured up the long incline,

  tongues lolling, their muscular bodies taut constellations of will and effort. Over the past ten days and 941 miles, he had kept them in a rolling canter, pepping them up on high protein mix, and

  resting them only when required by the Iditarod race rules.




  As the sled plunged into the deep shadow of the trees he encouraged them on with shouts and halloos, clambering down from the sled and running alongside the team so that they would not baulk

  at the change in light or the sudden stillness.




  For half a kilometre they continued upward, flushed with anticipation at reaching the high point, the lead dog setting a furious pace while behind the team flustered on their harnesses,

  careening on towards the high point. At the crest, Sammy took in a breath and called to the dogs to slow, then lowered the drag mat to give the sled some resistance for the descent. Sniffing the

  air, the lead dog began to guide the team gingerly down the incline, pushing her front paws into the ice for grip. The team followed. A little further down, they began fretting and pacing up. Sammy

  scanned the landscape, wondering if the scent of some other animal, a fox maybe, had suddenly excited them, but he could see nothing moving and there were no new tracks close by. Sammy shouted for

  the team to slow but they were too excited now to pay much attention to him. The sled began to whistle as it slid ever more rapidly downhill, swaying alarmingly from side to side. Clutching the

  grip bar, Sammy lowered his right foot and flipped the brake until it bit into the compacted snow of the trail, pressing gently at first, then harder, until his body shook and jarred under the

  strain. The dogs fought momentarily then began to resume formation, slowing their gallop into a canter, the sled beginning to make more contact with the surface of the trail once more. Just as he

  felt himself relax a little, a loud cracking sound came from beneath him, and when he looked down Sammy could see that without warning one side of the brake bar had sheared away completely.

  Immediately the sled lurched forward. Horrified and yet powerless to stop what was happening, Sammy clung onto the grip bar, shouting at the dogs to slow but the animals, interpreting the sudden

  shunting of the sled as a signal to increase their speed, took no notice and began to gallop ever faster down the slippery, ice-covered incline.




  A bolt of alarm ripped through Sammy’s chest. Ahead he could see a bump in the trail and heard himself shout nakilivaa!, slow down! but it was too late. There was a jolt and a

  grinding sound then the sled suddenly arced into the air and he felt weightless and giddy, his only hope to cling to the grab bar. A fraction of a second later, the sled came down with a mighty

  thump which left Sammy winded and gasping for breath. The sled had not overturned, but it was sliding wildly from side to side, with Sammy struggling to cling on. Then the thing he most feared

  happened: one of the dogs tripped. Tumbling, but still attached to the harness, the animal spun along the ice, dragged by the speed of the dogs in front of it. Others stumbled over the fallen dog

  until, of the fifteen dogs in the team, only seven or eight were still upright, the others rolling and skidding along the trail, horribly tangled in harness and each other.




  Sammy felt the sled rocking violently on its axis. A spruce twig whipped his face, then another. They were off the trail now, and spinning downhill through the trees. He felt the dizzy burr

  of adrenalin coursing through his chest. And that was when the sled tumbled and he was hurled into the air, blinking in terror at the vast, impassive spruce which appeared to be hurtling at speed

  towards him.
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  Edie Kiglatuk had no way of knowing how long the bear had been looking at her. His eyes, brown and beady, were like dark stars in a summer sky, set in clouds of fur. He raised

  his nose and snuffled, scenting her out, his huge body framed by the snow-laden spruce of the Alaska forest.




  She had spent enough of her life around polar bears to be sure that, despite its colour, the animal standing before her wasn’t one. Ice bears had longer heads, sharper snouts and the

  smaller ears. This creature was different, snub-snouted and raggedy, the size of a black bear. Only not black. And, with its brown eyes, no albino either.




  On the long flight over from her home in Autisaq in High Arctic Canada, Edie had passed the time reading guides to Alaskan flora and fauna and it now occurred to her that the animal was a spirit

  bear. Qalunaat, white folk, called them Kermode bears but the native people, the Gitga’at, knew them as mooksgm’ol, and never hunted them. They said the bears were

  outsider animals, creatures with the power to pass messages across the invisible portals between the living and the dead.




  Something in her felt compelled to get closer. Swinging from her snowmobile she landed with a dull thud in the snow. Alarmed, the animal gave a short bark and rose on his hind legs. He was about

  six feet tall but his stance wasn’t so much aggressive as . . . As what? There was something about this bear that Edie couldn’t read.




  For a moment the animal continued to face her, his nostrils flaring, small eyes brown and shiny as rain-soaked rock, then he dropped back down and slowly began to tromp away among the trees,

  turning his head from time to time to make sure she was not following.




  Or maybe to make sure she was.




  The animal reached a patch of sunlight between two spruces, stopped and turned around. Then he stood, making little coughing sounds, his breath fogging the air.




  Waiting.




  She moved towards him, slowly at first, then with more confidence. For a few moments he stood fast, then he turned and began to lumber further into the forest. She continued forward, sure now

  that the bear was leading her somewhere, that he had sought her out.




  She glanced at her watch. It was just past 9 a.m. In two hours from now Sammy Inukpuk would be pulling into the official start of the Iditarod dogsled race at Willow, expecting to see his

  ex-wife among the backup crews. It was her job to make sure he had all the supplies he needed and to offer moral support at the start of what were bound to be two of the most challenging weeks of

  Sammy’s life as he raced sixteen dogs 1150 miles through some of the toughest terrain on the planet. From then on, she’d remain in Anchorage, organizing supplies and being on hand to

  receive any dogs that might get injured en route, while her old friend and ally, Derek Palliser, provided logistics support and managed communications up at the race finish in the northwestern town

  of Nome.




  Edie walked on, the bear maybe twenty metres ahead, through stands of white spruce then out into clumps of quaking aspen, wading through deep snow, her heart thudding in her throat. It seemed as

  though they had been travelling a long time when, all of a sudden, the bear stopped and swivelled about. He was a long distance away now, his body visible through the trees like a patch of mist in

  the dark. He watched her heading closer for a while, then raised his head and smelled the air, turned and cantered away.




  Edie looked about. For the first time in her adult life, she realized that she was lost. Glancing back at her footprints, she could already see that the bear had led her round in circles,

  jumbling the prints into a series of long switchbacks. Now she found herself in a dank world full of shifting shadows and strange whispering sounds, like something from a childhood dream, with

  absolutely no sense of where to turn next. She felt her throat tighten and her palms begin to sweat.




  She took in a deep, calming breath and stood listening, absorbing the sounds of the forest and trying to take some meaning from them. Where Edie came from, up on Ellesmere Island, just shy of

  the North Pole, there weren’t any trees, only raw, rocky tundra. On a clear day you could see the earth’s curve. The unfamiliarity of the landscape was just one more thing about Alaska

  she hadn’t really thought about when she’d agreed to step in to help Sammy after his one surviving son, Willa, broke his arm. Now the wind picked up and began snaking along the forest

  floor, bothering the snow into little fountains of flakes. The trunks of the spruces all around her creaked very softly and a drift of accumulated powder snow swept from the branches and tumbled to

  earth. If she’d been in Alaska any longer than two days she might already know where the prevailing winds blew from, but even of that she was ignorant. She looked up but could not see the sun

  through the canopy. No chance of knowing which direction she was going in.




  Far away, a few ravens chattered, a nearby twig snapped, and there was the rustle of something low to the ground, a fox perhaps.




  It had been crazy irresponsible to come out here without so much as a rifle, the kind of thing she’d had a habit of doing when she’d been drinking. The kind of habit she hoped she

  had kicked.




  A thin rumble came to her, more a vibration than a sound, then it deepened and grew louder until it resolved into the deep whine of an engine and she felt a hollowing sense of relief. The

  vehicle drew closer and before too long a snowmobile came into sight. She grinned and waved and waited but when the vehicle carried on without even slowing, she ran into its path, shouting and

  waving her hands, bewildered. The driver opened his visor and a pair of eyes, almost lost in a furze of salt-and-pepper facial hair, looked out. A female passenger in silver fox mitts sat

  impassively behind him. Under their down parkas, they both appeared to be wearing long, billowing tunics and matching trousers. The couple had obviously been doing the week’s grocery

  shopping. There were bags hanging off the snowmobile’s every surface.




  ‘Hey, didn’t you see me waving?’ She felt irritated. Did people have no manners down here? ‘I’m lost. I need to get back to the Hatcher Pass.’




  The man shrugged. ‘You’re on Old Believer land,’ he said simply.




  She wanted to say that right now she didn’t care if she was on Kiss-My-Ass land, but held back. ‘I need directions to my vehicle.’




  The man looked momentarily surprised, but then he flipped his head in the direction he and his companion had just come from. ‘If you can’t make out your own tracks, then follow

  ours,’ he said. ‘Was that your snowmachine down there on the track?’




  Snowmachines. That’s what they called them down here in the south, in Alaska. Where Edie was from, you saw a snowmobile with no one on it, you didn’t just ride by, you stopped to

  make sure no one was in trouble.




  ‘You always this helpful?’




  The man sucked his teeth disapprovingly. ‘The concerns of the worldly are no concerns of ours,’ he said, then glancing back at the woman sitting behind him he seemed to relent a

  little. ‘We don’t appreciate outsiders trespassing on our land is all. If I were you, I wouldn’t be fixing to come up this way again any time soon.’




  With that, he let go of the brake, flipped his visor and swung on the throttle. The snowmobile began sliding forward and Edie watched the two travellers disappear into the gloom of the forest,

  then she turned and followed the man’s instructions, keeping their snowmobile tracks in view to her left. A while later a gap in the trees signalled the position of the road back into town

  and in the distance she caught a glimpse of her vehicle.




  Relieved, she began to walk towards it. Where the tracks finally gave out onto the packed snow of the path, not far from the snowmobile, she spotted a bright yellow object lying at the base of a

  spruce, protected from the snowfall by the tree’s branches, slightly to one side of the path itself. The thought occurred to her that something had been thrown from the couple’s

  snowmobile. Straying from the track a little, she wandered over to take a look.




  Closer up she was surprised to see that the yellow object was a tiny wood-plank house of the sort you might make for a small dog, about a metre long and half as wide, with a sloping roof and

  solid sides. The front was decorated with ornate shapes, and there was a door, fastened shut with a crude wooden lever.




  Edie looked around. A very thin layer of snow had collected on the roof, but there was none banked up against the sides, suggesting that the house had been there since the last snowfall, but

  most likely not much longer. There were no animal or human tracks either around or leading up to it. The little house sat as though it had always been there in the snow, as though it belonged to

  some other reality and there were tiny fairies living inside.




  All thoughts of getting back for the Iditarod had gone out of her head. She called out, having no sense of who or what might answer, but there was only silence. Reaching the house, she crouched

  down and with her right hand turned the lever on the little door. She could see something inside, though it was too dark to pick out any details. Her first thought was to draw out whatever was

  inside, but something stopped her. The spirit bear came to mind, the power of its quiet, ghostly pallor. She was struck suddenly by the realization that it was the bear who had led her here, that

  the spirits had sent their messenger to draw her to this very place.




  She went back to the snowmobile, took her flashlight out of the pannier, trudged back to the house and opened the door once more. The torch revealed a package, wrapped in a very elaborately

  embroidered red cloth. Edie reached out carefully and touched it. The cloth itself was crisp without being frozen hard. Since it was probably –25, even in the relative shelter of the forest,

  it was unlikely to have lain there for very long, she thought. She opened the door wide, reached in and pulled at the object. It was unattached and came away quite easily. The cloth was exquisite,

  satin she thought, and embroidered all over with a pattern of flowers and tendrils. In places there were ribbon ties. Whatever was inside was very hard, something long frozen. She stood up with the

  package in her hand, moved over to the snowmobile, and rested it on the saddle so she could take a better look. Tucked in under the ornate fabric, she saw now, was a square of white linen-like

  cloth. She pinched it between her finger and thumb. Almost instantly, the cloth came away and as it did so, it seemed to dislodge the ties around the parcel, exposing what lay inside.




  In an instant, her breath left her and a burning, tightening sensation shot up her spine. She blinked, trying to make the terrible thing go away, but when she opened her eyes it was still there.

  She felt herself lurch away. Her legs no longer held her and she reached out and grabbed the nearest tree. She felt faint, then wanted to throw up, but did neither. Clasping her arms around

  herself, she closed her eyes and squeezed hard until the pain calmed her. When her breath returned, irregular, gasping, she eased herself back towards the horror she had released from its tiny

  yellow house.




  There, lying on the saddle of the snowmobile, was the body of a baby boy, a month or maybe two in age, lying on his belly, dead and hard frozen. The boy’s arms were raised, the hands

  balled into tiny fists, the legs angled down from the body as if in repose, his skin glittering with ice crystals. The skin on one shoulder was puckered with what looked like an ice burn but there

  was nothing to suggest how he had died, or when.




  Reaching out with the utmost caution, she clasped the body at the shoulders with her mittened hands and slowly turned the boy over. His face was veiled with ice, the eyes were closed and he wore

  an expression of softness and calm. He looked so waxen, so distant from life that, for the tiniest instant, Edie convinced herself he was a doll even as she knew that she was looking at a

  corpse.




  Onto the delicate new skin of the boy’s body someone had smeared grease and what looked like charcoal, or maybe ashes, in an elaborate, inverted cross.
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  Anchorage Mayor Chuck Hillingberg helped his wife Marsha out of the official vehicle at the Iditarod HQ near Willow, just outside of Wasilla, and beamed for the waiting

  cameras. His colleague at Wasilla City Hall, J. G. Dillard, the only mayor in Alaska to sport a comb-over, came striding over, hand outstretched, pulling his mouse of a wife behind him, eager to

  join in the picture-taking. Chuck had no interest in the man – unlike Chuck, who had thrown his hat into the ring for the upcoming race for Alaska governor, Mayor Dillard wasn’t going

  anywhere – but today was all about playing nice.




  ‘We’re sure glad to see you both up here,’ Dillard said. ‘Thought all that time in the big city, maybe you both forgot your Wasilla roots.’ It was said with

  bonhomie, one mayor to another, but there was an edge to it. On the drive up (Chuck had wanted to take the mayoral ’copter but Marsha had dissuaded him on the grounds that it would look too

  fancy, and in this, as in so many other things, she’d been right), he’d decided to make this section of his day all about loyalty. He’d not been on the ground for five minutes and

  Dillard was already questioning his hometown identity. It pissed him off.




  ‘Never forget home, JG,’ Chuck said, pumping the hand offered to him. That much was true, at least. Chuck never had forgotten home, which, for him, was Jersey City, New Jersey, a

  place he’d left at the age of four and still felt an almost painful nostalgia towards. As for Wasilla, he loathed the place with an unholy passion. People went on about the spectacular

  setting of the town, bounded by verdant valleys to the south, the Chugach Mountains to the east, the Talkeetnas to the north. They rattled away about its clear water, its homey Christian values and

  community spirit. People like J. G. Dillard. All Chuck could recall of his years in Wasilla were the godawful winters he’d spent cooped up in his tiny bedroom in the family cabin on the

  Willow side of the town, not ten minutes’ drive from where they were now, listening to his hippy dropout parents taking out their disappointments on each other, and longing to be somewhere,

  anywhere, but the self-proclaimed Duct Tape Capital of America.




  From the bank of cameras, Dillard led them to an OB truck parked just shy of the race starting line. Already knots of people had gathered on either side, stamping off the cold and chattering

  excitedly about who they were tipping to win the race. Chuck’s director of communications, Andy Foulsham, had reminded him over breakfast that he and Marsha were scheduled to do a joint

  interview on KTMS, the local TV station. At the door to the truck Chuck stopped and waved Marsha in before him. Over the long years of their marriage, he thought, they’d really got the public

  affection thing off to a fine art. It made his heart sing to think how good they’d got. Who would believe that they hadn’t actually kissed and meant it since they were college students

  together at U of Alaska? In the world of municipal and state politics they were a roaring success, their marriage often referred to as one of the most stable partnerships around, and in a way it

  was. All kinds of things held marriages together. Among them, secrets.




  He’d already got the most challenging part of the day over, giving a speech at the soft start of the Iditarod race down in Anchorage early that morning, timed to make the breakfast news

  shows. Unlike the official start, this earlier, soft start in Anchorage was all about family. Parents got to take their kids to pat the dogs and ride with the competitors’ sleds for a while.

  His speech then had been all about Alaska’s rugged community spirit, how the Iditarod, a race whose proud origins in an epic emergency medical run to get supplies of diphtheria vaccine to the

  remote settlement of Nome, epitomized Alaskan grit and generosity. The speech had gone well; he’d been able to harness the positive energy of the morning whilst subtly allying himself with

  the courage and tenacity of those original sledders. The message he hoped he’d left in Anchorage was that a vote for Chuck Hillingberg in the upcoming gubernatorial race was a vote for the

  spirit of the Iditarod.




  As the Hillingbergs clambered onto the truck, Chuck decided to let Marsha do most of the talking. He listened to his wife charming the interviewer with a few of the down-home huntin’ and

  shootin’ stories of her youth. In fact, she’d not been hunting very much, certainly not as much as Chuck, who’d spent a great many of his adolescent years taking out his rage on

  everything from muskrat to moose, but Marsha always made a great job of playing up her rugged homestead raising and, since she was an only child and both her adoptive parents were dead, there was

  no one left to contradict her. Unlike him, she didn’t have to fake her enthusiasm for the state. She’d always said to him that there weren’t many places in America where you could

  do more or less as you pleased and get away with it. Living in the frontier state really was like tourist brochures said, ‘Beyond Your Dreams, Within Your Reach’. The trick, Marsha

  always said, was to ensure that nothing was beyond your dreams.




  He had first noticed her as a bright, determined sixteen-year-old, during her campaign for Prom President at Wasilla High. She was beautiful then, he thought, her long, chestnut hair thick and

  glossy, the slim waist unspoiled by age, but it wasn’t her looks which attracted him so much as the streak of ruthlessness he detected in her smile. The story of her adoption moved him

  because he could see how absolutely determined she was to fit in, to change the circumstances of her birth: to become an Alaskan. From that first meeting at the Prom President stump, he knew she

  was going places and she wasn’t going to let anyone stop her.




  They’d split up briefly when he’d got the intern job at the Washington offices of Steven Horowitz, the Republican junior senator for South Carolina, but she’d taken him back

  when he returned, broken, carrying the burden of his own hickness. He and Marsha had got married later that year. It wasn’t a marriage of convenience so much as a confluence of mutual

  interest.




  For the last year, this interest had been focused on the gubernatorial contest. Up to a few weeks ago, the incumbent, Tom Shippon, had been looking pretty invincible. Shippon was Alaska royalty.

  They were a genuine ‘sourdough’ family, Alaskans before Alaska officially became a state in 1958. His father, Scoot, had been closely involved in Alaska politics since before then. The

  Shippons had fingers in every pie from the salmon fishery through timber to oil and gas exploration. About the only enterprise they weren’t directly involved in was tourism and leisure. Pussy

  business, Tom Shippon called it, though only ever in private.




  Chuck had neither the advantages of incumbency nor the kind of pedigree that automatically got you where you wanted to go in state politics. It was hard for a boy from New Jersey to go against

  that and hope to win. Other outsiders had tried but few had succeeded and they’d usually been blocked from taking up top positions. He looked too much like a cheechako, a greenhorn.

  In the early stages of the campaign, there were those who had even accused him of abandoning Alaska by going Outside to Washington, which, given that it was twenty years ago, was just ridiculous.

  But Alaskans did persist in thinking of themselves as separate and apart. You were either for them or against them, which was why the episode in Washington was seen by some blowhards as an act of

  treachery even now.




  Over the past year, he’d had to work twice as hard to convince them that he was Alaskan at heart, which was all the more difficult given that it wasn’t true. As councilman, then

  Mayor of Anchorage, it wasn’t all that difficult for his opponents to set him up as a big city man, remote from the concerns of real Alaskans. Which was where Marsha had come in. Her genuine

  enthusiasm for the state had helped make him look like more of an all-state kind of a guy. The image uplift had assisted him in tangible ways, not least of which was in campaign funding. He was

  aware that no amount of schmoozing or reassuring patter about the depth of his devotion to the forty-ninth state would encourage the wealthy sourdoughs of Alaska to put their hands in their pockets

  for his gubernatorial campaign to the degree to which they had done almost automatically for Shippon, but he’d been able to raise enough to at least present a challenge. Until last week his

  campaign team would have said, even on the most optimistic forecasts, that the chances of him ousting Shippon were pretty low, but that was before the unemployment figures came out and the polls

  showed Shippon’s popularity starting to go south. Somewhere in all those stats was an opportunity, the biggest opportunity of Chuck Hillingberg’s life. But the campaign needed money to

  be able to push it through, which was why, after he’d fired the Iditarod starting gun, he was heading directly to a $10,000-a-plate luncheon back at the Sheraton in downtown Anchorage.

  He’d already given his fundraising speech dozens of times. The message was the one business people and entrepreneurs always wanted to hear. Alaska needed to rein back state spending and find

  new and innovative ways for private enterprise to grow and develop. But now there was a new energy to it, fuelled by the belief that he just might win. Over breakfast, Marsha, Andy and himself had

  decided that his lunchtime speech needed to reflect the campaign’s new confidence. He was intending to say that the Alaska state motto, North to the Future, meant north to a future only Chuck

  Hillingberg, as governor, could deliver.




  He climbed down the steps of the OB unit back out into the cold sun of the Alaskan March morning. In the fifteen minutes that he and Marsha had been in the mobile studio, the crowd had swelled

  considerably and he was pleased to see a bank of TV cameras in the press enclosure. Walking from the unit along the barricade, he was flattered to observe friendly and familiar faces pressing

  forward to say hi or shake his hand, until he remembered that Andy had fixed it that way. Well, never mind. The TV crews didn’t know the difference.




  The fact that the race soft-started in Anchorage gave Chuck one of his few advantages over Tom Shippon and he meant to make the most of it. As mayor of the city, it was easy for him to take

  ownership of the race, even when it moved to its official start in Wasilla, and there was nothing that Shippon, stuck in the governor’s residence way down in Juneau, could do about it. The

  race was huge statewise, but it also had considerable national and international reach. The Iditarod might not be the only dog race on the planet, but it was the one with the richest provenance and

  in many people’s eyes the only one that really counted. Folk who had no interest at all in dog races had heard of the Great Race of Mercy, the heroic five-and-a-half-day trek during the

  fierce winter of 1925, when 20 mushers and 150 dogs rushed to bring diphtheria antitoxin 675 miles across the Alaskan ice to the remote gold-rush town of Nome and thereby prevent an epidemic. And

  even if people didn’t know the details of the case, many had seen Balto, the lead dog in the final relay team, immortalized in bronze in New York’s Central Park. Since the first race

  commemorating the Great Race of Mercy in 1973, the Iditarod had grown enormously in terms of the number of competitors and, more significantly for Chuck, in terms of its profile. Back in the

  twenties, live news of the epic journey was broadcast on the new medium of radio. Now, TV crews flew in from all over the world and, with the twenty-four-hour news cycle, they had plenty of time to

  fill. Within minutes of the start of the race, clips would be all over the Internet and he, Chuck, hoped to figure in at least some of them. Wasn’t Andy always telling him that maintaining a

  healthy Internet profile was as critical to electoral success in the twenty-first century as cross-country stump tours had been for politicians in the nineteenth and twentieth, a cheap and dynamic

  platform from which the Hillingberg campaign could spin blogs and tweets non-stop from now until election day? Take command of the blogosphere and the twittersphere and you were already halfway

  there. Wasn’t that how Obama had done it?




  Mayor Dillard led them over to inspect the dog teams and to talk to a couple of the big hitters: Steve Nicols, the frontrunner and last year’s winner, and the challenger, Duncan Wright.

  While Chuck busied himself with the two frontrunners, Dillard’s mousy wife took Marsha to connect with one or two of the stragglers whom Andy Foulsham had previously identified as having some

  kind of news potential, one a widow whose husband had been killed in a rig accident up on the North Slope oilfield, another a native man who’d come all the way from High Arctic Canada and was

  running the race in tribute to his dead son.




  That done, Chuck and Marsha made their way up to the podium by the starting line. The crowd was roaring now, eyes fixed on the line-up of dogs and sleds and the heroic sledders who were about to

  set off on their epic, two-week, 1100-mile journey through mountain ranges and ice fields, through the rocky scree of the Farewell Burn, along the great ice ribbon of the Yukon River and through

  the shifting pan of Norton Sound to the finish at Nome, knowing that of the ninety-seven teams in the race, somewhere between twenty and forty would be forced to drop out.




  Dillard climbed the steps onto the podium and began the introductions. Someone flipped on the rousing music and on a signal from Andy Foulsham, Chuck and Marsha followed Dillard up the steps

  hand in hand, Chuck grinning and nodding in acknowledgement, Marsha smiling mutely by his side. As the dog handlers began bringing out the teams, Chuck moved to the microphone and said his piece,

  then he raised the starting gun and fired into the air. A tremendous chorus of shouts from the mushers and howls from the dogs came up from the track, followed by the whoosh of sled runners on

  compacted snow. As the sleds flashed by, the dogs straining at their harnesses and picking up speed as they spun further into the distance, the crowd went crazy.




  Chuck stood back and was so absorbed in the furore he didn’t notice the tiny, good-looking native woman in a sealskin parka pushing her way through the crowd, frantically waving her arms

  and shouting, until she was almost on him.
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  A woman brandishing a clipboard emerged from a door at the back of the Anchorage Police Department offices in downtown and called for ‘Edith Kiglake’.




  Edie swung her head round, nodded then slung her parka over her arm and stood. It was 8 p.m., and she’d been waiting in the public area of the building since just after midday. The find in

  the woods had shaken her up, but she hadn’t yet felt the full force of what had happened. It was like being wounded. Even when you knew you should be hurting like crazy, the adrenalin numbed

  the pain. Right now, her predominant sensations were tiredness and hunger and above all else the sense of being assailed by heat and noise. Her study of Alaska’s wildlife hadn’t

  prepared her for the thrum and muddle of its urban jungle. There was a perpetual churn of human noise down here, which made her feel crowded out and irritable. For eight hours she’d been at

  the mercy of the treble of the vending machines, the PA system, the swooshing of the automatic doors and the congregation of drunks and hookers who flowed in and out like a restless tide.




  ‘Ms Kiglake?’ The woman’s gaze was narrow and impatient. She was plump and native, not Inuit – the nose was too prominent for that – and her dismissive air was that

  of a person who’d been eating hard times for breakfast and had forgotten there was any other kind.




  ‘It’s Kiglatuk,’ Edie said.




  The woman checked her clipboard, nodded and waved Edie through. On the other side was an open-plan office studded with workstations where men and women were talking on the phone or gazing at

  their screens, a few typing. A handful of uniformed officers stood among them, deep in conversation.




  The woman led her past the cubicles to a room at the back. Here a balding man of about fifty sat at a single table studying a file. His face hinted at a kind of conservative intelligence, Edie

  thought, the lines and folds of skin like a frozen sea swell, indicative of a narrow range of facial reactions. Used to keeping his feelings to himself, she thought. He stood up, held out a hand,

  introduced himself as Detective Bob Truro and motioned Edie to sit.




  ‘Can Kathy here get you anything?’ the detective said casually. ‘Coffee? A soda?’




  ‘I’m guessing you don’t have any sealmeat soup, or maybe a roast flipper?’ Edie asked, though she already knew the answer to this. Inexplicably, Alaskans seemed to think

  of themselves as northerners, but from everything she’d seen, Alaska was a southern place, rimed here and there with northern frost, but southern at its core. The look Truro shot his

  colleague only confirmed her suspicions. Already they thought of her as slightly mad.




  ‘We can probably find you a hamburger,’ he said drily.




  Edie scoped out the room, feeling weird now, anaesthetized, spaced out. A few hours ago she’d been following a spirit bear who’d led her to a dead boy lying in a yellow house in the

  snow.




  ‘Let me explain to you why you’re here,’ Truro continued, as though that wasn’t obvious. He went on. Wasilla came under the auspices of the Anchorage metropolitan

  district and since this was a serious case, the APD had taken over the investigation from the Wasilla police and it was this that in part explained the delay in interviewing her. Truro had read the

  notes from that morning and there were a few things he needed to clarify. He took out some papers from an embossed leather binder, and then flipped the cover closed. The embossing read

  ‘Paradise Gospel Church of the Holy . . .’ The rest was too faded to read.




  ‘The man and woman on the snowmachine . . .’




  ‘. . . mobile, it was a snowmobile.’




  He looked tired. His voice was impatient. ‘In Alaska we call them snowmachines.’ He ran a hand around the back of his neck. ‘So, these Old Believers . . .’




  Edie leaned forward in her seat. ‘They didn’t tell me they were Old Believers.’




  Truro wiped his neck again.




  ‘The notes say that, once he’d pulled you off Mayor Hillingberg, for which, incidentally, the mayor has been kind enough not to press charges, you told Trooper Wilde that the couple

  on the snowmachine were Old Believers.’




  Edie shrugged. ‘The man on the snowmobile said something about being on Old Believer land, but I don’t even know what that means.’




  Truro bit his lip.




  The door sprang open and Kathy came in carrying a tray. On it were two burgers wrapped in yellow waxed paper.




  Detective Truro allowed Edie a moment to eat, watching her slide the meat out from under its doughy parka, pushing everything that wasn’t meat back inside the wrapper. The burgers brought

  Edie back to earth a little, so that instead of feeling spacey, she now felt a rush of horror at her find in the forest.




  ‘OK,’ Truro said. ‘Let’s start again.’ He turned on a camera. ‘Why are you here, Miss Kiglatuk?’




  ‘Because my stepson broke his finger.’ She bit into the second burger. The satisfying, fatty meatiness soon gave way to a revolting tang of chemicals. She spat it back out onto the

  bun and pushed it away. ‘My ex-stepson if you want to be completely accurate. Which I’m sure you do, detective. My ex-stepson, Willa, broke his finger, so I had to step in.’




  ‘I meant, what’s the purpose of your visit?’




  She turned to him. His gaze came back at her, calm, without emotion.




  ‘It’s like I told the trooper. I came for the Iditarod, as backup to Sammy Inukpuk. Officially he’s my ex too . . .’




  The detective gave her a pained look and held up his hand.




  ‘If you could just answer my questions.’ His tone was not altogether kind. Edie felt the bile rising.




  ‘Listen, detective, I was born in Autisaq on Ellesmere Island. Seventy people live in Autisaq. Before this trip, I’d left Ellesmere twice, once to go to Iqaluit, the second time to

  go to Greenland. I watch TV, I teach at the school, but your world, this world, is hot and crowded and noisy and you eat stuff that doesn’t even resemble food and I found a dead baby and then

  had to wait outside in your corridor for eight hours.’




  Truro sighed but looked chastened.




  ‘I’ll try to bear that in mind.’




  There was a pause.




  ‘You know who the mother is yet?’ Edie said. Suddenly it seemed important to tell the woman how peaceful her baby had looked, how it seemed he hadn’t suffered.




  ‘We’re tracing her right now.’




  ‘I’d like to talk to her.’




  ‘Miss Kiglatuk,’ Truro sighed, as though commanding infinite reserves of patience. ‘First off, this is a police investigation into a possible homicide. Second, I need you to

  answer my questions. I do not need you to make demands.’




  Detective Truro consulted his notes. He was wearing a pin in the shape of a fish in the lapel of his jacket, she noticed. A Christian, then. Evangelical, she guessed from the name of the church

  on the leather folder. Qalunaat evangelicals appeared every so often at home, on Ellesmere Island. Missionary work. Only in the summer though. Most of the villagers were happily Anglican

  or Catholic, or, like her, they stuck to the old beliefs, but the evangelicals usually made a convert or two. Edie guessed that was why they kept coming back.




  ‘The man you spoke to, he have an accent at all?’




  ‘An accent compared to what?’ Edie allowed herself to feel offended because, for an instant, it gave her the upper hand. Truro’s brow wrinkled, as though he was waiting for

  some addendum. Edie thought of the little boy in the snow and relented.




  ‘Some kind of accent, yes.’




  Truro nodded and went on.




  ‘The clothes the two were wearing, the long robes. The man’s facial hair. Are you aware that what you described is typical of the Old Believers?’




  ‘Since I already told you I don’t know what that means, I guess the answer’s no.’




  Detective Truro began to stroke his tie. He caught her eye and looked away. Then he reached out and turned off the camera.




  ‘Miss Kiglatuk, I have to ask you, why did you pick up the body?’




  Why had she? It was hard to say. At that moment, her thoughts had been swirling around in a blizzard in her mind.




  ‘I didn’t know what was in the parcel when I picked it up. And then, when I did, I guess I wanted to try to comfort him.’ She thought about the ghosts of people she’d

  loved and lost.




  Truro lifted his eyes from the desk and cut her an icy look.




  ‘You make a habit of comforting the dead, Miss Kiglatuk? You realize you could have seriously compromised our investigation?’




  She didn’t answer.




  Truro continued to look at her, his gaze fading away to a scowl. She held it. They sat like this for a moment.




  ‘The Old Believers are a religious cult. Are you familiar with that term?’




  She blew air down her nose. ‘I’m Inuit, not an idiot.’




  ‘Of course.’ His eye flipped across a typewritten page. ‘Your people here call themselves Eskimos, by the way.’




  ‘I’m guessing they call themselves Alaskans too,’ she said, ‘which, by the way, technically makes them your people.’




  ‘You believe in God, Miss Kiglatuk?’ Truro looked put out.




  She looked at the badge in his lapel.




  ‘Not in the way you do.’




  ‘In evil then.’




  ‘You mean, the Devil?’ She thought about the little boy lying frozen in the woods. If he’d asked whether she believed in devilishness, she’d have said, oh yeah, seen

  plenty of that, but a red guy with a forked tail? She shook her head.




  A look of frustration or maybe disappointment spread across Detective Truro’s face.




  ‘Let me tell you something about these people you ran into, the Old Believers. They’re not regular folk, like you and me.’




  She had to pinch herself to stop herself talking back. Regular folk? What did that mean?




  Truro didn’t appear to notice her expression and continued. ‘Originally, they came from Russia. People here still call them Russians though they haven’t actually lived there

  since they broke away from the Russian Orthodox Church hundreds of years ago and started wandering across the globe. They’ve been here in Alaska forty years and some of ’em still

  don’t even speak English. They’re closed people, they stick with their own, they call folk like us “worldly” and do their best to avoid us,’ he said. ‘We

  don’t know much about them, but we don’t much like what we do know.’




  He picked up a pen, see-sawed it about between his fingers.




  ‘You remember the cross, the one marked on the body?’




  She looked at him, aghast. How could he imagine she would forget it?




  ‘That silk stuff wrapped around the body of the little boy you found? The Believers use that for their religious ceremonies. The little house is a spirit house. It’s an Athabascan

  native tradition.’




  He turned the camera back on and Edie wondered if anything he had said amounted to much more than supposition, prejudice even.




  ‘Now, let’s go back to when you saw the two Old Believers on the snowmachine.’




  She wanted to tell him about how little snowdrift there had been around the house, about the absence of footprints or tracks leading up to it and what all that said about when the house had been

  left. She wanted to explain about how the ice crystals had broken where they had touched the frozen corpse, how she didn’t understand what it meant though she was sure it was significant, but

  she no longer had any confidence that he’d listen.




  It was about 10 p.m. as she made her way down Fourth Avenue after the interview. The weather was clear but street lights formed a ceiling of brightness just over her head,

  obscuring her view of the stars. The contrast between the stifling heat of the APD building and the cold March night brought on a thrumming jaw ache. She passed by some souvenir stores selling

  cheap native crafts, tacky bits of fake mammoth-tooth carving, furs inexplicably sewn into miniature copies of the fur-bearing creature they first came from, moose-shit novelties, trash of all

  kinds. A couple were bent over the glass, window-shopping. Beside her, on the street, trucks rumbled by, leaving a wake of diesel fumes.




  She made her way up to the cheap studio she’d rented for the duration of the Iditarod and, not for the first time since she’d opened the grisly package in the forest, was struck with

  a powerful desire to drink herself into oblivion. Not that drinking was any solution to anything, except the pain of the moment, but the pain of the moment held her so powerfully that she had to

  say the words out loud in order to make herself commit to them: I will not drink.




  Instead, she went to the kitchenette and put on the kettle for a mug up. On either side of her, through the drywall, she could hear the sounds of her neighbours’ bedtime routines: the

  burble of TVs, the coughs and sighs of men and women settling down for the night. When she’d first arrived two days ago, she’d knocked on the doors on her floor, intending to introduce

  herself, but hardly anyone answered and she could tell from the bewildered and wary expressions of those who did that they suspected her of being crazy. She didn’t tell them what she really

  thought, that they were living like cliff birds, wedged into their tiny little fortresses, puffing up their feathers and pecking away all comers, wary of any motives that were not their own.




  Going over to the single window, she flipped the blind to block out the thin light coming in from a fluorescent tube in the walkway outside. Then, with a mug of hot tea in one hand, she went

  over to the phone and dialled the number Derek had given her for his digs in Nome, the finishing point for the Iditarod. An unfamiliar voice answered and asked her to wait, then came Derek’s

  soft, familiar tone.




  ‘Edie, hi. I was waiting for you to call.’




  ‘Who was that picked up?’




  ‘Zach Barefoot. The friend from the Native Police Association I told you about? I’m staying in his spare room.’




  Derek was right, he had told her. She felt relieved, slightly foolish. Over the course of the day she’d almost forgotten what she was doing in Alaska in the first place. Still, she wanted

  to keep what had happened as private as possible till they’d had time to talk it through.




  ‘Zach still there?’




  ‘No, why?’ Derek’s voice sounded alarmed. Without waiting for an answer, he said, ‘Sammy set off OK?’




  ‘Yeah. At least, I think so. I wasn’t there.’




  ‘I thought we agreed you were going to help him.’ Derek sounded peeved.




  She told him everything that had happened. ‘The thing that freaked me out, it seemed like Truro had an angle, like he just wanted me to say that these Old Believer people had done

  it.’ She knew Derek would understand her reservations about religious nuts of all kinds. It was missionaries and zealots who’d told them that the old customs were evil, even though in

  some cases, like when the brother of a dead hunter took the widow for his second wife, they saved lives. But it was mostly their absolute moral intransigence which bothered her. You were either

  with them or against them. You were one of the saved, or you were the Devil’s work.




  Derek heard her out and was sympathetic. He tried to get her to come up to Nome for a couple of days. ‘I don’t like the thought of you being alone.’




  She let out a dry laugh.




  ‘I know,’ he said. ‘The lone wolf. Even lone wolves have to return to the pack sometime.’




  ‘Is that what you are, Derek, the pack?’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Edie.’ He sounded irritated. ‘I’m your friend.’




  The rebuke stung her a little, but she knew it was deserved. She took a pause to signal that she’d taken it in.




  ‘Then do me a favour, as my friend. Don’t mention any of this to Sammy, OK?’ She’d already decided not to speak to her ex for the duration of the race unless there was no

  way to avoid it. As she understood her role, there would be no particular need to speak to him unless something happened in the race which required her assistance in Anchorage. His more routine

  communications would be routed through Derek at the Iditarod HQ in Nome. She didn’t trust herself not to be selfish and tell Sammy the whole story.




  ‘If you think that’s for the best,’ Derek said, unconvinced.




  ‘It’s just that he’s been wanting to run the Iditarod ever since I’ve known him. It was all he used to talk about when we were married. If he gets wind of what’s

  happening down here, he’s gonna be on the first plane to Anchorage, thinking he can rescue me.’




  ‘I understand,’ Derek said simply.




  Edie smiled to herself. In her experience, most men shared certain rescue fantasies, particularly when it came to women.




  ‘But you know, Edie, I really think this is a matter for the police department. Why don’t you come up here?’




  ‘I’ll think about it,’ she said, to humour him. She liked Derek, admired him even. At the same time she knew there were things about her he’d never understand.




  Later, in bed, she tried to get the image of the dead baby out of her mind.




  ‘Why me?’ she asked herself, as though her heart didn’t already know the answer.
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  Derek Palliser was woken by an unfamiliar sound. At first he thought it was the doorbell of the police detachment at home in Kuujuaq, then he remembered he was at his friend

  Zach Barefoot’s house in Nome, on the northwest coast of Alaska. An instant later he also recalled what he was doing there. Edie Kiglatuk had suckered him into taking annual leave to come

  over to Alaska to help Sammy Inukpuk’s bid at the Iditarod on the grounds that Derek knew Sammy’s dogs and didn’t have any other kind of a life. He’d agreed on condition

  that he base himself at the Iditarod finish line in Nome, leaving Edie down in Anchorage. Derek’s role would be to remain in Nome and act as principal communications liaison with Sammy. All

  Sammy’s supplies – dog food, dog booties, spare clothes, dog harness and sled tracks and the like – had been shipped up to the appropriate checkpoints prior to the start of the

  race and unless something went badly wrong, Derek didn’t anticipate being called on until the end. Sammy wouldn’t want the distraction of having people he knew turn up at the

  checkpoints.




  He yawned and glanced at the window. Thin threads of deep-grey light hung like ribbons from the blinds. He looked around, then, with a sinking feeling, recalled his late-night phone

  conversation. Why had he been dumb enough as to more or less insist that Edie join him in Nome? It wasn’t that he didn’t like her. On the contrary, he liked her so much that he

  sometimes wondered whether there wasn’t more to it than just liking, but the woman also drove him completely crazy. On the other hand, he couldn’t help but feel protective towards her

  and he didn’t trust her not to get herself into some kind of scrape. Edie seemed to be attracted to trouble in the way that foxes were attracted to bait traps.




  He heard voices speaking softly, then there was a knock on the door and Zach called his name.




  ‘Aileen Logan, the Iditarod boss, is here to see you. I’ll get coffee.’




  Zach and Derek had met at the annual conference of the Native Police Association in Yellowknife a few years back and kept in touch. They both shared a laid-back approach to law enforcement. Zach

  worked out of Nome as a brown-shirt, an Alaska Wildlife Trooper. His job mostly involved enforcing hunting and fishing regulations, and in the navigation season he worked closely with the

  coastguard monitoring shipping across the Bering Strait. It was a police household. When she wasn’t on maternity leave, Zach’s wife Megan Avuluq worked as a Village Public Safety

  Officer, the first responder covering the area from the Safety road-house a few miles east of Nome to the Inupiaq village of White Mountain.




  Stumbling out of the put-up bed, Derek pulled on yesterday’s shirt and pants and went into Zach’s living room.




  A plump woman with a cloud of dirty-blonde hair sat on the sofa. In front of her was a mug of coffee.




  ‘Rise and shine.’ She had the voice of a musk ox in rut.




  Derek rubbed his eyes, yawned and checked his watch again. 5.30 a.m. He’d only been in bed a couple of hours.




  Aileen gave a little hoot of laughter. ‘You Iditarod rookies make me roll about,’ she said. ‘Fella, up here 5.30 a.m. is what counts as a lie-in.’




  Zach came through with more coffee. Derek sat with his mug, heating himself up before moving too fast. Mornings never had been his strong suit.




  ‘Listen,’ Aileen said, ‘I heard about your friend, down in Anchorage. That’s too bad what happened.’




  She saw the look of surprise on Derek’s face.




  ‘Welcome to Alaska, the biggest small town in the world.’ She let out another hoot. ‘But, listen, I didn’t disturb your beauty sleep just to commiserate with your

  friend,’ she went on. ‘Your man got a little problem.’




  A call had come in on the radio from the Yentna checkpoint, only 66 miles from Wasilla, to say that Sammy was giving up his lead dog.




  ‘Not Bonehead?’ Derek said. After two of Sammy’s team tore their pads on a patch of candle ice during practice, Sammy had borrowed Bonehead from Edie. The dog was

  bombproof.




  ‘You tell me,’ Aileen said. ‘Cut paw. His bootie fell off and there was a piece of glass ice.’ The stewards at Yentna would hold the dog until one of the bush planes that

  plied the route during the course of the race – the self-styled Iditarod Air – could take him back to Anchorage.




  ‘You’ll have to pick him up from the Pen.’ The warden at the Women’s Correctional Facility in Anchorage had set up a rehab programme for women prisoners at the end of

  their sentences, giving them sick or injured dogs to look after until their owners could pick them up. It was in the handbook Derek had read rather too hastily on the flight over.

  ‘They’ll keep him a couple of days if you need ’em to, but you got that friend of yours taking care of things down there, don’t you? Needs something to take her mind off all

  that trouble with the kid.’
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  From the moment Edie turned out the light, the face of the dead baby appeared in her mind, as though someone had engraved it there. Eventually, she abandoned any idea of

  sleeping. Rising early, she took a shower and while braiding her hair tried to turn her thoughts to Sammy. Her ex had probably travelled just over a hundred miles by now. In a few days he’d

  reach the high peaks of the Alaska Range. Beyond those lay the Kuskokwims, after which there would be 150 miles of hard, bumpy, dangerous sledding along the ice of the Yukon River before he reached

  the ice pack of Norton Sound.




  Sammy had no thought of winning and not much prospect of it either, but that wasn’t the point. He needed this race as much as he’d needed anything in his life. Certainly as much as

  he’d ever needed her. He’d begun seriously talking about entering around three months after Joe died and he’d kept on talking about it. He had this burning need to do something

  difficult, to push himself in ways he’d never dared before. Once he’d made up his mind to run, he’d put all of his energies into fixing his sled, training up his team and raising

  the money. All that activity had helped keep him sane. A year on, he still hadn’t forgiven himself for his son’s death. For Sammy the Iditarod was the perfect displacement activity, but

  it was more than that. Running the race was a chance to heal his wounded pride, to convince himself that, in spite of the fact that he had failed to protect his son, he was a man still, and capable

  of the kinds of things men were put on this earth to be able to do.




  It was a long time since Edie had relied on Sammy, but knowing he was so far away increased her sense of aloneness and being awake in the early hours of the morning only added to her isolation.

  She had the feeling of being sucked into something she did not understand but had no power to stop. Emotions she had kept at bay for years had begun creeping back into her consciousness, like some

  kind of muscle memory starting to stir, the boy in the snow dragging her back to a time she wanted to forget. Some feelings got to be like parts of the body, she thought. You could ignore them for

  years, and then, one day, they started playing up and it became impossible to think about much else.




  Pulling on her outerwear, she left the studio and, trudging through hard packed snow still crusted with the night’s ice, made her way down K Street to the Snowy Owl Café, the only

  place she’d found in Anchorage so far serving something approaching real food. The early-shift waitress, Stacey, came bundling up to show her to a table. Edie and Stacey had already bonded

  over the hassles of long hair – the brushing and drying and tying it demanded – and now the waitress was admiring the rickrack Edie had just braided into her plaits. Not that Stacey was

  the kind of girl to go in for rickrack. She thought of herself, she told Edie, as a Northern Goth and had the tattooed skulls on her wrists to prove it.




  ‘My grandma was tattooed,’ Edie said, and Stacey’s eyes said she wanted to hear the rest of that story. ‘It was a rite of passage. They tattooed on little blue rays, and

  whiskers inking out from here.’ She wiped a finger along her upper lip. ‘It was kind of a tribute to the ugjuq, the bearded seal, which kept us alive back in the day. They

  don’t do it any more.’




  Stacey had made a long face. ‘I guess you have other things keeping you alive these days.’




  Edie laughed. ‘Sometimes I wonder.’ Stacey was qalunaat, of course, and so belonged to another world, but there was something about her sparky energy and hungry, angry eyes

  that reminded Edie of her younger self and for a moment she longed to tell Stacey about the spirit bear and what she’d found in the forest and why she hadn’t slept all night. But the

  door swung open and another customer came in and the moment passed.




  To kill time while she waited for breakfast, Edie leafed through the Sunday edition of the Anchorage Courier. The front page was dominated by Iditarod news. Steve Nicols, the favourite

  to win the race, had already pulled ahead, passing the checkpoint at Yentna as the paper went to press. By now, he’d be heading into the foothills of the Alaska Range. Below that was a piece

  about some newly published stats on sexual assault and rape in the city reaching twice the national average. Way down at the foot of the page was a small single-column piece noting that the opening

  ceremony had brought a surprise when a ‘distressed native’ had launched herself at Anchorage Mayor Chuck Hillingberg. At the foot of the piece was a link to the leader inside, which was

  titled ‘Hillingberg a Breath of Fresh Air’, but Edie couldn’t be bothered to stick with the piece long enough to find out why. Instead she flipped back through the pages looking

  for something about the discovery of the dead baby and found it in a single paragraph, at the bottom of page 4 beside the fold edge.




  

  The body of Lucas Littlefish, four-month-old son of Homer native TaniaLee Littlefish, was found by a passer-by in forest north of Wasilla on Saturday. The body was wrapped in ornate ceremonial

  cloth and hidden in a traditional spirit house. A spokesman for the Anchorage Police Department confirmed that they are treating the death as suspicious and are questioning a 54-year-old man

  believed to be from the Old Believer community near Meadow Lake.







  They got his age wrong. The baby wasn’t four months. Edie rolled his name around her tongue, felt the sounds catching in her throat. Lucas Littlefish. It wasn’t the kind of name you

  easily forget. Knowing it made his case more pressing to her. She thought about his spirit, roaming the forest, stuck halfway between the worlds of the living and the dead with only a bear the

  colour of old smoke for comfort and company.




  After breakfast she walked back to an Internet cafe a couple of blocks away, paid for an hour of surfing time and sat down to find out what she could about the Old Believers. Others, she knew,

  qalunaat certainly, but Inuit too, would think she’d gone a little crazy. But she didn’t feel crazy. She felt driven.




  It wasn’t as easy as she’d imagined to pin down a complete story. There were dozens of websites on the Old Believers but they all appeared to vary in the details. From what she could

  gather by patching together the numerous partial accounts, the group had fallen out with the mainstream Russian Orthodox Church in the mid-seventeenth century over what seemed to Edie to be arcane

  details about the shape of the Orthodox Cross. The Old Believers worshipped before a cross with a footrest and a head bar, which they claimed was the only true representation of the cross on which

  Jesus was crucified. By contrast, the Orthodox Church held that the original cross carried only a head bar. There were other differences too. The Old Believers had abolished the priesthood,

  preferring to confer religious authority on community elders on a rotating basis. Unsurprisingly, the Orthodox Church didn’t think much of that, and the Old Believers had found themselves

  shunned. Eventually they felt they had no choice but to quit Russia altogether for some part of the world where they would be free to practise what they regarded as their purer, more ancient

  version of the Orthodoxy. So far as Edie could tell, they’d been wandering across the globe ever since.




  From time to time groups had broken away, eager to find somewhere even more removed from what they increasingly saw as the polluting effects of modern society, which they called the Outside. One

  such group had left Alberta in the 1970s and seemed to have found the peace and separateness they craved in Alaska.




  Until now.




  Edie was about to log off, when a pop-up appeared enclosing a website address. Clicking the link produced a dark screen which then automatically redirected her to the website of an organization

  calling itself SpiritCleanse. There, embedded in what seemed to be a list of links to websites offering exorcism services, were the hyperlinked words ‘Old Believers’. Following the link

  took Edie to a blog headlined Old or Dark? She scanned the piece. The text seemed to be suggesting that a group calling itself the Dark Believers had splintered off from the main sect a

  few years before. Among the questionable practices of this new group, so the blogger said, were animal sacrifice and a number of unspecified satanic rituals.




  Nut job. Edie closed the page and was just about to get up from her chair when some lingering curiosity caused her to turn back to the screen and google the words Dark Believers. A stream of

  URLs for blogs and discussion threads instantly scrolled up the screen. The Dark Believers, it seemed, were more than the paranoid fantasies of a single blogger. She clicked on a few links. The

  discussions were vague and, without exception, conspiratorial in tone. A few were accompanied by images of texts written on what looked like animal skin, strange configurations of Russian script

  and symbols variously deciphered and by ancient-looking Russian icons. Others incorporated images of the Old Believers in their outlandish costumes. She was in the middle of reading, clicking

  between the various versions when the administrator, a solemn-looking man in his early twenties with yellow fox eyes, came over. Edie checked her watch. There were ten minutes left on her hour.
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