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the legend of lake angikuni

Northern Canada; March, 1930 
In late winter, the temperature lay well below freezing at 

night, and the sun loomed low between the peaks of two craggy 
mountains, the dark clouds overhead dulling the endless white of 
the monochrome landscape to a lambent gray. Tundra stretched 
out in the other direction, so far the eye couldn’t see the end 
of it. The landscape’s only inhabitants -- shrubs, sedges and 
grasses, mosses and lichens -- dozed under a blanket of ice. Joe 
Labelle drew his fur-edged hood closer to his face with fingers 
that felt numb even wrapped in thick leather gloves, and trudged 
Forward.

Nunavut was a region northwest of the Hudson Bay, including 
its Northwestern Passages and those islands directly north of it. 
He’d followed the Kazan River west, a crack on the surface of this 
barren landscape, to arrive here at Lake Angikuni. He would rest 
at the Inuit village tonight before continuing on his way, alone.

You couldn’t survive in this place if you didn’t know how to 
be alone.

Several more miles to the village, Joe thought. He needed 
to get there before nightfall, when his grizzled beard, already 
clumped with ice, would start to freeze solid, before he was 
forced to use the last of the batteries for his flashlight. For now, 
the little light the sky provided reflected off the whiteness of the 
tundra, giving his surroundings an eerie glow. He wouldn’t freeze 
to death at night, at least, even if he were stranded out here. His 
face was covered, protected from the cold, biting wind and the 
risk of frostbite. His clothes were heavy and warm enough to 
keep him alive, and unless he suddenly became soaking wet or 
lost a few layers of clothing, he wouldn’t get hypothermia. It was 
mostly thanks to the creature that had nearly killed him that he 
did not fear freezing to death. Its heavy hide was draped over his 
shoulders, a thick shield against the elements that had saved his 
life many times over.

***
Several years previously, during late autumn, Joe had been 

trapping near Wager Bay. Wager Bay and the area surrounding 
it, which he’d heard referred to as Ukkusiksalingmiut for the 

soap-stone that could be found there, was as hauntingly beautiful 
a wilderness as any in northern Canada, with its low tundra 
and patches of taiga forest in its river valleys. The region was 
populated with a great many animals, including arctic wolves, 
polars, and grizzlies, and there was a booming fur trade there. A 
post on the outermost edge of the bay had been his home at the 
time.

He’d been in one of those river valleys on that late autumn 
morning, checking the hare and fox traps he’d laid the night 
before, when he’d heard the sound, a snuffling noise, and turned.

A grizzly bear cub, big enough to have been born the year 
before, stood between two trees not far away, looking directly at 
him with inquisitive brown eyes and rounded ears perked. His 
heart lurched in his chest, for fear not of the cub but what the 
cub meant. He was reaching for the rifle on his back when the 
mother bear plowed into him without warning, knocking him to 
the ground. The breath left his lungs. The weight of her large 
paws on his back crushed him. She pounded him several times 
with her paws, as one might pound a man on the ground with his 
fists, but these blows were far stronger and had her full weight–
something over three hundred pounds–behind them. Her long, 
sharp claws shredded through layers of his clothing.

His head rang, his adrenaline pounded.
There was nothing he could do as the mother beat him with 

her paws, pounding her weight into his back. The rifle slammed 
into his back as her weight pressed it into him. Then he felt her 
breath hot on the back of his neck and her teeth–

Her teeth scraping at the nape of his neck. Grazing the back 
of his skull. He closed his eyes, his face pressed to the dirt. He 
imagined he heard his skull give a groan beneath the pressure of 
her jaws.

In a flash, he saw a face full of freckles, ringlets of strawberry 
hair, sparkling sea-green eyes above a soft smile–

She took the back of his jacket in her mouth, and tossed him 
like a rag doll. He landed hard on the ground, on his back this time, 
and lifted his hands, bracing himself -- but she was on top of him 
again, and he had no power to fight her as she chomped down on 
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his left hand. The bones in his hand splintered. Blood splattered 
onto the snow, dark red on pure white. Her teeth crunched into 
him as she shook his hand, like a dog shaking a chew toy. Just 
as quickly, she released it and mauled his arm, tossed him again, 
crushed him with her paws again. Every part of his arm down 
from the elbow screamed, as if each cell were crying out in pain. 
His throat was raw. When did I start screaming? he wondered, 
feeling as if his mind was watching him die from a few paces 
away, emotionless, while his body suffered each moment in an 
agony that seemed to last for hours.

A knife in his pocket. A rifle on his back. They were nothing 
compared to her claws and teeth and enormous strength. 
She was going to kill him for coming near her cub and he was 
powerless to fight back.

He lay still. Couldn’t move. On his stomach again. She sniffed 
at him. Stood on his back again, and shook him once more, 
drawing a soundless whimper out of him, before he heard her 
footsteps lumber away. A knife in his pocket. A rifle on his back.

She might come back.
His entire body cried out as he moved, grabbing onto 

something–a boulder, a tree, a log, he wasn’t sure–for support, 
pulling himself up. Desperation to live, not strength of spirit, 
though perhaps they were the same thing–that was what drove 
him to reach for his rifle. His Mosin-Nagant was hanging from 
his right arm, somehow unbroken. He couldn’t remember the 
strap sliding off his shoulder.

It was loaded. He brought it up near his shoulder to shoot, 
desperation making the pain of using his wounded arm somehow 
bearable–she was about twenty feet away with the cub. He 
hesitated. A trickle of sweat, or perhaps blood, ran into his eye.

She turned back, as if sensing the danger, and then she was 
charging toward him. She closed the distance faster than he 
thought possible–ten feet in only a second, it seemed–When he 
pulled the trigger.

The bullet lodged between her eyes, killing her before she 
could reach him – she was only a couple feet away when she 
dropped to the ground, body spasming in death. He stared at 

her body. He’d seen dead animals before. Every day he harvested 
their pelts, ate their meat. It was what he did for a living. But this 
was somehow different. He set traps for the animals he killed. 
They couldn’t fight back like this.

He’d wanted to live. She’d only been protecting her cub.
The pain bore down on him. He coughed up the contents of 

his stomach before blacking out from shock. When he woke, the 
cub was nosing at its mother’s body.

He managed to stumble to his feet, his entire body throbbing 
with pain. Blood gushed from a gash in his upper thigh, and from 
another in his arm. His mangled left hand was the worst of it. His 
ribs ached; every breath hurt. Sinking onto a log nearby, he was 
able to retrieve his medical kit from his pack. With his trembling 
good hand, he peeled off his top layers and examined the wounds 
on his torso. Smaller scrapes and cuts oozed blood, and bruises 
that would soon blossom black and purple covered his upper 
body.

The danger wasn’t over yet. The gashes and deeper gore 
marks on his arm were leaking blood, but hadn’t nicked any 
arteries, at least. Cleaning and stitching the wounds was the best 
he could do, and he did so one-handed.

His left hand, though…Several bones were broken, though 
he couldn’t tell much more about the state of it through the mess 
of blood. The only thing he could do for now was wash it in the 
nearby stream, wrap it tightly with bandages, and hope that he 
could do enough for it when he got back that he wouldn’t have 
to amputate.

But he couldn’t leave a good bear hide behind.
Even as he struggled to skin the carcass mostly one-handed, 

the cub lingered nearby, staying near its mother’s body but never 
coming closer than ten feet from him. He couldn’t bring himself 
to kill it. It would have been a mercy: the cub likely wouldn’t 
survive without its mother. He would make some money off its 
pelt. But he could not do it.

He limped the couple miles back to the trading post, 
exhausted and still trembling with the aftereffects of adrenaline 
and the still-present pain of his injuries, but he couldn’t let 
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himself stop moving for even a second. If he stopped to rest for a 
moment, he thought he might never move again. And despite all 
he’d been through, despite his pain and aching loneliness, there 
was a part of him that wasn’t done searching yet.

Though searching for what, he never knew.

“That’s all? Man, ya got it easy, Labelle,” they said, when he 
got back to the trading post. He’d visited the doctor and then 
come straight to the pub for the best painkiller available here: 
alcohol.

“I dunno, stayin’ ta skin the bear when yer bleedin’. Ya got 
balls, Labelle,” added someone else, over a game of cribbage. 
“Yer lucky ya didna lose yer arm. Canna b’lieve ya wouldna let 
‘em ampatate. But I herd ya was a doctor, b’fore, ain’t that right, 
Labelle?”

He didn’t respond to their comments. The conversation 
continued without him. He played the game and spoke only 
when he had to, and the others let him be. He began to wish he 
hadn’t come to the bar, considered going back to his room to 
nurse a bottle by himself.

He was barely listening when something they were saying 
caught his attention.

“Ay, ‘ave ya herd o’ that place the govenment be buildin’ up 
north?” One man asked, lowering his voice to an exaggerated 
whisper.

His friend smacked him on the back of the head, looking 
over his shoulder and around in what he must have thought was 
a discreet fashion. “Dun let the Mounties be hearin’ ya talk ‘bout

it. That shit’s top-secret, that is.”
“There ain’t no conspiracy. Y’all just listenin’ to fuckin’ 

rumors from those red-skin fucks,” added another man.
Joe addressed the first two men, ignoring the third. “What 

kind of place?”
“Heard it’s a place for expermements, or whatever ya call 

‘em. That they be stealin’ peoples and turnin’ ‘em inta monsters.”
“Stuff and non’ense.”
“Hey, Labelle, maybes they’d offer ya a job, seein’ as yer a 

doctor an’ all.” The table roared with laughter.
Joe fell into a sullen silence, mulling over what they’d said, 

disturbed but disbelieving. There were all kinds of rumors that 
went through the trading post. This would hardly be the first 
conspiracy he’d heard, and thus it was unlikely to be true.

Some time later, someone sat down next to him. Another 
trapper by the name of Kerr. He was an older man with kindly 
eyes, one who had probably lived here most of his life. “Labelle, 
yer new here,” he said. “I known most folks that come ‘round 
here fer years. If they die er go missin’, I know the names of their 
loved uns, ya know? I be knowin’ who ta contact.”

Another man at the table, overhearing Kerr, scoffed. “Loved 
uns? This lot? Ya, right.”

Kerr ignored him and continued, leaning closer and lowering 
his voice. “Ya got family somewhere? If somethin’ be happenin’ 
ta ya, isna there an’body ta contack? An’body...?”

Joe stared silently at the glass of whiskey on the table in front 
of him, at the cuts on his knuckles as he clutched the glass with 
his good hand. “No one,” he rasped out, finally, even though 
turquoise eyes flashed behind his lids when he closed his eyes. 
He drained the rest of the shot and stood, slamming the glass 
down hard enough on the wooden counter to draw the eyes of 
everyone nearby. “No one.”

He left and went back to his bare and soulless room, the 
words echoing in his head.

No one.
              ***
On April 6, 1917, the U.S. entered World War I.
Joe was a twenty-three-year-old medical student when his 

draft card was pulled, and went with more than two-million 
other soldiers to fight on the battlefields in France as a member 
of the U.S. Medical Corps.

He left his parents. He left Lily. For the blood and the poison 
gas burns melting the faces off of his screaming comrades.

When he returned home to Michigan, everything was 
different. He was different. After he married Lily, he promised 
to be better, but things only got worse. They failed several times 
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to have a child before discovering that they couldn’t. He couldn’t 
practice medicine without memories of the battlefield. He would 
put whiskey in his morning coffee to hide from Lily just how 
much he was drinking. He couldn’t keep a steady job, be the 
man that she wanted him to be, the man she’d known before 
that draft number had ruined his life. She didn’t give up on him 
for seven years.

And then she left him. And he ran from his life, ran away 
until he couldn’t run any farther.

            ***
Several months after the bear attack, Joe had left that 

trading post behind and set off further inland to establish his 
own trading post west of Yathkyed Lake, where he’d now been 
for three years. His hand was never the same, but he was lucky in 
that sense -- he didn’t lose it, nor did he entirely lose its function.

One of his trading destinations was the native village at 
Angikuni Lake.

He’d discovered them shortly after establishing his own 
post. Lost in a blizzard, he stumbled into their village. They’d 
stripped off his freezing clothes, built a huge fire in one of their 
igloos, and brought him back from the brink of death. Now, he 
was always welcomed there, welcomed in a way he hadn’t been 
welcomed anywhere in years.

The sun disappeared behind the mountains, and Joe’s breath 
frosted the air in front of his face.

The village was near. Only a bit farther. He could see the 
lake; the dozens of craters that made it up had been carved by 
passing glaciers over thousands of years.

The temperature continued to drop. The wind blasted ice 
into his face, forcing him to cover his eyes with his arm and 
march forward blindly. Snow whipped up around him, but the 
weather earlier had held no hint of a coming blizzard. Just as 
well; he was nearly there.

A flash of light in the sky overhead caused him to look up 
in surprise for the aurora borealis, but the sky was empty of 
the ethereal dancing lights. He blinked several times, sure that 

he’d imagined it. Seeings things, he thought, giving his head a 
little shake. What he needed was rest, food, shelter, and a heavy 
dose of alcohol to warm him up, all of which could be found up 
ahead, where the shapes of the igloos were now visible through 
the thickly falling snow.

As he drew closer, though, no dog barks and wagging tails 
met him. No voices echoed his greeting call. Were they all already 
inside their homes?

He wandered into the village and ducked into the nearest 
igloo, yelling a hello to announce his presence. But there was no 
one directly inside, only a rifle propped near the door, unloaded, 
and again his call went unanswered. Inside the igloo, there was 
no wind, creating a soundless vacuum around him. He strained 
his ears, but all he could hear was the beating of his own heart.

Joe crept onward, searching every room. Dried meat and 
other provisions filled the pantry. A piece of sealskin, still 
threaded with a bone needle, was left half-finished on the bed-
furs.

His heart sped up. He fought the unshakable feeling that 
something was wrong. Perhaps the family was having dinner 
with a neighbor, or the village members, about thirty in all, were 
gathering in another igloo?

He exited the empty home and trudged out into the snow 
again, heading for the next igloo. Over the mournful whistling 
of the wind, his thoughts raced. Where were the dogs? Where 
were the children? The wind stole away the sound of people’s 
voices, the usual sound of chatting and laughter that could be 
heard around dinner time. It was too late to be out fishing on the 
lake, which would be covered in a sheet of ice at this time of year. 
The sleds were still outside each igloo. His were the only tracks 
in the snow.

He called out once more. Silence.
The next Inuit home was the same. There was a meal on the 

table, a mostly eaten caribou stew, but it was cold. The cooking 
fire was dead.

And the next, empty, caribou hide clothing left laid out on a 
bed.
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He checked every single home with ever-increasing 
apprehension. He stopped announcing himself, afraid to raise 
his voice. He created a mental tally of each silent house as he 
searched it. One, two, three... five, six.... He lost count, his 
searching becoming ever more frantic and desperate. He began 
to run, stumbling through the thick snow.

He made it down to the rocky shore of the lake. Each kayak, 
made of sealskin stretched over willow branches, was often used 
to travel on the river to hunt caribou, as most of the year the 
lake was frozen over. But the kayaks were still pulled up on the 
boulder-strewn bank of the lake, where they were most of the 
year.

As he stumbled back up the hill, his foot caught on something 
hidden beneath the snow and he toppled forward, landing on 
top of something underneath the crunchy powder of the snow. 
Something cold and stiff.

No, he thought, his heart skipping a beat. He scrambled to 
his knees and began to claw through the snow with his hands.

He uncovered a paw first, sticking at an awkward angle out 
of the snow. Then the rest of the dog’s body, ice matted in its fur. 
Its frozen tongue lolled out of its open mouth, which was filled 
with snow. Its eyes were blank and dead.

Continuing to dig frantically, he found another dog corpse in 
the bank. And another one. He couldn’t tell how they’d died, but 
it was as if they had all been neatly stacked here afterward, left 
to be buried by snow and ice.

He stumbled to his feet and hastened up the hill, back 
through the village. He did not want to know if the people were 
piled in a big heap somewhere in this storm, or floating under 
the frozen surface of the lake, blank faces staring up through the 
ice.

He only knew that he couldn’t stay here overnight through 
the storm. The thought of resting in one of the empty igloos, 
eating the cold, abandoned food -- it frightened him.

There was a telegraph office miles away. He would walk 
overnight, despite the blizzard, and notify the Mounted Police of 
the villagers’ disappearance.

“What’s your name?” asked the officer.
“Joe Labelle.” They sat in a room at the telegraph office. 

The officer had taken off his hat and hung it on a peg. Joe was 
wrapped in several blankets and had been given a cup of broth,

which warmed him from the inside out.
“And you’re telling me that this village... All of the residents 

disappeared overnight?”
“During the day,” the other, younger officer seated in the 

chair next to him supplied helpfully. “He said he got there at 
nightfall.”

The older officer’s mustache twitched, but he simply waited 
for Joe to speak.

“Yes,” he said slowly. He’d already told them all of this, in the 
telegraph message he’d sent to their headquarters. “The village 
on Lake Angikuni. I’ve traded there many times. There’s about 
thirty people living there. I’ve known them several years. But I 
arrived there last night to find the homes completely deserted, 
and the dogs... Their dogs were dead and piled in the snow.” 
He paused for breath. “Please, sir, you must go back there and 
find them. They could be dead, or trapped somewhere, or...” He 
trailed off, exhausted. He hadn’t slept and was nearly ready to 
collapse from fatigue.

The officer’s brow furrowed, his eyebrows bushy enough to 
rival that of any rugged fur trapper. “Mr. Labelle,” he began, 
folding his hands on top of the table. “I’ll be honest with you. 
Upon receiving your message, I searched our records of this 
region, and...” He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “There’s no 
note in our records of any native village on Angikuni Lake. It... 
does not exist.”

The words echoed in his brain, bouncing off the walls of his 
skull.

“But... that’s impossible!” Joe sputtered, his voice loud and 
angry in the quiet room. “Your records must be wrong! I’ve 
known them for years, I’ve been trading with them for years--”

The officer raised a hand, cutting him off. “I didn’t come 
all the way out here to tell you the village does not exist. It is 
possible that there’s an error in our records. We will follow you 
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to this village, if it is indeed real, and conduct an investigation.”

They set out that very morning on three horses, after several 
hours of restless sleep on Labelle’s part. Though he’d ridden 
before, he was not a good rider, and shifted uncomfortably in 
the saddle, having to remind himself repeatedly not to squeeze 
the horse’s sides too tightly with his thighs.

The two officers followed his lead north. Joe suspected their 
readiness to aid him was driven by an eagerness to be done with 
this assignment and go home. Neither of them seemed to hold 
the same tightness in his shoulders as Joe, nor felt the anxious 
sickness in his stomach as they grew closer. The officers chatted 
easily with each other until the village came into sight, when 
silence fell upon the group.

The village was the same as he’d left it. Empty. Haunted.
Rubbing his mustache, the older officer appeared deep in 

thought as they reconvened just outside the last few igloos. “Do 
the Eskimos have another camp where they could have gone?” 
he questioned, reasonably, seeming not terribly troubled by the 
circumstances they had found. The younger officer, however, 
was pale and silent.

“This was their home. Why would they suddenly leave? In 
the middle of dinner, during a blizzard,” Joe fired back, fury 
kindling in his belly at the older officer’s lack of concern.

The officer’s mustache turned downward, looking at Joe with 
distaste that dripped from his tone when he again spoke. “What 
was the nature of your relationship with the Eskimos? Strictly 
business?”

“What does it matter? People are missing. Possibly dead. 
And you don’t care to figure out what happened?” Joe scoffed 
in disgust, going for his horse. “Fuck you. I’m going to find them 
even if you--”

A blunt force, the butt of one of the Mountie’s rifles, cracked 
across the back of his skull.

The world flashed white. And then was black. 

Joe woke to a pounding headache and darkness pressing 

against his eyes, lying on a smooth, tiled surface. He wore the 
same clothes, but his rifle was gone. The scents here were alien: 
the scents of plaster, paint, and strange chemicals filled his 
nostrils. A recently constructed building. 

Voices filtered through a door. He stifled a groan as he pushed 
himself into a sitting position.

“... to do with him...?”
“...weren’t aware of... trader with close relations... brought 

Mounties into this... can’t have... official record... no choice but... 
keep him...”

A cold bolt of fear struck Joe’s heart just as bright lights 
flickered on, momentarily blinding him. A door opened.

“Ah, good, you’re awake.” A figure in a lab coat stepped 
toward him, stopping a few feet away. “How are you feeling, Mr. 
Labelle?”

“What have you done with them?” Joe demanded, jolting to 
his feet, only to find that his leg was chained to the wall.

“The Eskimos?” The doctor figure, a tall, pale, and pointy 
man, cocked his head at him as if he were some kind of interesting 
specimen. “They’re here, of course. All thirty-one of them. And 
you.” The man sighed sadly. “You couldn’t just leave it alone, 
could you? You could have moved on, lived the rest of your life.”

“What is this place?” Joe cried, yanking futilely at his chained 
leg.

“This is the North American Institution for Human 
Psychological and Physical Advancement, or NAIHPPA, if you’d 
rather.”

Joe stared at him, filled with dread. “What...?”
“We’re a scientific institution that is truly dedicated to 

improving the human race,” the man in the lab coat continued. 
“You see, live experimentation on humans is necessary for the 
advancement of science, but some races are more viable than 
other races for this purpose. Some will be less missed than 
others. Your involvement was not intended, but unfortunately, 
you know too much and cannot be allowed to leave.”

Screams of rage and fear tore from Joe’s throat, and he 
lunged at the man, his hands balled into fists, but was stopped
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by the manacle around his ankle. The man simply left the room, 
turning the light off behind him.

Joe sank once more to the floor, his mind traveling the paths 
that had led him here. 

He’d run as far as he could from the horrors of humanity. 
Into the wilderness, where he found struggle and harshness 
but also peace. There was no malice in nature, not even in the 
bear that had tried to kill him; she’d only been protecting her 
child. He’d found kindness in the people who lived off the harsh 
landscape without trying to conquer its fierce beauty. And yet 
the horror of humankind had followed him here, to the end of 
the world. And for what? For what? He cried out, but his voice 
was swallowed by silence.

            ***
In a clearing in the forest, a dark, hulking shape sat hunched 

in the snow. A grizzly munching on berries. She paused in her 
scavenging and lifted her huge head, looking up, where the 
emerald and violet lights of the aurora borealis danced brightly 
in the sky.

               rachel mckimmy


