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It’s hard to imagine a typical journalistic assignment in Greenland, and, as experience has shown, there is often a crime associated with each of them. Why then should a geological field trip to Camp Century prove any different? Of course, I knew it wasn’t a run-of-the-mill geology expedition, there were far too many colourful characters in the mix, including the technical advisor, Arika Jones, chosen for her knowledge of glaciers and ice, but none the less interesting for her Australian Aboriginal background. I could write a whole article just about her. But my editor wanted more than a personal profile piece. He said there was something strange about the expedition, that when he saw the list of expedition members, he just knew something was going on. I had to admit, the American historian in his fifties, together with his Greenlandic companion, piqued my interest. The fact that they went missing on the third day after their arrival at camp just added to the intrigue. That was when Arika took over.

“It’s likely,” she said, “that they have fallen down a crevasse. Lærke has organised the teams for the search.”

I shuffled my feet in the snow as Lærke Toft Hansen, the Danish leader of the geology expedition, took a step forward. She ran a gloved finger down a list of names tacked to an old-fashioned clipboard, calling out the leaders before assigning two more people to each team.

“I realise we’re still getting to know each other,” she said, brushing her grey fringe to one side. “So, it makes sense just to remind you who we’re looking for.” She hugged the clipboard to her chest, pressing the air out of her thick winter jacket, and said, “Most of you know Josh Shellenberger.” She paused at a quick wave of smiles that spread between the expedition members – twelve in all, including me, but minus Josh and his companion. “Josh is our resident historian, and I know he has entertained many of you with his Camp Century stories on the flight up here. But you might not have met his companion, Serminnguaq Satorana. She joined us at Thule Air Base. Both of them are in their fifties. And now, obviously,” she said, with a nod to the group assembled in front of her, “they are missing. It might be they just went for a walk…”

“And broke the first rule of camp,” Arika said. “No-one leaves camp without permission and they can only get that by signing out with either Lærke or me in the main tent.”

It struck me that Arika was perfect for the job of safety advisor, but I did wonder if she was capable of relaxing, and how she would react when the expedition members actually started to venture beyond the camp perimeter.

“Yes,” Lærke said. “But if they have just gone for a walk, then I’m hoping they haven’t gone far.”

“They don’t need to go far to get into trouble,” Arika said. “This area is riddled with crevasses, and God knows what else,” she said, fiddling with the film badge dosimeter hanging from a lanyard around her neck.

I checked my own badge and wondered just how much radiation was too much and how I would even know? I had missed Josh Shellenberger’s impromptu talk about radioactive waste from Camp Century. One of the younger members of the expedition had put him on the spot. But I remembered Arika’s comments about shifting ice, and how the waste had been spread over a massive area since the reactor was removed in 1967. I looked at my feet. I could be standing on top of radioactive waste without even knowing it. Arika’s voice dragged me back to the job at hand as she checked everyone’s climbing harness, the ropes connecting each team, and the ice axes we carried.

“You’re a journalist?” she said, as she tugged at the loop at the front of my harness.

“Yes.”

“Danish?”

“Yes.”

“Your government has been awfully quiet about this, hasn’t it?”

“You mean the radiation?”

“I mean the camp, the radiation, the lack of clean-up, the deniability – yes,” she said. “I mean all of those things.”

“Well,” I said, wondering where to start.

“Are you going to write about it?”

“I’m going to write about something. That is why I’m here.”

Arika stopped fussing for a second and stared into my eyes. I had never met an Australian Aboriginal before, but despite being wrapped up in high-tech climbing equipment, including a shapely short-waisted winter jacket with a high collar, Arika seemed to radiate something of the desert, together with a passion for the land. The thick black curls of her hair escaping from the fleece hat sitting snug on her head, bobbed as she sniffed in the cold, before tapping me on the shoulder so that she could check the back of my harness.

“I don’t like having civilians on an expedition,” she said. Her fingers dug into the back of my thighs as she untwisted one of the leg loops.

“You’re a civilian.”

“I meant non-climbers.” 

She tapped me again and I turned around. I waited for her to say something more, but she just shook her head. 

“Will I do?”

“You’ll do,” she said. “Just stay with your group.”

I watched Arika walk away, crunching the surface layer of snow beneath her winter climbing boots. She was shorter than me, but she walked tall. That was the impression I got. It was the impression she left on everyone, according to the chatter in the camp at night. I shrugged and found my team, letting the leader clip me into the rope that would keep us all secured and stop the civilians from wandering off. His face was hidden behind polarised goggles, the kind that reflect a petrol rainbow of colour, but he smiled, and I felt instantly more welcome, despite my lack of climbing experience. I was just about to ask his name, to check if I had remembered correctly. He could have been Brian or Roger. But when someone shouted that they had found Josh, it didn’t seem to matter anymore.

The four teams trudged across the ice to a dip just beyond the camp perimeter. The ice flowed in a classic tongue shape down towards the west, its tip curling sharply to the north, revealing a hollow beneath the curl. Lærke called out for everyone to wait, which we didn’t, and to be careful, which we weren’t. Only Arika’s sharp tongue stopped anyone from walking too closely to the body sprawled in the snow ahead of us. 

Arika unclipped her safety line and approached the body, one hand on her ice axe, digging it into the surface of the ice with each step. She stuffed the axe into the ice to one side of the body, before she knelt beside it to turn it over.

Even at the distance Arika had us wait I recognised Josh Shellenberger’s face, although his cheeks were more flushed than I remembered, as if he had struggled for air during his last moments.

“He’s dead,” Arika said. She turned to look over her shoulder at Lærke. “You’re going to have to call someone.”

Lærke nodded. She tugged at the chest pocket of her jacket, her fingers fumbling with the flap and the zip, before she pulled out a satellite phone. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I’ll call.”

We all watched as she tried to remove her gloves and hold the satellite phone, but even though it was cold, it seemed to me that her fingers were shaking far more than the temperature warranted. 

“Let me help you,” I said, taking a step forward. 

“Wait.”

I felt a tug at my waist as Brian – I think that was his name – unclipped my safety line. I nodded my thanks and then strode the last few metres to Lærke.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “My fingers...”

“It’s all right.” I turned the phone in my hand and unlocked the keypad.

“Do you really think he’s dead?”

“He looks it,” I said. I pulled up the pre-set list of contacts and found the number for the emergency services. “I guess we need the police? If he’s dead…”

“He’s definitely dead,” Arika said. She nodded at the phone in my hand. “You may as well talk to them. You’re Danish.”

“They speak English,” I said, but she had already moved away, drawing Lærke with her. Arika spoke in hushed tones, but I heard words to the effect of be strong and leadership, and then I decided to make the call.

Once I had explained the situation to the control centre, and they had ascertained that no-one was in danger, and that the victim was indeed dead – Arika confirmed with a sharp nod of her head when I repeated the question in English – they said they would send a local police officer, and that we shouldn’t touch the body before they arrived. I confirmed that we would wait in camp, but it never occurred to me that we were still missing one person. The shock of discovering a dead member of the expedition stunned everybody with the same numbing paralysis. 
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