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Introduction

 

It’s taken a while to reach this point, but you are now about to read Crocodile Beat, a stand-alone novel set in the Greenland Missing Persons series. This is the third incarnation of Crocodile Beat, and, fortunately, it is the one that makes the most sense to me.

 

My main reason for writing a stand-alone novel connected to the series was to change the narrator’s POV. All the Greenland Missing Persons stories are written in the first person as Constable Petra ‘Piitalaat’ Jensen. And, while I love her dearly, and enjoy writing in her voice, it does limit the scope of a story when Petra has to be present in every single chapter.

 

Crocodile Beat is different. It’s also a bit of a Greenland Missing Persons experiment.

 

Writing in the third person allows me to throw everything at this book, and, more specifically, everybody. However, while it might be called a stand-alone novel, readers of the Greenland Missing Persons series can choose to read it between The Boreal Tattoo and The Last Day of Old Magic. It’s not necessary to read those stories to enjoy Crocodile Beat, but chronologically, that’s where it falls.

 

My hope is to give you a fun, action-packed and fast-paced story with familiar characters doing what they do, with a few surprises in between. Another surprise is the setting, and I have to admit, to date, I have never been to Australia, something Australian readers will discover the second they start reading this book. (Insert rolling of eyes here!) But, dear reader, from whatever country you choose to read from, I hope you have fun with Petra and Co. I certainly did.

 

Chris

July 2022

Denmark
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Glossary of West Greenlandic words

 

aap – yes

ana – grandmother

anaana – mother

angakkoq – shaman

ata – grandfather

ataata – father

eeqqi – no (East Greenland)

iiji – yes (East Greenland)

imaqa – maybe

kaffemik – celebration/party

kamikker/kamiks – sealskin boots

mattak – whale skin and blubber delicacy

naamik – no

qajaq – kayak

qujanaq – thank you

suna? – what?

tuttu – reindeer

ukaleq – Arctic hare
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Prologue

 

No one knew quite how or exactly when the small, flame red Japanese car arrived on the remote Arctic Island of Uummannaq, but everyone knew the car’s owner history, from the first driver to the last. 

Aansi Assakaasoq had it for three years and five tyres and was driving his daughter to school when a large stone chipped the windscreen that cracked the glass like a lightning strike, driver’s top left to passenger bottom right, forcing Aansi to peer beneath the crack for a clear view of the road ever after. A lack of spare parts and glass forced him to persevere until he sold it. 

Imiili Quianartoq bought it in exchange for a hunter’s dinghy. The winter’s day he drove it down the slipway and onto the sea ice, spinning doughnuts around the small fishing trawlers frozen fast in the harbour, was a day most people remembered, even those who weren’t there. The small car with the lightning crack in the glass, with its bumps and dents on the side panels, and the seagull caught in the bonnet when Imiili plucked it from an anchor line, was legendary. Just being from Uummannaq gave islanders the authority to tell the story, and it got better with every telling. 

Uuliina Arritsoq, a middle-aged teacher new to the island, drove the famous compact sedately during the two years she owned it, after the police confiscated the car from Imiili. She never drove more than ten kilometres an hour, even uphill, although the roar of the engine straining with the effort to reach the top of Uummannaq’s icy mountain roads drove her neighbours to distraction. But she made it to the top every time. She even changed the windscreen. But that turned out to be bad luck, and the very next day she drove to the store, the toilet truck spat a thumb-sized lump of granite at her from its rear wheels, and the windscreen cracked again – more lightning, but from passenger top right to driver’s bottom left leaving the view relatively unobscured. 

But the last owner of the much loved, much revered Suzuki could never have imagined the car’s fate, nor her own, on that terrible day at the end of spring, six hundred kilometres north of the Arctic Circle.
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Vitta Qunusuitsoq’s breath misted the inside of the glass, obscuring her view as she spun the compact Suzuki into the bend at the bottom of the hill above Uummannaq harbour. The engine gave a throaty roar as she shifted gear, stamping her foot on the accelerator, missing second, crunching into first, as she looked over her left shoulder. The single predatory light of the snowmobile glared at her until the bump of the tyres in the gravel and sand clumped on the side of the road forced her to look straight ahead. Vitta yanked at the steering wheel, straightening the Suzuki before slamming on the brakes – the second time she had touched them since fleeing from her house. The engine shuddered and ticked, waiting for Vitta to make a decision. She looked at the road ahead, knowing she had less than two hundred metres to the police station. If only the police were on the island, she would have driven straight there. But the station was empty. Everyone knew the two police constables were responding to a fire on a fishing trawler at the edge of the ice. It was on the radio, and the chatter from the VHF sets filled the living rooms and kitchens of most of the houses in Uummannaq. 

And the streets were empty.

Just like the police station.

Vitta looked over her shoulder, saw the flicker of the snowmobile’s headlight as the driver revved the engine, and then swallowed.

Her breath caught in her throat. She smeared a tear from her cheek with the back of her hand, sniffed as she wiped her nose. Vitta’s long black hair clung to her cheek, sticky with sweat, snot, and more tears.

She looked at the ramp leading from the road onto the sea ice, almost smiled as she recalled the story of Imiili pulling doughnuts between the trawlers, and then stomped her foot on the accelerator. Vitta clung to the steering wheel as the Suzuki leapt forward. She gritted her teeth, guiding the tiny car onto the ice, holding her breath as the wheels bumped over the ice foot, tyres squealing with rubber screams, until they spun onto the flat ice between the boats and Vitta surged away from the island.

The snowmobile followed, headlight sweeping across the snow, playing an unnecessary light over the museum building and historical turf huts as the driver steered down the icy hill in pursuit of Vitta and the flame red Suzuki streaking across the ice.

The late spring evening light shone upon the drama unfolding on the ice, but the drama at the ice edge north of the island kept all but a handful of teenagers clustered at home around the radio. Later, when interviewed, those same teens, soon to be school-leavers walking the streets in circuits around the island, would say they saw Vitta in the Suzuki, confirm that she was driving fast, and that there was a snowmobile on the ice.

“A new one,” they said. “Not from the island. Maybe from one of the settlements.”

They didn’t know who drove the snowmobile.

But Vitta did.

She saw him in the rear-view mirror as the late sun flashed across his visor. She knew the eyes behind the mask, had once fallen for them, drinking deep of the soft browns, just like her own, as she succumbed to the man’s charms, another drink, a gentle touch – the promise of more. But as she watched the snowmobile close the gap between them, her lips trembled. Gone was the electric touch of the rough skin of his fingers on her bare shoulder, the hint of cigarette smoke in his thick black hair when she curled her thin fingers into it. The electric touch became a shock, the hint of smoke an acrid fire, like the thick palls of smoke from the rubber tyres burning on the town dump. She closed her eyes for a second, pressed her lids so tight she thought they would cut her skin, but still she saw his smile, now a leer, hungry like the predator lamp that burned into the rear-view mirror, into her eyelids and then her eyes as she snapped them open to stare at the ice ahead of her.

She would drive to Saattut, as fast as she could, as fast as the ice allowed her to.

But the settlement of Saattut was still twenty kilometres away. Vitta glanced at the fuel gauge. Uuliina said it was broken, that she must remember to fill up even when it was half full as half was less than ten kilometres.

Uummannaq had roughly seven kilometres of road wrapped around the town on the side of the mountain.

Saattut was twenty-one kilometres from harbour to harbour, twenty-two – the same age as Vitta – if drivers wanted to avoid the spongy bit of ice at the corner of Salliaruseq. 

It didn’t matter. It was still eleven or twelve kilometres more than she had in the tank.

Vitta bumped the Suzuki out of the twin-tracks in the ice and steered the car to the eastern side of the island. She frowned as she tried to remember how far it was to the edge of the ice. She knew it was breaking up, that the supply ship from Royal Arctic Line had warned it would soon plough a channel through the last of the ice to the harbour, cutting the ice into two. The ship was on its way. The sea was already mostly ice free from Illorsuit to Uummannaq. The edge of the ice wasn’t far.

She could make it.

“I can make it.”

Vitta glanced in the mirror, swallowed as she saw the snowmobile adjust course, speeding up until the gap was the same as it was when she was on the ice road to Saattut. No closer, but no further, either.

“I can make it,” she said, her breath steaming in front of her.

The ice was strong. The crumble and thud of it under the wheels vibrated into the car, through the wheel, into Vitta’s hands, rumbling into her body where it collided with the adrenaline coursing through her system.

“I can make it.”

She stomped her foot on the accelerator, ignoring Uuliina’s cautionary voice in her head, pushing it to one side until she heard Imiili’s cackle as he spun the Suzuki around the harbour. 

But it wasn’t a cackle, and it wasn’t Imiili. 

Vitta glanced once more at the mirror and caught herself grinning, laughing, fresh tears glistening in her eyes as she pictured the two, maybe three kilometres, she had to drive until she reached the edge of the ice. Just three kilometres more and she would see the dark blue police patrol car parked beside the smoking hull of the trawler.

That was the latest news she had heard before rushing out of the house. The trawler was smoking. Two of the crew were unconscious. The police were on their way, the ambulance too. Vitta just had to get around the eastern side of the island, within sight of the trawler. She would blast the horn as she drove. Maybe that would be enough to put him off?

Another glance in the mirror.

She glared at the snowmobile.

“Aap,” she said. “That will make him stop.”

But the island was longer than she remembered, and the far corner to the east was in shadow.

The sun curled around the mountains, dipping behind a glacier top, a summit, casting long cold shadows across the ice. The Suzuki juddered and Uuliina’s voice burst into Vitta’s head, warning her again for a second time not to trust the fuel gauge, that it was always emptier than she imagined – always.

The car juddered again, and Vitta’s mouth went dry. She felt the twinge in her bladder, the same twinge she would feel at the start of a swimming race when she lived in Nuuk. She never did overcome the nervous start to a race, never could get it out of her head.

And now he was in her head, him, and the predator’s eye at the front of the snowmobile.

Vitta looked at the corner of the island, knew she wouldn’t make it all the way to the edge of the ice, to the police and their patrol cars. And then, as her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, she remembered the hunter’s cabin, the tiny, rundown shack on one of the dog islands barely higher than the water, where a few hunters let their dogs roam unshackled each summer. The Suzuki shuddered again and again she changed course, heading for the closest dog island, the one with the cabin – the cabin with the door.

It was always open.

She had been there once, twice even.

The door could be shut from the inside. There was a thick iron bolt. She would bolt it.

“And wait,” she said, ungluing her tongue to speak. “I’ll wait for someone. They’ll see the car. All I have to do is wait.”

Vitta willed the Suzuki to drive the last three hundred metres to the dog island. She whooped when she saw it, then glared at the man on the snowmobile, catching her reflection in the mirror, wondering if she was as strong as she thought she was, if she was strong enough.

The Suzuki ran dry just ten metres from the island.

Vitta opened the door as the car rolled to a stop.

She left the door open and ran, jerking her cardigan free when the buttons caught on a finger of rust. Her breath frosted into her eyelashes, and the cold sleeved the tips of her hair in white socks of rime frost. It punched into her lungs, made her cough as she ran, but Vitta kept going, kept running, spurred on by the dirty whine of the snowmobile as the driver followed. 

Vitta slipped on the ice foot surrounding the island. She clambered over the pressure ridges pressing against the smooth rock, found her feet, and ran the last three metres to the cabin door. The windows were shuttered, battened down to deter bears, but the door was unlocked. Vitta giggled as her fingers grasped the handle. She yanked it up, not down, congratulating herself on mastering yet another device designed to deter bears. The man on the snowmobile would know that trick, but would he know about the bolt on the inside? He was new to the island. It’s what made him interesting. But no more. Now Vitta was at the cabin, inside, throwing the bolt. The man was just a man, and the bolt was heavy in her hands. 

She stopped there, behind the door, pressing her forehead into the flaky wood, ignoring the pinch of cold from the metal, clasping the bolt in her hand, holding it tight. Vitta held her breath, expecting the man to come.

“Saaja,” she said, giving him a name.

It was the name he had given her. It might even be his real name. But she didn’t care anymore. It didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was the bolt. The bolt and the shutters – a glance at the window – secured from the inside. 

Of course, other things like the pot-bellied stove would become important as she waited, as her breath pearled on the collar of her jacket, and her skin felt tacky in the cold metal clutch of the bolt.

She heard the shudder and click of the snowmobile as Saaja turned off the engine. She pressed her eye to a crack in the door, turned to peer at Saaja as he paced around her car. She swallowed again – mouth dry. If the shutters were open, she would have a better view, could see what he was doing. She turned her head, wondering if she should open them just a little.

The first crack of something hard – metal against ice – brought her sharply back to the peephole. She heard another crack, then a splash. The ice was thinner than she thought. She saw Saaja lift a pole – the length of a broomstick – and strike the ice with the sharp metal adze screwed to one end. She swallowed again, trying to remember if she had seen the ice staff attached to the side of the snowmobile, knowing she hadn’t, but guessing he brought it with him.

“Or took it from outside the cabin.”

It was possible.

Anything was possible.

Even rescue.

Vitta heard the distant thunder of an approaching helicopter and sighed. 

Saved.

She pressed her eye to the peephole. Saaja kept digging, working his way around her car, unperturbed by the helicopter, focused on the ice, until the thud thud thud of the helicopter shook the walls of the cabin and Saaja looked up and waved.
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Twenty-three-year-old Police Constable Petra Jensen curled a loose strand of long black hair behind her ear as she picked through a pile of clean clothes in her bedroom. She winced as a sharp pain ran through her shoulder, reminding her of the bullet that had nicked her skin, and the tablets she needed to take to continue the course of antibiotics. She pressed her hand on her shoulder, feeling for the bandage hidden beneath her pyjamas. The wound had festered shortly after she had been treated, and Petra’s recent exertions on the cruise ship Tranquil Prospect had aggravated the wound, not to mention her supervising officer Sergeant Kiiu Duneq. Petra called him Sergeant Jowls on account of his generous neck that matched his ample girth. Most people called him George. Petra pushed further thoughts of Duneq out of her mind as she padded barefoot into the kitchen of her apartment. She opened the bottle of penicillin and took a tablet and a glass of water across the open kitchen to the lounge area where she stood for a moment, staring across the sun-dappled fjord separating the relatively new housing area of Qinngorput from the centre of Nuuk, Greenland’s capital city.

“What were you thinking, Jensen?”

It was always the way – trying not to think about Duneq only made it worse. She could hear his voice in her head, almost as if he was in her apartment, blaring at her for one misdemeanour or another. To be fair, it was usually another, and in a more empathetic state of mind, Petra might agree she wasn’t the easiest of charges, and already during the brief period of work since graduating the police academy, Petra had had more than her fair share of incidents.

And misdemeanours, she thought.

Petra popped the tablet into her mouth and swallowed it with a sip of water.

What was I thinking?

Duneq had already decided she hadn’t thought at all, and if it had been up to him Petra would be looking for a new job, not packing for a conference on the other side of the world.

Australia.

It was part of her so-called intervention, and an example of exactly the kind of thing that caused such friction between her and her supervisor.

“If it wasn’t for your friends,” he once told her, sneering as he said the word friends, “you would be off the force already.”

Petra often wondered if it was true that if her colleagues, senior officers – all the way to the commissioner – weren’t looking out for her, she would have failed as a police constable. If it wasn’t for her results, she might have. But Petra’s traits, the ones that drove Duneq nuts, were the very things that allowed her to get the job done. A blend of curiosity, naivety, determination, and dumb luck seemed to be just the right mix, no matter what Duneq thought. 

“I get the job done,” she said, smiling as she turned away from the window to continue packing. “In my own way.”

Petra stopped herself at the door, curious that she might afford herself a pat on the back, when normally it was the last thing she ever thought about. Although, perhaps, lately, she had earned it.

“And this is my reward,” she said, biting back another stab of pain as she picked through her clothes wondering what an Australian winter really meant, and if it wasn’t just a Greenlandic summer in disguise?

Atii Napa – constable, confidant, and, in the case of the intervention, co-conspirator – assured her something between a bikini and skiing suit would be fine.

“Really?”

“Aap,” Atii said, when Petra had called her earlier in the day. “Why not?”

“Because it’s winter in Australia.”

Atii’s shrug on the other end of the line was unmistakable. “Take everything, P,” she said, adding, “But leave something hot for tonight.”

“Hot?”

“Sexy,” Atii said. “We’re hitting Mattak after work. Remember?”

“Yes,” Petra said, sighing as she remembered the leaving party Atii had arranged, making sure Petra knew Sergeant Taatsiaq Sinniisi would be there, along with Gaba, and maybe even Constable Kuno Schmidt.

“But he’s got an early shift tomorrow,” she had said, before quickly finishing the call to catch a ride to the shooting range.

Petra struggled with sexy, even when Atii helped her pick out an outfit. She abandoned her packing and searched through her clothes in the wardrobe, pulling out a flannel shirt and skinny jeans, guessing that both were tight enough to be sexy if she wore them right. Of course, Atii had also said it was Petra’s hair that made all the difference.

“And makeup,” Petra said with a sigh, wondering how much she would need to hide her recent collection of bumps and scrapes. It came with the territory, although she struggled to think of just how many times Atii had to help her hide a cut or a bruise with makeup.

Petra dumped her shirt and jeans on the bed next to the clothes she wanted to take to Australia and then padded back into the kitchen in search of coffee. She poured a cup from the jar on the machine, tugged her smartphone from her pocket, and slumped onto the sofa. 

She ran through the list of names Atii had said would be at the nightclub, stiffening a little at the thought of Sergeant Gaba Alatak, his muscular frame, and his shaved and oiled scalp. There was something about him – there was always something about him, and that something had the potential to cause problems between her and Atii. 

Always. 

They didn’t talk about it.

It had never been resolved.

And now Atii was setting her up with Taatsiaq – again.

Of course, there were other men in Petra’s life, and before she knew what she was doing, she had opened the list of contacts in her phone and swiped her thumb across the number for the most reserved, some might say sullen, man she knew.

Constable David Maratse answered after eight rings, and Petra smiled as she imagined him fumbling the phone out of an inner pocket.

“Iiji,” he said through a crackle of static.

“David? It’s Petra.” She paused for a second, waiting for Maratse to recognise her. A pinch of a frown developed on her brow when he didn’t. “Petra Jensen.”

“Piitalaat,” Maratse said, and Petra’s frown deepened as he used her Greenlandic name.

“Where are you? The line is terrible.”

“On the ice.”

“With your dogs?”

“With dogs,” Maratse said, followed by another static filled pause. “Looking for something.”

“Someone?”

“Iiji,” he said. “I’m looking for someone.”

“You’re working then?”

Petra bit her lip as she rolled her eyes. Of course he was working. Maratse was always on the job. “But you were in Ilulissat last time we met,” she said, remembering the emotions – a mix of relief and curious expectation – that flooded her body when Maratse found her aboard the Tranquil Prospect.

“I’m in Uummannaq,” Maratse said. “Looking for…”

“Someone.” Petra sighed. “Yes, you said that.”

Another burst of static crackled down the line.

“I have to go Piitalaat,” Maratse said. “I need to find Vitta.”

“Who’s Vitta?”

Petra waited for Maratse to answer.

“I have to go,” he said. 

The line crackled for another three seconds before the connection was lost. Petra slid the phone into her lap. She stared at it as she curled her fingers around her coffee. 

Maratse was a strange one, about as unlikely a police officer as she had ever met. And yet, there was something about him that intrigued her. Atii knew it, teased her about it, and yet, and yet nothing ever happened, leading Petra to often wonder why. He was older, of course, and it might have been enough. 

But still…

Maratse.

Petra shrugged the thought away, finished her coffee, then checked the time on her phone. She left half a mug of coffee on the floor by her sofa, then returned to the bedroom to dress, fix her hair, apply a little makeup, and then rush for the bus into town. The brisk walk in the cool spring air gave her cheeks a little more colour, enough for Atii to say she looked flushed when she arrived, to which Taatsiaq responded, giving Petra a second look as he chatted to Gaba outside the entrance of Mattak.

“We’re early,” Gaba said, taking command as he always did with a deep voice to match his physique. “But they’ll let us in, and I’ve ordered burgers from next door.” He held up his hand, cutting off Petra’s question before it left her lips. “We could eat next door, but I’ve booked one of Mattak’s rooms. This is a celebration. We eat first, drink a little, dance after.” He cracked a smile and said, “It’s a going away party. For your intervention, Petra.”

Atii sniggered, drawing a look from Petra. Taatsiaq simply stared.

“If we’re ready?” Gaba said.

“Just the four of us?” Petra said, with a glance at Taatsiaq. She wondered if she had overdone it with the makeup, although it seemed to have the desired effect. Atii would approve, and from the smile on her face, she did.

“For the moment,” Gaba said. “Let’s go.”

The stairs leading up to the first floor of the nightclub were narrow. Gaba took the lead with Atii close behind. Taatsiaq followed Petra, closer than she felt he should be, making her wonder what Atii might have told him, and what he expected to happen during the evening. She turned when they reached the top of the stairs, gave him a noncommittal smile, and then followed the others to their table. Petra draped her jacket on the back of her chair as Gaba ordered drinks, checked on the food, and then established the rules for the night.

“Drink comfortably,” he said.

“You mean sensibly,” Atii said, stifling a giggle.

“Since when was it comfortable to drink sensibly?” Gaba shook his head. “I mean, have fun, but remember who we are.”

It was the usual pep talk, a gentle reminder from a ranking officer about their position in society, especially when drinking in a public space. Petra had heard it before, and usually interpreted it as at least one person staying sober enough to get the others home. She had a flight the next morning. It made sense that it would be her, and she ordered a coke when the burgers arrived.

“Coke?” Taatsiaq said, with raised eyebrows.

“To begin with,” Petra said.

Taatsiaq took a slug of beer straight from the bottle. He reached out to brush a loose strand of hair from Petra’s shoulder, then frowned as she winced.

“Bullet wound,” she said, and then giggled at how absurd it sounded.

“I remember,” he said. “I was there.”

Petra nodded, then took his hand, squeezing it once as if to say thanks, although the memory of that day when she had taken a bullet still bothered her, not least as the result was the intervention, initiated by Gaba, signed-off by the commissioner, and agreed by all. Petra was close to losing it. No one had said it, not quite like that, but it was implied. Taatsiaq had been one of the few to witness the moment Petra lost it. At least enough to warrant an enforced period of leave. Atii had been there too, and the look she gave Petra from across the table suggested she hadn’t forgotten.

“I’m all right,” Petra said to Taatsiaq, and then again to the rest of the table. “I’m fine. Really, I am.”

“You think so,” Gaba said.

“I am so,” Petra said. She pushed her chair back, adding, “I need some air. I’ll be back.”

Taatsiaq stood up at the same time as Petra. “I’ll come with you.”

“No,” she said. “Don’t.”

Petra grabbed her jacket and headed for the door.

The steep stairs jogged a jumble of thoughts into her head. They crackled, like the static on the call to Maratse, but were laced with conflict as Petra struggled with the understanding that everyone was right, that everyone cared, but that she was tired of them being right and caring. She needed a break. She understood that. But maybe it had to be a clean break, not just a change of scene, but a change of faces.

The cool air flushed Petra’s cheeks once more as she walked back and forth along the street outside the nightclub. She pulled out her phone as a text message chimed on arrival. She swiped Atii’s message of concern to one side, then opened her list of contacts again.

A change is what I need.

Petra scrolled through the list, surprising herself as she searched, stopping on one name, her thumb hesitant above the call icon.

She checked the time. She didn’t need to add the four hours to know it was already late in Denmark, after midnight.

She pressed the screen – committed.

Petra held her breath as a sleepy voice answered in Danish.

“Adam?” she said.

“Yes?”

“It’s Petra.”
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Constable David Maratse ran a rough hand through his thick black hair and looked at the team of dogs pulling the sledge. He fumbled his mobile into the inside pocket of his dirty police jacket and leaned back against the canvas envelope bag slung between the sledge uprights. The metal runners grated across the ice, and with each bump, the wooden thwarts flexed and twisted within the bindings, absorbing the energy of each impact as Maratse clapped his hands softly to encourage the dogs. They were the best bunch of sledge dogs he had borrowed in what seemed like a very long time. If it wasn’t for the urgency of the journey, he might have enjoyed it even more. As it was, the dogs were the safest and most reliable way to search for Vitta Qunusuitsoq’s missing red Suzuki, last seen racing out of Uummannaq’s frozen harbour. The teenagers, Maratse quizzed as he prepared the dogs, said something about a snowmobile that might or might not have followed Vitta. 
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