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Introduction

 

Northwind is an Advent story originally released one episode each day for the first twenty-four days in December on my blog. It is a Christmas Calendar story, following on from Yule at Aurora Station. The story is episodic by design, to meet the format of a Christmas Calendar, with the tension rising each day, together with doubts that Christmas will come this year.

 

Northwind is a little different from my Greenland Crime books and the Greenland Missing Persons series you might be familiar with, with a stronger focus on Greenlandic myths and fantastical creatures.

 

This is not a crime story.

 

Northwind might be called a love letter to Greenland and its wonderful, if a little grim and ghastly, mythical beasts. It features Luui Angakkuarneq, the shaman’s daughter you might already know from the Greenland Missing Persons series. The year is 2043, and Luui must accept a challenge to secure safe passage for her pilot friend, to bring her home in time for Christmas.

 

Most of the beasts and spirits in this story can be found in Greenlandic mythology, and I have been inspired by a wonderful book that I highly recommend. If you want to know more about Greenlandic myths and the spirits and monstrous beasts populating them, you might want to pick up a copy of Bestiarium Groenlandica, edited by Maria Bach Kreutzmann. While I have been inspired by these beasts, I have given them a range of actions, thoughts, and motivations all my own. 

 

While reading this story, you might wonder at some of the descriptions, and wonder again at the target audience of this book. Let’s just say I am an adult who enjoys reading children’s stories. Would I let my kids (if I had any) read this story? Well, if they were Greenlandic, absolutely. Other more sensitive souls (and their sensitive parents)… Ah… not so much. Full confession, I wrote this story for myself. I hope you enjoy it too.

 

Juullimi Pilluarit! Merry Christmas!

 

Chris

December 2022

Denmark


 

 

 

 

Glossary of West Greenlandic words

 

aap – yes

ana – grandmother

anaana – mother

angakkoq – shaman

Arsarnerit – Northern Lights

ata – grandfather

ataata – father

eeqqi – no (East Greenland)

iiji – yes (East Greenland)

imaqa – maybe

naamik – no

Juulimaaq – Santa Claus/Father Christmas

Juullimi Pilluarit – Merry Christmas (singular)

Juullimi Pilluaritsi – Merry Christmas (plural)

kaffemik – celebration/party

kamikker/kamiks – sealskin boots

mattak – whale skin and blubber delicacy

qajaq – kayak

qujanaq – thank you

suna? – what?

terianniaq – fox

Tupilaq/Tupilak – a small magical figure made by shaman

Tupilaat – more than one Tupilaq/Tupilak

tuttu – reindeer

ukaleq – Arctic hare
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Marlunngorneq, Tuesday, December 1, 2043
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Luui Angakkuarneq, the shaman’s daughter, trudged to the top of a small rise in the foothills of the Svartenhuk Mountains at the north of Uummannaq fjord, six hundred kilometres above the Arctic Circle on the west coast of Greenland. Her breath beaded in frozen pearls on the deep neck of her wool sweater and coated the tips of her short dark hair in socks of rime ice. Luui thought nothing of it, focusing instead on tugging her feet out of the deep snow clinging to her sealskin kamiks that threatened to pull them off with each step. The tiny, fur clad Qamallarlutik accompanying Luui said nothing. Kalaagi, Naaluk’s older brother, cautioned his sister with a shake of the head each time she opened her mouth to comment on Luui’s progress.

“Leave her be,” he said.

“But if she took the ridge…”

“She doesn’t want to take the ridge.”

“It’s firmer and faster,” Naaluk said. “Why won’t she take it?”

“Luui doesn’t want firm or fast.”

“Because she’s stupid,” Naaluk said, albeit quietly, almost a whisper, as both she and her brother knew it was not true. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

“You shouldn’t.” Kalaagi pressed a tiny hand on Naaluk’s arm, holding her back as Luui struggled to free herself from another deep drift of snow.

“But why won’t she…”

“Because,” Kalaagi said, with a sigh, as he prepared to explain one more time why Luui Angakkuarneq was punishing herself, with yet another steep climb to the top of the saddle in the shadow of the Svartenhuk Mountains. “She’s looking for Aunix.”

“The pilot?”

“Aap,” Kalaagi said. “Of course, Aunix is the pilot. You know that already.”

“I know I know.” Naaluk rolled her eyes, compensating for her brother’s exasperated explanations each time they discussed the strange ways of Luui and the other big folk – including Aunix Cobick, the pilot – that continued to confound them. “But why doesn’t Luui know it’s easier to climb along the ridge?”

“She doesn’t want to know,” Kalaagi said. “She wants it to be difficult, because she thinks Aunix is having a difficult time…”

“And she feels guilty,” Naaluk said. She smiled as her brother was suddenly lost for words. “See, I know things,” she said. “I listen, and I see.”

“And you understand.”

“Don’t be so amazed, brother. Of course I understand.” Naaluk slipped her tiny hand out of the deep cuffs of her fur smock and pointed at Luui. “She feels guilty because she sent Aunix north to check on Sleeping Beauty.”

“Aap,” Kalaagi said, remembering the polar bear they had worked so hard to protect in the far north of Greenland. Sleeping Beauty was supposed to be the last polar bear, but Luui had found another, and then the two bears had found each other. “And Aunix has gone to check on them.”

“That’s what I said,” Naaluk said, giving her brother a swift slap on the arm. “Aren’t you listening?”

“I’m listening.”

“Then listen, brother,” Naaluk said. She pointed at Luui again. “Luui climbs the rise to listen for Aunix’ plane. She does this every day.”

“I know.”

“And we come with her every day.”

“We do.”

“Because we care about Luui.”

“Naaluk,” Kalaagi said. “You don’t have to tell me that. I know that.”

“I’m not telling you,” Naaluk said. “I’m telling them.”

Kalaagi ducked and looked around, as if they were suddenly surrounded.

“Stupid brother,” Naaluk said, giving Kalaagi another swipe on the arm. “I’m talking about them, the ones who are listening.”

“Listening?”

Naaluk pressed a tiny finger to her lips as she thought for a moment and then nodded. “Aap,” she said. “They are listening. Sort of.”

“Okay,” Kalaagi said. He stood up and brushed snow from his knees. “They’re listening, and we’re watching…”

“And Luui is nearly at the top of the rise,” Naaluk said. “We have to get there before the show starts.”

“The show?” Kalaagi huffed up the rise after his sister. “What show?”

Naaluk said nothing until she stopped just a short distance from Luui. When her brother caught up, she drew him close, pressed her face inside his deep fur hood and whispered in his ear. “Arsarnerit,” she said. “The Northern Lights.”

Kalaagi nodded, and then, when his sister pulled her face out of his hood, he took her hand, and together they watched a curtain of dark green lights drift and shimmer across the black winter sky above the mountains. The lights reflected on the snow, and on the face of the young Greenlander – twenty-eight years old – as she searched the sky for the lights of the tiny electric aircraft she had hoped to find twice a day when she climbed the rise to look for Aunix Cobick. Kalaagi took another look at the lights and then turned to look at Luui. He started as Naaluk squeezed his hand.

“She will be all right,” she said, when Kalaagi looked at her. “She’s strong, you know?”

“I know.”

“And smart. Perhaps the smartest girl…”

“Woman.”

“That’s what I said.” Naaluk rolled her eyes once more, mostly as she knew it made her brother frown each time she did it. “She’s strong and smart.” Naaluk let go of her brother’s hand to count Luui’s strengths on her tiny fingers. “She can conjure spirits. She knows how to stay warm when it’s cold, and cool when it’s hot.” Naaluk prodded Kalaagi’s arm and said, “That’s very important.”

“I know,” he said.

“And she’s brave.” Naaluk lifted her head to look up at Luui as the young Greenlandic woman stared north into the never-ending black sky. “Brave and reckless.”

“Aap,” Kalaagi said, as Luui turned to walk back down the rise to their cabin. “That’s what worries me.”

They watched Luui trudge back down the hill, held their breath as she sought out the deeper patches of newly drifted snow, and then followed at a discreet distance.

“You know what the problem is, don’t you, Brother?”

“And what’s that?”

Kalaagi stopped when Naaluk tugged at his fur smock. She pointed at the tumble of fresh snow plucked from the mountain and deposited in the prints Luui left in her wake as she walked back to the cabin.

“Northwind,” Naaluk said with a scowl. “She’s up to no good again.”

The Qamallarlutik looked up as the wind blew snow from the jagged peaks of Svartenhuk into a cloud of ice to compete with the Northern Lights above them. 

“She’s the reason Luui’s friend hasn’t arrived yet. And she’s got it in for Luui, I bet you.”

“Aap,” Kalaagi said. “You might be right.”

“I know I’m right,” Naaluk said. She swiped her brother on the arm a third time, and then tumbled down the hill after Luui, leaving Kalaagi alone with thoughts of a malevolent wind and the games she intended to play with Luui Angakkuarneq, the shaman’s daughter.
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Aunix Cobick wrestled with the stick and stamped her feet on the rudders, kicking the little electric-powered Piper Cub back on course each time the wind snatched at the tail or buffeted the wings. The tundra tyres – big and chunky for rough landings – also caught the wind’s eye as it slapped them, sending another round of shudders and shakes through the cockpit. Aunix pressed her forehead against the glass on the starboard side of the cockpit, holding it there as she spied the icy landscape below, searching for a suitable spot to land.

“Another one,” she said, her breath misting the glass as she reeled away from the window in anticipation of hitting her head in another round of turbulence. She caught her breath, changed her grip on the stick to ease the cramp in her fingers, and then stuffed it forward, plunging the little plane nose down towards a stretch of what looked like thick ice.

But not even the ice could be relied upon anymore, as temperatures soared above what was considered normal, and everything melted. Even the permafrost, exacerbating the problem as tonnes of methane previously locked in the frozen earth, was released into the atmosphere. 

“But at least Sleeping Beauty was all right. And the family,” Aunix said with a smile.

She let that part of her mind wander to the polar bears she had flown north to track while the other part of her mind calculated her speed, the rush of air gusting behind her tail as if the wind knew Aunix was racing for the hard deck and was determined to make her last minutes in the air as harrowing as possible.

“Well,” Aunix shouted as she stamped on the rudders, then wrestled the stick in one hand as she cranked the wing flaps with the other. “This is getting sporty.”

Sporty was, fortunately, what Aunix lived for, and the sportier the better.

There had been that one time, in Columbia, when she landed on a tiny strip of dirt cut into the rainforest. The wind had been sheer, coming in from her right, pushing the starboard side of the plane until she was heeled over with the tip of her port wing pointing straight down. The noise had been tremendous too, and worse as the wingtip thrashed through the foliage like a machete. It could have tipped the little piper – always Aunix’ plane of choice – onto its back, but she used the foliage like a brake, reducing speed, adding drag, and jerking the stick to the right while stamping on the pedals to force air over the tail as she righted the plane and dumped it on the dirt strip just metres before the jungle began again at the end of it.

That had been fun.

It had been what Aunix called a five on her personal scale of rough landings, where a three might crack a skid or bend a strut if she pranged a hidden boulder, a five required a few days of repairs – longer if she had to source parts.

The patch of ice dead ahead, right under her nose, looked like a two, requiring a little maintenance if the plane sustained some damage, but nothing she couldn’t repair with the tools and spares she carried beneath the passenger’s seat behind her. 

Although.

If the ice was thin, as she feared, then she might be facing a six, off the charts, resulting in an unrecoverable aircraft, and possible loss of life.

“But I made a promise,” Aunix said as she gritted her teeth. “Christmas in the cabin. That poor girl sees maybe three or four people a year. And I mean people, not spirits. Although the small folk are friendly enough. But no one of her own age, or…” Aunix fought for the words as the wind gave her another unhelpful shove from behind. “Species,” she said, pulling back on the stick and cursing as the airframe clattered and the wind howled the last hundred metres to the ice.

To the casual observer, Aunix’ yellow plane might have looked like a lost canary plummeting towards the patchy ice and snow of the High Arctic. They might have expected a cloud of feathers pluming into the black winter sky to be snatched by the wind as the little bird imploded on impact.

But the Piper was not a bird, and the ice was thick enough to take the weight if the tundra tyres survived the brunt of the impact.

Aunix pulled the stick back as far as she could, set her feet on the pedals, and took what might be her last breath, as the nose lifted ever so slowly – so… damned… slowly, until she could see the belly of mountains on the horizon, then a little more, and the peaks, meaning she was level – fabulously, wonderfully, ecstatically level, and the big fat tundra tyres kissed the ice with a lip-smacking rubbery smooch, defying the wind as Aunix bounced the little Piper once, twice, then three more times as she travelled the length of the ice, working the pedals and stick with tiny movements to avoid drifts of snow which might hide a strut-snapping boulder, or a patch of softer ice ready to suck the wheel into the sea.

And then she was down, and the wind rushed past her. Aunix looked up as if she could see it, then down again, straight ahead, as she focused on the ice in front of her.

“I’m flying home for Christmas,” she sang, as the tyres growled across the ice. She raised her voice, repeating the line again and again until she raised the flaps to slow the plane, and then kissed the brakes once, twice, and then full on to bring the metal canary to a sudden stop. “And that,” Aunix said as she cut the power and the engine puttered to a stop, “is a zero. Easy peasy. All good. Just walk on by, folks. Nothing to see here.” Aunix congratulated herself with a pat on each shoulder and a, “Why thank you. No, no. Thank you.”

The wind curled across the surface of the ice gathering a house-sized cloud of ice needles into an anvil of sorts and thwacked it into the side of Aunix’ little plane, jolting her in her seat and slamming her head against the window to remind her she wasn’t home yet.

“Touché,” Aunix said, touching her fingertip to her head and snapping it forward in a mock salute. “Better luck next time, my friend.” Aunix slumped in the seat and let her head fall back against the headrest. “Next time,” she breathed, “I’ll take a boat.”
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Luui’s cabin blended into the dark Greenland landscape with a black bitumen roof, winter-bitten walls with a thin layer of flaky paint, and thick glass windows with shutters to keep bears out of the cabin when it was empty for long periods of time. The door handle was bear proof too, lifting upwards to open it, giving non-Greenlanders a moment’s pause when they instinctively tried to push the handle down. Of course, bears were no longer an issue as the climate warmed, forcing the bears onto the land as the sea ice failed, making seals harder to catch. Luui had lived further north, on a tower of containers abandoned by a mining company. But she preferred the cabin. It reminded her of her childhood home in Qaanaaq, far to the north.

She had fixed the roof during the long lazy summer, when the endless days allowed for much procrastination. Luui spent hours on the roof – patching a hole here, catching an hour or two of the sun’s gentle rays there – moving from one position to another and praying for at least a light shower of rain to test the repairs she had made.

The rain never came.

The cottongrass grew long and fluffy.

And the Qamallarlutik travelled south from the High Arctic to the great bowl-like cirques of the Svartenhuk Mountains. Kalaagi and Naaluk arrived just as Luui had finished with the roof and had begun work on the windows. They watched her strip the old paint for three days. Naaluk whispered suggestions while Kalaagi shushed her, and they watched, quietly and somewhat patiently, while seeing to their own accommodation – a small but dry cave beneath a large granite boulder just behind Luui’s cabin. Kalaagi sent Naaluk inside to make it comfortable when her suggestions verged on criticism. He trusted the young Greenlandic woman to finish preparing the cabin before winter, even if his sister didn’t.

Luui for her part acknowledged the presence of the Qamallarlutik, leaving portions of food on a flat rock a few paces from the cabin, but letting them make the first move, as if they didn’t know each other and had to begin their friendship anew, no matter the shared history of events that brought them together in the first place. Some might call it quaint, but it was simply a form of Arctic politeness between humans and the little folk – respect from one kind to another.

The shaman’s daughter was one of the kindest humans Kalaagi had ever met, and while he did not need the period of civility to renew their bond, he respected it, and respected Luui even more for observing it.

“But she knows us, and we know her,” Naaluk had said, on more than one occasion. And on more than one occasion, Kalaagi had sent her into the cave to make it comfortable. To which she replied, “That cave will soon be so comfortable you’ll never want to leave.” Which, in Kalaagi’s mind, was exactly what he had hoped. The cave should be comfortable enough to live in for as long as Luui Angakkuarneq lived in the cabin, for there was something about the young Greenlandic woman that drew Kalaagi to her, just as it did his sister.

“She needs us, Naaluk,” he whispered early one summer morning as Luui fiddled to fit a new pane of glass she had salvaged from an old mining truck. “She just doesn’t always know it.”

“She will, one day,” Naaluk said with an uncharacteristic pat of her brother’s arm. “Just wait and see.”

And they waited.

All summer.

Quietly.

Patiently.

Until the pilot arrived, bumping her plane down on the shortest and most precarious of landing strips to be found tucked into the mountains of Greenland, and life at the cabin crackled with new energy and the twist of something exciting and remote that Aunix brought with her from the far north.

Naaluk liked Aunix. 

She liked the way the Canadian breezed about the tiny cabin, with strands of hair flapping and snapping as if she was up in the clouds in an open cockpit. Aunix had long legs with equally long strides, sending Naaluk into fits of giggles each time Aunix brushed Kalaagi into a corner of the tiny cabin, scurrying for safety to avoid the pilot’s big boots.

Luui liked Aunix too. And the smile Aunix brought to her face was reason enough for Kalaagi to put up with the Canadian’s long legs and big boots. For anyone who made Luui smile was welcome, no matter how big and clumsy they might be.

“She shouldn’t be alone,” he muttered through the summer.

“She’s not alone, Brother,” Naaluk said. “She’s got us.”

“But it’s not the same. She needs friends of her own kind, too, Naaluk.”

Aunix filled the role perfectly, and Luui relaxed around her. 
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