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Introduction

 

Yule at Aurora Station is an Advent story originally intended to be released and read on each Advent Sunday over the Christmas season. Over the past few years, I have written a couple of Christmas crime stories, and calendar stories with a chapter for each day in December, and, cunningly, Yule at Aurora Station also has an entry for each day in December. The story is episodic by design, to meet the format of a Christmas Calendar.

 

Yule at Aurora Station 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.

 

However, you might be interested to know that this story features Luui Angakkuarneq, the shaman’s daughter you might already know from the Greenland Missing Persons series. The year is 2042, and we catch up with Luui at the age of twenty-seven, as she communes with spirits and mythical characters from Greenland to protect the last polar bear living free and wild in the Arctic.

 

Of course, there is plenty going on, and nefarious deeds at that! So, I won’t waste any more of your time. I’ll let Luui, Kalaagi, Naaluk, and Âmo tell the story about one Yule at Aurora Station, far, far to the north in the High Arctic.

 

Juullimi Pilluarit! Merry Christmas!

 

Chris

December 2021

Denmark
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Nanok Track’s specialist Arctic researcher, twenty-seven-year-old Luui Angakkuarneq, a.k.a. the shaman’s daughter, slid the metal ladder along the scaffolding to harvest the thickest icicles before they dropped–spear-like–into the deep drifts of snow five shipping containers below her at the bottom of the container cabin christened Aurora Station. She left the thinner icicles to grow while collecting the thicker ones in a metal bucket she pushed along the scaffold. Luui smiled at the delicious clang each icicle made as it splintered inside the bucket, and again at a shout from Kalaagi, one of the tiny fur-clad people known as the Qamallarlutik. They moved into Aurora on the same day Luui arrived, carving out a hollow in the ice beneath the containers to stay out of the way of Luui’s long legs and messy hair, as Kalaagi put it.

“It’s about time they were up,” Luui said. 

Luui’s breath frosted the rungs of the metal ladder as she pushed it along the scaffold, pearled on the collar of her jacket and coated the tips of her hair in tiny white socks. Winter had finally arrived in the far north, and with it, the green carpets of Northern Lights that gave the remote field station its name.

Luui’s cheeks creased in the snap of cold mountain air as she smiled at another shout from Kalaagi, and a shriek from his younger sister, Naaluk. She collected one last icicle, secured the ladder with a leather strop, then carried the bucket inside the container Luui dubbed command-and-control, and left it in the corner to melt; she would use it for coffee or tea later. Luui closed the container door behind her, dragged the heavy canvas tarpaulin across it, then stepped through an airlock of sorts–a concertina of old carpets, rough wool blankets, and thick plastic sheets with heat sealed pockets of air hung from the container ceiling to trap the heat. She left her boots in the middle of the short tunnel and slipped into a pair of soft sealskin kamiks, before padding into the insulated space she had fashioned in the late polar summer. Pipes connected to the larger heat sink the previous occupants–Blackwood Mining Inc., a bankrupt rare metals company–had drilled into the ground, sucked on thermal vents and flooded the container with year-round heat. The sink was more effective and reliable than the solar panels and wind turbine trickling power into Aurora Station, and allowed Luui to work in pyjamas in the middle of winter, if she wanted to, even though she rarely stepped out of her favourite trekking trousers complete with oversized cargo pockets. She hung her down jacket on a hook, then settled into the tatty office chair she had salvaged from the miner’s administration hut before a katabatic wind blew it off the mountain.

The computer hummed as it booted and Luui poured a huge mug of coffee from the thermos, tipping it empty as the screens on the different monitors blinked into life. Luui lit a candle, dug her hand into a glass bowl of sugar-coated chocolate candy, and snacked as she studied the latest data harvested overnight.

Weather fronts heralded the familiar and sometimes worrying winds headed towards Aurora Station, together with the unseasonably high winter temperatures that were also familiar and equally worrying. Luui turned to her favourite screen to check in on Sleeping Beauty, the four-year-old polar bear Luui had become acquainted with during her first year at Aurora, when Sleeping Beauty was three. How the bear had managed to find a spot with enough snow to den on the sparsely covered mountainside continued to impress and intrigue Luui. She clicked on the camera controls and zoomed in for a closer look at the bear’s face, and then smiled when Sleeping Beauty shifted and brushed the roof of her den with her rump, abruptly cutting short Luui’s entertainment.

“Back to work then, eh?” she said, turning back to the weather data and an email from Sawyer Potente, Nanok Track’s German ‘fixer’ back at headquarters in Toronto. 

Luui started with the short video attachment Sawyer called the L.O.M.D. series and smiled at the German’s cheesy grin pasted across his pale white face as he introduced the latest of his Luui’s One Minute Distraction videos–something about penguins and environmentally obsolete cheeseburgers. Despite being the same age, Luui struggled to fully understand Sawyer’s humour, but appreciated his efforts to make her smile while she was slumming it in the Arctic, as he called it. Luui waved as Sawyer finished the video with his own double-jointed wave that Luui had tried once, before spending a week wearing a surgical support tube on her wrist. She downloaded her boss’ attachment from the same email and opened it.

While Bentley Heathcote–twice Luui’s age–lacked Sawyer’s frivolity, he more than made up for it with tireless support and loyalty for Luui, not to mention personal investment in her work in the far north. When Nanok Track ran out of funds–as it regularly did each time the climate crunch made it difficult to find financial support for the organisation’s projects–Bentley dipped into his family’s estate, and Nanok Track weathered the storm for another year. Once, on the first and one of the few times they had met in person, Bentley confessed that his family’s affluent lifestyle made it easy for him to spend his inheritance. 

“I’m not mad,” he once told her. “Just guilty.”

He seemed especially guilty around Luui, as if her Greenlandic roots were sometimes too much for him, as if she embodied the suffering of her people and all the people of the Arctic in the face of radical climate change. But each time she tried to console him, Bentley shook his head, claiming that he needed the guilt, that he used it to keep him strong. 

“To stay focused and stay in the fight,” he said.

Luui wasn’t sure she agreed, but Bentley’s passion for the Arctic was just as great as his guilt, and a passion for the Arctic was what brought them together.

Each time Luui opened a mail from Bentley, she recalled the first time they met, when he grasped her slim hands inside his and treated her to a hearty Jamaican handshake. They came from opposite climes, but met on his family’s land in southern England, bought from the proceeds of shrewd investments. Bentley claimed it was his mother who was shrewd, but everyone who met him quickly learned he had inherited his mother’s business acumen, to which he had added another level of shrewdness of his own.

“The key,” he said, as Luui tuned into Bentley’s video attachment, “is anticipation. We have to anticipate their actions.”

Luui frowned as she rewound the video, wondering what she had missed. She played it from the start and her frown deepened as she realised Bentley hadn’t begun the video report with his customary and paternal Luui, my borrowed Arctic daughter. How are you? She turned up the volume when Bentley’s voice lowered to a whisper after the word actions.

“They know,” he said, leaning close to the screen. “They know about Sleeping Beauty.”

Luui’s tongue dried in her mouth, and she reached for her coffee. She held the mug in both hands, lifted it to her lips, then, as if she wasn’t quite ready to take a sip, she pressed the lip of the mug against her chin. Luui reached out with one hand and played Bentley’s video again.

“Harvest Inc. has your location. They have found the last polar bear.”

Sleeping Beauty, Luui’s affectionate name for the rather impersonal NT0008, was possibly the very last female polar bear in the wild, although Luui held out hope there were more. Why else would she live in a container cabin, at the top of the world, with just two tiny and often cranky Qamallarlutik for company? 

“Sorry, Âmo,” she said, as the gentle spirit draped an incredibly long and rather chilly arm across her shoulders. “I know you’re here, but…”

It didn’t matter.

Nothing mattered when it came to her mission, to track the last polar bears, the last nanoq, to find them and protect them. That part of the mission–protecting the bears, was perhaps the part that worried the bigger sponsors the most. How on earth could a single young woman, single-handedly, protect polar bears in the Arctic? The same question, or variations of it, was raised at every board meeting, and every time Bentley shot it down.

“You mustn’t worry about Luui,” he would tell them. “That’s my job.”

Bentley did his job well, but still the board members–often guilty climate sinners seeking atonement–questioned what it was exactly that Luui could do that a team of heavily armed anti-poachers couldn’t?

“She has certain skills,” was all Bentley would ever say.

But as Luui replayed Bentley’s video, she wondered, not for the first time, if her so-called skills would be enough to resist the determined efforts of Harvest Inc. She glanced at Sleeping Beauty’s video feed, smiled at the sight of the bear’s substantial and hairy behind pressed into the camera lens, and then took a sip of coffee. 

It was time to call Bentley.
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Satellite coverage was key to Arctic communications, but as more and more communications satellites were damaged by space debris whistling around the earth, alternative and older methods became increasingly necessary for people to stay in touch. Luui thought about the irony of it all as she grabbed her jacket and switched her kamiks for her boots on the way out of the command-and-control container. As more satellites were damaged, more were launched, spending even more of the earth’s rapidly diminishing resources to launch critical communications infrastructure that would likely be damaged by the very satellites they were replacing. Of course, Luui’s command-and-control centre relied on the same technology, but to talk to Bentley, she preferred something a little more old school, something her ataata, Tuukula, the shaman, would have been appreciated.

Radio.

Luui slid down the ladder clamped to the side of the scaffolding. The screech of metal sliding through her palms made her smile, despite Bentley’s grave message, as did the sight of Kalaagi as he waited, tiny arms folded across his tiny chest, at the bottom of the ladder.

“You’re big and noisy,” he said.

Luui slid off the last section of ladder and dropped into a drift, showering Kalaagi in a soft plume of snow. He spluttered, dusted the snow from his furs and glared at her.

“You mean the icicles?”

“Aap,” he said. “And that.” He pointed at the ladder. “Screeching louder than Naaluk.”

Luui dipped her head close to the little man, and said, “Really?”

“Almost,” he said, after a moment’s thought. Kalaagi recovered, then tipped his head to one side. “What do you want and where are we going?”

“We are not going anywhere,” Luui said.

“We’re not?”

Kalaagi looked around Luui at the container where she parked Scamp, the rusty six-wheeled all-terrain-vehicle. He blew out his cheeks and nodded when he sized up the drift of snow blocking the door.

“Just as well,” he said. “There’s not much snow, but what there is, the wind seems to blow right here.”

“Aap,” Luui said. She stepped out of the drift, ducked under the scaffolding, and made her way to the back of the container tower. “I need to use the radio,” she said. “To call Bentley.”

“Ah, Bentley,” Kalaagi said. He tipped his fur hood back and Luui smiled as the Northern Lights lit his face, sweeping the shadows from his eyes and tickling his small but bulbous nose. “I like him.” 

“I know you do.”

“And if you’re going to talk to him, then…” 

Kalaagi stopped, and Luui waited. She suppressed a smile as she waited for Kalaagi to put the final pieces together.

“Naamik,” he said, when he did. “We’re not talking to him.”

“We don’t have to,” Luui said.

“But you need a spark,” Kalaagi said as a shiver rippled through his body.

“I can ask Naaluk.”

“Naamik,” Kalaagi said, lowering his voice. “I’ll never hear the end of it.”

Luui’s breath frosted the front of her jacket as she waited for Kalaagi to think. It was the same every time.

The old radio set wasn’t compatible with the renewable energy sources installed in Aurora Station and needed a spark of energy to charge it, the kind of spark the Qamallarlutik created through old magic–even older than the radio. Then, once charged, Kalaagi, and sometimes his sister, kept the charge going while Luui bounced her call from one radio ham to another. When she first arrived at the camp, it had taken Luui a while to establish a network of amateur radio operators, and then a while longer for her and Bentley to establish the keywords they could slip into innocuous conversation to decide on a course of action too dangerous to transmit electronically. Harvest Inc. might be the greatest human threat to wildlife in the Arctic, but they weren’t the only ones taking an interest in Luui, her work for Nanok Track, and not least her skills. Keeping Luui’s location a secret was, as Bentley once put it, “Best for mammals and magicians,” although he never said it to anyone but Luui.

“But he’s crazy,” Kalaagi said, jolting Luui out of her thoughts.

“He is,” Luui agreed. “But one crazy Russian is better than three or four or…”

“Six more people,” Kalaagi said, with a wave of his tiny arms. “I know. I know.” He pointed at the door of the container with the radio set. “Let’s just get it over with.”

Luui lifted the levers to open one side of the container and then followed Kalaagi inside. She lit a lantern and then jumped at a small cough from Naaluk. Kalaagi’s tiny sister stepped out of the shadows and thumped her brother on the arm.

“Where’ve you been hiding?”

“I haven’t been hiding.”

Naaluk thumped him again and pointed at Luui. “You’ve been whispering with her again, haven’t you?”

“We haven’t been whispering,” Luui said, as she fiddled with the radio set. She turned the dial to the frequency that Yefim ‘Fima’ Zima used, then sat down. Naaluk folded her arms across her chest the same way Kalaagi did. She puffed a strand of blonde hair from her face and glared at Luui with coal-black eyes. “I could use a hand,” Luui said, after a minute of staring at Naaluk. “If you don’t mind?”

“Are we going to talk to him?” she asked. 

Luui nodded.

Naaluk shrugged off her cold exterior and spread her generous mouth in a wide grin, then she rubbed her hands together and said, “Oh, good. I like Mr Zima.”

“Fima Zima,” Kalaagi said. “Don’t call him Mr, it’ll go to his head.”

“I like his head,” Naaluk said.

“How can you like his head?” Kalaagi pointed at the equipment on the table, and said, “It’s radio. You’ve never seen his head. You can’t see anything.”

“Don’t you tell me what I can or can’t see.” Naaluk wound her arm back as she got ready to thump her brother.

“Hey,” Luui said. “Do I have to get Âmo to pull you two apart?”

“Âmo?” Naaluk said, lowering her arm. “I thought he was watching the mother bear?”

“He is,” Luui said. “So don’t make me call him.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Naaluk said.

“Never,” Kalaagi agreed.

“Good.” Luui took a breath, then lifted the radio handset. “I could use a little help.”
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Fima Zima was crazy. But it was the good kind of crazy. At least, that’s how Luui described it to Bentley when she was on selection for Nanok Track and he asked her about her influences.

“He doesn’t back down,” she said, when describing the Russian’s approach to dealing with bears. “He lets them charge, and he stands his ground. Then he makes himself tall, and raises his hands, like this.” Luui stood up, startling Bentley and the small panel of interviewers Nanok Track had lined up to quiz the young shaman as her chair slapped on the ground. “And he charges at them.”

She demonstrated.

It was one of her more enthusiastic and extrovert moments, and something Bentley liked to remind Luui of when he was concerned that she was spending far too much time alone in the North.

“But the north is where I belong,” she said, every time he mentioned it.

“I know, but if you spend too much time alone, in the North, you will become as crazy as Yefim Zima.”

He was right, and Luui thought about it every time she called Fima.

Fima, for his part, seemed to understand the need to protect the last Arctic bears, and took his role as intermediary, passing on a conversation between Luui and Bentley, very seriously. Luui guessed that he had decoded the keywords words she and Bentley had agreed upon a long time ago, and knew that when Bentley enquired about Luui’s cuisine and if she was getting enough to eat, he was talking about Sleeping Beauty, and the scarcity of seals in the area.

Fima also knew, Luui guessed, that she was hunting seals from a small dinghy she had concealed along the coast and dragging the carcasses inland to the denning area. Luui expected Fima would have done the same, and if they ever met in person, they would help each other do just that. But it was their respective reputations that brought them together. And it was the same reputations that put them on both Nanok Track and Harvest Inc.’s radar. Only their haphazard use of the radio ensured a confidential three-way conversation. Even if the rest of the world managed to tear itself away from their ardent intent to rid the earth of its last remaining resources to listen in, they would have to monitor Fima’s frequency twenty-four hours a day to tune into Luui’s conversation with Bentley.
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