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The soft heads of cottongrass dipped in the wind as the small rigid inflatable boat powered towards the gravel beach of the remote Arctic island. The paint on the sun-bleached houses of the tiny settlement of Nerleq, East Greenland, blistered gently in the summer heat as Sergeant Gaba Alatak steered the inflatable and cut the motor. He tipped the propeller shaft out of the water as the nose bumped onto the beach. Constable David Maratse was the first to leap over the side and secure the boat, grabbing the painter as the salt water lapped at the heels of his boots. He nodded at Gaba, sitting in the rear of the boat, as he waited for Constable Petra Jensen to join him on the sand, nodding when she gestured at a rusty iron cleat buried deep in a granite boulder further up the beach. Petra took the painter from his hand, tied it through the cleat and then waved at the police cutter Sisak III, anchored in the deeper waters off the island. Gaba and Maratse walked up the beach to join her.

“You’re sure about that knot?” Gaba said, leaning around Petra to peer at the cleat.

“You want to re-tie it?” she asked.

“Naamik, I just want to hear you say it’s tied securely.”

“It is,” Petra said, as she tightened another knot – the one holding her long black hair in a ponytail.

“Only last time…”

“Last time,” Petra said, after a sharp intake of breath. “You pushed me into the sea to grab the boat.”

“Because it was floating away.”

“Because you didn’t tie it properly.”

Gaba tucked his thumbs into his utility belt, tilting his head to one side to give Petra one of his stern looks – the kind she knew he liked to practise in the mirror. The sun glistened on the oiled skin of his bald head, as Petra returned the look, her dark brown eyes narrowing as she held his gaze. Maratse lit a cigarette, stuck it between the gap in his teeth and stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets.

“The settlement is just over there,” he said, nodding at the roofs of the houses in the distance, just visible from the beach. “When you’re ready.”

“I’m ready,” Petra said, turning her head away from Gaba. The wind caught the loose hair of her fringe, twisting long thin strands across her face. She wiped at them before picking her way up the beach and onto a beaten path flanked by cottongrass and leading all the way to the settlement.

“There was nothing wrong with my knot,” Gaba said, gesturing for Maratse to follow Petra.

“Hmm,” Maratse said. 

The wind tugged at the loose folds of their jackets as the three police officers walked along the path. Petra paused as they approached the first house. The skin above her nose wrinkled as she frowned. 

“What?” Gaba said, as he stopped beside her. 

“Where are the children?” she said.

“Inside.” Gaba nodded at the closest house as a lace curtain fell across the window, obscuring the face of the person watching them.

“On a day like this? I don’t think so,” Petra said. “David?”

Maratse finished his cigarette, tucking the butt back into the packet before answering. “There’s no children.”

“None?”

“No small children,” he said. “Not yet. Soon, maybe.”

“The pregnant woman,” Gaba said. “What’s her name?”

“I don’t know,” Maratse said.

Maratse paused to scan the three houses clustered on the island. He frowned at the empty dog collars and the rusty chains attached to them, then sniffed at the blast of old fish carried on the wind as it creaked through the husked grey wood of the fishing racks.

“How about I stay here,” Gaba said. “I can wait with the boat.”

“Gaba,” Petra said. “These are your people too.”

Gaba shook his head. “I’m not good with this kind of thing. Suicidal pregnant women…” He smirked. “Really? Just what do you think I can contribute?”

“Well, when you put it like that,” Petra said. She slipped her hand around Maratse’s arm and gave him a gentle tug along the path. “We’ll leave Sergeant Alatak with the boat.” She gave Gaba a look over her shoulder, and said, “He can practise his knots.”

“Constable Jensen,” Gaba said. “Do I have to remind you that I outrank you?”

“Yes,” she said, letting go of Maratse’s arm. “Regularly.”

Petra ignored Gaba’s rebuke, smiling at Maratse as he walked alongside her.

“You’ve got that look again, David,” she said. “You can’t figure us out, can you?”

“Eeqqi,” he said. “I’ve stopped trying.”

The soft thrum of the generator powering the houses in the settlement drifted on the wind, together with another sharp tang of old fish. Petra looked at Maratse and laughed softly.

“Gaba’s all muscle,” she said.“Toned, trained and oiled. He is what he is, and he’s good at it, but there’s a reason he moved sideways into the Special Response Unit. He’s a good fit.” Petra stopped as they reached the first house. She turned her head at the sound of someone crying. “He’s not good at this.”

“Hmm,” Maratse said, as a middle-aged man opened the door of the wooden house and stepped onto the deck.

“Why are you here?” the man said, in Danish.

Maratse watched as the man leaned against the railings of the deck. The wood creaked beneath his feet and beneath his hands, tired after the weight of many long winters, and the heat of equally long summers. The skin of the man’s hands was chafed as if he had been working with ropes. Maratse took a moment to study the cut of the man’s upper body, searching for a fisherman’s build to go with those hands, but he found nothing. Nor did the man’s face reveal the weather lines of sun, salt and sea. His hair was long, the fringe clamped under a thin strip of cord tied around his head. Maratse shifted his gaze to the open door and the man sneered before he spoke.

“She called you?”

“We received a call from Toora Piivaat,” Petra said. “Is she inside?”

The man shook his head. He raised his right hand and pointed at the house opposite his. Maratse noted his nails, curious at the length.

“Toora’s over there.”

“She told us about a pregnant woman. Is she here?” Petra took a step closer to the deck, nodding at the open door. “Is she inside? We’d like to talk to her.”

“Why?”

“Because Toora said she might need help.” Petra glanced at Maratse, and then walked to the bottom step leading up to the man’s deck. “We need to see her.”

“You’re not coming in,” the man said.

“We don’t need to,” Petra said. “But if you could ask her to come out.” She left the words hanging in the dry summer air between them.

“And if she doesn’t want to?”

“Allu?” Maratse called out. “It’s the police,” he said, switching to East Greenlandic. “We’re here to help you.”

“I can speak Greenlandic,” the man said.

“Iiji,” Maratse said. “But I don’t think the woman speaks Danish. Does she?”

“Not much.”

The man turned as a young woman shuffled to the door. He whispered something, and then stepped to one side. The woman pressed her hands to her round belly, flashing smooth skin in the gap between the hem of her pale t-shirt and the waistband of her black cotton trousers.

“Hi,” Petra said, holding out her hand. “I’m Constable Jensen. What’s your name?”

“Lippikka Piivaat,” the woman said.

“We’d like to talk to you, Lippikka. Will you come down, or shall we come inside?”

Lippikka looked at the man. She stepped onto the deck as he moved back, and then walked to the steps. Petra met her halfway, taking Lippikka’s hand, helping her walk down to the dust and dirt of the packed earth between the houses.

“This is Constable Maratse,” Petra said. “You can talk to him.”

Lippikka frowned at Petra, before glancing once more at the man on the deck. Maratse gestured at an old bench just below the deck and Lippikka sat down.

“How are you feeling?” he said, as Petra sat down beside Lippikka. 

“Tired,” she said. She squeezed Petra’s hand, tugging it onto her thigh, not letting go.

“Just tired?” Maratse glanced up at the man, staring at him until he retreated into the house. Lippikka heard the creak of the deck and looked up. “He’s gone,” Maratse said. “You can talk now.”

“I don’t think so,” Lippikka said. She turned to Petra and switched to a more hesitant Danish. “Your hands are so soft.”

Petra smiled. “Thank you.”

“Who is Toora?” Maratse asked, sticking to Danish.
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