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Author’s Note

 

The Banshee Palace came out of nowhere. And if you’re reading it, then you might be as surprised as I am to discover that the next in the Greenland Missing Persons series is not The Ice Whispers, as promised, but this novella instead.

 

Once again, this series is ongoing, and while you can read it independently of the other books in the series, I would recommend starting with the first novella: ​The Boy with the Narwhal Tooth.

 

For this story, besides giving the local cops responsible for a village the unofficial and familiar title of chief, I invented a fictional village to the north and east of Upernavik. I like Upernavik. I spent a lot of time there during my seven years in Greenland, and I have fond memories of a beautiful place.

 

I also remember a lot of fog around Upernavik. It’s the reason I spent so much time there – stranded at the airport for several days, waiting for the fog to clear. I was lucky that it was only days not weeks, as it often is.

 

There is no fog in this story. 

 

As for the Banshee Palace. I’ll let you decide if it exists. But I won’t tell you where to find it.

 

I hope you have fun following Petra on another adventure. As usual, she overreaches a little in this one. But then she wouldn’t be Petra if she didn’t.

 

Chris

March 2021

Denmark
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Glossary of Greenlandic Words

used in the Greenland Missing Persons series

 

aap – yes

ana – grandmother

anaana – mother

angakkoq – shaman

ata – grandfather

ataata – father

imaqa – maybe

naamik – no

kaffemik – celebration/party

kamikker/kamiks – sealskin boots

mattak – whale skin and blubber delicacy

qajaq – kayak

qujanaq – thank you

ukaleq – Arctic hare
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The buzz and burr of the helicopter, like some oversized insistent fly, chattered into my bones as I sat pinched between an older woman and a cabin full of baggage. My own small backpack was in there somewhere, secure behind a curtain of canvas webbing. I leaned forward when the pilot dipped the nose of the helicopter, pressing my face to the webbing and curling my hand around the straps like a convict clinging to a prison fence. The village at the foot of the mountain on the island of Eqqissineq, the brightly painted houses, and the swirl of blue emergency lights loomed large in the cockpit window as the pilot flared the helicopter for landing. Dust tornadoed around the helicopter as we landed, twisting away across the sea in thick knotted strands until the pilot cut the engines and brought the rotors to a languid stop with a firm and determined application of the brake. The side door opened with a dry scrape of metal and I climbed out of the aircraft, pressing the bulky ear defenders into the hands of the co-pilot before Taatsiaq Sinniisi, one of Sergeant Gaba Alatak’s Special Response Unit, took my arm and hurried me across the landing pad.

“We’re bringing him in now,” he said, his voice muffled through the mask he wore across his face. The thick ballistic helmet he wore on his head added to his disguise, but his eyes – the only visible part of his face – betrayed a sense of uncertainty, as if Taatsiaq wasn’t quite sure what was going on, or how to react to it. I remembered those same eyes as we danced and kissed in Nuuk’s sweaty nightclub: Mattak. It felt like a long time ago – a different time and a different Taatsiaq.

“Who?” I said, lengthening my stride to keep up.

Taatsiaq stopped at the helipad gates. He rolled them open and gestured at the police patrol car and the van from the nursing station parked at an angle that cut across the dusty gravel road leading to the village dump and the path into the mountains.

“You don’t know?”

“I’ve been on sick leave. I just got back to work this morning. Sergeant Duneq put me on a plane thirty minutes after my shift started.” I looked at the tiny roadblock and then back to Taatsiaq. “No,” I said. “I know nothing, only that Duneq said I had to come here, and that I would find out more, once I got here.”

Taatsiaq tugged the mask to his neck and gave me his best attempt at a sympathetic smile. Even so, his eyes betrayed him.

“We’ve got one male in custody – Akkui Qaqqaq. Thirty years old.” He pointed at the patrol car. “We’ve had him there for an hour now. He’s covered in blood. None of it is his – expect maybe a scratch on his right cheek.” Taatsiaq took a step to one side, pressed his hands on my shoulders and turned me to look along the road to the dump. “Gaba is up there. Local police…”

“Tiu Naqinneq,” I said, remembering the one bit of information Duneq had given me.

“Aap. That’s him by the patrol car.” Taatsiaq pointed at a tiny man with long black hair twisted into a ponytail. He looked to be about forty years old. “He called us in late last night. We were on the ground around three o’clock this morning. Apparently, Akkui was seen chasing a woman along the path and into the mountains. Some people say he had a gun, others say he had a knife, and everyone believed he was going to kill the woman.”

“Who is she?”

“Kattariit Ippik. Twenty-two. She has a history of depression, estranged family ties, dropped out of school, and at least one abortion.”

“And Akkui’s girlfriend?”

“Unknown.” Taatsiaq fiddled with the grip of the MP5 submachine gun slung around his chest. “Maybe you can find out, once this is over.” Taatsiaq tapped my arm, and we walked down the road from the helipad towards the cars.

“Me? What about Tiu?”

“He’s supposed to be on a course in Upernavik. But then this happened. Once we pick up Kattariit, Tiu will fly with her to the hospital in Upernavik. Someone has to cover for him. Duneq chose you.”

“For how long?”

“A week. You’ll have the police house all to yourself.”

A week? I packed for one night. I pushed the thought aside and focused on the events unfolding in front of me.

“What about Akkui?”

Taatsiaq jerked his thumb at the helicopter. “He comes back with Gaba and me once we’ve got him cleaned up.”

We both stopped at a shriek cutting through the air as it sliced along the path from the mountains. I pressed my hand to my mouth at the sight of a young woman, her t-shirt ripped, and her hair matted into bloody dreadlocks. She was naked from the waist down.

“Kattariit,” I said.

“I guess so.”

“She’s alive.”

“Aap,” Taatsiaq said. “Although…”

Kattariit Ippik jerked and twisted within Gaba’s grip as he tried to escort her off the path and past the village dump. He gave a stiff wave of his hand at the nurse waiting by the hospital van, urging her forward with a shout, and another more urgent wave, just as Kattariit broke free of his grip.

“Here we go,” Taatsiaq said.

He started running, and I followed.
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Dust plumed from Taatsiaq’s heels, coating my boots until I overtook him. He was at least forty kilos heavier than me, plus his tactical vest, helmet, submachine gun, utility belt, and pistol. I carried the last two things, too, but a few weeks of sick leave had given me a burst of restless energy and I tapped into it as I chased Kattariit Ippik over the lip of the dump.

The view beyond the dump, if I thought about it, was beautiful. Tall stark mountains and brilliant white icebergs in deep blue seas surrounded almost all the dumps and waste processing areas of Greenland. But the stench of dead dogs, burning rubbish, and the discarded remains from hunting and fishing trips, bludgeoned the surrounding beauty aside. I coughed in the smoke, ducked below a thick cloud to catch my breath, and plunged on, leaping over broken furniture, tripping over split bags of dog shit, and thanking God for the heavy tread of my boots. I might have worried about Kattariit’s bare feet as she leapt over another lip of waste, but the shard of dirty glass she picked up and pressed to her wrist grabbed my attention, and I stopped.

“Stay back, Taatsiaq,” Gaba called from the road. “Give Petra space.”

It was up to me to talk Kattariit out of killing herself.

Me and my lack of Greenlandic.

“Kattariit,” I said, my hands open, palms facing her. “I want to help you.”

Her wild eyes and the tip of the shard drawing blood from her wrist kept me focused, so much so I almost didn’t register she replied in Danish.

“You can’t,” she said, pressing the glass deeper into her skin. “Only he can. He’s the only one who understands me.”

“You mean Akkui?”

Kattariit spat on the ground, her face twisting as her dark brows pinched into a V above her delicate but bloody nose.

“He doesn’t help. He never listened.”

“I’m listening,” I said, as I took a small step towards her.

Kattariit lifted the glass shard, preparing to slice a vertical cut into her wrist, and I stopped.

“Constable…” Gaba hissed from the road.

I ignored him and risked another step.

A breath of wind sifted down the mountain path, curling more smoke from the dump. It caught in my throat, stung my eyes, and I thought about ducking out of it, searching for cleaner air, but Kattariit had me rooted to the spot. She glared at me through the smoke, as if it wasn’t there, as if nothing else existed in that moment but the shard and me. Life and Death. I knew what I wanted to be, I just hoped Kattariit understood she had that option, that I would help her choose life, that death was all too easy.

But nothing is easy.

“Petra!”

Gaba again, urging me into action, just as Kattariit pressed the tip of the shard deeper into her arm. I could waste words, choke them out of my mouth together with a lungful of noxious gasses, or I could act.

Perhaps it was the sudden pain or the realisation that the end was closer than it had ever been, but whatever it was, Kattariit was stunned. She said nothing, emitting little more than a whump of surprise from her lungs as I leaped over the last obstacles and brought her to the ground. 

We lay in the dirt and detritus of the village dump. I reached for the shard, cutting my palm as I pulled it from her hands, squirming my knees into I don’t know what as I tossed the glass away. Taatsiaq slid and stumbled his way down to me, followed by Gaba just a few long strides behind him. Together we pulled Kattariit to her feet. Taatsiaq bound her wound tightly with a bandage from his utility belt as Gaba restrained her, pulling her to his chest, wrapping her inside his great arms.
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