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Introduction

 

Well, this one turned out a little differently than expected. If you’re familiar with my Greenland Missing Persons stories, then you will know that I write them in the first person POV, and you and I get to spend some time inside Constable Petra ‘Piitalaat’ Jensen’s head. It’s usually fun, often overwhelming, and hopelessly dramatic. I think, and hope, one could say the same about Long November, but with the slight difference that this is a standalone novel, and it is written in many POVs, and several in each chapter. As a writer, I like to experiment with my storytelling, both with plot and structure. Long November is structured differently than many of my other books. It works for me. It might not work for you, but Petra is in it.

 

Oh, and the plot… Well, let’s just say I had fun with it, and it is, to quote myself: hopelessly dramatic. It is also just a story. 

 

I hope you have fun with this one, folks. I certainly did.

 

Chris 

April 2024

Denmark


 

 

 

 

 

Glossary of Greenlandic Words

used in the Greenland Missing Persons series

 

aap – yes

ana – grandmother

anaana – mother

angakkoq – shaman

aqisseq – ptarmigan

arfivik – Bowhead Whale

ata – grandfather

ataata – father

imaqa – maybe

naamik – no

kaffemik – celebration/party

kamikker/kamiks – sealskin boots

mattak – whale skin and blubber delicacy

qajaq – kayak

qipoqqaq – Humpback Whale

qujanaq – thank you

terianniaq – Arctic fox

tuttu – reindeer

ukaleq – Arctic hare
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1

 

The women fought, and the men watched. It had been an even fight for the first four and a half minutes, as the taller of the two women used her reach to keep her opponent at bay. But as the fight wore on, the slap and slide of bare feet on the mattress slowed as the taller woman tired. The men nodded. Some sipped water from bottles clutched in hands, still trembling from the exertions of their own bouts on the same mattress that covered one half of the gym floor. The familiar scent of sweat and rubber filled the air, as the men watched the women, the last active fighters of the long day of training. 

The taller woman, in her twenty-seventh year, puffed at a long strand of black hair that swept across her eyes. She shifted her grip on her opponent’s heavy-weight cotton sparring jacket, gritting her teeth as the shorter woman twisted away and pulled her off balance. Constable Petra Jensen puffed again at the same strand of hair, just as she tried to use the advantage of her long legs to slip inside the other woman’s legs and hook her ankle – her calf if she was quick enough – around the back of her opponent’s calf, tugging her off balance at the same time as she followed through with a shove of the woman’s shoulder. It was, as her opponent called it, Petra’s go to move, when she was tired and a little desperate. Petra knew it, and the men could see it in the narrowing of her brown eyes and the extra burst of colour, blushing her cheeks a deeper red. Petra huffed as her opponent anticipated the move and twisted away to safety once more.

The men turned at the loud clap of the instructor’s hands, swapping glances as they knew what was coming. The bout between the two women had already passed the instructor’s accepted five-minute mark and Sergeant Kaapik Túko’s lack of patience was legendary. Kaapik squared his broad shoulders, smoothed his hand over his generous seventies-style moustache, and clapped his hands for a second time.

“Come on, Napa,” he shouted at the shorter of the two women. “Finish this.”

Kaapik pushed through the ring of police officers watching Petra and Constable Atii Napa fight and folded his arms across his chest. He wore his thick black hair shaved at the sides, not unlike the punky style Atii preferred, but with what Kaapik believed was a more professional cut. He encouraged his colleagues to adopt a similar style and did little to hide the disdain he held for the variety of hairstyles his female colleagues chose, including Petra’s long bangs and even longer ponytail. Neat and tidy was his motto and the neater and tidier one was, Kaapik believed, the better one fought.

“Friday night rules, ladies,” he said, clapping his hands twice to up the tempo.

Atii shifted her stance before the echo of Kaapik’s second clap had faded, making use of her short stature – at least twelve centimetres shorter than Petra, depending on the punkiness of her hair from one day to the next – and twisting inside Petra’s defences. She shifted her grip, let go with one hand, and then grabbed Petra by the ponytail, yanking her head back and arching Petra’s back as she was forced to follow the direction in which Atii pulled her.

“Finish it, Napa,” Kaapik said.

Atii whispered an apology, and then gave another sharp tug of Petra’s hair, pulling her further down towards the mat, and giving her an extra shove to complete the dirty move. Petra slapped her hand on the mat to break her fall at the same time as Atii tugged Petra’s arm to take the edge off the impact. She let go of Petra’s hair and then took her hand to pull her to her feet.

“And what have you learned today, Jensen?” Kaapik said as Petra caught her breath. She nodded at Atii, tapping her hip – no hard feelings – before turning to look at Kaapik. Petra opened her mouth to speak, but Kaapik beat her to it. “We’ve been here before, Jensen,” he said. “And I’ve told you before – many, many times – that this…” He reached around Petra to grab her by the hair and jerked her to one side, turning her to face the men standing in a ring around her. “This just won’t do.” 

He jerked her to the other side, drawing a gasp from Atii as she watched Kaapik twist and jerk her colleague, patrol partner, and friend, from one side to another. 

“Something to say, Napa?” Kaapik said. He let go of Petra, giving her a little shove, sending her into the ring of men who caught her, and helped her back onto her feet. 

“Aap,” Atii said, looking the instructor in the eye.

“Go on. I’m listening.”

Atii glanced at Petra as she took a breath, catching her eye just before Petra turned to glare at Kaapik, cheeks flaming as he winked at her. 

“I think you went too far, Sergeant,” Atii said. “We get the point.”

“Oh, you think so?” Kaapik laughed and then pointed at Petra. “Pretty girls have no place in my police force, Constable,” he said, sneering for a second before he continued. “Smarter people than me seem to disagree. But the truth is…” Kaapik stopped talking as Petra pushed past her colleagues and marched towards the orange first aid box attached to the opposite wall between the wooden rungs of the climbing frames. “I didn’t say you could leave, Constable.”

Petra kept walking.

“Jensen,” Kaapik said. “I’m talking at you.”

He took a step forward, and the men parted, giving him a clear view of Petra as she ripped the first aid box off the wall, scattering the contents as she found the medical shears used to cut through clothing, before dumping the box on the floor. 

“Oh, shit,” Atii whispered as Petra loosened her ponytail, gripping her hair with one hand, holding the shears in the other. “Don’t do it, P.”

“Ah,” Kaapik said as Petra began to cut her hair. “So, someone finally listened, eh? Well, boys,” he said, with a nod to the men. “This should be interesting, don’t you think?”

Kaapik paused for the expected round of laughter, only to frown when the men said nothing. He turned his attention back to Petra as she cut her hair into a rough bob, dropping clumps and strands of sweaty hair onto the gym floor. Kaapik started to speak but stopped as Petra tossed the shears, and they clattered onto the wooden floor. Petra ignored the strands of hair clinging to her jacket and marched back towards the mattress and her colleagues. Atii stepped forward to head her off, and then took a step back, moving out of her way, as did the rest of her colleagues, giving Petra a clear path to Kaapik.

“You want to think about this, Jensen?” Kaapik said, grinning as Petra approached him. But his smile faded as Petra jabbed her finger into his chest and then nodded at the training area marked by a square of worn tape on the mattresses.

“Friday night rules,” she said. 

Petra brushed a sticky clump of hair from her cheek and stepped inside the fighting square.

 

Aagga Akia blinked in the glare of the overhead light as her older brother barged into her room. He paused at the door, wrinkling his nose and then shaking his head as Aagga rolled over in her bed, laughing when she gave him the finger.

“You should be up,” he said, before picking his way through a minefield of Aagga’s discarded clothes to her desk. “I need your computer.”

Aagga rolled over again, suddenly alert. “What for?”

“I’ve got an exam. My computer just died. I’m taking yours.” Nallissaq Akia leaned over Aagga’s cluttered desk to open the window, laughing again as Aagga buried her head under the duvet in anticipation of a shocking blast of icy air. “It stinks in here, Aagga,” he said. Nallissaq tucked Aagga’s computer under his arm and then searched for the power lead. He ducked down beside the desk, flicked a pair of Aagga’s underpants to one side and tugged the plug out of the socket. He coiled the lead and stuffed it into his back pocket.

“I need it back before dinner,” Aagga said, her voice muffled under the duvet.

“I’m going out after the exam,” Nallissaq said. “I’ll leave it with Saara. You can pick it up at her place.”

“Saara hates me,” Aagga said. She sat up, plucking at her t-shirt to loosen it, and then shivered in the wind blasting in from the open window. “Why can’t you have a nice girlfriend?”

“Funny,” Nallissaq said. “She says the same about you.”

“What?”

Nallissaq walked to the door and then leaned against the frame. “Saara,” he said. “She’ll say something like, why can’t you have a nice sister?”

“She says that?”

“Naamik,” Nallissaq shook his head. “She thinks you might be nice if you stopped all the politics, if you gave up on that environmental crap.”

“It’s not crap,” Aagga said. “It’s our future.”

“Yeah, well…” Nallissaq shrugged. “Saara’s my future. You could be a little nicer to her. Get some nice friends instead of all those radicals you hang out with.”

“They’re not radical, Nallissaq.” Aagga lifted her chin and then picked at the sleep crust clumped in her eyelashes. “They’re trying to do something. Just because you don’t…”

“Stop,” Nallissaq said. He tapped the watch on his wrist. “I’ve got to go. And you should get up.”

“What time is it?”

Nallissaq grinned, nodded at the black sky pressing against the window, and said, “Daytime. Get up. Go to work.”

“I’m not working today,” Aagga said as Nallissaq turned to leave. “I have a meeting. We’re voting on who gets to…” She stopped talking as Nallissaq left the room. And then, lowering her voice to a whisper, she said, “Choosing who gets to go to Germany.”

Aagga shivered for a second time and then pulled the duvet back to slide her long legs out of bed. She padded across the floor, choosing a straight line, ignoring her clothes as she focused on her goal to shut the window. The metal handle chilled her palm as she grasped it, and Aagga looked up. Through the glass, beyond the reflection of her thin, pointed face and her mussed black hair clumped with knots, the moon shone brightly upon Ilulissat ice fjord, and the monstrous city-sized bergs of ice crowding the deep blue waters. Aagga pressed her hand against the glass and then scraped at the layer of ice on the inside of the window. She scratched a smiley onto the glass and then drifted back to her bed. The sheets were still warm, and she slipped inside them.

 

Preparation was key. They chose a small black van, not the latest model, but something old to fit in with the other vehicles in the neighbourhood, with the luggage space required for the locals’ interests in the arts, regularly transporting canvasses, or instruments from one venue to another. The rear of the van was long enough for a double bass in its case, or a body wrapped in a square of carpet. They knew the target had recently bought a Persian rug, and, if they pushed it in at an angle, then both target and rug would fit in the back of the van.

They had discussed clothing at length, agreeing that while black was preferred, two people wearing tight-fitting black clothes while driving a black van, was simply too much black. They dressed in the casual and somewhat subdued tones and styles of the German literary set, to whom their target belonged, when he wasn’t pressing flesh at celebrity junkets at the invitation of the so-called green wave of energy companies chasing solar power in a new gold rush. Better to be stopped when wearing casual gear than the murderous attire that was better suited for the job.

Compromises had to be made, including the difficult choice of adopting a headline-making home invasion style of operation that would be messy and loud, or a muted abduction that would simmer in the media rather than sizzle. Either way, they intended to send a message, and if they started slowly, with a gentle heat, they could always bring things to a boil later in the campaign.

For it was a campaign, something they had planned for over a year, the fallout from which they hoped would last even longer. There were lives at stake, and the days of gluing oneself to a Rembrandt were, like the Dutch painter of the golden age, insolvent, and toothless, a day’s worth of sound bites, decried by the elite, and largely ignored by the masses. New methods, as extreme as the change in climate and as shocking as the consequences, were needed. And the first target on a long list of heads to roll was Balthasar Schlaun, the octogenarian prize-winning environmental economist and author of Our Sun, Our Future, and the bestselling follow-up Sun Flare Economy. 

The lights were on in Schlaun’s study.

It was time to turn them off.
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Inspector Johann Kreis slowed his 1980 lipstick red Audi Quattro as he entered Waldstraße and waved to the officer directing traffic away from the sixth house on the right-hand side of the leafy suburban street. He parked behind a newer, sleeker Mercedes patrol car belonging to the Baden-Württemberg state police and nodded at the young blonde police officer leaning against it. Sergeant Emilie Schlotter was half Kreis’ age and on the cusp of marrying his estranged son from his second marriage. They had agreed not to talk about it, but Kreis knew Schlotter was trying to convince Karl to invite Kreis to the wedding scheduled for the end of November. The likelihood of her succeeding was slim at best. Kreis yanked the Audi’s handbrake on as soon as he parked, and then again, one more notch, just to be sure. The car had served him well for over twenty years, and, he hoped, would last at least another ten. Classics were hard to come by, and with little else in his life bringing joy, the Audi was pretty much all he had left. Schlotter shook her head and smiled as she watched him get out of the car and gently close the driver’s door.

“You know,” she said, as Kreis walked around the back of the Audi. “If you sold that old thing, you might have enough for a charity shop suit for the wedding.”

“It’s good to see you too, Sergeant,” Kreis said, shaking Schlotter’s hand. He smoothed the tails of his blazer over his jeans and then shivered as the heat of the Audi’s interior left his body and cold fingers of mist from the Black Forest leeched into the streets of Sindelfingen, a twenty-five-minute drive from the forest proper. He tucked his hands into his pockets and nodded for Schlotter to lead the way.

Sergeant Schlotter, dressed in the dark blue uniform of the Baden-Württemberg police, wore her pistol on her left hip and her shoulder-length blonde hair in a bun on top of her head. She stopped and glanced back at Kreis, dipping her head to look down at him to see if he was following. Experience had taught Schlotter that Kreis was easily distracted, and his short height and civilian clothes often meant she misplaced him in a crowd. If it wasn’t for his pale pink bald head and the ridiculously thick black frame glasses he wore, she would have lost him completely. On the few occasions they had talked about Karl, Kreis had agreed that his son must have an overabundance of his ex-wife’s genes. 

“Or he’s not mine,” he had said, cutting short any further conversation.

But Kreis’ unimposing stature, boxy car, and simple pleasures often put people at ease, diffusing many situations and lending a level of comfort to an interview that Schlotter’s higher operational tempo struggled to provide. Kreis, she knew, would have been perfect to interview Antonia Schlaun if she had been home.

“Where is she?” Kreis asked when Schlotter opened the front door of the four storey Schlaun residence.

“In the hospital,” Schlotter said. “In Stuttgart. She’s sedated.”

Kreis leaned around Schlotter to look along the hall and nodded. “And I think I know why,” he said, whistling softly as he took in the splintered picture frames and shards of glass littering the mahogany parquet floor.

Schlotter stood to one side, tucked her hands into her pockets as Kreis took a careful step inside the house. She nodded when he glanced at her and then said, “The blood you can see smeared on the walls…”

“Yes?” he said.

“Belongs to Schlaun.”

“Just the one or…”

“Balthasar Schlaun only,” Schlotter said. “Without talking to Antonia, we can only really guess what happened. But you can follow the path of destruction from the bedroom on the second floor…” She nodded at the staircase – another deep hardwood. “All the way to the door.”

“This door?” Kreis said, taking a second small step into the hall before turning to look at the front door. “No signs of forced entry.” He peered closely at the frame and then turned to look at Schlotter, pausing to give her time to comment.

“Not on the way in,” she said.

“And from here…” Kreis stepped out of the house and onto the porch. “Along the drive to the street, or…”

“The street, we think,” Schlotter said. “One of the neighbours has a porch cam. We’re processing the feed now.”

“They could have driven to the door.” Kreis stepped back inside the house. “But they wanted to be seen.”

“It looks that way.” Schlotter nodded. “We need access to the Schlauns’ email accounts, but we’ve pulled their phone records – house and mobile – and everything else we don’t need permission for. Schlaun was a keynote speaker for a business group called Future Flare – something to do with solar energy – and a string of other groups with a social media presence. We’re diving into that, too. And waiting for the publishers to get back to us on possible injured parties who might have something against Schlaun.”

“Injured parties?” Kreis fiddled with his glasses as if he had to refocus to catch on to what Schlotter was suggesting. “Like whom, for instance?”

Schlotter smiled and said, “Estranged children through previous marriages.”

“Oh,” Kreis said. “I see.”

 

Petra padded into her bathroom and switched on the light over the mirror. She pressed her hands on either side of the sink and then lifted her head slowly, not quite ready to look at her nose. The doctor said it wasn’t broken, but the bloody plugs of cotton wool she had stuffed into her nostrils made the swelling worse and Petra decided they needed to come out.

“Because I need to breathe,” she said, tugging the first plug out of her nose.

Petra cursed as a flood of blood surged over her top lip, and again when she heard her apartment door open and Atii called out to see if she was home.

“In here,” Petra said, tipping her head back and tentatively pinching her nose.

Atii stopped at the bathroom door and leaned against the frame. She shook her head and then stepped into the bathroom, tugging a length of paper from the toilet roll before gesturing for Petra to sit.

“Head down, P,” she said. “Not back. You’ve got to let it run to clot.”

“It was clotted,” Petra said. “I probably shouldn’t have pulled the plug out.”

“Probably not,” Atii said. “Hold this.” She waited for Petra to press the toilet paper to her nose and then slipped out of the bathroom.

“How’s Túko doing?” Petra took another sheet of paper to wipe more blood from her lip. “Atii? Are you there?”

Atii poked her head around the door and grinned. “Túko’s fine. Mad as hell, of course – something about three broken fingers. But if you ask me,” Atii said, as she stepped into the bathroom. “You didn’t just break his fingers, you broke him.”

“I did?”

“Aap.” Atii nodded. “When he’s not shouting at junior officers, he’s been heard muttering to some of the old hands. Something about a woman knocking him on his ass, and that it’s never happened before. You got him, P. Right where it hurts. You must have seen his face.”

“It’s difficult when you’re lying face down and bleeding into the mattress,” Petra said. And then she noticed the cosmetic bag in Atii’s hand. “What’s that?” Petra frowned and then winced as the pinching of her muscles released another splinter of pain and more blood from her nose. “I don’t need makeup to hide bruises, Atii. This wasn’t a domestic incident. It was training.”

“It’s not makeup,” Atii said. She slipped the bag onto the counter and unzipped it. Atii pulled out a pair of scissors and a handheld mirror. She gave the mirror to Petra and then grabbed a towel from the rail before reaching for Petra’s hand to tug her into the kitchen area of her apartment. “We need to fix this,” she said, fluffing the rough cut of Petra’s hair with her fingers. 

“Atii,” Petra said as her closest friend and patrol partner pulled a chair out from under the table and nodded for her to sit.

“Aap?”

“How much trouble am I in?”

“Well…” Atii shrugged and said, “Considering how I’ve never cut anyone’s hair before, I’d say the chances of me making it worse are about fifty-fifty.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Petra said.

“Yeah, I know.” Atii tucked the scissors into her back pocket and walked around the back of the chair to drape the towel around Petra’s shoulders. “But it’s Túko’s word against all of us.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that everyone in the gym says he provoked you. That he was out of line. That it was a training bout. That’s all.”

“Nothing about me kicking him between the legs, then?”

Atii grinned and then wrapped her arms around Petra. She kissed her on the cheek and then whispered in her ear, “Friday night rules, P. You’re going to be fine.”

“I hope so,” Petra said, eyes wide as Atii pulled the scissors out of her pocket.

 

Aagga’s breath froze in pearls of ice on the collar of her down jacket as she wandered the snowy streets of Ilulissat. The tips of her hair were coated in sleeves of rime ice, and her eyelashes were beaded with stiff clumps that she pressed between her fingers to thaw. She followed the road that led to the ice fjord, and the long wooden walkway built to encourage tourists to visit the fjord and to experience the power of the ice first-hand. Aagga understood that it was important to motivate people to take an interest in the mountains of ice that broke off Sermeq Kujalleq, the Ilulissat glacier, and that those tourists visiting it and the soon to be built visitor centre, would act as ambassadors for Greenland, telling their family and friends about what they had seen. But all too often, in her darkest moments, Aagga convinced herself that the glacier was, for many visitors, just one more thing to tick off their bucket list.

“And how much carbon dioxide do people create ticking things off that list, eh?”

The words tumbled through her mind, an echo from the previous day’s meeting when her friends – the ones Nallissaq called radicals – decided who should represent them at the conference in Stuttgart.

Aagga repeated the words once more, adding another layer of ice to her collar when her breath settled. Ujarak had been the one to voice it, and as much as Aagga understood why the sixty-something activist had said it, she wished he hadn’t. And, even more so, she wished the others hadn’t agreed with him.

As the meeting progressed, Aagga had been worried the group would boycott the conference and send no one. Which is when Aagga withdrew from the heated discussion, preferring to say nothing for fear of revealing what she truly desired, that it might be her, twenty-year-old Aagga Akia, the gymnasium dropout working in a fast-food café, just trying to make the rent, who they sent to Germany. It would be her first time outside Greenland, and, as hypocritical as she knew it sounded, she was desperate to go. 

“Even if I have to fly,” she said.

Aagga’s breath steamed in front of her face as she stopped on the packed snow of the road leading through the Ilulissat sledge dog yard, outside of town, and on the way to the fjord. Her ataata had been a hunter. She knew some of his dogs were still in the yard, even though he had passed on, leaving Nallissaq to bring up his younger sister. Aagga spotted one of her father’s dogs – a big brown male with spots of white fur above his eyes. Aagga walked across the road, smiling as the air squealed out of the ice beneath the thick tread of her big winter boots. She wrinkled her nose at the smell of musky fur and fresh excrement, and then embraced the big dog as it stood on its hind legs, pressing its paws on Aagga’s shoulders as it huffed fishy breath in her face.

“It’s good to see you too, Tupi,” Aagga said. 

She pulled her head back, giggling as Tupi tried to lick her cheeks and nibble her hair. And then, as her mobile vibrated in her inside pocket, Aagga stepped away from Tupi to answer the call.

“Aap,” she said, as soon as she swiped her thumb across the screen. “I’m at the dog yard.” Aagga nodded and said, “With the dogs.” She raised her voice, frowning at the loud music thumping down the line. “What did they say?”

Tupi nudged Aagga’s leg, rattling the chain back and forth across the ice as he tried to get her attention. Aagga shooed him away and then turned up the volume on her phone.

“Say that again,” she said. “They want me to what?”

Aagga bit her lip as Suusanni, one of the younger activists, just a few years old than Aagga, told her the outcome of the meeting, and then, once Aagga had stopped whooping and shrieking, she told her to start packing.

Aagga slipped her phone back into her pocket and then slid onto her knees to pull Tupi into a hug worthy of a powerful sledge dog.

“Guess what, Ataata,” she said, pressing her nose into Tupi’s matted fur. “I’m going to Germany.”

The dogs anchored close by stirred, rattling the heavy chains attached to their collars as they lifted their heads to howl at the moon. Aagga kissed Tupi on the forehead and then tipped her head back to join them.
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The bright lights of the auditorium reflected on Bruno Bayer’s steel-rimmed glasses, and he removed them to wipe the lenses with a cotton handkerchief he kept in the pocket of his jeans. Those who had heard the thirty-six-year-old German pragmatist talk at previous lectures and literary festivals would recognise Bayer’s so-called tell, as he rubbed his glasses, dipping his head to shield his eyes from the glare of the lights and smiling, as if contemplating his response to a cheeky or provocative question, perhaps a little of both. Bayer liked the cheeky ones that made him think, and he had spotted several regulars among the audience and used the time he took to clean his glasses to mull over what appeared to be another attempt by the same person – or one of their friends – to pin Bayer down on a particularly challenging point, Bayer’s answer to which would divide the room. The room itself was larger than Bayer was accustomed to, but, as Willy Hof, his press agent from INPrint liked to tell him, they’re only going to get bigger, Bruno. And, so far, he had been right.

Willy had been right about many things since he took over Bayer’s publicity. There was something appealing about the environmentalist movement’s bad boy, as Willy had encouraged Bayer to be. Quick to champion realistic solutions to here and now problems, Bayer was used to criticism from the loftier and often naïve goals of green political parties and activists. The conservative parties loved him, of course, and following the publication of his first book The Environmental Imperative, he became a regular guest on talk shows and in public debates when the conservatives and those leaning even further to the right, wanted a green ally to talk some sense into their political opponents, and the greenwashed media. It didn’t hurt that Bayer was tall, had thick, unruly brown hair, a square jaw, and a killer smile. He had Greek roots, and the colour of his skin seemed to make his bent on environmental politics both healthy and appealing, something several interviewers of both sexes had succumbed to.

“You have to work it,” Willy had said. “Work it now, and when book two comes out, you’ll have them eating out of your hand, and you’ll be on every major talk show and on the lips of every presenter from Munich to Manhattan.”

Willy liked to say such things, and Bayer had learned to roll with it.

Book two, however, was problematic, as was the persona Bayer had adopted to sell book one. While the editors at INPrint were curious, they had – thankfully – given Bayer the freedom and time he needed to finish the book, as much as his popularity allowed. And – fortunately – they had yet to ask for a tentative title, which Bayer was reluctant to give them as he seriously doubted Failed Imperative would be as big a hit as book one. He couldn’t help it if his pragmatism and adoption of workable solutions rather than tech had taken a hit as the years went by. But from the very beginning, when the Conference of the Parties treaties on climate change failed time and again and year after year to produce anything actionable, despite international commitments and promises, Bayer grew tired of politics and activism, and spent more and more time seeking out solitary experiences in the wilds during which he indulged a more personal environmental philosophy, more along the lines of enjoy it before it’s gone, a phrase he contemplated for the title of the problematic book two.

A cough from the audience brought Bayer back into the moment, and he tucked his handkerchief into his pocket, pressed his glasses into place, and brushed his hair in a move that Willy convinced Bayer was swoon worthy, and worth at least another few thousand Euros in book sales every time he did it. He looked up, blinked once in the light, and then smiled at the young woman in the third row, who had asked the question.

“You want to know why I think we should continue burning fossil fuels and ditch solar?” Bayer nodded and then took a moment to sweep his gaze across the audience, sitting immediately around the woman before he answered. “Green power is a myth,” he said, ignoring the concerned looks from Willy standing in the wings of the auditorium. They had agreed he would stay on point, supporting the continued use of fossil fuels that the conservatives were pushing, while appeasing those on the left clamouring for green power to meet the energy demands of the future within the next twenty years.

“Yes,” the woman said. She held up Bayer’s book and opened it at a page she had marked, somewhere in the last third of the five-hundred-page tome. “You said we need to balance need with greed.” She rested the book in her lap and said, “But now, and last week, it’s like, well…”

“You think I got greedy in the last week?”

“Yes.” The woman frowned. “But what about balancing our needs instead?”

“Because,” Bayer said, resting his elbow on the podium, “there has never been balance. There has only ever been greed. We don’t need all the power we currently produce, but we have created a demand for it. We could all live very differently, you know? It’s the classic case of the dishwasher.” He looked at the woman and smiled. “I bet you have one, don’t you?”

“Yes,” she said, looking down for just a second to avoid Bayer’s eyes.

“I do too,” he said. “And I tell myself, the time I save not doing the dishes is time I can spend actively trying to solve the environmental problems we face today. But…” He paused to sweep his gaze across everyone in the audience, as if to emphasise the point that they were all equally guilty, equally responsible. “But if I washed those dishes. If we all washed the dishes, then the energy we saved in those millions of households every single night…” Bayer let the sentence hang in the air, unfinished, as he caught the eyes of those people sitting closest to him, smiling when they nodded in agreement. “Well,” he said. “Doing that would be a colossal start to curbing our need for energy.”

“But you say we should burn fossil fuels,” said a man in the fourth row.

“Yes, I did.”

“Why?” the man asked.

Bayer glanced at Willy in the wings and then turned to look at the man. “Because when it’s gone,” he said. “It’s gone. We may as well enjoy it while it lasts.”

It was what he called the Ferrari Factor – another phrase he toyed with to call book two. Humans in the developed parts of the world had been racing towards extinction since the end of World War Two, demanding energy to power the new necessities of life in a frenzy of more, more, and more. But as the audience mulled over what he had just said, and Willy fielded calls from the publisher, and, no doubt, a long list of politicians from both sides wanting to kiss and castrate him at the same time, Bayer ignored everyone else in the auditorium and focused on the young woman who had asked the question.

He didn’t need her to understand what he meant, and it wasn’t important for him that she should know what he really felt, but there was something in her eyes when she looked at him that suggested she did.

And then, without another word, Bayer collected his notes from the podium and walked off the stage.

 

Johann Kreis worked his way through a list of calls, blinking as he used the computer mouse to scroll through the numbers from the Schlauns’ call history, while glancing at the end of each page at the printer at the far end of the open office, wishing he could just print the list and go through it with a highlighter instead. But no. The department was on a drive to reduce waste, reduce paper, and save electricity. Printing was limited to essential documents only, and, clearly, the administrative bosses couldn’t care less about Kreis’ eyes. He reached for his coffee and took a sip, wrinkling his nose at the bitter taste as he wondered, not for the first time, if he could trade his coffee for a personal printer.

And then he saw it.

The first of a series of calls with no caller ID, the kind that rang at peak hours, only to hang up, as soon as the Schlauns answered, as if they were just checking that the line was connected, so they might sell the number to the scammers looking for new numbers belonging to old victims.

“Or…” Kreis said as he leaned back in his chair. “They’re just checking to see if anyone’s home on…” He put his coffee down and peered closer at the screen to study the time and date. “On Wednesday evenings, around ten o’clock.”

Kreis made a note and then continued down the list.

 

Aagga didn’t hear the creak of her bedroom door opening, but as stealthy as her brother thought he was, he gave himself away with a heady, nose-tickling dose of aftershave that could only mean one thing.

“You’re seeing Saara tonight, aren’t you?” Aagga said, keeping her back to Nallissaq, as she continued packing a small suitcase that used to belong to their father.

“Aap,” Nallissaq said. “And where are you going?”

“Nuuk.” Aagga folded another t-shirt into the case and then turned to look at her brother. “For a few days. There’s a debate on KNR. They want me to do it.”

“They want you to?”

“Aap,” Aagga said. “It’s training for Germany. They say if I do well in the debate, they’ll send me. If not…”

Aagga shrugged. She didn’t like the if not part of the agreement, but Ujarak had insisted upon it. If nothing else, they had to justify Aagga’s carbon footprint, not just the money for her travel, room, and board.

“If not,” Nallissaq said, “you could always visit Anaana.”

“I thought about it,” Aagga said, although the thought of visiting her mother had almost been reason enough for her to say no to the debate in Nuuk and to let them send someone else to Germany instead of her. 

But I want to go. I need to go. I need to get away.

She told herself it was for her own good, and her own mental health, something their mother, Nukanu Akia, had struggled with for as many years as Aagga could remember.

“It’ll make her happy,” Nallissaq said.

Aagga took a breath. She held it, and then, exhaling, she said, “I know.”

“And it’ll make me happy, too,” Nallissaq said. “You know I want to visit her. And you could tell her that. Just…”

“I’ll tell her,” Aagga said as her brother struggled to finish his sentence. “I’ll tell her that money is tight. That we can’t come as often as we once did. I’ll tell her that.”

“Qujanaq.” Nallissaq smiled and then checked his watch. “Gotta go,” he said. “Saara’s waiting.” He turned, about to leave, and then stepped back into the room to hug his sister. “We’ll be all right,” he said. “One day, we’ll have more money. We’ll visit her. Maybe we’ll even live in Nuuk, you know?”

“Aap,” Aagga said. “Imaqa.”

She had heard it before, only without the hug. 

The hug was good.

 

Pockets of mist popped upon the needles and twigs of the densely packed spruce trees in the Schwarzwald, the Black Forest of Germany. Once defined by the industries of mining and forestry, tourism had crept steadily into the Schwarzwald, and it was a group of tourists searching for the elusive western capercaillie who found the body of Balthasar Schlaun in an irrigation ditch to one side of the old forestry road. The octogenarian’s body was, as one of the women described it, albino-white and pruned as if Schlaun had been immersed in water. 

“But not drowned,” she said, when the local police took her statement.

She didn’t need to say more.

Even in the November twilight, growing darker by the second, everyone could see the ragged gash across the man’s throat, and the dark patches and splashes of crusty blood that had soaked into his clothes.

“Schlaun’s dead,” the officer said when he called Sergeant Schlotter. “What do you want me to do?”

“Just stay there,” she said, her voice muffled as she clamped the phone between her shoulder and her chin as she dressed. “I’ll bring Kreis.”

“Got it.” The officer glanced at his partner and grinned. “Schlotter’s bringing Kreis,” he said, and both men laughed.
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The word on the streets of Greenland’s capital city suggested Constable Petra Jensen had been suspended. At least for one day, and that the first of her two days off work was a sick day, as she recovered from her bout with Sergeant Túko. Atii did her best to let her colleagues know that Petra had called in sick both days, but rumours, being what they were, had a way of twisting and developing from one mouth to the next, and when Petra stepped through the main entrance of Nuuk police station, Sergeant Sakiu Eipe, the union rep, was waiting for her.

“Jensen,” he said, pushing off the wall he had been leaning against.

“Yes, Sergeant?”

“This way.” 

Sakiu led the way along the narrow corridor leading directly away from the entrance and stopped outside one of the two interview rooms the police had at their disposal. He opened the door and gestured for Petra to step inside and then, following her into the room, Sakiu closed the door gently behind them. He nodded for Petra to sit on one of four plastic chairs seated around a plain wooden table and then took the chair on the opposite side. Petra took a breath, wondering if she needed to have a lawyer with her and then relaxed, just a little, when Sakiu smiled.

“Sorry about this,” Sakiu said, gesturing at the grey walls of the room with a twirl of his finger. “Best I could do at short notice.”

“It’s okay, Sergeant,” Petra said.

Sakiu smiled and said, “You can use my first name, Petra. This is an informal chat, off the record.”

“Okay.” Petra nodded.

Sakiu leaned back in his chair and smoothed his hand over his dark blue tie all the way to his belly, pressing against the buttons of his light blue uniform shirt. He patted his stomach and grinned at Petra. Sakiu’s brown eyes sparkled as he explained the extra weight.

“Juaanna’s pregnant,” he said. “She’s eating for two, and she seems to think I should, too.”

“Congratulations,” Petra said, frowning a little as she thought she might have missed something.

“It’s early days,” Sakiu said. “No one really knows.”

Petra smiled, glancing at Sakiu’s neat and tidy hair, and again when she wondered if he would be able to maintain his neat and tidy appearance when the baby was born, and the days and nights rolled into one. Not that she had tried it, but plenty of her colleagues had, and she had listened as they swapped war stories over sleepy mugs of coffee in the canteen.

“So,” Sakiu said, jogging Petra out of her thoughts. “This is a courtesy call to guide you through the next few days.” He paused, waiting for Petra to comment, and then carried on when she didn’t. “Sergeant Túko has said a few things, and given his seniority, some of the older officers are leaning towards his side of the story.”
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