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Introduction

 

Fair warning, this is a crazy one. It is, at times, brutal, and hopefully heartbreaking. But in the good way. Is this making any sense? Only you can answer that, just as only you, dear reader, will know if I’ve pulled it off or not. Before the Devil Wakes leans on stories told in other books of mine, such as Northern Light, and includes characters some of you will have met before, if you have read around the Greenland books. It felt right to put these characters into the story. But you do not have to read the other books to enjoy this one.

 

I’ve said too much already. But this is a crazy one, not least, as to get the right intensity, I needed Petra’s voice for her chapters, while sticking to the more neutral third person in the others. Does it work? Well, it works for me. I sincerely hope it does for you, too.

 

I hope you have fun with this one. I certainly did, which I’m sure you’ll appreciate from the get go.

 

Chris

July 2024

Denmark
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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

kaffemik – celebration/party

kamikker/kamiks – sealskin boots

mattak – whale skin and blubber delicacy

qajaq – kayak

qujanaq – thank you

suna? – what?

terianniaq – fox

tuttu – reindeer

ukaleq – Arctic hare


 

 

 

 

 

Before the Devil Wakes


 

 

 

 

 

Qaanaaq

Greenland


 

 

 

 

 

 

Prologue

 

It started with fire. 

Tuukula Angakkuarneq clutched his chest. It burned. It was not unexpected. He thought it might come earlier, might even have encouraged it. But now that the fire had arrived, it was almost welcome. The end was in sight. No more speculation. Although there was no time to warn her, either.

She is unprepared. Not ready.

He thought it, but even as he clutched his chest, one hand reaching for the wall as he slid down it, he knew it was not true. She was as ready as she could ever be, stronger, in fact, in many ways, than he was. 

Naamik, he thought. Not her. The other one. She’s not ready. She has not been tested.

Conflicting thoughts are, at the best of times, difficult to manage. But as the fire spread, quenching the last breath from his lungs, the old shaman knew it was already too late, that he would not, could not, prepare her for what was to come.

She is impulsive. She won’t resist.

Yes.

She will think it is the right thing to do.

She will.

But there is no right, no wrong. It is simply difficult.

As it must be.

And then, a pause, a brief reprieve from the fire – one last gasp.

Tuukula reached the floor and slumped against the wall. He opened his eyes for a moment, expecting to see the armchair – tattered and worn but comfortable, or sand on the floor, mostly at the door, drifting against the soles of the small mountain of shoes to one side, piled against the wall. He should have seen these things, and, better still, he should have seen Luui, felt her hot breath against his cheeks one more time, the thump of her knees on his chest as she clambered on top of him to check if he was awake, or ready to wake, to begin a new day.

But no.

There were none of these things. 

Just a sledge, a team, and the longest stretch of ice Tuukula could ever remember seeing.

Are you ready?

Imaqa. Maybe in a minute.

You don’t have much more than that.

Tuukula nodded, and he drifted from his body. The strength returned to his old bones, together with a little more colour in his cheeks. He lifted his chin, sniffed at the wind, caught the scent of musky fur, tasted salt on his tongue, and then turned for one last look at his body.

It’s best not to.

Tuukula nodded. He had learned to heed the advice of strange voices, especially the incorporeal ones. He walked across the ice to the inspect the sledge and the dog team instead, leaving his body behind him, admiring the sealskin kamiks on his feet. Whoever had sewn them had chosen the best, the thickest, and the softest of skins. The seams were invisible, just like the body from which the voice projected, encouraging him to inspect the salopettes he wore next, to press his fingers into the thick polar bear fur, to feel the oil from each hair – greasy against his skin – resistant to water, dense enough to trap a thick layer of air.

The smock was the same – a snug fit made of luxury furs.

What do you think?

All very good.

It is the best.

Qujanaq.

You are welcome. And you will need it. You have a long journey ahead of you. One might say it will never end.

Tuukula nodded.

He understood.

And then, the sledge.

The dogs stirred as he walked across the ice to inspect it. 

Unlike the furs, the long, broad sledge was worn with blistered paint. Rust leaked from the metal strips into the wooden runners. The metal was keen, recently whetted, ready to cut through stubborn nubs of surface ice. But the wood – all of it – was smooth with rounded edges. The lines – a fan trace, Greenland style – were dirty, smeared with dog shit, but strong like the sealskin cord criss-crossing the thwarts, securing thick reindeer skins in place. The cotton sledge bag stretched between the uprights was dirty on the outside, spotted with creamy seal blubber, blood and scales from fish, more blood from larger beasts. But the inside was clean, and the contents were exactly what Tuukula would have packed, with plenty of ship’s biscuits and a flask of fresh, spiced tea.

It will never run out.

And the biscuits?

As many as you can eat. Think of the bag as a larder.

The sea is my larder.

A pantry, then. With the extras, the conserves.

I don’t know what they are.

You don’t need to. They are there if you want them. And if not…

Tuukula smiled as he imagined the body of the voice shrugging its shoulders. 

The dogs. Take a look at them.

Old friends.

Yes.

Tuukula fussed over each of the thirteen dogs, smiling when he reached the lead dog. He hesitated for a moment and then switched the lead male with the smaller female on a shorter trace behind it.

Why are you switching your lead dog?

Tuukula smiled.

This one goes in circles.

Ah.

You said I have a long journey ahead of me.

The longest.

Then it’s best to go straight. Not round and around.

Not even for a glimpse of her? Of both of them?

Naamik.

It was hard, but Tuukula knew it was right.

They will find each other. They’ll look after each other.

And yet, I sense concern.

She is not ready.

The little one?

Naamik. Luui will be fine. It is the other one I am worried about. My other girl.

You think of her as your daughter?

I do.

I understand.

Tuukula fussed over the lead dog, teasing clumps of stubborn dirt from her small ears, plucking at the beads of ice in the fur on her cheeks.

Come, Tuukula. It is time.

Am I in a hurry?

No, but still, it’s best to leave.

But I could wait just a little longer. Just to be sure.

It is best not to.

I don’t understand.

I think you do.

Tuukula lifted his head and looked beyond the dogs to the white horizon, and the grey and brown shadows of great mountains in the far distance. There was a cough.

You think I should go?

I do.

Now?

Yes.

There was a pause. And then…

It is best to leave before the devil wakes.

Aap. Tuukula nodded.

He understood.

The dogs stirred as he walked backed to the sledge.

I’m ready.

I know.

Tuukula settled on the sledge, ran his fingers over the ice staff secure under the cord on his left, and then uncoiled the sealskin whip from where it hung on the upright behind him. He tucked the wooden shaft under the cord beneath his bottom and cast the whip out to his right to let it trail on the ice behind the sledge. Tuukula lifted his head to sniff the wind once more, and then nodded.

There’s a storm coming.

Yes.

Tuukula took one last breath, and then clapped his hands softly, and the sledge lurched forward as the dogs leaned into their traces.

The journey had begun.

Tuukula knew it would never end.
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The grasp of a small child’s hand around your finger cannot be described. I could feel it, could even feel the tiny pulse of her thumb throbbing into my fingers just as my heart throbbed as the shaman’s coffin was lowered into the rocky ground in the barren and dusty cemetery to the east of the village of Qaanaaq, in the far north of Greenland, at the very top of the world. Tuukula Angakkuarneq had embarked on the longest dog sledge journey, from one world into the next, breaking hearts on his departure, and taking a little piece of mine with him.

He could have it.

If my heart could have replaced the heart that failed him, he could have had it all.

But the old shaman was never one to take anything from anyone, and in the few years I had known him, I had only ever known him to give, and to give without limit.

It was the beginning of May. The sea ice was still thick, nibbling at the shore, flashing white, contrasting sharply with the brown dust, the brown rock, and the subdued hues and twists of shades of the High Arctic. 

Luui’s pink t-shirt was, like the plastic flowers we placed on her father’s grave, brighter than life itself. As was she, radiating with a strength that I did not feel, and wondered if I would ever feel again. 

But her grip, the pulse of her heart beating into my body, reminding me – insisting – that it was going to be all right, that it was meant to be, and that her ataata wasn’t really dead, he had just gone on ahead of her, smoothing the ice and marking the route for her to follow.

“Cargo and me,” she said, tugging my finger to force me to look down as she looked up and beamed at me, brown eyes flashing strength, her thick black hair bristling in the wind blowing in off the sea ice. “You can come too, pretty lady.”

“Yes, Luui,” I said. “I’ll come with you.”

“Maybe you will go before me?” Luui shrugged. “It’s difficult to know.”

“Yes,” I said.

I swallowed, choked back another round of tears as the guests at Tuukula’s funeral drifted from the cemetery with clouds of dust pillowing from their heels and coating the shoes and clothes of one grieving Greenlander after another. 

There would be a wake, a kaffemik to send Tuukula off, speeding him on his way as the dogs leaned into their traces and the old shaman, sitting sideways across the broad sledge, heels hanging over the thwarts, clapped his hands softly, before plucking a freshly rolled cigarette from behind his ear and smoked for a while.

I could see him on the sledge, even as we watched the gravediggers shovel grit on top of Tuukula’s coffin. They had dug his grave with jackhammers, drilling into the stubborn rock while he waited in his coffin inside the chapel. 

He was in no hurry, but neither would he want anyone to exert themselves unnecessarily on his behalf. When she heard the gravediggers’ rapid thunder, Luui tutted, rolling her big brown eyes as she suggested her father was going to be busy when they put him in the ground.

“Busy?” I had said.

“Apologising,” Luui said, pointing a small finger at the cemetery as we had walked to the chapel. “For all the noise.”

“Yes,” I said, scooping her up into my arms as we walked around the church to see Tuukula one last time. Luui really was too old for carrying, and too heavy to carry far, but I needed the contact, needed to feel her heart beat against mine, to be connected, because I was hurting, and I was sorry.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t here, Luui,” I said, pausing outside the chapel door.

“You were in Nuuk,” she said.

“Yes, but I should have been here.”

“Why?”

“For you,” I said, swallowing, taking a breath. “I wanted to be with you. But I couldn’t.”

“It’s okay,” Luui said, palming my tears from my cheeks with her grubby hands. “You don’t need to cry.”

“But Luui…”

“You think you were in Nuuk.”

“Yes.”

Luui shook her head, and then buried her face into my neck, pressing her button nose into my skin. She wrapped her arms tight around me. And, muffled though it was, I heard her words boring deep into my soul as she said, “You’re always with me, pretty lady.”

“Luui…”

I couldn’t speak.

I could only sob, shake, snatch ragged breaths of dry polar air.

And Luui held on, applying just the right pressure for me to know that I held her, that she held me back, strength and power – small but mighty – absorbing my sobs, nuzzling my neck, giggling as she snorted, wiping away a trace of snot, assuring me she got it all, asking gently if I was ready to say goodbye to Ataata?

I wasn’t, but it had to be done. Luui was ready to let him go, because, as she put it, “The dogs are waiting.”

She wriggled, and I set her down, taking her hand as she talked me through the scene on the ice as if she was preparing me for the funeral and the correct sequence of events.

“All in harness,” she said. “Maybe William is at the front.”

“William?”

“Aap,” she said with a vigorous nod of her head. “William was Ataata’s old lead dog. He has been waiting a long time for Ataata to come and put him in harness.”

Luui nodded for me to open the door, and we stepped inside the chapel.

“William,” she said, raising her voice so that Tuukula might hear her – there was nothing hushed about Luui Angakkuarneq, “was pesky.”

“He was?”

“Oh yes,” Luui said. 

She looked around the interior of the tiny wooden chapel, squinting in the rays of horizontal light seeping in through the tiny cracks between the wooden siding. Luui found a small stool and dragged it to the side of Tuukula’s coffin. I wondered how many children had done the same, and how many might do it with the same pragmatic air of the shaman’s daughter. 

Luui climbed onto the stool and leaned over the side of the open coffin. She rested one arm on the edge and reached over to pat her father’s hand.

“He pulls to the right,” she said, telling me and reminding her father. “William always goes right. That’s what Ataata called him. Just Right William.” She grinned at me, and then beckoned for me to lean in from the other side, as if the three of us were going to have a whisper. Luui lowered her voice and said, “Ataata didn’t mind. He could have trained William to go left. Or to go straight.” 

She turned her head to look at Tuukula, pausing for a second as we both looked at his pale and wrinkled face, the light beard he wore – more white than black – and his grey hair bunched in a tuft at the top of his head. 

“But you didn’t, Ataata,” she said. “Did you?”

Luui paused again and then nodded as if Tuukula had answered her. 

“Ataata said he put William in the lead when he wanted to go in circles. Big circles,” Luui said, stretching her arms wide to demonstrate, before reaching over the side of the coffin to pluck at her father’s fingers. “Sometimes,” she said. “It’s good to go in circles. It’s good to sledge the same ice, because you know it. Ataata used to say that people don’t like going in circles, because they never get anywhere. He said they always want something new. But every time William turned right, and they went in a circle, Ataata said the light was different, that he saw new shadows, because the sun had moved.” Luui looked at me and smiled. “And then everything old was new again.”

I hugged my arms to my chest and tried hard to listen to what she said, to hear the wisdom of the six, soon to be seven years old, shaman’s daughter, only to lose it as Luui climbed over the side of the coffin and clambered up her father’s chest to brush her nose against Tuukula’s cold cheeks.

“Put William in the lead,” she whispered. “Go in a big circle and come right back.”

She kissed him and then wriggled back down the shaman’s chest, before holding her arms out for me to carry her out of the chapel.

“One more thing to do,” she said. “One more guest to invite.”

Back in the cemetery, as the gravediggers dumped the last few shovels of gravel onto the grave, Luui whistled and a grizzled, brown sledge dog loped across the dirt, scattering the last of the guests with a low growl until it reached Luui’s side.

“Cargo,” she said, digging her fingers into the ruff of fur around the sledge dog’s neck. “Big softy.”

Luui had unclipped the big brute shortly after we left the chapel, before the funeral, releasing the sledge dog on a short but dramatic rampage through the village, and keeping the local police and the village dog catcher busy as they followed up on reports of destruction here and food snatched there. It was a last rebellious act, and, I suppose, a fitting send off to a man who had spent so many of his years with dogs, on the ice.

“Naamik,” Luui said, as Cargo took a step forward. “You can’t go with him.”

“No,” I said, taking a firm grip of Luui’s hand. “No one can. Not anymore.”

The dust brushed at the heels of the last guests and the gravediggers, and Cargo let out a low mournful howl, much to Luui’s approval.

“See you soon, Ataata,” she said.
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The basalt black coastline contrasted sharply with the white foam of the deep blue North Atlantic Ocean breaking against it, filling the air with salty suds and the sting of raw energy blistering within the keen onshore wind. It was a scene to be admired and captured, and the tourists spilling out of the coaches from Reykjavík did their best with cameras and mobile phones, between tumbling and spinning at the mercy of sudden gusts, avoiding breaking waves, and gasping in the chill northern air. Iceland in May was busy, as it was in January through December, cursed as the country was with a bustling tourist industry spawned as a result of the financial crisis, and not something easily turned off again. The two men in the old Jeep parked down the road within walking distance of the Akranes lighthouses, facing in the opposite direction. The rear of the vehicle pointing towards the ocean.

The passenger filled his seat, his broad shoulders pressing against the window as he kept his gaze fixed on the entrance to a small white building with a heavy wooden door some fifty metres in front of the vehicle. The man fidgeted in his seat, and then discretely pulled out the H&K USP Compact 9mm semi-automatic pistol – standard issue for Danish police officers and their colleagues in Greenland. The man checked the magazine for the third time within an hour, and then slipped the pistol back into the holster clipped to his belt, concealed by his jacket. 

The older man sitting behind the wheel scoffed and said, “You shouldn’t even have that.”

“So you keep saying.”

“By rights, you shouldn’t even be in the country.”

“I’m here,” the passenger said, jabbing his finger at the building in front of them. “They’ll be here. And it’s my informant. You want the credit? You can have it. But I’m not letting them out of my sight.”

“Easy, Gaba,” the driver said, sticking to Danish, their common language. “We’re on the same team, remember?”

“What I remember, Jón,” Gaba said, still focused on the building in front of them. “Is your commissioner Jenný Sigurðsdóttir refusing to give me a team…”

“You have a team. You have me.”

Gaba glanced at Jón, shook his head, and then jabbed his finger once more at the building, inside of which his informant – if their information was correct – was about to meet one of the lieutenants of the shadowy but powerful Colossus group. Little was known of them, and ever since Constable Petra Jensen had run into them, Sergeant Gaba Alatak had given the group his full attention, calling in favours from those who owed him, and threatening those who didn’t, piecing together morsels and crumbs of information, leading to one good lead.

“They’re coming tonight, Jón,” he said. “And from what I’ve learned about Colossus, they will come in heavy.”

Jón Jóhannsson, ex-leader of Víkingasveitin, the Iceland police armed response unit, and just a month or two away from retirement, sighed and then scratched at his salt and pepper beard. Between them, the two officers had at least fifty years of experience, and while Jón didn’t doubt the Greenlander’s capability, and couldn’t fault his zeal, Gaba was, Jón thought, a little too tightly strung for a stakeout. Jón considered how he would tackle it, how he might encourage the younger officer to take it down a notch or two, and picked up the conversation where Gaba had left it.

“The commissioner is new, less than a year on the job,” he said. “She’s not lacking in experience, but neither is she going to just take your word for it that whatever is about to go down here…” Jón dipped his head towards the building. “That it’s as serious as you say it is.”

“I never said it was serious,” Gaba said. “But it has serious implications. Your commissioner needs to take my word on that.”

“She can’t,” the Icelander said. “But she takes it seriously enough to assign me to you.”

“You’re retiring soon, Jón.”

“I am. And that’s why she wants me here, with you, keeping an eye on your friend. Jenný trusts my opinion. She listens to what I have to say. So, Sergeant. I suggest you stop worrying about convincing the commissioner and focus on convincing me instead.”

Gaba caught the older man’s eye and nodded.

“Fine,” he said. “Point taken.”

Jón laughed and then reached for the thermos flask of strong coffee he had brought along with him. He topped up their cups, shrugging when his hand twitched, and then suggested Gaba remind him of how he had gotten to this point. “One more time,” he said, screwing the lid back on the flask.

Gaba took a breath, nodded, and then leaned back in the passenger seat. He waited for a tourist bus coming from the direction of the target building to pass, and then continued.

“Taja…”

“Your informant?”

“Aap,” Gaba said. “We have some history. I first met her some years ago.” Gaba paused to think, then nodded when he had the answer. “Must be eleven years now. We were close. She was…” He paused again, smiling at a memory he didn’t intend to share, and then picked up the story from the moment when they drifted. “She left Greenland to continue her studies in Copenhagen. But the big city was too big for her. She didn’t cope very well. That’s what I heard, but only through gossip, what other people told me. We got word of a mule coming in on a flight, carrying hash in their belly. Taja arrived in Nuuk on the same flight.”

“She was the mule?”

“She was – one of two. But we didn’t know it at the time. It turns out she was the one who gave us the anonymous tip about the other one. This was four months ago. She flew to and from Copenhagen once a week. Each time she came in, we got a tip about a mule. And each time we caught them, Taja passed through without incident.”

“Smart,” Jón said.

“Naamik.” Gaba shook his head. “Not smart enough. One of her bags started leaking on the fourth visit. She was smart enough to get help, and then, when they pulled the bags out of her, we found out it wasn’t hash she was smuggling. It was coke.”

Gaba stopped talking for a second, letting it sink in, and then he pointed at the building once more.

“Taja’s not stupid. She just got in with the wrong crowd. And that crowd wants to get their product into Nuuk. The locals don’t want it. If we don’t catch the mules, they will. They’ll send them back with a message. But Colossus is getting through, and Taja was smuggling for them. Now she’s here. She wants protection.”

“And in return?”

“She’ll work for us, and we’ll bring them down.” Gaba shrugged. “It’s that simple.”

“Then why are you so worried?” Jón said, getting a surprised look from Gaba as if the Greenlandic sergeant thought he had done a better job of hiding it.

“Because Taja is the second mule we caught bringing cocaine into Greenland. The second female. We found the first drowned in a puddle of water just outside Nuuk, two days after we had convinced her to work for us.”

“And you’re worried the same thing is going to happen to Taja?” Jón nodded. “Makes sense.”

“It does,” Gaba said. He reached for his pistol for a fourth time, drawing it out slowly and discreetly as two cars slowed and parked outside the building. “And I can’t let that happen again.”

“Fine,” Jón said. He reached out to place his hand over Gaba’s pistol. “Just put that away and follow my lead. You’re a guest, remember? Don’t ruin that by shooting the first Icelander you meet.”

“You’re the first Icelander I met, Jón,” Gaba said.

Jón slipped his hand around the door handle and grinned. “Exactly,” he said, and opened the car door.
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The kaffemik was going well until the social worker arrived. I couldn’t complain. Norma Ipsen – shorter than me, but with heels on her boots that gave her an edge over most Greenlanders of both sexes – was on loan from the social office in Ilulissat. We might have flown on the same plane to Qaanaaq, boarding in Ilulissat and then changing planes in Upernavik before arriving two days after Tuukula had died. He passed on the Monday, but there are no flights before or after Wednesday to the most northerly of villages in Greenland. I don’t remember seeing Norma on the plane, nor catching a whiff of her sickly sweet perfume. 

Georgia? 

I didn’t care for it, and didn’t much care for her, and I only noticed her when she sought me out, wrinkling her nose at the sight of Cargo in the corner of Tuukula’s tiny house on the beach road, the closest one to the ice of the three parallel gravel roads dissecting the village. I should have been grateful, thanked her for arranging someone to care for Luui during Tuukula’s last days, and for funding the kaffemik so that Tuukula’s friends and neighbours might say their goodbyes in the comfort of each other’s company.

But I wasn’t, didn’t, and couldn’t accept the fifty-something Danish woman with the big heels butting into Luui’s life, and pretending that she knew what was best for her. Not when I knew exactly what Luui needed, and that I should be the one to provide it for her.

“With the greatest of respect, Petra,” Norma said, peering over her thick-rimmed spectacles at me as, even in her big boots which she forgot to take off at the door, she still couldn’t reach my height. “You can’t possibly know what you are letting yourself in for.”

“I know what I’m doing,” I said. 

How I kept my voice down, I don’t know.

Like I said – I didn’t much care.

“And I know Luui,” I said, glancing at her as she played with two of the neighbours’ children in the corner of the room, clambering over Cargo, much to the delight and wonder of the kids. “I know her mother, Alma Tuloriak, can’t help her. She’s not in any state to care for a child.”

“And you are?”

“Yes,” I said, lifting my chin, daring her to suggest otherwise.

“How old are you, Petra?”

“Twenty-six,” I said. 

“Any siblings?”

“None that I know of.”

“Parents?”

It was the way she said it, and the look – another flash of blue eyes above the rim of her glasses – that made me think she already knew far more about me than I wanted her to.

“No,” I said. “And I think you know that already.”

“Yes.” Norma reached for my hand, and I jerked it away before she could give it a reassuring pat, or perhaps even a comforting grasp.

Yes, I was angry.

It was grief.

But I didn’t need a middle-aged Danish social worker to give me any pity. I’d had enough of that and them in my life already.

Of course, I shouldn’t have pulled my hand back like that. I knew it as soon as I did it, and again when I caught the sad smile in the corner of Norma’s mouth as she pressed her thin lips into more pity.

God. Why did Tuukula have to die?

If she could have answered me that, I might have given her some slack. The benefit of the doubt, at least. But I was angry, and Norma thought she knew why.

“You’re projecting,” she said, removing her glasses to clean them. She looked down, giving me time to catch my breath, maybe even compose myself and choose another face that wasn’t so visibly angry.

But I didn’t.

She wasn’t going to get off that easily.

“You’re thinking of your own childhood, growing up with foster parents, spending time in a children’s home in Nuuk.”

She was right, but I gritted my teeth, determined not to let her know it.

“But you were an infant, Petra. It’s very different.”

“It’s not different,” I said.

“No?” 

Norma put her glasses on and looked up. She tucked the cloth she had used for her glasses back into her pocket, saying nothing, as she waited for me to comment. When I didn’t, she simply continued, much as I had expected her to.

“Whatever bond you had with your parents, and your mother in particular, was broken before it had a chance to take hold. Your history of running away proves it. You never formed a bond with your parents. How could you possibly do so with the pedagogues, social workers, and foster parents you met in your life? You couldn’t know what a bond was.”

“This isn’t about me,” I said.

How I didn’t shout...

If Atii had been there…

Thinking of Constable Atii Napa made me smile. It caught Norma off guard and her brow wrinkled with a frown as I imagined Atii escorting Norma Ipsen out of Tuukula’s house and turfing her onto the grit and gravel outside. 

But Norma wasn’t done, and I wasn’t about to get physical with a social worker in front of Luui, and in front of the guests mourning the shaman’s passing, so I let her speak, thankful at least for her hushed tones.

“It will be different for Luui,” she said. “She has known the love of a wonderful father. With help, she will grieve and come to accept her loss. Unlike you, Constable. You who have never really had the chance to grieve, because you were simply too young to know what you had lost.”

If it hadn’t made sense, I might have objected, maybe even said something that would put Norma Ipsen in her place and encourage her to leave. 

If only it wasn’t her party – paid for by the social office in Ilulissat, as Qaanaaq and the people living there, including Luui, fell under the jurisdiction of the largest town in the north of Greenland – I might have reacted.

But I took it, didn’t even flinch, choosing to save my energy for the battle I knew was coming, the one I intended to win.

“So,” Norma said. “When Luui and I leave for Ilulissat…”

“No,” I said.

I might have folded my arms across my chest, jutted my chin that bit further out.

“I’m sorry?” Norma said. “What do you mean by no?”

I had already suggested it, not five minutes after Norma had entered Tuukula’s house. And after Norma revealed far too much knowledge of my life, it was time to prove that regardless of what she thought she knew about me, she couldn’t possibly know me, or my resolve to do the right thing for Luui, whatever the cost.

“I mean no, you’re not taking Luui,” I said. 

“I’m not?”

I shook my head and then smiled – drawing strength from a sudden, if a little impulsive, resolve.
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