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Author’s Note

 

The Rock Thief continues the adventures of Constable Petra ‘Piitalaat’ Jensen as she solves missing persons cases in Greenland, with a little help from her friends. This is the tenth book in the series of novels and novellas, with more on the way. It helps to read them in sequence, starting with The Boy with the Narwhal Tooth.

 

These stories are a little cosier than my other Greenland crime books and thrillers. It’s all fiction, of course, but heavily inspired by the seven years I spent in Greenland. Some things happened, many didn’t. I’ll let you decide what’s real or imagined. Regardless of what is fact and what is fiction, I hope these stories encourage you to discover more about the people, culture, nature, and history of this amazing country, and perhaps even visit one day.

 

This edition of The Rock Thief includes Talisman, a short origin story featuring a certain constable who many readers have enjoyed getting to know. I hope you do too.

 

Chris

June 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

tuttu – reindeer

ukaleq – Arctic hare
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“Let’s start from the beginning.”

The words flowed from the woman’s mouth, but I said nothing. I stared at her instead, wondering when or if the commissioner would intervene. He promised he would as he drove me over to Hotel Hans Egede, and again as he parked, and once more as we walked up the short flight of steps and into the hotel lobby. I barely noticed the new bar area on the left, or how much brighter it was than the check-in desks in front of me. The commissioner left me standing in the centre of the lobby as he had someone call the suite to announce our arrival. He waved me into the elevator, and I dug my hands into my pockets as he pushed the buttons for the fourth floor, just below the restaurants and Skyline Bar.

I could use a drink.

The thought made me smile, catching the commissioner’s eye, but I shook my head when he asked.

“It’s nothing,” I said.

“You’re nervous.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t be. It’s just routine.”

I gave the commissioner a look as if he was Lars Andersen, a colleague, not my boss. I saw the man behind the uniform, the sympathetic blue eyes in his pale but weathered face. Greenland had a way of doing that, chafing the softest of skins with its dry climate, freezing winter temperatures, and abrasive winds. I used to think the commissioner coped with the climate better than most Danes, and yet, in the elevator’s harsh light, I noticed strands of grey in his blond hair as Greenland caught up with him.

“It’s just routine, Petra,” he repeated. “They want to get the facts straight.”

If it was routine, they would have accepted the commissioner’s briefing, or even Sergeant Duneq’s. They wouldn’t have sent two PET officers from Politiets Efterretningstjeneste, the Danish security and intelligence service. And we wouldn’t be meeting in a hotel suite far from the curious ears and eyes of my colleagues.

The facts, however, were simple enough. I could give them the facts, tell them what happened, and as soon as Dina Tejsen, the first of the two PET agents to question me, introduced herself. I settled into the seat opposite her to start from the beginning.

“Don’t mind the recorder,” she said, brushing the fringe of her curly brown hair to one side after pressing the record button on the microphone. She adjusted the mic’s position on the coffee table, then leaned back in the soft leather seat and waited for me to start.

“Where do I start?” I asked. “In the desert?”

“No.” Dina glanced at the commissioner. “Here in Nuuk. When you were assigned to the ambassador.”

“Okay.” 

I took a second longer, wondering where the other PET officer was, stopping myself before I conjured thoughts of one-way mirrors and listening devices, allowing Dina’s partner to observe me undetected. The commissioner interrupted any further thoughts and paranoia when he spoke.

“I assigned Constable Jensen to the ambassador’s security detail,” he said. He waited for Dina to acknowledge what he said, but she just stared at him, waiting. He filled the silence with words, and I caught myself thinking that this was her technique, that she was trained to be silent, to make others talk, to make them uncomfortable.

It worked.

I was uncomfortable, but until the commissioner stopped talking, I was also happy to be silent.

“Normally,” he said, “the Special Response Unit alone would provide security for foreign officials, but the ambassador…”

“Nestor Sterlegov,” Dina said, breaking her silence.

The commissioner nodded, adding, “He had his own security. Given the nature of the ambassador’s visit, and the absence of any perceivable threat, I decided we could add a few regular police officers.”

“Including a new recruit?” Dina dipped her head in my direction.

“Constable Jensen is not a recruit,” the commissioner said. “She already has a wide range of experience, has proved herself, regardless of her age or time on the force, to be capable, dependable, and possessed of sound judgement.”

In any other situation I might have blushed, but the cool way Dina switched her focus from the commissioner to me made my stomach turn and drained my cheeks of whatever colour the commissioner’s words, the suite’s temperature, and my jacket gave them.

“And yet,” she said. “Constable Jensen is the reason they sent me all the way from Copenhagen to get to the bottom of this mess.”

“Cut the crap, Tejsen.” The commissioner sighed as he leaned forward to pluck a bottle of water from the coffee table. “You were here already.”

“That’s irrelevant.”

“Is it?”

I watched the two of them swap looks. While Dina’s look was pointed, the commissioner simply deflected her with a knowing look that came with superior rank and authority. He said he would intervene, and he had, right from the start. But once the power play was over, once Dina relented under the commissioner’s unshakeable look, she turned back to me, and the questions began in earnest.

“You’re twenty-three?” she asked.

“Twenty-four. Just.”

“Single?”

“Irrelevant,” the commissioner said.

“I’m establishing background.”

“You don’t need to. You’ve read her file. Get on with it.”

The commissioner shifted in his seat, and I caught the irritation in his voice. Dina made me uncomfortable, but the commissioner didn’t exactly make me any less so. 

At least Gaba isn’t here.

I smiled, despite the situation, or perhaps because of it.

“What’s so funny?” Tejsen asked.

“Nothing. I was just thinking of someone.”

“Who?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said.

“That’s not for you to decide, Constable.”

The way she said constable, just like Gaba did, only made it worse.

“At a guess,” the commissioner said, intervening, “I would say Petra is thinking of Sergeant Alatak.”

“The leader of the SRU?”

“That’s right.” The commissioner took a swig of water, then wiped his lips. “He would have a field day with you, Tejsen.”

I agreed but said nothing, wiping the smile from my face as the commissioner gave me the look, reminding me to focus and stick to the facts.

“I met the ambassador at the airport,” I said, as I pictured the trim fifty-year-old Russian ambassador with the dark grey hair and easy smile on his handsome face. 

“And Ilya Malygin? Sterlegov’s security,” Dina said. “You met him too?”

“Yes,” I said, swallowing as my mouth dried up suddenly. Ilya was taller and broader than his boss. They shared the same square jaw and could have passed as brothers, albeit with twenty years between them. But the similarity stopped there, as Ilya’s smile was forced, and his eyes sharper than the ambassador’s. “He introduced himself.”

“And that was the first time you met?”

“What are you implying, Tejsen?” the commissioner asked as he leaned forward.

“I’m establishing the facts.”

“And Petra is giving them to you.”

Dina started to speak, then flattened her lips, pressing them closed as her partner stepped out of the room behind her.

“The facts,” the man said, as he crossed the short stretch of plush carpet to the coffee table, “include a missing Russian national, disappeared or abducted on Greenlandic soil, and a diplomatic incident beyond all our pay grades.” He looked at me, and said, “Yours, especially, Constable.” 

“Petra has done nothing wrong, Jasper,” the commissioner said. “You can’t hold her responsible for what happened.”

“Can’t I?” Jasper Stenhus sat down in the chair closest to me. He crossed one long leg over the other, ran his fingers through his long black hair, then tapped the heel of his shoe as he stared at me. “Actually,” he said, after half a minute of tapping, “I can accuse just about anyone of anything.” He turned to the commissioner, adding, “It’s my job.”

“And mine,” the commissioner said, standing up, “includes protecting my officers from witch hunts. It’s not Petra’s fault we’ve got Russians crawling all over Greenland. You,” he said, with a nod to Dina and Jasper, “dropped the ball. This is on PET. You didn’t establish your background on the Russians very well, did you?” He gestured at me to stand. “We’re leaving.”

“No,” Jasper said, raising his finger. “No one leaves until I say so. In that regard I outrank even you, Commissioner. So, let’s all sit down, and start from the beginning. Shall we?”

I suppressed the urge to say something witty, reminding myself that this wasn’t the time, the place, and it certainly wasn’t the people to say it to. I took a breath, and filled in the gaps, adding two more people to the ambassador’s party: Yuliya Zenzinov, the irritating young woman posing as the ambassador’s personal assistant, and Ania Sterlegov, the ambassador’s nerdy twelve-year-old daughter.

“Ania went missing in the desert,” I said, once everyone had settled, and the commissioner had sat down. 

“Yes,” Jasper said. “But what happened before that, Constable? I want you to tell us everything. I want you to start at the beginning.”
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