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Introduction

 

Exfil is a short story written when I was exploring ideas for the novel Reviver. It is very different from the Greenland crime books, thrillers and stories I normally write. Continuing in the tradition of Reviver, Exfil includes guns, beasts, and bad language. 

 

Chris 

February 2023

Denmark


 

 

 

 

 

Exfil


 

 

 

 

 

1

 

The corrugated metal roof of the open-sided shack at the end of the wooden dock shone in the sun, protesting each additional degree of heat with a quiet tick and click as it expanded. A large black man wearing sweat-stained jungle fatigues – one of just two people on the dock – scratched his watermelon-shaped belly with thick hairy fingers as he chewed on the butt of a fat unlit cigar. His lips were the same colour as the dark leaf rolled around the tobacco. He wore a small pistol at his hip on a belt hidden by the fold of his belly; it clacked against the side of the folding chair as he scratched. 

“You,” he said with a wave of his hand.

The man stopped scratching to leer at the young woman as she approached the shack, giving her a lazy elevator look that suggested he might like to do all manner of things to her if it wasn’t so damned hot. The woman returned the look with a smile and casually tapped the pistol holstered at her hip. The man caught her eye, rolled the cigar to the other side of his mouth and then resumed scratching.

“Name?” he said.

“Joci Hampton.”

“Joci? What is Joci?”

“Short for Jocelyn.” Joci reached into the pocket of her well-used but clean by comparison cargo pants for her papers and stepped forward to hand them to the man. “We talked on the phone.” 

The man leaned to one side and dipped his head at the old-fashioned Bakelite telephone with its chunky handset and prominent dialling ring and snorted. “Doesn’t work,” he said.

“It worked yesterday.”

“Jocelyn Hampton,” the man said, ignoring her as he read her papers. He waved the paper in the humid air as he looked up. “This isn’t a permit.”

“It’s a copy of a permit,” Joci said. She brushed a sweaty strand of blonde hair from her brow and tried again. “I have the permit in my pocket.”

The man tugged the cigar from his lips and snarled. “Then why didn’t you give it to me?”

“Bitter experience,” Joci said. She sucked at her teeth and then grabbed a second folding chair from the side of the dock and placed it in front of the man. She sat down and smiled. “Let’s try again,” she said. “I’m Jocelyn ‘Joci’ Hampton, and I have a permit to take a boat from this dock and journey downriver to Gazania.”

“Gazania is off limits,” the man said.

“Which is why I have a permit.”

“A copy.” The man crumpled Joci’s permit in his hand. He balled the paper in his fist and threw it into the muddy river. “Show me the real thing.” He glanced at Joci’s pistol as she reached into her pocket. “And the permit for that, as well,” he said, pointing at her gun.

Joci pulled out her permits, removed them from the zipped plastic bags she kept them in, and smoothed them on her thigh.

“You’re not going to crumple these, are you?” she said, pulling her papers out of the man’s reach as he gestured at them. “These aren’t copies,” she said.

“Woman,” the man said. “You’re wasting my time. Give me the papers.”

Joci handed them over, then plucked at the collar of the cropped shirt she wore. She resisted the urge to tug at her sleeves, knowing it would do little good, and that her armpits were already as dark and crusty as the man’s fatigues. She tilted her head to peer around the man at the sound of a large river boat rounding the bend in the distance. The man looked up, and she tried another smile.

“You’re too pretty for the jungle,” he said. “Too young for Gazania.”

“But I have permits.”

“Hah. “The man snorted, then stuck his cigar in his mouth. “Permits won’t keep you alive in Gazania. And that little gun won’t either.”

“I have more guns,” Joci said. She turned on her seat to point at a canvas kitbag on the dock behind her. “Bigger guns.”

“And permits for them, too?”

“Of course,” Joci said. She flashed him another smile for good measure. He was, she surmised, one of the good guys, with none of the more worrying tells or looks that she had experienced in the darker, more remote corners of the jungle. He was even – perhaps – someone she could trust. “You know my name,” she said, leaning forward. “What’s yours?”
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