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Louka Laflamme dressed like a fly fisherman. His insulated rubber boots were tall enough and warm enough to wade through Arctic streams without him feeling even a pinch of cold water. His trousers were thick and velvety, but brown like a hide, oiled like a duck’s back. He wore a double-lined shirt over a long-sleeved thermal top, before adding the last layer to his upper body – a lightweight fisherman’s vest, with string sides and four slim pockets on the front. Three of the pockets contained an assortment of survival gear including matches wrapped tightly in waterproof cladding, a compass, a slim GPS unit, a signal mirror, tiny rocket flares with a pen-sized launcher, a plastic bag of trumpet lichen and assorted kindling; he even had a square of pemmican tucked into the left-hand pocket above his waist, and a small selection of fishing lures and line to ensure that he had at least some fishing equipment about him. The last pocket on his right contained a small but thick edition of the works of Antoine de Saint Exupéry, for Louka Laflamme was an airman at heart, and, like his hero – Exupéry, he was also a Frenchman. 

“French Canadian,” Tryston Goosney said, as Louka walked around the light aircraft in the private hanger at Iqaluit Airport. “Remember that,” Goosney said, as he waited for Louka to climb into the back of the Beechcraft U-21 Ute. 

The aircraft, an old military model converted for spraying crops after it was decommissioned from the US Army, had been outfitted with internal fuel tanks in preparation for Louka’s short hop across the Labrador Sea to Greenland. Neither the previous owners, nor Goosney, had thought to paint over the Beechcraft’s olive drab livery. The colour scheme complemented the drab browns and straw-coloured grasses of fall in the Arctic. Even in the snow, the aircraft might be mistaken for a rocky outcrop if it were parked close to the edge of a frozen lake. The aircraft’s colour, combined with a surplus of uncomplicated parts, long-range fuel tanks, high speed and an easy stick, made her just about perfect for Goosney’s promise to establish new smuggling routes, above and beyond the prying eyes of the Canadian Coast Guard and their American cousins.

“Once you get over the Labrador Sea, it’s a whole other territory,” he said. Louka fiddled with the fuel gauges as Goosney talked. “The Danes have got precious few resources, and the worst they can do is say a few harsh words over the radio.”

“They can’t scramble something to intercept?” Louka said.

“My friend,” Goosney said. “They can’t even scramble an egg.”

“Eggs are hard to come by in the Arctic,” Louka said, slipping out of the rear of the Beechcraft.

“Right.” Goosney shrugged. “You know what I mean.”

Goosney dressed in a similar fashion to his pilot, but without the rubber boots and fishing vest. They wore beards of approximately the same length, had the same thick hair that might have been genetic if they shared the same family genes. But while Louka was from Quebec, Goosney hailed from British Columbia. The miles that separated the two Canadian provinces and cultural norms could be heard in their different accents, just like their differing ages could be seen in Goosney’s red hair, contrasting sharply with Louka’s dark grey curls streaked with white. 

“They do have one aircraft you should know about,” Goosney said. “A Bombardier Challenger,” he said, as Louka looked up. “600 series.”

“Where do they keep that?”

“All over Greenland. If it’s on the east coast, you should be all right. If it’s in Nuuk… Well,” Goosney said. “Just stay low.” He nodded at the Beechcraft. “That’s what she’s made for.”

What she wasn’t made for was rough landings on ice. The tundra tyres that suited the fixed landing gear of the usual Arctic workhorses such as De Havilland Beavers and Piper Cubs, didn’t work with the Beechcraft’s retractable gear. 

“You’ll just have to rely on range and speed,” Goosney said.

“And if I have to land?”

Goosney shrugged. “Sea ice? I don’t know. You’re the pilot. That’s what I’m paying you for.”

It was true, Louka knew Goosney was paying him for his expertise, but that wasn’t why he had agreed to fly the Beechcraft across the Labrador Sea in winter. He patted the copy of Exupéry’s memoirs in his pocket. The pioneering flights Exupéry had made in the Sahara and the Andes, opening up mail routes by flying until he ran out of fuel, landing – sometimes crashing, repairing, refuelling, sleeping and then taking off again – that was why Louka had agreed to fly for Goosney. Not for money, but for adventure, something he felt was missing in his fifties. Now, in his fifty-ninth year, Louka Laflamme had decided to start his sixties with a bang. He nodded when Goosney tapped his shoulder, suppressing more thoughts of adventure and slipping a beta-blocker under his tongue, as he followed Goosney to the tool table at the rear of the hangar. The problem with having an adventurous heart, Louka mused on the way to the table, was that it sometimes beat too fast. He swallowed the tablet and took the mug of coffee that Goosney handed him. 

“Your route,” Goosney said, as he traced his finger along the map pinned at the corners beneath socket wrenches and spanners. “I admit, it’s a big chunk of white.”

“Very big,” Louka said.

“Right. But the Greenlanders have done it. They just take one of their helicopters, stuff extra fuel tanks behind the pilot, and go for it. They have no intention of landing – and neither should you.” Goosney picked up a spanner and tapped the side of Louka’s mug. “Stay awake, stay hydrated, keep going.”

Louka smiled, and said, “I intend to.”

“Good man. I knew you were the right one for this job, no matter what the guys down south say.”

Louka preferred not to think about the guys down south. He could only imagine what was stuffed between and beneath the panels of the Beechcraft. While Exupéry could be credited with forging new mail routes, Louka’s cargo was far less romantic. He had questioned the cargo’s weight, arguing that fuel was more important. Goosney had helped keep the weight down by promising that once the route was open, Louka would fly a bigger aircraft with space for more cargo and enough fuel.

“He’s a pioneer,” Goosney had told them over the phone. “This is not a one-time deal. If we make this work, it’ll be like Barry Seal in the 70s.”

“Barry Seal worked for the CIA,” Louka reminded him, once he had finished the call. “He was protected.”

“I’ll protect you,” Goosney said. “I promise. If anything goes wrong, I’ll come and find you.”

“I don’t want to rot in a Greenland jail,” Louka said.

“You’ll freeze, more like.” Goosney laughed. “But I wouldn’t worry about it. I don’t think they have jails in Greenland. If you get caught, they’ll send you to Denmark. You’ll be guarded by Scandinavian beauties, served pastries night and day. I even heard they give you an allowance. It might even pay to be incarcerated.”

“Where did you hear that?”

Goosney waved his hand. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I read it in Time magazine, or something.”

Back to the moment, and back to the plane, Goosney poured himself a coffee and nodded for Louka to follow him back to the Beechcraft.

“Now, you don’t want to fiddle with the panels. All the rivets are new. Not too new, mind. That’s always a dead giveaway. The trick is to make it look used. As natural as possible.”

“And there’s nothing unnatural about flying across the Labrador Sea in a tricked-out Ute?”

“Ordinarily? Sure – it’s way out of the ordinary. But that’s where your cover story comes in. You’re an eccentric.” Goosney paused to give Louka the once over. “You look the part. Now, when they ask you, you just say that where you come from – up here – life is for living. You cooked up this plan to fly around the Arctic, in as few hops as possible, which will explain the tanks. They’ll ask you if you gave a thought to permission, and you’ll just be stubborn and even more eccentric.” Goosney curled one finger from his mug and pointed at the pocket on Louka’s vest. “Just pull out that book of yours. Start quoting passages.”

“Half of it’s in French,” Louka said.

“Perfect. They won’t understand you.”

Louka smiled and took another sip of coffee. The cover story was as naïve and simple as the route. Just like Exupéry’s approach to flying the Andes. It was all about attitude and the will to make it happen. 

“I’ll make it happen,” Louka said.

“Good man.” 

Goosney put his mug down, climbed into the back of the Beechcraft and tugged a large canvas satchel off the seat and onto the hangar floor.

“Fifty thousand dollars,” he said, as he opened the satchel. “US dollars, as we agreed.”

“And what’s that?” Louka said, pointing at the grip of a pistol pushed to one side of the bundles of hundred-dollar bills. “It looks like a Magnum.”

“It’s a 6-inch Colt Python, .357 calibre revolver.” Goosney pulled the revolver out of the satchel and slid it free of its leather holster. “A real beaut,” he said.

“For what purpose?”

“Protection,” Goosney said. He handed the revolver to Louka, encouraging him to get a feel for it with a wave of his hand.

“Protection from the police, or what?”

“Not the police. Not even the Russians waiting for you on Svalbard. This,” he said, taking the revolver and opening the cylinder, “is for polar bears.”

“Bears?”

“Yep,” Goosney said. He pressed five bullets into the cylinder, leaving the first chamber free, before slipping the revolver back into its holster and into the satchel. “You need stopping power with those brutes.”

“Right,” Louka said. “But…”

“You’re not going to need it. The weather is good – at least for the next few days. You’ve got nothing to worry about.” Goosney slapped Louka on the back, and then stuffed the satchel back inside the cockpit. “Call me when you land on Svalbard. Remember to land in the Russian part. You don’t want the Norwegians poking around the plane.”
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