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Author’s Note

 

Whale Heart is the fifth book in the Greenland Crime series of novels featuring retired police constable David Maratse. More thriller than mystery, it is not a stand-alone novel. Therefore, readers will benefit from reading the other books in the series starting with Seven Graves, One Winter.

 

Many threads and character arcs are pulled together in this novel from the other novels in the series, closing some storylines, while opening others. This is not the last Maratse novel, but some open threads had to be closed to make sense of the ongoing saga, and to give the characters time to breathe.

 

However, from an author’s point of view, I enjoyed writing the novel where Maratse and Petra finally get to spend some quality time together, as much as you can, between murders.

 

Whale Heart is a fictional story written in British English. The Xue Long does exist, but has been used fictionally, although readers will discover it did visit Tuktoyaktuk in 1999, which is where this story begins.
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Having doomed spies, doing certain things openly

for purposes of deception, and allowing our spies to

know of them and report them to the enemy.

Sun Tzu, The Art of War
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Northwest Passage

Tuktoyaktuk, Canada, 1999


 

 

 

 

 

Prologue

 

With a tilt of the head and a narrowing of the eyes, the twin cranes stretching over the bow deck of the MV Xue Long looked like pincers. The deep red hull of the Chinese icebreaker contrasted sharply with the white superstructure towering above it, and the black windows streaked with tears of rust. The centre of the ship was dominated by two more cranes, larger than the combined size of the bow cranes, each with two great arms and hooks adding to the Xue Long’s impressive lifting capacity. The open deck between the cranes was equally impressive, revealing the original intent of the Xue Long’s designers to create a cargo and supply ship suited to the Arctic. A single globular eye the size of an industrial gazebo, bolted to the top of the structure to the rear of the ship, completed the fanciful suggestion that the ship shared some similarities with giant crustaceans. The eye was constructed of a multitude of hexagons, lending it a more insect-like appearance appropriate to its purpose – invading public, private, and sovereign spaces, leaving no trace, and shifting its gaze back to the horizon at the twist of a dial. But the Xue Long was not content with looking from afar, as the captain steered a course towards the tiny village of Tuktoyaktuk in the Canadian Arctic.

A tall, thin Chinese man lingered at one of the square windows on the bridge. “How long?” he said, as he scanned the grey skies above Tuktoyaktuk.

Wén Hai, the captain of the Xue Long, an older man enjoying the privileges of seniority and good political standing, narrowed his eyes as he regarded the younger man standing next to him on the bridge of China’s first and only icebreaker. The dark stranger who, apparently, enjoyed even more privileges than his rank – classified – had irritated Wén Hai since his arrival and subsequent commandeering of the Xue Long, something Wén Hai had been promised would never happen, and certainly not as they plotted a course through the Northwest Passage, under the very noses of the Canadians.

“Until we reach Tuktoyaktuk?” Wén Hai said.

“Until the helicopter returns,” said the younger man.

The man turned from the window, giving Wén Hai but a moment’s eye contact, and causing one more surge of pressure in the captain’s blood, as he struggled with the blatant disdain with which the man treated him.

“Hong Wei,” the captain said. “I don’t appreciate you sending my men in my helicopter, on a hunting expedition.”

“They are not your men,” Hong Wei said, tugging at the wispy beard he had been cultivating for over a month. “Not your helicopter. You sail at the privilege of the People’s Republic of China. We serve at the people’s pleasure. Need I remind you of that?”

Wén Hai gripped the side of his chair as he bit back his preferred comment, choosing a more appropriate tone within an inch of what he knew was expected of his position. “You can remind me of your mission,” he said, pitching his voice with sufficient grit to reassert his authority.

“My mission?” Hong Wei crossed the deck to the window on the port side of the ship, tapping strong fingers against the salt-licked glass. “Our mission, Captain, is to send a message to the world that China is a power to be reckoned with – a superpower that the world has overlooked while they were sleeping. We caught them napping while their eyes were fixed elsewhere during the Cold War, and now, when they wake up, when they see this ugly leviathan off their shores…”

“Ugly? You’re talking about my ship.”

“Yes, ugly. And, no, the Xue Long is not and never will be your ship. My presence confirms it.” Hong Wei gestured at the captain, pointing at his insignia, the subtle decorations denoting his service. “You are confusing service with seniority. While you have amassed an impressive forty years of naval experience, does it not gall you that at just thirty-eight years old, with no naval record whatsoever, I can take command of your ugly ship?”

“You,” Wén Hai said, spittle flecking his lips like sea foam, “have no record.”

“You looked?” Hong Wei chuckled. 

“As soon as I was told to expect your arrival.”

“Good. I would have done the same.”

“Your man…”

“Pān Tāo?”

“Yes.” Wén Hai glanced away at the sound of the helicopter returning. “Also – no record,” he said, turning back to Hong Wei. “So, to repeat my question…”

“Why are we here?” Hong Wei paused to zip his jacket and remove a thin hat from the pocket. “A good question. But first, Captain, how do I look?” Hong Wei held his arms casually at his sides, encouraging the captain to comment on his dirty jeans, the old army surplus jacket – American, and the shit-stained boots one size bigger than his slender figure needed.

“Like one of the natives.”

“Natives?” Hong Wei laughed. “The Inuvialuit, the real people of this part of the Arctic can teach us much, if we are prepared to listen. However, as to your question, I require something from the village. Pān Tāo and I will take that fibreglass hunting boat you picked up in Arkhangelsk, together with the reindeer your men have just brought back from their hunting excursion.” Hong Wei pointed at the helicopter hovering over the rear of the ship in anticipation of landing. “That’s why you are here, Captain. And that’s all you need to know.”

Hong Wei left the bridge before the captain could respond. He slid down the stairs, lifting his feet high, his palms hidden inside the voluminous cuffs of the army jacket he pressed onto the railings. Hong Wei’s oversized boots thumped on the grille between ladders until he reached the open deck and strode towards the helicopter pad. Pān Tāo looked up from where he quartered the reindeer to one side of the helicopter, ringed by a small crowd of curious crewmen. Blood stained the younger man’s face, drawing a smile from Hong Wei as he climbed up and onto the pad.

“More makeup, Pān Tāo?”

“Just blending in,” Pān Tāo said. “As instructed.”

Hong Wei caught Pān Tāo’s eye, then nodded for him to continue, watching the flash of Pān Tāo’s blade with appreciation as he deftly pared the reindeer’s skin, before crunching the blade through the bone to cut the pieces they would carry into the village. The stink of blood was hot and rich in Hong Wei’s nose. There was more blood and reindeer hair on Pān Tāo’s jacket, crusting within the light black hairs on his bare forearms as he worked the knife. Hong Wei gave a nod of appreciation as Pān Tāo instructed the crewmen to carry the reindeer to the boat. He stood, wiping the blade of the knife on a bloody rag, before grinning at Hong Wei.

“Hot work,” he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. Pān Tāo left a swathe of blood on his forehead, to which the fringe of his thick black hair clung in sticky clumps. He scratched at his thin beard next, adding more blood to his disguise.

“Enough blood,” Hong Wei said, laughing. 

“Too much?”

“There’s a fine line between authentic and horrific.”

“And I look horrific?”

“Let’s just say Xiá should not see her daddy now.”

Pān Tāo grinned again, and said, “She can cope with anything.”

“I don’t doubt it, but…” Hong Wei gestured at Pān Tāo’s face. “There are some things a two-year-old does not need to see.”

“How about them?” Pān Tāo said, nodding at the village just visible on the horizon. “The two-year-olds in the village will be used to the sight of blood.”

“Used to a lot of things,” Hong Wei said. “But, let’s let Xiá grow a little older before we expose her to the world, eh?”

“Oh, I intend to teach her everything, as soon as she’s old enough, probably before,” Pān Tāo said. He curled a bloody hand around Hong Wei’s shoulder, steering him away from the helicopter and off the landing pad as they walked towards the Xue Long’s midsection.

“I don’t doubt it,” Hong Wei said.

They paused to watch the patched and beaten fibreglass hunting boat spin in the air below the crane, as the crew lifted it over the side of the ship before lowering it into the sea below. Hong Wei nodded at the two crewmen waiting with American-style frame backpacks, and an old Remington hunting rifle. He waved them forward, taking the rifle as Pān Tāo shrugged the backpack onto his back, slinging the other over his shoulder.

“Lieutenant.” Hong Wei loaded the rifle as a junior grade officer trotted across the deck towards them. “Pistols,” he said, as the man stopped next to him.

The lieutenant nodded for one of the crew to bring a satchel, out of which he took two Browning Hi-Power 9mm pistols. Pān Tāo took one of them, stuffing it into the waistband of his dirty jeans. Hong Wei took the other, plus the three extra magazines, handing two of them to Pān Tāo before pocketing one for himself. Hong Wei slipped the pistol into a shoulder holster hidden inside his jacket. He cupped his hand and waved the lieutenant closer so that he could give him his final instructions.

“As soon as we’re gone, you will wait twelve hours before sailing into Tuktoyaktuk. The captain knows this, as does your commander. But now I’m telling you…”

“Zhāng Min,” the lieutenant said, filling the expectant pause.

“Because, Zhāng Min, I’m ordering you to make sure the captain does exactly what I say.” Hong Wei tapped the pistol holstered on the lieutenant’s belt. “Whatever it takes, the Xue Long must not arrive earlier than planned. No matter what you hear, or who gives the orders. Am I making myself clear, Lieutenant?”

Zhāng Min looked at Hong Wei, swallowed loudly, and then nodded. “Yes.”

“Good,” Hong Wei said. “Then we can begin. You may resume your duties.”

Pān Tāo waited until the lieutenant had walked away before letting out a long, low whistle. “You’ve done it now.”

“Done what?”

“Spooked another innocent young man.”

“Nobody’s innocent,” Hong Wei said.

“Not even me?”

Hong Wei snorted. “You were born guilty, Pān Tāo.”

“I suppose I was. But Xiá…”

“Is innocent.”

Hong Wei turned to walk away but stopped when Pān Tāo caught his arm. He frowned as he caught the look on his partner’s face.

“Pān Tāo? What is it?”

“Xiá,” he said. “If anything happens…”

“Nothing will happen.”

“Right,” Pān Tāo said, lowering his voice. “We’re about to enter a country illegally…”

“Covertly,” Hong Wei said. “There’s a difference.”

“Not much if we get caught.” Pān Tāo raised his eyebrows. “Two foreign operatives, disguised as local Inuit, sneaking into the north, stealing a man’s identity, his car…”

Hong Wei laughed. “I’m sure he will let us borrow his car, once we’ve stolen his identity.”

Pān Tāo looked Hong Wei in the eyes, held his gaze for a moment, then continued. “Either way, we plan to infiltrate a country, a mining organisation, and…”

“Pān Tāo?”

“What?”

“Relax.”

“I am relaxed. It’s just if anything happens… Xiá… My parents will look after her, but since her mother died… if I was to die…”

“Xiá will be taken care of. I’ll see to it.” Hong Wei slapped Pān Tāo on the back, shoving him gently towards the ladder the crew hung over the side of the ship. “It’s time,” he said, checking his watch. “We need to go.”

Pān Tāo nodded, then climbed over the side of the ship and down the ladder. Hong Wei looked for the lieutenant, tapping the face of his watch as he caught the young man’s eye. He followed Pān Tāo down the ladder to the boat thumping the side of the ship in the water below. Hong Wei wondered at Pān Tāo’s uncharacteristic concerns, deciding that being a father was obviously still new to him, but something he would have to address if he was to continue to be an effective operative for the Political and Economic Intelligence Division of Guoanbu, the Chinese Ministry of State Security. Of course, having met Pān Tāo’s charming daughter Xiá, Hong Wei understood his partner’s concerns, but the interests of his country always came first, and, unfortunately for Pān Tāo, Hong Wei’s loyalties were not conflicted.

Not in the least.

But I’ll do what I can to protect him, he thought, as he lowered himself into the boat. And if I can’t protect Pān Tāo, then I’ll do whatever it takes to protect his daughter, just as soon as the mission is over.

Hong Wei took a breath of rich salty air laced with the blood of the reindeer at his feet, before nodding that he was ready.
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Towards the middle of January the sun returned to Uummannaq fjord, slipping over the glacier between the snow-clad mountain peaks. The sun shone for less than ten minutes, but its presence was revealed, it could no longer hide, the twilight hours had been extended, now pierced with a ray of the most brilliant light. The return of the sun heralded new times, renewal, and rebirth. The energy that had been sapped by the long winter dark returned as eyes shone brightly, dismissing all wisdom to stare at the sun, if only for a second, then blinded, with big white rings in their vision as the people of Uummannaq and the surrounding settlements looked forward into the year. Not back. Never back. Only onward to new horizons, dreams, and beginnings.

Tucked between the granite knees of the ragged mountain range on the eastern slopes of the Uummannaq peninsula, curving around the fjord to the sea, the people of Inussuk saw the sun reflected on the jagged flanks of the icebergs pinched in the sea ice, locked in the fjord. They stared at the brilliant white slabs of ice, drawing a second-hand glimpse of the sun, knowing it was mirrored, but enjoying it all the same, minus the flares of white rings caused by direct contact. It would not be long before they too were bathed in the first rays of the sun, as it rose above the horizon, circling steadily higher and higher, until it adopted a regular orbit of eternal summer sunshine. Until then, the residents of Inussuk, including one retired police constable, and one recovering police sergeant, their friends, hunters’ families, and resident artists now returned for one more season, would have to wait just a little longer – a few more days, before they too could see the sun. 

For Sergeant Petra Jensen, anticipating the arrival of the sun was like waiting to open presents on Christmas Eve – as per Greenlandic tradition – interminable. 

She had waited long enough. 

Petra needed the sun to return, to mark the arrival of the new year, and not just with the ticking off of a day on a paper calendar. It was not enough to know that they had passed the first day of January, she needed to feel it. To see it. To know that there were things to look forward to, and other – darker things – to put behind her, sinking them beneath the surface ice, weighting them down with mental boulders of black granite to descend into the black depths of the deep fjord, never to be recovered. 

She knew that some things returned from those dark depths, such as the body of Tinka Winther that retired police constable David Maratse dragged from the deep on a longline, when fishing with Karl in Karl’s boat. But unlike Tinka’s body, the physical embodiment of the horrors associated with Petra’s past would never return. Maratse had seen to that. Only the scars remained – those scratched into her mind, those piercing her soul, and the physical scars poked between the joins on the inside of her fingers with iron gall ink. 

The snow covering the deck outside the tiny wooden house squealed beneath the soles of her boots as she took a breath of crisp winter air. Petra made fists, hiding the iron gall scars within the tight grip of her fingers. These scars, she thought, can be hidden. She looked out to the sea ice, felt the wind tickle her long black hair across the back of her neck, breaking soft sleeves of rime ice from the tips of her hair to crumble onto her collar. She felt the pinch of cold on her cheeks, resisted the urge to press her palms to her face to warm her skin, embracing instead the cold that snapped the air around her, condensing her breath into clouds of thin crystals. The cold was necessary, part of what she called her cleansing, which she chose to do every dark morning before breakfast, taking another stab at the dark thoughts gripping her mind, prising the tiny claws free until, piece by piece, she could cleanse those memories, casting them out into the fjord, pressing them beneath the ice. The shards piercing her soul were deeper, and only love could pull them free, something she knew Maratse could help her with – was helping her. He had done so every day since his return from Denmark, after his brief incarceration, following the desperate hours in the hospital before Buuti, their neighbour, put an end to one more evil figure, just as Maratse had done several months before.

“Buuti is strong,” Petra whispered, with a glance at the house in which Buuti and Karl lived, not a stone’s throw from the tired wooden deck upon which she stood. Petra knew that Karl worried about Buuti’s silence, but the silence was part of the deal, following the sanitisation of the crime scene, the purging of the truth. While the truth was what Petra lived for, what she worked to seek out and uphold, some things she now knew to be so evil, that the only option was to bury them, and the truth along with them. 

I can live with that, she thought. I am living with that.

With each cleansing, and each day closer to the return of the sun, Petra measured her progress. She joked about having a ratings system, rating each day on a survival scale sliding further and further from suicide, depending upon how tightly the dark thoughts gripped her, how deep they dug those stiletto claws. 

“Today,” she would say, “I am three days from suicide, stepping into a fourth.”

Petra would hold Maratse’s hand as she said it, as she placed herself on the scale, clenching his fingers in what she believed was a reassuring grip. But she knew, when she was most honest with herself, that Maratse focused on the words, twisting them in his mind in the negative direction, thinking she was planning for her own death, and that he only had so many days remaining before he lost her. 

Forever.

His silence made her talk, repeating the words, as if saying them for a second time would reassure him.

“Four days from suicide.”

“Don’t,” he would say.

“But that’s progress.”

“Piitalaat…”

Petra knew she was punishing him, hurting the one she loved most, cutting him deeply, just as she had been cut. In some twisted way it made sense to make him bleed, to see the sheen of tears, not quite dry, on his cheeks, the welling of more in his eyes, before he turned away, gasping energy in gulps of empty air, before turning to face her again, to take her hands again, to begin again.

His tears were love.

She knew it then, now – forever. But she needed to see them, more each day, if only to be reassured that she was loved, that he loved her, that he would never leave her again.

It was Petra’s idea to start the cleansing, to begin her day with twenty minutes of fresh air, to let the cold pierce the thin weave of her pyjamas, to feel the pinch of winter pressing the rubber sides of Maratse’s boots against the skin of her feet. Twenty minutes, in which the fine hairs on her skin prickled, the air inside her nostrils froze, the skin on her cheeks drew tight, contracted, nipples hardened beneath her thin top, eyes grew heavy with round breathy diamonds condensing on her lashes. Twenty minutes to cleanse, to purge the words if not the thoughts, to heal, to allow them both to heal.

And each morning Maratse waited.

As soon as Petra slipped out from beneath the covers of their winter-warm bed, he would open his eyes, and wait. He waited for her to tramp down the steep staircase, waited for the soft squeal as she slipped her feet inside his boots, the shudder of the door and Petra’s curse as she broke the layer of ice freezing the door to the deck. Maratse slipped out of bed the second she closed the door behind her. He tugged jeans over his underpants, padding barefoot and bare-chested out of the bedroom, down the same steep stairs and into the kitchen, careful not to look out of the living room window at Petra on the deck, careful not to ruin the spell. He made coffee. He made pancakes when they had milk and flour. He made toast when they had bread. He littered the kitchen table – its legs half in the sitting room, half in the kitchen – with everything they had in the cupboards that might possibly be added to toast, pancakes, even cereal. He emptied the fridge of milk – the long-life kind available in the settlements, the northern villages, and towns. It was his ritual, something they could laugh about when Petra came back inside the house.

“You emptied the cupboards again,” she would say.

“Iiji.”

“Peanut butter? On pancakes?” she would ask, holding up an almost empty jar, just a spoonful left, something they had been saving and savouring, until the spring supply boat broke through the ice sometime in May.

“It’s good,” he would say. 

“You always say that.”

He always did, for at least as long as their tradition was old, ever since his return from the Danish prison, ever since Buuti killed the head of the Makakajuit, Greenland’s organised crime ring. Teasing each other about the last spoonful of peanut butter, no matter how old and hard it was, no matter how much it clung to the inside of the glass, was preferable to talking about the past, or measuring Petra’s return to health on a sliding suicide scale.

Maratse timed the coffee to perfection, placing two mugs on the table as Petra kicked the snow off Maratse’s boots before stepping into the house. 

The first warning.

She shivered, loudly.

The second.

Then Petra padded into the living room, face flushed with musty warmth, eyes shining with beads of ice, melting, licking her cheeks in tiny rivulets of thawing breath.

Maratse waited, his hand on the back of his chair, anticipating the moment when they would sit, just after the gentle teasing. He frowned that morning as Petra said nothing. He watched, lips parted, as she reached for the jar of peanut butter, her eyes locked on his, twinkling as she unscrewed the lid.

“Piitalaat…” he whispered.

Petra’s deep brown eyes blazed into his as she reached for a teaspoon. He held his breath as she worked the tip of the spoon around the inside of the jar, scraping the very last of the peanut butter into a sticky heap on the spoon. 

“Wait,” he said, as she opened her mouth and slipped the spoon between her lips.

Petra took her time to lick the peanut butter from her teeth, to work it from her lips with the tip of her tongue, her eyes locked on Maratse’s, eyes twinkling in the last of the tiny diamonds of ice trickling onto her cheeks. She set the jar down on the tabletop, tossed the spoon beside it, and walked around the edge of the table, reaching for Maratse, plucking at the black hairs wisped in clumps across his chest between the scars.

“The peanut butter jar,” she whispered, pressing her lips to his ear, her nutty breath warm against his skin, “is empty. We need more.”

“Iiji,” Maratse said, swallowing, turning his face slowly as Petra pressed her lips to his.

“We need more,” she said, spacing each word with warm, sweet breaths.

“Hmm…”

Petra’s breath tickled the light oriental beard that Maratse preferred in the winter, parting the hairs with more waves – peanut sweet – as she pressed her teeth to his bottom lip.

“I have decided,” she said, twisting her fingers into the hairs on Maratse’s chest, “that we should buy some more.”

Maratse swallowed again, then pressed his hands slowly to her sides, feeling her ribs through the soft layer of her top, his mind racing as he wondered what she wanted him to do next. 

“Peanut butter,” he said, with another swallow.

“Yes. But we will have to go far to get it. We have to get away.”

“Far?”

“Very far,” she said, taking his hand and pressing it up under the wrinkled hem of her pyjama top, guiding him to her breast.

Petra had glimpsed the sun on the back of an iceberg, and she was determined to look ahead, always ahead, to live above the dark depths of the sea, and she was going to take Maratse with her. 

It was her last cleansing.

They would fly the very next day.

Just as soon as they were finished with breakfast.
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Petra’s playful mood continued into the midmorning twilight, just as the sun teased its way over the mountains, striking the icebergs with another shaft of brilliant light. Maratse rolled onto his back, pulling the duvet with him, exposing Petra’s legs, her bottom, forcing her to wriggle back under the covers, seeking the warmth of his skin.

“You’ve gone all quiet,” she said, resting her chin on his chest. “You’ve gone all Maratse.”

“Hmm?”

“Exactly.” Petra opened her mouth wide, clacking her teeth with exaggerated movements as she pressed her chin up and down into Maratse’s chest, waiting for him to respond, slipping a cold hand beneath him and into the small of his back when he didn’t.

“Speak, oh moody one,” she said.

Maratse turned onto his side, curling a scarred finger through the twist of jet-black hair framing Petra’s face. He looked into her eyes, saw his own reflection, looked deeper, searching for something – a sign that this was real, that he wasn’t about to wake up, that she was getting better, healing.

“How do you feel?” he asked, the words clumsy but sincere.

“Right now?”

“Iiji.”

“Safe,” she said. “Warm. A little high.”

“High?”

“Yes.” Petra giggled. “Drunk, maybe.” 

Maratse moved his hand to stroke the back of her head as she snuggled closer into his chest. Petra’s voice was muffled when she spoke, but her words were sharp, difficult to digest as she started to talk.

“It’s taken time to enjoy that,” she said. “What we just did. I struggle with the thoughts – dark thoughts, wondering if he’s still there, if he can still hurt me.”

“He can’t.”

“I know.” Petra lifted her head to look at Maratse. “I know because you made it so. You made sure he could never hurt me. That Jaqqa Neqi could never touch me, or any woman, anyone, ever again.”

“Iiji.”

“And I punished you for it.”

“I don’t think about it.”

“But I do.” Petra shifted in the bed until she could see Maratse’s face, hold his hand as she opened up, releasing the darkness, into the light. “I punished you because I thought I needed him to feel wanted, to feel needed.”

“I need you.”

“I know,” she said. “Which is why you have to hear this. That place he had me – the mental place – it was real, David. More real than you can imagine.” Petra gripped Maratse’s fingers as she talked. “He conditioned me to think that his touch, however rough, however misguided…”

“Evil.”

“Yes.” Petra took a breath. “Evil. He was evil, but he was all I had. I thought I would die in that cabin. Every time he left, it was as if he took life – my life, with him. I was weak. I hardly ate, hardly drank. I didn’t know what day it was. I couldn’t measure time, only things – the things he did to me. That was my reality, and when you killed him, I thought you had taken it away, and I didn’t know how to get it back, if I would ever come back to reality. Does that make any sense?”

Maratse nodded.

“No, David. You need to say it. I need to hear the words.”

“It makes sense,” he said.

“Good.” Petra closed her eyes, sighing softly, her breath still sweet with peanuts and butter. “That’s how I felt. And then, when I clawed my way back to reality – with your help, with Buuti’s and Karl’s – I punished you again, because right when I needed you the most, you were going away.”

“I know.”

“But that was the price. I just didn’t know it then. Only now, when he invades my dreams, and I push him away, telling him he can’t hurt me, that he’s dead – now I understand the price.” Petra opened her eyes. She looked at Maratse, then pressed her fingers into his skin, running them along his side until she found the stab wound – raised, healing. “The price we both paid. The price Buuti is paying now.”

“She’ll be all right,” Maratse said, taking Petra’s hand. “Karl will look after her.”

“I feel like I should too.”

“When we get back,” he said.

Petra flicked her head up, lifting her chin, frowning at Maratse. “Really?” she asked, her eyes softening as her pupils dilated. “You want to go away?”

“Hmm.”

“Hmm?” Petra rolled closer to Maratse, raising her eyebrows as she waited for a response. She blew a strand of hair from her lips, tickling Maratse’s moustache. “What do you mean?”

“You said we needed peanut butter.”

“I was fooling around.”

“Well,” Maratse said, catching his breath as Petra wormed her way onto his body.

“Constable,” she said, pressing her lips to his mouth. “What are you trying to say?”

“I’m trying…”

“Yes?”

“Piitalaat…” Maratse gasped as Petra pressed a cold hand between his thighs.

“Talk,” she said. “Speak…”

“I have money,” he said.

Petra frowned, taking hold of him. “What money?”

“From the Berndt Foundation.” Maratse took a deep breath. “I still have it.”

“Tucked away?”

“Yes,” he said, squirming as Petra shifted her grip. “We could use it, to go away.”

“South?”

“Iiji.”

“Somewhere hot?”

“Wherever you want.”

“Hmm,” Petra said, sliding onto Maratse’s body. “Spain.”

“Spain?”

“The coast. Hot, but not too hot in January. You might even enjoy it.”

Maratse smiled as Petra pressed her forehead to his. He breathed her breath into his lungs, tasted her sweat on his tongue, felt her body press against his, her skin, her hair tickling his cheeks as he paused, not for the first time, surely not the last, to wonder what he ever did to deserve Sergeant Petra Jensen, and, how on earth he was going to cope as she sealed the bond between them.

“Piitalaat…” he breathed, as their bodies became one.

 

“You’re going where?” Karl choked on a lungful of smoke as he turned on the deck to face Maratse. “Spain?”

“Iiji.”

“But it’s hot in Spain.”

“Piitalaat said it would be okay in January.”

“She did?” Karl finished his cigarette. He looked up at a howl from Tinka, followed by more from the sledge dogs tethered to the ice around her. “See, even Tinka is sceptical.”

“About going away?”

“About Spain, David. You in a hot country…”

“It’s what Piitalaat wants. So, I want it.” Maratse shrugged. “I’ll read books inside with a fan if it’s too hot.”

“A fan?”

Maratse nodded. “A big one.” He waited until the dogs were finished howling, before turning to Karl. “How is Buuti?”

Karl stiffened. “You’re not supposed to ask.”

“I was there, Karl. I can ask.”

“She…” Karl paused, turning on the deck to look through the living room window. The candles Buuti had lit when Petra arrived flickered on the table between the two women. He turned back to Maratse. “She’s quiet. I know she’s thinking about it. But she’s rational.”

“Rational?”

“She knows what she did was wrong – killing that man – but she also knows she did the right thing.” Karl sighed. “It’s hard to describe.”

“I understand,” Maratse said.

“Aap. I thought you would. If anyone can…”

It was Maratse’s turn to sigh. After a pause, he pointed at the dogs. “You’ll look after them for me?”

“Of course.”

“And the house?”

Karl nodded.

“Hmm.”

“What?”

“After all the trouble I’ve caused.”

“Trouble?” Karl laughed. “You mean murder, kidnapping…”

“Hmm,” Maratse said. “That too.”

Karl clapped Maratse on the shoulder. “After all you’ve been through. After all we’ve been through. I think Inussuk, Uummannaq, maybe even Greenland, could do with a break. You should definitely go to Spain. Stay there until the money runs out.”

“The money?”

“Petra said you had money from the German.”

“Berndt,” Maratse said, with a nod. “Iiji. Plenty.”

“And your pension?”

“Karl,” Maratse said, turning to look at his friend. “Do you need some money?”

“No, David, I don’t need any money. But seeing as you don’t use your money, I think it’s a good time to go away, have some fun, treat Petra to nice things – she deserves nice things.”

Maratse glanced through the window, waving as Petra caught his eye. He leaned closer to Karl, and said, “Any ideas? The nice things. Only, I…”

“Don’t know what to buy her?” Karl laughed again. “I wouldn’t worry about that. Petra will set you right.”

“She already has,” Maratse said.

They both turned at the sound of a snowmobile grating across the sea ice towards Inussuk. The dogs stirred, dragging their chains through the snow as the driver bumped the front skis of the snowmobile up and over the ice foot. Maratse watched as the snowmobile approached. Karl lit another cigarette. The two men waited as the driver clicked the snowmobile out of gear, turned off the engine and dismounted, fiddling with the helmet until he pulled it off.

“Your phones are out,” Constable Danielsen said, boots squealing in the snow as he tramped up the stairs and onto Karl’s deck. “All of them. I tried every landline in Inussuk.”

“I didn’t notice,” Maratse said, as he shook Danielsen’s hand. The constable from Uummannaq wore the lines of the helmet’s foam pressed into his chubby cheeks.

“Well, they are. Mobiles too. The whole network.”

“And you came all this way?” Karl asked. He gestured at the ice, commenting on the open leads as Danielsen described the route he had taken.

“I skirted around most of them. Jumped the last one,” he said, with a grin. “Don’t tell Simonsen.”

“Not a word,” Karl said.

“Anyway,” Danielsen said. “The Chief sent me with a message for Maratse.” Danielsen smiled, raising his hands as Maratse tensed. “Easy, Constable, you’ve done your time, but now you have to pay for it.”

“How?”

“You’re wanted in court. That’s the message. It’s all arranged, including a return flight to Copenhagen.”

“David is going to Spain,” Karl said.

“Spain?”

“Aap.” Karl puffed a cloud of smoke above their heads. “Where it’s hot.”

Danielsen frowned at Maratse. “You’ll melt.”

“He’s going to get a fan,” Karl said.

“Hmm,” Maratse said. He shot Karl a look, drawing more laughter and smoke from the hunter, before turning to Danielsen. “When?”

“Tomorrow. It’s short notice, but there are seats tomorrow.”

“How many?”

“What?”

“Are there two seats?”

“I didn’t look.”

“I’ll need two seats. Piitalaat is coming with me.”

“Sergeant Jensen?”

“Iiji.” Maratse nodded at the door as Petra stepped out of the house and onto the deck.

“Petra,” Danielsen said.

“What’s going on?” Petra’s face paled in the afternoon moonlight.

“I came with a message for Maratse. They want him in Copenhagen.”

“To testify,” Maratse said. “Not to stay.”

Petra reached for Maratse’s hand, gripping it as she stood next to him. “I thought…”

“I know.”

“Well,” Danielsen said. “That’s the message. I’ll make sure they know to book two seats. Maybe Karl can give you a lift to Qaarsut in the morning?”

“I’ll get them to the airport,” Karl said, with a nod. 

Danielsen shook everybody’s hand before leaving, gunning the engine of the snowmobile as he navigated the ice foot, and drawing Buuti to the door.

“Come inside,” she said, waving them in. “I’ve made more coffee. And there’s cake. Narwhal stew, too, if you’re staying for dinner?”

“They are,” Karl said, as he ushered Maratse and Petra into the house. “They leave tomorrow.”

“Leave?”

“They’re going away,” he said. “But they won’t need much. Some clothes, some books, and a fan.”

“Hmm,” Maratse said.

“A fan?” Buuti frowned at Karl. “Why?”

“Never mind,” he said. “Let’s just enjoy this night with our neighbours.”

“Friends,” Petra said.

Karl smiled. “That’s what I meant.”

Karl closed the door behind them, trapping the cold air between the door and the layer of ice clinging to the wooden frame. The heat of the living room thawed their cheeks and melted the last of the ice beads in the men’s hair and beards. Steam from Buuti’s coffee melted the stubborn ice clinging to their eyelashes as they sat around the kitchen table, teasing Maratse about his fan, his money, and all the ideas Petra had how to spend it. Outside, the dogs stirred at the ends of their chains, howling in the wake of the snowmobile, as Danielsen raced across the ice, all the way to Uummannaq.
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The late January streets of Copenhagen reflected the red lights of the commercial-carpeted Mercedes taxis with a sheen of rain, threatening ice if the temperature dropped just another few degrees. Qitu Kalia splashed along the pavement, hugging his leather briefcase to his chest. He thought of Tertu back at the hotel, how she had shaken her head when he chose the briefcase instead of the more practical – and waterproof – backpack. But, as Qitu believed, image was everything, and he would rather arrive drenched with the appropriate accessories, than looking like someone who had just stepped off the mountain path. At least, that was what he thought two kilometres earlier, when he still held out hope for a taxi, or, when he started walking, a brief reprieve in the rain.

Copenhagen rain was like the rain in Nuuk, and when it rained in Greenland’s capital city, it was just as cold, just as persistent. Qitu arrived at the agreed location in the same manner as if he had walked two kilometres of Greenland’s streets. He shivered as he pressed the buzzer, holding his hand on the unit in the hopes of feeling the connecting buzz through trembling fingers, to offset his poor hearing. The unit buzzed, the door clicked, and Qitu let himself into a nondescript office building, barely a kilometre from Tivoli Gardens.

The instructions he had received in a text told him to take the elevator to the basement. Qitu used the half minute inside the elevator to shake the rain from his briefcase, and dry his glasses – the result of more tests and more failing senses – before stepping out into a long grey basement, dimly lit, carpeted with tired linoleum. He walked left, as instructed, found the second to last door on the right, knocked and waited.

“Qitu!” 

Wrapped inside a swirl of cinnamon and black cotton tucked into elastic denims, Kaama Pihl pulled Qitu inside the room. She closed the door and then threw her arms around his neck, burying Qitu’s face in her thick, wiry black hair.

“It’s been so long,” she said. “I was so pleased when you said you’d come. How long has it been?”

Qitu dropped his briefcase and pulled back to read Kaama’s lips, frowning a little as he caught up with her rapid Danish.

“University,” he said, removing his glasses to wipe the last of the rain from the lenses. “Graduation night, just before I returned to Nuuk.”

“And started working at Sermitsiaq, right?” 

Qitu nodded. “That’s right.”

Kaama, he noted, had a healthy glow to her ebony skin. She smoothed her hand over her belly, nodding when Qitu asked if she was expecting.

“Due in February,” she said, smiling again before she turned to introduce Qitu to a thin blonde woman wearing a tight-knit sweater and jeans, shifting her balance from one foot to other in the middle of the windowless office. “Svea is my better half.”

“Svea Pettersson,” the blonde woman said, greeting Qitu with a slim hand and a firm grip.

“Swedish?”

“Yes.”

Qitu twirled his finger beside his ear. “I just need to focus,” he said. “On your lips.”

“Sure,” Svea said, dipping her head. Qitu dipped his head with her, following her lips until she laughed. “Sorry,” she said, lifting her chin.

“It’s okay. It’s only awkward for a moment.”

“Well, Qitu,” Kaama said, as she stood next to Svea. “Look at you. Head of Nuuk Media Group.”

“It’s only a small newspaper,” Qitu said, resisting further praise. “We work on a few things. Just the important stories, one or two on the go, no more than that.”

“But well-funded?”

“Yes. Privately. Out of Berlin.” Qitu shrugged. “It’s a long story.”

“Maybe later then,” Kaama said. She pointed to a small table pushed against the wall. It overflowed with jars of instant coffee, small boxes of assorted teas, and a generous jam jar filled with sugar. “Drinks there,” she said. “And over here…”

Qitu took a step forward to look at the wall at the far end of the small office. The space in front of it was clear, save for empty packets of drawing pins on the floor, together with pads of post-it notes curling in the damp office air.

“This is everything?” Qitu said, as he took a closer look.

The wall was plastered with grainy images of people – mostly men, printed in the centre of A4 pieces of paper, around which were scrawled dates, locations, connections and sometimes sums of money in different currencies. The notes were written in black ink, corrected in places with red, highlighted in yellows and blues from the marker pens stuck to the wall with blobs of putty. Newspaper clippings were tacked beneath the photos, all shapes and sizes, from single columns to double-spread features, blog articles printed, company magazines copied, all linked with thick black arrows drawn in shaky arcs straight onto the wall and onto the corners of the papers.

“We have to paint once the lease is up,” Kaama said.

“Aap,” Qitu said.

“What do you think?” Svea asked, her voice laced with subtle traces of doubt that Qitu read in the pinch of her forehead.

What do I think?

Qitu removed his wet jacket and hung it over the back of a chair. He returned to the wall, tracing his fingers along one connecting line after another, pausing to tap the face of one man, then lingering over the article next to it. He followed sums of money – American dollars, euros, Danish kroner, Chinese yuan – from one man to the next, circling around a blank page in the middle, like the eye of a storm. Qitu took a step back, shifting his gaze with broad strokes until he found another blank page, smaller than the rest – A5, perhaps. He pointed at it, then moved on, back to the wall, tracing the lines from banks to businesses, frowning at the headlines of articles announcing company mergers, tacked next to printouts of rare minerals and their relative worth in the markets on certain days – the same days as the corresponding articles.

“These are just the bullet points,” Kaama said, stepping to one side of Qitu, turning so that he could see her face. “Everything is backed up and explored in detail on our hard drives. This is just the working desktop – a shared screen if you will.”

“I like it,” Qitu said, nodding. He pressed his finger onto the blank A4 page tacked to the centre of the media mosaic around it. “This is him. Isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

Kaama shook her head when Qitu looked at her. She lifted her finger and Qitu turned in the direction she was pointing to look at Svea, following her lips as she continued.
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