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Note to the Reader

 

Inside the Bear’s Cage is the fourth in a series of crime books set in Greenland. This fourth book ties together a lot of events described in the previous books. For that reason, I would encourage readers to start with the first book in the series: Seven Graves, One Winter.

 

I like to blame Maratse for a lot of things, and book four is no exception. As I spend more time in his company, together with Petra, Gaba, Simonsen, Karl and Buuti, I have to come to realise that while crime connects each of the books in the series, I am actually writing a saga. While the stories are pure fiction, with a healthy injection of dramatic license, you can be sure that the setting of Greenland is as authentic as it can be, especially in terms of the climate and terrain. Greenland, then, is just one more character in the series.

 

The people of Greenland speak Greenlandic – including at least four dialects, Danish, and English. In many aspects of daily life, West Greenlandic and Danish are the working languages. Inside the Bear’s Cage is written in British English with the use of some Greenlandic and Danish words used where appropriate, including:

 

East Greenlandic / West Greenlandic / English

iiji / aap / yes

eeqqi / naamik / no

qujanaq / qujanaq / thank you

Imaqa / maybe
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Greenland is a cage of mountain granite. Its walls are slick with autumn rains, buried under winter snows, slippery with the ice of spring, sharp with black summer lichen. As the ice retreats the cage shrinks, and the distance between the barren land and the ocean larder grows. Young bears and yearlings prowl the coastline, casting round black glances at the sea, wary of the distance to the ice, driven by hunger to the settled areas, the villages and towns of the Greenlanders. But the settlements are full of hunters, the land is busy with dogs, and in the settlement of Inussuk, the arrival of a young, hungry bear is a welcome distraction for retired Greenlandic Police Constable David Maratse, a moment’s reprieve in the darkest of winters.

 

Her forehead was damp again. Maratse wiped it with a towel as he held her hand. The duvet was twisted like a wrung cloth, not unlike Petra Jensen’s mind, wrung tight, dripping. Maratse pulled the duvet up and over Petra’s waist, glancing at the unopened Christmas presents arranged on the chest of drawers tucked into the corner of the tiny bedroom.

“Piitalaat,” Maratse said, as she pushed at the duvet, clawing it with her toes, writhing from one side of the narrow bed to the other. “Do you want water?”

“No water,” she said.

“You’re hot. I’ll get water.”

“No.” Petra turned onto her side and clutched Maratse’s hand. “Stay.”

Maratse dropped the towel onto the bed and took Petra’s hand. He smoothed rough thumbs across her creamy brown skin, tracing her fingers from the knuckles to her pitted nails. He glanced at the door at the sound of someone thumping up the snow-laden steps of the house, pressing the air out of the snow lying deep on the short deck, before knocking on the front door. Maratse caught Petra’s eye as she gripped his hand. 

“It’s not them. It’s not yet.”

Petra drew a breath into her lungs, shallow and stepped, as if she was drawing it up a steep staircase.

“Simonsen said it would be after New Year.”

“It is after New Year,” she whispered.

“Iiji, but he said he would call.” Maratse turned as the front door opened and a gust of Arctic wind licked at the staircase and whistled into the bedroom. 

“David?”

The voice was male, familiar but masked with urgency.

“Karl? Is that you?”

“It’s me,” Karl said. He paused to sniff, as another gust of wind batted at the door. “David, there’s a bear.”

“Here?”

“Aap. It’s coming up over the ice foot, towards the dogs.” Another pause. “Tinka is loose.”

Maratse’s fingers twitched. He looked at Petra, lifted his hand to her cheek and pressed his thumb against her skin, smoothing strands of long black hair to the side of her face.

“Tinka is loose,” he said.

“Yes.”

“I have to…”

“Go,” she said. “I’ll be all right.”

“It won’t take long. It’s just a bear.”

Petra swallowed. “I know.”

The bed creaked as Maratse stood. He leaned over Petra, pressed his lips to her forehead, and then turned for the door. Two short strides took him to the landing. He turned at the top of the stairs, nodded at Petra, and then bounded down the staircase to the narrow hall. Maratse frowned at the look on Karl’s face, as he slipped his feet inside the legs of his quilted overalls, folded over the top of thick rubber boots.

“How is she?” Karl whispered. His eyes were sharp in the harsh light of the hall, but there was a softness in his look as he glanced up the staircase at the bedroom door. The beads of ice in Karl’s thin beard and bushy eyebrows glistened as he waited for Maratse’s answer.

“It will take time,” Maratse said. He tugged the overalls up his waist, slipped his arms inside the sleeves and zipped the front from the crotch to just below his chin. He pulled a fleece hat from the pocket and tucked it onto his head. “Rifle?”

“On the deck,” Karl said.

Maratse opened a small key cupboard on the wall and took out a box of ammunition, more .300 Winchester Magnum bullets for Karl’s Remington Model 700, a Christmas present from Buuti, Karl’s wife. Maratse stuffed the box into the cavernous chest pocket of his overalls as Karl opened the door wide enough to step out onto the deck. The wind dumped another layer of snow onto the mat as Maratse paused to call out that he was leaving, that he wouldn’t be long, that she should try and rest.

“I’ll get up,” Petra said, as she padded slowly into view at the top of the stairs.

“It’s cold, Piitalaat.”

“You said I was hot.”

“Iiji, but…”

Petra tugged at her damp pyjamas. “I’ll be okay.”

Maratse hesitated, twisting at the sound of Karl working the bolt of his rifle, chambering a round. He turned back to Petra.

“I have to go,” he said. “Tinka…”

“Is loose. I know.”

Maratse nodded once, then stepped out of the house. He shut the door, leaning his shoulder against it, pinching the snow between the door and the frame until the latch clicked. He looked at Karl, then scanned the snow-covered beach. The first short row of houses in Inussuk looked down at the frozen dock and the dogs, anchored in pairs with long chains. He could hear them now, the rattle of their chains as they fidgeted, drawing the snow into arcs, tracing the limits of their tethers. The hunters in the settlement had moved most of the dogs from the ice back to the land as warm winds and strong currents had eaten away at the ice. Leads of open water had widened over Christmas, and a few hunters had explored them in their fibreglass boats, dragging them up and onto the ice, and leaving them beside new camps further and further from the shore. Some of the camps had dogs and equipment, others had little more than a plastic crate of fishing line and hooks.

“The bear has been to all of the camps,” Karl said, as they left the deck and hurried across the snow to the dogs. “Edvard said he saw it two days ago. The same bear. He said it was thin.” Karl stopped to point at something moving just beyond the ice foot marking the boundary between the sea ice and the land. “There.”

The wind leached the heat from Maratse’s breath, beading it in the wispy hairs of his beard as he followed Karl’s directions. He saw the bear lurching to one side, it’s wide flank lit by the moonlight as it picked its way across the ice. The bear twisted and turned, worried as it was by a smaller blur of white, a loose dog, herding the bear. 

“Tinka,” Maratse said.

She had been Edvard’s dog, before Maratse arrived in Inussuk, just a pup, clumsy with huge paws. Tinka had dogged Maratse’s every step outside the house, tripping and toppling him as she weaved between his crutches, frustrating his every move. She waited for him to stand each time he fell, before getting in his way once more, until Maratse had had enough. He learned to anticipate her approach, determined to take solid, careful steps to thwart her puppy antics. In short, he concentrated, discarding his crutches shortly after meeting her, allowing her onto the deck as he smoked, feeding her until she decided they belonged together, a retired Constable with two stiff legs and an ungainly puppy with four legs lacking coordination. Together they made a team. Maratse healed as Tinka learned, on the land and on the ice, in a team of dogs pulling a sledge, and now harassing a bear, in much the same way she had harassed Maratse.

“She must have bitten through her collar,” Karl said. “Again.”

“Iiji.” Maratse nodded at the dogs in the yard, fewer than he remembered earlier in the week. “The hunters are gone.”

“They left two days ago. More whales spotted at the edge of the ice. A new quota.” Karl pressed the rifle into Maratse’s hand. “It’s just you and me. You’re the better shot.”

Maratse took the rifle, smoothing his right hand around the stock and laid his finger across the trigger guard. He gripped the forestock in his left hand and walked towards the ice foot. Karl fell into step beside him, his eyes fixed on the bear huffing and lurching on the ice as Tinka worried at its flank.

They followed the sledge path worn between two boulders marking the route onto the ice. The sea ice was thicker just around the coast, layered with fresh ice, soft and slippery beneath their feet. Maratse adopted the slide and shuffle of the hunter moving across the ice, wishing for a moment that he was wearing sealskin kamikker, for a better grip. Karl muttered something similar, as he followed Maratse to the edge of the first lead of black water.

“Tinka,” Maratse shouted. The wind was stronger on the wide, exposed stretch of ice from the peninsular to the mountainous island of Illorsuit, it’s rounded white peaks just visible in the moonlight, some thirty kilometres away. “Come.”

“She won’t come,” Karl said.

“I know.”

“She’s in the way.”

Maratse lifted the rifle and pressed the stock to his shoulder. “I know,” he said, as he took aim.

“If she jumps…”

“Karl.”

“Aap?”

“Quickly, now.”

Maratse sighted on the bear’s head, shifting slightly to compensate for its movement. His nostrils twitched as the hairs inside stiffened in the cold, but not so much to dampen the tart smell of the sea, the tang of old fish, dog and blood from his overalls. Then there was the stink of bear, reaching across the lead of black water between them, revealing another detail not available from the shore.

“He’s sick,” Maratse said. “Do you smell it?”

Karl sniffed, then pointed at the bear’s flank. “There. A dark stripe on his fur. He’s been in a fight. Another bear?” Karl said, turning his head to scan the ice.

“He’s weak,” Maratse said. He lowered the rifle for a moment, resting his arms. 

Weak and wounded, the smell of the bear and the smell of blood reminded Maratse of Petra, when he found her in the mine, weak and wounded. Her fine hair had been matted, like the bear’s. And, just like the bear, she had worn a haunted look, as if she had seen too much, for too long, and could no longer explain it, could only exist.

“But barely,” he whispered.

Blood had followed, as Maratse did what he had to do, the only thing that might help Petra heal. He had taken a life to save a life. He had spilled blood, and lots of it, just as he would spill blood now, to save a life. But not with a knife, and only a little blood, not like the messy struggle he had had on the ice with Jaqqa Neqi. This would be neater, a single bullet, maybe two.

“Call her,” Maratse said. “Draw her away.”

Karl nodded and took a step to the left of Maratse. He walked along the lead, sliding the soles of his rubber boots across the ribbed surface of the ice, cupping his hands to his mouth as he shouted the dog’s name into the wind.

Maratse pressed the butt of the rifle into his shoulder. He shifted his aim from the head to the larger target of the bear’s chest. He waited for Karl to attract Tinka’s attention, consumed in the moment as the bear attracted his. Maratse’s last kill had been a calculated one, driven by emotion, but offset with the fact that it was necessary, that the price was worth it, that Petra would never recover so long as Neqi lived. She wore Neqi’s marks on her fingers, tattooed between her joints, but Neqi had left a more lasting mark on her psyche, just as visible, more so than her tattoos.

“But with time,” Maratse said. “Enough time…”

Time, of course, was the price, and, while the bear’s time was running out, the time that Maratse and Petra had to pay for the death of Jaqqa Neqi, had yet to be served. Maratse pushed the thought to one side as Tinka stopped, twisting her head away from the bear as Karl called her name. Maratse applied pressure to the trigger, drawing in a slow breath of heavy, cold air, before squeezing it, breathing out as the bullet left the barrel and thwacked into the centre of the bear’s chest. Maratse followed it with a second shot, killing the bear as it slumped to the ice.

He lowered the rifle, watching as Karl stepped on two thick floes of ice to cross the lead, grabbing Tinka by the scruff of her neck and hurling her across to the other side. Maratse called Tinka to him, as Karl inspected the bear.

The dog’s claws scratched across the ice as she raced to Maratse’s side. Tinka’s fur was bristled, the hairs standing on end, clumped with ice and reeking of adrenaline. Maratse knelt on the ice, holding the rifle in one hand as he received Tinka with the other, trapping her between his arm and his thigh.

“That’s enough now,” he said, lifting his head away from her tongue.

The wind cooled his cheek in the wake of Tinka’s warm breath. Tinka wormed her way between Maratse’s legs, settling on the ice with her gaze fixed on the shore and the first row of small houses in Inussuk. Maratse saw the light in the living room window, and the shadow of someone standing, looking out onto the ice. He pressed his fingers into Tinka’s fur as he looked at Petra, picturing her face, too far away to see, too far away to touch.

“It’s dead,” Karl said, as he approached, a few minutes later.

“I know.”

Maratse acknowledged Karl with a glance, and then turned back to stare at the window.

“Are you all right?”

“Iiji.”

Karl tugged a packet of cigarettes from his pocket and lit one. He nodded at the bear. “I’ll get Buuti to help me,” he said. “Leave the rifle with me. You go home.”

“You’re sure?” Maratse said. He stood up and gave the rifle and the extra ammunition to Karl. “I can help. I’ve got time.”

“Naamik.” Karl shook his head. “That’s exactly what you don’t have. Go home. She needs you.”
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Police Sergeant Ada Valkyrien took her foot off the accelerator and let the patrol car roll to a stop in front of the boom gate of Vestsyssel Prison. She handed her identity card to the guard at the gate, tapping her hands on the wheel as he checked the time of her appointment on his computer. She nodded when he returned her card, slipped the patrol car into first gear and nudged forwards. As soon as the boom started to rise, she drove beneath it, accelerating through Denmark’s January slush along the short stretch of road to the visitors’ parking area. She parked between two prison vehicles. Ada turned the engine off and took a moment to send a text to the nursery, confirming she would pick up Nikolaj sometime between five and five-thirty, but no later than six. She muted her smartphone, stuffing it into her pocket as she got out of the car. Ada ran her fingers through her hair, teasing her long, dark, but not quite black, fringe and enjoying the prickle of the close-cut sides and back. She stopped at the visitors’ door to adjust her jacket and open the top two buttons of her blouse, before pressing the intercom to announce her arrival. It took another minute to confirm her appointment before the intercom buzzed and the door clicked open. Ada nodded at the camera, opened the door and walked inside.

The corridor walls were smooth and sterile like the air. The square heels of Ada’s favourite leather boots, the ones that gave her an extra three centimetres in height, clacked on the tiles as she walked to the door at the end of the corridor. She forced a smile as the shadow of a man on the other side obscured the thick security glass. Ada cocked her head to one side, letting her fringe fall as the door alarm buzzed and the man opened it.

“You can forget the charm, Sergeant Valkyrien,” he said, as Ada shot him a quizzical look. “I never agreed to this meeting.”

“You can call me Ada, Lasse. It’s not our first meeting.”

“But it will be our last, Sergeant, I can promise you that.” Lasse Schott stood to one side to let Ada through the door. He closed it behind her, waited for the click of the lock, and then nodded to the door halfway along the next corridor. “You know the way.”

Ada walked on. She stopped by the side of the door to Schott’s office, and tapped the sign mounted on the wall to the left of the door.

“Deputy Warden Lasse Schott,” she said. “And the paint is still fresh.”

“It’s engraved,” Schott said, as he opened the door. He waited for Ada to walk into the office, gesturing at the chair in front of his desk, before sitting down opposite her. Schott’s chair creaked as he leaned back in it. “What do you want this time?”

“The same as last time, and the time before,” Ada said. “Unfettered access to your prison guards in Block G, the ones guarding the Greenlanders.”

“I know what Block G is, Sergeant.” Schott fiddled with his tie and loosened the knot. “The answer is still no.”

“Really?” Ada’s lips curled at one side, stopping just short of a sneer as she leaned forwards to tap the edge of the desk. “Obstructing an investigation…”

“I’m not obstructing anything, Sergeant, and you damn well know it.”

“I’ll finish my sentence,” Ada said, tapping the desk a second time. “Obstructing an investigation is a criminal offence, Schott. You are sabotaging an ongoing investigation.”

“Sabotage? Hah. Tell that to the union rep.”

“This is not a union matter. It’s got nothing to do with compensation, or workers’ rights. It’s a criminal investigation concerning the aiding and abetting of the smuggling and sale of drugs in Greenland…”

“You have no proof.”

“…coordinated by one Frederik Severinsen, currently serving three years, in your prison, for manslaughter.”

“There is no history or evidence, or even suggestion of Fari’s involvement in…”

Ada tapped the desk again and continued, “Together with one Mala Toori, also serving time for manslaughter, also in G Block. Mala is a thug and general enforcer for Fari, and his band of merry men.”

“That’s racist, Sergeant. You should be more careful. I could have you on that. Not to mention your little show with the plunging neckline,” Schott said, gesturing at Ada’s open collar. “Sexual manipulation.”

“What?”

“That’s right. It’s rife at the moment. Accusations are being slung left, right and centre.”

Ada slumped back in her seat and laughed. “That’s all you’ve got?”

“I’ve got more than you, Sergeant.”

The last syllable sank in the air between them as Ada considered her next move. She tucked her hand inside her jacket and pulled a slim envelope from the inside pocket. Ada opened the envelope with a theatrical flair she had learned from her late father, one of the last real magicians in Denmark, drawing out the suspense as she drew out the letter, just as her father had done with rabbits from hats, only the drum roll was missing as she opened the letter and placed it flat on the table.

“I don’t suppose you’ve got one of these?” Ada asked.

Schott slid his hands off the desk and into his lap, staring at the letter as Ada turned it to face him.

“What is it?”

“It’s from the Justice Department.”

Schott’s lips tightened, bursting the tiny scabs of skin that had cracked in the January cold. He reached for the letter, turned it, and then tapped his finger on the department logo.

“You went to the Ministry?”

“Not me.” Ada fought back a smile as Schott sighed.

“How can I help you, Sergeant Valkyrien?” Schott slid the letter back across the desk. 

Ada made a show of tracing her finger beneath each line of the letter. “Full access,” she said. “And full cooperation.”

“I can read.”

Ada looked up, and then continued, “With no obstructions. The union,” she said, as she folded the letter into the envelope, “is your first priority. It’s your job to ensure their full cooperation, with no obstructions.”

“And in the meantime?”

“I’ll start my interviews.”

“With the guards?”

“I’ll start with them, and then move on to the inmates.”

“You’ll get nothing from Fari.”

“No? Maybe not. But it’ll send a message.”

“And you’re sure you want to do that, Sergeant? Is that what you really want to do?”

Ada slipped the envelope inside her jacket. She studied Schott’s face, caught the beginnings of a smile creeping across his cracked lips and decided she didn’t like him, she really didn’t like him. It occurred to her that maybe he was involved in Fari’s organisation, at some level. The thought made her smile, until they both grinned at each other, each lost in their own thoughts of a sense of justice, both twisted and sincere.

“He frightens you,” Ada said. “Is that it?”

“Yes.” Schott’s grin disappeared beneath a twitch of his cheek muscles. “You don’t have to spend a long time in Fari’s company before you realise that it pays to be frightened of him. It keeps you sharp.” Schott paused before continuing, “I’ve never met a more trustworthy man.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Fari doesn’t make idle threats. If he says he’s going to hurt you, he will hurt you.” Schott caught Ada’s eye. “How old is your son?”

“That’s none of your business.” Ada shifted in her seat.

“You’re single,” Schott said, leaning forwards. He pressed his fist on the table and raised his thumb. “A son, less than a year old,” he said. He extended his index finger. “Single parent. Your boyfriend left you when you got pregnant.”

“Listen,” Ada said, stabbing her finger onto the desk. “I won’t be intimidated.”

“You have an apartment in Nørrebro. That can be a rough neighbourhood,” he said, straightening his middle finger. 

“Careful, Lasse.”

“Me? I need to be careful?” Schott laughed. “That’s interesting. You’re the one investigating Fari.” Schott opened the top drawer of his desk and shuffled a thin stack of folders in front of him. He opened the top one and pulled out a profile of Frederik Severinsen. He slid it in front of Ada. “Do you even know the extent of his business, prior to serving his sentence?”

“The one you said can’t be documented?” Ada skimmed the page and pushed it away. “I’ve seen it already. I’ve done my homework, Lasse.”

“So you understand that he’s not interested in expanding the range of drugs available in Greenland? That it’s not necessary, that the profits from hashish alone provide a comfortable lifestyle.”

“I know he sent the Hell’s Angels packing when they tried to establish a foothold in Nuuk.”

“And that doesn’t worry you?” Schott took a moment to study the grainy picture of Fari clipped to the top page of his profile. Greenlandic men typically had a full head of thick black hair, with thick eyebrows above a wispy beard, if they chose to wear one. Fari was shaved bald. He even shaved his eyebrows, giving him a startled look to match his startling appearance; a clever deception. “He’s not greedy,” Schott said, as he slipped Fari’s paper inside the folder and stuffed the stack into the drawer. “If nothing else worries you, then that should, at the very least. It makes him cautious. He doesn’t take risks.”

“You’re trying to frighten me,” Ada said. “Do I look frightened?”

“You should be.”

“Listen,” Ada said, as she pushed back her chair. “This is all very interesting – Fari’s background, your attempt at intimidation…”

“If I know those things about you, Sergeant, you can be sure Fari does.”

“And how would he know that?”

“Because he’s just as careful with his sources as he is with his product.”

“Are you one of his sources?”

“Sergeant…”

“Just tell me, Lasse. Just spit it out. I can protect you, and we can bring him down together.”

“He’s already in prison, Sergeant.”

“With a release date scheduled for this summer. Perhaps much sooner after his hearing.”

“And you want to stop it?”

“Of course, I do,” Ada said, lowering her voice. “I have to.”

“Ah,” Schott said. “There we have it. What promises did you make, and to whom?”

Ada looked away as she remembered the meeting with the Greenlanders. She pictured the small office dominated by the large flat screen television mounted on the wall, and the face of the smartly dressed Greenlandic woman on the screen. It was the first time Ada had seen Greenland’s First Minister, although the accounts of her daughter’s murder and her own kidnapping by the murderer had filtered through the police rumour mill, all the way from Nuuk to Copenhagen. She remembered the urgency in the First Minister’s voice as she talked, pausing in between as the Police Commissioner for Greenland, Lars Andersen, clarified certain details, impressing upon Ada how important the operation was, not only for the people of Greenland, but politically. The operation to expose the corrupt prison staff assisting Fari and his criminal empire was to be low key, but with a direct line to key people in important positions should it prove necessary to flex a little administrative muscle.

Hence the letter, Ada thought, as she snapped out of her thoughts and back into Deputy Warden Lasse Schott’s office. 

“You don’t need to know who,” she said.

“I could guess. Given the letter, I know they’re pretty high up the food chain, not that I ever paid much attention to Greenland’s politics. But, it’s a fair bet that there’s a number of Greenlandic politicians anxious for Fari to stay put, but without drawing too much attention to the fact.” Schott smiled. “Which explains why they put a rookie detective like you on the case, Sergeant.”

The legs of Ada’s chair scraped across the floor as she stood up. She made a point of tapping the envelope in her inside pocket as she walked towards the door. Ada gripped the handle and stopped to look at Schott.

“I’ll be back on Monday, which leaves you with Thursday and Friday to make the necessary arrangements for the interviews.”

“Giving the guards the chance to get their stories straight over the weekend,” Schott said. “I’m not sure what you expect to achieve, even with the blessing of the union. If there is a corrupt guard or two…”

“There is.”

Schott shrugged. “Then you’re just wasting your time, Sergeant.”

“No,” Ada said, as she tugged at the door handle, “I’m just formalising the next step. Have a good weekend, Lasse.”

Ada stepped into the corridor and walked towards the exit. She paused at each security door, lifting her chin and staring at the cameras, wondering if the guards watching her on the screens had any idea how important this task was for her. She had promised the First Minister of Greenland that she would root out corruption in the Danish prison system, a tall order for a task force, and nigh on impossible for a single detective working out of an invisible office with a budget to match. The whole thing was rotten, both the corruption and the symbolic operation to root it out. It was placatory at best, but at its worst it could derail Ada’s career before it even got started. And that, she determined, with a last defiant glare at the camera at the outer door, is the only motive I need to get the job done.

Ada walked around her car to the driver’s door, got in and spent a moment flicking through the playlist on her phone, searching for something with the necessary energy to channel her thoughts and plan her interviews. She paused to think of Nikolaj, picturing his cheeky smile, the one he seemed to save for her and his grandmother, before starting the car and selecting the most appropriate track. Ada backed out of the parking space to the tune of Kasabian’s Velociraptor!, thumping the wheel until the boom lifted at the gate and she blasted off in the direction of Copenhagen.
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Malik Uutaaq, Minister of Education, Culture, Church and Foreign Affairs for Naalakkersuisut, the Government of Greenland, stopped in the corridor at the door of Nivi Winther’s office. He straightened his collar, turning his head to check his hair in the black glass of the side panel to the right of the door. He smoothed a tuft of wayward hair with his fingers, thankful that the reflective surface was too dark to reveal the streak of grey he knew was developing at his temples. His latest companion said it was rakish, but Malik knew it for what it really was – the warning bell of his political career, wading sluggishly into murky waters where, if he wasn’t careful, he would grow old and grey until he was saved by early retirement, a lucrative business venture, or a scandal. A combination of all three was not unheard of in Greenlandic politics, and I already have the scandal, he thought. So, what’s next?

He knew it already, of course. Even before the summons to the First Minister’s office, Malik understood that his popularity was waning, and that his suitability for the post of Greenland’s Culture Minister was being debated in the media. He had refused the post the first time she offered it, making a point of listing the reasons why he was unsuitable. It made him smile to hear those same reasons listed in the newspapers and discussed in both the radio and television studios. It was almost as if someone had leaked them. Another smile, his last before knocking on the door and entering Nivi’s office.

Malik’s first impression of Nivi Winther had never changed, she was a woman he admired and desired, although the scandal surrounding his inappropriate relations with her daughter – before she was murdered – ensured that he never attempted to turn his charms on Greenland’s First Minister. She was, perhaps, the only woman he could admire and respect, without focusing on the shape of her hips, or the cut of her hair. However, it looked like she was letting it grow long; she tucked a length behind her ear as she gestured for Malik to sit on the chair in front of her desk.

“I’ll be just a minute,” she said in Danish, her finger hovering over the speaker button on the telephone beside the computer screen. “Yes,” she said, continuing her conversation with the Danish speaker on the other end of the line. “Please, keep me informed.” Nivi ended the call and sat down.

“Denmark?” Malik asked.

“The Ministry of Justice. They’ve given me a liaison officer.” Nivi shuffled a sheaf of papers into a neat pile on her desk and pushed it to one side. She paused for a moment, as if considering how to proceed, and then fixed Malik with a prolonged stare. “Do you remember the name: Frederik Severinsen?”

“Fari Severinsen?” Malik tapped his eyebrow. “He has no eyebrows.”

“That’s right. He shaves all the hair on his head.”

“He was jailed for manslaughter.”

“And soon to be released,” Nivi said. She gestured at the telephone. “Fari is the head of the Makakajuit, smuggling hash into Greenland. It seems that his incarceration has done nothing to affect his business. In fact, the sale and use of hash has doubled since his time behind bars. You know Lars Andersen, the Police Commissioner for Greenland? Of course, you do,” Nivi said, with a shake of her head. “Anyway, Lars made me aware of a recent operation, here in Nuuk. It turns out that Fari is getting help from a prison guard – at least one, in Denmark. My liaison with the Ministry of Justice assures me that a police probe into Vestsyssel Prison is underway.”

“That’s the prison for Greenlanders who commit serious crimes?”

“Yes,” Nivi said. “Until we open the doors of the new facility in Nuuk.”

Malik waited as Nivi ran her hand through her hair. The way she glanced at the telephone suggested her liaison did not have good news.

“What’s the problem, Nivi?”

“The problem is the prison guard union. It seems they don’t like the insinuation that one or more of their guards is helping an inmate to run his criminal organisation. It’s taking too long to gain access, and there is no evidence…”

“Other than the statement from the witness in the operation in Nuuk.”

“Which is, apparently, useless. He was high at the time. So we’ve got nothing, until the Danish police interview the guards. I get the feeling I am being given the run-around, but time is running out. Whether Fari has doubled his profits or not, I just don’t like the idea of him being back in Greenland.” Nivi looked up and a sad light dulled her eyes. “It’s our children, Malik, the youth – Greenland’s future. That’s where the sharpest increase in the use of hash has been recorded, from gymnasium students, all the way down to the thirteen- and fourteen-year olds in school.” Nivi forced a smile onto her lips. “How is Pipaluk?”

“How is she, or how old is she?”

“Both,” Nivi said.

Malik shifted in his seat. He recalled the last parent’s evening, the one his estranged wife, Naala, had forced him to attend. It was either that or a divorce, she had said. Pipaluk’s grades had fallen together with Malik’s popularity, as if the two were linked. And then there was the jacket – the one that had been stolen from Pipaluk’s school locker, and then found on the body of Nivi’s daughter, when she was dragged from the sea.

“She’s okay,” Malik said, knowing that she wasn’t. “She’s also thirteen.”

“You have a boy, too.”

“Sipu. He’s a few years younger.”

“But they’re both in school, and the school falls under your department,” Nivi said. “Which is why I asked you to come and see me today.”

“I thought so,” Malik said. He pointed at the coffee maker on the cabinet against the wall of Nivi’s office. “Do you mind?”

“Go ahead.” Nivi waited for Malik to pour a mug of coffee, shaking her head when he offered to pour one for her, and then continuing, as he sat down. “You score well with the hunters, Malik.”

“I know.”

“But hunters alone won’t carry the vote. You need to be doing more to appeal to the people you are responsible for.”

“Responsible?”

“Yes. The days when you could curry favour and win the popular vote just by speaking Greenlandic are over, Malik. Surely, you can see that?”

“I never asked for this position.”

“I know, but it’s the right one for you, if you are ever to succeed me.” Nivi paused to press thin fingers into her tired cheeks. She leaned back in her chair and let her hands fall into her lap. “It’s like you don’t want to be in government anymore.”

“I want to be in government,” Malik said.

“But you’re not trying.”

“Nivi…” Malik put his mug down on the surface of her desk. “My campaign manager was tortured and killed.”

“By the man who murdered my daughter. Yes, Malik, I know this.”

Malik continued, “Then, following the inquiry into my relations with your daughter, my party was dissolved, my wife left me, and my kids barely speak to me. The only thing keeping me in politics is your generosity.”

“I’m not being generous, Malik.”

“No? That’s what people think. They also think that it is some twisted sense of justice, a kind of penance. You claim to have put things behind you, to work for Greenland’s future, with a bipartisan approach that gives you political capital…”

“It’s not like that.”

“While keeping me as your lapdog, in a position for which everyone knows I am totally unsuited.”

“Lapdog?” Nivi laughed. “Malik, tell me how people know that you are unsuited? Is it because you leaked your unsuitability to the press? No,” she said, with a shake of her head. The light had returned to her eyes, and Malik took notice, recognising the subtle shift in her tone of the voice, and the strength that followed it. “Don’t try and play the innocent. It was you. Don’t deny it. Besides,” she said, with a laugh. “You don’t have that many staff.”

“Okay,” Malik said. “So what if it was me? It’s true.”

“Only because you’re not trying.”

“So you say.”

“And I mean it.” Nivi nodded at the telephone. “This thing with Fari keeps me awake at night. Then there’s the whole thing about waste disposal in the north, about how we’re not doing enough to protect the environment. Europe wants us to clean up, but they’re not offering any money. China wants to invest, but Denmark and America won’t let them. And then Russia is slowly building up its presence in the Arctic, flexing its muscles with the West, and we’re in the middle, up to our ears in social problems, educational problems, and increasing foreign interest, all of which fall under the umbrella of your office. And what are you doing? Leaking to the press that you are unfit for the job.” Nivi sighed, and said, “Are you a coward, Malik?”

“What?”

“Just tell me, are you a coward? All the time you called me out during the campaign… I can’t remember how many times you suggested I wasn’t Greenlandic, that I didn’t care for our people.”

“I never…”

“Yes, you did. Every time you refused to speak Danish, or English, you suggested I was wrong to do so.”

“All right,” Malik said. He pushed back his chair and stood up. “Fine. You say that I leaked that on purpose. Of course, I did it on purpose. That was the whole point.” Malik walked away from the desk. He considered leaving the office but settled on pacing instead. “Aarni Aviki, my campaign manager, was the smart one. He was going to get me through the whole thing. I was the poster boy, damn it. I admit it. That was my role. He was going to surround me with smart people. They would do the work, Nivi. Not me.” Malik stopped pacing and took a long, slow breath. “I was never supposed to be more than that. And then you forced me to take responsibility. You forced me to work for it.” 

Malik laughed as he realised what he had just said. Nivi laughed with him. She stood up and walked around her desk, stopping just in front of Malik. Nivi pressed her hand on his arm and said, “It’s all my fault. Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“And you think I’m punishing you for sleeping with my daughter?”

“Maybe.”

“Well, maybe you’re right. But maybe there’s another reason too. I saw something during the campaign that impressed me. Sure, I knew you were the poster boy, as you call it, but Greenland needs someone to rally behind, and if you just stop sabotaging your own career, and let me help you, then you can be the face of Greenland again. And you’ll learn something along the way.”

“For what purpose?”

“Taking over my job, when I step down.”

“Are you’re going to?”

“I’m tired, Malik,” Nivi said, letting go of his arm. She poured a mug of coffee, holding it in both hands as she tucked her arms to her chest and leaned against the wall. “I’ve tried to get over Tinka’s death…”
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