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Part 1


LANGUAGE




Chapter 1


At the end, he sat in the hotel room and counted out the pills.


He did not do this with words, nor mathematics, nor did his hands move, nor could he especially blame anyone else.


It didn’t occur to him that Death would come; not in the conscious way of things. Death was, Death is, Death shall be, Death is not, and all this was the truth, and he understood it perfectly, and for all those reasons, this ending was fine.


Tick tick tick.


The world turned and the clock ticked


tick tick tick


and as it ticked, he heard the countdown to Armageddon, and that was okay too. No point fighting it. The fight was what made everything worse.


He was fine.


He picked up the first pill, and felt a lot better about his career choices.




Chapter 2


At the beginning …


The Harbinger of Death poured another shot of whiskey into the glass, lifted the old lady’s head from the dark blue wall of pillows on which she lay, put the drink to her lips and said, “Best I ever heard was in Colorado.”


The woman drank, the sky rushed overhead, dragged towards another storm, another thrashing of the sea on basalt rock, another ripping-up of tree and bending of corrugated rooftop, the third of this month, unseasonal it was; unseasonal, but weren’t all things these days?


She blinked when she had drunk enough, and the Harbinger returned the glass to the bedside table. “Colorado?” she wheezed at last. “I didn’t think there was anything in Colorado.”


“Very big. Very empty. Very beautiful.”


“But they have music?”


“She was travelling.”


“Get an audience?”


“No. But I stopped to listen. This was student days, there was this girl who … People won’t be booking her for a high school prom any time soon, but I thought … it was something very special.”


“All the old songs are dying out.”


“Not all of them.”


The woman smiled, the expression turning into a grimace of pain, words unspoken: just you look at me, sonny, just you think about what you said. “A girl who?”


“What? Oh, yes, I was, um … well, I hoped there’d be a relationship, and you know how these things sort of blur, and she thought it was one thing and I never really did say and then she was going out with someone else, but by then we’d booked the plane tickets and … look, I don’t know if I should … I’m not sure I should talk about me.”


“Why not?”


“Well, this is …” An awkward shrug, taking in the room.


“You think that because I’m dying, I should talk and you should listen?”


“If you want.”


“You talk. I’m tired.”


The Harbinger of Death hesitated, then tapped the edge of the whiskey glass, held it to her lips again, let her drink, put it down. “Sorry,” he murmured, when she’d swallowed, licked her lips dry. “I’m new to this.”


“You’re doing fine.”


“Thank you. I was worried that it would be … What would you like to hear about? I’m interested in music. I thought maybe that when I travelled, I mean, for the work, I’d try and collect music, but not just CDs, I mean, all the music of all the places. I was told that was okay, that I was allowed to preserve … not preserve, that’s not … Are you sure you wouldn’t rather talk? When … when my boss comes …” Again his voice trailed off. He fumbled with the whiskey bottle, was surprised at how much had already been drunk.


“I know songs,” she mused, as he struggled with the top. “But I don’t think they’re for you to sing. A woman once tried to preserve these things, said it would be a disaster if they died. I thought she was right. I thought that it mattered. Now … it’s only a song. Only that.”


He looked away, not exactly rebuked, but nonplussed by the moment, and her resolve. To cover the silence, he refilled her glass. The tumbler was thick, clean crystal, with a clouded band at the bottom where the base was ridged like a deadly flower – one of a set. He’d carried all four up the ancient flagstone road from Cusco, even though only two would ever be used, not knowing what he’d do with the remainder but feeling it was somehow wrong to part one from the other. He’d also carried the whiskey, stowed in the side of his pack, and the mule driver who’d showed him the way across the treeless road where sometimes still the pilgrims came dressed in Inca robes and carrying a blackened cross had said, “In these parts, we just make our own,” and looked hungrily at the bottle.


The Harbinger of Death had answered, “It’s for an old woman who is dying,” and the mule driver had replied, ah, Old Mother Sakinai, yes yes, it was another thirty miles though, and you had to be careful not to miss the turning; it didn’t look like a split in the path, but it was, no help if you get lost. The mule driver did not look at the bottle again.


They had camped in a stone hut shaped like a beehive, no mortar between the slabs of slate, a hole in the roof for the smoke from the fire to escape, and in the morning the Harbinger of Death had watched the sun burn away the mist from the valley and seen, very faintly in the dry stone-splotched grass, the tracings of shapes and forms where once patterns miles wide had been carved to honour the sun, the moon, the river and the sky. Sometimes, the man with the three surprisingly docile mules said, helicopters came up here, for medical emergencies or filming or something like that, but no cars, not in these parts. And why was the foreigner visiting Mama Sakinai, so far from the tarmacked road?


“I’m the Harbinger of Death,” he replied. “I’m sort of like the one who goes before.”


At this the mule driver frowned and sucked on his bottom lip and at last replied, “Surely you should be travelling on a feathered serpent, or at the very least in a four-by-four?”


“Apparently my employer likes to travel the way the living do. He says it’s good manners to understand what comes before the end.” Having said these words, he played them back in his mind and found they sounded a bit ridiculous. Unable to stop himself, he added, “To be honest, I’ve been doing the job for a week. But … that’s what I was told. That’s what the last Harbinger said.”


The mule driver found he had very little to give in reply to this, and so on they walked, until the path divided – or rather, until a little spur of dark brown soil peeled away from the stones laid so many centuries ago by the dead peoples of the mountains, and the Harbinger of Death followed it, not quite certain if this was indeed a path used by people or merely the track of a wide and possibly hungry animal, down and down again into a valley where a tiny stream ran between white stones, and where a single house had been built the colour of the dry river bed, timber roof and straw on the porch, a black-eyed dog barking at him as he approached.


The Harbinger of Death stopped some ten feet from the dog, crouched on his haunches, let it bark and dart around him, demanding who, what, why, another human, here, where no people came except once every two weeks Mama Sakinai’s nephew, and once every three months the travelling district nurse with her heavy bags not heavy enough to cure its mistress.


“You’ll want to learn how to deal with dogs,” the last Harbinger had said as he shadowed her on her final trips. “Ask any postman.”


Charlie had nodded earnestly, but in all honesty he wasn’t bothered by dogs anyway. He liked most animals, and found that if he didn’t make a fuss, most animals didn’t seem to mind him. So finally, having grown bored of barking, the dog settled down, its chin on its paws, and the Harbinger waited a little while longer, and when all was settled save the whispering of the wind over the treeless ground and the trickling of the stream, he went to Mama Sakinai’s door, knocked thrice and said, “Mama Sakinai? My name is Charlie, I’m the Harbinger of Death. I’ve brought some whiskey.”




Chapter 3


In a land of forests …


… in a land of rain …


There had been an aptitude test.


Reading, writing, general knowledge.






Q1 Rank these countries in order of population, from most populated to least.


Q2 Who is the director of the United Nations?


Q3 Name five countries that were previously British colonies in the period 1890–1945.


Q4 “Man is no more than the sum of his experience and his capacity to express these experiences to fellow man.” Discuss. (500 words.)








And so on.


Charlie did better at it than he’d expected, not knowing what he should have studied in advance.


There weren’t any other candidates in the room as he answered the questions. Most of the time it was a classroom for students learning to teach English as a foreign language. On one wall was a cartoon poster explaining how adverbs worked. An overhead projector had been left on, and whined irritatingly. He finished with twenty minutes to spare, and wondered if it would be rude to just walk out before the time was done.


There weren’t any other candidates in the reception room for the psychiatrist either, as he sat, toes together, heels sticking out a little to the sides, waiting for his interview.


“Associations. I say a word, you say the first thing that comes to your mind.”


“Really? Isn’t that a little—”


“Home.”


“Family?”


“Child.”


“Happy.”


“Sky.”


“Blue.”


“Sea.”


“Blue.”


“Travel.”


“Adventure.”


“Work.”


“Interesting.”


“Rest.”


“Sleep.”


“Dreams.”


“Flying.”


“Nightmares.”


“Falling.”


“Love.”


“Music.”


“People.”


“… People. Sorry, that’s just the first thing that …”


“Death.”


“Life.”


“Life.”


“Living.”


When he got the job, the first thing he did was phone his mum, who was very proud. It wasn’t what she’d ever imagined him doing, of course, not really, but it came with a pension and a good starting salary, and if it made him happy …


The second thing he did was try and find his Unique Taxpayer Reference, as without it the office in Milton Keynes said they couldn’t register him for PAYE at the appropriate tax level.




Chapter 4


And the world had turned.


… in a land of mountains …


… in the land of the vulture and the soaring eagle …


… the Harbinger of Death ordered another coffee from the café across the street from his Cusco hotel, and looked down at the black-eyed, black-eared dog that had followed him out of the mountains, and sighed and said, “It’s not about what I want, honestly, but there’s no way you’re getting through customs.”


The dog stared up at him, sitting stiff and patient on its haunches, no collar round its neck, ungroomed but well fed. It had followed him from Mama Sakinai’s cabin without a sound, waited in the pouring rain outside the stone hut where he slept, until at last, guilt at its condition had made Charlie push open the wooden door to let it inside, where it had sat a few feet off from him without a whimper, to follow after him as he walked back down the ancient way to the city.


“Look,” he had said, first in English, then in cautious Spanish, not knowing Mama Sakinai’s favoured tongue. “Your mistress isn’t dead.” He’d stopped himself before adding “yet”. Somehow the word felt unclean.


The dog had kept on following, and the next night, as they lay together by the ancient path, Charlie thought he heard a figure pass in the dark, bone feet on ancient stone, heading deeper into the mountains, following the paths carved by the dead, walked by the living. And he had shuddered, and rolled over tight, and the dog had pressed its warm body against his, and neither had slept until the moon was below the horizon.


The next day he’d come to Cusco, and wasted the best part of a day when he should have been sorting transportation trying to find a home for the persistent animal. He finally succeeded by chance, bequeathing it to a car repairman and his teenage daughter, she already dressed in mechanic’s blues over her football shirt, face coated in grease, who at one look at the dog had exclaimed, “I got your ear!” and grabbed its ear, and it had pulled free, to which she had laughed, “I got your tail!” and grabbed its tail, and it had pulled that away, at which point she got its ear again, then tail, then ear, then tail, then …


… until the pair of them were rolling on the ground, panting with delight.


“Who did the animal belong to?” asked her somewhat more circumspect father, as he and the Harbinger of Death watched them play.


“An old woman in the mountains.”


“Ah – she is dead?”


“Yes. She is dead. Old age took her.”


“You were her family?”


“No. I was sent as a courtesy. She said that she was the last of her people, and spoke a language that no one else knows. My employer likes to show respect.”


“I see!” Understanding bloomed in the mechanic’s face. “You are an anthropologist!”


The Harbinger of Death nodded and smiled, briefly relieved, and filed that excuse in the back of his mind in case he needed it later.


“Your T-shirt,” he said to the mechanic, as the girl laughed on the floor with her new best friend. “Local team?”


“Yes, just a small side, but we’re doing all right. Runners-up in Region VIII national division last year.”


“Where would I find the shirt?”




Chapter 5


“Problem about supporting Arsenal is they play great first half of the season, then blow it and finish fourth …”


“Cricket fans aren’t like your rugby lads …”


“The train will be delayed. This is due to a shortage of crew.”


“Do you have anything vegetarian?”


“Proud to announce my new transport policy, fairer prices for a more environmentally friendly and socially conscious London!”


“It’s now been four months of emergency powers. Four months. Remind you of any other great political coups in world history much?”


“Darling, you’re making a scene.”


“… humidity in the winter when you’re drying your clothes, and then you get the black mould and that’s really the one to look out for, the black one, it’s the one which can …”


“A man dies twice. Once when he dies, and once when he is forgotten.”


“How’s the new job? Oh, I see. So … not really like insurance at all?”


On the plane from Lima to LA, a woman sat next to Charlie in premium economy class (Death didn’t think it proper that his Harbinger travel economy, but neither did he believe in business class) and said, “Oh wow, oh Jesus! And you’ve been doing this job for how long?”


“A bit over a week.”


“And have you seen people die?”


“No.”


“You’re the Harbinger of Death and you haven’t seen people die?”


“No. I go before.”


“And isn’t that terrible? Isn’t that the worst thing ever, meeting all these people and knowing they’re going to die?”


Charlie thought about it for a while, airline wine rolling around the plastic cup in his hand, airline pretzels stuck between his teeth. Then he said, “So far, no. So far it’s been … I think it is … So far it’s been okay.”


Her jaw dropped, and then she turned away, and deliberately didn’t look at him for the rest of the flight. That made Charlie a little sad, but it was, he supposed, a not entirely unfair reaction, all things considered.


As must be, as was foretold, Death came unto Mama Sakinai. He sat by her side, and they talked a little while, and Death said,


Of course I’ve had many Harbingers in the past. It is appropriate that the Harbinger is mortal, a bridge between this world and the next. In the old days I used eagles, but people stopped paying attention to them after a while – just birds in the sky – and I went to this party in Ithaca where the eagles soared and the prophets spoke and the suitors thought they knew better. But Odysseus had been through some tough times and it seemed polite to lend him a hand, though to be honest, it was at Penelope’s bidding I came, though not her commandment that I obeyed. By the shores of Te Waipounamu the whales surfaced and rolled their bloody eyes before the coming storm – but the priestly classes, you see, the priestly classes always do feel the need to interpret a perfectly well-established sign the newest way, and never like speaking truth to power, and so these things strayed off message. Do you mind if I … Thank you. Terrible habit, I know, but … You’re very kind.


I switched to humans a few thousand years ago. One must move with the times. There were some good days. Egypt, the rain of blood, the frogs, the locusts – I was impressed, it was a spectacular piece of work. The four of us stood by the shores of the Red Sea and were just like, wow, seriously, that’s taking the job to the next level, but Pharaoh ignored it as always and so night fell and where there was not fresh blood by the door, I came, just like the guy said. When the Mongols rode west, my messenger came before on a black horse, and said, “When I say big, I mean really big,” but there’s a listening issue with the human race, who have never understood when such things are fair warning and when they’re merely courtesy before the storm.


One quit the job when they burned the books, saying that before it had only been people, and now it was all of humanity that died. Another refused to leave Nagasaki, saying it was apt that this was his end, and I suppose it was, and I was careful to ensure that he lodged at the centre of the blast, and stayed with him until he was ash on the wall. There was one who had a blue tattoo on her arm from the camps in the north, but people didn’t want to listen, didn’t understand what it was she had to say, and another who said, “The war will begin for greed, but it will become murder in the name of God,” and they laughed in her face and I don’t like that sort of behaviour, not when I am showing such … courtesy.


The desert can either preserve a body for millennia, or turn it quite to dust, depending on its condition. I am never sure which outcome I prefer, until the moment comes. Sometimes even I am surprised by who you meet again, when the sands move.


He took another drag on his cigarette, flicked ash into the tray and, stretching, said, I hope I don’t bore you with all of this, but as you asked …


“No,” croaked Mama Sakinai, her breath wheezing through her cracked and curling lips. “You aren’t boring me.”


Death nodded, his great red horns scraping the ceiling above his head, his bright scarlet face and spinning yellow eyes opening and closing into something that might have been a smile. She had not imagined that Death might smile upon her, but in all other respects he was the figure she had known would come, the god of the underworld, exactly as the stories had said he would be.


She said, “Your Harbinger – Charlie – gave me whiskey and talked about music.”


Ah, he is fond of music, yes. I’m told he also collects obscure football T-shirts.


“T-shirts?”


He likes the odd clubs, the fourth division of the Calabrian league kind of teams. I believe he used to support Aston Villa, mused Death, rolling the cigarette between a great talon of boiling bloody skin and shifting paint, dots of white rolling like maggots over and into his flesh, sometimes bursting into new patterns, sometimes vanishing altogether into the churning colours of his flesh.


Supporting Aston Villa can induce resentment in almost anyone, even a man as phlegmatic as Charlie. The game changes; one form dies and another is born. But the game goes on.


Mama Sakinai nodded slowly at this, her liver-spotted skull resting deep back into the pillows when the motion was finished, never to rise again, and with her last few breaths whispered, “He wanted to hear the songs of my people, but they are not the same when sung in a stranger’s mouth. It was good of you to send him ahead. I haven’t had much conversation … for a very long time.”


Death smiled again, and leant in close, holding the old woman’s hand gently within his taloned grasp, twisting his head to the side a little so that his mighty horns might not tear the window above her head. Then, in her language – in the ancient tongue of her peoples, the ones who had hunted until the settlers came, the ones who had died in the human hunts, the ones who had forgotten their names – he murmured in her ear, There is a place waiting for you behind the setting moon, Mama Sakinai. There are the spirits of your ancestors, living anew in the rivers of the sky. They call to you, they call to you, in your own tongue; they are waiting to tell the stories again, the stories that will never more be told in this land of burning sun. They hear your footsteps on the golden way, they catch you as you fall. Your people all are dead, Mama Sakinai, and your language too, and your stories and your lives, but only the world of the living is changed, never the world of the dead.


So saying, he kissed her gently on the lips, to seal up the last of the language that would never again be heard on the surface of the Earth, and Mama Sakinai died, and her body was given to the vultures, to be buried in the sky.




Part 2


ICE




Chapter 6


“Scottish independence …”


“The needs of the Irish are not the same as …”


“Catalonia, ah, Catalonia!”


“The offside rule states that if a ball is passed to an attacker who is within the defensive line …”


“The unrest in Xinjiang province …”


“When I went to Tibet …”


“Don’t talk to me about Kashmir!”


“… as in already closer to the goal than the defenders …”


“Look, without wanting to be unreasonable …”


“Georgian separatists today declared …”


“Do you do it with soy?”


“Went there last year, lovely people, just such wonderful hosts …”


“The people of Crimea …”


“I’ve got some superglue for the soles of your shoes, if you like?”


“Bury my heart in the Falkland Islands …”


“The Governor, number one, the Island, the Street, the South Atlantic. Do you really need a postcode?”


“Argentina of course use this to great effect by pushing their defensive formation towards the halfway line, thus creating an offside situation for …”


“Prevents Alzheimer’s!”


“It really changed the way I think.”




Chapter 7


Four months after Charlie started as Harbinger of Death, his girlfriend dumped him.


It had been a long time coming, even before he started in the new job, and though he was a bit down about it, he understood why and knew, regretfully, that in a little while he’d feel okay. He wondered if that made him a bad person.


“It’s not just that you’re always travelling,” she explained, “and it’s not about the job, it’s not; I get it, like, I get it. But my next seat is in patent law and I really want to do well and there’s only a couple of positions coming up at the firm and I need to get this, like, I have plans, I know where I want to live and where I want to be, and all my friends are getting on and you’re getting on too, I know that, it’s just … Look, it’s been great, okay, but you’re not … I don’t think this …”


“It’s okay,” he replied. “I understand.”


Two months later, she was going out with someone from the office whose area of expertise was employment law. For a brief moment Charlie hoped they’d be very unhappy together; then he met them at a party held by a mutual friend, one of the very, very few he seemed to share these days, a fluke, he hadn’t thought he’d make it, and neither had the friend who’d invited him. And his ex and her new bloke were very happy together, and he was remarkably nice, for a lawyer.


“Has anyone sued Death?” he asked, a sudden thought striking from the dark, fuelled in no small part by cheap beer and chocolate brownies made with certain herbal additives.


“I think someone tried to, once.”


“What happened?”


“The cancer got him before the case went to court.”


“Oh. I see. Well. I suppose sometimes these things are beyond litigation.”


*


Ten days later, in a hospital room in Salisbury …


“He said that?”


“Yes. ‘Beyond litigation’.”


“Bless him.”


“Is that …”


“It’s only slightly a joke.”


“Sorry,” he muttered to the nun in her pale blue gown, oxygen pumped into her nose, fluids into her arms, neither enough to save her. “I’m talking about me, and you’re … It’s unforgivable.”


“Not at all,” tutted the old woman, last of her convent, no new blood joining, no old blood left. “I enjoy hearing about people.”


He smiled limply. “That’s what the woman in the mountains said, but I came here to honour you, not to bore you.”


“You don’t bore me. By my age, death is boring; life is wonderful. Tell me more. Tell me about living things.”


“Well. I’m thinking of trying internet dating.”


“Ah yes. I’ve heard of this.”


“It’s just, my line of work … the travel …”


“Always heard that air stewardesses had a lot of sex.”


Charlie’s jaw briefly dropped. The nun smiled faintly through the tape and tubes across her face. “What?” she wheezed. “Once the mother superior went, it’s only been me, God, the holy word and daytime TV.”


In a tower high above the scurrying streets …


In a city that never sleeps …


Plate-glass windows all around, a 360-degree view as the sun came up. An architect once remarked that buildings should have fewer windows, that natural light was a privilege to be enjoyed by the few, earned by the hard labour of the many. Men and women should work to have light in their lives, and if that principle was taken to heart, then Patrick Fuller was indeed a worker …


He leaned back in his chair and exhaled, puffing out his cheeks, then, not quite believing it, leant forward to read the email again, just in case he’d missed the point the first time.


Repetition did not alter meaning.


He called his assistant into the office. Every time she came through the door, he wondered if he’d chosen her for her appearance. He had made every effort not to, and had deliberately interviewed as many male as female candidates for the job. Maybe her beauty – her now rather distracting beauty – had influenced an animal part of his brain that he had mistakenly thought he’d overcome.


Maybe she was just damn good at her job, regardless of the genetic lottery.


“Is this a joke?” he asked.


“No, sir,” she replied. “We had it verified.”


He stared at it one more time, then said, “I want to know everything about this. Everything. Who sent it, who received it, what it means. Also, I want a full security check of this office, a bomb sweep, and get me an appointment with my cardiologist for tonight.” He thought about it a little longer, then added, “And get me a plane to Nuuk.”


And the world turns …


“You do what?”


“I’m the Harbinger of Death.”


“You’re kidding.”


“No.”


“You’re the actual Harbinger of Death?”


“Yes.”


“As in …”


“Yes.”


“That’s … that’s kinda weird, actually. I mean like, I know you said … your profile said ‘personal assistant’.”


“Well, in its way …”


“Yeah, but to Death.”


“I didn’t lie about anything on the site, just in the drop-down menu they didn’t have an option for …”


“You don’t look much like your picture.”


“I don’t?”


“No, I mean, not that it’s lying or nothing, just that … well, just in life, I mean, your face is different; it’s more … Look, I mean, I’m not, but … So do you like your work?”


“It’s a good job.”


“That’s not what I asked.”


“I like travelling. I like meeting people, going to places I wouldn’t ever go, seeing … things change.”


“Change?”


“Death isn’t just about dying.”


“That makes no sense. But you live in Dulwich – you weren’t lying about that, right?”


“No, but I’m not home very much.”


“So the online dating …”


“Ah. Yes. I mean, a serious relationship …”


“… whatever that means …”


“Meeting people …”


“I think you should know I’ve just come out of an unhappy—”


“That’s fine.”


“And I’m weirded out by your job.”


“I guess … that’s okay, if you’re okay with it.”


“I don’t know. I don’t know.”


“I think you’re kinda wonderful. Sorry, that sounded … sorry, I was …”


“Do you know how many dates I’ve been on this month?”


“I … don’t really know what you’re meant to say. I thought I’d just tell the truth. Um … I’ve screwed this up, haven’t I?”


“No. I don’t think so. Like you said, you told the truth. Let’s have another drink. Let’s … talk some more.”


And in a frozen land …


… where the cracks spread beneath the snow …


A figure walked along the ice, and thought for a while that he didn’t walk alone.


Once, as a boy, he had walked along this ridge, only then it had looked different, less stone, more snow. In those days, he wore woollen gloves, and the wool froze to his hands and blood seeped through the fibre and then the blood froze too. Once, the man on the ice had guided a group of explorers down the Snorgisford, the most dangerous glacier in the world, they said, but it had melted and something else had taken its place, and besides, these things were only dangerous if you were a bloody idiot who decided to climb one, not if you left them alone; if you just left them alone it’d be fine, it’d be beautiful, not frightening, it would be …


“You know,” he said to the whiteness, “I didn’t think it would be this easy.”


The sky, the snow, the ice, the stone; there was no answer. There was no horizon either. There was no end to the sphere of white in which he was walking. There was no sun, there was no north, there was no magnet to point him home. He felt the weight of the bag upon his back and wondered why he’d packed so much in it. He threw it away, and felt young again, light on his feet; was tempted to run, resisted, wondered why. An old man, he thought to himself, you’ve become an old man wearing expensive boots. Live a little, surprise yourself, and he didn’t, and he kept on walking into the white.




Chapter 8


The Harbinger of Death’s phone lit up in the night, and he was immediately awake. It buzzed, vibrating without ringing across the bedside table. Next to him, the woman whose name had genuinely turned out to be Emmi – “It’s like Emma, but better!” said her online profile – rolled over, pulling the pillow tighter against her head, a sure sign that she was awake, feigning sleep, chiding him with her body for having his phone on at three in the morning. He hesitated, caught between her skin, ebony against the pale sheets that covered her slumbering form, and the light of the still buzzing phone. Her breathing was so slight, for a moment he wondered if she was dead, then reproached himself for something so silly. He pulled his fingers away from the curve of her back, and picked up the phone.


A calendar update, and an email.


He ignored one, opened the other, and read, quiet and alert, his face lit up moon-white in the darkness.


In the morning, Emmi said, “Dulwich is all very posh and that, but there’s no decent buses to anywhere.”


“There’s a train to London Bridge,” he replied, scraping the last of the eggs off the bottom of the pan, laying them on top of a slice of toast. “Or a bus to Canada Water.”


She wrinkled her nose at this, a tiny flat protrusion on a round, warm face. Through the gentle alcoholic haze in which the two of them had staggered home last night, falling into bed in a fumbling cacophony of “you’re sitting on my arm” and “hold on, I just need to put my contacts in the …” – even then he had felt she was stunningly, besottingly amazing. Daylight moderated that perception, making it at once less profound – she was of an average height, blunt as a mallet when she needed to be and unfashionably soft around the belly and bum – and also more thrilling than anything he could have imagined, for, sober at last, he saw a face looking back at him bursting with intelligence and life, sexier than any pouting fashion icon.


He blurted, and didn’t understand why he said it, save perhaps for a desire to speak before her presence muted him for ever, “I’ve got to catch a plane this evening.”


Her fork froze, a mouthful of egg dripping off the end. “You didn’t say …”


“I got the message last night.”


“I suppose … Is there a disaster happening?”


“I don’t think so. I don’t know. Probably not.”


“Where are you going?”


“Nuuk.”


“Where’s Nuuk?”


“Greenland.”


“Why?”


“I … It’s my job.”


She laid the fork back down on the plate, sat up a little straighter, folded her fingers in front of her face, rested the tips against the delicate end of her nose and said, “It’s okay for this to be a one-night stand. You’re nice. It’s been fun. That’s cool. I’m not about to go investing in things where there aren’t things. It’s fine. We good?”


The Harbinger of Death nodded, slow, eyes fixed on some other place.


“It is what it is. You’ve got to fly this evening, you said?”


“Yes.”


“You got cold-weather clothes?”


“Yes. Some. And I’m sure I can get more.”


“You quick at packing?”


“Yes.”


“Good. We’ll have breakfast, you can walk me to the station, and after that … whatever. Also, Charlie?”


“Yes?”


“The gas is still on.”


Charlie looked down at the pan on the hob, the last crispy remnants of the morning’s meal turning charred black above the hissing blue flame.




Chapter 9


There are four horsemen of the Apocalypse. The world disagrees on what they look like, for everyone sees the end in their own way, but as they are perceived by people, so they like to move with the times. And thus …


The Harbinger of Famine stood in the departures lounge of Frankfurt international airport, pressed her phone to her ear and barked, “So how long will the lorries be delayed …?”


The Harbinger of War slammed her fist into the horn of her little white Ford and screamed, as the one-way system into Washington DC caught her in its net and pulled her back across the Potomac, “Fucking Beltway! If I want to fucking turn right then don’t put the fucking sign five yards before the fucking …”


The Harbinger of Pestilence walked down the aisles of the battery chicken farm, smelt the shit and the dust, saw the mangled limbs of the compressed birds in their grey cages and said, a smile fixed on his patient old face and a clipboard in his hand, “And how many exactly went down last weekend?”


And in a leafy suburb of London, the Harbinger of Death walked Emmi to the railway station. She kissed him on the cheek, and he waited by the gate until her train came, and then went home alone to his one-bedroom flat with magnolia walls, in a red-brick house in a part of the world where the schools were good, where people raised families and played football in the park, and got out his travel bag, only three days since it was put away, and pulled down his box of sub-Arctic gear, and began to pack, and felt the excitement of something new.




Chapter 10


The man said, why are you here?


The Harbinger of Death replied, I have a calendar, the calendar fills with appointments, my boss puts the appointments in my calendar and then I go to where it says.


The man said, how did you get here?


I flew to Reykjavik. Once there was a pilot who flew over the dormant volcanoes – I gave him a new pair of sunglasses. He wore them proudly, and his wife cried. You get reactions like that sometimes. Sometimes, you see, these things are a warning, and sometimes they are a compliment.


A warning?


That you may yet amend your ways. That you may not fly over that volcano, or you may stay at home when you should have flown or … Well, it depends. And Death may pass you by. I saw him again, the pilot, when I changed planes in Iceland. He smiled at me, and didn’t say anything new. That’s the first time that’s ever happened to me, meeting someone I’ve met before. It’s not usually … It was nice. It was really good. I hadn’t fully understood the possibilities.


So you are here so that Death doesn’t come?


Perhaps I am.


But you doubt it.


I really couldn’t say.


And you flew from Reykjavik?


On a very small plane.


Only small planes fly out here.


I was beginning to get that feeling. I’m looking for this man.


Ah – Professor Absalonoftsen.


You know him, then?


This is Nuuk, biggest city in all Greenland. Everyone knows everyone around here.


Do you know where I might find Professor Absalo … Where I might find him?


Ule.


Ule? Where’s that?


It’s his name. His name is Ule.


Ah. Thank you, that’s certainly easier. Do you know where Professor Ule has gone?


North.


Do you know where?


No. Just north. He took the boat up the coast.


Which boat?


A fishing boat.


Not a ferry?


No – that runs every other Thursday, but the fishermen will take passengers north for not very much. Or you can take the helicopter, but it mostly carries cargo.


Do you know which boat?


Ask down at the port, they’ll tell you.


Thank you.


Is he going to die? Professor Ule? Is that why you’re looking for him?


I really don’t know. I have to give him something.


What?


Tea.


You’re the Harbinger of Death, and you’re tracking a man across the Greenland Sea to give him … tea?


Yes.


What kind of tea?


Indian chai mixed with dates and pepper.


Sounds disgusting.


Apparently he likes it.


And this is what you do?


Yes.


Not for me to tell another man …


You’ve been very helpful, thank you.


Any time! Any time. It’s always nice to have visitors.




Chapter 11


In the treeless land


in the land where no trees grow


once the mayor of Nuuk tried to plant some trees, lining the little streets of his city with child-high greenery. But the summer was too cold and grey for the leaves to open, and in winter the sap inside the branches turned to ice, and they dropped off in the spring thaw, splat, at the barest touch of the breeze off the sea.


There’s a patch of ice behind the house of old Mrs Arnadottir that she swears has never melted. It’s ridiculous, of course – in summer, temperatures have been known to get to fourteen degrees above freezing on warm days, and the youngsters go out in T-shirts and tiny skirts to soak up its gentle rays – but she claims that the shadows are thick behind her house, and the stones hold the cold well, and that once, in the years after Krakatoa blew, there was a summer when the snow never melted, and in that time this tiny blob of ice grew thicker and thicker, and now will never pass away, and what’s more, the patch of ice resembles the face of Jesus.


People stop arguing with Mrs Arnadottir at that point, reasoning that it’s rude to question another person’s deeply held spiritual beliefs.


When you have seen the whole world, the old words said, there is always Greenland left.


The hotel on the edge of the sea had a flat-screen TV on one wall, excellent Wi-Fi, a hot tub on the roof, exposed to the elements, and a Gideon Bible in the bedside table. Charlie tried using the hot tub. Beneath a slate-grey sky he wobbled across frozen, sleet-stained timbers and lowered himself, gasping at the shock, into the shimmering blue water. Once in, getting out seemed impossible.


Charlie believed in trying everything at least once. In the ten months since he’d started this job he’d eaten sheep’s brains (not his thing), been ostrich riding (many bruises), scuba diving (one of the best experiences of his life) and climbed down the inside of a volcano. He’d been in the volcano to give an icon of a strange, deformed deity, carved from bone, to one of the men who mined sulphur there. He had a feeling the bone was human, but had been okay with that. It was just calcium, and not like anyone needed it any more; the idea of death as a sanctified thing seemed increasingly ridiculous. If the man in the volcano had said anything when Charlie came, he couldn’t hear it over the growling of the earth, and in truth, his eyes streaming and skin burning from the yellow-black fumes, he hadn’t wanted to stick around long to find out.


He still felt a bit guilty about that.


His job was all about sticking around and finding out. It was something he was learning to pride himself on. He felt, without being able to express why, that it was very, very important to his work.


Charlie looked up at a sky the colour of ash, and felt his constitution waver.


On the grey ocean, tall-sailed boats bobbed behind the concrete wharves where the fat orange commercial vessels offloaded their cargo of fresh vegetables, mobile phones and timber. A line of apartment blocks looked down to a beach of stone, and beneath the setting sun the brightly painted houses shimmered against the grey like threads of bright wool woven through a dirty jumper. The Harbinger of Death tried to find a grocery shop, but the only one open had sold out of all its fresh fruit except for a single, questionable-looking bag of apples. He ate alone in the hotel restaurant, ox burger with a side of chips. He ordered coffee, and the waiter brought him a cup that he proceeded to set on fire in an alcoholic explosion of blue-yellow light and curling acrid smoke. It didn’t taste bad, all things considered.


In the evening, he watched football, two locals teams playing on a floodlit pitch. It wasn’t the greatest game he’d ever seen, slow and quiet, and he bought the T-shirt from the losing side.


Afterwards, in his room, Charlie checked his online calendar.


Every day, appointments arrived and new journeys were arranged. Some appointments were years in the coming – the furthest ahead he had seen was for twenty-two years’ time, when the Harbinger of Death (and there was no guarantee by this time that it would be him) would deliver a nickel button to a laboratory in southern France.


Other appointments were a few months in the future, but he didn’t book the tickets, not yet. He never knew where he might be flying from, or how the situation might have changed. Initially he’d tried to be ahead of the curve, an economic, thrifty traveller with schemes laid well in advance. But his hotel had been bombed in Damascus three months before he was meant to stay in it, and the insurance company had dodged covering the cost; and the line down from Addis Ababa didn’t run on time and he’d nearly missed the appointment, rushing shamefaced and terrified into the room, not sure what he could possibly say to make up for this rudeness, or how he would explain it to his employer if he didn’t make it at all.


Charlie hadn’t met Death yet. At least, not in his official capacity.


Milton Keynes never told him off, but were always quietly disappointed by every flight cancelled and hotel moved without the possibility of refund, and so quickly Charlie changed his travel habits. Reluctantly at first, and then with a growing sense of self-confidence, he had become an edge-of-the-seat traveller, a barterer for last-minute trains, a man who raced across town to find the last room in the last hotel before the chaos came, and only twice – once in Montreal during racing season, once in Bruges for reasons he had never understood – had he been caught short, and been forced to spend the night on a bench, barely sleeping, feeling maddeningly alive.


The Greenland appointment had come in with hardly any warning at all, which was unusual. More unusual – a first, in fact – was that his target, Professor Absalonoftsen, was not at the address he had been given. He had gone wandering, said his neighbour with a shrug. Sometimes he did that.


The Harbinger of Death had checked at the University of Greenland, which had only eleven full-time teaching staff and was bound to notice the sudden absence of 9.1 per cent of its educational faculty, but no, it was the summer holiday, the students were out and sometimes the Professor’s work took him onto the ice.


“Don’t worry about it!” said the cheerful secretary down the phone. “Professor Ule has been dodging polar bears since before you left nappies!”


These words, kindly meant, did not reassure.


The day before he hired passage on a cargo boat carrying preserved meats and replacement parts to the villages on Baffin Bay, Charlie phoned Emmi, and couldn’t get through.


Had a lovely time with you, he texted, wondering what time it was back in London, whether she’d be awake to receive this. Hope to see you when I get back. Might not have reception for a while. Will text again when I do, if that’s okay.


He worried over how he should sign it – was a kiss inappropriate? – and having no answer, left it as it was, hit send, and immediately wondered if he sounded like a stalker.


He boarded the little boat as the sun rose across the eastern sky, barely more than a bathtub with a keel, and had lost signal on his mobile phone within a few miles of the shore and before receiving Emmi’s reply, if she even got his message.




Chapter 12


In a treeless land …


… in a land where no trees grow …


Death sat cross-legged upon the ice and watched the polar bear hunting. She was old, wise to the ways of the land where the sun never set, never rose, balancing precariously upon a detached carpet of ice that was drifting ever further out to sea. She didn’t mind hunting in such conditions, of course – not yet, she was a good swimmer – but her prey minded, and were being seen less and less upon these shores.


Death enjoyed watching the polar bear, if Death enjoyed anything much of anything in particular. She was a creature beautifully acclimatised to this place, where surely evolution should have given up long ago. Death also enjoyed watching sea lions trying to pull themselves along over the ice, before falling, relieved, into the frozen waters; he enjoyed swimming with the translucent, sometimes entirely transparent critters, snails and bugs that writhed along the bottom of the sea. He liked watching killer whales as they stalked a seal, tasted the hot blood of an animal caught napping, and clapped with delight whenever a diving bird nailed its prey, bang, a perfect drop from the sky, a perfect catch, another winter survived, another winter ended.


Now he watched the bear as it swam back to shore, and the bear after a while saw him, and recognised him for what he was, as all things do, and walked over slowly, bowing her head to press her great, puffing nose against his hair, and Death held her close, and felt her breathe, and waited.


Look! said the captain of the boat, and Charlie looked. Did you see its tail?


He looked and looked and saw nothing, and


the tail burst from the sea, wider than a double bed, smacking the surface of the turning ocean, slamming its own weight of water into the sky, which rained back down long after the creature had sunk into the depths, its skin peppered with barnacles, its eyes huge and ancient and tired of running, its flanks scored with the teeth of a hundred predators, its belly circled by shoals of tiny fish that fed off the krill that fed off the flaking skin of the beast.


Did you see? asked the captain. Did you see?


Yes, Charlie replied. I saw.


Beneath the ship, the whale turned, and for a moment Charlie thought that it was looking back at him, and that in its eye was written a prophecy he could not know.




Chapter 13


On the boat, sailing up the coast of Greenland, the Harbinger of Death concluded that he didn’t understand cold.


“Look at you!” chuckled the captain, as the ship lurched and lunged and bounced and fell across the white-foamed water. “You are a pumpkin!”


Wrapped in shirt wrapped in jumper wrapped in coat; wrapped in trouser wrapped in trouser wrapped in sock wrapped in boot; wrapped in hat wrapped in scarf, Charlie said, clinging to the console of the little pilot’s cabin lest his feet go out beneath him again, “What I don’t understand is how you’re only in boots and waterproofs.”


“This is summer!” replied the sailor cheerfully, as another wave slammed sideways into the boat, swamping the deck with shimmying foam that ran away as soon as it had come. “You’re wearing too much; look at you, you’re almost spherical!”


“It’s very cold.”


“This? This isn’t cold. Cold only happens when the salt water turns to ice. From November to May, I wouldn’t even bother coming this way – wouldn’t be able to get into port. Twenty miles of sea ice between you and the harbour – but this! This is summer, this is easy, balmy, look! You need to eat more meat, more meat, that’s the way to go. Seriously – you’re wearing too much. If you go on the ice, you need to be just a little bit cold, otherwise your sweat will freeze to your body and you’ll die in minutes.”


“That’s reassuring.”


“I’m just telling you what you need to know! Plenty of fools die a silly way! Hey, don’t take it badly. I’m impressed you’re not being sick more!”


“Thank you; I spend a lot of time travelling.”


“Have you ever tasted ginger?”


“Yes, I have.”


“I hear it’s good for seasickness.”


“You’ve never had ginger?”


“Me? No.”


“What do you do for vegetables?”


The captain laughed. “We eat fish!” Even the smashing of the sea didn’t drown out his laughter, as they sailed beneath the frozen sun.


*


And one night


beneath a midnight sun


Charlie stood on the deck of the fishing boat, while the other men slept, save for the night pilot, and watched the sky fill with purple and red, the sea reflecting gold, and couldn’t quite see the sun itself, but instead its scattered radiance in the heavens, a wet explosion where the curve of the earth had burst against its rays. Then he watched for a few minutes more, and the sun, which had only set a few minutes ago, began to rise once again, and he realised that he had signal on his mobile phone, he had no idea why, and Emmi had replied.


It was nice, she said. Call me when you get back.


Charlie smiled, alone with the endless morning, and knew that the world was beautiful beyond naming.




Chapter 14


Two days after boarding a fishing boat in Nuuk, Charlie got off the same boat in the village of Oounavik, and nearly fell over. His knees had no bones as he stood on the wooden quay; his world rocked gently from side to side. He leant against a plastic box filled with mussels, and waited for stability to come again.


Oounavik – population 273 humans, 62 huskies and four cats. It would have been five cats, but one got eaten by predator unknown. The air was colder here, a few degrees above freezing. The snow had melted, but the steep climb of the black rock above the village as it rose before dropping into the ice sheets was still flecked with never-ending white where the sunlight couldn’t crawl.


Charlie picked his way through a dockside of blue plastic sheets covered in wide-eyed, open-mouthed dead fish, and asked the first person he met who seemed to be a native – a woman with sleeves rolled up, scraping scales from the side of the latest catch into a blood-flecked bucket – if she knew Professor Ule. He spoke Danish, not well, and with a heavy German accent.


She stared at him a moment, as if surprised to hear this language from a stranger, then replied, her voice perhaps more used to Kalaallisut, “Yes, of course. He came this way three days ago, stayed with Sven, then went north-east.”


“North – more north?”


“Yes.”


“How did he travel?”


“On foot.”


“Into the glacier field? You didn’t …” Charlie stopped himself, but the old woman smiled, feeling his intention.


“Stop him?” she chuckled, turning her attention back to the fish, the blade, its guts now coming out in a single neat slice and being splatted onto the bucket floor. “Of course not. He knows what he’s doing.”


“I need to find him.”


“Do you? Has something happened? His family, his …?” Her voice trailed off, for what else was there, except family?


“I need to give him something. My name’s Charlie, I’m …”


She had already lost interest. “Talk to Ane and Sven. They handle people like you.”


Though there were very few houses in Oounavik, there were no street signs either.


A pair of teenage boys on brightly painted skateboards pointed him the right way, and the second time he got lost, turned around by the higgledy manner in which the houses clung to the stone and the confusing way two had been painted red side by side, instead of the usual white-blue-yellow-red confetti of the buildings, a woman with an axe in one hand, a smartphone in the other, stopped what she was doing long enough to show him the way to the door.


“Not often we get visitors,” she said in heavily accented Danish. “We should have a party.”


The Harbinger of Death smiled wanly, and chose not to mention the purpose of his trip.


Ane and Sven lived on the edge of the village. Their dog team rose up at Charlie’s approach, curious more than defensive, the younger, more naïve huskies bouncing behind the older, stalwart veterans to see the stranger come to their door. The dogs were more than an acknowledgement of an old way; they were a legal necessity.


“We hunt with dogs on the land, and in canoes at sea,” explained Sven, six foot three, hair a black so bright it nearly shone, skin burnt wind-bitten red. “These are the only ways.” He waited patiently in the cool corridor of his house as Charlie struggled out of his boots, shook out his coat, pulled off his under-coat, his winter trousers, stripping down at last to just the final few layers of cotton and fleece, then, seeing that his guest was finally happy, nodded once and barked, “In here.”


Charlie followed him into a living room where a fire burned against one wall, fed by propane tanks outside the window. On the shelves were photos – photos of Sven holding a harpoon, Sven with his dogs, Sven and Ane on the steps of the tiny church that sat on the top of the hill above Oounavik, white flowers woven in her hair, a shawl draped over her dress against the cold. Ane being mobbed by the students of her school, all twenty of them, the youngest five, the oldest sixteen, dressed in sealskin coats. Sven and Ane repairing the sled, Sven and Ane on honeymoon in Rome, utterly out of place and bewildered by the burning light in their faces, squinting against it.


Beneath the rows of images, a flat-screen TV, set to a muted drama about plague and time travel. Opposite, a couch, covered over with quilt and wool. “You can sleep there,” he explained. “We will give you breakfast.”


“Thank you, but I—”


“You want to go onto the ice, yes?”


“Yes.”


“It’s a bad time for it. The summer has been too hot; the glaciers are melting. The sea hunting is bad – you can get cast adrift while you sleep. There is flooding in the south, there’s nothing here now.”


Sven’s English was clear, crisp, to the point, and Charlie suspected that his Danish or Kalaallisut would be just as blunt. “What did you want to see? The Northern Lights? The sun isn’t down long enough at this time of year, you won’t get a good sight; come back in winter. Whales? The seas are changing, the currents are all wrong. Polar bears? They’re dying. You are sad to hear this? The government said don’t worry, this is a time of opportunity, this is a time when the green things grow, but the narwhal are few and the birds change the routes they fly and all things …” He stopped, shaking his head, turned away lest Charlie see even a flicker of emotion on his long, tight face.


Charlie said, into the silence, “I’m looking for Professor Ule. I was told he sometimes comes here, to Oounavik.”


Sven turned back, fast, curious, and for a moment Charlie wondered if he’d said something wrong, given insult. Then Sven drew himself up a little straighter, proud, even. “Yes, he comes here. He came here four days ago.”


“You saw him?”


“He visited.”


“Did he stay here?”


“No. We have a difficult relationship.”


“I don’t understand.”


“You don’t know?”


“I neither know nor understand.” Again, surprise, mingled with something else – was Charlie mocking him, was this stranger, come to his fire, playing the fool? Charlie shifted uneasily on the couch, then added, “I’m just doing my job. I’ve … I have to give him this.” He gestured at the tin of tea, gift-wrapped in bright red tissue paper, that he’d carried all this way.


Sven, no more enlightened, looked from the tin to Charlie, back to the tin, back to the man. “Why?”


“It’s my job. I’m the Harbinger of Death.”


A while Sven stood, and the fire burned, and the sun shimmied around the horizon, barely setting, barely dipping its fingers beneath the edge of the boiled-black mountains that towered above the village. Then, without a word or a change to the expression on his face, he walked out of the room, leaving Charlie sitting on the couch, holding the tin of tea, staring into the fire.




Chapter 15


“It was a good hunt, a good kill, we use every part of the animal …”


“No rabbits were harmed in the testing of this product.”


“I think it’s disgusting, what they do, just disgusting …”


“Beagling is a time-honoured tradition …”


“Werewolves!”


“They take the blood and they smear it on their faces …”


“Let’s be honest here, shall we, let’s speak honestly? The real problem is that poor people are jealous of our way of life …”


“I don’t stand for no gun control laws ’cos I need my gun for hunting the deer.”


“That counter just keeps on counting …”






Menu, Polaris Restaurant, Nuuk, September 2015


Smoked mackerel with horseradish, mustard seed and milk.


Heart of musk ox, served with spelt, buckthorn and house mayonnaise.


Saddle of reindeer, reed cabbage, marrow and blackberry.


Suaasat — soup with seal, onion, potato and bay leaf.


Narwhal tartare served with crisps and crowberry compote.


All our dishes are made from the freshest, finest ingredients.


Bring your own fish!










Chapter 16


Ane taught at the school. Ane was the school. When she wasn’t teaching, she had a sideline making jewellery and ornaments from bones, skin and stone. Some of her work had been exhibited in Nuuk – one of her pieces had been bought by an American for a celebrity client who was apparently involved in a campaign for the protection of indigenous peoples, but she never saw it again or heard what happened next, and besides, she was a half-blood and had never understood how people in LA were going to protect her, or against what, but hey, at least she got paid.


Now she stood in the kitchen of her little house at the place where salt water met white ice, and whispered low and long with her husband of fifteen years, while in the room next door where sometimes guests stayed on her mother’s old couch, the Harbinger of Death tried and failed to get a signal for his mobile phone, and watched the fire, and waited.


He’s not …


… but coming here …


… doesn’t mean …


… the summer ice …


… Ule went without the dogs …


… always without the dogs …


Will we know Death, when he comes?


I don’t know. I don’t know.


At last, as the shadows stretched and the sky turned purple-grey for the long, light-soaked night, Ane and Sven went into the room where Charlie sat, and she said, “Ule went towards Vituvasskat four days ago. He went without dogs, without much water or food. Is he going to die?”


“I don’t know,” Charlie replied, then, quickly, “I’m the one who’s sent before. I’m not … My presence is not the end. Sometimes I am sent as courtesy, sometimes as warning. I never know which.”


“As warning?”


“A warning that may cause Death to pass you by.”


“You know of that?” she asked sharply, a tiny woman, an oval in a woven coat, dwarfed vertically by her towering husband, pushing him almost into invisibility on the horizontal plane. “You know of warnings?”


“I’m just the messenger,” he replied with a wan smile. “That’s really all I do.”


Husband looked at wife, wife at husband. Theirs was a quiet home. Theirs was a quiet town. Gossip was poisonous in such a small community, and so they never gossiped. The snow rarely melted from the hill to the east, and so they did not discuss the changing weather, or seas, or skies. During the dark months of November to April, when no boat dared make the crossing, and the helicopter only came for those who died, the grocer’s stood empty, except for preserved meats and fermented birds, feathers and bone still stuck in the meat. On the ice, or on the sea, the wind carried the words of the hunters away, and the town’s internet connection moved slower than the glaciers that dwarfed it – certainly too erratic and faint for their world to fill with digital news and stories. Ane spoke Kalaallisut to her friends, Danish to the fishermen and English to her elder students, who longed to go elsewhere and were terrified to leave, and having so many tongues in her head, didn’t feel the need to flap about much when at rest. And so their marriage was conducted quietly, and in silence they communicated, reading every part of hand and eye to express all the thoughts that words were unused to.


And in this way, they spoke long and hard, the pair of them, standing in the doorway of the living room, until at last Sven turned to Charlie and said, “Tomorrow, we will go together and look for the old man.”


That was the end of that.




Chapter 17


Pestilence sits in the economy-class cabin of the long-haul flight and says, “It’s the sex. See him, over there? The film’s just got to the sexy bit and he’s playing cool, playing so cool, thrusting, pumping buttocks, breasts, it’s all so much less without the sound of course, not arousing at all, not sexy, just – but look, she’s checking that no one can see, angling the screen down, a little privacy, it’s not private though, nothing private about this, getting turned on on a night flight down in cattle class, in scum class, in the place where the people are. This is how I love to fly, love flying where the people are …”


Famine sits further up front, in premium economy. Not quite business class – not that; the NGOs and low-level government civil servants couldn’t afford business class, but neither would they admit that budget travel was the only way to go, that times were so bad, the money so tight and so …


“I’ll have the chicken curry,” she breathes, voice low enough that the stewardess has to bend down against the roar of the engines. “If you have any left, that is.”


War flies first class. Champagne, champagne, arms dealers and champagne, squeezing the buttocks of the stewardesses, ogling the stewards with their slicked-back hair, and some


ogle back.


Once, War gave a golden card to a man at Heathrow airport who’d comforted a crying woman. She’d come to the airport to meet her son, but her son had never got off the plane. He’d been arrested on the Turkish side of the border for acts of terrorism, and she wept and wailed and said he was a good boy and the man in the airline uniform with shiny cufflinks at his wrists and a silky cravat at his throat held her and comforted her and said he was sure it was a big fuss over nothing, these things always worked out all right.


War watched this encounter, and afterwards gave the man a golden card, sign of prestige within the airline, and whispered in his ear, “The boy beheaded three women and a teenage boy last week, but I like the way you roll, my son, I like the cut of your jib.”


Death flies because it is the modern way of things, but doesn’t particularly enjoy it, except for occasionally, when he rides up front with the pilot.




Chapter 18


Was this first light?


In this place, with the sea below and the sky above, Charlie felt the turning of the earth for the very first time, and believed that the sun stayed still while the earth revolved, and thought now he understood the mindset of the ancients who had looked on the dawn and seen God in it.


In a frozen land of endless sun …


He wanted to stay awake for ever, and drink in this sky. At first, he’d thought he’d take pictures of everywhere he went, but somehow had never dared, didn’t think a photo could capture the feeling inside his chest as he watched the sun circle the horizon.


Besides, what would he say of his photos if they were ever shared online?


Here is the mountain above the endless coral seas, the sun rising over a forest filled with flowers, where I went to tell a woman that she would die. #work #anotherdayattheoffice


He didn’t take pictures. Instead he stared until his face hurt, and tried to burn everything he saw into his heart.


This hour was, Sven assured him, the nearest equivalent to first light that his bewildered, blackout-blind-befuddled body would understand, not that the light really mattered at this time of year, so the two of them loaded heavy bags upon their backs, and shoved packets of dried ox meat into their coats, and set out, away from the sea.


No dogs, Sven explained. There isn’t enough snow on the ground for the sleds, the world below is too exposed and uneven. We’ll have to walk. Can you walk, Harbinger of Death?
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