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— to the girls from workshop 106 —



Part One - Itbayat
 




You darkness, that I come from,
I love you more than all the fires
that fence the world
Rainer Maria Rilke
 

 
My breathing is calm; my lungs know what to do before my finger pulls the trigger. Long breath out. Long breath in. Hold, release. Fire.
But not yet. Not quite.
My cheek brushes the stock of my rifle; the crisscross patterns carved into it feel rough against my skin. My index finger rests against the trigger guard, ready to squeeze off a round at Runner’s chest.
The hunt began three days ago and I’ve spent much of that time in trees. He prefers to dig himself a hole in the ground, disappear and wait for his targets to walk past. I have a hunch he’s expecting me to do the same. But maybe he’s expecting me to do the exact opposite, in which case, I’ll be screwed. 
The circular view of my finder shows the forest in crisp shades of grey and green, with crosshairs and mil-dots stamped on it. The night-eye fastened to my scope works perfectly, but my vision doesn't. Until last night, my brain compensated for the monocular vision — my one eye receiving the combined signals of image intensification and active shortwave infrared through the scope, my other eye seeing nothing but pitch black, and both combined to a neat picture in my head.
Now, it’s all jumbled. No matter how hard I stare, the world is drifting in and out of focus, the circular view flickers this way and that. If I shut my eyes for a few seconds, I would fall asleep and out of the tree. The muck a few metres below wouldn’t soften the drop much.
My limbs tremble. Whether from being cold or exhausted, I’m not sure. Probably both. I’m not even sure if my soaked clothes help at all. My skin temperature is about 32°C, the outside temperature is 19°C. That’s 13°C difference; enough to show up in Runner’s night-eye, even with the ghillie — a sniper’s fuzzy camouflage suit — blurring my outline. Every now and then, I climb down, shed my ghillie, roll in water or muck to lower my skin temperature by unknown degrees, and then pull the ghillie back on to blur whatever thermal signature is left. I have no way of knowing how well this works, since I can’t look through my own night-eye and check how much I glow in the infrared channel. 
I think I slept for a total of four hours, a few minutes each time I couldn’t hold myself upright any longer. Four hours in a total of seventy. It’s stupid to sleep, but it’s even stupider to aim a highly accurized rifle when the one aiming has lost her sense of what’s up and what’s down. I could just as well be drunk. Same difference.
The food problem hasn’t been a problem, really. There is enough to forage, although mostly low-calorie stuff like fruits and small nuts. I don’t dare eat the mushrooms since I don’t know them all yet and a poisonous one might slip my notice. If I lit a fire, Runner would find me in a flash. That’d be awkward. Hey dude, hold your fire, I have this extra delicious…
Anyway. 
No wild goat or crab meat for me, although they are all over the island. I don’t dare kill a goat. It’s too large an animal to cleanly get rid of blood and guts and excess meat I wouldn’t be able fit into my stomach. The carcass would attract attention and that’s the opposite of what I want. Raw crab tastes like snot. I tried it and almost puked. I had raw lizard, though. It’s tolerable as long as one doesn’t think about taste and consistency. But the thing was tiny and not one of its buddies was willing to cross my path after they’d seen what I did to lizard number one.
I’m lucky, though. Runner hasn’t gotten a glimpse of me in three days and nights, and I’m uninjured, healthy, and strong enough to go for another six to twelve hours without toppling over. My rifle feels like a third arm, third eye, and second heartbeat to me. My trap is set. Despite the rain earlier tonight, my footprints are laid out clearly — from my far left all the way to my far right, before elaborately snaking back to the tree I chose as my hideout.
I shift my weight and flex my fingers.
The hairs on the back of my neck begin to prickle. Cicadas are clicking. Birds are hooting. All is as it should be. And yet…  
I’m not cold anymore. I move my head a fraction and scan the perimeter. The waning moon cuts leafy shadows across the forest floor. Fog begins to rise in silvery tendrils. And there! A movement to my right, subtle and easy to miss.
Shit, he’s good. His thermal signature is nonexistent; his movements are exceedingly slow and most of his body is hidden behind a thick tree. I can’t get a clean shot. I’ll have to wait until he steps away from the trunk. From the little I can see, he seems to be wearing a mask under the hood of his ghillie. 
He doesn’t look up. I’ll be the first to know when he does. He moves forward a fraction. The barrel is pointed to the ground. He doesn’t seem to know I’m here.
I inhale slowly, exhale, and hold. My index finger increases the pressure on the trigger. Just a little bit more. Come, Runner. Just one step farther. Put your centre mass in my kill zone.
He takes that step and, in a move too fast for me to comprehend, he lifts his rifle and points the muzzle in my direction.
I hear the plop at the same moment the pain spreads through my ribcage, slamming all air from my lungs. Shocked, I jerk, slide, and lose my grip. My hands flail, trying to catch the branch that now quickly evades my reach. Pieces of moss shred off the bark and fall with me.
The shortest moment of wind in my hair. 
Then, the forest floor hits me hard on my back. I gulp. My lungs are a frozen clump of agony. My eyes burn. The singing in my ears drones out the soft noise of approaching footfalls. But I can see him, his weapon at the ready, eyes glittering in the moonlight.
Fuck.
He slips off his mask. ‘What did you put on your face?’ He bends down and dips a finger at my cheek. ‘Mud. Hmm. The thermal imager picked it up. Good hiding spot, though. Why did you wait? You could have shot me.’
‘Hhhhh,’ is all I can answer.
‘Are you all right?’
The asshole hasn’t asked me how I am since we arrived here. He has his toughen-up-Micka project going. As if I needed any of that. On my second day of training — after he was done chasing me through the surf for twenty-four hours and sand had rubbed my skin raw, especially the private places — I decided that whatever pain he dishes out, I’ll take it and ask for more.
As usual, I show him my middle finger.
‘Excellent. Debriefing at sunrise, land-navigation training at oh nine hundred. You have two hours. Get patched up.’
Yeah, sure. As if I have the habit of asking anyone to bandage my ouchies. I touch my side where the marker hit. My fingers find the slimy paint. I bring my hand to my face, but can’t identify the colour. Last time he used a purple so intense and sticky, I couldn’t get it off me for hours.
I blink and turn my head to watch him leave. Slowly, the world drifts into focus. Runner’s gone.
 
———
 
It took me twenty minutes to reach our camp. Kat was already up and about. She saw me limping past, raised an eyebrow and told me to follow her into the comm tent. Knowing that a physical would entail getting undressed, I shook my head. Besides, I don’t trust her. There’s something off with Kat. She’s tough as nails, efficient, and rarely expresses any emotions. But that’s just the obvious. It’s as though she has this space around her, a bubble of harshness that keeps people away. When you dare to step into this bubble, her pupils contract and her eyes grow cold. She’s a communications specialist — not someone you’d find in the first line of defence, but I could swear she knows from experience how to kill. And something tells me there’s no soft core underneath all her rough layers.
So when she grabbed me by my arm and stopped me half-way to my tent to examine me for injuries, I automatically switched to counter-attack mode. It’s as if someone has flicked a switch in my brain. There’s never fear. My skin heats and the flavours of cold brass and iron spread at the back of my tongue. Time slows and I know where precisely I have to hit and kick to cause a shitload of damage.
But when her fingers pushed and probed through my shirt, I wasn’t so sure anymore what to do first: pass out from the stabbing pain, or punch her throat. She told me that fractures of the ribs are unlikely — seeing that it doesn’t seem to be hurting much — but should I experience breathing difficulties, I’m to let her know at once and Ben will fly me to a physician on the mainland. A pneumothorax isn’t fun. 
Haha.
As if flying with Ben is any more fun. He would probably pull one of his loops while I’m trying to hold on to dear life, puking all over his airplane.
I wasted another thirty minutes on peeling my body out of mud and clothes (splattered with lovely pale-green marker slime), wiping the sweat and dirt off my skin, and replacing a few items in my rucksack. There’ll be no sleeping until we are finished with debriefing and land navigation training and whatever else Runner comes up with today. But I’ll not worry about it until I topple over. He can either leave me snoring wherever I plop down, or ask Ben to carry me to my bunk. Ben would be delighted, I’m sure.
Right now, I’m wolfing down a bowl of Yi-Ting’s delicious crab soup. I love the spices she’s using. They come in all colours, aromas, and strengths. From the yellow flower petals that add the barest hint of sweetness, to the ground hotness of small red seed capsules that had once scorched my thoughts for hours. I couldn’t even hear properly. Not to speak of all the spilled snot and tears. I’ll never try those again.
A hand touches my shoulder. ‘Micka? Wake up,’ she says in her sing-song dialect.
My butt slides off the chair. My legs react quickly and counteract the fall. 
Yi-Ting’s slender fingers pinch my nose. I have yet to find a fruit or flower that does full justice to the flavours of her name. Yi tastes a bit like the little green plums that grow here. Ting is close enough to one of those impossibly quick fish from the ocean nearby. But not quite. I think they are called “tuna.” I’ll ask her next time she cuts one up and serves it raw with this salty brown sauce and that hot green paste she grates fresh off a rhizome. There are so many new words to learn and so many new flavours attached to them and to the food they describe. Sometimes, the word-flavour and the food-flavour collide so strongly I cannot remember which is which.
My mouth tugs itself to a silly smile when I push my emptied bowl towards her. ‘Thank you. You can revive the dead with your soups.’ 
She snatches the dish gracefully and plops it into a bucket with soap water. Everything about this girl is delicate: her neck, her hands, her feet. My gaze drops down to where her shirt touches her waistband. I can’t help it. I love it when her pants slide down a bit. They don’t do me the favour today, but once in a while they do and when she re-ties the strings holding her pants up on her hips, they sag another tiny fraction just before she hikes them back up. And there, right above the wing of her hipbone is this shadow of a ledge, or groove, or gentle valley that would divert the warm rain, maybe, if it doesn’t fall too hard, and lead it a little sideways to where her thighs meet. 
Whenever I think of the smooth skin above her hips, my lips want to rest there. Exhaling a sigh, I lower my chin into my palm. Yi-Ting turns and catches my eyes (I’m probably at the idiotic end of the sheepishness spectrum now), then her gaze strays away and over my right shoulder. She smiles a lovely, heart-warming smile. I can’t keep my head from turning. Behind me, I spot Runner; hands in pockets, head lowered. He turns away and I can see the heat in his cheeks and the smile that only reluctantly dares to show.
My first thought is to snatch Yi-Ting’s hand and run far away with her. On the way past Runner, I’d kick his balls. At least I know now, why he’s been shaving the scruff off his cheeks every morning for the past weeks. 
My second thought is to collapse on my bunk and punch my pillow.
But all I do is stretch my aching limbs and make my way to debriefing. I know I fucked up the heat signature cloaking. He’s shown me how to do it, but I thought I knew better.




 
Who would have guessed it? At noon, I dropped into my bunk, not once imagining Yi-Ting in my arms. I was half-dead. That’s how it felt, at least. I slept until nine o’clock this morning when Runner rapped his knuckles against my skull. Now, I’m following his orders yet again. There’s no time for breaks. The Brothers and Sisters of the Apocalypse don’t wait for my sorry arse to be ready. Truth be told, they are only the Brothers of the Apocalypse. Don’t know if there have ever been any “sisters.” To the BSA, women are the birthplace of all that is evil, useful only as slaves in the kitchen and in the bunks. I call them the Bullshit Army.
The hollow, gas-filled pearl sitting on my tongue is a constant reminder of what the BSA is capable of. Runner’s one condition to take me as his apprentice was that I get a toxic implant I can crack with my teeth if the BSA captures me. I can take one or two men with me when I exhale the gas into their faces. That won’t be too hard, for they’ll be very close then — between my legs, raping me. I shudder, trying to push the thought away. Women have inherited the shitty end of war. Not only do we get killed, we get raped until we beg to die. Sometimes, I hate humans and I can relate to the BSA’s motives to get rid of us all. But then I have to remind myself that it’s only the BSA who acts like that. Well, mostly.
I’m an irregularity. Runner has never had a female apprentice, and neither he nor his fellow Sequencers think it was a particularly good idea to take me in. Since the night he told me exactly what he does, I think he and his friends might have a point. Not that I regret my decision. I love it and hate it at the same time. I’ve never been more alive than I am now.
Should I survive my apprenticeship, I’ll be a Sequencer and join the ranks of the guardians of humankind. Sequencers have existed ever since the Great Pandemic snuffed out three billion lives, and the remaining seven billion took up weapons and murdered each other — sometimes in hand-to-hand combat, sometimes by pushing a button, dropping a bomb, and ripping apart thousands while radioactively contaminating vast stretches of land.
The pandemics aren’t gone yet and I doubt they ever will be. Tuberculosis has had a grip on humankind ever since we began crawling around on this planet. The disease kept spreading until antibiotics were discovered, then it slowed down for a while until tuberculosis bacteria learned to neutralise the drugs. After all, it was microorganisms that invented antibiotics, so why shouldn’t they invent countermeasures? Sadly, humans were slow to realise this and now, with multiple drug-resistance genes in all kinds of pathogens, many diseases cannot be cured. The cholera pandemic — the seventh in human history — hit some time in the 1960s. I can’t even imagine how the people lived back then. Cars, a moving-picture-thing they called “movies,” and food in such abundance that vast amounts were thrown away every day. I grew up with a donkey cart being the fastest way to travel, and with turbines and solar paint as the only means of energy production, besides wood from the surrounding forests to heat our houses. Even if we had had “movies,” there was no time to sit idle and watch them. School was somewhat of a luxury for kids from well-to-do parents — although I never considered it as such. To me, school was torture. Kids from poor parents had to work in the fields from dawn to dusk to put enough food on the table. When winter came, it often proved insufficient, though.
I think of the first day of my apprenticeship and almost stumble over my own feet. What a shock it was when Runner led me to an aircraft the size of…of…heck, I don’t even have a comparison. The thing was at least fifty metres long and produced so much noise that my ears screeched for minutes after I climbed into its belly. When it took off, I thought I would die from terror. And all Runner did was to calmly place his rifle on the floor and show me how to aim, how to hold the stock steady, and how to exhale and pull the trigger.
I’ll have to shoot people soon. I know it’s going to be members of the BSA — a bunch of sickos with the goal of eradicating all humans. They believe that God (or whoever wants us all gone) sent the Great Pandemic to get rid of us, because apparently he believes his latest job — the creation of humans — has turned out to be sort of unsatisfactory. Since the course of the Great Pandemic was unsatisfactory as well, considering three million of us survived the disease and the ensuing wars, the BSA feels compelled to help God bring an end to all human life. I don’t know what they think God will do after that. Start from scratch and have another unsatisfactory result?
So…to save lives I’ll have to take lives, and that’s what Runner teaches me. I don’t want to think of my first time. I really don’t. But I can’t help it. He’s told me that his custom-built suppressed .50 calibre rifle doesn’t just plop holes into people — it rips them apart at a maximum range of two-thousand five-hundred metres and a muzzle velocity of one thousand metres per second.
My own rifle is a suppressed .357 calibre highly accurized rifle with a maximum range of one-thousand five hundred metres. The thing can punch voids into folks. A shot to the head would tear half the skull off. I don’t know how I’ll keep my eyes open when a man is in my finder and I squeeze the trigger.
Although my rifle is much lighter than Runner’s, the thing weighs heavy in my hand now. My pack carries fifteen kilograms, and half of that is a bag of the rice Yi-Ting packed with a grin. No, I’m not attempting to suffocate my enemies with grass seeds. I’m exercising. Endurance, Runner calls it. Fuck it. I can endure a lot of shit. I’ve starved every third or fourth winter. I’ve seen people die from bloody coughs and infected wounds no matter how much I helped our physician with infusions, cold wraps, and broth. I’ve had my hands in blood up to my elbows when I saved Runner’s life. And I saw my brother die.
I wipe the last thought away and focus on running. He wants me to run a certain distance in a certain time. No idea which numbers he mentioned precisely and I don’t really care. I give my best and that’s all there is. He knows that, anyway.
I’m not complaining. I had a whole night’s sleep and the sweetest girl on the island is with me. She thinks Runner is treating me too harshly. He can treat me much harsher if it makes Yi-Ting run with me.
Her bare feet tread lightly in the sand. I stare at the swing of her narrow hips and her long black hair that is so shiny one would think it’s bathed in oil. Maybe she can guess I’m watching.
As long as the ground isn’t freezing, I prefer to be barefooted. Here in the subtropics, there’s no reason for me to squeeze into footwear. Boots make my toes useless for balancing and my footfalls get loud and clunky. But in moments such as this, I’m reminded of how much more vulnerable naked feet are — I have to watch out to not break my ankles. The dark-grey rocks are round and slippery. The sea washes over them, allowing algae to grow on the surface and mussels in the cracks between. I’m pretty slow and can’t focus on anything but my feet and where to place them. Once I reach soft sand, I increase my speed and let my mind wander.
So here I am, at the edge of the Indian Ocean, chasing a beautiful girl while carrying combat paraphernalia on my back, a sniper rifle in my hand, a .40 calibre pistol strapped to my thigh, and a large knife at my hip. Yi-Ting wears her loose cotton pants and shirt, she’s unarmed, smiles a lot, and is as fast as a deer. The two of us must make for a curious sight.
‘Are you okay climbing this?’ I huff when we reach the cliffs. 
‘Are you kidding me?’ She rolls her eyes.
I love the lilt of her voice and how her words taste. Sometimes, I beg her to speak her wild mix of languages for me, and when she does, it makes my tongue prickle. The dominant Min dialect tastes of a handful of berries tumbling through a wooden bowl — round, soft, and quick, with a tardy sweetness and a slight rasping across my palate. The Japanese fragments mixed into it are softer, strewn with grating dshee sounds that spread flavours of unripe plums in my mouth. When she speaks English, her linguistic flavour seeps through and I find myself adopting her speaking patterns just to taste her from a distance.
I dig my fingers into the rock and begin pulling myself up. I’m not allowed to sling my rifle over my shoulder, Runner said. If not for the weapon and the weight on my back, I’d be up there in a flash. But one-handed and with a shitty centre of gravity, the wind could probably blow me off the cliffs.
I climb and kick very inelegantly, scraping a chunk of skin off the side of my right hand, until finally I scramble over the edge.
Yi-Ting stands with her hand on her hip, her pants showing a pale gap between waistband and shirt. My heart pounds a double beat. I long to see more of her smooth skin but right now I’m dirty, sweaty, and ridiculously red-faced. She’s too pretty, anyway. She’ll never let me kiss her, even if I polish myself.
I inhale a deep breath and tackle the final stretch of the run. Only two kilometres on flat terrain left: stupid muscle-producing exercise. After that, sharp shooting. Runner wants me to be exhausted, trembling, and hypoglycaemic to see how my aim is under simulated battle conditions. I’ll probably plop my bullets into some poor gull high up in the sky instead of the targets on the ground.
After half of the final distance, my legs and lungs burn, but I don’t slow down; I’m probably too slow anyway. Yi-Ting runs like a dancer. She doesn’t appear the slightest bit tired. 
‘Yi-Ting?’ I manage through elaborate breathing. ‘Tell me about your flights. I need a distraction.’
She chuckles and slows until we run next to each other. ‘I’m both Ben’s and Kat’s apprentice and in my third year.’
She always begins her stories like this. You can tell she’s proud having two mentors; she keeps them both busy and happy with her performance. 
‘I switch back and forth between the two, but this is the first time the three of us are working together. Kat teaches me everything about communication and intelligence. It’s exciting but too much sitting on my bum for my taste. With Ben it’s much much more fun.’ She grins. ‘I love flying.’ Then, the corners of her mouth pull down. ‘Only…the bombs.’
The bombs. I still can’t wrap my head around this gentle girl throwing huge packs of explosives down at BSA camps. Or Ben! Compared to the serious Kat, he’s a fun guy. I’ve never seen him angry or sad, and the mop of tight blonde curls make him look like a small boy, harmless and funny. 
Ben and Yi-Ting pull off all kinds of dangerous things with his small solar aircraft. The machine is so quiet you hear it only when it’s about to slam right into you. I once saw her fly a loop while Ben cheered from the ground. My stomach was about to blow lunch just from watching.
‘What about the cooking?’ I grunt. I need a break and probably shouldn’t spend the little air I’ve got left on chatting.
‘My dad is a cook. I was raised in his kitchen and soaked up all his secret recipes.’ She shows me her white teeth. ‘Cooking is second best to flying. Besides, someone has to feed you crazy people.’
On my first day, I mistook her for kitchen help until she smacked the towel at Ben’s butt and made him do the dishes. Then I thought there was something going on between the two, but soon Ben started flirting with me for some bizarre reason, and Yi-Ting didn’t seem affronted. We are only three women on the island, me, Yi-Ting, and Kat. I’m guessing Ben tried his luck with his apprentice and she told him off. And no one in his right mind is going to mess with Kat. So that leaves only me and the ants and bees.
The wind is whipping salty air into my face. I can see Runner far ahead. He stands unmoving and watches my progress. Maybe I should be faster? I pump my legs and spend the last bit of energy I didn’t know I had. Puffing and grunting, I run up to him, and drop my ruck next to his rifle.
‘No, you’ll be fifty metres to my left. Put your earbud in. Move.’
‘See you later,’ Yi-Ting calls and I’m not sure if she means only Runner, or both of us. I pick up my stuff and make my legs run a bit farther. Then I drop my ruck, take the earbud from my pocket, plug it in, and make myself comfortable on the ground.
‘We’ll practice synchronised sniping,’ sounds in my left ear. 
Okay, so we’ll be aiming at the same target, alternating shots, calling out corrections, and acting as each other’s spotter to make sure the target is very very dead. 
‘We begin on the far left,’ Runner says. ‘Total of four shots per target. I get the first shot.’
I gaze through my scope, blink in confusion, and check the set angle. ‘Runner? Did you fiddle with my scope?’
‘I might have bumped against it.’
‘Asshole,’ I growl.
‘It’s your responsibility to never let your rifle out of your sight and to check its functionality before you even think of walking into battle,’ he reminds me.
‘I’m sorry,’ I mutter.
‘Distance and windage?’ he demands.
I assess the distance to the first target. The grass bends sharply to the right. ‘Eight hundred and fifty metres, stiff west wind. No cross winds.’
Runner fires and I see a spray coming off the wooden target’s left shoulder. ‘Favour right,’ he tells me and I aim and shoot. Spray flares up at the target’s centre.
‘Favour right,’ I say and he fires, hitting the target’s left shoulder.
‘Wind is settling. Hold left,’ I hear in my earpiece. I aim and shoot, the bullet hits the left side, a little too low, but if that had been a man, he’d now have both shoulders taken off, a huge hole in his chest and his guts flying every which way.
We work our way through the other three targets, each one hundred to one hundred and fifty metres farther away than the previous one, pushing my rifle’s range to its limit. I’m good at this, out of breath or rested. But what makes me itch all over is when people are shooting at me when I’m trying to aim. Runner had me crawling across our range every day for a whole week. I had to hit the targets’ centre mass while he fired right over my head. On the first day, half of my bullets didn’t even make it to their targets. Although I knew he wouldn’t shoot me, I was shaking with terror when the bullets zipped past my ears. When we were done a few hours later, it felt as if I’d let Runner down. He tried to hide his disappointment, but it was painted all over his face and posture.
‘Grab lunch and meet me for camouflage at thirteen hundred,’ he speaks through my earbud.
‘Where?’
‘Find me here, if you can.’
Yeah, shit. I’ll most likely be in his crosshairs for half an hour before I even see a trace of him. Humping my pack and my rifle, I make for my tent.
 
———
 
I take a large sip of whatever Ben has brewed. It burns nicely down my throat. As I roll my tongue around in my mouth the pearl clicks against my teeth. It irritates Runner when I do this, but I don’t give a damn. He wanted me to have it, so he can deal with my clicking.
I’m the one who has to learn to deal with it. The pearl evokes images of violence, even in my sleep. Blinking, I focus on the aromas of fruits and flowers and the sea — the air is thick with them. 
Itbayat is a tiny splotch in the middle of the Indian Ocean. We are the only humans here. Everybody else, some three thousand people, were overrun by fleeing Chinese, who then found themselves facing a bunch of desperate Japanese. The battle was short, if one can believe the reports of the few survivors who left the blood-soaked island to itself. The torn remains of villages and small cities with their houses built of neat round stones still bear witness to the violence that swept the island clean of the human species.
Sometimes I wonder what the people planted in their gardens, what livestock they kept in their meadows and in which trees they carved their short messages to loved ones. They must have kept many goats, because their progeny are populating the island in great numbers. Their meat is deliciously mild, yet dark like game. I’ve yet to find birches and lime trees, but maybe there aren’t any in this region. There are short cycas, tall tree ferns, wild pear trees with sweet round fruit that are less gritty than our mountain pears at home, and the countless old trees with trunks so thick one needs three people or more holding on to each other’s hands to span their girth. This island is saturated with noises and life, the clicking of cicadas or crickets, buzzing of beetles, soft hooting and screeching and singing of birds of the strangest colours and shapes — all of them changing with the appearance and disappearance of the sun, with the gusts of wind and rain.
I peer up at the canopy of red cypresses, follow their wind-battered trunks with my gaze, and close my eyes. 
‘Want another one?’ Ben asks me. His voice pulls me back to our small unit sitting among a group of trees. I open my eyes and look down at the sea. The sun is cut in half by the ocean, bleeding dark orange across the rippling dark blue.
Ben steps in my view. ‘Earth to Micka.’ He waves a hand in front of my nose. 
‘You are not earth, not yet, Ben.’
He snorts. He’s as pale as the sand down at the beach. His short curly hair is the colour of straw, his eyes are light blue. He’s a nice guy and I like him, but he’s flirting with too much desperation for my taste. Everything about him screams, I need sex.
‘If I have another one, I might do things I’ll regret tomorrow morning,’ I answer.
‘Such as?’
‘Puke.’
Kat clears her throat (she never laughs) and rocks her chair far back, so far, I’m afraid she’ll tip and bonk her head. But she doesn’t drink, so she’s probably in complete control of chair and gravity and all.
‘I thought you might mean something…different,’ Ben says. Okay, here he goes again. I sit up straight deciding to amuse him a little.
‘You should be careful with alcohol,’ Kat tells me. ‘Last time you passed out after your second drink. I don’t think your system tolerates it.’
‘It will have to adapt,’ I retort just as Yi-Ting arrives. I never hear her approach. She treads so softly her bare feet don’t make a noise. She places a large bowl with rice and strips of vegetables on the table, takes the offered glass from Ben’s hand, and sits down on a fallen tree next to Runner.
Shit. I should have put my behind there instead, and she’d be sitting next to me and not him.
I notice my own irritation and let some of it leak out. ‘Such as?’ I dare Ben.
He puffs up his cheeks, wiggles his eyebrows, and smiles some kind of can’t you guess smile at me.
‘What?’ I huff, faking naiveté. ‘What do you mean?’
The corners of Runner’s mouth pull up a little. The sunset reflects in his black eyes. He doesn’t buy it; he knows me well enough.
Ben clears his throat. He’s about to say something, but I’m faster. ‘Okay, Ben. Give me another one of…whatever that stuff is.’
‘It’s a cocktail,’ Kat informs me coolly.
This woman is a machine. There’s not one smile inside her soul. She says weird things and the corners of her mouth don’t even twitch a fraction.
‘Doesn’t look like a cock’s tail at all. Looks like juice to me.’ And down goes the first half of the stuff. I feel much better already. I decide it’s time to flirt with Yi-Ting, but a hand sneaks into mine. It’s attached to Ben’s arm. He’s sitting next to me.
‘Um…Ben?’
‘Yes?’ he says and moves his chair closer. His arm is touching mine. I can feel the soft fuzz of blonde hair tickling my wrist.
‘I’m…’
‘Overwhelmed?’ he whispers into my ear. His breath runs down my neck when his lips touch my earlobe.
I burst out laughing. I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous. ‘Oh, oh…No, I’m…Shit, I can’t even remember the word for it. There’s a word for it, dammit. Gimme a second.’ And I’m still laughing and holding my stomach and I know it’s cruel, but how can he believe he’s overwhelming in any way?
 I can’t remember the word that’s used for women like me, so I splutter, ‘Ben, I fuck girls.’ The hand disappears and a squeaky ‘Oh,’ comes out of his mouth.
‘Sorry, should have warned you earlier.’ I don’t dare look at Yi-Ting now that she knows I’m into girls. Would she feel repelled? Shocked? Or relieved? Enticed, even?
The word “overwhelmed” plays back in my head, over and over again.
‘So…girls, huh? Exclusively?’ That’s Ben. He’s pathologically over-convinced of himself and nothing really shocks him much.
‘Never thought about it,’ I say truthfully and without thinking. The only person I had sex with was Sandra, and it was lovely until she spilled her guts about Runner. ‘I could have sex with a lot of men and women as long as they don’t talk much.’
Did I just say this? I clap my hand to my mouth. I feel very sick all of a sudden. ‘I need to…’ I manage to stand and stumble to a nearby shrub. Ben’s cock’s tail or whatever it’s called is expelled from my stomach and hits the ground.




 
‘Get your ass into the comm tent.’ 
‘Morning, Kat,’ I grumble, pick up my breakfast, and follow her. Runner is already there, nursing a cup of tea, his straight black hair resting on broad shoulders. ‘How’s the head?’ he asks without taking his eyes off the screen.
‘Attached,’ I reply. And ringing, but he doesn’t need to know that. I settle in a chair and gingerly shovel rice and fruit into my mouth; I don’t want to upset my stomach any further.
Kat nods to a screen. It shows a live-stream of the small camera attached to the belly of Ben’s airplane. ‘They just flew over the observatory; it appears untouched.’
Puzzled, I look at Runner. ‘Didn’t the BSA attack it, kill everyone, and cut off our contact to the island?’
‘Odd, isn’t it,’ he says.
Ben and Yi-Ting have been taking high-resolution images of Taiwan since we arrived at Itbayat. They’ve now scanned more than sixty percent of the southern half of the island. The northern half is so contaminated with radioactivity that little but moss, ferns, microorganisms, and insects thrive there now. Taiwan used to have four nuclear power plants, three at the island’s northern tip and one at the southern tip. The southern plant was modern enough to be equipped with a fail-safe mechanism that forced it to shut down slowly without human assistance. The other three wreaked havoc. 
Nuclear power plants were the main reason for the first Sequencers to organise themselves into a task force. They weren’t called Sequencers back then. They were a bunch of engineers and scientists who knew enough about Earth’s technical infrastructure to organise the emergency maintenance. When the world wars began and human maintenance was erratic at best and nonexistent at worst, the older power plants went into overdrive without adequate cooling. The results were identical all over the planet: melt-downs with intense and long lasting fires fuelled by radiation. The radioactive smoke and dust clouds contaminated land and water for hundreds of generations. There were only a few Sequencers and they managed to shut down only a handful of reactors. But the main problem the Great Pandemic and the ensuing wars brought was the sudden loss of knowledge. Whom do you ask how to lead people into battle if there’s no one left to ask? Whom do you ask how to safely do a caesarian section if all doctors were killed while tending to injured soldiers and all midwives have been raped and tortured to death? 
As humanity went down the drain, most of our knowledge was flushed as well. Entire cultures, fields of science, and engineering were lost to disease, aggression, and utter stupidity. I learned a bit about our history when Runner and Kat called a council meeting a few days before we left for Itbayat. The one thing I found almost as unsettling as our violent past, was that all we know about combat and warfare today only comes from two high-ranking Russian military guys, a stack of books, and from experiencing war first-hand. I wonder how much the BSA has learned in the past decades.
Runner waves me closer and bends to the mic. ‘Ben?’
‘What’s up?’ crackles through the speakers.
‘On your way back, go farther south and show me the power plant once more.’
‘Okay. We’ll fly to the west shore to cover today’s area then we’ll go down to the plant.’
‘Thanks.’ Then he turns to me. ‘Not one more drop of alcohol for you. Your system can’t take it and I can’t work with someone who’s not in her best possible shape. If you need to calm your nerves after a stressful day, go for a run, do pushups, whatever. If I see you drinking again, you’ll find yourself a new mentor.’ He waits for a reply, his expression fierce.
‘Calm down, man. Nothing happened. I puked and went to bed.’
Abruptly, he stands. His hand flies towards my face faster than I can comprehend. A finger flicks my nose. 
‘Ow,’ I say, more pride-hurt than nose-hurt.
‘Your reaction time is one of the best I’ve ever seen, except when you’ve had a drink. Two drinks and you are useless for twenty-four hours. You didn’t even think to move your head.’
I had no idea. Last night was only the third time we had drinks together. Most nights I’m either too tied up in training or too tired to move. ‘I’m…sorry,’ I croak, hot with embarrassment.
‘Good.’ He sits back down in his chair and taps at the screen. ‘Ben and Yi-Ting have finally found a Taiwanese settlement and I want you to take a close look at the footage. Tell me what you think.’
Treetops fly by, then the jungle opens to reveal a group of huts before it closes again. ‘Whoa! Too fast! Can we go back, please?’
‘They flew two circles. Wait a moment.’
The horizon tips as the solar plane flies a loop and soon, the huts come into view again. I squint and strain my eyes but all there is to see are huts and trees. ‘No bodies, but the BSA might have killed them two months ago and animals had time to scavenge. But then…there should be parts, bones, skulls at the very least. Did someone clean up? No signs of explosions, no damage whatsoever. The huts are intact. No signs of a battle. How can that be?’
‘They could have used poison,’ he says. ‘In the water or in gaseous form, but then again — where are the bodies? The BSA could have lured the people out of their village and butchered them in the woods. But why the effort? There might have been survivors who buried or burned the victims if they were killed in their homes, but so far we haven’t seen signs of survivors or the BSA.’
‘Would the BSA clean up their own mess?’ I wonder aloud.
‘Why should they?’ Runner asks. ‘They kill, move on, and let the people rot where they fall.’
Kat coughs and points to her screen with the live-stream of Ben’s plane. Another settlement. There’s a large hole in the centre, huts have been blown aside. We get the full view a few moments later when Ben pulls the machine around. 
‘Still no visuals of the BSA camp,’ Ben says. 
This settlement is largely destroyed, but we don’t see corpses anywhere here either.
‘Large amounts of explosives might have been used.’ That’s Yi-Ting’s voice. My stomach goes all fluttery.
‘What do you mean by “might have been used?”’ Runner asks.
‘No scorch marks.’
Before us, the huts lie flat on the ground, ripped wide open, pieces strewn away from the centre of the village, away from the crater.
‘Hmm,’ is all Runner says, tapping his index finger against his lips.
Kat takes two steps back, her face a stiff mask. She flicks off our mic and says to Runner, ‘It doesn’t match the satellite images.’
He looks up at her. The silence in the tent is deafening. 
I flinch when Runner speaks. ‘I’m going in tonight. I want you to analyse all data you have on your hard drives, all satellite images of the weeks since before the BSA cut off our comm to Taiwan up until today.’
‘What am I looking for?’ she asks.
‘Any activity between the BSA’s entry point and the observatory during these past weeks. If you don’t see anything, and I mean nothing at all, no movements, no people, not even the faintest trace, I need you to run an image analysis on overlays or brush-ups of the area. If you find any, you know what to do.’
She nods pressing her mouth to a thin line, then reaches out to flick the mic back on. I gnaw on my cheeks. This is fucked up.
Half an hour later, we get a live-stream of the nuclear power plant. It, too, appears untouched.
When Yi-Ting and Ben return, things begin to happen faster and more quietly than usual. While we cook and eat lunch, Runner appoints tasks.
‘Ben, you get your machine ready at nightfall, not a minute earlier. What’s the reach without sunlight?’
‘Four hundred and fifty to five hundred kilometres, tops.’ Ben wears a frown. He doesn’t like to fly his machine without the fuelling sunlight. It doesn’t give him much manoeuvring space for the unforeseen.
‘You could get to the continent?’
‘If the winds are good, yes.’ 
‘Ah!’ Runner says and presses a hand against his forehead. ‘Doesn’t work. They’ll see the plane is missing.’
‘Are we all on the same page?’ Kat asks. When Yi-Ting and Ben shrug, she says, ‘Walk them through, Runner.’
‘What our satellites show us is not what you two showed us today. Neither of the two villages should exist. The last comm of the Taiwanese Sequencers stated that the observatory was under attack. After that, Taiwan was cut off. We have to assume they took control of our satellites, and have been feeding us fake images to conceal their activities.’
Ben leans against the tent’s wall, stumbles a step back when the fabric doesn’t carry his weight, and almost drops to his butt. The rice spills from his bowl. ‘Well, fuck,’ he mutters.
‘Now, the bad news,’ Kat adds. ‘They seemed to have also hijacked the Taiwanese satellite control. Taiwanese satellites are part of the Chinese satellite cluster. Problem is…’ She looks at every one of us. I feel the taste of metal on my palate. I always feel that when shit is about to hit the fan. ‘I didn’t use the Chinese cluster in the past couple of days. I used satellites of the ESA.’
‘They hacked the ESA, too?’ Ben whispers.
‘Can someone please tell me what the heck this ESA thing is?’ I demand.
‘European Space Agency,’ Runner says. ‘I don’t need to tell you that the consequences are far-reaching. We might lose the war before the end of this year. Do you all understand what that means?’
We all nod, our heads hanging low as if an unbearable weight is sitting on our shoulders. How could we possibly misunderstand the consequences? The BSA winning the war means only one thing — the crazy extremists get to wipe out humanity. The only force that stands between them and their goal are hundreds of Sequencers who can observe their every move and intervene. Weird. Shouldn’t we have…
‘There’s one thing I don’t understand,’ I say. ‘Since the BSA exists, Sequencers can see what the BSA is doing. Now, the BSA seems to turn satellites against us and is about to win? How can that be? Why didn’t we win first what with satellite control and all?’
‘The BSA has always been very loosely organised, if at all,’ Runner explains. ‘They don’t have a command structure. If a handful of them decide to invade a city, then we can only see it when it’s already happening. Often it’s too late for us to stop them. We have to move our forces and that can take hours or even days. Then the BSA is already done killing and is moving on. It’s impossible to anticipate their moves. They are everywhere and nowhere. They can be anyone. If you look from far above you see people. Who’s a BSA member? You can’t tell. If they only pull out their black flags and uniforms right before an attack, how would you know who’s who until it’s too late? That’s their advantage — they look like you and me until they pull out their guns and cause a bloodbath.’
‘If they were more organised, their movements would follow a pattern and it would be easier for us to predict their next actions,’ Kat says. ‘But they don’t behave like troops. They are erratic, chaotic and extremely brutal. Each small BSA group is autonomic. Once in a while we get to watch one BSA group attacking another. They have no idea they are both BSA! Can you believe that?’
‘What happens then?’ I ask.
She shrugs. ‘The attacked group whips out their black flags, the attackers stop, and everyone has a party. Sometimes we get there soon enough to take them down, sometimes they disappear before we can move in our forces.’
‘Isn’t that…isn’t that an unusual degree of organisation for the BSA to shut off an entire island and gain satellite control?’ I turn to Runner. ‘Is that even possible? Don’t you overestimate them?’
‘It has happened before. Two…no, three times.’ Ben says. He still sits on the floor, the bowl of rice between his feet. ‘Not the satellite control stuff, but the assembly of a number of BSA subgroups. One man, talented in organisation and leadership, took command and turned BSA followers into soldiers. Trained them in combat. We saw it and took them all down. No problem. We prefer it to this,’ he waves at nothing in particular, ‘…chaos of factions.’
‘And now you can’t see them anymore,’ I note. 
We all stare at Ben’s rice bowl as if a solution could be dug up there. 
Yi-Ting clicks her tongue and grins. ‘It will work,’ she says. ‘You can fly, Ben. Let’s assume the BSA can control satellites and fake satellite imagery. I don’t quite believe it; it’s way too sophisticated compared to a simple failure of transmission, for example. But let’s pretend for now, it’s possible. So they see we are here and we have fun playing with our airplane, and you have fun with your sharp shooting and torturing Micka.’
Runner frowns at that, but she continues undisturbed. I suppress a smile. ‘So far, we’ve given no sign of knowing they can see us, let alone modify satellite data. So far, all we do is quite boring, except of course, when we fly to Taiwan to search for their base camp. Am I correct so far?’ 
Kat and Runner nod. ‘Cool,’ she says. ‘They watch from far above and probably want to cover our whole camp, if not the whole of Itbayat. I doubt they’ll zoom in to check if I brushed my teeth this morning, or to count the screws on Ben’s airplane.’ She claps her hands together and smiles at us. ‘So you guys do what you have to do, while I build a paper airplane, or…tarp airplane. I’ll pretend to be Ben fixing his machine which, very sadly, can’t fly for a few hours. I’ll be all of you guys plus myself, walking in and out of our tents, wearing the clothes you usually wear. But I’ll have to find something that looks like your pretty hair.’ She reaches out and tugs at my bangs. My heart goes thump-thump.
‘And I promise I’ll not point my middle fingers up at the sky if I can help it,’ I say. Yi-Ting bursts out chuckling and I have to fight the urge of curling my arms around her slender waist and kissing her neck.
Runner draws his eyebrows farther down, then nods slowly. ‘Excellent idea, Yi-Ting.’ He brightens up and smiles at her. Her answering blush hurts my chest. 
‘This is bigger than I can handle,’ says Kat. ‘I’m not a satellite expert, but if I know one thing, it’s this: if the BSA gained control over two systems, what keeps them from gaining control over others? Ben, you and I will go to the continent. I need to talk with the council and a…friend. 
‘Whoa! No way,’ Ben holds up his hands. ‘If you want me to fly to Taiwan and then all the way to the mainland, I can’t take everyone. Sorry, Kat, but…no way. Runner, his equipment and me is all the machine can carry that far.’
‘Take out the seats,’ she says.
‘Yes, we’ll rip out the seats. But you, Kat, will stay here. Micka will accompany me.’ Runner throws a glance at me and I will my lungs to breathe normally. Doesn’t work as well as I hope.
‘I don’t like it,’ Kat growls, hands deep in her pockets. ‘I’m the intelligence expert, I know how to handle these things, I—‘ She breaks off, seeing Ben shaking his head. ‘Okay. I’ll write my friend a letter and give you his name and location. Ben, if you open it, I’ll kill you.’
‘What the fuck, Kat? Am I suddenly not trustworthy enough?’ Ben flicks a rice kernel in her direction.
‘Of course you are. I’m sorry. It’s just… This is not the way I want things to happen,’ she answers. ‘I hate being stuck here while you guys get all the action.’
‘You can help me build a paper airplane,’ Yi-Ting quips.
Runner coughs to hide a snort but it doesn’t work.  He receives a cold stare from Kat in return. Now, I know what bugs me about her — she mistrusts everyone. I wonder why that is. Does she trust herself? 
‘I’m busy with image analyses,’ she retorts. 
Rain begins to tap on the tent. The wind picks up and tugs at the fabric.
‘Micka, your apprenticeship might be coming to a very quick end.’ Runner squints at me and instantly I know what he means. It has nothing to do with having learned all my lessons. ‘You and I go in tonight. Ben will pick us up in four days.’
I swallow. Am I even ready?
‘Yi-Ting will prepare provisions for us. And you have precisely ten minutes head start. Two paint bullets only. I want to know how well you function when you’re unprepared.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Sniping practice. The time is running, Micka.’
‘You cannot be serious! We have to pack our things, prepare for…for…’
‘I’m preparing you right now. Eight minutes head start, Micka. Move. Now.’




 
Rain pelts my face; my feet slam through muck. I love this. I’m alive. My confusion waits for me back at the comm tent. It makes no sense to worry about the BSA now, or about what might happen once we reach Taiwan. What matters now, is to win the race, to hunt Runner and not be the hunted.
I left my ghillie on my bunk and he must have noticed it, probably frowned at it in disapproval. How can a sniper ever leave her camouflage behind? Surely, Micka is not made for this job, being so frazzle-brained from recent developments.
I grin, my nerves are taut with exhilaration. 
The dimly lit woods slip past me. Scents of blossoms fill the air, of wet earth, and fruits at full ripeness and the rain washing them and making their aroma lighter. I love the hardness of my rifle against my side. Today, my marker will hit its target.
Although my sandals slow me down and create a slop-slop noise, I keep them on my feet. They are part of my plan to get a clean shot at Runner. The swamp is near and the trees begin to change from gnarled to slender and smooth. One of the thickest of them is standing close to the swamp’s edge and I slow my run, slither, zigzag across the mud and fall close to the large tree’s trunk. I rip out a few strands of my hair, stick them to the cracks in the bark, and make sure the new membrane is tightly sealing my rifle’s muzzle — making my weapon water-proof.
I lie down and run my hands over the mud, then stand, just to fall over again. I leave one sandal at the edge of the swamp, take one large step forward and begin to sink. Before the muck can suck in my leg, I bend my upper body flat against the surface and push into the swamp. The heavy mud is brushing my arm while I propel myself forward. My other arm presses the rifle against my side. After a few strokes, I shake off my other sandal, then swim a semi-circle to reach the edge far from where I entered the water. I pull myself up a fallen tree, grab a handful of muck and rub it into my face, my hands, wrists, and feet. Then I scale the nearest upright tree, arranging twigs and leaves so that the foliage provides a thick cover.
I can barely keep my heartbeat calm. The view is wonderfully dramatic. Sliding tracks of poor Micka falling, bonking her head on a tree, and oh, look at this! — the impact was so hard, it ripped a few strands of her orange hair out. Oh no, she must have been knocked half-unconscious what with that sliding and slipping dangerously close to the swamp’s edge. Her sandal — why did she lose her sandal in the muck? Is that a footprint leading into the swamp? Did she…is that her sandal floating in the water? 
I have to keep myself from grinning. White teeth flashing in muck-covered face wouldn’t do now. It might be cruel, but there’s no other way to trick Runner into carelessness. 
I can’t hear him, but I know he must be very close. The few minutes head start weren’t all that much. When the tiny hairs on the back of my neck begin to raise, he steps into view like a large cat stepping out of the shadows. He, too, doesn’t wear his ghillie. 
Are you feeling superior today, my friend?
I take aim and watch. Unmoving, he takes in the scene for a moment, then creeps toward the tree, centimetre by centimetre, and brushes the bark with my hair stuck to it. He stands, his rifle sagging a fraction and that is when I know I got him. I see his gaze sweeping to my sandal stuck in the mud, then the one floating like a dead leaf on the murky surface.
When he cocks his head, I know he finds the scene suspicious. I put the crosshairs right over his heart and squeeze the trigger. 
Click. Plop.
He freezes, doubles over, and falls face down into the mud. He doesn’t move. Shit! Shitshitshit! I scramble down the tree, drop my rifle, and run up to him. I grab his shoulder and yank hard in an attempt to turn him around so he doesn’t suffocate. I barely register the flash of metal.
His knife is at my throat.
I snort. ‘Sorry to break the news, but you are dead.’
‘I’ve sucked up bullets before,’ he hisses. ‘As long as there’s life in me, I use it to kill my enemy.’
I point at the green paint blurred with mud. ‘Here. Shot through the heart.’
‘What if my heart is on the other side? There are people who have their heart on the right side.’
‘In that case, I would tell you I don’t give a shit just before I chop off your balls.’ I nod down to where my knife rests against his crotch. ‘You are a crappy loser.’ I let go of him and stomp away.
‘Micka, I’m being serious. A single bullet doesn’t necessarily kill. What happens when you are shot? Will you fall and give up? Or will you try to take down as many as you can?’
‘How would I know? I’ve never been shot.’ Fuck. I don’t even want to think about it.
‘Will you pull the trigger when I tell you to?’ he asks.
That stops me in my tracks. He wants to know if I can kill a man. ‘I don’t know,’ I say.
‘Hmm.’ He nods and lets it go. ‘I underestimated you today. When we return, you have to show me how you crossed that swamp without drowning. But the sandals were a tad over-dramatic.’
‘Shut up, you are dead.’ I’m walking faster. He has a point there, but that just makes me angrier. ‘You believed I couldn’t think, because I’m nervous because of what happened back at the comm tent and us going to Taiwan and possibly running into the BSA. You underestimate me because I’m a girl.’
The slop-slop of his boots in the muck are approaching. ‘No, I didn’t.’
‘Yes, you fucking did!’ I turn around and point my finger at his nose. ‘You think women are soft and need protection. That’s why you told me to get the toxic implant. That’s why you don’t tell Yi-Ting you’re in love with her. You protect her from yourself, the professional killer. And now it’s too late.’
Wow. That came out bluntly. Sometimes I speak like an axe in the woods.
‘Why would it be too late? This mission is low-risk. Besides, I can see how you are looking at her. Like a very lonely puppy. But you’ve never said anything either. Why?’
My chest contracts. ‘Because she likes you.’
‘She likes you, too.’
‘Bullshit!’ I stop and point my rifle at him. ‘If you keep annoying me, I’ll plop my second marker in your crotch.’
He lifts an eyebrow. ‘You turn into some kind of very prickly thistle every time someone offers you a friendly gesture. That might be a good method if you want people to treat you like shit. On the other hand, some people refuse to turn into assholes no matter what.’
My mouth wants to drop open, but I don’t let it. I set my jaw. ‘You’ve been a cold bastard ever since we arrived here.’
Runner just grins and walks past me. ‘Briefing in one hour. Well done, by the way.’
I can’t believe my ears. Since our training began, he’s never complimented me for anything.




 
The small aircraft sets down smoothly and slows to a stop. I hold on to Ben’s seat as inertia pulls me forward. During the short flight, I couldn’t bring myself to speak to Ben. All I did was gaze at his back — the small cockpit lights pinpricking the darkness — and wonder if we’ll ever meet again.
Ben takes off his night vision goggles and turns to us. ‘Elevation, five hundred metres. Can’t get you farther up; no landing strip anywhere near the observatory.’
And we’ll not get any lower than this. Runner and Kat consider all surface and groundwater from below five hundred metres elevation, as not safe to drink.
‘Thanks, Ben,’ Runner says, grabs his ruck and rifle, snaps his night vision goggles on, and jumps out without a goodbye.
I’m not as tough. I punch Ben’s shoulder and give him a peck on his cheek. 
He grins. ‘Don’t you worry, honey. You’ll be back in no time and then I’ll let you ravage my hard body.’
The tension falls off. I bark a laugh and punch his shoulder once more. As I turn away from him, a memory of Yi-Ting hits me square in the chest. How she stood at the mouth of the comm tent when we were leaving, her outline cut sharply against the moonlight. She placed her hand over her heart, then to her lips before she waved her kiss to Runner. His expression was severe and he hid it quickly, lowering his head and bending down to tie his boot laces that were perfectly tied already.
‘I’ll bring him back for you,’ I’d told her and regretted this silly promise at once. For many years, Runner worked alone. He doesn’t need anyone to watch out for him.
I shoulder my pack, snap the night vision goggles in place, and grab my rifle. My boots hit the dry hard clay; the bulk on my back bending my knees upon impact. I straighten up and we walk a few metres, giving Ben’s machine space to take off.
We watch the small plane disappear, then trot to the very end of the runway, carving small marks into three trees while we walk back to the other end, assessing the distance as we go. We take our time, slinking from cover to cover and letting our rifles and scopes adjust to the higher humidity, temperature, and elevation. Silently, we lie down in the dirt, remove our night vision goggles, and aim our infrared lasers at the closest knife-mark. Nine hundred and eighty-seven metres distance shows in my scope in tiny red numbers. The night-eye paints the surroundings in shades of grey and green.
I aim and snap the first shot, watch where the bullet rips off the bark, adjust my scope and fire again. The night echoes the muzzle report. Fomp. Fomp. I know the BSA aren’t anywhere close, else Ben and Yi-Ting would have seen them on their flights. Still, I hate to produce noise. It’s as if I scream at the enemy, ‘I’m here! Come and get me!’
Two more shots for the next tree and another two fired at the farthest one. Then it’s Runner’s turn. While he zeroes-in his rifle, I try to adjust my eyes to the darkness. No stars light up the night, no moon. My pupils are cranked open to the max, but all I see are faint silhouettes in the corners of my vision. When I lower the night vision goggles, the world around me appears clear and crisp. I can breathe easier. The darkness was stupefying and Runner’s muzzle report did nothing to reassure me.
‘That’ll have to do,’ he says and stands. He brushes the dirt off his pants and we begin our march uphill. The SatPad is stuck in a side pocket of his rucksack. We’ll use it only in an emergency. We have no idea if the BSA can tap our communications. Odd, to be so cut off from the others. But I’m more creeped out by the fact that we can’t zero-in our rifles when we’re up at the observatory. The temperature and pressure up there will be lower, meddling with our finely tuned weapons. But it would be even creepier to fire shots in an area where the BSA could show up at any moment. The last thing we want is to let them know we are on the island.
There’s a one to two day hike ahead of us until we reach the border between Taitung and Pingtun at roughly one thousand seven hundred metres elevation. We’ll install an amplifier once we reach the crest. During briefing, we took a very close look at the images Ben and Yi-Ting shot of the observatory. It houses the island’s only intact satellite control centre. In the light of things, the observatory gained a whole new level of interest to us. The goal of our mission is to investigate and install a couple of mics. But getting inside the building undetected is another story.
While we quietly hike through the night, my thoughts are free to roam. And they travel unbidden to sweet Yi-Ting and the way she bid Runner goodbye. When I step on a twig and produce a crack, Runner stops. His pale grey-green features show surprise. 
‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘Stupid boots. I shouldn’t have put them on. Give me a second.’
I pull off my footwear, tie them on top of my ruck and make sure they don’t flop around; then I shoulder my pack again and nod at him to walk on.
I know what made me slip into boots in the first place. Taiwan is home to a variety of poisonous snakes and walking around barefooted became less enticing the more I thought about it. But there are also snakes that jump off trees and into your face whether you wear boots or not. I grew up barefooted and know how to move silently through the woods. 
Drawing the attention of a bunch of heavily armed morons in black suddenly seems much worse than stepping on a Banded Krait.
Roughly four hours later, Runner stops and choses a spot to camp for the night. We drink water and eat a thick paste made of dried fruit, honey, and nuts.
‘We’ll hunt tomorrow. I don’t want to touch our provisions unless it’s absolutely necessary,’ he says.
‘What do you want to shoot? Deer?’ I’m trying to picture a bird the size of a quail, shot with Runner’s .50 caliber rifle. I wonder if the bird would be recognisable or if it would disintegrate into a spray of blood and feathers.
‘My air rifle is in my rucksack.’
‘Oh. Okay. Can we make a fire?’
‘In the daytime, yes. I’ll spread a tarp up high over it and we’ll be fine. Uh, another thing. Hygiene is paramount here—’
‘Do I stink?’ I sniff at my hand and wrist.
‘What? No! What I mean is, as long as we are below one thousand five hundred metres elevation, the forest here is full of biting and stinging insects, as you’ve noticed.’
I have. And I’ve slapped at the buggers a million times already. It hasn’t helped at all. 
‘They can give you nasty infections,’ he continues. ‘Combined with this heat and humidity, you won’t last long. It’s not a problem on Itbayat because the stiff breeze blows mosquitos away from our camp. But here, it is. In the morning, I want you to check your clothing for inhabitants, make sure every scratch and every mosquito bite is clean and healing well. Make sure you do that daily.’
‘Now, I’m itching.’
He grunts a laugh, ties his hammock between two trees, and spreads the mosquito net over it. I set up mine between one of his trees and the one next to it. He’s talked about Dengue fever before. Although the disease is life-threatening in only a small portion of infected people, it would render me vulnerable in combat. You just can’t aim well when you run a high fever.
‘We’ll have to pack up before sunrise,’ I mumble when I roll up in my suspended bed and take off my night vision goggles.
‘I’ll wake you. Sleep now.’
Runner and his quiet commands, they work better than anything. I slow my breathing, and imagine the wiggling of leaves in the breeze high above me, and then I drift off.
 
———
 
When I wake up, he’s already sipping water from his canteen and re-analysing the images Kat transferred to his SatPad before we left. 
‘Here, I found these next to the stream.’ Runner holds out two yellow fruits. I’ve never seen this kind.
‘You sure they are edible?’
‘Yes. I also refilled your canteen. Give me a minute, then I’ll brief you.’
I drink the cold water and watch Runner. 
‘Jin-Shui Observatory.’ He points to the map on his SatPad. ‘This is where the last BSA attack was reported before we lost contact with our Taiwanese Sequencers. Fifteen kilometres away as the crow flies. The difficult terrain will make it an eight to twelve hour hike.’
‘How many Taiwanese did they kill?’
‘Approximately three thousand Taiwanese, Chinese, Philippinos, and Japanese lived here before the BSA arrived. Ben and Yi-Ting didn’t scan the entire south half of the island, so there might be people left. But we can’t be sure.’
My teeth pierce the skin of the fruit and sweetness explodes in my mouth. ‘Do you have a theory why the observatory appears undamaged?’ I ask, wiping my chin.
‘There’s nothing on the footage, which doesn’t mean it’s perfectly untouched. Damage of the structure seems minimal, though.’
I drink the last sip of water and sit down next to him. 
‘We’ll follow this ravine until we reach an elevation of at least one thousand five hundred metres,’ Runner says, his index finger trailing across a greyish river bed that winds up along green mountains. He stuffs the SatPad into his ruck and stands. ‘We’ll leave in thirty minutes. I’ll prepare camouflage while you wash. One hundred metres down the river, a group of large trees protects you from view.’ He nods up at the sky. ‘Never forget the satellites. We’re safe only when the cloud cover is thick.’
When I make to leave, he adds, ‘Collect a few handfuls of chestnuts from the trees down there. They are sweet and can be roasted.’
Taking care to slip from tree cover to tree cover, I walk down to the small stream. Water is hopping over stones and whispering down the mountain. I pluck a few leaves off a chestnut tree and shed my brown cotton pants and sweatshirt. I never wear short sleeves, my skin makes for a repulsive sight. There are freckles on my shoulders and my chest, on my upper arms and very lightly on my lower arms as well. The dots are interrupted by crisscrossing scars that are more sensitive to touch than the unblemished skin surrounding them. If anyone saw this, they would probably retch.
I scoop up a handful of the reddish clay from the side of the stream, then walk a few steps and sit down in the water that feels wonderfully refreshing in this hot, humid weather. I rub the chestnut leaves over my hair and skin then wash the thin layer of foam off. A layer of clay is next. My fingertips rub the gritty stuff into hair and skin, working my way from head down to my chest. I rarely look at myself, but the changes my body has gone through in the past year are undeniable and rather unsettling. My breasts seem to be in the way all the time, the soft orange hairs in my armpits and between my legs tickle and amplify my body odour. When I was a child, I washed once a week. Now, I have to wash every day to not stink like a mix between a rotting pear and a fox. Sometimes I wonder why the others don’t crinkle their nose at me. But maybe it’s just me being repelled by my own smell?
I think of Sandra and how she kissed all my secret places. She must have found my flavours quite delicious, because she didn’t seem to be able to get enough of me into her mouth. I loved to feel her soft skin and hair, but other than that, I didn’t feel much. In my heart, I mean. I wonder how love might feel. What does Yi-Ting feel for Runner? I wish I could step in between the two, just for a second, to learn what this love thing is — to taste it. In my head, the word “love” has the flavours of earth and wind and fire, mingling with my own imagination of what it might be like to feel this deeply for someone.
I bend down to wash my feet, taking care to clean the soles and the gaps between my eight toes. I quickly got used to the loss of the two small toes on my left foot. But I’ll never forget how I lost them. The unconscious Runner was wrapped up in a tent, the bite wound on his neck septic, and I was trapped up to my chest in a frozen river, both rifles wet, and a large pack of hungry wild dogs just behind us. I made it out of the river eventually and walked for who knows how far until Katvar and his sled dogs found us. My limbs were so frozen that my two toes couldn’t be saved. 
I touch the small dog pendant at my neck. Katvar had carved it from a wild boar tooth, put it on a leather string, and given it to me when we said goodbye. He’d told me in his mute way that he liked me. Does he feel love? Or rather, did he feel love? Was it hard for him to let me go? I doubt he’d felt much, because we didn’t even kiss. All that had ever happened was a touch of his fingertips to my lips. Besides, I don’t miss him, and wouldn’t one miss the other when there’s love between two people? But maybe I’m unable to miss or love anyone. I don’t even miss my parents. I miss things, like the reservoir and the turbines I used to fix. But I don’t miss people. Maybe Cacho recognised this coldness in me and thought that I would make an excellent sniper. Maybe he thought I could kill without conscience.
I gaze down at my hands, where a pool of water shows my reflection. With a shiver I slap it in my face, rinse the clay off my hair and body, and leave to get dressed and collect chestnuts.
Runner sits where I left him. But now his face is darkened by a large hat made of palm leaves. White teeth flash in a smile. ‘Make yourself one as well. We want to look like trees from above when we don’t wear our ghillies. I’ll wash now, then we leave.’




 
A waxing moon illuminates the round top of the observatory. Two broad solar wings spread on either side, its base held aloft by a thin cushion of fog: a monster insect about to pounce.
Runner and I are high up in two different trees about fifty metres from one another, so we get two different angles and cover more area. The small button in my ear receives his voice and transmits mine. Tonight’s mission is to observe only. But both our rifles are loaded and ready to engage the enemy. This would be my first encounter with the BSA and the prospect makes me nervous. But I try to control myself. There’s no room for fidgety, girly shit. Besides, this observatory appears as if no one has been here for days, if not weeks.
‘Tell me what you see, Micka.’ Runner’s voice sounds in my left ear. ‘Main entrance.’
My night-eye has been pointed at the observatory’s main entrance for more than an hour now, and I see absolutely nothing conspicuous.
‘A door, the locking mechanism appears broken. The handle has been taken off and put on again, it seems. There’s a blackish stain around a new-looking lock. So obviously, this too, has been replaced.’
‘Describe what you see in the immediate vicinity.’
‘Do you see something? Because then you can just tell me, you know.’ I wonder if he’s at his teacher-pupil game again.
‘I’m not sure if what I observe and conclude is correct.’
‘Oh. Okay. Door frame and adjacent building structure, twelve o’clock: no damage, not even the vine that grows there seems to be touched. Going down to nine o’clock and six o’clock: no damage, no obvious disturbance of that same vine and wall. Going up from six o’clock to three o’clock: black stains at about three thirty, possibly from ricocheting bullets. No apparent blood stains, though. Three o’clock to twelve o`clock: nothing notable, just clean white plaster and a sign with Taiwanese letters and underneath in English, “Jin-Shui Observatory.”
‘Moving on to the stairs in front of the main entrance,’ I continue. Runner’s calm breath is barely audible in my earbud. ‘The ground is concrete or some other solid material, so there are no footprints to see, no signs of explosions or blood stains. They might have washed it off, though.’
‘Why would they do that?’
‘No idea. Rain could also have washed it away, if there was blood at all. But the monsoon isn’t due for another month, maybe two.
‘Possible. Go on.’
I gaze at the entrance and can’t brush off the feeling that something is not quite right. The steps leading to the observatory seem normal, the landing, too. No sign of a fight except for the two black stains at the door and directly next to it.
‘Micka?’
‘Give me a moment.’
The vegetation. What’s wrong with the vegetation? ‘Runner, you said this happened two months ago?’
‘Yes.’
‘Can a plant grow one metre in two months?’
‘Some can, reed for example, bamboo can grow even faster. A few vines, maybe.’
‘Okay, then there’s nothing suspicious about that entrance.’
‘Tell me what you see.’
‘Several vines stretch across the landing,’ I answer. ‘The plants are approximately one metre to one metre twenty long. Another two or three stretch across the second step below the landing. When people use stairs, they make sure it’s clear so they don’t trip.’
‘Funny,’ Runner says. 
‘Why is that funny?’
‘Because I see the exact same thing here at the side entrance. They are probably rigged.’
‘Shit. How do we get in?’
‘We won’t. If they put trip wires on the stairs, chances are that they rigged the doors, too. We’ll install our earbuds on the outside of the building, so we can at least listen to their conversations when they approach. Then we pick the tallest tree at a crest and install the amplifier.’
‘Hmm.’ I shift my rifle and scan the white walls of the observatory. ‘I’m a pretty good climber; we talked about it. Why don’t you want to give it a shot?’
Runner hesitates. ‘The walls are too smooth; no hand- or footholds.’
‘I see one here and there. I think I’ll manage. Only problem is…’ 
‘What?’
‘Can’t do it at night. I need to see where to put my hands and feet. The night-vision goggles are too clunky; I can’t press my face to the wall, or see anything that’s less than ten centimetres from my eyes.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Yes, dude. Listen to your apprentice.’ Does he think I’m an imbecile?
‘Okay. Retreat now. We’ll discuss this back at our camp.’
Well past midnight, after we’ve gone through our plans for the following morning, we are huddled up in our hammocks and I find myself exhausted, but unable to sleep. The night is not as black as the previous one. The foliage gently sways back and forth over the clear and starry sky. My mind races around the briefing, the texture and surface of the building’s walls I’ll be scaling in a few hours, the vines that really are traps, and the possibility of blowing up both of us. My first mission and I tremble like a poplar leaf.
Experience tells me that it’s not always a good idea to start a conversation with Runner when my nerves need calming. But lying here silently, listening to my own fidgeting, the tapping of his fingertips against his thigh is unbearable. ‘Do you miss your daughter, Ezra?’ I ask cautiously.
The tapping ceases. ‘Yes,’ he answers and begins to hum a lullaby. I watch the leaves play with the wind and listen to Runner until my heartbeat grows calm.
‘She was eleven months old when I saw her for the first time — a chubby and happy child just learning to walk and talk and grasp what it means to be one’s own person. When Kaissa sang her to sleep that night, I wondered… I wondered what sense my life makes, being so far away from her.’
‘You love her,’ I whisper, surprised.
‘I do. She’s my daughter.’
‘I meant Kaissa.’
‘When I was young, I thought I loved her. But I soon learned it wasn’t love, but something more akin to teenager hormone derangement. She and I like each other; we are friends, most of the time.’
‘Why don’t you stay with her? With your daughter?’
‘Because she’s happy with what she has. She doesn’t need me. I would make her life complicated and not one bit better.’
‘I cannot picture you as a father,’ I hear myself say. ‘I’m sorry. That came out all wrong. What I mean is—’
‘I can’t, either. I am…very much attracted to violence.’
His voice chills me, and I decide to shut up and never again poke around in his private life. Runner is silent for a long moment and I’m about to pull the blanket over my face and try to sleep, when he says, ‘I grew up in Ghazni province, a plateau in Afghanistan.’ 
I hear him take a deep breath, and another one. Then, he continues. ‘We were a small group of people, no more than fifty. We herded cattle and hunted small game, constantly on the move from one dirty water hole to the next. We evaded the BSA for years and it was only the elders who remembered ever seeing a trace of war. It must have been the desert that protected us. Until this one morning when our camp was hit by two mortars. It was cruel. Three of the tents burst apart.’
He clears his throat and I close my eyes and shake my head, because the images I see are not pretty. Flying bodies. Blood.
‘They were upon us only a moment later. My two brothers and my father were killed on the spot. My sister and my mother were taken away. They took the girls and women, while I… The shells had torn open one of our cows. I hid in it.’
Aching, I bury my face in the bend of my elbow.
‘When night fell, I dared to move. The cow was stiff and cold by then and I couldn’t get out. I believed that I would die trapped inside that cow’s stomach, stuck in blood and guts. The stench was enough to drive me mad. But my fear for my mother and my sister made me strong enough and I clawed myself out. Then I took one of the elders’ rifles and as much ammo as I could carry in my pockets. I dreamed of killing every single man who had touched my sister and my mother, who had killed my brothers, my father, my friends, and all the others I called family. I was a deluded boy. I could barely hold the weapon.’
He falls silent and I fight the urge to reach over his hammock and take his hand in mine. ‘What happened then?’
‘Nothing. They’d left. The wind had wiped away their footprints. I never found them. I walked through the desert without water and food, knowing I’d failed my family because I was too scared to get out of that damned cow carcass. When, after two days, I found a water hole, I tried to drown myself. I tried and tried, but the thing was too small. I don’t think I’d ever wept that hard. The rifle was too long for my arms to shoot myself in the head or even in the stomach. I’d lost my knife. The only alternative was to lie down and wait for death. The next day, an old man found me. He made me drink and eat, and then he took me on a long journey. Years later, I realised that I could have used my toes to pull the trigger and shoot myself.’
He pauses again. His body lies perfectly still inside his hammock. ‘His father used to be a British soldier — one of the last before all military organisations fell apart. His name was Elmar; he taught me most of what I know about tactics and sniping. I owe him my life and my name.’
I can’t stand it any longer. Without asking, I slip out of my hammock and into his. ‘Just give me the word and I’ll piss off.’ Then I take his hand and hold it as gently as possible. ‘I’m so sorry. Oh shit, Runner. I feel stupid for saying “I’m sorry” while having no clue how to help. I don’t want you to drag this around, but… but… Can I make it better?’
‘Ssh. It’s okay.’ He speaks into my hair. ‘It was long ago. Go back now and find some rest. We have a long walk ahead of us.’
I peel myself from his hammock and lie down in my own. Something is very different, but I can’t put my finger on it. I think of the night he’d pressed his body to mine, his hand hot on my naked stomach. I was sure he would die. His skin was burning with fever and his whole body shook with it. We had been crossing the lowlands in the deepest winter and were attacked by a large pack of starved wild dogs. Three had broken through his defences, and he was able to kill only two of them with his knife. All I had was a stupid air rifle that could barely pierce their hides. So while I raced to help him, the third attached itself to his throat. My stomach still clenches at the thought of the large wound, the great amount of blood he’d lost, and how I tried to save him and very nearly failed. That winter, we shared our warmth whenever necessary and it never felt as if…as if there was an invisible wall between us. Where does this come from so suddenly? Is it because he’s trying to toughen me up so I have a better chance of surviving whatever may come? I blink up at the Milky Way. Maybe I overreacted. Maybe I shouldn’t have slipped into his hammock. What do people typically do to comfort others? Babble? I have no idea. My hand wanders up to where his breath touched my hair.
As I drift off to sleep, understanding hits me. Runner and Yi-Ting. I’m far from the woman he wants in his hammock offering comfort. I’m such an idiot.
 
———
 
I’m covered in the thick white clay we found near the river bed. I rolled in the stuff until my back, my front, and my hair was plastered with white. 
When I find Runner chewing on his toothbrush and staring up at the white-and-blue bowl of the morning sky, he appears as if nothing happened last night. 
I can’t help but think of a small boy sticking the barrel of a rifle into his mouth and crying in despair because his fingers can’t reach the trigger. I wonder why he’s told me this. He never talks about himself.
Now, he looks like a corpse and his black eyes are demonic. He wraps a roll of white bandages around his bare stomach to fasten his pistol to his body. The gun’s butt will be covered with a dash of white in a moment. I’m wearing my pistol at my chest, the bandages covering my breasts and — more importantly — part of my back. There’s also a length of line wrapped around my stomach, my climbing clips dangling from it.
The only other piece of clothing each of us wears is a pair of short white underpants. All our other clothes are brown, green, or black, and would be too visible against the observatory’s walls. Clay sticks to fabric well enough, but it dries and cracks too quickly, and would fall off as soon as we started moving. 
My half-nakedness makes me nervous. Not because of my awkwardly concealed breasts, but because of how my back looks and the risk that part of what’s written there might be visible. But for now, the clay covers this and all other scars well enough, and I have no time to worry about it anyway. Besides, the thing that bugs me the most is that our only weapons are two pistols with eight rounds each. If the entire BSA troop shows up, we’ll be very dead very soon.
Right now, the morning sun is behind a thin sheet of scattering clouds. We are as white as the observatory’s walls and roof. With the light overcast, our shadows will be blurry and soft, hard to see from high above. We have to be quick getting in, though. Despite the slight moisture of our skin, the plaster will crack once it’s dry and come off in small flecks. If the haze clears during the day, we’ll have to wait till nightfall to rappel down the building. But that problem will be solved once it arrives.
Runner walks ahead, making sure our conspicuously white bodies are covered by our leaf-hats and the treetops. When it’s time to step out of the jungle and approach the observatory, he doesn’t hesitate. He takes off his hat, stuffs it underneath a shrub, and walks out into the open. 
Watching my white three-toed foot take a step forward, I swallow and push my body into full view. Runner comes to a halt just in front of the vines trailing across the steps. ‘Well made,’ he says. ‘They wrapped a green wire around the plant. It’s visible only where it goes in and where it comes out. Small packages of…let me see…C4, I think, on either side. Enough to rip you, me, and the stairs to pieces.’ He points to the landing and both sides of the stairs, then steps over the vine. ‘I assume the device has some way of distinguishing between a heavy human and a small animal. Else it would have detonated weeks ago.’
He bends down and investigates the landing’s top and all of its three sides, before he presses a hand on the cement. 
‘Clear,’ he says, walks to the entrance and leans his back against the wall. ‘Your turn.’
My eyes scan the smooth walls. There’s very little to stick my fingers or toes in. ‘Help me reach the first handhold.’ I point to a crack far above his head.
Runner moves to the spot I indicate, then folds his hands in front of him and nods. I put my foot into his hands and push myself up, place my other foot on his shoulder, reach up to a too-small crack, and push up farther. My left hand finds the handhold and I jam my fingers into it. Standing on tiptoe on someone’s shoulders sucks, I realise, when his muscles flex and I begin to wobble. ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘I need a good push to reach the second handhold, up and slightly to the right. Um…my right. Count to three. At three, push my feet up as far as you can.’
‘No need to count and be hasty. I can do it slowly and you can take your time to find whatever you need.’
‘Shit,’ I huff when Runner takes both my feet into his hands and slowly pushes me up as if I weigh nothing. My right hand finds a new crack, then my left hand and right foot do, too. I push away from him and hang on the wall like a spider on polished glass — one wrong move and I’ll slide. I press my stomach against the plaster and crane my neck to find the next handhold. 
There’s a ledge about a metre above me and only one small protruding brick between it and myself. I remove my left foot from the wall and push my right leg straight, reach to the brick and feel that its upper edge is tilted toward me. That’s one shit handhold if I’ve ever seen one. I look down to find something I can use to support my dangling left foot but see nothing. ‘Runner,’ I grunt. ‘Do you see anything on my left?’
After a short moment he says, ‘No. But slightly to your right is a crack large enough.’
I manoeuvre my left foot to my right, carefully inserting it between my right shin and the wall. I’m kind of awkwardly twisted, but the climbing seems to go forward. I jam the toes into the crack, then let go with my right foot and begin to press myself upwards. That’s when my hand begins to slide off the stupid brick. With merely a second left before I drop off the wall, I tense all muscles and leap the remaining twenty centimetres up to the ledge. My hands are grasping the ledge tightly; my feet are dangling in midair. I allow myself to breathe.
‘If you shift to the right, about two metres, you can put one foot against the wall quite comfortably, then push yourself up,’ he says.
I know. I remember that crack and already start moving. Runner’s whisper is only half audible in my one ear, but clear in my other ear where the earbud is.
I find the foothold and push myself up. I’m glad I’m covered in clay for another reason now — my palms are sweaty and rubbing them across my stomach helps to maintain my grip.
I keep climbing, always focusing solely on what foot- or handhold comes next, ignoring the drop and the too-close trigger of the booby trap the BSA set up.
When I reach the first level, I unwrap the line from my stomach and tie it to the bottom of the flag post. The other end of the line falls down somewhere close to where Runner must be standing. ‘The rope is secure. You can come up,’ I say quietly.
The line tightens at once.
I keep a close eye on the post and the line. Soon, one hand reaches over the ledge, drops the first climbing clip he used to pull himself up the thin steel rope, then the other hand and a clip, and then the whole Runner pushes into view.
‘That was impressive. Where did you learn to climb walls that well?’
‘I grew up in the mountains.’ I shrug, pretending I don’t care that there is one thing I can do better than he. I’m sure I blush scarlet under the white. ‘Your turn, I think.’
Runner pulls the rope in, drops it on the roof’s ledge, and walks the few steps to the satellite dish. The thing is massive — silvery and gleaming, spanning five or six metres across, and standing on a thick foot. Two joints allow it to rotate in any direction. Behind it is a white hemisphere that looks like a humongous wart to me. Runner told me that’s where they used to keep a telescope until a few decades ago when some idiots disassembled it and sold the parts.
He crouches down and finds a hatch, opens it, and squeezes into the room below the dish. I follow. He walks up to a door at the far end and presses his ear against it. I hold my breath. After a long moment, he turns the knob.
‘Interesting,’ Runner says.
‘What?’
‘No stench. They cleaned up and secured it.’ He nods at me. ‘From now on, no talking — no noises, until I tell you it’s okay.’ Then he slips into the dark. I take a deep breath and follow.
I find him standing on the stairs, holding up a hand. He points at me, then at himself, and at our feet. I look down. There are small white crumbs. Shit, the clay has come off faster than I expected. I nod, reach for his stomach and undo the bandage that holds his pistol, careful to not drop the curved needle he put there earlier. We’ll need it in a moment. I tear a piece of fabric off with my teeth and tuck in the remaining end at his back. I make a sign to tell him that I’ll use the fabric later to wipe off all traces of our presence. He nods at me and we descend into the main control room.
Without touching anything, he takes in the slight damage that has been done to the interior, the cleanliness of the room, the bleeping of the control system and the flashing lights, and the series of black screens. He pulls out the needle, takes his earbud out and inserts the sharp end where the small antennae pin is. He wiggles it and I hear a soft crackle in my ear as he makes sure that we can hear them, but they can’t hear us. Then he kneels and hides the black button under a control cabinet. 
He stands and waves at me to take my earbud out. I do as he asks and place it in his outstretched hand. It, too, gets pricked; he then puts the needle back into his fabric wrapper. The little poker will go back into the MedKit in his ruck once we’re out of here. I hope we’ll never need it to stitch up wounds.
We leave the control room and walk down another set of stairs and into a large hall that looks like a combination of common room and entrance area. He points at the door. A steel plate is bolted to the wall, covering most of the entrance. We take a careful peek behind it. Wires, light grey packages that must contain the explosives, and a controller that looks harmlessly small. Runner nods, satisfied.
We walk to the side entrance and see the same scene. He squats down and hides my earbud behind a tall shelf, then stands and waves at me to clean up and follow him. I spit at the cloth and take great care to wipe away our clay traces while we walk back up the stairs, into the control room, and higher up and out to the satellite dish.
Runner slides the door shut, turns to me, and says quietly, ‘Both doors were connected to the frames with a thin copper wire. If we had opened them, the wire would have disconnected and the resulting explosion would have killed anyone in front of that door. The thick steel plate is to direct the detonation away from the common room. The force of the blast would rip apart the door and everyone outside within at least a twenty metre radius. You can get in unharmed only with the remote for the small control box you’ve seen at the door. Now, the question is why have they set another trap so close to this first, very effective one? The vines they’ve prepped are connected to an amount of explosives that would kill the person who steps on the vines, but that wouldn’t damage the doors beyond repair and wouldn’t set off the door bombs. The door bombs are constructed so that only minimal damage will be done to the interior. This control centre seems to be of great value to the BSA. Very odd.’
‘Why? Don’t they need to come here for…controlling satellites? Or communicating? Or something?’ I ask. ‘And didn’t Kat say they might be able to control a different satellite cluster? Ours? So isn’t it logical to do it from here?’
‘No. To answer your first question: The communication can be done from afar, they don’t need to sit right here in the observatory. We don’t do that either, do we? And no one says that whoever controls satellites for the BSA has to be here in Taiwan. That man can sit anywhere on the planet.’
True. I’ve never been inside a satellite control centre until today, but I’ve been using satellite data and imagery for months now. I tip my head at him.
‘If they don’t care about maintenance or long-term use of this particular control centre, they don’t need to come here again,’ he continues. ‘About your next question: Why would the commander of this BSA group be the same person who controls satellites for them? If they had any brains, their satellite control centre would be far from any Sequencer’s base. I expect the BSA to leave Taiwan soon, in a month at the latest. They’ve killed most or all of the people here already. But…’ He squints up at the sun. It stands clear and bright in a blue sky, yet he doesn’t seem to see it. His mind is racing. ‘Why would they want to…’ He takes a step back, his hand shielding his eyes. ‘This is not good.’
‘I know,’ I say, nodding towards the sun and the shadows cast sharply onto the white ground before our feet. Our own shadows would give us away in no time.
Runner’s jaws are working, his eyes taking in all details of our surroundings. 
‘That cloud might give us two minutes to rappel.’ I point my chin to the largest of the few white blobs in the sky. ‘Tell me what you are thinking.’
‘It seems… There are indications…’ He exhales and looks at me. ‘I’m not sure. I have to think about it more. But it seems as if the BSA is setting up headquarters here, if one can call it that. If they ever… I’ll explain in a bit. Now, let me think.’
‘Okay. I’ll find a way to get us out of here within two minutes.’
We watch the cloud drifting closer to the sun. My mind is full of the rappelling procedure: undo the line, re-tie it so we can take it with us once we are on the ground, clip both clips to the line, set both to rappel mode, grab and jump.
‘Thirty seconds,’ I tell Runner. ‘I fix the line. You make sure we don’t jump on the booby traps.’
He nods.
‘Ten seconds.’ We are standing at the very edge of the shadow — black against white. Then the contrast blurs, softens some more, and is gone entirely. ‘Move,’ I say and rush to the rope. My fingers fly over the knot and I curse myself for not having untied it when we came up here. I use my teeth and nails, but the knot doesn’t budge. 
‘Let me,’ Runner hisses. His strong fingers extract the loops from each other and I begin pulling in the line while he keeps an eye on the cloud.
‘Less than a minute,’ he says while I re-tie the line. 
‘Go!’ I slap his shoulders, and he fastens his clips to the line and jumps from view. I grab my clips and position myself at the roof’s edge. My knees clack against each other. I turn to face the wall and push myself off, then drop. My hasty and incorrect grip on the clips becomes evident instantly. The friction of the line sears my palms, biting my skin until I think I can’t take it any longer. Then my feet hit the ground and Runner’s hands grab the line, yank at one end, and pull the length of it down to the ground.
I can see the light rushing in from the jungle. The cloud is moving away from the sun. Our leaf-hats are far out of reach and we are two extremely white humans on a lush green surface. 
‘Run!’ he growls and my legs obey while my mind is still in line-wrapping mode. Runner is right behind me. The rustling tells me that he’s dragging the length of line behind him. 
We race to the forest’s edge and press against a thick tree, breathing heavily. Runner pulls in the rope. There’s a satisfied grin on his face.




 
My feet hit the forest floor. Cypress needles poke my soles. High above us, tied to the very top of the tree, the amplifier swings in the wind, its antennae tucked into a thick cloud cover that now begins to spit down on us. Even in clear weather, you wouldn’t be able to see the small amplifier if you weren’t looking for it. This part of our mission went well; I only wish the weather had changed before we started climbing the observatory walls.
‘Four earbuds left. Until we are off the island, or until Kat tells us she’s picked up the signal, one of us will always wear one of these,’ Runner says and sticks the button into his ear. ‘We’ll switch every four to six hours.’
Once Kat receives the signals from the observatory, she should hear us, too. I don’t like her eavesdropping. ‘The clay’s itching. I want to get rid of it,’ I tell Runner.
He nods and we head back to our camp, then onwards to the stream, but in different directions. He’s walking farther downstream from me.
Soon, I stumble upon an enormous bathtub.
Water is thundering off the broad rock and straight into a pool rimmed by fern and blooming shrubs. Old cypresses shelter the secret place. The water reaches up to my knees when I stick my legs into it, and quickly grows deeper with each step. Soon, my feet lose contact with the sand and rocks below. I wash the white clay off, and pick clumps from my hair. The drumroll of water is mesmerising. I swim and let the waterfall push me down. Thunder in my ears and on my body makes me feel as if I’m in a small, pulsating universe of my own.
Thoughts of Runner and his drowning attempts creep in unbidden and I kick myself upwards, gulping fresh air when my head breaks the surface. I can still hear the sound of his voice, the taste of it is still on my tongue. Detached, that’s how he seemed. It made his story even sadder, tightening the grip it still has on me. I wonder if he ever learned to enjoy a good swim.
I roll in the pool until my skin is all goosebumpy, then make for the shore. The air is warm despite the light rain. I pick up the bandages that lie in a disorderly pile next to my clothes, dunk them into the pool and rub them clean. Although I’d rather not think of wounds caused by bullets, knives, or explosives, I know we’ll need the bandages one day. Who of us will make it? whispers in my mind. 
‘Shut up,’ I hiss and wring the water from the fabric.
Movement catches my eyes. Dark shapes flit underneath the water’s surface, and form a group of ten or fifteen in a corner of the pool. I snatch my clothes, get dressed, and run back to where I left Runner.
He’s leaning against a tree, his eyes sharp, brows drawn low. Droplets are rolling off his hair and into his lap where he holds the SatPad. ‘Can you do your planning and analysis thing while we catch fish?’
He shrugs. ‘Sure.’
A few minutes later, each of us holds a stick with line, hook, and an impaled, wriggling insect into the pool. 
‘Did you ever learn how to swim?’ I ask cautiously.
‘Of course I did.’
‘Are you good at it?’
He narrows his eyes at me. A warning. 
‘Yep, that’s what I thought. I can teach you.’ 
Runner is totally busy staring at the fish circling his bait.
‘There’s only one trick to it,’ I continue. ‘You have to allow the water to carry you, to pull you down, and lift you up again. You have to go with it, not against it. It’s like flying. Only…safer.’
My heart clenches at his sudden paleness. Then a fish bites and I have to let Runner off my hook. 
‘I’ll start a fire, you clean the fish,’ he says, as he slaps the wriggling animal next to me on the rock, and walks away. I whack its head with a stone; eyes and tail relax at once. It looks a lot like a rainbow trout, only without the prism of colours. Since the fish is too small for both of us, I wait until another one bites, then I scale and gut the two, and head back. 
Runner has already straightened the green tarp high above a small pile of wood. We can’t keep the fire burning long. Once night falls, the glow would be visible outside the cover of the tarp.
Silently, we watch the flames spring to life. I wrap the two fish in broad leaves and place the packages into the embers. The sizzling of food and crackling of the fire mingles with the sound of rain tapping on the tarp above our heads. The scents of wet earth and forest, of burnt wood and frying fish wash over me. This is all I need to feel whole. I don’t miss my former life one bit.
‘So,’ I say once I’ve swallowed the last bite of my lunch. ‘Will you tell me now what you are thinking?’
‘I believe the BSA came here to stay. It’s only an assumption. I need more information from Kat before I can be sure.’
‘Like what? I mean…what information do you need?’ 
‘If their forces are small, say ten to thirty men, we could take them down quickly without any problem. But they’ve wiped Taiwan clean, it seems. The question is: have part of their original forces left or is everyone still here? The latter is more likely, I think. Considering their control over satellites, the fact that they chose this isolated location to set up camp, and the possibility that they might turn this into their headquarters, I wonder if reinforcements are on the way. I need to know if there are any movements at sea or land that would indicate a plan to strengthen their position here. And I have to know what the Chinese satellite cluster can do, which of their systems was hacked.’
‘Why?’
‘It’s a big difference whether someone controls a weather satellite or a cluster of military and espionage satellites.’
The latter sounds somewhat more dangerous or sophisticated, but I don’t even really know what a weather satellite can do (except tell us when it’s raining, but I can do that by looking up at the sky), or how that one is any different from military satellites. Runner seems tense, worried. I opt for a diversion. ‘Okay. Let’s go for a swim. We have time. We don’t leave until nightfall.’
He coughs and slams a fist to his chest. ‘Bone,’ he explains and clears his throat violently.
‘You are scared. That’s okay. In an hour, you’ll love it. I promise.’
‘You are overly convinced of yourself.’ He stands, throws the chestnuts into the embers, and shovels handfuls of dirt on top.
‘One has to know one’s own qualities.’ I grin.
He frowns at me, arms crossed over his chest. ‘Okay, let’s go then.’ A casual and light remark. I know he’s faking it.
When we arrive at the pool, he takes off his pants and shirt, and stands there with only his shorts hugging his hips. I realise with shock that I didn’t think it all through to the end. Staring at Runner, I can’t help but count the battle scars. There’s one on his shoulder that looks like a bullet passed through it a few years ago. The scar on his neck is still thick and the blackish tint won’t ever go away. That’s where the wild dog mauled him. There’s another one just above the hipbone, right where… Shit, the whole man is made of raw physical power; the muscular edge curving along the top of his hipbones has nothing of the gently sloping contours of Yi-Ting’s body.
My stomach cramps. He squints at me in puzzlement and I begin to stutter, ‘Um…stupid idea. You are…you can drown the two of us. All that’s needed is a little panic and…’
‘Micka—’
‘I mean…if I were to panic, I could drown you if you are not prepared. You know, fear of death makes everyone strong as an ox. See this?’ I wave my hand at him. He looks down at himself and shrugs, as if the rippling of stomach muscles is totally harmless. ‘Dude, I’ll never get a good grip on you if you are about to drown and panic and then—’
‘I won’t panic.’
Of course he will! Or I will. A growl thrums in my chest. Shit. No excuses left. I look down at my pants and fumble with the waistband. My fingers quiver.
‘I, too, have scars,’ he says softly and I remember that he knows I’m a cutter. He’s even seen the 1/2986 carved into my lower arm.
‘Yeah, but you are…’ I bite my tongue. I was about to blurt out “beautiful.” That’d be so awkward that I’d dig myself a hole.
‘You are, too,’ he says.
I burst out laughing. This man is nuts.
He crosses his arms over his chest. 
Hoping he’ll soon put his shirt back on, I tear my eyes off him and stare up at the treetops. If all fails, I’ll pretend to be annoyed.
‘You are a warrior and warriors have scars. Suck it up. Now show me your swimming skills.’
My cheeks grow hot. I give him a stiff nod and put my hands back to my waistband to pull the strings tighter. I don’t want my pants to slide down when they are wet and heavy.
Runner grins and shakes his head. ‘I guess I’m supposed to go in?’
‘Yep.’
As we walk into the pool, his body tenses with insecurity. What a contrast to his always so sure and calm demeanour. Now, I regret I asked this of him.
‘The pool is deepest over there,’ I point at the waterfall. ‘We’ll swim there later, but not now.’
He looks at it, then up at the gap in the foliage. The rain has stopped, but the clouds are still thick.
‘Ready?’ I ask.
He shrugs. ‘I told you I can swim.’
‘Yeah, but you wanted me to show you how to swim across the swamp. I won’t even consider teaching you that if you can’t show me a few good strokes in normal…I mean, liquid water. Not mud.’ Boy, I’m glad I found a reasonable excuse. Because most of all I don’t believe he can swim; he gets all flustered when water reaches to his hip. He might be able to hold himself above the water for a few minutes, but that has nothing to do with swimming.
‘Besides…’ I continue, ‘…I want you to enjoy it. Come.’ He raises an eyebrow. ‘Pretend you trust me,’ I dare him.
We walk farther into the pool until the water licks at my chest. ‘We’ll dive now, straight down, no fancy stuff. Keep your eyes open and do what I do.’
Not waiting for his consent, I plunge head first into the cold. Silvery bubbles swirl around me. Grabbing a rock at the bottom, I watch Runner copying my moves. I pull myself down and press my stomach against the rock’s smooth surface. He pulls himself farther down too, then lets go and floats up. I twist my neck to keep an eye on him. His legs kick, his head is above the surface. Then he sticks his face underwater, looking where I am. I grin and wait. He’ll be nervous now. And then, he dives back down to check if I’m still alive. His black eyes are huge when he touches my cheek. I show him a broad smile and we rise to the surface together.
He wipes the water off his face and gazes at me. Something is ticking in his head. He opens his mouth, closes it again, takes a deep breath, and then says, ‘I’ll be your student. I need to know how you can hold your breath for such a long time, how you swim and dive without producing noise. And you have to teach me how you swam across the swamp. I want to be able to use the water the way you do.’
Here comes the strategist and effective killer. No more fear, only tactics. With a sudden shiver, I remember the night when he told me that he’s a sniper and a strategist, and that people call him The Executor. ‘I execute decisions and people,’ he’d said. No doubt he will learn to use the water to his best advantage.
‘It’s all about trust. Trust me now. Then learn to trust the water. Ready?’
He gives me a nod and I dive. The blurry underwater world is rushing past my vision. The turbulences produced by the waterfall and the bubbles of air are tickling my skin and give the impression of the pool tumbling this way and that. I grab a rock and search for Runner. He’s just behind me and right next to me a moment later. I point at my ears, pinch my nose and squeeze my eyes shut. He does the same, loses his grip, and floats up. I follow. 
‘The pressure on your ear drums can be equilibrated in two ways,’ I tell him. ‘You can pinch your nose shut and blow gently. Yeah, like this. Or you make a yawning movement at the back of your throat. I prefer the latter, because it’s gentler on the ears and I have both hands free.’
Now, it’s he who dives first. I watch him hold on to a rock for a long moment, then he comes up again. ‘I think I got it. What’s next?’
I grin. ‘If you feel somewhat comfortable with diving, we dive all the way through the waterfall and to the other side. The waterfall will force you down and you’ll lose your orientation if you don’t focus on swimming straight through. I’ll be right at your side. Ready?’
He assesses the distance, and nods. He doesn’t look at me. 
‘One. Two. Three,’ I say, inhale deeply and we jump together. I dive next to him and watch his moves. He’s unsteady but his strokes are strong. He swims straight into the white mass of boiling water and I lose sight of him. When I come out on the other side, he’s gone. I kick at the water to reach the bottom of the pool and there I glimpse a hand and a leg flailing in the white turmoil. I grab his wrist and pull. A second hand comes down on my upper arm. There’s panic in his iron grip. I yank him closer, and box his chest. He looks at me, eyes darting around, unsure where is up and where is down. I yank his arm again. Only a short moment later, he meets my gaze; his senses seem to be coming back. We both kick at the ground and shoot upwards. 
‘Hold on to this,’ I cough and slap my hand against the rock wall. That was what I meant about panicking and the two of us drowning.
‘I’ll do this again. You wait here.’
He doesn’t even give me enough time to tell him to breathe, and to calm down first. Off he swims, around the waterfall and to the other side of the pool. Through the curtain of water, I see him dive. I dive straight down to meet him. But he’s not there. I swim into the white and don’t see a trace of him. The water presses me down to the bottom and there I find something smooth and warm. And not moving. Shocked, I grab his waist and pull. I’m so relieved when I feel him swimming with me.
‘What the heck happened?’ I splutter.
‘I tried to count to twenty. You interrupted.’ He tries to look disappointed, but there’s pride glittering in his eyes just before he takes yet another plunge.
I swim and dive and roll around in the water, pretending to be a fish, while keeping an eye on him. He’s growing bolder with each dive. Odd, how proud this makes me.
When the clouds gradually thin, and I begin to feel like an icicle, it’s time for us to leave.
‘That was probably the shortest teacher-student relationship in the history of humankind.’ I shake the water from my hair and wring out my shirt. 
‘I have a lot to learn,’ he replies. ‘You swam through a swamp, with your rifle, no less. I’ve never even heard of anyone doing that, let alone coming out alive, or coming out at all.’ He regards me with a boyish grin and taps his knuckles to my shoulder. I could get used to this. ‘You are a good teacher, Micka. Quite relentless.’
‘You, too,’ I stutter, half-ashamed. ‘Your other apprentices must be very good at tactics and sniping and…’ I break off when I see his scowl.
‘The only apprentice I ever took stands before me.’ He strolls off before I can ask another question.
I find him back at our fireplace, digging out the roasted chestnuts with a stick. 
‘Let them cool down a little and keep half of them for dinner.’ He holds out the stick to me and I start digging while he places our ghillies on the forest floor.
‘I’ll take the earbud for now. There’s the water in our ears from diving and we should switch more often,’ I say.
He removes his earbud and sticks it into his shirt pocket, then gives me one earbud from his ruck. Silently, he bends over his ghillie and begins replacing some of the grass tufts with green leaves and twigs from a bush. I modify my camouflage similarly to his. He’s perfect at this. People could walk right past him without knowing he’s there, while they’ve been in his crosshairs ever since they entered his one kilometre radius. You own them; you own their lives, echoes in my head. That was what Runner said to me the first day I gazed through the scope of his rifle. Whoever shows up in my finder, I own them.
Somehow, owning someone feels more wrong to me than owning someone’s life. But the difference might be too subtle for the owned ones to notice.
Later today, we’ll bury much of our equipment here. One MedKit, eighty percent of the ammo we carry, the hammocks, mosquito nets, and blankets, two water filters, the hacksaw, and two squeeze lights, plus the fire starting kit. We’ll need the stuff when we return. Lighter, we’ll travel much faster. Once our ghillies have been adapted to the vegetation farther down, we’ll travel the last stretch to the meeting point during bright daylight, then wait for the machine’s arrival at nightfall.




 
The small airplane touches down, kicking up a trail of dust that scatters in the night wind. We run towards the machine, and jump in before it  even comes to a complete stop.
‘Welcome to Mad Hatter Airlines. Strap your asses down and hold on to your bowels. Here we gooooo!’ Ben hollers, twisting his head around and grinning at us. I wish he would at least look where he’s flying.
Runner slams the door shut and secures it. ‘How’s Kat?’
That brings me up short. I would have expected him to ask about Yi-Ting first.
The machine’s upward tilt and speed increase sharply. It feels as if someone yanks at my rucksack and I almost fall on my butt. 
‘Kat’s pissed. Big time. One might think she’s scared,’ Ben says when he brings the solar plane’s nose down a bit. I feel much safer when the thing is more horizontal than vertical. He won’t say any more — Kat’s orders. Runner doesn’t bug him. And so, after twenty minutes of small talk, we are back on Itbayat. Only this time, it feels different. Unsafe.
‘Meeting in ten,’ Ben tells us before we dash off to our tents. 
I drop my pack and rifle and walk to the comm tent. A silent buzzing fills the room — the relief that everyone returned unscathed combined with the tension of new things learned. 
Runner sits on a chair, long legs stretched out in front of him. ‘How did your paper airplane project go?’
‘Believable to anyone watching,’ Yi-Ting answers. Kat nods consent.
‘Good. The council and your special friend?’ He looks at Kat, then at Ben.
‘They had problems believing it, as you can imagine. The BSA hacking our satellite system — what’s bigger and more absurd than that? But they agreed to your plans; better safe than sorry. The mission’s first step is set in motion in…’ Ben checks the time on his SatPad. ‘Whoa, two hours ago. We’ve been slow.’
Runner pinches the bridge of his nose and stares at his knees for a short moment. I know this gesture: he’s decided, has a plan, and now fine-tunes the precise order of actions in his head. When he’s unsure, he taps his fingers on whatever surface is available, preferably his thighs or knees. ‘Early tomorrow morning, you’ll continue your flights over Taiwan. Follow your usual pattern, but be prepared. The BSA will know when you are due, they’ll be observing your movements and will be able to predict when you’ll be approaching. In this, they have a clear advantage. Meanwhile, we go about our usual business.’ He nods to me. 
That’ll be training. Good.
Kat’s been tense since we entered the tent. Now she raises a hand to silence us. ‘I’ve got news. While Ben picked you up, I looked through the data he brought back and found…something.’ She reaches out and taps at the screen. ‘Not many Sequencers are experts in satellite control, even fewer are able to hack their way into a high-security system. Of these few, I looked for the ones who were reported dead or missing in the past twenty years. It’s a generous time window, but I don’t want to miss anyone. I expected the sample size to be larger, but…’
Photos of three men and four women pop up. Slowly, we all lean forward. Runner’s hand drops from his chin. He turns and looks at me as if I just stuck a knife into someone’s ribs. I’m growing sick to the bone.
One man has a frizzly crown of grey hair, wrinkles around his eyes and mouth from laughing, slightly too large ears, and light brown eyes — Cacho. 
‘What’s he doing there? I thought he’d retired,’ I mutter. No one answers. Kat’s gaze travels from my face back to the screen. There’s a man with a shock of orange hair. He has my nose — slender and freckled, and my eyes — grey like a thunderstorm. But his mouth is compressed and unyielding, very unlike mine. Where I have lips, he has a line buried in a yellow beard.
‘This is no coincidence.’ Kat points her thumb at me. ‘What do we know about her?’
‘Fuck you!’ I jump up and get ready to fight, but no one attacks. Not physically. ‘How do you even know he’s my…my…whatever? He’s most likely not my—’
‘The paternity test says he is,’ Kat answers coolly.
‘What? What paternity test?’
‘When I tested you for tuberculosis — before I offered you an apprenticeship — there’s a routine paternity test included,’ Runner begins. ‘We want to avoid the practice of Sequencers suggesting their own children for apprenticeships.’
‘You told me all Sequencers have contraceptive implants,’ I cut him off. My own implant — a small copper chain — leaks metal ions into my womb and kills everything that might want to settle down there.
‘Yes, that is correct. But the implants for males are hormone-based and lose their effectiveness after five to seven years, more or less after we’re done with puberty. We can then choose to get a fresh implant, control our urges, or get our spermatic ducts severed. Most Sequencers decide for the first option, but there’s no guarantee they actually do it in time. So we always test if potential apprentices are the offspring of the Sequencer who suggested them.’
‘You knew this…’ I jab my finger at the man on the screen, ‘…is my father?’
‘No, I didn’t. Matching a potential apprentice’s sequence data against our entire database takes too much time and is unnecessary. All we want to know is if the Sequencer who recommended you is in any way related to you. So I matched Cacho’s DNA against yours. The results were negative and there was no reason to tell you about it. Kat must have compared this man’s genomic data with yours today.’
She gives him a single nod. 
Runner’s hand closes around my wrist. ‘Micka, sit down. Kat, focus on the problem. My apprentice is not the problem; these two men are.’
I lower my behind on the chair and stare at Kat. Her gaze doesn’t soften.
‘Why’s Cacho on this list?’ I ask.
‘Because he was his mentor,’ Runner answers. ‘Kat, pull up everything we know about them. Now.’
She opens a file from her database. ‘Cacho Bresson worked at the Swiss satellite control centre for thirty years and asked to be retired two and a half years ago. He went into retirement eight months ago, shortly before you took Micka into probation. Erik Vandemeer…’ Kat points at the other man, ‘…became Cacho’s apprentice when he was a boy of fifteen years. They worked together for seven years until Erik disappeared without a trace. The timing fits. Her mother ran into the young Vandemeer and had her fun with him before he received his implant and became an apprentice. And your apprentice chooses to keep her mouth shut. She’s either extremely stupid, or extremely stupid and a spy.’
Slowly, Runner leans back. ‘You have many qualities, Kat. A healthy trust to mistrust ratio is not one of them. You should think twice before you make that our problem. Would you trust me to suck up a bullet for you? No? I wouldn’t trust you, either. You know why? Because you don’t trust anyone. And why would you give your life for people you don’t trust? Of course, you wouldn’t, and that’s how you make that my problem, because I would step into the line of fire to save your ass, knowing you wouldn’t return the favour. But I know Micka would risk her life to save mine. She already did. So next time you feel the need to voice your mistrust, think of it as your private little problem that will one day cost you your life, or worse, the lives of your friends. Can you live with that?’
Kat is frozen. We all are. I’ve never heard Runner speak like this. The taste of metal spreads at the back of my tongue — the flavour of danger — of a knife carving letters into my back. I swallow.
‘I’m not the daughter of…my mother’s husband,’ I hear myself say.
‘See?’ Kat waves her hand in my direction. ‘She kept relevant information to herself until we discovered it and she can’t deny it any longer. I wonder what else she knows and doesn’t tell.’
‘I never heard you tell anyone how many men your mother had! Does that make you a spy?’ My middle fingers want to be in her stupid face; I curl my hands into fists.
Runner exhales a growl. ‘Do you know this man, Micka?’
‘This is the first time I’ve seen his face. All I ever heard was that my mother ran away with my brother and returned a few months later. She was pregnant, I was born, and I was not allowed to ask questions, because it wasn’t becoming.’ My skin is hot and itching. I want to yell at Kat, shake her, and make her understand how much her accusations hurt. But I remain in my chair, turmoil hidden behind my orange bangs. 
‘The funny thing is that there’s not a single redhead in my village, so they all had to pretend I’m an aberration. So… Is this Erik a spy or what?’
‘These two are my top candidates to have leaked satellite control knowledge to the BSA. Ah!’ She presses both hands to her face then drops them to her lap. ‘What am I saying? Knowledge? We are talking about two of our best experts! They can enable the BSA to work more effectively and cover their tracks. I wouldn’t call them spies; I’d call them mass murderers.’ 
My abdomen cramps. I want to puke. My skin crawls and feels like it’s about to rot off my bones. I’m growing cold. From the corner of my vision I see Runner. His eyes are trained on me. Ben looks at Yi-Ting who looks down at me. Kat appears triumphant. I could kill her right this second. Neither of us moves. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I’m glad no one asks me how I feel.
I reach for my water canteen and take a sip just so I don’t have to look at anyone. Gradually I empty it, washing the acid from my mouth.
Yi-Ting’s hand flutters down onto my shoulder, her palm slips around my back and she pulls me into a gentle hug. ‘I am sorry, Micka.’
‘Hmm,’ I manage when she blows a kiss in my hair.
Runner pulls his knees up to his chest. He squats more than he sits. His jaws are working. ‘We have to corroborate this assumption. But so far it… Oh shit!’ He slaps his forehead. ‘I’m such an idiot. Did you ever ask yourself how Cacho convinced me to take an apprentice?’
‘I have wondered about that since I met her,’ Kat supplies.
‘He said, “That boy is the key to bringing down the BSA.”’
‘What?’ I squeak.
‘He lied to me, he knew I’d never take a girl as an apprentice. I’ve never had an apprentice in my life. He knew I wouldn’t even bother considering a girl. So he told me Micka was a boy. That I’d see she’s a girl the moment we met, must have been clear to him. I’m not sure why he believed I would offer her a probation. Unless…’ He squints and tips his head at me. ‘What does he know about you? Could he have guessed…’
I know what Runner is referring to. Could Cacho have guessed I was suicidal? Oh yes, he could have. He was probably one of the few who had an idea of the situation. I give Runner a single nod. His eyebrows are still drawn, his gaze is skeptical.
Runner tips his chin and turns back to Kat. ‘He knows me well enough, the old man,’ he muses. ‘But I still don’t understand why he said that Micka would be a key to the BSA’s demise. Except…’ he points at Erik. ‘Except, of course, if that man has a leading role — not too implausible given his expertise — and he’s still fond of his daughter.’
‘Come now. That’s a little too far-fetched, even for you,’ Ben says. 
Kat nods at Ben, and points her index finger at Runner, then twiddles it against her temple in a you have a screw lose way. 
For once, I have to agree with her.
‘I’m just exercising my brain,’ Runner says.
‘Or your imagination,’ Ben quips.
‘One needs imagination to put puzzle pieces together.’
I’m tired of the banter. ‘What’s next?’ I ask. 
Runner folds his hands under his chin. ‘Kat, find out what Erik did in the past nine or ten years. Find a way to talk to Cacho.’ He turns to me and explains, ‘We can’t use satellite communication because it might be tapped, and we can’t use our amplifier for radio communication, because it works only one-way, sending signals from Taiwan to Itbayat. Kat insisted on it and I agreed, because it’s in enemy territory and safer that way.’
He faces Ben and Yi-Ting. ‘We can’t fly to the continent in the next couple of days. That would be too much downtime for the machine, and not even the BSA would believe it’s broken so often. For the moment, we pretend we know nothing. Training starts tomorrow at oh seven hundred, as does flying. Kat, keep looking at the other Sequencers, too. I want a background check on everyone.’ Runner pushes himself from his chair and leaves the comm tent. I extract myself from my chair, about to follow him.
‘One moment.’ I freeze at hearing Kat’s voice.
‘What did Runner mean? About Cacho knowing something about you, something he guessed. You said he knew. What did he know?’
‘My business,’ I say and step away from her. 
Her hand grasps my shirt. She pulls me close to her face. ‘Do not play with me, little girl. You don’t want to see me angry.’
‘No, I wouldn’t play with you. Not for a second. I’d let you walk into my kill zone.’
Ben steps between us, loosens Kat’s grip on my shirt, and pulls me outside. ‘She hates not knowing things; she’s the intelligence expert. Off you run, sniper girl.’
‘Thanks, Ben. I really didn’t… I wasn’t…’
He offers a tired smile. 
My chest contracts and I escape to my tent. Wild thoughts are chasing one another, ricocheting off my skull bones. I lie down on my bunk and stare at the fabric above. The moon is a bare sliver, some chopped-off silvery toenail that peeks through the entrance of my tent. I’m hungry and thirsty, but I don’t move. I don’t want to see anyone. But someone doesn’t know that and clears his throat. ‘Can I come in?’
If I can’t stand one thing now, it’s Ben’s sex drive. ‘I’m really not in the mood,’ I say. 
‘I’ll be quick,’ he answers.
I jump from my mattress. ‘What?’
‘Sit. We need to talk.’ He plops down on my bunk, much too close for my taste.
‘I don’t know how much Runner told you, so I’ll try to cover the essentials. I’ve been doing this for years, so believe me when I say I know what I’m talking about.’
I scoot around on my butt. This feels awkward.
‘You probably wonder if you can kill someone. I don’t want to kill, but still, I’ve killed four people. Runner doesn’t want to kill, but he’s…killed many.’ He looks down at his hands, fingers tightly intertwined. ‘I’d like you to hang around for a few years longer, so… Pull the trigger when you meet the BSA. Don’t hesitate. Okay?’
I nod, cough, and nod again. But mostly, I want to jump up and leave.
‘There are other things you’ll experience in combat. When a friend dies, you’ll be glad it wasn’t you. And you’ll hate yourself for feeling this. But you have to know…’ Abruptly, he stands and takes two steps away from me. ‘You have to know that we all had the same thought when we were allowed to live and a friend had to die. Life is precious, and deep down everyone knows it, even the most suicidal of us.’
A memory creeps into my mind, that of Runner dying, of him slowing me down and me wishing he were already dead so I could save myself. Then comes another, much heavier one — my brother drowning and the horrible mix of despair and relief I felt. I’m alive, I’m alive. ‘I know what you mean,’ I croak.
‘You do?’ There’s surprise in his voice, but he doesn’t ask for an explanation. I’m glad. ‘There’s another thing. In extreme and life-threatening situations, your body will shut down certain functions. You might stop menstruating—’
‘Ugh, Ben! Stop it! That’s just…bah. Thanks for letting me know. Really. But I’m too tired to discuss bodily functions right now. It’s a bit…much.’
He stuffs his hands deep into his pockets and says, ‘I should have asked Yi-Ting to talk to you. But I couldn’t find her. She’s probably with Runner.’
That slams the last bit of air from my lungs. 
‘Okay then. Good night, Micka.’
‘Hmm,’ I reply. I have no words. Ben disappears and I drop to my mattress, gazing up at the dark tent fabric, listening to the rushing of the wind and the ocean, and the clicking of cicadas. All thoughts circle around Yi-Ting, Erik, and Cacho. After more than an hour of this, I can’t stand it any longer and sneak out of my bunk to the kitchen tent to find cold rice, a handful of fruit, and a jug of water. I fill my empty stomach and head back to my tent. Just when I’m about to enter, I see a movement in the corner of my vision. I slip into a shadow and freeze. 
Yi-Ting stands on tiptoe, her chest almost touching Runner’s, her chin tipped upward, waiting for a kiss. His fingers caress her cheek. My throat clenches. I turn away and dash into the forest. Far away is precisely the right place for me now.




 
Runner looks tired, his cheeks are stubbly, dark shadows loom under his eyes. He pokes at his rice with his chopsticks as if he wants to kill every single grain. 
‘Hey.’ I plop down opposite him. 
‘Hey.’
‘Where’s Yi-Ting?’ He looks up and I know at once I shouldn’t have asked. ‘Sorry. None of my business.’ My appetite vanishes. They must have had a wild night, the way he looks. We both lower our heads and stab at our breakfast.
‘Today, you are the mentor,’ he says and pushes the bowl from him. 
‘Okay. What’s the plan?’
‘Swimming across the swamp. And then…’ He tips his head. ‘If you wanted to attach a bomb on a ship’s hull, how would you go about it?’
I shrug. I know close to nothing about ships. ‘Depends on where the ship is and what the weather conditions are. Where and when do you expect it?’
He shows me a quick grin. ‘I’m just theorising, but if I were the BSA and wanted to organise, I would make sure my hideaway was safe when the others arrive. It’s pretty safe now and the few Sequencers on Itbayat are no real threat, and I know I can see it when they move their forces. So, all is quiet now and I can bring in my own forces, specialists, and pretty much whatever I want and definitely before the typhoon season starts. To keep the ships safe, I’d find a harbour at the west coast, since most typhoons hit from the Pacific Ocean. Donggang has a large harbour that’s not too far from the observatory. I’d use it.
I would rather not ask if he got any sleep last night, what with love-making and strategic planning. ‘What are the harbour and the beach like? Rocks? Strong currents?’
‘Pebbles and sand, no rocks, no strong currents.’
‘Sounds like a piece of cake to me. Swim there, attach bombs, swim back. Didn’t you want to learn the swamp swimming soon?’
‘Yep,’ he stands, flexes his neck until it crackles, and wipes the tiredness off his face. ‘Now.’
While we hike across rolling hills and into the woods, I ask, ‘Shouldn’t we leave by the time the typhoons are coming? I can imagine the BSA would have a ton of fun blotting out all the clouds from our weather report just to have us blown off Itbayat.’
‘You’ll make a good strategist in a few years.’
Suddenly, my feet seem to be in their own way. I stumble. Runner never dishes out praise directly, at least not with the word “good” in it. Last night’s sex must have been bombastic. 
‘Thanks,’ I mutter.
We reach the swamp. ‘Undress, I want you to feel precisely where the muck begins and the overlaying water ends. Later, you’ll swim fully dressed and armed.’
He nods once and sheds his shirt, boots, and pants. 
‘This might be a bit counter-intuitive at first,’ I say, walking to the muddy edge. ‘Everyone wants to keep his head above the water, so everyone tends to remain upright when falling or walking into a swamp. But that’s the best way to get sucked in and never come back.’ I take a step farther and my legs begin to sink down.
‘Before the swamp can swallow you, you push yourself forward and make sure you lie flat on the surface.’ With my knees already submerged, I give myself a good push. I roll onto my back, my arms spread wide, and my face pointed at the blue sky. I wonder if the BSA is looking down on me, if Erik is watching and wondering what the heck I’m doing. I clear my throat and say, ‘I’m now as flat as I can float. The water is approximately thirty centimetres thick, then the muck starts. It’s important to stir up as little as possible. You can’t swim in mud.’
‘Okay,’ he says and takes a step forward.
‘Wait until I’m back, so I can see you better and give you instructions. Thing is… It’s impossible to save anyone from drowning here.’
I swim back, grab a bunch of grass, and pull myself from the swamp. ‘You’ll be alone. So no doing stupid things, okay?’
He nods, steps into the muck, and pushes himself flat out. 
‘Feel the mud brush over your arms and stomach when you swim. You know where it is and you are in control. There’s no problem as long as you are calm.’ I think I’m more nervous than he. He swims a small semi-circle with hasty strokes. This doesn’t look good. ‘Come back, now.’
He returns, shakes the water and dirt from his long hair and says, ‘Your strokes are different than mine.’
‘I know, I was about to show you. I stretch my arms out, like this. Then pull them in, not down. My hands don’t go deep — they brush along my stomach, like this. Normally, I’d kick with my legs, like this, but not here, as there would be too much disturbing of the layers of water and mud.’
He tips his head and returns to the swamp.
‘Wait. Don’t try this here. Learn it… Er… I think we’ll do the ocean swim first. I’ll teach you the strokes until you are comfortable moving like this. Only then will I let you try this in the swamp.’
He lifts an eyebrow. ‘I’m not a sissy.’
‘But I am. Picture me standing here sobbing because I lost my fun sniping teacher.’
A grin flashes across his face and he gives my shoulder a light punch. ‘Ocean it is, then.’
At our camp, we pick up a roasted, cold bird, fruits, a bowl of cooked roots, and water canteens and march down to the sea. We have to take a detour, because the shortest way would be over the cliffs, but climbing down with an armful of delicacies would be kind of impractical. When the pebbles crunch under our feet and the surf laps at our toes, I decide to give Runner a day he’ll remember.
‘Nope,’ I say when he takes off his shirt. ‘Battle simulation. Fill your pockets with small rocks to simulate the weight of your rifle then swim out to where you see the crosscurrents.’
He begins stuffing rocks into his pants pockets until they bulge. Then he looks at me.
‘What about the back pockets?’ I say and he fills those, too, then wades into the surf and dives.
And doesn’t come back up.
I count to twenty and he’s still not back. Shit. Jumping up and kicking off my pants, I fall over just when Runner’s head breaks the surface. He shows me his middle finger and swims out to where the crosscurrents are. I pull my pants back up, plop on my butt, and rip a leg off the roasted bird. 
While I nibble the meat off the bones, I watch him growing smaller. He’s close to the currents now. I stand and hold my hands to my mouth, calling, ‘When you’re being pulled away from the shore, swim parallel to the coast until you’re out of that current!’
I watch as the sea grabs him and pulls him farther away. He swims perpendicular to the current, exits it, and swims back to the beach. He huffs and empties the pebbles on my feet, then rips the second leg off the bird and takes a large bite. His hair is dripping on my pants. ‘So, what about those strokes you wanted to show me?’
‘Did I tell you to stop swimming and start eating?’
‘No, you didn’t.’ He takes an enormous bite, ripping all meat off the bone, and chewing it while he walks back into the water.
I’m having fun. He’s been such an arse these past weeks, and now I can pay him back, at least for a little while.
‘Where do you want me to swim?’ he calls from afar.
Just as I’m about to shrug, I pull myself together. I’m the teacher, he’s my pupil. I have to know my shit. ‘Pebbles back into your pockets, then swim back and forth along the beach and use the strokes I’ve shown you. I’ll call corrections.’
I watch him for about an hour, instructing him how to use his arms and legs, and how to dive under the large waves. He’s wet and tired when he returns.
We eat lunch, sitting cross-legged at the beach, his elbows and knees coated in sand, wet hair plastered to his shoulders. ‘You’re doing really well,’ I tell him. ‘A week from now, you’ll swim like a fish.’
‘We don’t have a week.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I’ve checked the terrain,’ he says. ‘If I were to choose a camp site for the BSA, there would be access to clean water, the place would be sheltered, but with a good view of the surroundings. There aren’t many such spots left in the area Ben and Yi-Ting have yet to scan. They should return with a positive sighting within the next three days. You have goose bumps.’ He points and I touch a hand to my neck, the only bit of bare skin aside from my hands, feet, and face.
‘Until then, we’ll rest, take a few runs and swims, do a little sharp shooting. And we’ll sleep well.’
I snort. ‘Are you bullshitting me? I can see you are itching to do something. You can barely sit still.’
‘True. I’d like to dig a few holes.’
‘What holes?’
He nods to where Taiwan lies hidden far behind the waves. ‘Hideouts close to their camp. We can drive them mad by firing a few shots every day, switching locations frequently, so they never know where death can come from. The only question is — how long will it take? I’m guessing a month or two, or when they’ve lost about fifty percent of their men, maybe more. Then they’ll run.’
It’s so close now and much easier to grasp — shooting people. I’m scared to pull the trigger. Or am I scared of failing to pull the trigger? I’m not sure. 
‘What does it feel like?’ I ask.
‘What does what feel like?’
‘Squeezing the trigger; seeing someone die.’
He sits up straight, his gaze intense, voice low. ‘You want to know what I feel when I shoot someone?’
I nod.
‘Close to nothing.’
I blink. Did he just tell me he’s a killer without conscience? ‘I don’t believe you.’
‘I’m not lying. When I take aim and squeeze the trigger, I’m like a well-tuned machine. I assess windage, distance, movements of the target, movements of other targets, risks, weather and my own condition. There’s little space for emotions during these moments, and should I feel them, I control them so they can’t control me. It’s human nature to not want to kill. Training helps you overcome this reflex, and your own strong will aids you in stepping over the final line when you’re in a combat situation. But you need to know what you are fighting for.’
He looks at me as if he expects an answer. I have no idea. What would make me kill someone?
‘I want my daughter to grow up, to have children and grandchildren, and die of old age,’ he says. ‘I don’t want her to be butchered by a horde of insane men. I’d die for her if that helps my goal.’
He waits. Maybe he waits for an answer or for another question. All I can do is shrug and say, ‘I don’t feel any of this for anyone.’
‘Not even for Yi-Ting?’
I jump up and chuck the bone into the sea. ‘No. Not even for her.’




 
‘We have a visual!’ Ben hollers into his mic. ‘Ting, get the package ready.’ He changes the angle of the camera and now we can see it, too. There, atop a crest, is a meadow dotted with green tents and shaggy huts, a black flag waving from a bamboo pole, and large dark shapes covered by tarps and netting. The camp is surrounded by a wall of sandbags, hugged at its back by a thick forest with a steep cliff protecting its flank. A good spot.
I lean forward, every fibre of my body tense as a bowstring. 
‘Movement in the camp,’ crackles through the speakers.
‘Quick now,’ Runner warns.
They look like black ants. A bunch of them are turning a large—
‘You’re under fire!’ Kat cries when the massive gun jerks, belching cloud after cloud, bullet after bullet. 
Runner was right. The BSA cannot have heard the approach of the solar airplane. They’ve been watching the satellite feeds, the same images they were manipulating so we wouldn’t see what they are doing on the island. 
Ben pulls the machine around. The camp dips from view and all we see is the sky tumbling over the jungle and back again. I’m not sure if I’m nauseated from the view or from the shock. 
‘Fuckers!’ Ben shouts and the treetops drop back into view. He’s flying low, drawing an arc, and suddenly the camp is filling our screen. ‘Drop the shit, Ting!’
‘Two seconds. Okay, done. Get us out of here.’
Kat rakes her fingers through her short, brown hair, her dark eyes stuck to the feed of the aircraft’s camera.
We all twitch when a spray of bullets zip past.
Ben hollers a series of curses when the forest comes dangerously close. ‘On our way home. Throw a beer in the cooler for me, will ya,’ he grunts.
‘What cooler?’ asks Runner.
‘The fucking ocean, mate! Isn’t that cool enough? I want a party. Kat, I want you drunk and naked. For once! Micka…um…never mind. You aren’t allowed to drink and you fuck girls.’ He cackles like mad. That man is totally high. Kat’ll yank him out of his machine and kick his balls as soon as he lands, I’m sure. As red-faced as she is now, I can’t recommend any form of interaction with her.
I wipe sweat off my face and stare at the screen where a green carpet of trees gives way to the ocean. ‘What was the package Yi-Ting dropped?’
‘A high-speed, high-res camera with a three hundred and sixty degrees view. It transmits images directly to the airplane during its descent. We’ll get a nice view of the camp. When it touches the ground, its payload explodes. A few grams of hydrogel; light weight, nice blast radius. Might take one or two of them down,’ Kat answers.
The word payload makes me think of the toxic pearl on my tongue.
‘If it wasn’t shot down before it hit the ground,’ Runner mumbles.
We all breathe easier when only the ocean slips past the plane. Ben gibbers away, Yi-Ting is silent.
An hour later, everyone is in the tent, screening the oddly circular images the camera sent to Ben’s machine before it detonated.
Runner slides his fingers across the screen, zooming in and out of sections of the BSA camp. He stops at a large gun. ‘That’s the HMG they used, and looks as if there’s another one under this tarp here, and this one could be the outline of a mortar.’
‘What’s an HMG?’ I ask.
‘Short for heavy machine gun. They tried to take down the plane with it.’
‘Lots of heavy stuff.’ Ben points at rectangles covered by green tarps. ‘Armoured vehicles and… Shit! A helicopter?’
We all bend our necks as if that would allow us a better view. Dry palm leaves are piled on a large, tarp-covered thing. It’s taller and broader than any of the huts.
‘Hard to tell,’ Runner says. ‘But it would help explain how a few handfuls of men can wipe Taiwan clean in weeks. They could have gassed everyone from above and been done in three or four days, maybe even less. On the other hand, this camp might represent only a small part of their forces here. You two need to keep searching.’
‘That’s what we are here for,’ Ben says. ‘But… Where the hell did they get all this heavy stuff from? And the fuel? How did they transport it up there and why the effort?’
I still flinch when people say words like “hell” or “God” because where I come from, religion and any reference to it is illegal. One could be publicly whipped just for saying “hell” aloud. I have to get rid of this stupid reflex.
Now, Kat flicks through image after image while Runner sits silently with his eyes half closed, his hands folded to his chin.
‘Stop!’ he barks and we freeze. The screen shows a man with orange hair. He stands in full view and calmly looks up at the camera. ‘He shows us his face. I can’t believe it! Kat, it’s time. Do whatever it takes to get Cacho online within the next sixty minutes. Use satellite communication and pretend you are searching for that man’s face first. Ting — is it possible to piggyback text communication on Kat’s searches? Something the BSA would be unaware of?’
Yi-Ting stares at her fingers, interweaves them, and nods. ‘It’ll take a while, but I think it’s possible.’
‘Excellent. Kat, this is Cacho’s last known location.’ Runner stands and flicks his fingers over the screen, wiping away the man to show a map. ‘You should have it in your files.’
I see a hasty glimpse of my mountains. Standing on tiptoe, I wonder if I miss my home. But no, I don’t. I miss my reservoir, the woods, the turbines. But not home.
‘Did I hear correctly?’ Kat asks. ‘Use satellite communication?’
‘He has shown us his face and he knows we’ll find out his identity, and learn that he’s the reason the BSA’s activities are suddenly invisible to us. He doesn’t know that we are already aware of this and have set our own plans in motion. If we don’t use satellites now, we are making ourselves suspicious. This also gives us a chance to talk to Cacho. I’ve been wracking my brain on how to do this. Erik just helped us.’
Yi-Ting is already hunched over her computer, fingers flying over keys. Kat gives Runner a single nod and gets to work.
‘While Kat finds Cacho, we will keep scanning the data.’ His voice gives me the chills. He flicks back to Erik. The man with orange hair is frozen in time. His thick arms are crossed over a broad chest, the black shirt stretched where muscles press against fabric; his legs are covered by a pair of black pants with a pistol at the left side of his hip, a knife the length of my lower arm at the other side and a submachine gun slung over his shoulder.
More images flicker across the screen showing trees twitching in the wind and men moving on the ground at a snail’s pace. ‘Look for anyone familiar and anything out of the ordinary, anything that seems off.’ 
‘To me, a lot seems off.’ I point at a far corner of the next image. ‘Children, with assault rifles. How old are they? Eight? Nine?’
His hand drops from the screen. ‘What do you see, Micka?’ His eyes are sharp. But there’s no interest in his face, just cold efficiency. He’s not asking a question; he wants to teach me.
‘Children, as I said.’
‘Wrong. You see killers. If they stand before you and you hesitate only a second, you are dead. The BSA makes sure these kids function the way they want them to. They will kill you. You cannot save them.’
I huff, unable to believe what he’s saying. 
He brings his face close to mine and says in a dangerously soft voice, ‘If I can’t trust you with my life out there, if I can’t trust that you will kill whoever attempts to kill us — no matter the age or apparent cuteness — this apprenticeship is over. End of story.’
I have no clue what the heck is wrong with him. Ben takes a step forward and Runner cuts him off before he can say a peep. ‘Dare tell her otherwise. Dare make her soft and a liability and I will kill you.’
Ben lifts his hands and retreats. This is his second attempt to protect me. I turn back to Runner and gaze into his mulberry black eyes, wondering what makes him switch between warm and cold so quickly. I look at the screen and the group of children. They seem harmless — small and bony boys with mussed hair, dirty skin, and black clothes. Boys who only play war, one could think if it weren’t for the short submachine guns on their backs and the belts of bullets weighing down their chests and shoulders.
Runner doesn’t move.
‘How many children have you killed? And at what point, precisely, did you throw away empathy?’ I ask.
Kat’s spine stiffens and she turns her head in our direction. Her search for Cacho seems forgotten for a moment.
Runner’s gaze is steady and cold when he says, ‘You believe this is the worst?’
Icy goose bumps run up my neck when he points to the screen. ‘These children receive military training. They know how to kill with knives, pistols, rifles, and explosives. It’s more than likely they’ll be using the latter. The BSA employs them as shields and living bombs. It’s easy to make the kids believe they’ll see paradise after they had to go through…’ he flicks through a few more images, searching for something in the perimeter, then stops and whispers a lone word, ‘…this.’ 
From the corner of my vision I see Kat turning back to her SatPad, muttering commands at someone far away.
Runner bends forward and zooms into a group of girls. They sit on the ground at the edge of camp, mighty trees shading them. I’m guessing their ages to be between eleven and fourteen. ‘Kitchen helps?’ I ask, knowing — no, fearing — that this is not the whole truth.
He shakes his head no, invites me to step closer, then sits down with his knees pulled up to his chest, arms wrapped around his shins.
Wisps of black hair are frozen in the breeze. Large, black eyes, skin the colour of cinnamon. One of the girls is smiling at the baby feeding at her breast; another is looking up at the sky, directly at me. I can see the reflection of fear there — she’s just discovered the package dropping from the airplane when the picture is taken. The other girls are connecting wires to light grey packages with nimble hands. Another girl has a bulge on her back. I tap at the screen and enlarge the section. A small fist and two tiny feet stick out of the wrapping. 
‘This is the worst you’ll ever lay your eyes on.’ There is a trace of unsteadiness in Runner’s voice. 
I don’t dare look at him. ‘Why?’ I whisper.
‘What you see is the worst kind of slavery. The girls go through the same military training as the boys. They also serve as prizes for good conduct, most of them forced to satisfy several men at once. Only a few are married off to BSA commanders, so no one else can touch them. These girls also believe in paradise, for themselves and their babies. And isn’t that the most conceivable when you are in hell already?’
I can’t tear my eyes off the small group. My shoulders quiver. I want to scream, but I can’t make myself produce a sound. Ben, Yi-Ting, and Runner are silent, too, and we all watch the cruel series of images. Reality is so terrible and heavy, I don’t think I can lift my feet to run away. My mind wants to lose itself, get drunk on whatever is available to help me forget.
‘And you just dropped a bomb on them,’ I whisper.
‘The blast radius is five metres; they were out of reach,’ Yi-Ting says. Her voice is brittle.
‘But you knew they’d likely be there, somewhere. You didn’t know their precise location, and still you dropped a bomb.’ 
Her dark eyes grow even darker and there’s a dangerous glint to them just before she turns on her heels and walks from the comm tent.
‘Runner, I cannot kill them. Find another apprentice,’ I hear myself say. My legs surprise me — I’m able to shuffle my feet. But before I walk away, a hand comes down on my wrist.
‘Micka, do you trust me?’
‘I… I’m not sure anymore.’
He exhales a deep sigh, but doesn’t let me go. ‘One would expect an excellent strategist to find a solution — one that would free these kids and give them a life. I’ve been thinking very hard, believe me. And every time I see them, I ache to help, to get them out of there. But I reach the same conclusion over and over again. When a girl with her baby in one arm and a bomb in the other comes running to blow me up, I will open fire. Without a doubt.’
My wrist slips from his grip and I begin to walk. Each step feels like one very loud CLICK. Exit sanity. CLICK. Enter madness. CLICK.
I sit down at the tent’s mouth and lay my head on my knees. My breath is heavy, my eyes itch.
Soft footfalls behind me. Runner clears his throat. ‘Do not lose sight of what’s crucial, Micka,’ he says. ‘Because if you do, the BSA wins. They use and destroy these kids for their own sick goals. Child soldiers have been deployed in almost all wars that humans have waged; they’re used to demoralise the enemy. They’re taken from their parents and put on a battlefield to weaken anyone with a trace of emotion.’
Quivering, I stand. ‘What if Ezra were one of them?’
‘That is not fair and you know it. If they had taken my daughter, I would lose my own good judgement, run straight into their camp armed to the teeth, and I’d try everything to get her out. And that would be a quick end to Ezra and me.’
He uncrosses his arms and his gaze softens a bit. ‘I know how it feels: the fury, the helplessness, the disgust with what humans are capable of. The rage. These feelings aid no one. They take away your ability to think and to find the best way to stop the BSA. Stopping the BSA ultimately stops this war and this horrible abuse. You must learn to control these feelings.’
I tip my head, feigning understanding or agreement, and walk to my tent. My knife is on the side of my ruck; I slip it into my waistband and under my shirt. 
‘Need a break. Back soon,’ I say when I walk past Runner.
My legs carry me swiftly down the sloping meadow. I need to feel the brushing of wind on my skin, so I set off in a run. Twigs slap their foliage at my face. My lungs begin to burn. I can smell the sea just before I break through the underbrush and stagger to a halt at the cliffs. The mighty ocean thunders against the small island of Itbayat. What a beautiful name; it tastes of…of… Dammit! All I can taste is the rawness of tears in my eyes and my throat. My mouth and tongue feel constricted with fury, disgust, and helplessness. Just as Runner said. 
I sit down on a rock, pull my knife from the sheath, and roll up my right sleeve. There’s still space on my upper arm. I run the blade across my skin and barely recognise the pain as the calmness washes over me. The last time I cut myself was months ago. I had thought I’d never do it again. But this… The man with orange hair, the kids, the baby wrapped against the child-mother’s back. The child bomb builder. The child soldiers. And the baby. How can anyone… 
The blood drips from the first cuts and I repeat the movement of blade through skin. One more. And another. And another.
Click. Click. Click. Sanity. Madness. The dripping of blood mingles softly with the wash of sea against land. It’s eating away at the island and I’m eating away at myself. Slowly, too slowly, I grow calmer. But the hand holding the knife doesn’t seem to feel the calmness. It trembles more and more until it’s almost impossible for me to hold the weapon. I switch it to my right hand and begin cutting my other arm. Blood rolls down my skin, thickens and congeals, making me impatient. I need it to flow. I need more. I want to see it run down my skin and make my body weep.
A hand the colour of barley coffee with cream closes around the knife’s handle. ‘Enough,’ he says softly. His voice sounds wobbly. He places the MedKit at my side, kneels down, and wipes my wounds clean. He bandages them with care. I turn my head away while he works.
‘I’m good now,’ I manage, still not looking up. I don’t want him to offer me comfort, not now, or ever. ‘You can take the knife with you. I’m done. Thank you.’
Staring ahead at the dark blue sea, I wish Runner far away from me. He shouldn’t have come. I can cope. I always do. I have so many scars and not once did I need help mending. 
He rises and begins to walk away. I know he plans to watch from afar.
‘Runner?’
‘Yes?’
‘I’ll not harm myself. Not jump in the ocean or…whatever. I just need to be alone. Please go back to the camp.’ 
‘Okay.’
He doesn’t seem to move.
‘I’ll be sixteen in a few days. I’m an adult. Other women my age are married and have had their first child. I’m old enough to know what I need and what I don’t need. At the moment, I don’t need you hovering. Go away.’
‘You turned sixteen a week or two ago, I believe. If you need anything, I’m analysing the visuals and waiting for Kat to return with intelligence on Cacho. See you later.’
He walks away and the space to breathe grows infinitely larger.
I lie down and let the wind and the grass tickle my face. The clouds drift across a blue sky as if all is normal. Maybe it is and only I think something must change. I imagine myself entering the BSA camp and mowing down all men with one of their own automatic guns, magically keeping the kids and their babies alive, marching them away from terror and into a new and happy life. But I’m not stupid enough to believe it would work that way.
The wind moves the clouds the same way it moved me here to this remote spot on Earth. But it wasn’t really the wind. It was a large aircraft that brought me close to what’s left of Hong Kong, then a much smaller, silent machine delivered us to a strip of the flat, dry, and sun-hardened reddish clay of Itbayat. When I stepped out, the humid air carried such a multitude of scents my mind couldn’t comprehend them all. 
In truth, it was Cacho who brought me here. Cacho, the old Sequencer who visited my village two or three times each year, and who used to call me “sweetie.” A friendly old man, I’d believed. Why did he want me to be Runner’s apprentice? Why did he want me to be a sniper at the front lines of a global war?
There’s only one answer. He must have known that towards the man who fathered me is where Runner would be heading. And so, I would go there, too. A Micka package. Here is your daughter, Erik. 
I sit up straight; my armpits are itching with shock. Old Zula told me when I was seven or eight years old that I am not my father’s daughter. But why does the man who fathered me now show up in a BSA camp in Taiwan? This doesn’t make sense to me at all.
I stand and run back to our camp. Blood loss sings in my ears. My tongue is parched when I arrive, so I dash into the kitchen tent, squeeze past Yi-Ting, scoop up a bowl with water, and drain it. She eyes my sleeves — bulging where the bandages stopped the bleeding.
‘What happened?’ she ask.
‘Um…just…a scratch.’ 
I make to leave, but she catches my wrist before I can move. ‘You hurt me,’ she says.
That’s why I love this girl. She’s honest, she doesn’t drag her hurt around, doesn’t hide it away to cook it up until it blows over.
‘I’m sorry.’ My heart is aching and I can’t help pulling her hand up to my face and pressing my lips against her wrist. ‘You are trembling,’ I say.
‘Parasympathetic backlash. My adrenaline is all spent. I’ll take a nap in a few.’ She inhales to add something, but I step forward and take her face in my hands. Her eyes widen in shock. 
‘I’m sorry,’ I say and dash away, shame scorching my face. I have no clue where I left my balance.
Runner is seated across from the screen in the comm tent, zooming in and out of images. There’s an unfinished sketch of the camp on his SatPad. 
‘That man is the only reason Cacho wanted you to pick me as your apprentice. He wants me delivered to Erik.’
‘Hmm, maybe. That there’s a connection was obvious as soon as we saw your father’s face. If Cacho is involved, the expertise these two men bring to the BSA can and will turn the tide of war dramatically. We might lose it in a few months.’ He stops the flitting series of images and zooms into one, showing the side pocket of Erik’s pants as he dives behind the wall of sandbags. A SatPad peeks out from the black fabric.
My scalp prickles. ‘Why would Cacho want me to meet…Erik?’ The words come out reluctantly, as if the air is too thin to carry them. The name tastes faintly of strawberry.
‘I don’t know. I’ve told you my theories, but they sound crazy even to me. The BSA wants to end all human life. I’m not too sure your father cares or even knows about your existence. Cacho never received any military training as far as I know, so it’s conceivable that he believes you would do a better job of killing Erik than I would.’
‘Because I’m ashamed this man fathered me?’
‘Perhaps that’s what Cacho believes. Maybe he thinks you’d hate this man so much, you’d make sure he dies. But this hypothesis is rather lame. We’ll ask Cacho soon. Kat?’ He turns around to address her. She shakes her head, tapping at her earphones. I’m on it.
‘But if Cacho and Erik can tap our satellite communications, then they know we’re searching for them. Why is she—’ I dip my chin at Kat’s direction. Oh! ‘You want him to underestimate us.’
Runner’s expression lights up in a smile. ‘Precisely.’
Kat’s hand shoots up to silence us, then she says, ‘Contact established.’




 
An old man’s face appears on the screen. ‘Cacho,’ Runner says with little warmth in his voice.
‘Hi, Runner. What a pleasant surprise! Hi, Micka, how are your my dear?’
‘Good. Thanks,’ I answer.
‘We found someone you might know.’ Runner doesn’t do small talk. He throws info at people without warning. ‘Here in Taiwan, leading a BSA unit.’
‘Oh?’ Cacho’s gaze is a little fluttery, his focus drifting this way and that. His hair has thinned since last time I saw him. 
‘I’d appreciate details,’ Runner says.
Cacho’s eyebrows draw together. He sticks his index finger between his teeth and chews on the nail. ‘What was the question again, my boy?’
Runner’s shoulders stiffen. ‘Why and when did Erik Vandemeer switch sides?’
‘What sides?’ Cacho sounds as if he thinks Runner is discussing on which side of a slice of bread the butter should go.
‘Our side and their side. Us and them. Sequencers and BSA,’ Runner says as if talking to a baby.
 ‘So that’s where he went? They must have turned him, then.’
I’m struck by how much Cacho has changed. Or rather, he’s slid a little. His mind has waved goodbye just a tad more than it already had months ago. His expression had always been mildly…floating, for the lack of a better explanation. And who in his right mind would call me “sweetie?”
‘They don’t turn men. They execute them. Erik appears as if he owns the Taiwanese BSA camp. The man switched sides. Cacho,’ Runner bends forward, his voice a fierce growl. ‘I need you to tell me why and when.’
Cacho’s eyes darken. He blinks and seems to recall my presence. His eyebrows jump up, a smile pulls at his cheeks, and deepens the crinkles around his eyes. ‘Sweetie! I don’t believe I ever told you about your father. Or did I?’
Runner exhales audibly and takes a step back, out of Cacho’s view. He stares at me, and gives me a nod. Go ahead.
‘No, you didn’t,’ I say.
‘How careless of me.’ His hands gesture wildly, brushing past his light-grey hair and fluffing it up even more. 
‘My grandfather was an engineer who maintained Portugal’s satellite control. He taught a handful of the first Sequencers everything he knew. He also taught his children. And then, my father mentored me. I was pretty good at it, you know.’ Cacho winks at me as if he’s a young boy flirting with a pretty girl. 
Trying to not drop my chin, I look at Runner. His sharp gaze flicks between Cacho and me; his thoughts are hidden behind a cool mask.
‘I was offered an apprenticeship and became a Sequencer,’ Cacho continues cheerfully. ‘I maintained several control systems, adjusted courses of satellites, programmed monitoring systems, and used them to track movements of the BSA.’
‘What does this have to do with my…father?’ 
‘Ah, yes. Your father. Someone found a very talented boy in a city in Greenland. He built and maintained complex machines at the young age of twelve. This boy could draw diagrams that…’
Cacho sees my stare and clears his throat. ‘I’m prattling. My apologies, my dear. I took him as an apprentice when he turned fifteen. I know him as a driven, introverted, and friendly man. A thinker and a tinkerer, that’s Erik. He’s no BSA man. Not a chance.’
‘If you are specialised in high tech stuff, why did you come to our village? And why did you analyse our drinking water?’ I trail off when I see him smile mildly. The man’s brain needs a timeout. Reality seems too much for him.
‘The Swiss Alps have as many holes as certain kinds of cheese the people are making there. Satellite control systems are buried in the mountains. One of the ESA’s main control centres is not far from your home. I enjoyed the walks. And so did Erik.’
‘So the man fucked my mother because he was in the area?’ My voice teeters to the shrill side of the spectrum. Cacho’s cheeks redden as if I’d slapped him left and right.
‘They were in love, sweetie. But Erik was young and on probation. Your mother…’ He sighs and drops his gaze. ‘She wanted him to grow up, take responsibility for her son — your brother — and their unborn child. For you, I mean. And he couldn’t. He didn’t want to give up his bright future for a life in a village, tending to goats, kids, and brussels sprouts.’ His soft chuckle heats my anger to white hot fury.
‘Did I tell you that I’ll be a father in two months?’ Cacho says with an expectant smile.
‘Congrats,’ I manage to say. Above our heads, thick droplets hit the tent. Thunder growls from afar.
‘So—’ he bends his neck trying to catch a glimpse of Runner. ‘Why did you send this Sequencer with a SatPad to me? Anything the matter?’
Runner steps forward and shakes his head. ‘No, Cacho. Just wanted to see how you are doing. I’m happy for you.’ He swipes at the screen and it goes blank. His hand rests there, his head is bent. ‘Shit.’
I’m stunned. My father seems to be a BSA commander and Cacho is a senile imbecile. Shit is the understatement of the year.
‘Kat, contact the Sequencer who’s with Cacho. I need to know if he’s acting.’
Kat nods and gets to work. 
‘I need to think.’ He presses his knuckles to the tabletop and strolls off into the rain.
‘Yeah. Me, too,’ I say. When he’s gone, I slump down and hug my knees. Kat sits silently on her chair, stares at the place where Runner disappeared, then back at her screen.
Cacho and his apprentice — the man who got my mother pregnant — were never far from me and my family. Never far from what my father did to us, from the death of my brother, from all this fuckuppery. Not once did they offer help. I would be bullshitting myself if I believed Erik would warm up to me and leave the BSA. These two have been planning to recruit me and pull me into deep shit.
I remember Cacho showing up at Zula’s once. I’d visited his practice to get a few stitches. I can’t even remember where it was or when, or if I cut myself or just fell from a tree onto a sharp rock. Cacho was there, he’s seen what was carved into the skin of my back. He saw it and looked away. Not his problem. Did he think me so ugly and worthless that he wanted me to be a sniper’s apprentice and die an early death? Shove her to the front lines and see how many she can take down when she gets killed or tortured or raped? I can’t even ask him now; his brain is all pickled.
I feel my pulse tickling my fingertips. Every noise and odour stabs at my brain. I press my eyes shut, cover my ears, and breathe through my mouth.




 
A soft bleep bleep sounds from the computer and three dots appear on the screen, inconspicuously small and black. Kat and I jump forward, and freeze.
Did you believe the old man show? sprawls black across the light-grey backdrop.
‘Who’s this?’ Kat asks. No response. ‘Identify yourself!’
We wait, but nothing happens. 
‘Runner? Runner, get your ass in here!’ she shouts.
Hasty footfalls approach and he enters the tent. She points at the message. ‘Text only,’ she says and types, Who is this? and presses send.
Cacho.
We look at each other, probably thinking the exact same thought: No video, no audio — this can be anyone. My guess is Erik. Runner mouths the name. Kat and I nod.
What do you want? Runner types.
Talk without being overheard. I believe Erik taps all our sat comms. 
That gives me a pause. But I’m the only one who’s stunned. Kat smirks, Runner types. Two requests: ID yourself and the comm you use.
Ask me something only I can know, shows on the screen.
The last thing you said to me, Runner types.
If “me” is Runner, then the last thing I said is, “The Capra boy will be a key to finish off the BSA.” Might have said goodbye or good luck after that. I forget.
My heart hammers in my throat when I see letters slowly forming words, forming a sentence and a meaning. The last bit even sounds like Cacho. But Erik has spent years with him; he should be able to copy his mentor.
‘Can anyone else know what Cacho said to you?’ I ask Runner. He frowns and considers, then shakes his head no. But I can see he’s not absolutely certain.
‘Let me.’ I step forward, shielding the screen from Kat’s view.  Micka here. What’s on my back? I type. This, Erik cannot know.
The screen doesn’t change for a while. Then, three capital letters crawl in.
DIE
Nausea hits. I swallow.
I’m sorry, so sorry, my dear.
Fuck, I don’t want his apology. It means nothing to me; even less so reading it, and not hearing him say it aloud. Better that way. I don’t have to produce a response.  
Before I can delete the lines, I realise that Kat has stepped closer to read our exchange. 
‘It’s him. Cacho, I mean.’ My gaze drops to my bare feet.
Runner stares at the screen, then at me. I know he’ll demand an explanation soon.
Your comm? he types.
Microwaves used for monitoring global soil moisture. The satellite is in a graveyard orbit and hasn’t been used for decades. I reprogrammed it to run a primitive communication signal. No one but me is aware of this connection. Another thing: You probably plan to send back Joanna to double-check if it’s really me sending you this text. I strongly advise you against it. I knew this day would come; I prepared for it. I’m gone now and you don’t want anyone to know that old Cacho disappeared. And no, I’ll not have kids anytime soon. You’ll not find me, and most importantly, the BSA won’t either. If you can get someone to personally talk to Joanna, she’ll tell you there were no signs of a wife when she was in my home. She can also tell you what tea I offered her: spearmint — and that I had fresh oatmeal cookies in the oven when she arrived.
Runner’s hand is hovering over the screen. He shakes his head as if to shake off a fly. You knew what Erik planned.
I guessed it. I’m deeply sorry he took this path. And I’m sorry I had to pull you in, Micka.
‘Why did you do it, then?’ I ask and Runner throws me a sidelong glance, but doesn’t write my question to…whoever is on the other side.
One of our strengths is also one of our weaknesses, shows on the screen. By recruiting suicidal young men and women, we make sure they fight without much regard for their own lives. But they are vulnerable to the BSA’s influence. They’ve all learned long ago that humans can be cruel. So why not kill them all?
Erik was a broken soul. I took him in because he showed great talent and I wanted him to live. I loved that boy, and I respected the man he grew into. He kept an eye on you, Micka, for a few years, but your mother and father talked him into leaving. It wasn’t “becoming,” they kept telling him. He interfered with the family growing back together, they said. I had to go abroad and he was to come with me. Good timing; the problem was solved for a few years. We returned when you were five. Only two weeks later, Erik disappeared. I have never figured out why. Much later, I had a theory. I believe you were twelve years old; it was in the winter you fixed that turbine and almost froze off your fingers. Zula had to attend to you. Can you remember that I was there, too?
So that’s what it was. No cut, only frostbite. I nod. Runner types, yes.
Zula showed me your back and asked me to take you away from your parents. He said he’d asked the same of Erik a few years back. Strange coincidence, don’t you think? Erik returns, learns about your injury and disappears. That he went after your father and was killed in the process was one of my theories.
Runner’s head slowly turns. I don’t look at him. My head echoes with “your father.” Who the heck is that supposed to be? The shitstick who raised me, or the assbucket who donated sperm?
I did not know what to do, but I—
I push Runner aside and type, Cut to the point, old man. My index finger hits send with a loud clonk. I don’t want to know what he has to tell me. I don’t want to hear why he didn’t move a muscle. I don’t give a shit about his reasons. He doesn’t get to empty his bucket of guilt. Keep it full, old man. Keep it full to the brim.
Breathing hard, I step away from the computer and turn away from the screen.
Runner reads Cacho’s next message for me. ‘In the ensuing years, I tried to find out what had happened. But there was no trace of him until you contacted me today. That was quite a shock.’
Runner clears his throat. ‘Are you sure Erik can tap our conversations?’
‘Not this one, but the one we had before. I played senile to lead him—’
‘Yes, I’m aware of that now. How can you be sure he doesn’t access the satellite you are using now?’ Runner asks.
‘He doesn’t know it exists.’
‘How so?’
‘This old satellite was supposed to crash into the Pacific more than twenty years ago. We never cared much about it. Soil moisture, who needs that now? But the thing never came down, just wobbled along its orbit. When I tried to find out what happened to my apprentice, I investigated all of his last projects, checked every single piece of software and hardware he used. I had an inkling, a second theory. He’d talked about our espionage unit and that he wants to work for them. How he even knew about this unit is a mystery to me. So, I held on to the hope that he did indeed work for them, but I made sure the few outdated satellites — the ones he never touched while he worked with me — would be in the best possible shape and remain in orbit. I know it sounds odd, but I wanted to make sure I had a few communication routes he couldn’t use to spy on me.’
‘What precisely did he do before he left?’ Runner asks, sparing me from turning around to read for myself. Does he know I don’t want to show my face to anyone now?
‘Hard to say. I have a few suspicions. But our time is running short. This satellite allows only a narrow communication window. It opens every one hundred and twenty minutes and closes after twelve minutes. Make sure you are available next time the window opens. I need to know what Erik is doing now. What role does he play in the BSA? Why is he at the front line, when his expertise is in satellites? I guess I don’t need to point out that this is a very serious matter.’
When Runner is silent for too long, I turn around. His finger hovers over the screen. A short moment later, he swipes the machine off without acknowledging Cacho’s request.
His fierce gaze holds mine. ‘Explain.’
‘None of your business.’
‘It’s very much my business. I will not trust blindly. This man’s identity is not proven beyond doubt.’
‘It is. I know it. He used to have oatmeal cookies and a thermos with peppermint tea on him whenever I met him.’ 
‘So everyone who knows Cacho, knows this, too.’ Runner is growing impatient. 
I sigh. He’s correct, of course. It sounds so nice. I had cookies and tea for the Sequencer you sent to me. Shit. I want to throw my stupid heart away. The thing hurts in the least practical moments. 
Runner turns to Kat and asks, ‘What’s the name of the Sequencer you sent to contact Cacho?’
‘Joanna Miller.’
‘Did you mention her name at any time during the satellite conversation?’
‘Of course I did,’ she says. 
He nods, and turns his attention back to me.
‘Micka, we have two options. One: you tell me what is so convincing. Two: I block this person from contacting us.’
‘Why do we need him?’ I ask.
Runner huffs a sigh and sits down. His hand rests on the keypad, fingers tapping lightly against its frame. ‘Erik has access to our satellites and every single move we make is visible to the BSA. The consequences are…catastrophic. If this…’ he waves at the screen, ‘…is not fake and he is Cacho and all he’s told us is true, then we need his help to regain control.’
‘I don’t think it’s relevant. Erik will know it, too, so—’
‘Dammit, Micka! If you can’t make up your mind about the importance of a bit of information that seems relevant to me, it’s time you let me form my own opinion about how important it really is.’
I bite down on my cheeks. Just an old scar, I tell myself. I have tons of those and he gets to see one. Who gives a shit?
‘You are pale,’ he says.
‘I’m not.’ I rub the itch from my eyes. ‘I’ll tell you, but not her.’ I point at Kat. 
She crosses her arms over her chest. ‘No way. Did you notice how sure he seems of himself? Did you notice that he gave us very little useful information? If at all! He spent a lot of time on personal crap concerning your apprentice and his cookies, probably to make us all shed a few tears and naively believe he’s one of the good guys.’
‘Kat, do me a favour,’ Runner says. 
We all wait for someone to cave in. In the end, she leaves, her stride stiff. I’m sure she’ll eavesdrop. But there’ll be nothing to hear.
I turn my back to Runner and pull off my shirt.
The ensuing silence is too loud to bear.
He takes a step forward. And another one. Then, a soft touch of warm fingertips between my shoulder blades. They are frozen to the spot that marks the top of the “I.” Slowly, they wander down, pretending calmness. Pretending the breath doesn’t stall and the heart doesn’t hurt.
I picture his face. Pale, eyes round, mouth thin-lipped. I know his first thought is, did she do this to herself? A blink of an eye later, the brain registers the difference to the scars on my arms, the depth here and the jagged edges. Another blink, and the realisation sinks in that no one can possibly reach her own back and hack this between her shoulder blades.
For a long moment nothing happens. I don’t even hear him breathing. He’s just standing there, taking in the patterns on my back. 
DIE
‘Only four people know about it: my father, who cut it; my mother, who covered it up; Zula, our physician, who fixed me up; and Cacho because Zula asked him to take me away from my parents and bring me to my…spermdonator, or whatever that man is.’ My voice is unsteady. I pull my shirt back on and walk away before my knees give in.
Erik Vandemeer. I don’t even know what I should call this man. Father doesn’t nail it. But then, the word father never had any other meaning to me than pain.
I walk down to the shore and sit in the sand. Half the sky is black, the other half, bright blue. A rainbow stands bow-legged at the horizon, feet in the water. The ocean’s fidgety surface cuts the sun into a thousand tiny fragments. I focus on it and try to empty my mind. It doesn’t work, so I shed my clothes and slip into the water’s cool embrace, swim a few metres and sink to the dark bottom, and let the booming of the waves calm my heart. Saltwater soaks through the bandages and burns in my wounds. I let it burn and stay underwater until my chest contracts and my lungs scream for release. 
I wash my hair and my skin, although, I’m clean enough from taking a long swim with Runner earlier in the morning. I remove the wet bandages, rub myself dry with my shirt, get dressed, and walk back to our camp to disinfect and dress my cuts.
‘Micka?’ Runner’s eyes scan my arms and the handful of soaking wet bandages. ‘Where is your knife?’ There’s anger in his voice.
‘I took a swim. The knife is in my tent.’ I walk up to him. ‘Do you think Erik blackmailed Cacho to make me come to him?’
‘It’s possible. But I’m not sure why he would do this. Members of the BSA don’t give a damn about family ties.’
‘Hm,’ I answer and dig my toes into the soil.
‘Micka?’
‘Yes?’
‘Whatever this man wrote us today, Erik most likely knows about the scar,’ Runner says.
‘Yes, but Erik wouldn’t know how Cacho learned about it; he was gone already. Next time Cacho calls, I want him to tell me why he picked me.’
‘Yeah, I want to know that, too.’




 
‘The map, please.’ Runner snips an impatient finger at Kat. She blinks away the somewhat disrespectful gesture, switches on the screen, and opens a map of Taiwan.
‘Okay. As we know, the BSA went in here,’ he points at the west coast, one hundred kilometres off the southern tip of the island. ‘Two weeks later, we lost contact.’
He enlarges the observatory. ‘Erik, a former Sequencer and a satellite control, communications, and intelligence specialist, appears to have a leading role in this BSA group. We must assume he sees every single one of our moves during daylight hours when the sky is clear.
‘Their camp is a two-day hike from here.’ Runner points his index finger at a thin red line amidst the thick green forest — an old airstrip. ‘They are in possession of heavy weaponry.’ He nods at Ben and Yi-Ting and gets grave stares in return. ‘From now on, you two are responsible for visuals from the coastlines between Taiwan and the continent. I need to know if and when troop and cargo transport vessels are approaching. The BSA will reinforce sooner or later; all this weaponry can’t be for the fifty odd men we’ve seen. First question is: what do they need it for? Certainly not to attack us; we are only four people. Second question is: how many more camps and men do they have on location? Yi-Ting, how far did you get with the coding?’
‘We can encrypt text messages now,’ she answers. ‘It’s an old military technique that was used long before we took sole control of satellites. The BSA might be able to intercept the signal, but as long as they don’t have the codes, they’ll not understand what’s being exchanged. I’ll provide you with a list of codes that we’ll switch every twenty-four hours.’
‘Can they locate us?’ he asks.
‘Well… It depends on what they have,’ Kat answers. ‘The Chinese military satellites can pick up your signal and pinpoint your location within a radius of fifty metres. Don’t know why they never launched a better one. The BSA evidently controls the ESA’s cluster, too, but should they have gained control of the Russian military satellite system also, then they can see every single shot you fire. Their short-wave infrared and microwave satellites are top notch. They can see the thermal signature of your body, the muzzle flash, and the barrel of your rifle after you’ve fired a few shots. You’ll have to hide underneath thick foliage and clouds. You’re sharply visible on clear nights and days. The Russians used face-recognition software; keep that in mind when you dare show yourself for even a second.’
Runner nods slowly. ‘Micka and I know how to remain invisible. But…’
He looks at me and the penny drops. ‘They saw us breaking into the observatory,’ I say. ‘When we zeroed in our rifles, we lay prone on the airstrip. No trees above us. They saw that, too. Shit.’
‘They possibly saw us at the observatory,’ he replies. ‘But they certainly didn’t see us installing the amplifier, nor landing on the island. Heavy overcast in both cases.’
Well, that’s something. Some tiny thing. But Kat still hasn’t heard a peep from the observatory and that makes me think the Bullshit Army is avoiding it because they did see every single move we made. They must be mad that their booby trap didn’t blow us to shreds.
‘No word about this to the person who pretends to be Cacho,’ Runner continues. ‘The real Cacho might be dead by now. And Kat — no word to Joanna, except through personal contact. I know how badly you want to interview her. Let the BSA think us stupid for a little while longer. At nightfall…’ he looks at Ben and Yi-Ting, ‘…you drop off Micka and me, then you return to Itbayat. Fly your usual rounds at the usual times but avoid the camp. I want to know if there are any survivors in Taiwan, if the BSA has set up other camps on the island, or shows any sign of activity down in the cities. The latter will be hard to detect, but it’s worth giving it a shot. I also want to know about movements at sea and the harbours. Use cloud cover and avoid being seen at all costs. I want Erik to feel superior.’
He turns to Kat then. ‘Set up an encrypted comm with the continent. Your friend should be ready to move in our forces within twenty-four hours’ notice. Kat, you are our centre of communication and intelligence, and you are responsible for communicating to me every morsel of news as soon as possible. Is that clear?’
‘It’s not our first time, Runner,’ she says softly and smiles. Her hand rests on his shoulder and suddenly a monster roars inside my chest. I could totally tear up her throat with my teeth. What the heck? I stretch my neck to loosen the tension. Breathe out, breathe in, hold, release. My fists unclench.
‘True.’ He touches her fingers, leans back, and shuts his eyes. 
My brain makes a click. ‘You want the two of us to take down fifty men?’ I croak.
‘Yes. But first, I want to learn what they are up to. There’s one factor that can make patience profitable — the BSA shows signs of organisation. Most would interpret this as disadvantageous. But I want as many of them as possible in one spot. And then we blow them up.’
A shiver crawls up my spine. ‘Is it possible that Erik has an apprentice who controls the satellites and manipulates the images for him?’
‘I hope to learn this when we’re on location.’ Runner claps his hands together and I jump as if he just fired a shot over my head. ‘We’ll run two operations. Micka and I are the stealth force. You, ladies and gentleman, are the brute force.’ He grins at the others. ‘We’ll smoke the buggers out of their holes.’
‘One more thing,’ Kat says. ‘Image analyses.’
Runner sits back down and nods at her to go on.
‘It’s now abundantly clear that someone has been manipulating our satellite imagery for years. And that someone did a very good job.’
‘Were you able to dig out the raw data?’ Ben asks.
‘No. All scrubbed. I was looking at global imagery trying to reconstruct a timeline of Erik’s disappearance and the first doctoring of satellite data.’ 
‘Do we know when, precisely, Erik disappeared?’
‘It’s in our files. Cacho reported
Erik missing nine and a half years ago. There was an investigation, but no leads. Fits with what the so-called Cacho said, but it’s not surprising he has this information. Compared to all the other things he seems to know, it’s insignificant.’
The computer bleeps, three dots blink on the screen — Cacho’s new window. 
Next question, Runner types. Is Erik controlling the Chinese satellite system from the island, or is someone doing it for him?
The screen reads, I’m trying to find out. All I know so far is that the BeiDou-G12 satellite navigation system with all its twenty-five satellites has been hacked. No idea how long ago. Twelve of these satellites operate at geostationary orbit seeing all of China at all times. That includes Taiwan. Those are the ones seeing your every move in the visible spectrum and the shortwave infrared.
Kat smirks, her mouth is a hard line, her eyes flicker dangerously. Damn! What resolution do they have? she types, although she knows it perfectly well.
In the visible spectrum they can use face-recognition software to track you. The IR spectrum imagery is less advanced. To be detectable, objects have to be at least five metres in diameter and 50°C warmer than air. These satellites have been designed to monitor steep temperature changes from forest fires, aircrafts, ships, explosions, and the like. A small camp fire is invisible, as is a person or a group of people. 
Kat types, Thanks!
That helps a great deal. I’ll get back to you in a bit, have to run, and swipes the screen without waiting for Runner’s consent. I’m puzzled. 
‘What you said before,’ he begins. ‘The manipulated satellite images. Can you tell us more?’
‘Yeah,’ she answers. ‘We already know that the imagery of the entire south half of the island had been doctored twenty-four hours before we lost contact. Since then, it appears the island is uninhabited, you all know this.’
‘Any signals from the observatory?’
‘Nothing as of yet.’
‘What about the global imagery. You mentioned you found more fake data?’ he asks.
‘Yes. This is where it gets really interesting. One set from sixteen months ago, and one set from twenty-one months ago. Once the encrypted comm is installed between the continent and Itbayat, I’ll send out two of our teams to gather intel. One is to go to Lake Baykal and the other to Kogi. I found manipulated satellite images in both locations.’
‘Where’s that?’ I ask.
‘Kogi is in Nigeria, Africa. Lake Baykal is in Russia, north of the Mongolian Plateau.’
‘I wonder what these places have in common with Taiwan,’ Runner says. ‘Can your radio signal be intercepted?’
‘Not sure yet. No functional train connection is the only factor these three locations seem to share, but I’ll keep digging. As for the interception: as long as they don’t know we use outdated technology, they probably won’t start looking for it. Encrypted radio signals are our safest bet.’
Runner pushes himself up. When he catches Yi-Ting’s severe expression, he lowers his gaze and leaves the comm tent with a sharp, ‘We pack now, Micka.’
‘You didn’t ask him,’ I call after him and he sticks his head back into the tent.
‘Kat will ask him next time. She’s much better at interrogating.’
Once we are out of Kat’s earshot, I ask, ‘Why did she break off the conversation with Cacho, or whomever—’
‘Because she needs to collect more information before she decides which questions to ask. If not planned well enough, each of her questions will give away too much. What we know, what we believe important for our mission, stuff like that. Come, get a move on now.’
I grunt acknowledgement, but inside I cringe at the thought of Kat poking around in my life.
Later in the evening Runner takes me aside and I can tell what’s coming.
‘I need to know if you can kill. When I tell you to open fire, when someone opens fire at us, or when a man shows up in your finder and you identify him as BSA and the moment calls for it — will you pull the trigger?’
‘Think so.’ I hold my chin high, but he doesn’t buy it. My unsteady voice coming from a too-dry mouth gives me away. He knows I want to crawl into a hole right now.
‘Not good enough.’ He takes a step forward. His face is close to mine; his arms are crossed over his chest and touch my ribcage lightly. My feet are stuck to the soil, I can’t move. ‘If I can’t trust that you will use your skills to the best of your abilities and that you will kill these men, I cannot take you with me. I can’t wait for you to make a decision in combat. You have to make it now.’
Somehow, I doubt that my defiance and anger will be enough to let me mow down fifty men, to make people die, to watch them dying. It’s not that I feel for them. It’s that I don’t care enough for the survival of our species. To tell the truth, I don’t give a shit if our species survives or not. Maybe it’s the wrong reason to kill, anyway. Groaning, I take a step back from him, bury my face in my hands, and rub my cheeks until they burn. With blurry vision, I look up at Runner. ‘Can I borrow Ezra?’
It takes him a moment to react. ‘You want to kill for my daughter?’ There’s shock in his voice, but his expression remains controlled.
‘Yeah, I like her. And I…almost killed you to protect her. So I guess it’ll work. That’s the best I can offer.’ 
His Adam’s apple hops up and down. He blinks and for a short moment, I can glimpse the unraveling of darkness behind his eyes; something opens up and softens, and that scares me more than him firing shots over my head during training, or the prospect of getting killed in combat.
‘It’s good enough,’ he croaks.



Part Two - Taiwan




When I was young and bold and strong,
 Oh, right was right, and wrong was wrong!
 My plume on high, my flag unfurled,
 I rode away to right the world. 
 ‘Come out, you dogs, and fight!’ said I,
 And wept there was but once to die.
Dorothy Parker
 

 
Dark blue brushes against the black night sky. On the other side of the mountain, the sun will rise in an hour. It’s time for us to make camp. A few hours ago I was still wondering how long my body would need to adapt to the new rhythm — walking at night, sleeping during daytime. But right now, I don’t need adapting. My muscles scream for a break, my chest feels like sighing constantly, my knees want to buckle. Runner waves a tired arm at a tree that looks like all the others we’ve walked past tonight. I take off my night vision goggles, drop my ruck on the ground, and instantly feel as if I’m floating. I’ve been carrying thirty kilograms uphill for seven hours with little interruption. Runner’s ruck weighs forty kilograms. We’ll bury about half of that weight before we leave this campsite. 
With Ben’s and Yi-Ting’s help, we’ve dug down two large boxes of ammo, explosives, spare rifles, and MedKits near the airstrip. A few hours later and several kilometres into the woods, Runner and I dug down another box of sealed ammo and explosives.
Now, sitting on my haunches, I open Yi-Ting’s presents — steamed rice, fish, and veggies wrapped in large leaves — two packages for me and two for Runner. We eat with our fingers and chew in silence, both of us too exhausted to make conversation.
Our first priority is to remain undetected until we open fire. We’ll spend our days sleeping either on the ground with our bodies concealed by our ghillies, or high up in a tree, concealed by foliage and by our ghillies strapped to the underside of our green hammocks. When we walk, hats made of leaves help to cloak us, our thermal signature, and our rucks from satellites. We are invisible and that feels and sounds almost as good as invincible.
As soon as I settle in my hammock and stare up at the thick greenery and the few silvery stars peeking through, my thoughts drift back to the goodbyes we said. My throat tightens. It feels like it’s half an eternity ago; how we stood in a small circle, clasping each other’s hands and making oaths to respect each one’s last will. I held Kat’s hand. It was warm and softer than I expected. We women all asked for the same thing — that no one should attempt to save us, should we be captured by the BSA. We’ll take care of ourselves. I wondered then, if they, too, had received a toxic implant. Whatever Kat and Yi-Ting have at their disposal, they seem set to use it. Ben just said that he doesn’t want anyone to cry when the BSA shoots him in the head. I almost did cry, then. Runner surprised me when he said that he, too, doesn’t want anyone to save him. When he saw my puzzled expression, he explained, ‘Snipers are the most feared and most hated of warriors. When we are captured, we are tortured and raped, no matter the gender.’
When we bade our farewells, neither he nor I offered anyone a hug. Not even Yi-Ting. It would have felt like a forever goodbye and I couldn’t… I just couldn’t. 
I shut my eyes and recall their faces, the flavours of their names. Ben tastes of brass coated with a thin layer of mountain cranberry. As soon as I think of him as Benjamin, these flavours melt into jelly, and sweeten the space between my palate and nostrils. Kat causes a furry feeling in my mouth, that of the short and soft hair growing on a mouse’s tummy combined with the taste of raw lamb liver. It’s not an unpleasant taste. Lamb liver, when eaten while it’s still warm, is actually quite delicious. Not that I find Kat in any way delicious. And Yi-Ting — how lovely this double name and double flavour! 
Runner’s cough interrupts my thoughts. I listen to his breathing. It’s not the relaxed and regular rhythm of someone sleeping. It’s that of someone plotting. 
I think of the time when I was on probation; this one horrible evening when I believed he fucked a thirteen-year-old girl. She sat on his lap, chatting, pecking his cheeks and his mouth. Late that night, when he stomped through the snow toward the yurts of the gypsies where the girl’s home was, I freaked out. I was ready to kill him, chop his balls off at the very least. My rage and disgust quickly changed to shocked embarrassment when I realised I’d bustled into a sex-fest between him and the girl’s mother, and that the girl was, in fact, their daughter.
‘Runner?’ I ask.
‘Mmh?’ he hums from the hollow of his hammock.
‘You know…the night I came storming through the snow, ready to stick a knife between your ribs? I’m ashamed I even thought you were… I don’t even know how you could forgive such a thing so quickly.’ My voice fades. Pale blue and orange shimmer through the trees where the sun will soon crawl over the mountains.
‘There was nothing to forgive. You showed great courage, even though you were terrified, shaken to the bone. You wanted to save my daughter. And you still do.’ He falls silent and I think of that night, and the following morning when he washed my feet to apologise. I still don’t understand what it was he apologised for.
You know,’ he says softly, ‘that was one of the two main reasons I took you as an apprentice.’
‘I can guess the other,’ I answer. That could only have been the days I dragged the Runner-tent-noodle through the snow and we almost didn’t make it.
‘Yeah…,’ he whispers. ‘Sleep now, Micka. The sun is rising.’
‘Good night,’ I mumble, roll into a ball, and pull the blanket over my eyes. I think of Cacho and wonder what insults Kat will slap at him when he calls.  But I don’t get far theorising. The gentle wind rocks the trees and my exhausted body to sleep.




 
Leaves dance in the wind, owls hoot and laugh and screech. Cicadas play their tiny percussions, click click click. The forest sings and teems with life. The greys and greens of my night-vision goggles push the musical flavours of the woods into a harsher and colder spectrum. Softly, I smack my lips and blink. 
My legs work automatically, placing one foot in front of the other, pushing on and farther up the gathering slopes. No need to think much, just keep going, stay on Runner’s heels. He’s grown tired by now — his gait has lost its spring. We’ve been hiking through dense vegetation, climbing rocks and fallen trees the past five hours. We’ve made good headway, though. The target is within our reach.
Within reach. As if I wanted to go there. With every step, my stomach tightens more. When Runner drops his ruck and unfolds the tarp to make camp, I’m drenched in sweat, my nerves ready to snap.
He tips his head at me, takes in the trembling of my hands, the stiffness of my shoulders. He is about to take a step forward, maybe to offer help with my ruck or to say a few reassuring words. I raise my hands, blocking his approach. He nods acknowledgement and says quietly, ‘All we’ll do the next few days is observe the camp and prepare our hideouts. We’ll fire only in emergencies. Let’s eat, drink, and rest a few minutes. Then, we’ll get to work.’
Get to work. Why does that sound so wrong?
Although I’m starving, I can barely get my food down. What is it anyway? I look at the bowl. Fruit we picked on the way, chestnuts baked a day ago, a few nuts. No meat. We’re close to the enemy. The enemy. Target. Reconnaissance. Strange, how my vocabulary changes simply by walking in one direction and not in another. 
Runner extracts the SatPad from a side pocket of his ruck. I know our plan by heart, but going through every single step one more time calms me; it’s like a mantra assuring me that there’ll be no surprises.
His fingers draw a straight line from the crest we’ll reach tomorrow, across the river to the BSA camp on the opposite side of the gorge. The forest behind the camp is where we’re heading now. It dips a few metres below the camp’s highest point of elevation and that makes it hard to observe from the crest. Our plan is to scan this area for guards, hideouts, weapons, and escape routes. We also want to know where we can best dig our own hideouts and plan our own escape routes.
The tip of Runner’s index finger comes to a halt at our current location. It’s my turn now.
‘We hike until we’re a kilometre from the camp and hide our rucks. I’ll cover your back while you approach up to here.’ I point to a location two hundred metres from the camp. ‘When all’s clear, you give the signal and I’ll follow, get in position here, and you’ll be either here or there. Surveillance until nightfall — that’ll be something like twenty hours.’ 
‘Good.’ He nods at me. ‘What if we’re discovered?’
‘Open fire. Bring down the targets. Retreat and meet where we left our rucks.’
‘What if they open fire first?’
‘Er… does that change our plan in any way?’ I ask perplexed.
‘No, it doesn’t. What if one of us is injured? What if they rigged the forest floor and one of us steps on a trigger?’
‘Well…’ I swallow. ‘If there’s anything left of you, I’ll get you out of there, same as last time, but without the tent wrappings.’
Runner chuckles and places a hand on my shoulder. ‘Are you ready?’
Since I have no clue how it feels to be ready for this kind of shit, I can only shrug.
‘Can I trust you, Micka?’ he asks.
‘You can. Do you want me to walk into this without thought?’
He frowns. ‘No, of course not.’
‘How did it feel, your first time?’
He opens his mouth and closes it again, as if he were about to dictate something he’d prepared for this occasion: for a question likely to be asked by people who have never had to kill someone; strangers who might be fascinated by the aura of the predator. He cocks his head as he usually does when he’s digging through his memories. 
‘I hardly had time to think about it,’ he begins, his gaze directed at a place far behind me. ‘I was in an occupied city. Bullets were zipping past us, the BSA was shelling us and the shit was hitting the fan. There was only one thing I could do. I killed more than twenty men that night. The feelings of shame, guilt, emptiness — those came later, much later, when I was back in my own bunk, surrounded by my own people. When I was safe, it all came down.’
‘What did you do?’
‘I wept.’
‘For the men you shot?’
‘No. For my mother and my sister. Now, I had the power, skills, and knowledge to save them, but I was too late — by years.’
He plops the last chestnut into his mouth and scans me from head to toe. ‘All weapons and ammo on your body? Your rifle loaded?’ 
I nod. Of course, it is. His questions feel like insults.
‘Good. Rub dirt on your face and on the back of your hands. You are too white.’
Now, I do feel like an idiot, but I tell myself he’s just lecturing me because he feels responsible. I do as he directs and darken the patches of skin that have been rubbed clean during the hike. My knees are about to buckle when I hump my pack, but I manage to take a step forward. And another. It gets easier; as if I’m practicing to walk into death.
I fall into step behind Runner until we are only one kilometre from the BSA camp. We hide our rucks under a pile of twigs and leaves, and I climb a tree and scan the area.
‘All clear,’ I whisper.
‘See you soon,’ he answers and moves forward in a low crouch.
Fear creeps in when he’s out of my sight. At the corners of my vision, trees turn into armies, branches into rifles. I blink and focus on the circular view of night-eye and scope. 
‘All clear. You can come now, Micka. Straight ahead, eight hundred metres,’ he speaks through my earbud.
Awash with contradicting thoughts and emotions — forward is where Runner is, but it’s also where the enemy is — I make my way down and approach the camp copying Runner’s crouch.
‘You just passed me,’ he whispers. ‘Five metres behind you.’
I trace my steps back and find him flat on the ground, scanning the area with his scope. We’re close, very close to the BSA: two hundred metres between my very mortal body and their submachine guns and explosives. I’ve never felt so vulnerable. My heart hammers in my throat when Runner points me up a tree and signs to me that he’ll creep forward and will need cover. The sudden urge to have him by my side overwhelms me. Don’t go! I’m about to say. But that wouldn’t serve our purpose at all.
Breathing slow and deep to settle my nerves, I choose a thick branch as my hideout, position my rifle and gaze through the scope. No movements. I scan our surroundings a second and a third time, but see no one. ‘All clear,’ I whisper. And boy, am I glad no one moves. They can stay in their camp and never show up, if I get a say in the matter.
Runner crawls closer to the camp; he looks like a small elevation among the leaves, clumps of grass, and twigs. And then, he vanishes completely.
‘All clear, here,’ he speaks through my earbud. ‘You can come. Eleven o’clock, straight line.’
Silently, I slip down the mighty trunk watching my feet so as not to step on a twig. I watch all shadows, the movements of foliage in the breeze, the flitting-past of a small rodent. My ears are wide open, and now the earbud bothers me, because my right side is muffled and feels half-blind. The blaring birds and crickets serve as some kind of sonar — I map their location and know that right where they produce noise, the place is void of men with guns.
I come to a halt next to Runner and almost explode with pride. ‘Am I that visible?’ he whispers.
‘No, but you are an excellent teacher. Surveillance next?’
‘Yes. Use this tree; I’ll move two hundred metres to your right.’
I nod and scale the trunk. Runner is already gone when I settle on a branch roughly ten metres above the ground. My night-vision goggles show me the surroundings crisp and clear. No movements on either side of me, but there are dim lights ahead where the camp is. My skin begins to itch at the thought of Erik. 
‘In position,’ I hear Runner say. ‘What do you see?’
‘Give me a minute.’
I push the goggles off my face, lay my cheek against the gun’s stock and gaze through the night-eye. The camp is right ahead; a few of the huts and tents are lit inside — possible oil lamps judging from the colour, the thermal signature, and the size of the light source. The large dark rectangles are still there at the centre of the camp. No noticeable changes since we dropped the camera. No movements. I tell Runner what I see, then again make sure there’s no guard close by and the foliage above me is thick enough. Odd, how quickly one adapts to the constant threat of being seen from space. The small silvery dots moving across the night sky are easy enough to detect — satellites orbiting Earth at high speed. But the human brain doesn’t notice how the sky moves aside slowly, while all geostationary satellites stay where they are, remaining unnoticeable to us. To me, stars have lost their beauty. 
The hairs on the back of my neck are constantly pricked. My ears are straining for the smallest sound, and the soft crackling from the earbud is almost hurting my brain. Every faint noise from the BSA camp accelerates my heart to a loud pounding; I can even feel the blood surging through my fingertips.
Thick fog begins to waft through the forest an hour before sunrise. My night-eye automatically cranks up the infrared signal because the image amplification can’t see through fog. Sweat beads on my forehead when light-green shapes step out of the camp and into the forest.
‘Two guards at twelve o’clock, five metres from the sandbag wall,’ I whisper. Runner answers by tapping the earbud once.
Mesmerised, I watch them leaning back against a tree. One man lights a cigarette. It flares up like a torch in my finder. I blink and hear another tap in my earbud. ‘Yes?’ I whisper before realising he taps because he can’t speak.
‘Do you want me to change position?’
Two taps. That means no. Oh shit, I asked the wrong question. ‘If I can only tap to alert you, always ask first, if you are in immediate danger. Second question is, if I am in immediate danger and need help. Third question is, if we must retreat.’ That’s what he taught me.
‘Someone close by?’ I grab my rifle harder.
One tap.
Fuck.
I scan the area, but the only men I see are the two guards smoking close to the wall. My breath comes in sharp bursts, my vision flickers. Breathe, Micka, I tell myself. Breathe.
Fidgeting won’t get me anywhere but shot. Pressing myself as flat as possible against the branch, I scan my surroundings again. Nothing.
‘Do you need help?’ I whisper to make sure he’s okay.
Two taps.
‘Are we retreating?’
Two taps. With that, I’m out of questions.
Then, a series of taps sounds in my earbud. Nine taps. That means nine o’clock. Odd, because that’s where I checked only moments ago. Slowly, I shift and bring my rifle in position. The night-eye shows me nothing but shrubs and trees. A few birds begin their morning songs and soon the air is filled with their blaring. The fog is thickening even more now, covering the forest floor and everything that grows only five or six metres tall. And then I see it — a subtle movement not twenty metres away from me. There’s a leg folded casually over the other, his back is leaning against the tree, a rifle pointed to the ground. I’m in full view of a BSA guard and I didn’t even notice him.
‘Thank you,’ I breathe.
One tap.
That leaves only one other question.
‘Do you want me to engage the target?’ I can’t bring myself to ask if I’m to kill a man. Target sounds much easier. Target isn’t human.
Two taps. I exhale a breath I didn’t know I was holding.




 
When we climb the last twenty metres to the crest, there’s no tiredness in my bones. I’ve been so close to the enemy and they had no idea I was there. I’ve never been so happy to be alive. I feel like a conquerer, survivor, warrior, all in one. My chest seems too small to contain all these personalities. I can’t stop grinning, my cheeks hurt, and Runner tries not to laugh at me. 
He drops his ruck, and crawls to the edge of the cliff. I join him and we scan the gorge, and the crest with the BSA camp on the other side, through our night-eyes.
Odd, how different the camp looks from here — protected by a sheer rock wall that sharply drops down to a river about five hundred metres below us; a death trap. The clearing, with its tents, huts, weapons, and sandbag wall, lies sheltered in the arms of the thick forest Runner and I left just before midnight.
We keep our scopes trained at the camp until, not half an hour later, the first sunlight touches the canopy.
‘Retreat,’ Runner says, and we crawl back to our rucks. ‘They picked a good spot, but it has two main problems. One: access to water is cumbersome. Two: they can’t see us and it’ll take them a long time to reach us by foot. As long as we don’t give away our location, they have no reason to fire the rocket launcher in our direction.’
Yeah, that’s what I thought, too. The main problem with our location is that the BSA can blast the entire crest off the map and us with it. No craftsmanship needed; just some rough pointing with one of their big guns.
While I extract the last two handfuls of roasted chestnuts from my ruck, Runner says, ‘The distance to the nearest hut is eight hundred and thirty metres. Within your shooting range. We can pick them off like ripe plums.’
‘Which would give away our location,’ I say.
‘That might be part of our plan. Hmm. I’ll think about it.’ He sounds as if I’d made a suggestion. But all I do is chew my dry chestnuts and stifle yawn after yawn. Exhaustion hit half a minute ago and it feels as if a wall has come down on me.
We debrief, drawing lines on the forest map of Runner’s SatPad, marking locations of the guards and where we’ve set our feet or prone bodies — all proven clear of explosives. No one has seen us, and no one seems to have guessed their heads were in our crosshairs. They’ll be pretty surprised fairly soon.
When I yawn the umpteenth time and a piece of food drops from my mouth, Runner says, ‘Sleep now. I’ll wake you in four hours.’ 
 
———
 
A hand touches my shoulder and I jerk awake. 
‘Breakfast.’ He nods towards a ditch covered by pines. Smoke curls up in small and pale wisps; it travels along the tarp and netting cover and slowly thins, disappearing into the treetops. 
He briefs me when we sit down to eat a bird he must have shot earlier. The meat is tough and weasels itself in between my teeth. 
‘I counted fifty-six men and thirteen children aged approximately eight to fourteen — two of them are mothers. All individuals are armed at all times.’ He pulls his ruck closer and places the SatPad on it. ‘Here’s the layout; camp, cliff, forest. I’ve measured the distances and adjusted the position of the wall and the buildings.’ 
He must have spent more than an hour switching quickly between SatPad and the IR laser of his scope. As Runner talks, his fingers point and slide across the screen. I can see the wall of sandbags in my mind’s eye and on screen. There are a few details that I didn’t notice last night. 
‘Erik exited this hut at oh seven hundred. He doesn’t appear to have slept tonight. Several men exited these tents and huts here between oh six hundred and oh seven hundred.’
He describes the movements in the camp with precision: who left when, where the guards were located at what time of the morning, and what weapons they carried. ‘I’ll sleep now,’ he says. ‘Wake me in four hours. Keep track of who’s doing what and when. Pay special attention to the outer areas of the camp, areas in the forest everyone seems to be avoiding — those might be rigged. Try to find patterns in their actions, and anything that’s outside these patterns.’
‘Okay,’ I answer and fetch my toothbrush. 
‘I’d also like to know if all of their heavy weaponry is under these tarps or if they have more hidden somewhere else. I want to know where they keep the explosives and if they move them — watch the kids, they’ll give it away. I want to know if what’s underneath that tarp really is a helicopter, and where they store the fuel. Erik kept his SatPad on him at all times; maybe he doesn’t trust his men; I need to know this. It’d be too good to be true.’ He touches his knuckles to my shoulder, crawls into his hammock, and covers it with a blanket to shut out the light. I spit my tooth powder on the ground and toe a bit of soil over it. My rifle leans against my ruck. I pick it up, grab a canteen and my ghillie, and make my way to the edge of the crest.
 
———
 
Three days and nights of surveillance and we know how and where each of them takes a dump, where they fetch water and who has to fetch it, which areas of the camp’s immediate vicinity they avoid, what weapons they have and where they keep them, and that Erik is at the top of the command chain. The bad news is that he left yesterday, has taken two men with him, and we don’t have the slightest idea where they have gone.
Kat is sending long text messages, telling us about Kogi and Lake Baykal — now surrounded by vast stretches of land devoid of human civilisation. There’s no one left to tell what happened, no traces of explosions, poison, disease, or radioactivity, which would indicate what weapons have been used. For thousands of square kilometres, the human species is wiped off the face of Earth.
Right now, she reports activities along the coast lines of the former United People’s Republic of China. A ship that looks like a salvaged four thousand tonne destroyer — more rust than solid steel, but equipped with guided long-range anti-air and anti-ship missiles, and a high-accuracy railgun that can blast even MEO satellites out of the sky.
‘What’s MEO?’ I ask Runner when I read over his shoulder.
‘MEO means medium earth orbit, satellites that travel at several thousand kilometres above us.’
Our satellites don’t show the rusty destroyer. They show only a peaceful blue ocean, a quiet green coastline dotted with happy little Chinese settlements, and an empty Taiwan. 
We eat, then check and clean our equipment. When Kat’s next message appears on the screen, I almost choke. Two of our aircraft surveyed BSA movement at sea; one was shot down, she types.
Ben and Yi-Ting? Runner replies hurriedly. 
They are fine. Flying now, she answers and I draw a deep breath.
We are not outnumbered? Runner types.
I don’t think we are, but the situation doesn’t look good, either.
Any news from the man who calls himself Cacho? Any comms from the observatory?
The observatory is silent, Kat answers. “Cacho” had nothing insightful to tell me. Not that it surprises me. I decided to not answer his calls for two days. Let him cook a bit.
He’ll grow suspicious.
Do you want to tell me he was - up until now - a completely unsuspecting old man?
Good point, Runner types. Okay. Anything else?
No. Not at the moment. Stay safe.
You, too.
He swipes the screen and turns to me. ‘We’ll terrorise them, with a little help from the fog.’ His mouth tugs to a devilish smile that makes me glad I’m not on the receiving end of his rage.
When the next window opens, the SatPad displays more of Kat’s messages. She’s our information hub and now I’m glad she’s on our team. The mission is organised by a handful of Sequencers experienced in warfare. That includes her and — despite the distance and the delayed flow of information — Runner. They work like a hive-mind. A hierarchy, he told me, is not forced on anyone. It grows with trust. You take commands from someone you’ve learned to trust, and that person isn’t necessarily your senior. I get that. It’s the same with Runner and me. I trust him because he knows his shit. He trusts me because he knows I’ll risk my life for him. We listen to each other.
Kat says they plan to send in a second aircraft within the next forty-eight hours to scan the sea east and south of Taiwan, to make sure no enemy vessels slalom through the Philippine islands undetected. Should there be any, that is. The run-down destroyer the Bullshit Army is bringing across the ocean must look quite pathetic. I wonder if they even have a second ship, let alone a fleet. Runner seems to be impressed by the weaponry, though. As long as the ship stays afloat, can manoeuvre and launch missiles, it’s a serious threat. A thick layer of rust could be camouflage, something to make your enemy feel safe, because they think you are weak.
I don’t know. Maybe the rust is just that — iron oxide.
‘What about the question? I’d like to know why Cacho sent me here. If it’s him, that is.’
‘He didn’t send you out here, I did,’ Runner says. ‘He merely pointed at you, and I don’t think it’s relevant any longer. We have more important things to worry about.’
Unconvinced, I give him a tiny nod.
I watch Kat’s and Runner’s exchange on satellite controls and about Erik, who seems to have access to all of our satellite clusters. They are not sure how far his control reaches. He seems to be feeding data from Chinese satellites to other clusters — for example, every single satellite control cluster of the former European Union — forcing even them to show us fake visuals. How he managed to hack into the offshore servers that store the ESA’s raw data, is a mystery. Kat’s “friend,” whose identity she’ll not reveal, is convinced that the BSA is in the process of hijacking every satellite control system, every cluster, the Sequencers have access to. I tap Runner’s shoulder to ask a question. ‘Does that mean we never controlled all the satellites?’
He types it for me.
Of course, not. Not all of them. We don’t have the US American satellites, for example. We want their military strategic and tactic relay, and their defence communications systems very badly, but that’d be suicide, Kat answers.
Why?
A few years back, we tried to hack their satellite control centres in Guam and Oahu, but soon realised that we needed to get to their central control unit in Colorado Springs. And that’s out of the question. North America is dead. Ask Runner for details. Anything else?
He looks at me and I shake my head. 
No, he types.
Good. We start phase two of the attack in a few hours. Runner?
Excellent. How long until you can move our ships and aircraft to the location? he asks.
We have three armed vessels at our disposal, and two aircrafts plus one helicopter. The ships are on the way to China. In four days’ time, the last of them will drop anchor close to Hong Kong. Then, we can fly in within four hours of a go signal, and drive in within twelve hours.
No problem. We can give you four days. Once our forces are in position, keep them ready, but don’t advance yet, Runner types. Wait for my signal. If you don’t hear from us for twenty-four hours, move in.
Acknowledged.
He ends the conversation and pockets the SatPad. ‘We’ll keep them busy, degrade their forces. Play a long game at lowest possible risks to our own lives. Step one: Dig foxholes.’ He draws with a stick into the soil. ‘Here and here, so we can take them in a cross-fire. And here, here, so we can switch positions. They’ll never know where we are, and when they think they know it, we’ll be gone already. We’ll be moving often, firing bursts of five shots, no more. Then, we shift again. The first strike will be spectacular, the second one, shocking, the ensuing ones…terrorising.’
‘What did Kat mean? “North America is dead,”’ I ask.
‘Oh, that. You know I did this study on violence—’
‘You wrote a standard work,’ I correct him.
‘One has to study something before writing about it. Don’t interrupt me, pupil.’ 
I kick his shin lightly and he grins.
‘It’s not clear what happened precisely. It’s as if…as if a scale tipped and from one day to the next, a number of governments flicked the switch. Iran, Pakistan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Libya, Algeria, Turkey, the Ukraine, and even Germany and France directed their long-range missiles to large cities in the U.S. The U.S. reacted by firing from space. Most of what they claimed to be missile defence satellites were, in fact, orbital weapons — satellites equipped with tactical high-energy lasers, tungsten rod thrust systems, and missiles with radioactive warheads. From that point on, it gets all muddled. Who was the first to press the button, who fired the hundredth shot. Central America played a role, too. Mexico whipped out nuclear weapons no one knew they had. North Korea took a few shots as well and Russia sent half their arsenal of nuclear warheads to wipe out the entire eastern half of the U.S. No one knows why Canada was taken down, too. Alaska doesn’t look all that much better. There was no one left to ask what had happened, and all my conclusions are basically guesses. All we know with certainty is that North America is a radioactive wasteland. I spent two months searching for human life, but couldn’t find anyone.’
‘You used satellite imaging?’ I ask.
‘What else would I… Are you suggesting… That’s impossible! Too long ago, too much work, too many people to manipulate. Forget it, Micka.’
I shrug. What would I know about Erik’s motivations?




 
Rain is pissing down on me. My fingers twirl thin wires around the contacts of a control unit. Five minuscule dollops of C4 cling to each wire pair; ten pairs trail to the controller. Explosive squirrel droppings on a string.
‘Ready,’ I whisper and a small crack sounds in my ear. Runner doesn’t speak now. He’s too close to the BSA camp, compressing soil to the sides and bottom of the fourth and last of our foxholes. Or maybe he’s already smoothing dirt and leaves over the bamboo lid.
I crawl back to our hideout, a two-layered shelter made of a tarp with a grass-covered netting a few centimetres above it. The tarp blocks our thermal signatures. Should the tarp begin to warm up — it hangs a mere twenty centimetres above us — the netting and greenery above it will cloak and diffuse the thermal signatures of our bodies and muzzle flashes to an undetectable blur.
I wait, scanning the camp through my night-eye and trying to find Runner, but there’s no trace of him. He must be on the way back already.
In these past days of reconnaissance and preparation, the Taiwanese forest has begun to feel like home. It’s not too different from where I grew up. Mountains, beeches, maples. The firs look a bit different, though, and the red cypresses are impressive — taller and thicker than any tree I’ve ever seen. I love these ancient giants that seem to touch the sky with their crowns and grab the Earth’s belly with their mighty roots. The bamboo forests freak me out; they feel like a trap — nothing to climb, nowhere to hide, only a too-evenly spaced mass of slender stems.
Even the birds here are familiar. Some of them, anyway. I’ve seen nuthatches and great tits, red tails, and dippers. Others look like odd versions of the birds I knew. There’s a blackbird with a white head, and ravens with blood-red beaks. I’ve yet to find out what sings like a creaking door — that thing is so loud, it grates my eardrums. Or the creature that sounds as if someone is rasping a piece of metal over a comb. I’ve never seen it, but I guess it’s an insect.
‘On my way back,’ sounds in my earbud. ‘At the stream, now. I’ll wash and find us some food.’
‘I’ve got your back,’ I answer, and scan the small river until I find Runner stepping out of the woods and stripping naked. My gaze is stuck to his skin. The night-eye paints his caramel body white as marble with a greenish glow. His long hair is tied back; one strand escaped and now rests on his collar bone. His beard is cropped; short black hair covers his chest, a thin black line trailing down to…
I tilt my rifle a fraction to scan the forest behind him. It’ll be kept in my crosshairs until he’s on the move again. 
Two hours before sunrise, Runner returns. All is prepared, the rucks are packed, rifles and ammo are in position. He lies down next to his weapon, and I rest my eyes for a bit, drink water, and eat handfuls of the berries he’s brought. 
Tonight, I’ll be the spotter, correcting for windage and distance in the twilight, reporting on spray of dust if his bullet misses the target. I’ll also control the small detonations that mimic muzzle flashes up on the crest of our side of the mountain. With the rising sun at our backs, no one will be able to see Runner’s muzzle flash. Instead, the BSA will see minuscule explosions four hundred metres away from us, just at the edge of the rising sun.
‘Fifteen minutes,’ he whispers.
I stare through my scope and see the first movements in the camp. A man walks out of a tent, stretches his muscles and walks south. To us, the camp is a map in the sand with sections identified by number-letter combinations. The man walks from B2 to E1 and pisses at a tree.
The fifteen minutes are up. The rising sun shields us now.
‘E1,’ Runner says. ‘Centre mass.’
When the first shot rips through the morning, I press the first button. Up on the crest, the first pop echoes. The man in my finder falls. Red explodes from his shoulder.
‘Right shoulder,’ I whisper and he fires the second shot. The abdomen rips open. ‘Target down.’
Runner has to fire five shots in increments of approximately two seconds to match each series of five miniature explosions up on the crest. ‘E5. Centre mass,’ he says and hits a man in the chest.
‘Target down,’ I answer. ‘Centre mass.’
The camp snaps into frantic activity. Men run to their weapons, but none of them has the slightest clue where the attack comes from.
‘C4.’
‘Down.’
‘C4, again.’
‘Down.’
Men try to find cover behind the sandbags. A group runs into the forest and I’m not sure if they are running away from danger or trying to find us. Erik has left and that is a good thing. The commander is the most vital part — cut the head off and you’ll get a wildly twitching body.
Now, the kids come swarming into the centre of the camp, herded by men with rifles.
Runner raises his head from his scope and looks at me. Severe is what comes to my mind. ‘Endure,’ he says, and aims.
When he doesn’t announce the camp section he’ll be firing into, I look through my scope. One of the girls is dragged to the trunk of a fallen tree. She’s screaming and kicking. A man holds her hair in one fist, an axe in the other. Her heels kick up dust. 
‘B4,’ Runner rasps. 
No, no, no! I think. That’s not where the man with the axe is!
He fires and I automatically press the second button. A man falls, and I say, ‘Down.’ 
As I’m supposed to.
Screeching pulls my view to the girl on the chopping block. The man swings the axe, the blade reflects the orange light of a rising sun.
‘A2.’ 
A crack and a moment later, both man and axe drop, and the girl runs away, splattered in her attacker’s blood.
‘Down,’ I huff.
‘A2,’ he says again, and I repeat, ‘Down.
Wind picks up and ruffles the trees. Runner says, ‘A1,’ and I have no time to tell him about the windage before he shoots. Dust flares up at the girl’s feet just before her throat is slashed by another man.
‘Favour right, gentle wind from south-east,’ I say and the next shot hits the man and takes off his hip. He twists and falls. Two seconds later another falls in A1.
Runner takes down twenty-three men, missing only two shots, before the BSA seems to spot our fake muzzle flashes up at the crest. ‘Movement at C3,’ I say. That’s where they keep their rocket launcher.
‘I know. Can you see it?’
‘Yes.’ A flap opens at the tent’s side, a small window cut hurriedly, and a muzzle the diameter of my leg pokes through it. I hope their aim is good. Being on the dangerous side of a heavy gun is not how I’ve imagined it — I need to pee.
Trees bend before I hear the WOOOOOMP of the launcher.
‘Shitty aim,’ I squeak when Runner coolly says, ‘C5,’ and pulls the trigger.
The wind drops and he misses. I call corrections, and he kills another four men before the rocket takes off the mountaintop not far from us. We roll onto our sides, cover ourselves with our rucks as we’ve practiced earlier, and rocks begin to pelt netting and tarp until they collapse on us. When only dust thickens the air, we pull our equipment from the rubble and pack it, hump our packs, and grab the rifles. We brush dust and small rocks over our foot and belly prints, and run down the hill before the BSA comes looking for our dead bodies.
 
———
 
Runner draws new figures into the soil. He outlines the camp and points to where men died, and where he missed. He shot twenty seven men. With Erik and two of his men gone, there must be twenty-six men and thirteen kids left in the camp. ‘We’ll rest for two days, then we’ll return. Ask your questions now, Micka.’
‘Why did they kill the girl?’
‘To demoralise us. Every time we attack, they’ll drag one of the kids out into the open and dismember them. Not only do they know how to shock their attackers, they also know that this will stir the hate in each of these kids. They’ll hate us, not the men who kill them. It’s us causing the bloodbath. That’s what these men have drilled into the kids’ brains. They make much better weapons that way.’
That makes no sense to me. I shake my head.
‘When you were little, wouldn’t you have done anything to please your parents? When your father injured you, who was guilty?’ He bends forward, eyes black like mulberries. ‘Who did you blame, Micka?’
‘Myself.’
‘Now, tell me how that makes sense.’ He leans back, giving me space to breathe. ‘A single nice gesture has tremendous weight because these kids hunger for it. Beat them half-dead and tell them you had to do it because the enemy made you do it, then, tell them you don’t want to beat them because you love them, but you have no choice. It works, every time.’
I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.
‘Next time, we’ll both fire. When a man drags one of these kids out into the open, he chooses the moment well. He usually wants to distract from something bigger. Look out for that bigger thing. The next best thing you can do is shoot the kid.’
‘What?’
‘The one they pick is killed the same day, no matter the outcome of the battle. Even if I fire only one shot, they’ll cut a child’s head off in return.’
‘There are thirteen kids in the camp,’ I croak, trying not to count the days we’ll be firing at men, and causing bloodshed among the kids.
‘Twelve,’ he corrects me.
Feeling sick, I drop my gaze and swallow. Bile burns in my airways. When I look up at him, I can see it — it’s as if he’s opened a door to his own darkness. Something is coiled up inside, waiting to be sprung. He just took twenty-seven lives as if they meant nothing. Yet, he tries to make my life easier for me. I’ve been his accomplice. I’ve helped him kill and cheat the enemy. And all of a sudden, I find myself wanting to be there when he drops his guard.
I shake my head and stand.
‘If you have a magic wand,’ he growls. ‘Wave it now, because self-pity doesn’t get you anywhere.’
‘I…What?’
‘Go ahead and lay down your weapon, weep, and go hug someone who needs saving. I’ll not help you dig your own grave.’
‘What the fuck, Runner?’
‘I have to clean my rifle.’ He stands, walks a few metres away to sit behind a tree, and begins to work. 
Puzzled, I watch him for a few moments, then stick my earbud in and say, ‘Have fun. I’ll see what our buddies down at the camp are up to. Maybe they need a hug. Or something.’
He doesn’t reply, only takes his earbud from his pocket and stuffs it into his ear.
I shut up and get to work. Our rucks go into hiding under a pile of leaves, my rifle and I hide underneath my ghillie. That ghillie stinks. I’ve walked, slept, and eaten in it. I’ve lived in that thing since we arrived here. Its inner netting is stiff with sweat and dirt. I’ll have to wash it soon, else I’ll retch.
After a thirty minute hike, I pick a tree roughly three hundred metres north of the camp and prepare for a long day ahead.
Laying my cheek on my rifle’s stock, I scan the perimeter. The scope shows me that the camp is beginning to settle down. Bodies are being dragged into the forest; a man with a gun watches a group of boys and girls dig a hole.
The sun crawls across the sky and slowly begins to dip down again. Shadows stretch. The girl’s body is still stuck to the puddle of her own blood in the centre of the camp. Erik still hasn’t shown. My eyes burn, my mouth is dry, and I need to relieve myself. I edge backwards until my feet touch the trunk, press my back against it, inch down my pants and pee down the bark. 
My head aches. I’m dehydrated and I shouldn’t have let this happen. Enough sleep and water is what keeps a well-adjusted killing machine fully functional. A headache and flickering eyesight from dehydration and lack of sleep invite lethal errors. My accuracy goes from close to one hundred percent down to sixty. At this distance, four of ten bullets will miss their targets. I decide against climbing down to find water; I’ll postpone that until night falls. But I can catch up on sleep. After all, Runner’s just slept off his shooting spree stress. I can hear him stir now. I whisper to him, tell him where I am and that I’ll take a short nap. He says he’ll find us some food. He still sounds like he needs time alone. I wonder if it will always be like this. We kill, then we avoid each other.
Nestling in a crook formed by two thick branches and the tree’s trunk, I strap my rifle to my torso and lean my head against the bark. Sunlight peeks through the gaps in my ghillie. In the semi-darkness, I watch the foliage above me and the flickering of light until I doze off.
 
———
 
A noise awakens me. I twitch. My heart races but I force my movements to be calm and quiet. Move the rifle in front of you, look through the scope, Micka. Breathe. My gaze sweeps over the camp and the forest between my enemies and myself. The scope shows me two guards leaning against a tree two hundred and fifty metres away from me. They’re precisely where they’ve been on the previous days. It seems they believe us dead. Runner’s plan worked out well. 
But then… What woke me?
‘Micka, can you hear me?’
Shit, Runner almost gave me a heart attack. I wipe my face and tap my earbud once.
‘Any movements besides the expected clean-up?’ he asks.
I tap twice.
‘Are you okay?’
I tap once.
‘Good. Retreat. I’ve moved our rucks two kilometres east of where you left them, I’ll give you instructions on how to find my location once you’re on the move. I’m preparing a late lunch. Goat cooked in a pit. Your favourite.’
Saliva floods my mouth and I almost forget to tap my earbud to let him know I’m coming.
Without disturbing a single cricket, I make my way down the tree, find water to refill my canteen, and hike the long way back to find Runner sitting cross-legged under tarp and netting. A leaf-covered hole in the ground burps faint wisps of smoke. The cooking goat meat makes my empty stomach rumble in anticipation.
We debrief after the meal. I tell him about the group of five who made for the site of the impact, about the pit the kids had to dig and the bodies they had to dump. He tells me he’s satisfied with the number of men we took down today and the smoothness of the mission. Two days’ rest, lots of sleep, good food, and a short dash to our buried ammo boxes. Then, we’ll return to terrorise what’s left of the Bullshit Army. He says there’s a chance some of the kids will escape if the men are all dead. 
Twelve children kept as meat for the bunks and the battlefield. Why wouldn’t they all run the moment they were free? I don’t understand it. Runner says it has something to do with adaptation and fear. But my mind refuses to swallow this crap. They should have the guts to run. Fuck the fucking BSA.
The two days are over in a rush. I fold my clothes and pack them at the bottom of my ruck, the hammock follows, blanket, mosquito net, cookware, tarp, water filters and canteens, provisions, tools, lines, hooks, tape, a hacksaw, squeeze light, emergency fire starting kit, hunting knife, pliers, a compass should the SatPad fail, and more. MedKits are packed on the sides, ammo in the top pockets. I pack everything tightly and shake the ruck to make sure its innards don’t rattle. We need to be fast, quiet, and flexible.
I’m still worried about pulling the trigger. I know I can do it, will do it. But what if my rifle jams? What if it isn’t zeroed-in correctly and I don’t get to adjust it with tons of bullets zipping all around me and my calculations are off and… Fuck, what if my fingers tremble so hard I can’t even hold my rifle still?




 
The night is moonless. A few birds croak. My earbud is silent. My stomach is pressed against a thick branch about fifteen metres above ground. Dirt covers my face and hands, the remainder of my body is cloaked by my ghillie and the thick tree cover. The ruck is strapped to the trunk behind me.
It strikes me how natural this routine feels. My old life is far away and utterly strange; a tiny world in a different universe. The sorrows I had seem ridiculous and insignificant. Why did I ever waste a single thought on bad school grades? Who gives a fuck if I had friends or not? 
The wind picks up and I lift my gaze from my scope. The greenery before me has a nicely shaved hole of approximately thirty centimetres width — large enough to allow a mild breeze to move the leaves without disturbing my view too much.
Only a gush of wind. The weather seems stable. The clouds are thick.
My night-eye shows me the camp. My IR laser measures seven hundred and sixty-two metres from my scope to the tent at the very centre of the camp. The vegetation is thinner in front of me than it is behind me. One foxhole is forty metres to my left, the other roughly two hundred and fifty metres to my right.
What Runner once said about owning lives echoes in my ears. Right now, I own the lives of eight guards. They are scattered in pairs at the perimeters of the camp, their backs leaning against tree trunks, submachine guns slung over their shoulders. No lights anywhere — not in the tents, not a single fire lit to cook, not one stink candle to fight off mosquitoes. 
My neck tingles, the small hairs at its back stand erect. I stare through the scope, willing relevant information to show itself to me. Details of the men’s faces are blurred by distance and poor light. It’s blindingly dark. No moon, no stars, not even a firefly. The night-eye shows a flickering mush of green and black — the perfect night for an attack, and the perfect night for an ambush.
‘Runner. They are different tonight. Quieter. Do you think this could be a trap?’ I whisper.
‘Yes. Ours,’ he replies calmly. ‘Tell me what you see.’
I do, and almost jump when one of the guards shifts his weight from one leg to the other.
My heartbeat crackles in my fingertips and toes. I don’t know if I can even hold my rifle still. My vision through the night-eye is wobbly. I readjust my fist under the gun’s stock. 
‘Breathe, Micka,’ sounds softly from my earbud. ‘Breathe — in and out, slowly. You will take lives tonight. Remember how it felt: the rage, when you wanted to stick me with that knife, when you killed the dogs, when you saw the man cut the girl’s throat. Use it, Micka. Use the rage. But don’t let it control you. You are the weapon. Push aside what’s not relevant. Close your eyes.’
I do as he says. My breath grows calmer; my mind shows me the images Ben and Yi-Ting took of the kids down in the camp, and it shows me Ezra. Happy, beautiful Ezra. I can’t even imagine her with empty eyes and a pack of C4 strapped to her stomach. 
‘The fog has risen,’ he whispers. ‘Open fire when you are ready.’
‘Are you ready?’ I croak.
‘Always.’
I aim at a pair of guards straight ahead of me. They are so close to each other, one slightly behind the other, I might be able to take them out with a single shot. I hear nothing but my heart hammering against my ribcage. I see nothing but what my finder shows me. Time slows to a crawl. The pressure increases. A round lodges itself from the chamber and flies through the barrel. Two men fall. I didn’t hear the muzzle report. What’s wrong? Did Runner shoot them for me? Am I deaf?
Twigs are crackling, men are shouting and running. I can clearly hear them, so my ears seem to work just fine. I check my rifle and find that it did fire. I fired it. The chamber is empty and warm. I stick a finger in my ear and find the earbud. I’ll worry about the missing muzzle report another time. I aim and fire. The taste of bile begins to register.
A man two hundred meters away is in my crosshairs. My conscience is wiped clean off my chest. I engage the target. I’m trembling. It takes three bullets to finish him off.
I will my breath to slow: deep, calm — in, hold, out. Repeat.
Five rounds fired, three men down, the first row of bullets in my arm strap gone.
Second row.
Engage target.
I’m sharp and precise. There’s no better description for this. I’m in my tree. I’m a sniper. I spread terror.
‘Cease fire,’ Runner says. ‘Retreat.’
Finally, I understand his plan in its entirety. The men have no idea where death comes from so suddenly and effectively, or when it will return. Soon, they’ll learn that we come with the fog. They’ll fear the fog even if we’re not in it.
They are firing now. Bullets spray from their automatic guns, piercing the white void, chipping bark off the trees. We leave the noise behind. The fog cloaks us.
 
———
 
I dream of blood. It’s on my hands and seeps from my chest. My rifle plops out bullets the consistency of blueberries. Men laugh, lick the purple juice off their faces, and pin me to the ground. I wake up with a hiss. Runner’s hand is on my arm a moment later. 
‘You are safe,’ he says. 
I’m struck by the fact that he never says things like, “hey, it’s only this and only that. Don’t feel the way you feel, because it’s silly.” I don’t even know how to properly comfort people. I’d never seen it done before I met him.
I wonder how he copes with shooting people. Does he ever see their faces? Does he think target engaged, target fell, instead of this man died at my hands? Would he ever think, I killed a man? Or, I killed my father?
Does it even matter?
The world doesn’t seem to give a shit. Down in the camp, bodies are dragged to the square, ransacked, and thrown in a pit.
‘Are you okay?’ he asks.
‘Um. Yeah. Thanks,’ I answer. ‘Didn’t you sleep at all?’ We are safely tucked away, not even the birds seem to notice us.
‘I slept, don’t worry. Are you hungry?’
‘Thirsty.’ I reach for my canteen but he’s faster, picks it up and hands it to me. ‘Are you worried about me?’
‘A little. How are you feeling?’ he asks.
‘Erm…’ Do I have to feel something specific? ‘I’m glad I’m not bathed in blood and my bullets aren’t blueberries.’
He snorts. ‘Is that what you dreamed?’
‘Yeah. Ridiculous, isn’t it?’
‘I have the same dream, or…similar. The barrel of my rifle is like rubber, it gets all floppy when I try to aim. Then I’m shot and wake up. Shooting practice usually helps me with the insecurity.’
We’ve both been talking to the netting and the foliage above us. Now, he rustles in his hammock and sticks his head over the rim of my hammock. ‘You were the first to shoot and a damn good shot that was! Two guys dead with one bullet. I’d expected much more…inaccuracy.’
I don’t say a peep. Vivid memories of spraying blood and holes punched into chests make my heart race. 
‘You killed four men, I killed seven. If the fog is as thick tomorrow as it was today, we can take down the remaining fifteen men. Then, we’ll find Erik.’
‘Why did we retreat? We could have killed them all tonight.’
‘You didn’t notice they hauled the rocket launcher out and pointed it in your direction?’
‘Uhm…’ Shit. All I saw was in the restricted, circular view of my finder. ‘Did they kill one of the kids?’
He nods, touches my arm, and says, ‘I didn’t expect you to perform so well, Micka. I thought I’d have to pull you out much earlier. This was your first night — you focussed on what was most important — as I taught you. I’ve got your back. You’ll learn to broaden your vision, to keep your senses sharp for the things that happen around you, not only the things your finder shows you. And next time, change your location after five shots.’
I nod. ‘What about the other kids?’
‘If they don’t attack us, they’ll be evacuated as soon as possible. Kat is waiting for my go-signal.’
Only five hours later, our plans are worth the dirt under our fingernails.




 
Shouts echo through the woods, bounce off the trees, and are swallowed by moss and soil. Runner left more than an hour ago. I don’t know where, precisely, he is and that makes me feel as if my life support has been cut off. My hand hurts from gripping my rifle too hard. I’ll miss my targets if I don’t relax.
Targets. There must be a reason for calling humans that and it has nothing to do with where you aim your gun.
‘Do not engage,’ whispers from my earbud. ‘Find the foxhole nearest you and close the hatch. Be invisible.’
‘Acknowledged,’ I croak. My palms itch. I rub them against the bark. Listening to Runner’s breathing, I pull myself together.
I unstrap my pack from the tree trunk; check the fifteen rounds in my arm strap, the knife that’s fastened to my left leg, and the pistol on my right. A sip of water, a stretching of muscles, and I slip off my tree, step into the dense greenery, and begin to crawl. With danger lurking at my back, my pace feels painfully slow, but it keeps me invisible. My earbud transmits huffs and crackling twigs. They sound farther away and can’t be Runner’s. Is he so close to the approaching men?
‘How many?’ I ask.
He taps twice. Either he’s still counting, or he wants me to shut up. The faint gurgling of water tells me he’s probably close to the stream — a fifteen minute walk from here.
I reach the foxhole and move the lid aside, then I slip in, rucksack, rifle and all. I blot out prints that could give away my hideout. Hm… he said close the hatch. But then I won’t be able to see a thing. Being in this hole and not seeing what’s going on outside feels wrong. I place a stone between hatch and ground and push my rifle through the opening, insert the barrel between forest floor and a strategically placed branch, and pull a piece of netting over it. Runner put branches in front of every such foxhole to help conceal the infrared signature of the muzzle from above. If anyone on the ground happened to stare right at it, they could possibly see it. But before they could react, I would shoot their night-vision goggles off their faces.
‘Micka?’ Runner whispers. 
‘I’m in the hole. Lots of movement in the camp now. They know that backup is coming.’
‘Close the hatch, dammit!’
‘Acknowledged.’ Slowly, I move my rifle, the stone, and finally the hatch. Blackness swallows me. ‘How many men?’
‘More than sixty.’
My heart hollers. ‘Fuck.’ 
He must have informed Kat by now. There’ll be no evacuation of the kids anytime soon. The BSA’s ship must have arrived already. How’s this even possible without Kat warning us beforehand? Are these all the men who disembarked? What the heck do they want here anyway? There’s nothing but forest here. No people they can terrorise and kill, no… What precisely does the Bullshit Army want, anyway? If their only goal is to kill all humans, wouldn’t they be the last left alive? Would they shoot each other then, and would the last one kill himself? I shake my head. There’s no use in trying to make the illogical logical.
‘Which foxhole did you pick?’ Runner asks.
‘The one with the red plush pillows.’ I snort at my own joke. Shit, I’m tense. ‘West of and closest to my previous position.’
‘Good. I’ll be to your right. We’ll open crossfire when I say it. Keep your head down till then. I don’t want any of them to stumble over your rifle or the open hatch.’
‘Okay.’ My muscles are stretched so tightly, my body is aching everywhere, even my face. And I need to pee. Badly.
Time slows to a crawl. The thumping of booted feet on soft forest floor. The men are loud, stepping on twigs, talking and laughing. As if the loss of half their forces here in the camp doesn’t matter in the least. Does Runner know whether there are more reserve teams, or additional ambush teams, or whatever? I’ll ask him later. I’ll shut up now. I mean, I’ll try to shut up my brain that whispers, They’ll find you. They’ll find you.
They pass my location and my bladder is about to burst. I fumble for my squeeze light, place my palm over it, and switch it on. Dim red glow illuminates the outlines of my legs, my gun’s stock, my ruck. I find one of my water canteens, drink the last sip, pull down my pants and awkwardly curl or squat or whatever this squeezed position can be called, and aim into the bottle. I manage without wetting my hands. So, canteen full, bladder half empty. I switch off the light, and listen. It’s quiet. I tilt the hatch a crack, and sneak my hand out to empty the piss in the dead foliage. I repeat the procedure and find that I can think and focus much better without having to clamp my legs together. Now, all I need to remember is to not confuse the two canteens. I open the MedKit, tear a piece of tape off the roll, and stick it to the pee canteen. 
The earbud is silent except for the occasional deep breath. I take the time to eat and drink a little, flex my fingers and stretch my arms as best as I can in this constricted space. I slip more ammo into my pockets, then pack my stuff, ready for a hasty departure.
‘In position,’ says Runner. ‘Are you okay?’
‘Yes. I’m ready. Can I open the hatch now?’
‘Go ahead. The next guard is about fifty metres to your left. Ten o’clock, last time I saw him. One more thing: Erik is back.’
‘He came with the new men?’
‘Yeah,’ Runner answers.
Well, shit. No, actually, the opposite. It’s good he’s here, I remind myself. Better to see what your enemy is doing. But it’s more than weird that the enemy is my own father.
I push at the hatch, gently opening it a crack. I block it with one rock on either side, spread the netting over the branch before pushing my rifle through. I arrange a few more twigs, leaves, and bundles of grass to shield my muzzle report from view. The fog begins to crawl in, cloaking the bases of the trees, softening the noises, spreading a protective blanket over me. The flavours of the forest lose their intensity.
I aim my rifle at the back of the man nearest to me. He’ll be able to locate my muzzle report if I don’t take him out first.
‘Requesting permission to open fire,’ I whisper.
‘Permission granted.’ 
A boom! shuts off the silence. The man tips forward, falls on his knees, and collapses on his side. Before his face hits the ground, the camp erupts with noise.
I move my rifle and scan the area between me, the camp, and Runner’s location. The image amplification doesn’t work at all in the fog and even the infrared sensor runs into problems the denser the fog gets. I like it best when it’s as dense as pea soup. It means the others can’t see shit while running back and forth in my finder — green shadows, blurry and…ghost-like. I’m aiming at ghosts, while they don’t have anything to aim at. Fear me, fuckers.
Bullets zip past, men shout orders. The first shell hits more than a hundred metres left of me. I don’t allow myself to think of Erik. He’s the commander — he’ll be in the camp. 
Aim and fire, that’s what I do, that’s what I am. 
And then, just when my third target falls and I feel like nothing can kill me, a kid steps into view. I freeze. His eyes are huge, his shoulders tremble so hard, it looks as if his large ears quiver, too. He clutches a submachine gun, his waist unnaturally thick. 
I blink. 
Explosives. 
He staggers forward, legs as thin as sticks, barely able to carry the boy and his payload. 
The word payload tastes like the toxic pearl on my tongue.
He’s coming directly at me. He couldn’t have seen my muzzle flash! Could he?
He’s muttering something I can’t understand. Maybe a prayer. His eyes flick left to right, right to left. His knuckles are white. The gun is shaking with the boy.
‘Micka,’ sounds urgently from my earbud. ‘Does he see you?’
‘Don’t know,’ I whisper. 
Do they know where I am? How can they send a boy directly to my location?
‘The kids are everywhere now. Look.’
I’m so cold I doubt one can get any colder. Small ghosts walk through the fog, drifting in and out of view. All of them living bombs, holding on to their guns as if a firmer grasp could save their lives. The boy’s gaze lowers to where the tip of my muzzle peeks out of the foliage. A war cry issues from the small mouth and the boy begins to run. Straight ahead. Straight at me.
‘This is so fucked up!’ The whining in my voice tips me into panic.
‘It is,’ Runner answers, and I know he has the boy in his crosshairs, the boy who now takes yet another hurried step towards me. A boy of maybe nine years. I can feel the pressure of Runner’s finger on the trigger before the round impacts. The boy tips aside, as if hit by a crumbling wall. I sink into my hole, my personal hole inside my dark foxhole, and I want to be dead.
‘Get your rifle inside, close the hatch!’ Runner barks. He must have heard my gulping for air and the sob I failed to muffle. I obey, because that’s what I do — obey Runner when I stop functioning. I curl up in a ball. I’ve done my killing for today. Fire when the fog comes, cease fire, change location, wait, fire, retreat. Fire the next day when the fog returns, cease fire, repeat. Without my permission, my mind calculates the number of days I’ll be spending like this until all of the BSA men are killed. Ten. At the least. 
I don’t want to spend another minute here.
Faint pops seep through the blackness — Runner’s still firing. There’s also the sharp rattling of machine gun fire and the wheeee-woooomp of mortars. Dirt trickles off the walls and the hatch with every shell hitting the ground. They don’t even know where to aim.
I let the noise pass through me, shut my eyes and press my knuckles against my lids until lights pop in my vision and the pounding in my head grows unbearable. But the images won’t leave me: the slow tilting, the spray of blood and brain, the hole — this huge hole. I can’t do this. I can’t do this any longer. Sobs erupt from my chest and I stuff a fist into my mouth to silence the involuntary noises. I want to pour acid into my brain. I want to sleep. Let me sleep. Sleep…
‘Shut up, Micka. You’re getting yourself killed!’ hisses through my earbud.
I press my face against the soil, let the chill creep through my skin, try to not weep, try to be quiet. It doesn’t work. I hate this shit so much. I want to go home. Even if I don’t know what or where home is.
Faint rustling above my head kicks my instincts back into action. I pull my pistol and aim at the intruder before a milky sliver of faint morning light drops into my foxhole. A boot, then another, and the butt of his rifle. Runner folds his body into the small space and shuts the hatch. He pins me down with his weight, one hand in my hair, an arm wrapped around my neck, his face pressed to the top of my head. 
‘Quiet, Micka. Calm down,’ he whispers. ‘Ssshhh. Panic kills you. Control keeps you alive.’ 
‘Get the fuck out,’ I growl. ‘Get the fuck off of me. Take your fucking hands off.’
He slides his coarse palm over my mouth and breathes into my ear, ‘Two men heard you. I shot them. If you keep this up, you’ll get us both killed. I prefer to stay alive, so please, shut up, Micka.’
I squeeze breath through the gaps between his fingers. Slowly, he moves his hand aside, but keeps me pinned to the ground. His breath is a staccato. I grab his hair and try to yank him off, but all he does is press closer. I try to push my knee between his legs, try to shove it into his crotch, but reach only his thigh. 
Mute, I punch my rage into his ribcage until his shoulders tremble. That’s when all fight leaves me with a quiet sigh. Exhausted, my arms drop to my side. I turn my head away, let tears soak the soil. No need to hurt him, he’s hurting already. 
I don’t know how long we’ve been lying here. Not that it matters much anyway. Time…who gives a fuck about time? My hand sneaks up to his shoulder. He’s still trembling. We both are. It’s like two wavelengths interfering with each other, but not quite certain whether they should dampen or amplify the destruction. 
All air leaves my lungs. I rake my fingers through his hair, bury my face in the crook of his neck, and remind myself that he’s my friend, not my enemy. My hands relax. My breathing slows. I hold him now, and he holds me.
‘Thank you,’ he whispers.
I can’t bring myself to thank him for saving my life.




 
I’ve killed a child. He must have been twelve or thirteen, a determined boy without fear. His skin was of the same colour as Runner’s, his eyes were almonds — tilted upwards at the corners, the white a little bloodshot, shining black marbles as irises. There were no explosives on his stomach or anywhere on his body, no bruises showed on his skinny arms. He could have been any other boy carrying a toy gun, playing warrior. Until he shot another kid in the back, a lanky boy of the same age, whose knees were clacking against each other, wrists shaking with terror, shirt bulging with C4, legs refusing to walk out into the woods, into the fog. It began with a shove, a knock on the head with the butt of the submachine gun, and the boy stumbled forward, fell on his knees, and began to weep. 
This was the moment I was ready to kill. Up until that moment, he hadn’t done anything but shove this other boy. But the spite in his expression, the set chin, the determination and harsh words he used on the other boy, tipped me into a colder version of myself. How dare you! I thought, and curled my index finger, letting it rest against the trigger. But something kept me frozen; maybe the belief that nothing would happen, that the game would end and both shake hands and leave for home. Mum is waiting. Breakfast is ready. 
My mind refused to process the spray of bullets that came from the angry boy’s weapon and entered the scared boy’s head, exiting through his face, staining the earth. Two stray bullets passed through the C4 without setting it off. Good to know, I thought and blinked, and then, just like that, my index finger made the decision. One click and the boy fell, his submachine gun still spluttering. I don’t think I felt anything when I shot him; nothing but a vacuum, the odd sensation of two small bodies turning to dust before my very eyes, and the realisation that these two boys will stay with me until I die. 
I lost count of how many men I killed.
The BSA changed tactics. They stopped killing one kid with every one of our attacks. They don’t dismember them with an axe or a knife. They need them all as living bombs and it works — the kids scare the fucking daylight out of me. How they drift in and out of the fog, eyes large and black, terror in their faces, ready to push the button and blow themselves up.
I don’t think I’ve ever hated the human race this much. I didn’t know there was so much rage in me, and I don’t think I’m large enough to contain it all. Sometimes it wants to come out and escape my control. 
So much death here; so much terror. Runner and I are part of it. We are silent and invisible. We are everywhere and nowhere. We come with the fog, and grown men cry in terror when the white crawls through the forest and takes away their vision and then, their lives. The Fog! The Fog is coming!
They know we are two sharp shooters and something about Runner’s style has told them he’s The Executor. That’s what they call him when they mock him. He doesn’t tell me when he received his battle name and who gave it to him. ‘It’s you,’ he said last night. ‘You are The Fog.’
In three days’ time, our own troops will strike. The BSA’s ship is due in forty-eight hours and we’ll give them another twenty-four hours to settle down. Let them get comfortable. Let them think we are only two snipers against an army. 
Runner and I won’t attach explosives to the ship; this task has now been appointed to a small group of swimmers. 
We stay here and divert the BSA’s attention and energy with sniper attacks, while behind their backs, the tempest is brewing. Our forces will lead strikes by air, land, and sea. As soon as our ships arrive, the camp will be attacked from the air and the ground — fifty men will be dropped from aircraft. I’ve never seen parachutes and I’ll certainly never use one. Our swimmers will blow a hole in their ship, and then get out of the line of fire. The ship will be sunk by our armed vessels waiting farther out at sea. Once that’s done, our forces will move in and clear the whole area from the west coast all the way up to the east coast. We’ll be pushing in like a wave. Kat hasn’t told us how our forces are hiding from the satellites. I can’t imagine our ships are all painted ocean-blue.
Runner and I have the honour to cut off the BSA’s head. That means I have to kill my own father. Or Runner will. Whoever is first to get a clean shot. So far, we haven’t had any luck. Erik’s hiding from us and we don’t know if he has taken men with him and is planning an ambush or if he’s fleeing. There’s another thing that makes Runner nervous: Kat couldn’t tell him where the sixty men had come from so suddenly. He said they must have come from the west coast, but no vessel arrived and no aircraft seems to have delivered them. So there’s only one likely explanation: They’ve been here all the time. But where and what have they been doing? And most importantly: Are there more, and will they join forces with the men up here at the camp?
Runner and I will not split up to investigate. That would mean a weakening of our team, a cutting in half and doubling of danger. So we keep our ears pricked for movements at our backs.
Like now. I’m in a tree, scanning the perimeter of the camp and movements within. We are changing our positions often; despite the fog, it takes the BSA about five shots to make an educated guess where each of us could be hiding. So we squeeze off no more than three rounds, and then we move. I have taken two shots; one more and I’ll relocate to the foxhole east of here, then move to the next foxhole, shoot twice, then relocate to a tree, fire once, retreat. Avoiding a pattern helps us survive.
Shells fall, machine-gun fire hollers through the woods and below me drifts a small ghost. We all are moving in waves. When Runner and I are closer to the camp, the kids are dispatched closer, too. When we shoot from farther away, the kids are sent deeper into the forest. That’s how we evade them, most of the time.
I aim at a man four hundred and fifty metres from me. I hold my breath and curl my finger. Something doesn’t feel right. Heat rushes over my skin. Time slows. It’s as if I can see my bullet exit the muzzle. Fire approaches. Light and noise stab at my eyes, my ears, and go straight into my brain, numbing everything. My heart cracks wildly against my ribs, and I can hear the noise it makes, but can’t feel the touch of heart muscle against ribcage, the pressure of blood racing through arteries and veins. Ablaze! is the only word my mind forms. My mouth is open, but I don’t hear myself groan. Air blasts past me and I can barely hold on to my branch. The scrape of bark against palms wakes me from the shock. I blink and look down. Bushes have lost their twigs, branches are blown aside. There’s a torn shirt without owner, one sleeve hangs limply from a small tree.
I gaze through my scope towards the camp where the missile came from. More than twenty men move in my direction, creeping through the underbrush, armed to their teeth. They mean business.
With my pupils cranked wide open, my whole body coiled and ready to deliver violence and death, I map my surroundings for every single target. There’s movement four hundred metres ahead of me. Lots of movement — as if the forest floor has come alive, writhing, spitting fire. Despite all this, or maybe because of this, I feel myself grow calmer, more precise.
I’m well-tuned. I can aim. I can fire. 
I lower my eye to my scope.
And then the jungle folds back with one enormous WOOOOOMP!
‘Can you see the launcher?’ crackles in my earbud. I scan the camp. Smoke. Holes in the ground. The launcher isn’t where it used to be.
Runner’s muzzle report sounds in my earbud. He’s squeezing off round after round. 
WOOOOOMP! 
I claw at the branch. 
He hollers something I can’t understand, then my earbud screeches so loudly I have to rip it out. Half deaf, I aim at where the shot came from. I don’t see anything. No gun.
 ‘Micka! Micka!’ My earbud produces tiny squeaks. I put it back in.
‘What?’
‘Help me bring that thing down in the next thirty seconds, or move your ass from that tree.’
‘I’m on it,’ I grunt and wipe the sweat off my face and palms.
So you big bad guys are hiding with that big bad gun of yours. Seven hundred and sixty-two metres to the centre of the camp, another ten metres to the huts where the shots must have come from. I gaze through my scope. The night-eye shows me light-grey huts; no greenish thermal signature.
No time to correct my scope for the gentle east wind that begins to push at the fog. The crosshairs are off target, but the bullet won’t be. If I only knew which of the four black rectangles hides—
There!
The tip of a large muzzle peeks out of a window — a black maw, ready to spit death.
I pull the trigger and the muzzle disappears.
‘Fucker,’ I squeeze through my teeth.
I slip another round into my rifle and keep my eyes trained on the window. It rips open. The world falls deaf. A ball of fire materialises, zooming forth. No, it’s slow — crawling. As if I can touch it and comfortably lean away from it.
I’m lifted off the tree. My hands grasp for the branch, my weapon, anything. But we all go flying, tree, rifle, me. 
My heart does funny things in my chest. A bird-like hoppity-hop. I soar. Or maybe I’m just kidding myself. Twigs and leaves slap at me. The ground hits me square in the chest. Warm stuff crawls out of my nose, but I don’t feel pain. That’s when my ears seem to be switched back on. No singing in my ears. I touch my head to make sure there’s no damage to my skull. Skull seems okay, but something’s stuck to my leg and my side. I shift and scan the length of my body, but it’s too dark to identify what’s what. Part of my ghillie is shaved off, I think. I try to stand, but fail. Fetch your rifle and find the nearest foxhole! my mind hollers. Or is it Runner?
There’s some dull pain and my limbs don’t seem to be working very well, but I slalom around trees, and men and kids with bombs. My ghillie and my slow movements conceal me. When I find my rifle, I realise how naked I’ve felt without it. Twelve bullets in my arm strap. That’ll do. I keep crawling. Now, my ears are singing. My chest and my pants feel wet. I think I’m losing blood, lots of it. Dull throbbing begins to inch up my leg. When I brush against a bush, pain shoots up my guts and I retch.
Bullets howl past me. Trembling, I roll to the nearest tree trunk. ‘Runner?’
‘Runner!’
No answer. I touch my ear, then the other. My earbud is gone. I must have lost it while flying off that tree. Shit.
I continue creeping forward. Intense agony grips me when two mortar teams come into view. Two teams; two men each. They are shelling the crap out of the forest. Asswipes. I aim at the first team, centre mass of the guy to the left. He falls, I fire again and man number two is down in a second.
The other team runs. Despite the pain, I have to grin. They misjudge my position. They hide behind a tree that would protect them if I were fifty metres to my right. But I’m not, so I see them clearly. I bring the reticle to the first man’s chest and fire. The second man abandons the mortar and runs. 
I’m leaking and trembling like fuck. My vision is unsteady. I have to hurry. It feels like ages until I reach the foxhole, peel off the hatch, push my legs in and almost faint from the pain. Fuck. The MedKit. I need the fucking MedKit. Why is it so far away? Who put it at the far end of the foxhole? I need to lay my head on the chilly ground for a moment.
Ohshitohshitohshit. I can’t leave Runner alone. The Bullshit Army is batshit crazy tonight. Okay, what’s first? Stopper the holes in my body. Breathe. 
I rub my eyes and get to work.
The squeeze light throws a harsh glare on the situation. My ghillie is ripped and a large chunk is missing, my pants are soaked, my side is too. Shrapnel sticks out of my right thigh and my waist. How the heck did I move without screaming from pain? My breathing, I have to slow my breathing or I’ll faint from hyperventilation. Fuck. The ceiling is so low I can’t sit up to extract the pieces of wood and metal. I curl up as well as the constricted space allows and cut open my pants and shirt. The smell tells me I pissed myself. I’m more ashamed than anything. I think I should just lie down and die. Micka, the weakling, pissed her pants. 
Fuck it. Help Runner first, then wash your arse. I’ll get us out of this crap, stinking pants or no.
Shit, this hurts so badly. Grunting, I fumble with the MedKit. Blood is oozing from the wounds. The amount is sickening. Be faster, loser!
I spray disinfectant on the wound and on my knife, insert the blade between flesh and shrapnel, and pull. My teeth pierce my lips, drawing blood, silencing pain. Repeat. Repeat. Get shrapnel out. Don’t faint. 
My vision narrows to a tunnel when I bandage my leg that seems too far away. Can’t make sutures. Hands won’t stop trembling. Four wounds there. Deep. Lots of blood.
My side. Harder to reach. More pain. I seem to be looking through my scope now. Sharp focus where there’s light at the end of a black tunnel. Insert blade, pull shrapnel, don’t puke. Disinfect. Bandage. Don’t cry. 
Don’t cry.
My own whispered commands push me along. I have to fix my vision before I aim at anything. Or anyone. Don’t want to shoot Runner accidentally.
I switch off the squeeze light and press my hands against my eyes. Rest, just a minute. Then restart your system. The blackness feels as if I’m blind. About to panic, I switch the light back on; the tunnel vision is worse now. The tiny lamp is far away. I hold my hand up, try to find my fingers. Something weighs down on my chest and leg. I can’t breathe. I need to warn Runner. I have to…




 
‘Micka?’
I fly. No, I…
 
———
 
Leaves above me. Stars. A face. Runner?
‘Micka?’
He brushes a finger against my cheeks.
I hurt.
‘Drink.’
A canteen is pressed to my lips, liquid trickles down my chin and neck. I take a sip. And another. My view tilts.
 
———
 
I wake to searing pain. Someone grunts; the funny feeling in my throat tells me it must be me making noises.
I open my eyes and see Runner fiddling with my leg. A thread, a needle — up and down. I bite my cheeks.
‘Almost done,’ he says. 
‘How many left?’ I manage.
‘Stitches?’
I shake my head no.
‘Twenty-five or thirty.’
‘No, the kids. How many kids?’ I don’t give a shit about the men. 
‘Six.’
Six. Less than half. Runner shot one. I shot one. The BSA blew up or slaughtered the others. How many more until this is over? I realise that I’ve begun to count our time here in lives, not days.
‘How far away are we?’ I ask.
‘From the camp? Far enough for now, as long as you don’t scream.’
I nod. ‘I must tell you something,’ I hiss through clenched teeth.
‘Not now, Micka. Later. You need to rest.’
‘It’s important. Listen. Please.’ I’m close to panic and have no clue why.
‘It’s okay.’ His hand presses mine for a short moment. It’s sticky with blood. ‘I’m listening.’ He goes back to stitching up my wounds.
 I clear my throat. ‘One sunny day I asked… I asked my brother to take me up to the reservoir and teach me how to swim. We weren’t allowed up there, all alone, because he had epilepsy and I couldn’t swim. But I begged him anyway, bugged him for hours until he agreed. My parents had no idea we were up there.’
I swallow and think of the sunlight reflecting off the reservoir water. ‘It was a beautiful day and I was ready for anything. I would swim no matter how much water ended up in my windpipe.’ I squeeze my eyes shut. A curved needle is inserted into my thigh, and pushed back out. I feel the roughness of the thread. ‘I felt invincible. We played in the water, always close enough to the edge so his feet could reach the ground when he had to support me or pull me out by my hair or arm.’ The memory is sweet, but the bitter aftertaste is coming now. 
‘Then, with a snap, his eyes rolled back in his head, his mouth opened wide as his head went under. He sucked in so much water; he was so stiff, so heavy. He sank like a rock. All I did was to scream. I watched him die and…and all I did was scream and save myself.’
I don’t look at Runner’s face. All I see are his hands, working on my wounds. He must be disgusted with me. 
I am, too. ‘That same night, my father cut the word “die” in my back. A few years later, I learned that I’m not his daughter and that he lost his only child because of me. But…’ I huff a laugh because I don’t know what else to do. Tears try to choke me but I won’t let them. 
‘I let my brother die and all I can think is “How did it feel?” and I hate myself for this. My brother was the only person I loved and I cannot remember how it felt. Because I… Since that day, I’ve been hurt so often that… It hurt so much, I stopped feeling and I forgot how… how love feels. I feel like… I feel like I’m not whole without knowing… I don’t want to die before…’
‘Ssshhh,’ he says. His face is close to mine. Bloody fingers caress my cheeks. ‘You won’t die today. You’ve lost blood, yes. But no vital parts are injured.’ Black eyes gaze into mine. His serenity, his palm cupping my face, calms me.
‘Okay,’ I breathe.
He disappears from view, then reappears with a syringe. ‘I’ll give you a second shot of morphine. Your side needs a few stitches and you need sleep. Okay?’
I nod and turn my head away. Funny how one can suck up shrapnel but get woozy when stuck with a tiny needle.
 
———
 
I’m sitting at the base of a tree, my back comfortably leaning against Runner’s ruck. He stitched me up. He washed me. He cleaned and fixed my clothes, my pissed and bloody pants. Now, he’s making dinner. I dimly remember babbling something about my brother. I want to hide, but I’m sure he wouldn’t let me.
‘Have some,’ he says and holds out half of the bird he’s cooked. He holds my gaze as I take the offered food. ‘You are mortified,’ he notes.
I give him a single nod. What a great warrior I am. The warrior who pissed herself. Yuck. I look up at him and ask, ‘Why did my body betray me? Maybe I…I shouldn’t be here. I’m a wimp. I pissed my pants back there.’
He smiles. Why the heck does he smile? ‘I crapped myself in that cow carcass,’ he says. ‘I pissed my pants on my first day in battle, and another time when a shell hit so close that a building came down on me. Each time, I was lucky I survived. Your body didn’t betray you. It did everything it needed to survive. Irrelevant things like bladder control were ignored.’
My heart is racing, my mind circling around the men I’ve killed, the child. Memories of shells exploding, trees splintering, people screaming, all make me flinch in bright daylight; and the faces of the men just before my bullet opens their chests or bellies.
I press my hand to my mouth for fear of retching.
‘Will it get less difficult with time?’ I whisper.
‘The killing? Not much.’
‘I’d hoped—’
‘That you can take lives with ease?’ he stops to look at me.
‘Do you see them in your memories or in your dreams? The men you’ve shot? The faces of the children?’
‘I’ll never forget the children. The men, though…’ He doesn’t take his sharp gaze off me. ‘A few of the men keep coming back — in nightmares, memories.
‘And what do you…do then?’
‘I ask them how many women and children they’ve raped and tortured, how many kids they’ve sent into battle and how many of them they’ve blown up, how many men they’ve killed, how many families they’ve torn apart, how much land they’ve burned and contaminated.’
‘Sounds too simple,’ I croak.
‘Yeah. It’s simple. But it’s why I pull the trigger.’ He picks the skin off the bird’s breast and sticks it into his mouth, then runs his sleeve over his short-cropped beard. ‘I’ll go back in tonight.’
‘I’ll come.’
He glares at me. ‘Forget it!’ He almost spits out the food.
‘Two days left. I’ll come.’
‘You can barely walk.’
‘You help me get there. I’ll crawl into a foxhole. Not much walking needed.’
He drops the gnawed-off bone into the embers. Before he can open his mouth, I say, ‘I won’t let you go alone. If you leave me here, I’ll crawl all the way. I mean it.’
‘Sleep first.’
I flash him a grin and roll my sweater into a pillow, then place it demonstratively on the stock of his rifle. If he wants to leave at midnight, he has to wake me up.
‘You are such a…’ 
‘Yeah?’ I say. Oh shit, I hope I wake up when he leaves. Something tells me I’ll barely be able to move my legs then.




 
A rough tap to my shoulder wakes me. My lids seem to be glued together, my eyeballs feel like sandpaper.  
‘Micka, wake up. Something’s wrong.’
I blink up at him. ‘What? Where?’
He points up at the dark sky, but I can’t see a thing there. I rub my eyes, my vision swims.
‘It’s their machine, Ben and Yi-Ting’s. They’re assaulting the camp,’ he explains in a raspy voice. ‘Looks like a hasty rescue mission. I’ve tried to contact Kat more than ten times in the past twelve hours. She doesn’t answer.’
The clouds are thinning and stars begin to pinprick the black. My surroundings come into focus, a spectrum of grey, deep blue, and black. And there, flying low over the treetops is the familiar airplane. Black dots drop from its side.
‘What are they throwing at the camp?’
‘Gas bombs, I believe. There must be another machine, one that carries our ground team. A helicopter, most likely.’ He pulls his rifle from underneath my sweater pillow, humps his ruck, and throws the ghillie over his head and shoulders. Automatically, I look up, searching for a white dot watching us from thousands of kilometres above.
‘I don’t know what’s going on,’ he says. ‘But I’ll find out. They were scheduled for the day after tomorrow.’
Thoughts tumble over each other in my mind. The clear sky, our visibility, the great risk Ben and Yi-Ting are taking. Why has this happened? How? But there’s no time to ask questions; Runner turns to walk away.
‘You don’t go alone.’ My healthy leg shoots forward, my foot hooks around his ankle, and he stumbles. ‘You do not go alone,’ I repeat.
‘Fine. Get up then,’ he growls.
Fuck me if I can move my injured leg even a centimetre without feeling sick from the pain. Grunting and hissing, I roll on my side and push up onto my healthy knee. The ground sways a little. Runner snorts and fury explodes in my chest. Growling, I grab his pant leg and pull myself up to a wobbly standing position. I show him my teeth. Not my middle finger, though.
‘Your ruck,’ he points out. ‘And your rifle. Or do you want to leave without them?’
Asshole. I stretch my arm and hook my fingers into the strap, then pull the heavy thing toward me. Only reluctantly does it follow my orders.
‘You are too slow.’
‘Fuck you. Help me put this thing on my back or piss off! I’ll catch up in a few.’
His expression softens. He lifts the ruck and helps me put my arms through the shoulder straps. The pack is strangely too light.
‘The heavy equipment is in my ruck,’ he explains quietly.
I nod and clench my butt cheeks. He prepared for this, and tested me to see if I have the guts to bite through the pain. I can’t claim it was a stupid move.
‘Lean on me,’ he says then, and I feel the urge to throw my arms around him and weep his shirt wet. He drapes my ghillie over my head, shoulders, and backpack, and we walk together. Every step is a tiny bit lighter and less painful than the previous one. 
Up in the night sky, the small aircraft circles over the camp, evading machine gun fire, dropping gas bombs. They’ll get the kids out, I know it. I’m so relieved, I start grinning. The prickling flavours of victory spread in my mouth. A chop-chop-chop thunders from somewhere behind us.
‘The helicopter,’ Runner says.
I’ve never seen one flying, so I twist my neck while staggering through the forest with Runner’s arm around my waist.
‘Come on, Micka. We need to hurry.’
I inhale to curse the unruly terrain, but my words get slapped back into my mouth. The sky gives birth to a fire ball. 
We watch, open-mouthed, as the small machine tumbles. 
‘No,’ Runner breathes, and lets go of me. My foot catches on something, maybe a rock. I fall, and pain shoots up my thigh when I feel a suture tear open.
We watch the tail of fire and smoke and listen to the screeching of the aircraft, hoping it’s not the screams of our friends dying. Wings wobble and a second missile zips into the small machine, slamming it aside. I think of a paper airplane and lift my hands to catch them, to hold them, slow their descent and blot out the fire. But they are too far away and my arms are weak; even Runner’s wouldn’t do any better. How small we are. A keening squeezes through my throat. 
The machine hits the trees and the unforgiving ground. Flames shoot in all directions — a roaring monster, exhaling fire and ash. There must have been explosives on board. I shake my head, wondering what shitty plan Kat has brewed up. 
It’s impossible. They can’t be dead. Someone else must have flown the machine. I find myself wishing that Kat had been the pilot and it was some stranger dropping the gas bombs. 
Runner wraps his arm around my chest and lifts me off the forest floor. ‘Come on,’ he urges me onwards. Onwards. My wounds scream for a break and I tell them to shut the fuck up. My friends!
My friends.
Maybe they are still alive. 
I’m no help here.
‘Runner, I’m too slow. Go find them. I’ll follow.’
He stops and cocks his head. There’s cold efficiency in his eyes. I nod at him, and he dashes off. 
I grab the next available tree for support. Something hot seeps through my pants. I lean against the trunk and give the mess a short inspection. There’s no time to take my pants off, unwrap the bandage and redo the suture. A temporary fix must do.
I slip my knife into my shirt just below my shoulder, cut the sleeve off, and tie it firmly over the bleeding wound. There’s a branch on the ground I can use as a crutch. I kick at protruding twigs, breaking them off. If I were to bend down, I might not be able to get back up. The foot of my good leg hooks under the branch, moves it, then carefully pulls it up. I snatch it and put it under my armpit.
Okay, legs, we can do this together, one foot in front of the other. Just do what my brain tells you. Here we go.
It takes a while to synchronise the rhythms of crutch and limbs, but I’m moving, at least I’m moving. 
At this rate, it will take until Christmas for me to arrive. I speed up; sweat soaks my shirt and face. My ruck is glued to my back and thick red liquid begins to ooze down my leg and trickles onto my bare foot. Shit. This makeshift bandage isn’t worth a fly fart. 
When I finally find Runner, his face is unrecognisable; it’s that of an old man. He’s gazing through his scope as if he could change what he sees simply by wishing for it. I know how that feels.
I drop my ruck and my rifle, gingerly sit down and touch his shoulder. ‘Tell me what you see,’ I say, coaxing him into mission mode.
‘The machine is burned out. Two men are standing at approximately fifteen metres distance from the wreck. The flames are too…’ He swallows. ‘Too high.’
‘What about the helicopter?’ I ask.
‘Down.’
I wipe thoughts of Yi-Ting and Ben away. My brain doesn’t process lost lives, it shows me only what’s to happen next. I hand Runner my canteen. He takes a sip, his mind is far away. ‘Get up,’ I say. He blinks at me and stands. 
He helps me with my ruck and rifle, and we march off together, bloodthirst burning in my trigger finger. Trees, bushes, rocks, and small streams only touch the corner of my vision. Irrelevant information is pushed to the back of my mind; all I do is count down the remaining metres’ distance to the camp while scanning our surroundings for the enemy. The lower half of my body is aching; it’s registered as a nuisance and shut off. Walk. Climb. Move forward. We reach a crest, quickly cross it, and hike down again. We have to stay invisible and that often lengthens our walks. No hiking along riverbeds or exposed hilltops.
‘You are bleeding,’ he points out and stops. ‘Sit down. We’ll take a short break.’
Now, I’m glad to rest my leg. He helps me pull down my pants then unwraps the bandages. 
‘No one survived?’ I ask, knowing the answer already. But I have to make sure.
He shakes his head no and extracts the MedKit from his ruck.
‘The helicopter crew?’
‘I don’t know. The machine went down on the other side of the camp.’
We both know what happens to survivors. ‘We need to hurry,’ I say.
‘I know. But we have to arrive in one piece. You need a few stitches. No morphine this time, though.’
‘Did I use it all up?’ Maybe that’s why I slept like a log.
‘No. But the drug tempers with your aim.’
‘Oh. Okay. No morphine, then. Do your thing.’ I lean back and look up at the foliage.
The coolness of the disinfectant and the faint whiff of alcohol tells me the pain is about to come. And shit does it hurt! How can such a small needle hurt like that when I didn’t even feel the shrapnel enter my leg and side?
It takes effort to stay in control — my knees vibrate from the pain, my teeth grind against each other.
‘Two more,’ he says softly. ‘And now, the last one.’ 
He cuts off the thread and again sprays disinfectant on the wound. His warm palms rest on my knees until they stop trembling. 
‘Thanks,’ I manage.
As he wraps a fresh bandage around my leg, he whispers, ‘She told me she loved me.’
Unable to say anything helpful, I place my hand over his.
He lowers his head and looks down at our intertwined fingers as if he’s never seen anything like it. 
‘Just like that,’ he continues. ‘Without really knowing me, she offered me her love and I didn’t say anything nice in return.’
Confused, I don’t say a peep. If he wants to tell me what this all means, he will do so in his own time.
We empty our canteens, eat a few nuts, and the last piece of cold meat. 
I think of Yi-Ting, her honesty and kindness. She sees people when she looks at them. She sees what’s there and she doesn’t judge. In her eyes, my… In her eyes everything seems to be beautiful. She sees when someone needs something, finds the right words to make people feel better. When I feel lonely, she sits with me or runs with me. She cares. And… And she never seemed to think much about what she wanted for herself. 
I notice the change from “she is” to “she was” and it breaks my heart. I think of kissing her skin, right on that place at the wing of her hipbone, and on her slender neck. Her flavours spread from the tip of my tongue to the depths of my throat; flavours of plum and tuna, and of forest berries dancing in a wooden bowl. Swallowing, I force the water from my eyes.
I think of Ben: his humour, his ridiculous hair that looked like a bunch of golden baby curls, his recklessness and courage, his big heart. All that flirting was probably just his way of living. He loved life and this world and all women in it.
I look down at our hands still clutching one another, and I wonder how some people can be on a battle field for weeks or even years, and stay sane. Maybe they don’t. Will I know if or when I lose my mind? I gaze up at Runner who seems to be sanest person in the world. His presence is the calm eye of the storm; his measured voice, his physical and mental strength, his kindness. But there’s a rage deep inside that’s formidable and frightening. I’ve seen it when he’s squeezing off round after round. There is darkness in him rattling at the cage. And I know that, once it breaks out, I’ll be holding his hand, letting it spill out and over me and taking it away from him, and I’ll be telling him that I know how it feels, because I do. The presence of his darkness mends my own darkness. I’m safe when he’s around. 
He meets my gaze and nods. It’s time.




 
Our last stop. A bit more than one kilometre from the camp, we drop our rucks and hide them. Runner takes out his SatPad once more and tries to contact Kat. We need to know why the attack has been moved ahead and what’ll happen now that the helicopter is down. Will there be a backup? Does she need something specific from us other than an assault on the camp and a rescue mission if anyone has survived the crash?
Runner’s questions go unanswered, and we don’t even know if it’s a problem with our SatPad, the connection, or if Kat is unable to answer. He groans and rubs his forehead.
And all of a sudden, three dots blink on the SatPad’s screen.
‘Cacho?’ I ask.
Runner checks the time. ‘It’s not his window.’
Heat crawls up my neck.
Soon, my dear, appears in black on light-grey. Soon, you’ll meet me.
I squint at the letters, their significance grates against the inside of my head. Runner speaks in a voice that’s cold as ice. ‘We’re alone now.’
‘Erik is mine,’ I croak. ‘That man was playing with us all along. He killed my friends.’ I hate this guy so much, I might actually be combusting. 
‘They were my friends, too.’
‘He’s mine,’ I insist. ‘I get the first shot.’ My fury dampens the pain in my leg and the throbbing in my side.
‘I hope you’ll miss,’ he says, and I know what he means. He wants to rip out that man’s throat. And by all that is dear to me, I do want that very badly, also.
We crawl through the forest. The gas is still lingering in the air and my throat tickles, my eyes burn. Coughing and barked commands echo from the direction of the camp. 
Runner helps me into a foxhole and disappears. I put in my earbud. He’s checking on the helicopter crew, first in the camp, then at the site where it came down. I switch on the squeeze light, drink my fill and check my bandages, ammo, and rifle. Today, I’ll keep shooting; there’ll be no cease fire until every single one of them lies in the dust, with life bleeding from their bodies. They’ll have to bomb my ass out of this hole to get me to stop.
‘Requesting permission to open fire,’ I say and get one tap in return.
I open the hatch a crack, and arrange netting and twigs, making myself and my rifle invisible. Slowly, the fog begins to rise, mingling with gas, smoke, and ash, mingling with my friends’ remains. I scan the camp and the perimeter. Movements are hectic; men flit back and forth between tents and huts. Bending low, they stay behind the wall; only occasionally do I see the top of a head in my crosshairs. Muffled cries of ‘The Fog!’ echo through the woods. 
You bet! Tonight, you’ll not get out of The Fog alive. None of you.
‘No survivors at the site of the crash,’ whispers in my ear. ‘Do you see any in the camp?’
‘No,’ I answer. ‘They are very cautious. I can barely see anyone.’
‘I’ll fire from a tree and drive them out.’
Soon, I hear the first shot. But it’s not coming from the woods. It’s from the camp. And another. And a third, fourth. 
No survivors left now, I think, but then Runner says, ‘They have a woman.’ 
A scream cuts through the mist, an eerie wail that speaks of torture and loss of hope. A moment later, the muzzle report of Runner’s rifle hollers through the depths of the forest.
For the blink of an eye, silence falls.
And then, without warning, the night splits wide open.




Part Three - Tempest




Do your best to forget my difficult days. 
Give me to the wind to take away.
Reyhaneh Jabbari.
 

 
The world before me is round. Not round as in sphere-round, but as in circular-round, a dotted cross stamped on its milky surface. Green is the only colour glimmering atop the greyscale. Green is where my bullets will go. Black and green is how blood looks when it spills. Even the scents of the forest are black and green. Black like the soil; green like the foliage. The white is the fog. The Fog. Me. Silently, I embrace and engulf you. You don’t hear the bullet that gets you, for it travels faster than sound. You don’t hear death leaping at you. But I can hear you dying. And I can see your body growing as grey and black as the soil that drinks your blood.
‘Micka?’ Runner whispers through my earbud.
‘Yes?’
‘The BSA’s helicopter is gone and I can’t see Erik, either. I don’t know how many men he took with him but…’ He stops, then produces a soft hiss. I wait. 
Booom! The muzzle report bounces off the trees. It’s the deep sound of Runner’s .50 calibre rifle. A long moment later, he continues, ‘Kat must have given the go signal to all our forces. Our ships will be on the move. Erik’s on the move, too, it seems. We’ll finish this tonight, then we get to the west coast as quickly as we can.’
That means we’ll be rather slow; I can’t run. But I can take down anyone who shows in my finder. 
‘Acknowledged,’ I whisper — inhale, hold, and fire at the top of a head who dares to peek over the sandbag wall. I learned days ago that the BSA never lets the kids hide in safety. Whoever is behind that wall, it’s a man with a gun. The six children left alive are walking the perimeter, all packed with explosives, not one of them assigned the job of the overseer and executioner. Tonight, it’s only the men behind the wall shouting commands and pointing rifles at the kids, directing them farther away or closer to the camp, depending on where they suspect our location.
The BSA is changing. It seems that, for years now, Erik has been sharpening them as one sharpens a blade. From the bottom of my dark hole, I can see what he’s doing, I understand what he wants. He wants to make a clean cut, one that lets you bleed out so quickly, you barely have time to notice you’re dying. And somehow, I think I can understand why he wants to stop humanity from populating this planet. He knew my parents, my whole village. I’ve always believed something’s wrong with them. But now, I know that they are not so very different from other people. A little cruelty here, a good amount of ignorance there. Erik knows human history, the universal pattern — that of violence expressed by the few, abetted by the ignorance and inertia of the many; that of the attitudes “but they started the argument” and “not my problem.” Here in my dark hole, these sentiments don’t even touch my mind. If I believed this shit were “not my problem” I wouldn’t be here; if I kept repeating the tiresome sermon of “but the Bullshit Army started the argument,” I’d be an idiot. I don’t give a shit who started it, but I’ll bring it to an end.
Four shots in quick succession sound from Runner’s rifle. Doesn’t he know they’ll be able to gauge his location? 
‘Four more, then I’m moving,’ he says quietly. ‘They are yours in a moment.’
Four more booms ring through the fog, then heads and shoulders pop up in my finder, a mortar is brought in position. He’s lured them out for me. I aim and fire. After my third hit, they begin to act erratically, shelling the shit out of the woods, squeezing off undirected burst after undirected burst from their submachine guns. The rocket launcher goes off, the missile hits so far behind me that the detonation doesn’t even knock dirt off my foxhole walls.
‘Okay, douche canoes,’ I whisper. ‘Say your last prayer.’




 
The girl takes a step forward. She must have spotted me only a moment after I climbed out of my foxhole to change position. With features so fragile, her chest appears absurdly distended from packs of C4. A wire with a small black controller is dangling from her hand. Her face is determined, lips compressed, eyes cold, all too clear and larger than life in my finder — perversely explicit. I should have shot her a second ago, but my finger seems to be frozen to the trigger guard. 
She comes to a halt and tips her head. A shell hits nearby; I can feel the whoosh of wind from the detonation. Unfazed, she holds her chin high. Now! my mind hollers. Taste of metal fills my mouth. My index finger finds the trigger and increases the pressure, but does nothing more.
I don’t know what’s holding me back. It may be the dirt staining her cinnamon skin, her matted black bangs tickling her eyes, or her long and graceful fingers holding the controller, her slim wrist with the wire snaking around it. Maybe it’s because she seems to be my age and the storms of life threw her on the other side of the battle field. Maybe it’s because she screamed No! when she was dragged to that side, while I eagerly said Yes! to mine. Maybe it’s because she could be me and I could be her. My index finger slides off the trigger; I push up from the ground and stand in full view. I know I’ll die.
Resolute calmness seems to settle on her. She gifts me a weak smile and nods. Then she raises her arm, and my survival instincts kick back in. ‘Close your hatch,’ I say, my own voice sounding machine-like. There’s an immediate rustling in my earbud. Runner asks something, but my focus is elsewhere.
As my finger presses down on the trigger, I realise it’s not the arm with the wire she’s moving, it’s the other. She reaches behind her back, lifts a strap off her shoulder, and gathers the bundle she carries on her back. She holds it out to me and I see two tiny feet sticking out at its side.
Runner’s voice grows louder, urgent. I tune it out. He’s told me about the BSA rigging bodies of dead Sequencers with explosives. You carry them home and they detonate, ripping everyone to bloody shreds. My mind pushes this absurdity aside. No one would use a baby as a booby trap.
Or would they?
My trigger finger vibrates; tremors run up my arm to my shoulder and tug at my heart. I want to scream What the fuck? at her. Maybe I did and neither of us heard it over the battle noise.
With a tenderness that seems entirely alien among the raging violence, she places the bundle on the forest floor, touches two fingers of her left hand to her forehead, and walks back to the camp. Warm goose bumps crawl up my neck.
I drop to my knees, unsure if it’s shock or necessity that bends them, and crouch forward. Flat on the ground I’m invisible, I remind myself. Don’t move, don’t cry, I beg until I reach the package, all the while its not-moving and not-crying is unsettling me deeply. My fingers brush the fabric aside, while my body shields the tiny child from what must come. As I curl my arm and shoulder around it, a THUD sounds, followed by a long groan, like a giant stomping one enormous foot right next to my face and hollering at the top of his lungs. Then a shockwave blows over my head and rakes the hood of my gillie aside. For a fraction of a second it’s as if a vacuum folds around me, then another shockwave hits. My ears screech, my eyes are on the small being underneath me. Its eyes blink, the mouth opens for a cry of protest. I can’t hear it. All I hear is a piercing eeeeeehhh. Someone’s stabbed my eardrums. The baby scrunches up its face and cries its lungs out. Yeah. What a shitty way to be awakened. What a fucked up world you’ve been born into.
Covering the child with my arms and torso, I press a mute scream into the welcoming forest soil. My eyes are squeezed shut, but the image of the girl remains, how proudly she returned to the camp to blow up her enemies.
The singing in my ears lessens and Runner’s words grow louder. ‘Micka? Talk to me! What was that? Micka, are you still there? Did you cause the detonation? Are you okay?’
‘I’m… I’m okay,’ I answer. If I could, I’d will myself into armour. A tiny fist tugs at my ghillie. The wailing is barely audible over the noise my own ears produce. I lift my head to scan my surroundings. What I see makes me sick.
The forest is gutted. Parts of clothes, tents, huts, blankets, bodies, and gear are draped over broken trees and litter the ground. Earth drinks the blood of the dead. Air swallows the screams of the dying. There’s a crater where the camp once was. The sandbag wall is blown aside. A boy with a bloodied face races past me. I take note of the C4 packs he carries, his panicked expression, his unseeing eyes. I stick the information in the back of my head. Backing away from the camp, I tell Runner that he can open the hatch now.
‘Already did. Where are you?’
The small body feels warm against my chest. It lies safely in the cradle of my arms, while I use the other arm to inch forward, trying to take some weight off my aching leg. The child answers with meowing noises. I wonder if it’s injured and slip my hand over its skin, probing carefully for wounds, but I can’t find any. Relieved, I tuck the bundle back in the bend of my left arm and continue my retreat.
‘I’m leaving,’ I tell Runner.
‘Talk to me, Micka! Do you know what happened there?’
‘Um…’ What the heck should I tell him? ‘I’m done for today. Heading straight south.’
‘Stop this shit! What’s going on?’
I open my mouth and close it again. How does one describe the indescribable?
‘Report!’
His harsh command nudges my stupefied brain into action. ‘One of the girls walked up to me. She saw me. Then… Then she gave me her baby and blew herself up,’ comes pouring out of me. ‘Fuck. She walked back into the camp and blew herself up. She fucking blew herself up!’ My face is sobbing and my mind can’t comprehend why, or how to stop it. 
‘Ssshhh. Calm now, Micka. Are you injured?’
‘No.’
‘Is the child okay? You said it’s one of the babies?’
‘Yeah, it’s…tiny.’
‘Okay. Now, I need you to give me your location. Are you close to the foxhole?’
‘I don’t know. I don’t…’ I want to die. I think I want to die. No, I want to sleep. Sleeping would be good enough. Have one of Ben’s drinks and drift into oblivion, forget the bodies strewn across the forest floor, forget the girl, forget this whole damned war and just go home and sleep and wake up as if everything had only been a bad dream. But Ben is dead and there’ll be no more drinks, no more funny conversations to share with him.
‘Micka, your position.’ His voice is soft but insisted enough to make me turn my head and assess the distance. ‘About four hundred metres from the foxhole, moving south.’
He’s silent for a moment. No shots are fired, no shells are detonated. All that remains are cries of pain.
‘Move. I’ll cover your back,’ he says and a pop sounds in my earbud. At once, the few men left alive answer by screaming louder, but no one fires. They are done for today.
‘Let me know when you are close to the stream,’ he says.
‘Okay. It will take a while, though.’
‘Are you okay? Your injuries?’
‘Yeah. Don’t worry.’
‘I’ll finish this here,’ he says. 
The Bullshit Army is good and done for. Shouldn’t I be happy now?
‘A boy with explosives ran past me a few minutes ago — didn’t see me. He looks…crazy. Don’t get too close to him.’ Don’t try to help him, is what I mean but can’t say. 
I crawl another three hundred metres, then walk hunched over. No need to make myself move slowly, the pain in my leg and side force a snail’s pace on me. The child moves only once in a while. I don’t know much about babies, but this one seems too small and too subdued. 
When I reach the riverbed, I fill my canteen, then gently push the ghillie aside. I gulp. The child is so small. How the heck did it survive until now? I dip my finger into the stream and notice how dirty my skin is. I rub it clean on my pants, and offer the child water, drop by drop. The tiny mouth greedily sucks off the liquid.
Where the heck can I get milk? What did the girl think when she gave her child to me? That I keep a flock of goats around the corner?
The small body is wrapped in a length of fabric, barely keeping it warm. I undress it. ‘A girl,’ I huff. ‘No wonder she wanted you away from this hellhole.’ 
A chuckle rolls up my throat. I said “hell” and my stupid reflexes immediately rise up, ready to punish myself for saying a banned word. Frowning, I lower the baby into the cold stream. She squeaks while I wash her soiled bottom. There’s an angry rash between her legs, up her butt cheeks and the lower part of her back. Faint red dots cover her entire body. She feels a little too warm in my hands. I cup water into my palm and offer it to her. She sucks at my skin and I try to inch fluid in between her lips. It doesn’t work all too well.
Unhappy, her wailing rises in pitch. I open the top of my ghillie suit and tuck her in. ‘There. You’ll be warm in a second,’ I tell her.
‘I’m here,’ Runner says and for a moment I’m confused because I don’t know what “here” means, until I realise he didn’t speak through my earbud. He’s right behind me.
When he approaches, I stand. Neither of us knows what to say. He squints at the odd position of my arm, reaches out and moves the ghillie aside. His face darkens at once, his hand drops.
I stare at him, my chin set, and feet firmly planted in the dirt. He seems to try to read my mind. And then, all he says is, ‘Come,’ and hooks his arm around my waist, helping me walk.
Now that he’s here, I almost break down sobbing. I feel his hand tightening around my hip and I whisper, ‘How many left?’
‘None,’ he says and we begin walking.
He picks a fruit from a tree and hands it to me. I offer it to the child. She sucks on it, but soon spits it out.
‘We’ll get down to the coast, contact our forces, and have the child evacuated,’ he says.
I know what that means. No milk for days. And that’s when a thought creeps in, one I cannot erase, one that sticks to the inside of my skull like excrement. Wouldn’t it be better if she’d died with her mother?
I gaze up at the treetops and breathe in the earthy scents of the forest. Who can know? I tell myself. Death and silence are accurate and unchanging while life wildly dances around them, one foot in the air, one on the ground, and chaos plays the tune.
This will be a long walk, and the child doesn’t seem to be comfortable in my arm with the strap of my ruck rubbing on her cheek and the ghillie tickling her nose. ‘Wait a moment,’ I say to Runner, shrug off my pack, and lay her on the soft forest floor. She blinks at nothing in particular and sticks a tiny fist into her mouth. I take a fresh shirt from my ruck and cut the lower half off, move the ghillie aside, sling the shirt bit over one shoulder and fold her into it. 
‘I can carry her,’ Runner offers.
‘No.’ I almost take a step back. ‘Later, maybe.’
He holds out his hand. ‘Your rifle, then?’ His expression is as bewildered as I feel. I pass him my weapon, he helps me shoulder my ruck, and we march downhill. He has to point out obstacles for me, because I have problems seeing where to place my feet with the small package wrapped to my stomach.
It doesn’t take long for the wailing to begin again. I offer her my pinky and she angrily cries in return. Runner hands me a piece of fruit, but the protest grows even louder.
And so we walk unspeaking, with the bouts of hungry disapproval piercing the silence. Not even an hour into our hike, I feel warm moisture on my stomach. ‘I need to find water,’ I tell him and he changes direction at once.
Not long and we come across a stream. I toss the ruck on the ground, kneel and take the child out of the sling to dab the urine off her inflamed bottom. Seeing the poor condition she’s in, I’m left to wonder if her mother even had the energy or knowledge to take good care of her daughter. Did she give birth all alone? Did the men let her heal before she had to warm their beds again? Did she have any hope her daughter would survive this war?
When a hand touches my shoulder softly, I realise that the only hope she’d ever had came in the shape of a girl with a gun and a ghillie, just moments before she walked into her own death. Until she found me, she must have believed her daughter would die with her.
‘We’ll rest for an hour to eat and drink,’ Runner says and busies himself with our provisions. ‘We’ll move at daytime and sleep at night. We’re faster that way.’
When his back is turned to me, I rub the stinging from my eyes, tuck the baby into the crook of my arm, and splash her fiercely red butt cheeks with water. She hates it, tugs at the small ivory dog at my throat, and screams until her face is purple. Her mouth keeps searching for her mother’s breast, but finds only my sleeve. ‘I’m sorry, little one. It’ll be warm and cozy in a bit. Just give me a minute.’
It doesn’t matter what I say, she has a very different opinion of how her life should be and that what she wants should be given to her this very moment. I gently rub her skin clean and dry her with my shirt sleeve.
‘Aren’t you mad at me?’ I ask Runner without turning to look at him.
‘Why would I be?’ 
‘Because I lost control. I stopped firing and retreated before our job was done. I didn’t behave like a good…’
‘Sniper?’
‘Yeah.’
‘What would have changed if you’d left her behind?’ he asks.
I can’t answer that. I can’t even imagine leaving a tiny human being on a battle field, knowing she’d be trampled on or hit by a shell.
‘She’s too small and too quiet,’ I whisper as if saying it aloud would make things worse.
‘In only three days we’ll meet our forces. The girl’s chances are good.’
‘I hope Kat can find a mother for her. At least a bit of goat milk before she…’
‘Yeah,’ he says. Neither of us knows if Kat is still alive, and there’s no use theorising what might happen.
I look down at the girl. Her eyes flutter shut. She’s nuzzled in the crook of my arm, her bottom drying in the warm breeze. I don’t dare move for the fear of waking her. But we have to eat and get moving soon.
‘Can you take her for a moment?’
He holds out his arm and she fits in snugly. He’s done this before. What a contrast — the tiny girl in Runner’s strong arms. 
I turn away from him, pull off my wet shirt and wash it in the stream, rub the urine off my stomach and change into a dry shirt, and strap the wet shirt on the outside of my ruck. We eat in silence, then Runner leads the way downhill.
Whenever I gaze down at the child huddled against my stomach, I’m struck by her fragility. She looks like a tiny, wrinkled bird just hatched from its egg. 
 
———
 
The night is horrible. Runner checks the sutures on my leg and side while the baby screams in my arms. She’s hoarse and refuses all fruits and water we offer her. Her skin is hot and sweaty. I want to cry with her, but all I do is hold her and repeat the most useless words, ‘I’ll make it better. Soon, I’ll make it better.’
When Runner takes her from me, rocks her softly and hums a lullaby, she and I doze off together.
Before daybreak, we are on the move again.
‘She’s yellow,’ I say, once the sun stands high enough to filter through the trees. Her fever has been bouncing up and down for hours now, and she keeps refusing all water. ‘The rash is covering her all over.’
‘Two days,’ he answers, and I know it’s too long. Her small body has no reserves left.
I stop walking. I can’t take another step without telling him I’ve done him wrong. ‘I hurt you and I’m sorry. I know it was hard and you took one life to save another. I can’t even imagine how it must have felt to kill the boy, and I know that he would have died no matter what you did, but…but still, it was hard and you hurt because you did it, and…I punched you.’
He stands still, his head lowered and slightly tilted in my direction as if to hear better.
‘And,’ I continue, ‘I hated you for killing him, although I have no right to. No one has. I understood this only when I…’
‘When you, too, had to pull the trigger on a child,’ he finishes the sentence for me.
I nod, begin to walk, and brush his hand as I pass him. He presses it briefly before letting go.
When the second night falls and I sit down with the baby girl in my arms, she barely moves. Runner told me earlier that he believes she has Dengue fever. He didn’t need to say that there’s nothing we can do. I could see it already. 
Once he set up his hammock and spread the tarp high above it, he says, ‘Come.’
I hand the child to him and lie down. When he places her on my chest, I pull up my shirt for her. I should have done this much earlier. That’s all she ever wanted. Skin on warm skin. I cradle her in my arm, her head on my breast, her cheek resting against my nipple. Her heartbeat is that of a bird. I cover her small fist with my rough and calloused hand, and tuck her soft bottom in the bend of my elbow. Runner drapes a blanket over us, swings the hammock, and hums his lullaby.
‘Basheer,’ he says after a long moment. ‘That was my name when I was a boy. Before the BSA killed my family.’
‘Basheer.’ Quietly, I repeat his name, roll it around in my mouth and taste it.  It feels as if the bark of one of the ancient trees rasps against my tongue. 
Runner pushes air from his lungs in a low hiss. ‘It’s been twenty years since I last spoke my name or heard anyone speak it. Thank you.’ He reaches out and holds my hand for a moment, then leans against a tree and wraps his arms around his chest.
‘Twenty years? How old are you?’ I ask.
‘I’m not sure. Where I was born, birthdays didn’t matter. Often, we were happy enough to see the next day. Elmar said, when he found me I couldn’t have been older than seven or eight.’
‘You taste of forest,’ I say without thinking.
He turns his head and pulls up an eyebrow. ‘I do what?’
‘I… To me, all words have flavours. “Basheer” tastes of forest. Go to that cypress over there, chip a piece of bark off, and lick the inside.’ I point. 
Without hesitation he pushes away from the trunk, the corners of his mouth twitching. I watch him drive his knife into the tree, working a piece of bark off. He returns to my side, holds the bark up to his nose and sniffs, then sticks his tongue out and runs it over the reddish wood. 
‘Describe the taste.’
‘Dry, hard, slightly sweet — which is odd — lightly acidic, too, maybe?’ He shrugs and shakes his head. ‘It’s difficult to describe. Complex and not quite comparable to most flavours I know.’
‘Precisely. That’s my problem with words. Their flavours can be so unique or so complex that I cannot describe them. “Runner” for example.’
He bends forward, curiosity shining in his eyes.
‘The raw and intact yolk of a freshly laid duck egg, still warm, rolling around in my mouth.’ I blush and turn my head away when I see him grin.
‘Sensual,’ he whispers. He doesn’t comment on the odd fact that I run around in the woods, licking trees.
‘I thought of giving her a name. But then…I didn’t. The flavour would always…’  I swallow, but the lump in my throat doesn’t go away.
‘Give her to me for a little while,’ he says. 
I place her into the cradle of his arms, roll up in a ball, and let go of the world.
Sometime past midnight, he touches my shoulder to wake me. ‘It’s time,’ he says.
The baby’s breathing is laboured — an almost inaudible stuttering. I take her from him and place her on my chest, feeling the flutter of her heart and lungs against the steady rhythm of life thrumming inside my own body.
When the first sunlight kisses the trees, her heart twitches its last. I watch the orange rays set the foliage on fire, watch it travel down along the twigs and branches, until the small body on my breast grows as cold as the morning. Only then do I dare to speak.
‘Runner?’
His shoulders jerk and his eyes snap open. He lifts his head from his arm and pushes himself up.
I move the blanket aside to let him see her face. He nods once and holds his hand out to help me out of the hammock. We walk to the stream. He kneels and starts digging a hole at the base of an ancient tree. The soil is soft and moist, but the thick roots prevent his hands from digging deep.
I lay her down, wishing I believed in the magic of an afterlife. Her tiny body in the cold soil looks abandoned. I hug myself and wait until he’s smoothed earth and leaves over the grave.
I don’t know what to say or do, so I remain rooted to the spot. He washes his hands in the stream, splashes cold water into his face, and stands.
Something pushes me and I can’t help it any longer. I step forward, wrap my arms around him, and bury my face in the crook of his neck. He holds me, breathing hard. He’s fighting. I’ve never seen him cry and I don’t think I ever will.
The pressure around my shoulders increases; he breathes into my hair and presses his lips to my temple. The weather is changing. Dramatically. I don’t know what’s happening. Quivering, I push away and run.




 
My feet move faster. Faster, until my injured leg screams in agony. I don’t want to see anyone. I want the rain to cleanse me. I tear my clothes off and leave them where they fall. I don’t know if I’ll ever return, and I don’t care, either. Anything that’s not now, is irrelevant. One foot in front of the other. Twigs, leaves, mud. My toes dig into the soil. My hands pick up clay and rub it on my arms, my breasts, my stomach, while I keep limping awkwardly. My slowness drives me mad. My being here drives me mad. I need to get away, but I can’t. I kneel, bury my face in the dirt and roll onto my back. I don’t want to see my scars. I’d rather be dirty than what I really am: ugly, cut-up, crisscrossed, dotted. I am the manifestation of violence. I am The Fog.
Clay turns my skin and hair grey, patched with the red and brown hues of dead foliage. I want to be an old tree, giving birth to leaves and blossoms, providing a home for beetles and moss.
Runner calls for me, his anxious voice coming nearer with every breath. He walks past, not five metres from where I lie, yet he doesn’t see me. I close my eyes and imagine butterflies landing on my stomach. How can I make my toes root deeply into the earth? Wouldn’t life be wonderful if birds built a nest in my hair and on my outstretched arms?
His footfalls approach and come to a halt next to me.
I open my eyes.
He kneels. ‘How can I… I wish I could…’ He rakes a hand through his hair then drops his arm to his side. ‘Micka?’
‘I want to be a tree,’ I croak.
He lies down, his shoulder touching mine. Together, we gaze up at the foliage waving in the mild breeze. ‘Do you want me to leave?’ he asks.
Do I?
I sit up. Dirt and leaves are covering me, hiding me. I gaze down at him. His arm is folded behind his head and there’s a deep sadness in his eyes. But no sign of the turmoil that threatens to rip me apart. I need his calmness now. Need it like a drowning girl needs a steady float atop the wild ocean.
I touch his chest. He observes my fingers trailing down his shirt, pushing it up a little, and dipping into the hollow of his navel. I wonder when he’ll push my hand away. 
But he doesn’t.
He pulls off his shirt, drops it among twigs and mud, and reaches out to pick a leaf off my stomach — a soft touch. Heat rushes through me. I want to feel his weight on me; I want him to push all air from my aching chest. I want to be pressed down into the soft forest floor, my body trembling against his.
His hand wanders farther up and picks a leaf off my right breast, then caresses the dirt off my lips. His gaze is insecure.
I know why — because it’s only me underneath the camouflage.
My disguise gives me courage. I run my hand up along the line of black hair from his stomach to the soft curls on his chest. He catches my hand and kisses my dirty fingers. I lean closer to caress his face, leaving grey trails along his cheekbones and in his beard. I’m surprised at its silky feel.
He picks a leaf off my left breast then rests his palm there. I bite my tongue so as not to sigh. The toxic pearl clicks against my teeth. My heart is knocking against the rough skin of Runner’s hand. I lean closer. My face is only a handbreadth from his now, and I can see the patterns in his dark irises, his wide-open pupils. And I can see my own reflection there — I’m not pretty. 
But will he kiss me anyway? 
Would he, please?
When his fingers trail softly down my neck and his gaze wanders to my lips, I pounce. Our teeth collide. Our kiss is hungry, like two starved souls feeding on each other. He tastes of forest and fresh soil.
I grab his hand and push it between my legs. His fingers curl inside me as he inhales my sighs and presses his body closer to mine. Arching against him, I swallow his moans and explode only moments later.
I don’t want to look at him. I want to come again and again, scratch the itch, fuck his fingers, fuck the weeping away. It’s stuck in my throat, chafing it, aching, cutting my air off.
I press my face to his neck and a sob escapes my mouth.
When he gently pulls his hand away, I look up. I want to say that I’m sorry, that I’m disgusted with myself, that… But he silences me with a kiss, holds me in his arms and shares his warmth and calmness.
I cry until his skin is damp with my tears. All the while, he holds me to him, never telling me that all will be okay, never telling me that it’s time to stop weeping, to pull myself together. 
How can such a small life weigh so heavily that my chest doesn’t know how to breathe? All the people I’ve killed… I don’t even know how many. Thirty? Fifty? But this little one who was already dying, the most fragile of all, is killing me. Every breath I draw across Runner’s skin feels like my last. I’m losing a battle. I want to curl up until the forest eats me, until beetles and maggots dig through my flesh and I can rest in peace.
Peace.
Wouldn’t that be wonderful and sweet?
I inhale Runner’s scent and realise it is not only Ezra I’m doing this for, not just her I want to protect. It’s him — mostly him. How stupid is this? He’s the professional. I’m a bloody novice.
I press my forehead to the crook of his neck, not daring to kiss him there, because suddenly it feels as if this closeness is too much. I can’t handle the softness of his touch; it breaks me. He is not mine.
I’m ashamed I used his pity to get myself off.
Swallowing, I push away and stand. ‘I’ll kill the fuckers. All of them.’
He blinks and wipes mud off his eyebrow. Before he can open his mouth and comment on my freakout, I say, ‘I’ll wash. Briefing in a minute, then we’ll get a move on. Kat needs us.’
‘Yeah,’ he croaks.




 
I peel off the bandages and dunk them in the water. Clay and leaves tumble downstream. There’s dirt in my wounds, dirt all over my body. I scrub myself and gingerly dab at the sutures. A dipper flits past and dives through a curtain of water falling down a pile of rocks. I watch and wait. A few moments later, it dashes back out and flies away. It must have its nest there. I smile and, for a moment, I forget what and who I am. 
A small noise hauls me back, the crunch of bare feet on sand. The coarse surface of the rock digs into my butt and I focus on the sensation of stone against skin. I’m undecided whether to freeze, or to wrap my arms around my legs, pull myself into a knot and hide. The familiar urge to disappear raises goose bumps on my skin.
‘Let me,’ Runner says and places a MedKit and my clothes on the rock next to me.
He can see me now. There’s no dirt concealing my skin. I’m scrubbed clean and every scar is as sharp and clear as it gets.
‘You seem…cornered.’ A hand taps my knee lightly. ‘Did I hurt you?’
No, but you will now. I turn to face him, laying myself bare and watching his gaze wander over my body. He reaches out and touches my 1/2986. 
‘This is the first scar you showed me,’ he says and brushes his thumb across it. ‘And the second.’ He places a palm over my DIE. ‘I don’t know what shocks me more. That someone cut this, or that you felt so much pain you cut the others.’
You don’t have to look.
‘Talk to me, Micka.’
‘I can’t.’ You’ll walk away. 
His hand slips off my back. My skin feels cold there now. I watch the crunch of bare feet on pebbles. He kneels in the riverbed, opens the MedKit, and begins cleaning and disinfecting my side. He dabs my skin dry, tapes a bandage over the injury, and moves down to my leg. 
‘I can deal with whatever you throw at me, but I can’t deal with your silence now,’ he says, fastening the gauze around my thigh.
I hold my arms straight out, like an offering. ‘Look at me.’
‘I am.’ He cocks his head as if he’s wondering what I’m getting at.
‘I’m waiting for you to run away. I’m a…I’m a…’ Fuck, I hate crying. I hate the shitty clump in my throat. I want to be strong, set my jaw, and take, without a flinch, whatever life dishes out.
He takes my hand in one of his and places a fingertip on my wrist. ‘I grew up in the desert. I love it; it’s such a beautiful place. I love the sand…’ he traces my freckles with his fingers, ‘…the wild landscape scarred by countless battles…’ a zzzing shoots from this scar all across my body, ‘…the sunsets.’ He runs his hand through my orange hair. ‘I’m looking at you, Micka. What scares you so?’
‘Everything,’ I whisper.
His eyes darken, a frown hardens his features. I owe him an explanation, but I don’t quite know the answer, either. 
‘For a long time,’ I stammer, ‘I was no one. But I chose it; it’s okay.’
Then, the truth forms and words tumble out of my mouth. ‘I chose to be invisible instead of being unwanted. And now, it’s hard to be seen, to be listened to. It makes me vulnerable. The hurt will come back. That’s what scares me.’
He nods; his gaze rests on my face and there’s a deep sadness that makes me want to reach out and touch him. But he’s faster. His fingertips brush my cheek. ‘Don’t disappear, Micka,’ he says softly.




 
Runner is walking ahead of me. I told him I can walk just fine. He knows I’m lying, but he lets me be. I don’t know what’s going on with me. Nothing makes sense anymore. Everything is jumbled.
He stops and extracts the SatPad from the side pocket of his pants, again. Every few minutes, he tries to contact Kat. She never answers. He pretends to wait for her reply, but in truth, he waits for me to catch up. My injured leg annoys the heck out of me.
About an hour ago, he climbed a tall tree and scanned the coast, checking to see if the BSA had dropped anchor at Gonggang, but the harbour was empty. We have no idea where everyone is. 
‘—get the railgun back in position!’ screeches from somewhere. Stunned, I lift my head. Runner is rooted to the spot. Commands echo from his SatPad. 
‘Kat? Kat! What’s going on?’
‘Runner? What the hell—’
The noise of a nearby detonation cuts her off. Swaying, she comes back into view. Behind her, people are flitting in and out of focus, shouting, hammering on keypads.
‘Where are you?’ Runner asks.
‘Southern tip, right at the bay. The BSA has three destroyers — we sunk only one of them — the rusty one they let us see days ago. Shit, Runner, we stepped right into their trap. Our ships are all down. This one is sinking. We’re losing the battle.’
Ask her about the temperature of the reactor, trails across the screen.
Runner stares, his face loses colour, and he sits down heavily. ‘Kat?’ he breathes. ‘What’s the temperature of the reactor?’
‘What?’ she shouts.
The nuclear power plant, not the ship’s reactor.
‘What the fuck?’ I whisper. No one hears me.
‘Kat, listen to me. Check the temperature of the nuclear power plant with an IR sensor. Now!’
Kat doesn’t ask why, she just turns away and yells a command at someone, then says, ‘We thought you were dead. Micka sent a text message…’
‘What? When was that? I didn’t send anything.’
She has no time to answer. The ship tilts and groans, metal screeches, and Kat is ripped from view. 
‘Kat?’ Runner and I shout simultaneously. 
No one replies. Runner points to one of the large windows where the deep blue ocean is gushing through.
A stranger’s face pushes into view, he squints at us. Blood is leaking from a cut above his eyebrow. ‘Did you ask us to check the temperature of the reactor?’
‘Yes, I did,’ Runner answers. ‘Anything out of the—’
‘All reactors are in meltdown. The walls are hot and about to blow. Did you do this?’
‘What? No!’ I shout. ‘We have—’
The live-stream is cut off, the screen turns black. Runner makes a noise as if someone kicked his chest.
It is time, Mickaela, crawls across the SatPad.
‘For what?’ I ask, and Runner raises his hand to type it for me. 
But Erik is faster. ‘I can hear you.’
‘Why?’ is all I can manage.
Because I can.
I open my mouth, but Runner grabs my hand and tugs at it. I look at him. He shakes his head no, then says, ‘You said it’s time. For what?’
I’ll not speak with you, Arab.
‘Fuck you,’ I growl, bend down and whisper in Runner’s ear, ‘What does Arab mean?’
He looks up at me; his eyes are warm as his palm brushes my cheek. ‘It is a reference to my home country. Ask him what he wants, Micka.’
‘What do you want, shitstick?’
The reply comes quickly. It’s not so much about what I want. Despite your lack of respect, I’ll be generous and give you two options. One: you stay with your comrade and die a rather gruesome death. As you know already, the nuclear power plant is in meltdown. The hydrogen buildup will cause a detonation that’ll contaminate the entire southern part of Taiwan and the northern half of the Philippines. It’ll happen any moment now. Neither of our forces has enough time to leave the shore. For now, you are protected by the mountains. The shockwave can’t reach you, but the fallout will. Highly radioactive dust will rise up into the atmosphere and precipitate as black rain. It’ll coat your skin and your lungs. Your body will die; you will watch it falling apart and there’ll be nothing you can do about it. No cure. Am I making myself clear enough? 
‘Clear,’ Runner says. 
Nothing happens until I repeat, ‘Clear.’
Perfect. Now, about that second option.
The earth trembles. A keening sounds from afar, then a deep groan and the sound of an entire forest being ripped from the soil. Runner stands and we look south, but see nothing. Trees and mountains are blocking our view. I slip my hand into his and he answers by curling his arm around my waist. ‘Can you see it?’ he asks.
‘No.’
‘There.’ He points. I strain my eyes and there it is — a ball of fire rising up, as massive as a mountain, swallowing clouds where it touches them, pushing a ring of smoke and steam aside and rolling it around, rising higher and spreading farther and wider. It’s terrible and beautiful — the fist of an angry god.
And then the fury takes control. ‘You killed my friends!’ I cry at the small machine. ‘You killed all my friends!’
Not quite yet.
I shut my mouth. My hands are sweaty and cold.
My apologies, we were interrupted. This is option number two: You come to me.
I can’t help but grin. Of course, I’ll do him the favour!
If you would now, step out into the small clearing west of you, so I can see you better.
‘Why did you do this?’ Runner asks. I repeat the question for him.
The balance needed to be restored.  Many good men have perished. But now, information, force, and technologies are in the hands of both sides. The final battle can begin. 
None of this makes any sense to me. 
You have only two hours left, Mickaela. I recommend you stop talking and start walking. 
‘I’ll not leave Runner here to die.’
If you bring him, he’ll die a quick death. It would be humane. You decide.
Runner shakes his head, eyebrows drawn low, lips a compressed line.
Step out into the clearing, now.
I look at Runner. He says nothing, just nods at the clearing as we both pick up our rucks and walk the few paces, gazing up at the ripped open sky. The word “slaughtered” comes to my mind. It tastes of metal, blood, and guts.
Very good. Three kilometres north of you is an airstrip.  My helicopter will wait for precisely 115 minutes more. You come alone. You walk where I can see you. The Arab stays where he is, in full view. If he moves, the helicopter will leave the island without you and you’ll both die. Should you consider attempting an assault, you had better commit suicide now and spare yourself the walk.
‘I will kill you,’ I growl.
You will not, because you want to survive.
‘Never heard anything so stupid. “Run to the BSA to survive.” Sure. What do you want?’
What every father wants with his daughter: to teach her and shape her to his liking.
‘Fuck you! You don’t know me!’ I snap at the machine. 
‘We will consider it,’ Runner says and switches the machine off.
A weak, ‘What?’ escapes my lips. 
He stuffs the SatPat deep into his ruck, stands, and tips his head at me. 
‘Hey Micka,’ he says softly and takes my face into his hands. He runs his thumbs over my temples and smiles. My heart contracts and I could die right this moment. His gaze slips down to my lips, his index finger follows. ‘You could end this, now.’ He lowers his head, and kisses me and I wonder if I should do it — crack the pearl and let us die together. I brush my tongue against his, let the pearl click against his teeth, and I know I can’t kill him. Softly, I bite his lower lip and lay my forehead against his chest.
‘I have this one chance,’ I hear myself say. My voice sounds as if it comes from far away. This is my call, not his. I’m surprised I can see so many possibilities where other people might only see their own ends.
‘There’s the easy way out,’ I begin. ‘Crack the pearl, die here and show Erik my middle finger because I know he’s watching.’
‘There’s the stupid way out,’ Runner says. ‘We hide, hope that Erik wants you badly enough to search for you, then we take him down and capture the helicopter.’
‘Yeah, that sounds like it’ll work.’
We chuckle. That would be an idiotic mission.
‘Or…’ he begins and I finish, ‘…I deliver my payload.’
‘Yes,’ he whispers.
‘Under one condition.’
He breathes into my hair, his calloused hand resting warm against my neck. ‘Okay,’ he says, and pulls back to look at me.
‘Promise me.’
‘I promise.’
‘You don’t even know what it is,’ I say.
‘I don’t see a reason to refuse you, whatever it is you want from me.’
‘I want you to survive.’ He shakes his head, about to reply. I raise my hand to his mouth. ‘Ssshhh. Listen, please. The observatory is not far from here, you can make it before the rain.’ I nod at the storm rolling in from the west. ‘The amplifier we hid there — use it. Call for help, get out of here. Tell them what’s happened.’
He laughs. It’s a bitter sound. ‘The detonation must have created an electromagnetic pulse that fries all electronic equipment out in the open.’
‘The SatPad is still working,’ I point out. ‘The observatory is more than sixty kilometres from the power plant and there is a lot of rock in between; mountains. Fuck, Runner, don’t give up now. If you give up, why would I keep fighting? What for? What about your daughter? She needs you.’ I’m so frustrated, I could kick his shin.
‘And you, Micka? You can get direct access to the man who controls the BSA, their communications, and intelligence. Will you poison yourself and him when you step into his machine and make a quick end of it, or will you try to make the best of the opportunities you get?’
I wonder what opportunities I could possibly get from a man who sends his own men to certain death.
‘I don’t give a shit about my own life. But dammit, Runner, if you dare sacrifice yourself…’ I swallow and press my fist to his heart. ‘If you don’t run really fast up that damn hill and hole yourself up in the observatory and call for an airlift, I’ll crush that toxic implant as soon as Erik and I are in the air. I swear.’
‘Are we holding each other hostage?’
I uncurl my fist and lay my palm flat against his chest. ‘Yes. As long as you stay alive, I will, too. Promise me.’
He places his hand over mine. His heartbeat is a deep rumble. Inside, rages a silent war between power and weakness, despair and hope.
I squeeze my eyes shut and memorise the flavours of his names. A tear skids down my cheek. He curls his arms around me. How painfully short time can be when one wishes for an eternity. All too soon, he steps away from me.
‘Micka, with the sunset hair and the desert skin,’ he whispers. ‘You have to hurry.’
‘When you hear the helicopter taking off, you run.’ 
He gives me a single nod. I squeeze his hand and turn away.




 
A helicopter is standing idle on the airstrip. I scan the perimeter, but my scope shows no trace of Erik or his men. When my ears grow hot and the hairs on the back of my neck rise, I know they must be close.
‘Freeze,’ sounds from behind me. Twenty metres away, my mind registers coolly while my heart drops to my toes. ‘Lower your rifle. Now, kneel.’
Sharp flavours of brass and iron coat my tongue. Finally, I can see Erik’s trap in its entirety. He set up the camp in full view and waited for us to find him; heavy weapons, even a helicopter and a rocket launcher. We were drawn to it like flies to dead flesh. Then he moved one pathetic-looking ship, showing us only part of his fleet. And again, we were drawn to it. He split our forces in two, kept Runner and me busy, maybe even studied me because he wasn’t sure if I might be useful to him. Then he snapped his trap shut and sent a fake message to let my friends believe Runner and I were in great danger. He moved our forces on his game board. Then, with a flick of his finger, he killed his own men and my people, and, in the same move, called me to him, knowing I’d not say no.
I want to punch his throat and rip out his airways.
A hard shove sends me to my knees. The stupid suture tears, yet again. My ruck is yanked from my shoulders, my face slammed in the dirt, my hands tied behind my back, as pistol and knife are taken from me. There’s no more effective way to strip a sniper naked than to take away her rifle and her partner. And only now does it hit me: Runner’s mother and sister had been taken by the BSA and he’d been unable to do anything about it. He hid in a cow carcass. Today, history repeats itself for him. I couldn’t have been more ignorant. Why did I not see it in his empty expression, the paleness of his eyes, the grim set mouth? Why did I not find the right words to make this easier for him?
Suddenly, I realise he didn’t promise me to stay alive. Something breaks inside my head; I can even hear it — must be sanity.
A bitter laugh erupts from my mouth. I never learned how to comfort people, how to feel for them and with them. Nothing about me has changed in the past months. Only now, I’m an effective killer.
‘Erik…. There’s something I need to tell you.’ Come closer. Come closer!
I’ll take you away with me.
‘Blindfold her.’ A deep, rasping command. It’s the first time I hear my father speak. Strawberry flavours tickle the root of my tongue. A grating sensation — much like rows of small seeds and tiny hairs on a smooth berry — spreads on my palate. It mixes with the metallic taste of danger. I gag.
A bag is slipped over my head and tied around my neck. I’m in my own small bubble. I can poison only myself. He’s taken my last defence from me.
Bristling fury surges through me and I do find the right words then, and let them out in a cold growl. ‘Motherfucking son of a bitch!’
The kick to my injured side comes as a relief. This pain I can handle.




 
The cloth bag is coarse. Small specks of light shine through it. The rope cuts into my wrists, my injured side rubs on the helicopter’s metal floor and my ears are assaulted with the roaring of motor and wings cutting air. A perpetual series of images flicker across my retinae: my hand on Runner’s chest, the explosion, the noise, the cloud, my hand on Runner’s chest.
I’m numbed by the fear of his death, by hopelessness, by my own failure to be or do the right thing at the right moment. My eyes seem to already forget the beauty of his smile; my tongue cannot recall the taste of his kiss. I try hard to summon images and flavours; I need to see and taste him. So much. Just once. Just this once.
My hand on his chest, his heartbeat within, his hand covering mine and him asking, ‘Are we holding each other hostage?’ — that’s all my mind shows me of him, over and over again. Even when I open my eyes and try to squint through the holes in the fabric that covers my face, I can still see our hands, his broad chest, his dark-brown shirt. 
My words and memories begin to lose their flavours. My mouth seems to fill with ash.
I feel the stirring of something new. Somewhere behind my navel, a knot forms. It’s cold and hard. Comforting in a way. And deadly precise.
 
———
 
They have plundered the world, stripping naked the land in their hunger… they are driven by greed, if their enemy be rich; by ambition, if poor… They ravage, they slaughter, they seize by false pretences, and all of this they hail as the construction of empire. And when in their wake nothing remains but a desert, they call that peace.
 
Tacitus, The Agricola and the Germania



Preview of Book Three: Ice





I put for the general inclination of all mankind, a perpetual and restless desire of power after power, that ceaseth only in death.
Thomas Hobbes
 




 
When you lay down a law, see that it is not disobeyed; if it is disobeyed the offender must be put to death.
The Art of War, Sun Tzu
 
 
I’m about to die. I have mixed feelings about that, but no time to elaborate. The crunching noise is sickening — something’s broken. A sudden impact jerks me forward and I hit my head hard on the yoke, tilting the nose of the aircraft towards the sheer rock wall before me. I yank the machine up, blinking blood and sunlight from my eyes. 
Snowy mountains shimmer through the clouds. The small aircraft tumbles and hollers, muting the wild knocking of my heart against my ribs. An orchestra of terror. The crest is racing closer — a black shard cutting through soft white clouds. I growl, clench my teeth, and fight with the stubborn machine. 
A piercing noise and I’m thrown forward again, barely missing the yoke this time. I pull the aircraft back up until blue sky is all I see. I want to remain up here, but I can’t.
Both control screens flash warnings in capital red letters, telling me nothing I don’t already know. I push the nose of the machine down to bring its wings level with the horizon, and make sure it’s somewhat in line with the previous course. 
I’m skidding along a blanket of white. One last glance, then I leave the cockpit and enter the cabin. At once, the machine starts to fishtail.
I hurry the parachute onto my back and pull the buckles tight. My large ruck goes upside down against my front, its straps around my belly and thighs. My rifle sticks halfway out and I’m sure I’ll bonk my head against the stock on my way down. But a headache would be the least of my problems.
Taking a deep breath and ordering myself not to piss my pants, I open the hatch. At first, it requires some force, but then the door is ripped from my grip and bangs against the side of the plane. Cold wind rushes in, and the fishtailing goes from tolerable to violent. The machine dips into the cloud cover.
Okay, time to take a nice comfy leap into a bed of white sheep’s wool. 
Ugh, I’ve never been good at bullshitting myself. 
I shut my eyes, grab both sides of the doorframe, and propel myself out of the machine with a cry.
Wind rips at my cheeks and eyelids. The wet clouds are as cold as ice. 
I try not to think of an impending death by being smashed to smithereens. Doesn’t work, though.
My heart is hollering. Or maybe it’s stopped by now. I can’t really tell.
I break through the cloud cover and see Earth racing toward me. Below me, everything is white. Only a black, dotted line of naked trees and a few dark, windswept rocks are spinning like crazy. Like arms of a clock telling me my time is running out. 
The storm of my quick descent roars in my ears. I’m dizzy, trying to balance my limbs in thin air, trying to slow the tumbling of my body. At some point I’m supposed to release the parachute. Not sure when, though. I’ve never jumped from an aircraft.
For a short moment I wonder if I’m free. I think I am, now. Even before I touch the ground, before I reach civilisation, before I can be sure I’ve survived all this. Two years of Hell behind me. It feels unreal. Just like flying. 
I grin, and the wind gushes into my mouth and through my teeth until they hurt.
My breath is a series of groans in too quick succession. I should try and stop hyperventilating. There’s a uniform mass of white below and a uniform mass of white above. No idea how close or far away the ground is.
With a rush of panic my survival instinct kicks in as the single line of trees begins to show faint details of branches and shadows of piled up snow. I stop thinking and start reacting. I kick my heels and move out my arms and hands stretching flat against the pushing air. My tumbling ceases and I pull the release. The parachute jerks me away from death. I hit my head on the stock of my rifle. 
Squealing like a pig that meets the slaughterer, I hold on to my ruck and watch the ground approach. Just as I think that I’m too fast, the ground hits me, hard. Pain shoots up my legs and hips, and I roll and plough through the deep snow. The parachute drags me and, finally, brings me to a halt.
Gasping, I look up at the clouds. I’m invisible. I bark a single, croaky laugh.
I move my legs and instantly, pain sets my right ankle on fire. It almost makes me regret I pulled the release at all. I must have pulled it too late, but then, if I’d done it only a few seconds earlier, the parachute wouldn’t have opened because I was still spinning like a maple seed in a hurricane.
I roll onto my side, scrape snow out of my mouth, ears, and collar. I must have lost my wool hat. When I brush snow from my hair it comes off slightly rusty. It doesn’t worry me; it’s not my own blood.
My body feels stiff and ice cold; I need to move. I strip off my gloves, unstrap my ruck and the parachute and peel myself out of all that equipment. Snow is falling thickly, but at least there’s no wind. Bit by bit, I pull in the parachute. It’s heavy; fresh snow weighs it down and more is falling onto it. It takes about ten, fifteen minutes just to get the thing bunched up next to me.
My fingers brush over my pant leg, gingerly probing the muscles of my calf, ankle, and foot. My ankle hurts like shit when I touch it. There’s no blood on my pants or boots, which means the fractured bone didn’t break the skin. But there’ll be internal bleeding that’ll cause painful swelling in about twenty-four hours. Depending on the severity of the injury, I might be unable to walk.
I twist my neck to assess the distance to the nearby trees. More than a hundred metres. Okay, I’ll crawl, or scoot on my butt — backwards like some stupid crab. Without a good stick to serve as a crutch, I won’t get far. But I don’t even know how far precisely I need to walk to reach my destination. All I know is the direction: south, southeast. More or less.
I pull the knife from its sheath and cut the parachute into shreds. My breath is cloudy. There’s a layer of fresh snow on my pants, boots, and the ruck. Wrapping my ankle tightly in strips of fabric produces more pain. I’m angry at my leg, it’ll kill me if I let it. To croak today is not on my list anymore.
With my ruck serving as support, half dragging it, half leaning on it, I make it to the group of trees in a bit more than half an hour. Or in what feels like half an hour. I’m soaked in sweat when I lean against the first trunk. As soon as I stop moving, cold creeps in with icy fingers.
I find a dead branch that looks the right length and thickness, break it off and clamp it under my armpit to test its stability. It doesn’t creak when I put the combined weight of my ruck and myself on it. I sit back down, pull my snow goggles out of my pack and snap them on my face. 
Even with the injury and not knowing where precisely I am, my situation isn’t hopeless. Actually, it’s quite all right, everything considered. I have all my possessions — my ruck, clothes, cookware, provisions, plus a bunch of small and useful things, and most important of all: my knife, pistol, and ammo. Even my rifle. I need to get used to its weight and feel again. And I have to push away the memories it evokes. 
A laugh bursts from my chest. There are so many memories that need to be pushed away, I should get my brain washed.
One last glance at the compass, then I stand and hobble away from the Carpathian Mountains.
 
———
 
Snow is coming down; large and heavy flakes. Four days of snail’s pace limping didn’t get me far. My provisions have been eaten, the little oil in my petroleum burner is gone. Eating snow to replenish liquids would kill me in a day or two. So that’s it, basically. 
My ankle hurts so much I want to puke. I’ve been ass-scooting since this morning. It took ages to move only fifty metres. My pants are soaked, and caked with ice. I’m freezing. There’s absolutely nothing that looks familiar to me and I have no clue where I am. The maps crashed with the aircraft — in my hurry to get out of the machine, I forgot them and this mistake is going to kill me now. There’s nothing in sight that can help me pinpoint my precise location. A distant forest and I are the only non-white things sticking out of this snow desert.
I keep wondering what I was thinking when I ran from Erik and his men, and whether, at some point, I really believed I could make it.
I gaze up at the sky that has been overcast since I fell from it. Above the clouds are Erik’s satellites, their various UV/Vis and shortwave infrared sensors are unable to see me now. Up until a few days ago I’d hoped to make him believe that I’d crashed and burned in his aircraft, so he wouldn’t come looking for me. It doesn’t matter anymore.
With a sigh, I remove my snow goggles and lean back against a tree trunk. My knees are knocking against each other. The vibration sends waves of pain up and down my injured leg. I close my eyes and slow my breathing, thinking of the friends I’ve left behind and wondering what I have done to be the only one left alive. For a very long time, I believed I couldn’t bear the guilt. 
Today, I don’t feel this weight. Now that I sit and stare into the white expanse, I begin to miss things that seemed irrelevant for so long. Strangely, the one thing I yearn for is autumn — the turning of the land, the blushing of the trees before they get naked. Funny, what one suddenly learns to appreciate when time has run out. Or maybe it’s just me not wanting to freeze, to be so hungry and utterly thirsty. Autumn was nice. Sun. Colours. Food in abundance.
When, gradually, my shivering subsides I know that the warmth my body seems to feel is the first messenger of my end. I don’t mind. It’s a kind way to go. I’ll fall asleep and, by tomorrow morning, I’ll be an icicle.
I think of Rajah, her kindness, her voluptuous body, her soft voice. ‘Sometimes, in my dreams, I’m holding you,’ I once told her, and she smiled, the baby at her breast cooed, and she reached out her hand — calloused, red, and a little swollen from too much work. I took it into mine and she pulled me closer to kiss my wrist. Our smiles and the touch of her lips to my skin were her death sentence. We had believed that, for one moment, no one was watching.
Weakness kills. I’ve learned that lesson. 
I’m ready now.
I’m ready.
And so tired.
 
The yapping of excited dogs sounds from afar. I wake from my stupor. The thought of being torn apart by a pack of hungry wild dogs mobilises my last bit of energy. I slip a round into my rifle, and run my index finger over the cold trigger guard. The temperature is so low that the metal is sticky to the touch. 
Breath clouds my view and my scope. I let the condensation clear, prop the weapon onto my healthy knee, and gaze through the finder. Two rows of six dogs each, a sled with a heavy load, a handler.
A tear skids down my cheek. 
I lower my rifle, cry, ‘Over here!’ and wave. 
The animals approach quickly. Their yapping mingles with hoarse huffs. Only a moment later, they come to a halt. Sighing, I close my eyes, revel in the noises they produce, the smacking of tongues and muzzles, the pattering of paws in snow. I try to taste the sounds, but my mouth is parched.
The pulse in my fingertips taps erratically. I can almost feel the warmth and softness of the furry animals. 
I will not die. Not today.
I made it. 




 
He’s more bear than man. His beard is dotted with icicles, his shaggy brown hair melts into a thick fur coat that reaches down to his shins to meet two large boots. Gloves with cut-off fingertips and a hat are made of coarse, waterproofed wool. Silently, he gazes down at me as if I’m an apparition from another world. 
I’m about to point out that he’s the one who looks absurd — a cross between man and beast — when he lifts the muzzle of his rifle and points it at me. It’s an old weapon, but accurate enough to kill from such a short distance. 
‘I am Mickaela Capra, Sequencer’s apprentice in her third year.’ I almost gag on my own words. ‘I lost my SatPad. I’m injured and need to contact my people.’ I cock my head at him, trying to look friendly. I forget how that’s supposed to work with men. ‘Could you help me, please?’
He scowls and doesn’t lower his weapon. If he squeezed the trigger now, the bullet would hit me in the solar plexus. 
‘Where’s your Sequencer?’
‘He was killed by the BSA,’ I answer.
The muzzle drops a fraction and that’s when I know he’s close to where I need him. I push a bit more. ‘Did the Sequencers already pick up the samples of dog lungs?’
He blinks. ‘Might be in a week or two. I don’t know your face. How come you know about the tuberculosis monitoring campaign?’
‘I was with your clan two winters ago. Katvar made me this.’ I slip my cold hand under my scarf and tug at the small ivory dog.
The disapproval in his expression comes as a surprise. His eyebrows bunch up as he slings his rifle over his shoulder and offers me a hand. ‘Can you stand?’
 
———
 
A settlement appears on the horizon — small, shadowy blobs amid the white. ‘Why are you so far east this winter?’ I ask, although I know perfectly well.
‘Ran into problems with the neighbours.’
‘Problems that made you move your winter camp several hundred kilometres?’
The bear man, Sal, doesn’t reply. He introduced himself a couple of minutes ago, after two long and silent hours of racing through the snowy countryside. But I’m only guessing how long we’ve been travelling; the sun is covered by clouds and time crawls slower when one wants to be done with freezing, with being hungry, thirsty, exhausted, and in pain. 
I’m folded up next to a moose carcass. While it was still warm, I had my arms wrapped around its furry neck, my fingers dipping into the wound and then into my mouth, again and again. I have no idea how he killed the moose, because the hole in its neck was not inflicted by a bullet. Whatever caused it, it looks as if Sal has enlarged it with a knife. There’s another hole in the animal’s chest, a little smaller. I’ll ask him about it later. 
Now, the carcass is stiff, its blood tastes off, and I can’t quite move my limbs from underneath the heavy body. At least, I got a little liquid and a few calories into me. Life is improving.
The wind carries cries of welcome to my ears. My heart skips a beat. All will be good, I tell myself. And yet, somewhere in the back of my skull is a scraping sensation. Danger! it whispers over and over again, making my muscles tense and my head ache. I try to calm my breathing. 
The sled slows as we enter the village. My eyes are sharp, scanning for potential attackers. My right hand wants to touch the pistol strapped to my leg, but I won’t let it. One doesn’t beg for help wielding a loaded gun. I ball my empty hands to fists. All will be good, I repeat in my mind.
Sal shouts, ‘Stop!’ The dogs come to a halt and plop into the snow, long tongues lolling past rows of sharp teeth. Yurts stand in a semi-circle, there’s a log house at the centre with adobe plaster on its outside and a snow-covered roof. The circular opening at the top expels wisps of smoke. Scents of scorched herbs waft through the cold air.
A group of kids, six of various sizes, all covered in thick furs, approach at a run. Sal shoos them away, but they just grin at him, and stare at me and the moose, all of them rooted to the spot, poking elbows into each other’s sides. 
He helps me off the sled, because I’m frozen stiff, and then he half-carries, half-walks me to one of the yurts. ‘Oy!’ he calls as we reach the entrance.
A woman opens the flap door, scans me from head to toe while he tells her where he found me, who I said I am, and that my foot is injured. 
‘Ankle,’ I mutter. She’s faintly familiar to me, but I’m too exhausted to remember her name.
‘You are welcome in our home, Micka,’ she says. There’s something passing between Sal and her, unspoken words that seem like a warning. 
I say my thanks and follow her inside, my stick carrying most of my weight now that Sal is gone. The room is quite large. Rugs in red and brown hues cover the floor. Some are worn down to the threads, and underneath is what seems to be a thick layer of hay and brush. At the centre of the room stands a stove that spills an enticing warmth. The walls are made of a cream-coloured, many-layered fabric. On one side of the yurt, arranged in a semi-circle around the stove, are four pallets — frames of wood, filled with thick beddings of fine birch twigs and covered with furs in all shades of black, brown, grey, and white.
‘My children will prepare a bed for you. Put your things right here. Make sure there’s no bullet in the chamber of any of your guns. The smaller kids will investigate, even if I tell them not to.’ Then, her gaze slips over my shoulder. Someone enters. Someone who seems to cause her irritation.
I turn around and find a man in furs, caked with snow from boots to shoulders. He’s not tall, maybe only a hand taller than I. Broad-shouldered and silent, he takes quick strides towards me, carrying a peculiar aura of strength and willpower ahead of him, pushing it forward and almost slapping it at my face. My right hand finds my gun easily. Safety flicked off. Index finger on the trigger guard. If I didn’t need these people so badly, he would now be hitting the ground, bleeding from two chest wounds and a hole in his head.
He reaches out and softly touches my cheek. I flinch, fighting to control my reflexes. And suddenly, I remember. ‘Katvar!’
His hand drops to his side. He looks at the woman and signs with his hands and lips, probably asking her what the hell I’m doing here.
‘I fell from the sky,’ I hear myself blurt out.
He cocks his head at me. 
‘I hurt my ankle,’ I add and wonder what the fuck is wrong with my mouth, or my brain, or whatever is responsible for the garbage coming out of me. 
A nod, then he turns away and stomps outside. I can hear him click his tongue, hear the dogs respond with yaps and playful growls. 
I sink onto my butt, unable to stand any longer. Shit, I shouldn’t have said anything about falling from the sky.
‘I’m Seema.’ The woman gazes down at me, her hands on her hips. ‘You might remember me. I’m mother to four daughters and one son, wife of Chief Birket, of Raven and of Oakes, and I’m a maker of fine bows.’
I’m about to reach out, when I recall that the Dog People don’t make a habit of shaking hands. They give an introductory speech instead. And I do remember Seema: she gave a youngster quite a tongue-lashing the last time I was here. It had surprised me, because she seemed like someone who would never raise her voice. 
‘I’m Micka. I’m a sniper. No kids, no husband, but I can hit a target from two kilometres distance.’
That’s not quite true. Two kilometres is just outside the range of my rifle, and I need a lot of target practice to get my sharp shooting skills back to where they used to be. And the kids and husband thing is… I’d better not think of it.
‘I’ll see what we can do for your leg, but first you need to eat and wash.’ She points at my mouth. I hastily lick and rub the blood off my lips. No need to sniff at my hands or clothes. I know I reek. She covers the distance to the yurt’s entrance, sticks her head outside and shouts instructions. Then she turns back to me. ‘There’ll be warm water and a tub soon. Take off your coat. It’s warm enough in here.’
I open the zipper a few centimetres to show her there is nothing underneath. ‘I don’t have a shirt.’
During the first two days of my escape, I used my two shirts and single sweater to catch all the blood. Once they were soaked, I buried them in the snow, knowing the wild dogs or other predators would find the odour of fresh blood enticing and would, hopefully, be led to my clothes instead of myself. Then, on the morning of the third day, I drenched my first pair of pants, during the afternoon, my second pair. Since then, I’ve been wet and freezing.
Seema narrows her eyes and her gaze travels from my matted hair to my grimy face and throat, and down along my coat that ends just over my knees. Various hues of brown peek out from underneath it. 
The hairs on my neck bristle as she sucks in a breath. ‘You are bleeding!’ She approaches with two quick strides and gently lifts the hem of my coat to reveal my bloody pants and my soft belly.
‘When was your child born, Micka?’
‘A week ago,’ I croak, watching her hand slowly pull my coat back down.
‘It died?’
I look away. I’m glad I don’t need to answer her question, because, just then, Katvar marches in, again without announcing himself. 
‘What’s wrong with you? Whistle before you enter, man!’ Seema growls at him. ‘And since you’re here already, go and fetch Barktak and be quick about it!’
He frowns and gives her a short nod, then holds out his hand to me. Two rolls of bandages for my ankle. I take them, wondering where the Dog People got the fine cotton gauze from.
‘Thanks,’ I say, but he’s already turned to leave. Katvar is just as I remember him: abrupt and short on gestures, expression forbidding, constantly unfriendly unless you bid him a forever farewell.
I can’t remember Barktak’s face, only her coarse voice and effectiveness (if not to say unfriendliness). She’d amputated my frostbitten toes two years ago, and back then, I’d caught myself wondering if she’d enjoyed cutting them off. I was a silly girl.
Seema helps me to one of the beds. I’m surprised how soft and springy it is. She retreats to the stove and scoops something from a pot into a bowl. She offers it to me, together with a wooden spoon and a mug with herbal tea. Judging from the smell, I’m pretty sure that what I’m about to eat must be the most wonderful meat stew in the world.
‘Eat slow; it’s hot,’ she cautions just as a squawk issues from one of the pallets. She crosses the room, bends down, and coos at a wiggling bundle. My heart stops.
‘My son,’ she says with a smile that’s proud and maybe a bit apologetic. ‘He is strong and healthy. Just like his three fathers.’ 
My daughter’s father was strong and healthy, too. It didn’t make a difference.
Seema sits, pulls at the strings of her blouse, and puts the baby to her breast. Gurgling and smacking noises tell of a happy child. ‘You will tell us your story when you’ve rested.’
I doubt that.
I shovel stew into my mouth and burn my tongue but don’t care much about it. I want to eat all of what’s in the large pot. But when my stomach cramps from the unusual amount of rich food, I place the bowl on the ground, finish my tea, and check on my injured ankle. 
Unwrapping the strips of my parachute is painful and I wonder if it was stupid to use this peculiar fabric, to have it clinging to me like a telltale sign of how I got here. I scan the room and see only things that have been made by nimble hands and primitive tools. Machine-woven, super-light and durable synthetics will raise suspicion.
I press my eyes shut, think quickly, and decide for the simplest explanation, which isn’t an explanation at all: It’s a Sequencer’s thing and a secret. Period.
My cold fingers brush over my ankle; it looks sickening, much like a misshapen blue and purple balloon. 
‘Jarvis,’ Seema whispers. ‘You are a good eater. I’m proud.’
I look up at her and can’t take my gaze off the scene: One tiny hand holds on to a nipple, covering the dark areola. There’s milk leaking through his fingers, a trail of rich white curling down his wrist and disappearing into his sleeve. Seema’s face is that of deep serenity and peace — a woman who seems happy and proud to be a wife and a mother. What an unusual sight. 
My throat closes. My breasts never had time to produce milk.
I swallow and study my bowl to find the tiniest puddle of stew left in it — a drop, really. I scoop up the bowl and lick it clean.
With a faint plop, Seema unlatches her son, props him up for a burp, and then offers the other nipple. Within a heartbeat, lips find the target as a chubby hand strays to the emptied breast. 
Too tired to sit upright, I lower my head on the furs and watch until my eyelids grow heavy. Seema begins to hum a lullaby. Peace is an illusion, my mind scoffs as I drift off to sleep.
A tap to my forehead wakes me. Two thick socks with one toe sticking out of a frayed hole. Pants made of short fur — horse, maybe? I blink and rub my tired eyes. 
‘I am Barktak, mother of five, grandmother of fourteen, wife of Haruo, widow of Nehemiah. I’m the healer of this tribe.’
Her arms are folded over her chest. She looks down her hawk nose at me. Deep wrinkles carve the corners of her mouth, her eyes are the deepest blue. Her lashes are as dusty and grey as a moth in the moonlight. 
Yeah, that’s her. I remember.
I clear my throat and sit up. ‘I am Mickaela Capra. Sniper. No kids, no husband.’ 
Barktak acknowledges me with a sharp nod. ‘Your water is ready. I will help you bathe and examine your injuries.’ She steps aside and offers her elbow.
When I push myself up, ignoring the offered aid of the old woman, she hisses at me. ‘I’m the healer. You want to mend, you listen to me. Now take my arm.’
I stand and the yurt begins to sway a little. She and I are at eye level now. ‘I’m a warrior. You want to live? Then don’t offend me.’
Her face splits open in a toothy grin and her throat produces a harsh laugh. ‘There’s more life in you than last time. You remind me of Nehemiah. Just as stubborn and proud. And stupid. Go ahead, walk to the tub by yourself and keep hurting your ankle. Might get inflamed and I’ll have to cut it off.’
I take a step and find that the pain is even worse. 
Barktak looks over at Seema who’s washing her son in a bowl. His butt cheeks are all dimply and he’s punching the warm water with both fists, then he sticks them into his mouth to suck at them. 
‘Why did you call me? There’s no work for me here,’ says the old woman.
Seema rolls her eyes. ‘Micka, undress and get in the tub, now. Barktak, help her. If you two don’t cooperate, I’ll wash you both outside in the snow.’
Being naked means being unarmed. That’s never good. But I need to heal and grow strong again. I clench my jaw, shed my clothes, and grab Barktak’s elbow, making myself a bit heavier than I really am just to prove a point. The woman doesn’t waver. Her steadiness doesn’t fit her bony frame. Her face looks as if she’s in her seventies, but she has the strength of a forty year-old. 
I can feel the gaze of both women raking over my skin. The scars and bruises, the swollen ankle, the blood between my thighs, under my fingernails and in my matted hair. More blood runs down my legs as I walk the five slow steps to the tub; it looks like a barrel cut in half. I step into the warm water and fold myself in. A whimper slips from my mouth. What luxury! I never… If heaven did exist, would it feature a bathtub?
Gnarled, brown hands pour water over my neck and shoulders, rub unexpectedly soft over my skin. Over the DIE on my back. The countless parallel scars on my arms, chest, and legs. My knuckles — still cracked. My ankle — swollen. My belly — soft and unbearably empty. 
A sob wants to squeeze through my throat; it hurts. I growl at it and shake my head. Fuck off, asshole.
Barktak takes my foot into her hands and runs her fingertips over the purple skin. ‘The swelling will go down soon. I’ll give you a salve — this, regular applications of snow, and absolute rest for four weeks will heal the fracture.’
Four weeks. That is three weeks longer than I’d planned.
She shifts and presses both hands into my stomach. ‘How long?’ 
‘Six days.’
‘Was the afterbirth born whole?’
‘I don’t know.’
She frowns. ‘Did the milk come in?’
‘No.’
‘What happened to your child?’
‘She’s dead.’ My cold stare tells her to shut up and leave me alone. She ignores it.
‘Was she born dead?’
I’m about to wrap my hands around her throat and squeeze until her ugly old eyes pop out of her skull. 
‘Listen, child, I don’t want to dig into things you clearly don’t want to share. But I don’t want you to die under my hands. I need to know if your child was born healthy, if there were any complications during her birth, and if pieces of the afterbirth or the water bag are still inside you.’
The hardness leaves her expression. All I see is the face of a woman who has seen much in her life.
But I don’t care.
‘I don’t know what can be classified as complications during birth. She was born. She was healthy. She was… She died.’
She was beautiful. Such small fingers, her beautiful pink mouth, her warm, soft body.
Barktak nods. ‘Come. I’ll dry you off. Seema will give you new clothes and I’ll tend to your ankle and examine your lower abdomen.’
She rubs me down and I shuffle to my pallet like a ghost. I didn’t plan on revealing any of these things. I should leave tonight, I think as I lay down and shut out Barktak’s probing hands. Anything below my waistline does not belong. 
The cream-coloured fabric above me changes into the sky and back into a ceiling of a simple yurt. Back and forth. There are a few wrinkles. Soft ones, not like the gashes in Barktak’s face. 
Yes, I will disappear tonight. In the back of my mind, a thought begins to niggle. Some part of reality is pulling me back. Didn’t I plan to do something here? What was it that needed doing? Why the urgency?
The pressing and tugging at my belly, thighs, and between my legs ceases. Cold bites my ankle.
Slowly, I return to myself. I feel the softness of furs, the tickling of animal hair against my neck. 
I look down along my body. Furs cover me. Barktak has left. Not important. I close my eyes.
Before I drift off, Seema says, ‘Many women here have lost a child. We know how you feel. You can talk to us.’
No. You don’t know a thing.
 
———
 
Another tap to my head. Does everybody wake everybody here by whacking them on the skull?
A youngster of maybe eight or nine years gives me a serious stare. She waves a knife at my face, triggering my reflexes, raising all the hairs on my skin, and bringing me dangerously close to leaping at her and twisting her neck.
‘Heard you are a Sequencer,’ she squeaks. ‘I’m a huntress. In four years I’ll be a woman and then you can take me on as your apprentice. I’ll be the best huntress in the world when I’m fourteen.’
‘Are you planning to stab me before I can recruit you?’
She blushes and quickly hides the knife behind her back. 
‘How long have I been sleeping?’ I ask.
She shrugs. ‘You arrived at noon, now it’s evening. If you are hungry, you’ll have to wait. Everyone is in the log house. Masha died last night.’ Her gaze drops to her boots and she wipes her nose with the back of her hand, knife still clutched in it. Then, her face lights up. ‘I’ll have new brothers and sisters. And you! Oh!’ She whirls around, sheathes her knife, and dashes outside just to return a moment later, arms full of brush. She tosses the load onto the floor and gets six more armfuls. ‘I’m making a big bed.’
‘Could you get me a bowl with snow, please?’
‘Sure,’ she says and leaves, as quick as a flea, and returns with a pot full of snow.
‘What’s your name?’ I ask.
‘Uma.’
‘Hi Uma, I’m Micka.’ Without thinking, I hold out my hand. 
She looks at it, puzzled. ‘So you people really squeeze fingers when you meet?’
I drop my arm. ‘Sometimes. Other times we wave our hands or just nod at each other. When we like someone a lot, we hug.’
‘When we don’t like someone, we don’t say anything.’ She grins wickedly. ‘We look them in the eyes and make sure we don’t turn our backs to them.’
‘Makes sense. And when you like them?’
‘We head-butt them.’ She giggles and slaps her thigh. ‘No, we do this.’ And she takes a step forward, bends down to me and softly touches her forehead to mine.
That reminds me of how Katvar said goodbye to me two years ago. ‘When someone touches your lips with his fingers to say goodbye, what does that mean?’
‘Uh. Serious stuff. That’s what husbands and wives do. Do you need help with that?’ She points at my ankle.
‘No, thanks,’ I say as I unwrap the bandages.
‘Okay.’ She shrugs, turns to her humongous pile of shrubs, and begins to layer them neatly on the other side of the stove. The outlines grow to a square of about two by two metres. 
‘I’m used to sleeping on a small rug,’ I say, worried my hosts might believe I needed a huge bed or other wasteful things. 
‘Good,’ Uma replies without looking up from her work. ‘That’s for four people. You’ll probably be used as a pillow.’ Her smile shows through light-brown bangs. There’s a tiny gap between her upper two front teeth.
‘Who else will sleep there?’ I ask.
‘Masha’s kids. Chief’s one of their dads, so they’ll live here now.’
‘How did she die?’
The girl stops, about to answer, but then continues laying twigs on the slowly growing mattress. After some consideration, she whispers, ‘Sometimes I think I don’t want to have babies. I don’t want to leave them alone when my time comes.’
My skin prickles. I watch the girl while the snow melts on my ankle, cooling the pain down to a rheumy throb. As I dab off the water, she begins carrying in the furs to cover the twig mattress. ‘That looks very comfy,’ I say. 
‘It’s a good bed.’
‘Why do the women here have many husbands?’ I must have been half blind last time I was here, because I didn’t notice how their families were organised. I was probably too focussed on Runner and on finding out what he did for a living. 
‘Because that’s normal,’ Uma answers and squints at me. Her brain is rattling behind her eyes. ‘Is it not normal where you come from?’
I blink and look up at the ceiling. Swirling patterns of clouds, stars, moon and sun have been sewn there with blue thread. I’m about to say that, where I come from, it’s normal for a man to have several wives aged nine to twenty-five. Sometimes, but not often, the girls are even younger. But they are never older, because they’ve already been used up by abuse, rape, malnutrition, and excruciatingly hard work. Or they’ve been shot or beaten to death, sometimes burned. But they usually die when giving birth to their fifth or sixth child.
‘One man can have many wives,’ I say at last. ‘I’ve never seen a woman with more husbands than one.’
‘That’s not smart,’ Uma pipes up. ‘What if the man dies? Who will hunt and provide for all his kids and wives?’
‘Hm. Good question,’ I mutter although I already know the answer: no one. If your husband dies, your kids will either be assimilated into military training, or, if too young to carry a rifle, they’ll be killed with a blow to the head and a knife to the throat. Widows are made available to all men in the camp. Some women would call it prostitution. But I’ve read somewhere that a prostitute gets paid for her services.
Blood is seeping onto the thick bandages between my thighs. It’s as if my uterus is weeping hot tears for a loss it cannot explain. Maybe it’s compensating for something my eyes are unable to do.
 
———
 
The yurt is dimly lit by an oil lamp. Shapes of sleeping people form bumps on the floor. The large bed is occupied by Uma and Masha’s three kids. Tears were spilled in abundance; the smallest of them — a three year-old boy whose name I didn’t hear properly — fell asleep at Seema’s breast and is now curled up in Uma’s armpit.
No one has interrogated me and I don’t understand why. How can these people survive if they keep inviting strangers into their homes, not asking them the most important questions? Where did you come from? Where are you heading? What side are you on? Who did you kill? Who do you plan to kill?
I lie on a pallet that used to be Uma’s and I’m glad I don’t need to share it with three orphans. I don’t like being touched. Hate it.
My mind’s eye shows me the usual: war, death, carnage. The yurt collapses, an avalanche of Erik’s troop rolls over men, women, children, staining the snow deep black in the faint light of the waning moon. My hand doesn’t stray from my loaded pistol.
 
———
 
I have not seen Katvar in three days. Birket’s home is now closed to everyone who is not family, because the new mother needs rest. That’s me. I’m considered a new mother although the necessary other half is missing.
Seema explained to me that a woman doesn’t stop being a mother when her children leave — be it to marry a man or woman in another clan, or to go to their ancestors.
I nodded at her then. I can accept that notion of souls going places, I guess, but it’s not my belief. I’m pretty sure that when you are dead, you’re dead and that’s it. No paradise at the end of a long, dark tunnel.
The Dog People feed and pamper me. Uma tells me it’s what’s done with all new mothers. They have to heal and regain their strength. I get the impression that women here are considered valuable and that weighs like a rock on my chest. 
At headquarters, the girls and women were considered dirty (I should say “even dirtier”) for twenty days after giving birth if the child lived, and ten days if the child died. That alone was a motivation for many men to get rid of newborns. But even then, only a females’ lower half was the dirty part. The mouth was considered unsoiled.
‘You look like you want to kill someone,’ Uma says and moves her fingers in the air. 
I think of my own child and how short her life was. My mind strays there unbidden and frequently. I wish I could cut that part out.
‘I said, “You look like you want to kill someone.” Are you still here? Micka?’
My head snaps up. I try to relax my jaws. She nods at the piece of wood in my lap. I look down at it; my right hand is trembling. I uncurl my fingers and a bead of blood crawls along the ridges and furrows of my palm. The sharp little rock I’m holding is black with my sweat. I take a deep breath and rub my palms on my pants. ‘I need to take a walk.’
Uma opens her mouth for a reply, probably to comment on my ankle and that Barktak forbade me to put weight on it, then she shuts it and looks down at my work. ‘Okay,’ she says, her hand making a wiggly sign in front of her chest.
She’s teaching me sign language. Someone has told her about the ivory dog Katvar made for me and since then she’s convinced I should be able to speak my friend’s language. ‘We are not friends,’ I told her.
‘Then do it out of respect,’ she retorted. 
I couldn’t disagree with that. So I’m learning sign language now. It’s a waste of time, because I’ll be leaving here soon. And it’s a bit like tying knots in my brain.
‘This is never going to be a longbow,’ I mutter at the crooked piece of oak I’m holding.
‘Looks like firewood to me.’ She giggles. ‘If Seema sees it, she’ll insist you babysit Jarvis instead.’
My face falls. When, two days ago, Seema held out her tiny boy to me and told me to be useful, I was close to losing it. ‘Anything,’ I whispered. ‘I can do anything for you, but not that.’
So now she wants me to make a longbow for her. Or whatever this thing is going to be. With a sharp rock, no less, instead of a knife. Seema showed me how the layers of wood are shaved off the hard core. She’s teaching me stuff from the Stone Age. Sometimes, when I run obsidian over oak, I touch the two pendants around my neck: the dog made of tooth and the silvery exabyte drive made to bring down the sky. Low-tech and high-tech. They belong as little together as I belong here.
Jarvis kicks off his fox fur blanket and grasps the edges of his basket. Tiny pink fingers slip between woven willow twigs. Uma bends down to him and dips her forehead against his. His mouth begins to search for his mother. ‘Uhm-uhm,’ he says.
Uma looks up at me. ‘Was that a smile?’ She signs the words she speaks, and suddenly pokes my nose. I give her a dangerously cold stare that blanches her cheeks. 
She stands, walks to the door, and sticks her head out to call for Seema. I scoot back to put a little distance between me and the basket.
‘Need help?’ Uma asks as she sits back down.
I wave her away and pick up my crutch. I’m getting better at walking. Crossing the room in five seconds is my new goal for today. It takes me six seconds to reach the flap door. I’ll try again in an hour.
‘You bring war.’
My neck prickles and heat rushes over my skin. ‘What?’ 
‘You bring war,’ Uma whispers. ‘Everyone can see it.’
‘I don’t know what you are talking about.’ I even manage a smile before I turn my back on her and grab the door.
‘When men return home from battle, some have the same look you have. War rides on their shoulders.’
The door flap escapes my grip.
‘They bring suffering to their families,’ Uma continues. ‘You should leave soon.’
Slowly, I turn my head and gaze over my shoulder. ‘You are wise. Don’t worry, I’m eager to leave.’
I step out into the deep snow. The sunlight blinds my eyes and I stagger as far away from Seema’s yurt as I can without hurting my ankle and delaying my departure. I walk past a group of women skinning and cutting up deer carcasses, past the laughing, jesting, and the telling of stories about dog, wolf, and bear — as if these people understood the languages of beasts. No mentioning of battles won or lost, no talk about strategies, weapons, enemy positions and movements. Don’t they know what’s coming? How can they be so ignorant?
Behind a group of trees I hide, crouch down and bury my face in my hands. War rides on my shoulders. What an apt description.
A gentle wind pushes clumps of snow off the trees. They land with small thuds in the snow cover, punching holes into it. The sun throws sparks over the white landscape. Crows are cawing above me; they can be found all around the village, scavenging for bits of food. They seem to find enough to get through the winter.
I think of Rajah, of the first day we spoke. She had taken one look at my clenched fists, my cold and determined face, and she knew. She knew I wanted nothing more than to die and take as many men with me as possible. I was on the way to Erik’s hut, to grab his semiautomatic rifle and squeeze a spray of bullets into his chest, run back out into the camp and fire until the weapon stopped sputtering. The moment I walked past Rajah, she straightened up from her washing and said, ‘I made tea. Sit with me for a moment.’
Tea. How could anyone think of drinking tea in that hellhole? And yet, I sat and let my bangs slide over my brooding face.
‘I am Rajah. You are Micka, I heard.’
I nodded. 
She held up her hand and spread her fingers. ‘Look.’
I didn’t look up at her, but down at the ground. There was a dark hand, shaped like a starfish, rippled by short grass and small rocks. The sun painted Rajah’s outlines onto the earth and I felt ready to press my face right there into the dirt and cry.
‘Shadows. Darkness,’ she said. ‘We think them…unnecessary. Painful. We want them gone. But see! Do you see, Micka?’
I shrugged and squinted at her.
She smiled and twisted her neck, looking up at the sun. ‘You see the sun, no?’
‘Who wouldn’t.’
She wiggled her fingers, held them up high, then pointed at the larches that silently bent in the wind, and at the dark at their feet. ‘Life casts shadows.’
And just like that, she cast herself in a new light. I wondered, and still do, how this wise, gentle, and intelligent woman could have survived the camp for so long. 
I gaze at my palms, the calluses and cracks there, and whisper her name.
When I walk back to Seema’s, one of the women lifts her head and waves at me. I approach the group seated around three dead deer. The women’s hands are bloody, as are their knives. Small children squat next to them, eating bits of raw meat. The bigger kids hang thin slices of meat on a wooden rack to freeze and perhaps slowly dry in the wind and the sun.
‘Eat,’ she says and points at liver and heart — the prime parts, if one doesn’t prefer the head.
I pull my knife and everyone starts laughing. 
‘You need an eating knife. Small and sharp. Not a sword.’ She holds out her own and I take it. Her expression is open and friendly and I’m surprised by my own reaction — I relax.
‘Thank you. I am Micka, sniper. No husband, no kids.’
‘I am Tari, mother of one son, wife of Oakes and Aidan.’ She says, and the other women introduce themselves, too. 
I sit and eat the offered meat, help with cutting off slices for drying, and cleaning off bones for boiling. I find myself grinning at silly stories about neighbouring clans, jokes about Birket and the chief before him, and I realise I’ve never heard Katvar’s story.
‘Uma is teaching me sign language, but I don’t understand it properly yet. Can you introduce Katvar? I mean…I don’t know whose husband he is and how many children he has. But I know he’s good with dogs and…’ I trail off when everyone stares at me.
‘Katvar is no one’s husband and no one’s father and never will be,’ says an older woman who introduces herself as Krista, mother and grandmother of…I don’t know how many.
‘Why?’ I ask.
‘He has bad blood.’
‘What?’
‘It’s his story to tell,’ Tari says and offers me another piece of liver. 
I reach out and take it. ‘May I ask another question?’
Tari nods and smiles. ‘You may ask as many questions as you like. We choose to answer or keep silent.’
‘Are your men ever jealous?’
A peal of laughter erupts. Even the children are amused.
‘How could they not be? But it’s the task of a good wife to pay attention and not favour one man over the other,’ Tari answers.
‘Seema has been at Birket’s home for too long,’ mutters one woman.
‘I took good care of Oakes while she was away,’ Tari replies and grins again. The fine lines around her eyes willingly conform to her laughing. They must be used to it.
Puzzled, I cock my head. ‘You enjoy it? Your husbands’…sexual attention?’
Her eyes darken when she gives me a measuring stare. ‘You do not.’ A statement, not a question.
‘I must go back,’ I say and stand. ‘Forgive my questions. I’m not used to… Forget what I said.’
I limp back to Seema’s or Birket’s or whoever’s yurt. Unfortunately, I run into Oakes, a short man with broad shoulders and a friendly face.
‘Hey Micka, Uma told me you need this.’ He holds out a piece of split oak. It’s as long as I am tall. 
‘Yeah. I screwed up the first one. Sorry about that.’
‘Don’t worry. You can always use the wood shavings to start a fire.’ He laughs and offers his arm for support.
I allow myself to accept his help. ‘Why are people so happy here?’ slips from my mouth.
‘Why should they not be?’
‘I don’t know,’ I say and bite my tongue. My body might be growing stronger, but everything else seems to be softening up dangerously. 




 
Three weeks and still no sign of the Sequencer. The Dog People don’t worry about that. Sometimes the Sequencer comes early, sometimes late, they say.
Shit.
Sometimes, a war begins while you wait for some idiot to show up and transmit your message. I’m about to go nuts.
When I’m not in Birket’s yurt carving away at the longbow, I’m hobbling around the village, lending a hand with butchering or whatever else needs doing.
A horde of screaming kids runs past me, followed by a group of women who seem to be even more excited about returning hunters than usual. 
My eyes follow their path, expecting a dog sled laden with deer or moose. The trilling sound of yip yip yip tells of a good quarry just before the dogs run into the village pulling a sled larger than any I’ve seen. A huge black mass is lying on top of it. Then comes another sled, just as large, just as laden. Two hunters. One of them scrapes off his hood. Katvar.
I try to identify what they’ve killed. Head and chest are broad and wooly. Two short horns. A pale tongue hangs out of the gaping mouth. Its small eyes are glassy. I dip a finger into the thick fur and Katvar cracks a smile.
I lift my hands and sign, ‘Wisent?’ in the sign alphabet Uma has drilled into me.
Katvar’s eyebrows rise. He nods.
‘Never seen one,’ I tell him and step aside to make space for the men and women moving the animals off the sleds. The wounds at the sides of the wisents catch my eye. They are not bullet entry wounds, and this time I can identify them. ‘Why the hell would you hunt them with bow and arrow?’
Katvar signs and I’m lost.
‘Sorry, didn’t get that,’ I say.
He repeats himself, and this time he signs not words, but letters. ‘Migration routes.’
‘Okay?’
He grins and mimics a rifle, croaks a muzzle report, points at the wisents, then signs. ‘They leave.’ A quick movement of his flat palm, facing to the side, up, down and forward, closing his fist. All this fuss for one short word — leave.
‘You are saying that they leave when you make a noise?’ I ask, surprised.
He nods, then taps the shoulder of the other hunter and signs to him. 
‘I am Kioshi, father of six and husband of Saida and Gnat,’ the man says. 
I have to tell my mouth not to gape. Gnat? Really?
‘Katvar asked me to explain. We hunt with bow and arrow because animals change their migration routes when hunted with rifles. When you fire a gun, the rest of the herd remembers. When you kill them quietly, they forget.’
‘You don’t hunt with rifles at all?’ 
‘No, we don’t.’
‘But, last time I was here, you did hunt with rifles. I remember.’
Kioshi turns away and mutters, ‘That was last time. This is this time.’
Katvar doesn’t meet my gaze. Someone is lying.
Wisent seems to be a special prize. Katvar and Kioshi have the honour of opening the animals and taking heart and liver. They cut the organs into pieces, eat the first bits and pass the rest around for the others. When I slip the meat into my mouth, Katvar’s gaze meets mine. He’s shining with pride.
The women get to work with their knives. I have to wait until the limbs come off, then I can cut slices for the drying rack. I’m not allowed to do the heavy work yet. My hand strays to the exabyte drive around my neck. I’m in the Stone Age. Or Iron Age. Crazy shit. When I look up, I catch Katvar staring at me. All colour has left his cheeks. His eyes are on the ivory dog. He lowers his head, bumps Kioshi’s shoulder, and leaves.
Butchering the two large animals is hard work and we are still at it when the sun dips into the trees and clouds begin to crawl across the sky. As soon as the cloud cover stretches above me, concealing me from Erik’s satellites, I feel safer. 
A variety of odours wafts through the village: frying meat, wild onion, thyme, various roots. As if on cue, the women seated in the bloody snow pack up their knives and their baskets, which are filled with meat and bones. Children carry away the baskets and two old women bring a small, shallow tub, fill it with lukewarm water, and hang cloths over its rim. We strip and hurry the water onto our bodies to wash away the blood and dirt. Everyone is laughing, even old Barktak. Someone brings clothes and Uma holds out mine — a present from Seema before she and her youngest children left for Oakes’ yurt. I get dressed and watch Katvar untie the dogs that dive at the leftovers, inhale anything that looks like meat and blood, and roll in the patches of red snow.
When I enter Birket’s home, the warmth inside feels much too hot for me. Steam, chatter, and the aroma of stew fill the yurt. People are seated around the small stove that is about to buckle under the weight of an enormous pot. A bowl, filled to the brim, and a piece of flatbread are pushed into my hands. Birket laughs and talks so loud, I think he must be drunk. 
I eat my dinner and feel laziness soak my bones. I realise that I didn’t think of my weapons for most of the day. I didn’t think of war. It comes down hard on me now. I take in the happiness, the smiles women give men, the seemingly normal and good life. No one starves, no one is the slave of anyone, children are allowed to be children, and not made soldiers or wives.
A flask is making the rounds. From the looks on people’s faces, the contents must burn in their throats. I wave the offered drink away and stare at my bowl. Empty. I touch my belly. Empty. My hand strays to my chest. I can feel the heartbeat, but still, it feels empty there, too. Abruptly I stand and leave the yurt.
Sal bumps into me. It’s the first time I see him smile. ‘Just left Raven’s. He traded furs for ale a month ago. Ale’s gone now.’ Sal grins even wider and I can smell the alcohol on his breath. I’m about to step back from him, when he nods toward a yurt and says, ‘Come. You have to try the wisent cheeks my wife cooks. She makes them with a honey crust.’
‘Honey?’ I’m baffled.
‘Yep. She knows how to find bees and how to harvest honey. Got stung only once. She’s the best. Love her. My wife.’ He staggers through the snow as if he’s forgotten I’m here. Then he turns and blinks at me. ‘Coming?’
I nod. I’ll definitely not say no to honey crusts, with or without wisent cheeks.
Sal’s wife is a round and short thing who can bark anyone’s head off. I squeeze myself into the back of the yurt, a sliver of food in my bowl, and inhale the scents of rosemary, honey, and fried meat.
My mouth waters. My fingers pick at the hot meat and just as I put some of it into my mouth, Sal’s wife comes stomping across the room and chucks another, much larger piece, into my bowl. ‘You need to fatten up!’ she hollers. Everyone but Sal stares into their bowls and chuckles. Sal just looks…lovestruck. 
I stuff more food into my mouth. I can’t believe the abundance of so delicious a meal.
Drinks are passed around, but I decline. I sip my hot tea until I’m sweltering. Before I combust, I say my thanks, pull my hood over my head and step out into the snow. 
Sucking in the crisp cold air, I begin to feel what must be healing. I bleed only a little these days and my ankle doesn’t protest with screams of pain when I gently put my weight on it. My body mends. But I’ll never stop expecting an attack. Peaceful as my days may seem, war is coming. The Dog People just don’t know it yet. The question is: will I warn them?
When I walk back to Birket’s yurt, I hear a cough. I turn and spot the dark shape of a man of about my height. He lifts a hand in greeting.
‘Hey, I was on the way to Birket’s…’ I trail off when I see him stare at my throat. Because of the warmth in the yurts, my coat is unbuttoned and my shirt a crack open at the top. 
Katvar reaches out to touch the ivory dog. A knuckle rests against my skin. Warm on warm. Calloused on soft. A current zips from there through my entire body and my reaction is instantaneous.
My left hand grabs the front of his coat and shoves him hard while my right hand slips the pistol from my thigh and my left leg hooks around his right. In less than a second, he is flat on his back, air punched from his lungs. He coughs. The muzzle of my gun rests between his eyes, my knee is on his chest. Hell opens her gates and pours her shit over me. I’m terrified and I don’t understand why. Katvar has never raised a hand against me. He can’t even raise his voice. It seems as if, slowly, my brain contracts to its normal functionality, and my shocked, wide-open senses settle to the low-danger mode, to a perception less sharp and aggressive as rational thinking gradually trickles back in.
What flickers in Katvar’s eyes is anger, puzzlement, and more. There’s knowledge. He has witnessed the transformation of woman to monster. He’s learned to not trust the veneer.
I flick the safety back on and stand. I don’t know what to say. But maybe words aren’t necessary. Katvar knows now that I’m not the same person he met years ago. I untie the small leather band around my neck and slip off the ivory dog. I give it one last glance before placing it on his chest. He doesn’t move when I turn to leave.
I find solitude at the edge of the village. The half-moon is perched atop snow-covered firs, its halo of ice crystals shimmering from white to blue. I sit in the snow, with my coat keeping me warm and my thoughts keeping me cold. I have to make an effort at being human. I don’t know for what, though. I’m a warrior, people should know better than to mess with me.
Boots trail softly through the snow. Katvar casts a shadow over my chest and holds out his hand, palm up. With his other hand he signs, but I don’t understand a word. 
He writes it into the snow for me, drops the dog into my lap, and leaves without waiting for a reply. I don’t have one anyway. It would mean explaining the whys and hows. But I won’t go there.
The moon illuminates the glittering outlines of Katvar’s message: ‘I made it for you. It’s yours. If you hate it, throw it away, but don’t throw it at me.’




 
Elena runs up to me. Her yellow braids stick out of her fur hood, her nose and cheeks are gleaming pink. Her white teeth show her excitement. She cranes her neck to look up at me, tugs at my hand and squeaks, ‘Come quick, the Sequencer is here!’
I force a smile as my stomach drops and my thoughts drift to Runner, Ben, Yi-Ting, and Kat — all dead. The guilt weighs much heavier now with a Sequencer nearby, someone who will know what happened in Taiwan. I feel as if I’m about to meet my judge.
Elena stomps ahead toward Birket’s home, fur boots kicking up the fresh snow and producing creaking noises. I follow in silence. We step through the entrance and find the chief and a stranger sitting cross-legged on furs. The man is probably in his forties or fifties — it’s hard to tell. His face is lined but his eyes seem to be those of a boy. There are a few strands of silver in his brown hair that’s only partially covered with a wool hat. I feel an irritating urge to push his drooping hat back in place. 
He spots me, nods at Birket and says, ‘The chief told me you wanted to meet me?’
‘Yes. My name is Mickaela Capra.’ I step forward and hold out my hand to him. ‘I have information for the council.’
He gives my hand a short squeeze and huffs. ‘For the council? What information?’
Something about his tone ticks me off. I roll my tongue around in my mouth, wondering what it could be. Detachment? Arrogance? For a second, he looks at his hand before he drops it into his lap. The Dog People usually don’t touch strangers and the Sequencers know that more than half of the people here have tuberculosis.
‘I doubt TB is transmitted by a handshake,’ I say. ‘I’d probably have to stick my tongue down your throat for that. What’s your name?’
He coughs. ‘Javier. Are you infected?’
I shrug, wondering what I might have caught in the BSA camp. ‘How would I know? You can test me if you want.’ 
‘There’s tea in the pot, Micka’ the Chief says in a low voice. He wants me to take it slowly, to be polite to his guest. I give him a sharp nod and fetch three mugs and the pot. No one talks until I’m seated and the mugs are filled.
I clear my throat and begin, ‘I must ask for forgiveness, because I will give you only as much information as I believe necessary. Some details, I cannot reveal here. Other details I won’t even reveal to the Sequencers’ espionage unit.’ Javier’s gaze flickers to Birket and back at me. He gifts me a cold stare. 
I continue, ‘Yes, I know about this unit, although I’d only been an apprentice for a few months when my mentor Runner McCullough was killed together with the rest of our unit on Taiwan. We discovered that the BSA was setting up headquarters on the island and we believed we could take them down. It was a trap, the BSA commander blew up the nuclear power plant. He killed everyone. My friends. His own men. This was two years ago.’
‘How did you survive?’ Javier asks. There’s little but mistrust in his voice.
‘I was offered a lift.’
‘Specify.’
‘The BSA commander knew that only Runner and I were left alive. He arranged for a helicopter to leave the island before radioactive ashes and rain came down. He needed an appropriate wife for his second-in-command and I fit the bill. I took the chance to spy on the BSA. And I left Runner…to die.’ The atrocities hang in the air between us, shutting everyone up for a long moment.
‘You abandoned a friend,’ the chief says and I nod. There’s really no other way to put it.
‘I need to corroborate your story,’ Javier says and pulls his SatPad from his pocket.
‘No!’ My hand shoots out and slaps his wrist. ‘The BSA have hacked our satellite controls. They tap our communications. Everything Sequencers say to each other via satellite is monitored. They can see every bit of data you guys exchange.’
His hand sinks back into his lap. 
A corner of his mouth twitches. ‘I must look quite naive to you.’
‘It doesn’t matter how you look to me, mister. The moment you ask about the battle in Taiwan, the BSA’s tracking program will ring the alarm. If your exchange with whomever is on the other side of that thing,’ I poke my finger at the SatPad, ‘points to me in any way, the BSA will nail down my location within minutes. They’ll board an aircraft and get here within days, if not hours. They’ll kill everyone.’ I look at Birket to make sure he understands the threat posed by Javier and his instrument, and the danger I brought to his home. ‘Javier, do you really want to make me believe that you never heard about the battle in Taiwan? Because this allows only two conclusions: you are either a liar or extremely uninformed.’
‘Is there another way to contact your people?’ Birket interjects.
Javier rolls his shoulders and bends his neck until it crackles faintly. ‘It involves a six-day hike,’ he says softly and picks at his fingernails, forehead crinkled, lips compressed. ‘I’ll rest today and leave tomorrow morning. If I may impose on your hospitality.’
‘You are welcome in my home,’ Birket says. 
Does he not see that Javier is lying, that the man is itching for fresh information, that his eyes and fingers ache to touch the SatPad? Stunned, I stare at Javier, then at the chief. 
Birket stands and says, ‘My help is needed elsewhere. Mickaela?’
‘Um…’ Confused, I rise and follow him outside, where he grabs my hand, signals me to be silent, and says cheerfully, ‘I just needed an excuse to see Seema and my son. Busy yourself with the other women.’ 
He pulls me around the yurt and whispers into my ear. ‘We observe. Then we make decisions.’
We wait for several long moments. Birket waves away a bunch of children who approach us, curious what we are up to. 
Then a soft voice, muffled by layers of fabric, reaches our ears. ‘Hey,’ Javier says, ‘I need information, quickly. Do you have anything on a battle in Taiwan two years ago?’
I squeeze my eyes shut. So much stupidity in one person! Birket’s expression remains unreadable.
‘Give me a moment,’ a female voice answers. 
The chief and I wait, not taking our eyes off each other. 
‘Okay, Javier. Short version is this: The BSA landed in Taiwan, cut off our comm with the island and a few weeks later everyone disappeared. A unit was dispatched and engaged the enemy. Everyone died in battle. The nuclear power plant exploded. Lots of rumours and unknowns here.’
‘Such as?’
‘It’s been rumoured ever since that the BSA might have hacked our satellite controls, but evidence is lacking. We don’t know what precisely happened in Taiwan and why the nuke would go into meltdown. It appears as if one of the two apprentices on location made an emergency call that moved our forces to Taiwan two days before they were supposed to be there. Before the last ship sank, we caught a distress radio signal that indicated the apprentice switched sides.’
‘What’s the name of the apprentice?’
‘Mickaela Capra.’
‘I see,’ Javier mutters.
‘No, you don’t.’ Before Birket can hold me back, I run back to the entrance and push it open. Javier is faster. A muzzle is pressed against my temple before I can even step inside. 
‘You have your weapon in your hand already. Excellent. Makes laying it down on the ground so much faster.’
He shoves the mouth of his pistol harder against my skull. I engage the safety and drop my gun. Javier bends his head ever so slightly. He’s holding the SatPad in his left hand; the face of a woman shows on the screen. I find myself wishing she were Kat. She watches me as Javier says, ‘Send reinforcements.’
‘How many do you need?’ she asks.
‘Send everyone,’ I growl. ‘Your brilliant Javier just gave away my location. The BSA will be on their way.’
‘Three men will suffice,’ Javier says and switches off his instrument.
 
———
 
The view along the furs is nice, but my position is more than uncomfortable. My hands are tied behind my back. I’m on my stomach, neck twisted to the side. Javier sits across the room and reads my file yet again.
‘Not a single Sequencer knew you were with the BSA. Yet, you insist you were taken by them. Odd, don’t you think? I’m not even sure you are who you claim to be.’
He and I are alone, but I’m sure someone is eavesdropping.
‘My implant was removed before Erik Vandemeer took me to their headquarters. He would be an idiot if he hadn’t neutralised the tracking device.’
‘You are lying. He couldn’t have known about the GPS tracking.’
‘I told you already. Erik Vandemeer worked for the espionage unit—’
Javier interrupts me. ‘You said he worked in satellite communication—’
‘For fuck’s sake!’ I grunt into the furs. ‘He is a satellite communications specialist, he was recruited by the espionage unit to infiltrate the BSA. He did it so well that he moved all the way up the pecking order. He’s the fucking commander of the BSA!’
‘The BSA do not have a commander. They are not organised. They are radicals who spontaneously form factions just to dissolve them a moment later.’
‘Why are you interrogating me if you choose to not believe a word I say?’
‘Ugh, please! I’m not interrogating you. Mike will. He and the others should be here in six days. Better you tell me now what you know. You don’t want to end up under Mike.’ He wiggles his eyebrows like the nice guy he is. 
If I could stand up, I would punch his face. ‘Javier, do you really believe some spoiled Sequencer brat could extract information from a woman who survived two years at BSA headquarters? Do you really believe he could scare me? What does Mike do, Javier? Saw off fingers? Pull toenails? No? I didn’t think so. He would have to burn me alive to make me scream. So while you sit here with your finger in your arse, the BSA plans attacks on every single city in Europe and Asia that has an arms manufacturer. Soon, the BSA will control all weapons. They already have full control of the global satellite network. Plus, you gave away my location. That makes you responsible for the deaths of all the people here. Can you live with that? Oh, I forgot. You don’t have to live with it, because soon you’ll be dead, too.’
He opens his mouth to reply, but I cut him off. ‘You said yourself that Erik Vandermeer was a satellite specialist. What do you think such a man would do the whole day? Tend to crocuses?’
Javier’s expression darkens and he places his SatPat aside. ‘Mike uses drugs. You will talk. Everyone does.’
I don’t reply. Talking to this man is a waste of energy. I turn my head aside so I don’t have to scowl at him. Time passes. Javier hacks away on his SatPat. 
‘I need to pee,’ I say.
He stands and calls for Uma. She’s here in a flash. While he points his gun at me, she helps me stand. The three of us make our way to the edge of the village and I relieve myself behind a tree. When we walk back, Uma winks at me.
Night falls, Birket and Javier agree on assigning one of the hunters to keep watch, because someone has to point a gun at me while Javier sleeps. Since the Sequencer arrived and accused me of treason and getting my friends killed, the climate in the village has cooled down significantly. 
I’ll wait until the yurt is cloaked in darkness. My mind shows me the precise location of my rifle, pistol, knife, and ammo, and that of Javier’s weapons, my ruck and a few provisions that could get me through two days as long as I’m frugal. 
I breathe slowly to calm my heartbeat.
People settle down. Javier, waiting for his relief, sits on a pallet Uma made for him. He seems exhausted — his pistol is dangerously close to slipping from his hand. 
I’m still on my stomach, wrists still tied behind my back. The chief is already rolled up in his furs, snoring quietly. 
There’s a soft creaking of boots in the snow. Two people. That must be the relief. A rustling sound from the door flap. Katvar and an older man, I believe his name is Ogak, enter.
Katvar walks up to me and bends down, busies himself with my ties. And suddenly, my wrists come free. I don’t dare move. I gaze up at him. White teeth flash in the dim light. He points to Javier and I twist my neck to look. Javier is out cold. I open my mouth and shut it, then sign what’s supposed to read, ‘What happened?’
Katvar grins wider, points to Uma who sits up in her bed, somewhat shocked. She crawls on all fours to Javier, checks his breathing and looks relieved.
‘He’s sleeping,’ she whispers in my ear. ‘Barktak gave me something and I slipped it in his food. She kept joking about not being sure about the correct dose.’
Katvar taps his knuckles against my shoulder. 
I look up at him. ‘You are leaving?’ I ask, confused at what he’s signalling to me.
‘You go with him,’ Uma says. ‘And Birket.’
The chief is already standing by the door, whispering in Ogak’s ear. I didn’t even hear Birket move.
Uma tells me that Ogak will keep an eye on Javier, then she signs to Katvar, too fast for me to understand. I catch only one word: hands flat on chest, move forward as fists — trust.




 
The chief stops at the entrance to the log house. ‘You are the first outsider to witness a gathering.’ He points at the dog skull nailed to the door. ‘You must know that this is a guard. It wards off lies and pretence. If you dare bring them in, people can smell their stink. We value honesty above all else, especially here.’
Suddenly, I don’t want to go in, because, honestly (did I really just use the word “honestly?”), I don’t want their help anymore. I’ll say my thanks and leave.
Birket pushes the door open and heat lays itself over my face like a blanket. I gulp a mouthful of air and step inside. It’s the first time I’ve entered the log house — the ritual centre of the small village of yurts.
Men and women are seated in a circle on the floor. A circular hole in the ceiling swallows tendrils of smoke. A large fire burns at the centre of the room, spitting sparks up at the night sky as if to add stars to the milky way. Birket picks up a staff that seems to be reserved for him alone, then taps it against his fur boots.
A man to his right stands, walks up to the fire pit and throws a handful of dried herbs into it. Chanting crawls through the open space between flame and people. Bitter-sweet scents make me woozy. I’m growing hot.
Someone taps my wrist. I turn and spot Katvar; he nods to a space just ahead of us. We sit and I stretch my injured leg.
There’s movement, wavelike. A large jug is passed from hand to hand, mouth to mouth. Katvar takes a sip, then holds the vessel out to me. I sniff. Sharp and smoky. I tip the liquid until it touches my lips, then pass on the jug without drinking. 
An elbow makes sharp contact with my side. A hiss and a shake of his head — Katvar tells me he caught my cheating. 
‘You don’t know our customs.’ Birket raises his voice. ‘But here in our House of Thought, we are One. If one lies, we are all liars. If one cheats, we are all cheats. We honour each other with sincerity and respect.’
He looks at me and there’s only warmth and friendliness in his expression. I feel ashamed at once.
Lowering my gaze, I reply, ‘I will not drink this.’
‘There is no harm in drinking it. Everyone is sharing this sacred infusion.’
‘Now it’s you who is lying. I smell ledum in the brew and in the smoke. It’s also called wild rosemary.’
‘We use sage, small amounts of wild rosemary and henbane in our rituals,’ he explains, not losing his calmness.
‘I will leave now.’ I stand. 
Katvar frowns, but doesn’t protest. He just sits there, wondering what’s wrong with me.
‘What do you fear?’ Birket’s question hits straight at my chest.
‘Where I come from, kids are sometimes drugged with these herbs so they don’t scream so loud when they are raped. Unless the rapists fancied screaming kids. Some did, others didn’t.’ I cough to clear the constriction from my throat. ‘I will not drink this.’
Shudders travel through the room.
‘Thank you for your honesty. You don’t drink tonight. Sit, please.’ Birket nods at the woman who has held the cup since I handed it to her. She drinks and passes it to the man next to her. 
Katvar tugs at my wrist and I sit back down. Birket nods and lowers his head. Silence falls.
‘You were overheard,’ the chief begins. 
I stare at my boots. Sweat itches on my forehead and skids down my temples into my fur collar.
‘You said to Javier that the BSA plans attacks on all arms manufacturers in Europe and Asia.’
‘They don’t attack the industry, they attack the people who control it so they can take over the production,’ I reply.
‘We know. We’ve been observing BSA attacks for awhile now. You also said the BSA has full control of satellite. What is satellite?’
‘Excuse me?’ I squeak. ‘You what?’
Birket taps the ground with his staff and people begin shedding their coats and boots. I’m sweltering, so I take off my coat, too. More herbs are thrown onto the embers, more smoke crawls through the room. I cough.
‘We are the Lume,’ says Birket, holding his head high. Everyone nods solemnly. ‘It means “people”. And then, much more. Earth, cosmos, creation. We are part of the Earth, the Earth feeds us, the Earth creates us. When we die, we feed the Earth. We are the Lume and we do not tell outsiders our true name. The others know us as the Dog People. Part of you is now a part of us, because you take what we offer, and you will take much more. We’ll feed you in the months to come. Honour our gifts and give back to the Earth.’
Birket stands tall and proud in the centre of the room. The fire illuminates his sharp features. I have no idea where this is going, but it can’t be anywhere good.
‘We hunt and we trade. We have done so for many generations. We are not the only ones.’ He looks at me and adds, ‘There are many clans like ours, spread from the land of the Great Bear to the Southern Seas. We are family.’
Katvar’s shoulders stiffen. I gaze at him and find pain in his eyes. 
‘There is a reason for us to hunt with bow and arrow, Mickaela Capra. We have observed the decline in supply of ammunition and weapons, we have seen the takeover of arms manufacturers by the BSA. We have talked to other clans and they report the same. The BSA burned down our winter quarters. Four of our wives and five of our children were murdered. Twelve men died in battle. We wouldn’t have changed our way of hunting so completely if not for this. We are stockpiling our ammunition, so we can use it against our enemies when the time comes. Mickaela, what you see today is not what you saw two winters ago. I might add that this seems to be mutual.’
I nod. I’m not the naive girl they met last time I was here.
‘I must ask you two questions now and you will answer sincerely. What is satellite and what were your plans until Javier accused you of treason?’
I’m not sure if I’m supposed to stand up or remain seated. I choose the latter. ‘Satellites are large instruments that orbit our planet.’ My fingers point up at the ceiling. ‘They were shot up there long before the Great Pandemic and the World Wars and they can take images of Earth and other planets. They don’t fall back down, because they are…um…spinning fast like a rock at the end of a cord. Their presence has been kept quiet by the Sequencers for decades. They can see how the weather changes, they see forest fires, people, soil moisture, sea ice thickness, and much more. They can transmit signals — that’s how Sequencers communicate with each other. They have SatPads to transfer data via satellites.’
People mutter and blink up at the sky that shows through the smoke hole.
‘You will have seen bright spots travelling across the sky,’ I add. ‘They look like…stars on a mission.’
There’s nodding and more muttering. I lower my head, hoping to convey respect and humbleness. Inside my skull I hear Erik laughing, his mad cackling, his cold voice. Humans are sheep, you have to learn to lead them, to herd them. When they are of no use anymore, butcher them and recruit new ones. Breed only the best of them.
The chief taps his staff again. Silence falls reluctantly.
I continue. ‘My plan was to inform the Sequencers that Erik Vandemeer — former satellite expert of the Sequencers — is now commander of the BSA. He has organised and unified our enemies. He has sharpened a deadly weapon and he can see all of our movements.’
A collective hiss rushes through the room. If I didn’t know better, I would say the smoke shuddered. 
‘I had hoped the Sequencers would help me destroy the BSA headquarters and their main satellite control system.’
‘You gave Javier the locations?’ Birket asks.
‘No, I did not. He showed me that I can’t trust them anymore.’
Birket nods. His satisfied expression gives me the creeps.
‘Why would this please you?’ I ask.
He gazes at me for a long moment. The silence and the smoke are so thick one could cut them with a knife. 
‘We believe the Sequencers are corrupt,’ he says.
I lean back, utterly confused, and not realising there’s nothing to lean on to. I almost lose my balance, but Katvar’s arm curls around my shoulders, blocking the fall. I shrug him off.
‘You let them do their tuberculosis monitoring campaign so they don’t suspect what you suspect or…’
‘Yes and no. We don’t believe all Sequencers are corrupt. Most are fine people. But something seems to be off in their command structure. There have been reports from other clans.’
‘What reports?’
Birket inhales. A worry line forms between his eyebrows. ‘Locations of secret gatherings that only the Sequencers and the clans knew about have been attacked by the BSA. Many died.’
Goose bumps race up my neck. ‘I am very sorry. I had the same suspicion when Javier told me how little they knew about the battle in Taiwan. But then… The problem is that Erik can intercept and manipulate communications between the Sequencers. He can feed them fake data without them realising it comes from an external source.’
‘But you said the BSA commander is a former Sequencer. This supports our theories of corruption. You also spoke about an espionage unit. Tell us more, please.’
I sigh. ‘I wish I could say more, but all I know is that this unit exists, that most Sequencers don’t seem to know about it, and that Erik Vandemeer was recruited by this unit to infiltrate the BSA.’
‘Is it possible he still works for them?’
‘Hell, fuck no!’ A deep, guttural laugh rolls up my throat. ‘He has too much fun ordering his men to lynch, stone, and burn people who are not to his liking.’ Maybe I sound too cheery, maybe sarcasm is lost on these people tonight. A gasping makes the rounds. Faces pale. Some of them look furious.
Abruptly, Sal stands and begins to speak. ‘I do not understand what satellite means. We’ve all seen the traveling stars and we’ve had our own theories. Now a stranger tells us the BSA uses them to watch us. What can we believe?’
Birket faces Sal and says calmly, ‘My friend, it matters little what you believe. Mickaela has seen it and she is set to take it away from the BSA. Am I correct so far?’ 
A sharp glance in my direction. My breath stalls. ‘Yes,’ I croak.
‘Besides,’ Birket says to Sal, ‘what she tells us fits with what we already know. I believe we can trust the information she’s giving us. We cannot, however, trust that the information she withholds is altogether insignificant.’
Sal frowns. He doesn’t seem to like his view of things challenged.
‘Sal,’ I say. ‘I found your new winter quarters. How do you think I did this?’ I point up the smoke hole. Everyone gazes at the night sky, then back at me. That seems to have made an impression. People look like they’ve been carved in stone.
‘May I ask what your plan is?’ Birket says.
‘I’ll leave in the morning.’ My voice is clipped.
The chief nods. ‘Good. You should share your plans with as few people as possible. But also with as many people as necessary. How far do you have to go?’
‘Far.’
‘How great is the danger for my people?’
‘The BSA will come to find me. You must leave in the morning. Move in small groups. Move when the sky is overcast, hide in the woods when the sky is clear. That’s your safest bet.’
Birket nods, looks at everyone, taps his staff, and says, ‘We have to agree on one thing tonight: Do we help Mickaela or do we let her fail?’
Quiet words are exchanged, increasing and decreasing in intensity, but no shouts, no anger. ‘Will there be war?’ someone asks, and another answers, ‘There’s war already, didn’t you know?’
When conversations cease, hand signals are exchanged. All eyes are on Birket. He lowers his heads and says, ‘We will help you.’
Everyone in the room hums agreement. Birket lifts his gaze. ‘It is close to midnight now. We have until dawn to get Mickaela away from here and arrange an escape for ourselves. I want Kioshi, Katvar, Sari and Mickaela to stay here. Everyone else: prepare to leave in the morning.’ 
Katvar pokes me in the ribs with his elbow — an oddly trusting gesture. He nods at me, signalling that he believes all will be okay. 
The man is pretty naive.
When only Kioshi, Sari, Katvar, Birket, and I are left in the hut, the chief says one word to me. ‘How?’
‘I will manipulate satellites,’ I answer.
‘You can do that?’
I shrug. ‘Yeah. Erik taught me well.’ Which might not be quite correct. Erik taught me a ton about satellite control but I never trusted him enough to believe he would allow me to develop the skills to cause much damage to his empire. But he doesn’t know his second-in-command gave me the power to do so.
‘Where?’
‘Svalbard.’
‘Where’s that?’ Kioshi asks.
‘Arctic.’
Birket huffs and rubs his forehead. ‘That is far.’
‘More than five thousand kilometres from here,’ I add.
‘Did you plan to steal our dogs and a sled?’ Kioshi asks, quite amused. ‘Yes? The dogs would have starved to death and you would have died. I doubt you would have gotten farther than one thousand kilometres. That’s not even a fifth of the journey.’
Heat rises to my cheeks. I had indeed considered stealing a dog team and a sled. ‘I spent a lot of time watching Earth from above. Most of my plan is based on memory. I don’t have maps…’
Sari stands, tells us to wait, and leaves. A moment later, she returns with a handful of maps and unfolds them on the ground. They are a bit tattered, with holes where the folds are, and the outlines of the continents a bit faded. Birket lights an oil lamp and moves it close, revealing names of cities, rivers, and mountains.
With my index finger I draw a path over the wrinkled paper. ‘I’ll go straight up north, leaving the blown nuclear power plants of Khmelnitski, Rovno, and Chernobyl far to my right. At the border between Lithuania and Belarus, I’ll move northeast until I reach Novgorod. Might get a bit hairy there and I’ll have to make sure my navigation is accurate, because I need to squeeze right between the Kalinin and the Leningrad nukes. Each had five active reactors when they went into meltdown. They are three hundred kilometres apart and I’ll have to walk right through the intersecting safety zones. There are more areas that are radioactively contaminated, mostly from the wars, but I won’t get close to any of them. 
‘After that, it’s easy. I’ll either travel through the tundra or along the coast until I reach the Pechora Sea, then I’ll cross to Yuzhny Island, get to its northern tip and cross the sea ice to Spitsbergen. That’s a total of five thousand kilometres and then some. The crossing between Yuzhny and Spitsbergen is a thousand kilometres. The frozen sea is the main problem. It has been ice-free for decades with only a few exceptions when the winters were extremely cold. Under normal conditions I could have paid a fisherman to get me across, but now…it will be hard. This winter is exceptionally harsh — the ice will be a metre or two thick and it probably won’t melt until April or May. I have three months to get there. If the sea ice doesn’t buckle like crazy, it’ll be a smooth journey across. I’ll do my thing and then come back and return your sled and your dogs.’
Katvar squints at the map. Birket seems amused. 
After they mull over my plan, Katvar taps his finger at the lowlands between our location at the northern edge of the Carpathian Mountains and trails it all the way to Lake Onega north of Leningrad. ‘Dangerous,’ he signs.
‘Yes. One-thousand seven hundred kilometres of fuck. No people, lots of wild dogs, wolves, and bears. Within a radius of two hundred kilometres of the nukes, all game is radioactively contaminated. But I’m good. I survived the BSA. No problem.’
I hope I sound convincing enough that they’ll let me leave with a sled, dogs, and provisions.
‘Have you seen anyone — settlements, hunting parties —from…above?’ Katvar’s hand freezes in midair. The concept of satellites zipping around Earth and taking images is something he can’t seem to wrap his head around. I used to have problems with that high-tech stuff too. Now they are nothing but a dangerous nuisance.
‘I’ve seen several hunting parties in the tundra. There’s a city at the Dvina River, about a hundred kilometres from the White Sea. In case I break the sled, or need anything, I’m sure I can barter there.’
He cocks his head and signs something I don’t understand. Sari translates for me, ‘What exactly will you do in Svalbard?’
‘Destroy the BSA’s most important communication hub.’
He swallows, lowers his head, and signs, ‘I’ll help you.’
‘I am the Chief. I have the last word in this.’
Katvar’s fingers go back up in the air, flying and spitting out words in Birket’s direction. Sari turns them into sentences for me. ‘We need two sleds with twelve dogs each. Eight to ten can pull. The others are reserves. We need snow shoes, snow goggles, a tent, furs — lots of them. We need items we can trade — pots, pans, knives, longbows. It will take two to three months to cover five thousand kilometres. Does the ice reach all the way from Svalbard to the mainland?’
‘The sea ice has been solid for more than six weeks now. I’ve seen it.’ I wave up at the starry sky. ‘I will go alone.’
‘No. Too dangerous,’ Katvar signs.
‘Sorry to break the news, but you are not a warrior. I’ll be walking straight into what the BSA considers of highest value. If I take you with me, I might as well put a bullet in your head right now. Same difference.’ I cross my arms over my chest.
He smirks, crosses his arms over his chest, too, but has to uncross them to retort with both hands and an angry face, ‘Go ahead and walk. You might reach the coast in six months, maybe seven. Then you can swim the remaining one thousand kilometres. Fine with me.’
‘Katvar, my friend, you are getting ahead of yourself,’ Birket says and places a hand on his shoulder. ‘As are you, Mickaela. Tonight, we’ll move you to a hunting shed a three days’ walk from here. You can reach it by morning on sled. Sari, go and get her things. Kioshi, you make sure she has provisions for three days. Katvar, pack your stuff, get a sled and a dog team ready. You will take her there. Teach her how to handle dogs. We’ll pretend Micka took Katvar against his will, stole a sled and the dogs. After all, you stole an aircraft from the BSA, so this should be believable even to Javier.’
‘How do you know I stole an aircraft?’
‘You told Katvar you fell from the sky. The fabric you used to bandage your ankle looked like it came from a parachute. We might seem a primitive people and we are often underestimated because of it.’ He grins and bends down to whisper in my ear, ‘I jumped from a helicopter once.’
The man is positively beaming, as if falling from great heights is the best thing one could possibly do.
‘Time to leave,’ he says, and punctuates his statement with a rap of staff to floor.
Only moments later, I’m strapped to a sled, with Katvar behind me and eleven dogs in front of me. He’s a wizard with these animals. They are bursting with energy and joy, they seem to love to run, and yet, they know to keep quiet. Ten seconds and we are out of the village, sixty seconds and we are in the woods. Katvar is racing them and I can hear from his huffs that he loves this, too.
What a turn of events. Before I know it, I’m already on my way to shove humanity back into the Iron Age.
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EXTRAS
(Click on the links to learn more)
 
Future wars and civil violence will often arise from scarcities of resources such as water, forests, fish…
Thomas Homer-Dixon, 1991, On the Threshold: Environmental Changes as Causes of Acute Conflict
 
Rising global temperatures, changing precipitation patterns, climbing sea levels and more extreme weather events will intensify the challenges of global instability, hunger, poverty and conflict. 
US Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel, 2014.
 
Human security will be progressively threatened as the climate changes (robust evidence, high agreement).
IPCC, Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptations, and Vulnerability
 
There is no doubt that impoverishment and human insecurity may arise as a result of climate change, if preventive measures are not undertaken. However, there is missing evidence that global warming directly increases conflict. (…) The causes of conflict are primarily political and economic, not climatic. Warlords — who foster conflict — may exploit draught, flooding, starvation, agricultural or natural disasters in their strategies, like they did in Somalia and Darfur. But what will drive their fight is not the rain, the temperature, or the sea level — they will always fight for the same goals of power, territory, money, revenge, etc.
Dr. Vesselin Popovski, United Nations University
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