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This book is dedicated to humility and hope. It is dedicated to my children and to yours, and to the generations that follow. It is dedicated to the polar bear who will not survive the world we are creating, and to the peoples of the Arctic who must adapt to a life without the white expanse.




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.




Life is and will ever remain an equation incapable of solution... 
Nicola Tesla 








 
I sit under a snow-covered fir, freezing my ass off and watching the sun rise. I chew my nails, wondering how to get out of this shit.
There’s a crunching sound behind me, giving away his approach long before he clears his throat to announce himself. ‘What do you want, Katvar?’
He squats down next to me, lifts his hands, and signs, ‘You have nightmares. Want to talk?’
‘You see me asleep for what, one night, and you conclude I have dreams that need discussing?’
He signs some more and I don’t understand, so I shrug. He writes it into the snow. ‘Uma told me you have them every night.’
‘Is no secret safe with you people?’
‘You didn’t tell her it was a secret.’
I huff. ‘Can’t you just leave me alone?’
He raises his hands in front of his chin and pulls them down across his chest in a “peace” gesture. It looks very much like the word “quiet.” Then he lets me know he’s going out to hunt, and walks away.
Okay, Micka, breathe. He’s only a hunter boy. You escaped a whole bunch of trained soldiers. You bonk him on the head, tie him up, and next time someone from the Lume comes by, they can take him back home. Ego bruised, life saved.
I nod at myself and start walking back to the hut. The wind combs through the trees, flicking clumps of snow off their branches and onto the hut’s roof that reaches all the way to the ground. The shelter looks like a black and white “A,” half dug into the earth. When you approach it from the side, you can barely see it. The hut blends nicely into the surroundings. 
Little feet have trodden here and there, small birds, foxes, martens. The snow reveals where they came from and where they went, and what they’ve eaten. A drop of blood, a ripped-out feather. Despite the life teeming in this forest, it’s eerily quiet now. The snow muffles all footfalls too light to sink deep. Birds have learned to shut up to conserve energy.
A sudden creaking makes my neck tingle. I duck, pull my pistol, and hide behind a tree. Someone approaches on two legs and it can’t be Katvar, because he left in the other direction not long ago.
‘Katvar, Mickaela; it’s Birket.’
I stand and lift my hand in greeting. 
‘I see your fire is burning.’ He nods at the smoke curling up from the chimney of our hut. ‘Invite me in for tea?’
‘Did you leave your winter quarters?’
‘Of course we did. We left in groups of four to six, with no more than two sleds per group. I let Javier know that I am worried about the BSA locating his SatPad. He said you lied and that my people are safe, but he understood that he is not the chief.’ Birket smiles. ‘The safety of my people is my responsibility, not his. He is now part of my group — all men, no women and children. He’ll leave us in a few days.’ He nods toward the hut. ‘Tea?’
We enter and I heat a pot of snow in the hearth, add a handful of blackberry leaves I found in the woods — old and dry and shrivelled, but enough to add taste to my brew.
I pour tea and say, ‘I had no time to say goodbye to Uma, Seema, and all the others. Will you send them my greetings?’
‘I will. Uma misses you. She asked me to bring you this.’
I accept the longbow from his hand, then shake my head. ‘I was supposed to give this to your wife.’
‘No. You were supposed to make it for yourself. To heal.’
‘Oh.’ I don’t know what else to say to so much naiveté.
‘It needs to be oiled and you need arrows. Katvar can help you with the oiling, but you won’t have the time to make arrows.’ He extracts a package from his large bag and holds it out to me. 
I unwrap the leather and find a dozen arrows. ‘Thank you, but I’m…more of a rifle girl.’
Birket chuckles, gazes into his steaming mug, and puts on a somber expression. ‘I have three questions. One: is the BSA commander your father? Two: Did you murder your friends? Three: Are you a spy?’
So Javier talked even more. I was wondering why Birket never asked if I had sent the BSA to kill my friends. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to ask while everyone was listening.
‘Yes,’ I answer.
‘Yes what? Which question did you answer?’
‘All three.’ I sigh and rub my scalp. ‘When Erik Vandemeer was an apprentice, he and my mother had sex, she got herself knocked up, they broke up, she had me. I learned about him two years ago when we fought the BSA in Taiwan. His face showed up on our aerial photographs, and we found him in the files.’ 
Before I can say another word, Birket asks, ‘That’s why he wanted you?’
‘Yes.’
He nods gravely. ‘The Sequencers believe you must have worked for Erik before that. Not only do they think you betrayed your friends, but that you also killed your mentor.’
‘I wish Runner were still alive. I wish they all were. I miss them.’ My hands are wrapped tightly around the hot mug. My palms feel as if my skin is blistering. I’ve always preferred physical pain to the pain of the soul.
‘I did not work for Erik while we were in Taiwan or before that. I didn’t even know he existed until he showed himself. I cooperated to a certain degree while I was at headquarters. Question three: Yes, I’m a spy. Or was. That’s why I went with Erik. He has control over all satellites and, obviously, the Sequencers haven’t got a clue. He feeds them fake imagery to conceal his plans, the location of his headquarters, and movements of his forces. The Sequencers believe that the BSA might succeed in eradicating humanity in ten or maybe fifteen years. They calculated that based on the data they had available. But Erik has the power to do it now.’ 
Steam rises from my cup, swirls around and forms small eddies. I think of the Taiwanese forest, the fog rising there, concealing me. I am the Fog. Or was. ‘The Sequencers don’t trust me because Erik planted false information about me. In Taiwan, he made the emergency call, pretending he was me. He drew our forces to that location days before they were due. He killed my friends and he’s set to keep doing it. He…hates. Simple as that. But he’s also betraying the BSA. The one goal all BSA factions have in common is to eradicate humanity, to help the Creator get rid of us. Erik doesn’t want that. He wants to control, to rule. He wants to be god.’
Birket gives me a sharp nod and takes a sip of his tea. ‘You gave birth to a child before you escaped. He married you to one of his men?’
‘Not just one,’ I say and look up at the ceiling, wondering if Erik has seen me with the Lume. But all he would have been able to see was a well-insulated, well-covered person. I made sure that no face-recognition software would be able to tease apart my facial features — my eyes, cheeks, and mouth have been concealed by a thick fur hood whenever the sky was clear.
‘Why did you come to us?’
‘I needed to speak to a Sequencer. In winter, your clan collects dog lung samples and freezes them until a Sequencer picks them up — to me that was a good enough chance to run into one of them.’
‘That plan failed. Javier is furious and he suspects we helped you escape,’ Birket says.
‘Are you in danger now? I mean, from the Sequencers?’
‘I doubt it. They might interrogate a few of us, but we’ve always cooperated with them and they have no proof for their allegations.’
I frown and empty my cup. ‘Whenever Javier switches on his SatPad, Erik knows where you are. He’s a liability to you. Get rid of him.’
Birket’s expression darkens. Twin lines form between his eyebrows.
‘Have someone find Katvar. Pretend he’s injured and dying,’ I continue. ‘Use a piece of bark, here, over the heart, fasten a knife handle to it and let it stick out of his shirt. Pour blood over him and show him to Javier, but only for a glimpse. Tell him he has to breathe his last in his own yurt, because that’s how the ancestors want it. Javier will use his SatPad to tell the others I’m a murderer. That should make abundantly clear that you had no idea who I really am. However…’ I rub my face and groan. ‘I’m pretty sure Erik will send someone to torture your wives or children to extract information from you. Hide your people. Without Javier and his damn SatPad.’
Birket stares into his mug, eyes narrowed, brain ticking. ‘I’ll make sure I find Katvar myself. I’ll not tell anyone of this plan. People will be shocked. It will be believable.’
‘Yes.’
‘We will make camp in the hills north of Nisipitu. Katvar knows the location, he’s been there before. Close to our camp, there’ll be a small group of trees shaped like a circle around a large, grey rock. Bring him there at nightfall. Prepare him as you suggested, then leave.’ Birket rises to his feet. ‘We’ll meet again in two days’ time. Then, the first leg of your journey will begin. We sent out messengers to other clans. They’ll help you. Did you ever hear of The Bringer of Good Tidings?’
Something tugs at the back of my mind. I’ve heard this name before, but when? ‘It sounds religious. Something to do with the BSA.’
‘It’s a tale that has been told among the people of the North for two years now. You were abducted two years ago. Coincidence?’
I stand and hold his gaze. ‘I don’t know who that person is.’
‘The short version of the story is this: The Bringer of Good Tidings sent a woman with hair the colour of flames and skin as scarred as a battlefield to free humanity. She is the spark. The people are the force.’
My view tilts and I have to sit so as not to sway. I think of Runner’s last day. How he took my hand into his and called my skin a battlefield.
Did Erik listen to us then and make up his own version? Could he have spread this tale to…to…I don’t even know what his aim might have been. 
My eyes burn. I haven’t cried in many months and now is not the time to start. I rub my face and tell my lungs to breathe. 
Birket’s analytic gaze drills right through me. ‘What does this tale mean to you, Mickaela?’
‘I don’t know. I think it’s all bullshit. Meaningless.’ I try to make my voice strong, but it’s close to warbling.
‘To me it looks as if it means a lot to you. We will speak in two days.’ With that, he walks out the door and leaves me panting with unshed tears.
 
———
 
The night is moonless and I have to trust the dogs to find their way back to the hut. I whisper their names, ‘Balto, Nenana, Nome, Sami, Togo, Chinook, Anca, Cesar, Ionut, Nicu, Raluca.’
Katvar wrote them in the snow and showed me the signs for them. It’s important to address each animal by its name, he’d said. Since he doesn’t have words, he uses a long whip and taps each individual with it to signal the animal should go faster or slower. They are not afraid of the whip; he never hits them. All of his other commands are limited to huffs, grunts, whistles, and hand and body signals.
Now, he’s lying in the snow where I left him — close to the clan’s temporary camp, a knife handle sticking out of his slashed shirt and coat, and the entire blood of a hare drained on his chest, face, and hair. He looks awful. People will be shocked.
The dogs slow down, come to a halt, and plop into the snow. I can’t see the hut. I can’t see anything but pitch black forest. I push the snow anchor in deep, so the dogs don’t chase after whatever traipses around in the woods. I stomp through the night in search of the hut and almost run into its roof.
The few embers in the hearth provide enough light for me to find the oil lamp. Time to pack my things. I’ll leave at sunrise.
I spread out all my belongings plus what Katvar brought along. All too soon, I realise that I’ll need to barter for a lot of things — oil for the lamp (where the hell is my own petroleum burner?), fishing equipment, an axe, and most important of all: ammunition. I shouldn’t have trusted Sari to pack my stuff. But then, I had no choice. The next problem is that I don’t have anything to barter with. Katvar’s furs aren’t that pretty and I doubt anyone would offer me more than a moist handshake for them. I guess I could steal things, but that would mean I wouldn’t be able to go back the same route, else I’d be lynched or something.
Maybe I won’t come back at all? I scratch my head. My scalp has been itching for two days. Now the back of my hand itches, too. I hold my hand closer to the flame and see a few small, pale bugs scuttling away. Shit. The last thing I need is lice.
‘You guys aren’t supposed to be here. It’s winter,’ I mutter and heat a pot of water, grab a piece of brittle soap, and scrub my head until my scalp burns. Then I pick up all the furs and throw them out into the cold, beat them against a tree trunk, rub them in snow and beat them again. I give the dogs pieces of frozen deer meat, and, too tired to prepare a meal for myself, I go to bed hungry and cold.
The next morning, my scalp is still itching and the lice are still crawling around on me. I throw out the furs once more, planning to leave them in the freezing cold for at least one hour. I cut meat into slices and drop them into a pot with boiling water to cook breakfast for myself, then feed the dogs raw meat. I still don’t let them off their lines for fear they might run away to find Katvar.
After breakfast, I throw all my clothes, my bags, Katvar’s furs, and anything that might provide a hiding place to the tiny critters out into the snow. I rub the pot clean, fill it and put it back over the fire. I’m still puzzled over the lack of an axe. Katvar took the time to pack firewood, so why not an axe?
When steam rises from the hot water, I strip naked, throw my clothes out into the cold, wash myself with snow and run back inside, trembling like a poplar leaf in the wind.
I pick up Katvar’s shaving knife, knowing he’ll be pissed he didn’t think of taking it with him. He’ll have to grow a beard, like most Lume men. I douse my head with warm water, lather well and begin scraping away at my hair. Screw that “woman with hair the colour of fire” bullshit. Screw Erik and his propaganda. I’ll be the woman with hair the shade of nothing.
The dogs are yapping. I drop the knife, grab my pistol, and aim it at the door just as it opens.
‘Kioshi! What are you doing here?’
He gapes and points at me. ‘What are you doing?’
‘Getting rid of my lice.’
‘And you do that how? By getting naked and wielding a knife and a pistol at them? Why don’t you use the lamp oil?’
Because I don’t want to waste the few dregs I have. I wrap my arms around my chest. I can’t even snatch a fur and cover myself. ‘Close the fucking door. It’s cold.’
Kioshi slams the door shut, scans the room for the lamp and picks it up. ‘Let’s do this quick. I’ll cut the other side of your funny hair and you rub the oil onto your scalp. Yeah, keep that pistol. God knows who might break in.’ He grins.
‘Close the door from the outside,’ I snarl.
He shrugs and turns to leave, but not before calling over his shoulder, ‘Make sure you treat all your hair.’
I’m not an idiot. I shave the rest of my head, ignoring his suggestion about the lamp oil, and proceed with armpits and pubic hair, taking great care to drop all the fuzz into the pot with soapy water and not litter the floor with hair and lice. Several long and cold moments later, I’m as smooth as a piglet. It’s a bit gross, really.
I wash my skin and then call for Kioshi to toss in my second set of clothes. The stuff comes flying through the cracked open door. The freezing cold fabric bites my skin as I get dressed.
By noon, swift Kioshi has killed a moose, skinned and dressed it, and fed the dogs that are now dozing fat-bellied in the tiny snow holes they’ve dug for themselves. I make a stew using the last of my firewood, faintly wondering how I can make him go back to his camp and fetch all the things I need without bringing Katvar back or offering to join me on my journey. 
‘Shit haircut, by the way,’ Kioshi says, waving a spoon at me and shovelling the rest of the stew down his throat. The man eats like a bottomless hole. Bits of meat have found a new home in his beard. I don’t point it out to him. His wife will tell him when he tries to kiss her. Which reminds me…
‘Why is Katvar not married?’
Kioshi muffles a burp. ‘Bad blood,’ he mumbles into his sleeve and wipes his mouth.
‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’
‘His story to tell.’
I groan. ‘Okay. Do you have an axe? I need to make firewood.’
‘Nope. Birket told me not to bring one.’
‘What?’ 
‘He said if you had everything you need to get to Svalbard, you’d go alone. So…no axe for you, girl.’ He grins and his light-brown eyes twinkle. ‘Don’t need to wait long now, anyway. Katvar is due tomorrow morning at the latest. I brought some of the things you two will need, he’ll bring the rest, axe and all.’ 
‘You are kidding me!’ I say. My hand strays up to my hair to rake through it but finds nothing. I’m brought up short. It’s weird. And a bit cold.
‘Want to hear the plan, or not?’
‘Okay, give me the plan then. Oh, by the way — how’s Javier?’
‘Fuming. But he believes Katvar died a horrible death. He even told the Sequencer Council that you are a murderer. All is cool. So, this is what Birket and I came up with: You guys will take the train. A nice, old, fat steam engine. A bit rusty, but you’ll love it.’
Kioshi fumbles with his coat and extracts a map from an inside pocket. He spreads it on the floor and traces a finger across it as he speaks, ‘Two sleds, two people, twenty-four dogs — twelve in each team. Go to Minsk and board the train to Moscow. That’s a ten to fifteen hour train ride, maybe, depending on how much snow is on the tracks. Sari is your messenger, she left the morning after you and Katvar went into hiding. She will talk to other clans who will send out their messengers, who will talk to more clans, and so on. Syktyvkar is where the next train takes you. A three day ride this time. For each train, a wagon will be arranged for you, including sleds and dogs and all. Might be a bit crammed, though. From Syktyvkar it’s only two thousand six hundred kilometres or so to Svalbard. The other clans know to help you with provisions, information, and, if necessary, fresh dogs. All clear so far?’
Stunned, I nod. ‘I didn’t expect…’
‘Strategy? Excellent communication across great distances? Ha!’ He rubs his palms on his pants, obviously proud he could impress me.
His hand slips into his coat pocket once more and he extracts a bunch of folded papers. ‘Katvar and I made a list of stuff you need to know and be able to remember if you two get separated. Which doesn’t mean you should try to get separated, if you catch my drift. Okay…’ He leafs through the papers, turning them this way and that, sorting through a chaos of bullet points, side notes, and side notes to side notes. 
‘Target speed is between twelve and fifteen kilometres an hour. Don’t race the dogs; they have to go a very long way. As often as you can, dig snow caves or build snow huts, don’t use the tent. Snow is mostly air and good insulation, so it will be warm enough even on very cold nights. You’ll need a lot of petroleum, lard, or oil to heat the hut and to thaw snow. Never eat snow as a way to drink water.’
‘I know.’
‘Yeah, thought so,’ he continues. ‘Just wanted to make sure. Okay, what’s next? Fishing equipment, axes, longbows and arrows, pots and pans. You can use them for trading if necessary. Thick fur pants and coats, wool underclothes. Brush for bedding. More furs.’
‘Snow goggles?’
He looks up from his list. ‘Yep. On the list and in the bags on my sled.’
He squints at the papers. ‘It’s best if you let the dogs run for three to four hours, then you take a break and feed them, feed yourselves, too. Better to do that two to four times a day than to run one long stretch. You and the dogs will use up more than three times as much food as you would do under normal circumstances. You will have to hunt a lot. And I really mean a lot. For example, if you race the dogs and you feed them reindeer meat, which is quite lean, your twenty-four dogs will gobble up an entire reindeer within two to three days.’
‘Shit,’ I mutter. ‘We’ll spend most of our time hunting, not travelling.’
‘That’s one of the reasons you shouldn’t be racing the dogs. But you can basically eat anything you find: wolf, owl, marten, lynx, eagle, fish, deer, moose, bear, crow, whatnot.’
‘We’ll need shovels to build snow caves.’
‘Snow shovels and saws are on my sled,’ he says. ‘Oh, and if you don’t have enough oil or wood to melt snow for drinking water, you can also fill a canteen or water skin with snow and place it close to your body. It works, since you don’t cool down your core.’ He clears his throat, scratches his head, and points at my bald scalp. ‘Isn’t that cold?’ 
‘A bit.’
‘Oh, one last thing about the dogs: They love to run at low temperatures, usually work best at minus thirty, thirty-five degrees Celsius. You can run them faster and harder at lower temperatures if you have to. They can even work at minus fifty, when all you want to do is dig yourself a snow cave. You can run them at night, as long as they get at least four hours sleep each day. Always make sure they are tethered, because they have a strong hunting instinct. They’ll run off when they scent wolf or prey.’ His gaze strays to the hearth. ‘Any stew left?’
‘Yep.’ I stand and make for the door. ‘Eat it all. I’m full.’
I grab my clothes and furs — now frozen stiff — and bring them in to arrange around the fire. Kioshi unloads a ton of stuff from his sled and carries it inside, checks his list again and nods. 
‘Okay, Micka, woman who travels far. I’m leaving now and I don’t think we’ll meet again anytime soon. All I can say is this: Do not take any crap from Katvar.’ Then he bumps my shoulder, says, ‘Good luck,’ and leaves. 
I listen to the excited yapping and howling of his dogs until the sounds fade in the darkness. One night alone. I’ve been craving solitude and now that I finally get it, I don’t know what to do with it. My plans for leaving this place aren’t worth shit. I can’t hunt because my ammo is low and running around in the woods armed with only my knife and my teeth would be rather stupid. And I’ve never shot anything with a longbow. I can feed myself by trapping small animals or ice fishing, but feeding all my dogs that way is impossible.
I watch the fire until it dies; the embers throw a faint glow at the black walls of the fireplace. Hugging my knees, I try not to fall asleep, not to dream, not to grow weak.
I wake to a scream and a weight on my chest. I don’t even need to think of my pistol. It’s in my hand, safety flicked off and…I see Katvar looming above me, eyes wide in shock.
I pant. My gaze flicks between the muzzle pressed to his temple, his left hand resting lightly on my chest, and his right hand, trembling and signing.
‘You. Nightmare,’ is what I read.
I drop the weapon, slap his hand off me, and scoot away from him.
‘What do you dream?’ he signs.
‘None of your business. Why do you insist on coming with me?’
He signs something I don’t quite get. He writes it down for me, ‘None of your business,’ then chucks the charcoal back into the cold hearth and smudges the black letters on the floorboards with his foot.
 
———
 
Birket’s last visit is short. He sits on Katvar’s furs and slips his hand into his coat. A small box comes into view. It nestles in his calloused palm like a small and precious egg. He snaps open a clasp and pushes the lid aside. Inside it is greyish brown earth, merely two spoonfuls.
‘This is all we have left of them. Memories and a bit of soil from where we buried them. There wasn’t enough time to give them a proper ritual. We had to bury them like a dog buries a bone. Hasty. They’ll never rest. At least, they lie together.’ 
He dips his index finger into the powdery soil and gazes down at it, then rubs it gently and carefully off his skin and back into the box, so as not to lose one single particle. ‘My daughter is there, too. It doesn’t matter what the story means to you, Mickaela.’
‘You think this doesn’t mean anything to me?’ I ask and point at the box in his hand. ‘Do I appear so coldblooded?’
‘Not this story, your story. The tale the Bringer of Good Tidings spreads. It makes no difference if you believe it or not. People believe it. They will help you because you represent hope. Never mind the shaved-off hair.’
‘I think it’s the BSA spreading this story,’ I say.
‘What for? To help you destroy them?’ Katvar signs and Birket translates before I can interpret it all.
‘I don’t know. I can’t think of anyone else who would spread that bullshit.’
Birket slaps his knees and rises to his feet. ‘So you are telling me you don’t want to destroy the BSA?’ He grins and taps three fingers against the side of his head. ‘Your journey is prepared. Leave at dawn.’ He steps forward, lays a hand on Katvar’s shoulder, and says, ‘Farewell, my friend. May you never forget who you are.’
Heat rises to Katvar’s cheeks and he lowers his head. Birket turns and leaves.
‘What did he mean?’ I ask. ‘Does it have anything to do with this stupid bad blood crap?’
Katvar’s expression darkens, his irises are almost black now. ‘Pack your stuff,’ he signs, pulls out his knife and begins to methodically sharpen it on a small stone.
Shit. I’d hoped he might be angry enough to leave with Birket. 
I might have to shoot him in the foot.




 
The spray of snow conceals Katvar, his sled and his dogs. Only once in a while do I catch a glimpse of his head and his broad shoulders. We are racing the dogs because they are asking for it. They’ve been lazy and bored for days and Katvar has decided to give them what they want. We’ve left the Carpathian Mountains behind us. The ground is smooth, a thin layer of fresh dusting conceals half a metre of compressed snow. Sari’s tracks are wiped out already. But we don’t need them to find our way. 
I’m angry at Birket. He stole Katvar’s razor so I can’t shave off my hair again. The reddish three-day stubble on my scalp is already telling. That man knows nothing about warfare. It’s of no use to run around shining like a beacon that screams, “Look, everyone, here’s that chick who’s set to kill all the BSA jerks!” One doesn’t show off like that. You have to be unexpected, silent and invisible. Else you get killed before you’ve accomplished anything.
While steering my sled around a tree today, I almost had a collision. I’m still learning to do this dog sled thing properly. The commands for left or right have to be repeated as often as needed to complete the change of direction. For a broad and sweeping forty-five degree turn, I had to shout, ‘Left!’ about twenty times. Katvar tapped his lead dog twice. I guess I’m not established as the leader of my team.
The tree that I missed by mere centimetres was the only one in a large clearing. Now, the forest stretches as far as the eye can see and we don’t need to worry about firewood until we reach the tundra. 
We are loaded to the max — an estimated three hundred kilograms on each sled, much of it moose meat. We don’t need to hunt for the next five to seven days and can finish our first leg quickly. 
The dogs are working hard, and because the snow cover is so compact and has little to no grip on the skids, the heavy sleds fly over the white. It also helps that Katvar has coated the skids with a thin layer of ice — an elaborate procedure that involved dunking moss into lukewarm water and spreading layers of water onto each layer of newly formed ice. It took ages, but it does wonders.
We plan to avoid settlements until we reach Minsk. Visiting a clan always involves a lot of talking and eating, and we can’t afford delays before we’ve made it to Syktyvkar. After that, we’ll need help, and only then will we invest the time to socialise.
At breakfast, Katvar signed to me the plan for the next six days. He had to write it down, too, so I understood everything correctly. We’ll rise before the sun, run the dogs until noon, rest for at least one hour, eat well and feed the animals, then run again until the sun sets. That’s a bit different from what Kioshi told me, but Katvar is the expert here, so I’m listening to what he says. Once we hit difficult terrain, we’ll add two more breaks to our day, but not more. Life will get harder the farther north we travel, so we’d better eat away the kilometres while we are fresh and strong.
One small thing makes me oddly happy and I can’t help but smile when I see her leaping through the snow: the white dog that was snuggled up to me when I woke up at the Lume’s winter quarters two years ago. I’d almost frozen to death and Runner was badly injured. The Lume had saved our lives and this white one was the first dog I learned to not fear. I even learned to like her and I still do. She’s a friendly girl with eggshell white fur, black nose and lips, and warm brown eyes. Her name is Gull and she’s running behind the lead dog of my team, Balto.
Before we left the hut, Katvar mixed up our teams, then chose the two lead dogs. He’ll be keeping an eye on the pack dynamics for the next few days. ‘Be wise when you choose the leader,’ he’s signed and written for me. ‘Most dogs like it when someone they trust tells them what to do. They feel safe. Few dogs want to be the ones in power and even fewer of those are good leaders. It requires patience and the will to take responsibility.’
Katvar seems a good leader. He teaches me to praise them a lot, and to be vigilant. Never allow one dog to steal food from another. Never even let a dog eat before you have said it’s okay to eat. He’s teaching me how to stiffen my stance, how to growl low in my throat. And praise. Always praise. I’m also learning the clicks and huffs he’s using on his animals. I had to laugh when he told me he’s the alpha male and I’m the alpha female.
I don’t think the dogs give a shit who’s which gender.
The sun is high in the sky. We race in and out of the jagged shadows of firs and pines, through the glare of snow crystals. 
Before us, the sound of many paws, the huffs and yaps of happy dogs. The wind in my face. The scents of frozen forest. I open my mouth wide and stick out my tongue.
But there’s nothing. No flavours spread through my mouth and down my throat. I can’t recall how the word “forest” tasted, or the word “Micka.” Once upon a time, there was a girl who could taste words. I wonder if she’s ever coming back.
Katvar makes a croaking noise and lifts his whip high up. His sled slows down and comes to a halt. My dogs obey his signals before I can tell them to stop. They plop into the snow alongside the other team, bury their muzzles in the cold white fluff and swallow a mouthful.
He fetches the axe from his sled, begins carving meat off one of the moose legs, and feeds it to the dogs. The animals always come first, he said. Without them, we can’t get anywhere near our final destination. I get the second axe and choose a tree with dead and dry branches, chop off an armful and start a fire. 
The meat is tough but delicious. We eat without talking, because my mouth is full and Katvar’s hands are busy. Once I wipe the grease off my chin, I ask, ‘Shouldn’t we have crossed the river by now?’
Two sharp lines form between his eyebrows. He nods, extracts the map from his coat and points his knife to where we are, or rather, where he thinks we are.
Katvar signs and writes in the snow, ‘I keep thinking we should have stolen Javier’s SatPad.’
Surprised and proud I understand all his hand signals correctly, a grin spreads over my face. 
‘What?’ Katvar signs.
I shake my head. ‘Not a good idea. A SatPad can be tracked. Even if Erik once believed me dead, after what Javier told the other Sequencers, Erik now knows I’m alive. He’ll be looking for me. For now, I think, we are quite safe. We’ve been travelling mostly through dense pine forests. Even IR sensors won’t see us properly.’
‘IR?’ In a fraction of a second his right hand pokes his pinky up in the air, then crosses index and middle fingers. Sometimes I have the feeling that my eyes could plop out of their sockets trying to follow his super fast speaking.
‘IR is short for infrared. Satellites can make thermal signatures of animals and humans visible. One might think the winter would make that an even bigger problem — our bodies are much warmer than the snow and the air around us. But…’ I touch my hood, ‘…we are insulated. Fur everywhere. The dogs have very thick pelts that prevent heat loss. I’ve checked them with the night-eye of my scope. The heat signature of their bodies is pretty low, only their noses and eyes show up hot white. So with the tree cover and our heat insulation, we are pretty much invisible. At least until we reach the tundra.’
‘Will he know where we are then?’ he signs.
‘That’s our advantage. He won’t know where to look for us. He doesn’t know where we are heading. He doesn’t even know there’s a “we.”’
Katvar nods, lost in thought. 
‘What are you thinking?’ I ask.
‘He will know when we cross the sea ice.’ He repeats it twice for me until I get what he means. “Cross” and “sea ice” are new words for me.
‘I’ll find a solution,’ I say. ‘There’s time.’
‘How fast can Erik get from his headquarters to Svalbard?’
‘Hm… Headquarters is roughly two thousand five hundred kilometres from Svalbard. The top speed of his solar plane was five hundred kilometres an hour. If he’s got his hands on another such machine — and I’m sure he has — he’d need at least five to six hours.’
‘So he can be there long before we reach it.’
‘No. We can hide. We race the dogs when there’s a cloud cover. We dig ourselves a snow cave when the sky is clear.’
He nods again, unconvinced.
‘It’s the best I can offer. You don’t want me to fly an aircraft,’ I say.
‘Why not find someone who can?’
I laugh. ‘I’ve never see normal people own high-tech stuff and know how to operate it. Power plants and water treatment plants, yes. Everything else, everything high-tech that can be used in warfare — satellites, warships, and aircraft are all in the hands of the BSA and the Sequencers.’
‘And you will destroy the satellites.’
I nod. ‘Yes.’
He gives me a sharp glance and flicks his hands and fingers. 
‘What?’ I ask.
He writes it in the snow: ‘You shaved your head. Stupid. Too cold.’
‘I had lice.’
‘Use petroleum next time.’ He stands and brushes the snow off his pants. ‘We’ll talk tonight.’ And then he whistles at the dogs and they jump up and greet him with wagging tails and excited yips.
I gaze at the small fire, drink the last sip from my mug, and fill our canteens with warm water from the pot. Then I pack our stuff, sit down on my sled, and cover my legs with furs. I’m not standing on the skids like Katvar, because I’m still not back to normal. The ankle needs another week or so of little strain, and I’m still bleeding. Barktak warned me that my abdominal muscles will never fuse back together if I don’t listen to her and take it easy. So now I’m a bit torn between not giving a fuck because I don’t plan to return from my Svalbard adventure anyway, and giving just enough fucks so I can at least get there in one piece.
Katvar stands on his sled and taps the lead dog with his long whip. A mighty jerk forward and both sleds are flying through the snow. I’m impressed at how much weight these dogs can pull. Do they notice that with every stop and every meal, each sled gets a little lighter?
When we reach a clearing that stretches almost as far as the horizon, we know we’ve found the river. We’ve crossed four small rivers already, but this one might be dangerous. It’s much broader and the ice might not be stable. 
Katvar brings his dogs to a halt, turns around and signs. Shit, I hate it when I don’t get what he says. He points up at the clear sky and signs again, slower this time, ‘Can we leave the woods?’
‘Let me check.’ I extract my cold limbs from the sled, grab my rifle and walk up to him. Leaning against a tree, I scan the landscape that spreads flat and white before us. ‘I can see the river, it’s two and a half kilometres from here. No bridge anywhere near, but there seems to be ice on the river. Wait! What’s that?’
I hear him step up to me, hear his breath behind my back. I bristle at the closeness, but what’s in my finder needs analysing and I can’t move away from him without taking my eyes off…a field of approximately two by two kilometres, needled with hundreds of antennae. The wind bends them gently at their tips. There’s no building anywhere near, but I suppose the large crater — now a gently sloping, deep dip in the snowy landscape at the edge of the antennae field — must once have been the control centre of whatever espionage unit had its base here. They look ancient, the countless antennae. As if the people who built them hadn’t dared to dream of satellites.
A hand taps my shoulder.
‘It’s just some old stuff. Want to see?’ I step aside, still supporting the rifle against the tree trunk. Katvar places his hand where I slip off mine and gazes through the scope. He stares at the antennae field, scans the river for long moments, then nods at me and hands me my weapon. 
‘Wait until nightfall,’ he signs.
‘Yes, that’s what I thought, too. We’ll dig a snow cave and try to cross at midnight. If it’s impassable, we’ll return to our snow cave, sleep, and tomorrow morning we’ll follow the river upstream and stay in the forest until we find a bridge.’
One sharp nod and he gets to work: feeding the dogs, digging a hole in the snow. I chop wood and fix our beds. I don’t like sleeping next to him in this constricted space, almost touching. He knows it.
When the stew is ready, I call for him, but he doesn’t come. I find him sitting among his dogs, staring up at the moon. I join him and offer him a bowl of food. He takes it and places it on his lap.
‘What precisely is the plan?’ he signs. 
‘We get to Svalbard. As I said.’ 
He narrows his eyes at me.
‘What?’ I ask.
‘What precisely will you do in Svalbard?’
I clamp my teeth down on a piece of meat that proves too large and tough to be chewed to pieces. I push it halfway out of my mouth and use my knife to cut off a bit. Slowly, I chew and take my time to think. Katvar is not a warrior, he knows little about war and the BSA. So what information can I share?
‘Erik gained control over the global satellite network. He’s using it to spy on people and to control the war. So…satellites make him more effective; he will bring war to everyone’s home and he can do that any time he chooses.’
Katvar nods and signs, ‘I know enough people who believe the BSA is doing good work. But I don’t understand.’
‘I don’t really understand these people, either,’ I say. ‘From what I learned about human history — and I can only talk about what Erik made accessible to me, which is most likely biased and very limited — what did I want to say?’ I scratch my forehead.
A smile flickers past Katvar’s lips.
‘What?’ I ask.
‘You look like a warrior,’ he signs.
‘I am a warrior.’
‘I know.’
‘Where was I? Oh, yes. The ancient question: Us or them? Them being the ones who think, look, speak, or behave differently. Them or The Others. Does that sound familiar?’ I throw him a sharp glance and his expression darkens. ‘Yeah, it does. Of course, it’s always us who deserve to survive, us who are better, and us who have the shiny future. Never them. The BSA is cultivating this in a way that is not new. Men are the us, women are the them. A man has ten times the worth of a woman, a man can have many wives, women have to obey, submit, serve or they’ll be punished. A man can take a woman whenever he wants or rather, whenever he feels the need. Women are filthy. Without women, men would be clean. Women can be punished, raped, killed. Because women stand so low, men can stand above them; they have something to look down upon. Because we are so filthy, they are clean and good. Because we are unworthy, they are worthy. That’s why so many young men join the BSA — because they feel they deserve more than a hard life with hard work shared equally among family members. They want to feel entitled. Few women join the BSA by choice, and I can only guess what their true motives are. One of the women in the camp told me she wanted to give birth to the next martyr, the greatest honour for a mother. I almost puked in her face.’
Katvar sits frozen, eyes dark. There’s repulsion shining in them. 
‘Erik has control over weaponised satellites.’ My voice is low and hoarse. This is too close to home. ‘If he sees us, he can kill us with the push of a button. He can pick a city and burn it off the face of Earth. When he decides his war is to enter its final stage, he can kill tens of thousands of people without risking his own life. I don’t know why he hasn’t done this already; it’s as if he’s waiting for something, maybe his final showdown. I’ll prevent that. I’ll burn the BSA headquarters to the ground before they can do this to us.’
Slowly, he nods. Then he signs, ‘How many children are in that camp?’
I laugh at him. A bitter, cold noise. ‘Fuck, Katvar! You don’t know shit about war!’ I compress snow in my hands and throw it against a tree. Thwack! it says as it bursts into pieces.
‘How many children?’
I growl in frustration. ‘Between twenty and twenty-five.’
He narrows his eyes. ‘So you push a button and kill twenty-five children just like that?’ He snaps his finger and I’m ready to kick his balls.
‘Yes.’
He nods. ‘You will not.’ With that, he rises to his feet and begins to play with his dogs. They are made of simpler material. No politics. One leader, the others follow. 
I’m angry, boiling inside. I walk up to him and hiss, ‘You do not understand anything! You haven’t seen them strap explosives to children and send them into battle as living bombs. You haven’t seen them gang-raping nine year-olds, you haven’t seen them beating a young, beautiful, gentle woman to pulp, dismembering her and burning her alive because they believe that a woman loving a woman is against the law of their god and needs to be punished by a lynch mob. You haven’t… You haven’t…’ I gulp, kick at the snow, and turn away, images of sweet Rajah flooding my mind, my eyes, my heart. I want to puke out all the pain, the smell of her blood, the stench of her burning flesh.
My hands on my knees, my stomach convulsing, saliva dripping into the snow, I stand half upright, half felled. 
A hand settles softly on my back. I whirl around and punch him in his face. ‘Touch me one more time and I’ll break your arm.’
He takes a step back and licks a trickle of blood off his lips. There’s no fear in his eyes. ‘You forgot to pull your gun,’ he signs, slow and deliberate. It feels like capital letters to me.
Air leaves my lungs and I turn away from him, crawl into our snow cave and roll up in my furs.
Fuck this.
Fuck him.




 
‘Can’t see any dark patches,’ I say and lower my rifle. ‘Is it possible to get ammunition in Minsk? I’ve less than twenty rounds left and I need target practice before we reach Svalbard.’
He nods but doesn’t elaborate.
‘Okay.’ I’m tense. Frozen rivers are treacherous. This one is mighty, more than a hundred metres wide. I would have expected a churning mass of ice and black water in its centre. But there’s nothing but peaceful white. I don’t trust it.
Katvar puts his skis on and gestures for me to do the same. ‘Aren’t we walking along the river to find a bridge or something?’ I ask.
He shakes his head and signs, ‘No bridge. Steel cable a three-day’s run from here. You can walk on it, cross it, but not the dogs and the sleds.’
‘How do you know?’
He pauses, looks me up and down, and signs, ‘I saw it.’
‘How far north have you been?’
He flicks hands and fingers and I have to ask him to write it down for me. One word: Scandinavia.
‘We’ll talk later,’ I say and strap my skis on my feet. 
The sleds are heavy, but the skids are long and distribute the weight evenly. My skis do the same for me. But still, I’m nervous. I broke through a frozen river once and, hell, did the cold hurt. I’m more prone to frostbite now that I’ve already lost two toes to it. 
Katvar ties the end of a rope around his hips and throws me the other end. He treats me like an aggressive or wounded animal, keeping his distance, moving calmly, observing.
He sets his skis on the ice, signals for the dogs to wait, and begins to move forward. Twenty metres in, close to the middle of the river on the most unpredictable section, he stops and whistles. 
Both teams jump up, eager to race toward him. As they move, he lifts his right arm and holds it, palm down, parallel to the ice. The dogs slow down. He directs them around the rope that binds him to me, lines the two teams up a few steps from one another and stops them when the first team has almost reached him. 
The ice sighs with the weight of the sleds and I can tell that the animals don’t want to be here. The lead dogs are calmer than the others. Gull has her snout in the snow, then up in the air and back in the snow again. She whines and presses her tail to her belly. She doesn’t trust the ice, either. 
Katvar begins to walk again, tugging me along, and scanning the ice for snow that seems darker or lower than the surroundings. Each step produces a creak of compressed snow and sharp, but faint, sighing of the ice.
As he crosses the middle I exhale a large cloud. A few metres more and he stops, calls the dogs and lets them trot to the far side. Then he signals to me and we both begin to move again, twenty metres from one another. He’s safe now, or close to it. I’m the worm on the fishing line. That reminds me… Maybe we should fish tonight to get a little variety into our stomachs.
One loud zing! and the next time I look up from my skis to Katvar, he’s gone. The rope around my hips tightens with a snap and jerks me forward. I slither and shout until I finally get to slam the poles into the snow and bring my skis perpendicular to the rope, fighting the urge to run to the dark patch ahead of me. I shout, ‘Stay!’ to the dogs, then tune out their barking. 
Then, all I do is pull and grunt, pull and grunt. Shit, he’s heavy. Rope curls at my feet. I can’t see a trace of him. ‘Katvar!’ I scream, knowing he won’t hear me. His ears are probably full of the roaring of the icy river.
His head bobs up in the water. Arms flailing, trying to grab the slippery rim of the ice. I move a few steps closer, always keeping tension on the rope, always pulling a bit more and a bit more. 
The rope is wet and freezes to my mittens. ‘Come on! Help me!’ I cry, jam the edges of my skis deeper into the snow and ice, and lean my whole body against the pull of the rope, and scream again for him to fucking fight. 
Suddenly, the rope gives. A dark shape lies on the ice. I move in a semicircle around him toward the far side of the river. Rope tight, eyes on the river and on Katvar. He’s moving and I tell him to stop. Close to the river’s edge, I begin pulling him in. The dogs jump at his still form as soon as we reach solid ground. Or where I believe solid ground must be. Impossible to tell with the snow cover so thick.
I touch his cold face and he opens his eyes. ‘Let’s get you out of these clothes.’ I throw my mittens aside and tug at his coat, pants, and boots. Small ice crystals are forming on his wet fur collar. He’s deathly white. His lips are blue. But he tries to help with the clothes, his breath ragged, fingertips clumsy. 
I help him sit up. ‘One second, and you’ll be warmer.’ I dash to my sled and spread the furs atop it, help the stark naked man climb in, and cover him with more furs, tuck him in and tie him down with the bag straps. I’m reminded of Runner. It’s a good memory, because he and I survived. Then.
‘Okay, my friend. Hold on for a little while. We need to reach this line of trees, there’s plenty of firewood and cover. I’ll dig us a nice, toasty snow cave and cook you a stew that resurrects the dead. Okay?’
‘Hrm,’ he grunts. His lips are pulled tight over his teeth, his eyes are large and pale.
I pick up the whip and tap Balto between his shoulder blades. Off we trot, the other dog team following with Katvar’s sled.
‘It’s not far,’ I tell him. ‘Just a kilometre. Wiggle your toes and fingers, get the blood pumping. Don’t sleep now.’
Within minutes, we reach the forest. I jump off the sled, grab a shovel and dig as fast as I can. Once the snow cave is finished, I chuck armfuls of brush inside, spread it out and hurry back to Katvar.
I shrug off my coat for him. ‘Here, put this on. Katvar?’
I tap his cheek. Eyelids flutter. I tap him harder and he looks at me. ‘I need your help. Sit up, put my coat on, walk with me to the cave.’
His eyes begin to drift, but he sits up as best as his trembling allows. The furs slide off his chest and shoulders and that’s the first time I notice there’s something black, something that doesn’t belong. Quickly, I cover him with my coat and we walk the few steps through the snow. I help him onto the bed and fetch the furs he’s been lying on, then cover him with those.
Okay, what next? The dogs ate only three hours ago, so they are fine. I should make a fire and cook something for Katvar, but then it might be too soon for something hot. He needs to warm up slowly.
I nod to myself, light the oil lamp and prepare my bed next to his. He watches me strip to my underwear. ‘I’ll warm you, then I’ll make food,’ I say, slip under his furs, pull my own furs over both of us, pressing close to him. ‘Holy shit. You need to hurry up getting better. I don’t like sleeping with icicles.’
Something harsh rolls up his throat. Maybe a chuckle. I can’t tell. We shiver together and I wonder if one is supposed to rub someone with hypothermia until he’s warmer, or rather not. I decide on a tight hug and wishing I were an oven.
He rolls onto his side, sticks his feet between my shins, and grabs my hand to press it to his icy stomach. He’s trembling hard and I can hear the clatter of his teeth. ‘Just a little bit longer, Katvar. I’ll make you hot food soon. But better take it slow. Okay?’
He moves my hand to his chest. The skin there is smooth, muscular, and cold like stone. There’s something, a faint pattern of scars, maybe. ‘What’s on your chest?’ I whisper.
He doesn’t answer.
‘We’ll talk later,’ I say, more to assure him that he’ll be alive and well in the morning than to make him talk about stuff he might not want to share.
The air in our cave grows warmer. I’m almost too warm now. Katvar’s breathing is shallow, but regular. He must be sleeping. I let him rest, slip out from under the covers and get dressed. Before I open the cave, I make sure he’s warmly tucked in.
The dogs are nervous. They know something is wrong with their chief. I rub their sides and talk to them, cut up meat and feed them. I chop an armful of wood and start a fire, place the pot over it and melt snow. Which gives me an idea. All I need is a bit more wood. When everything is prepared, I duck back into the snow cave.
‘Katvar, wake up.’
He groans and cracks an eye open.
‘You want a warm bath, right?’
He blinks.
‘Remember the pots we brought along to barter trade? Look, I’ve got you the biggest one. It’s filled to the brim with nice warm water. Your feet will fit in. But you have to hurry, it’s getting cold.’
He pushes himself up and, if possible, grows even paler. I help him sit, pull the furs up over his back and shoulder, and move the pot so that he can stick his feet in. 
‘Good?’
He nods and lays his head on his knees.
‘Okay. Stew coming in a bit.’
When I return with the food, he’s back in the bed and the water in the pot is cold. He’s also awake and looks better.
‘How are your feet?’
A small nod.
‘Good,’ I say and place the pot on a flat piece of wood, ladle the stew into a bowl and hand it to him. He sits up, all without help, and slowly eats the first spoonful. His eyes close, the corners of his mouth tug into a smile. He places his fingertips to his lips, then moves his hand in my direction. ‘Thank you,’ is what it means.
‘Thank you for coming back,’ I reply.
He finishes his bowl and asks for a second helping. Gradually, the colour returns to his cheeks. When he’s finished eating, he lies back down and hugs the furs tightly around himself, but I can tell he’s not so cold anymore.
His gaze slides from my face to an empty spot behind me, then back to me again. He swallows. 
‘You asked,’ he signs and moves his arm and the covers aside. A pattern stretches over his skin from the hollow of his throat down to his navel. 
‘A knife?’
‘A ritual knife,’ he signs, reaches out and takes my wrist. His expression is calm. I shake my head no as he places my palm on his bare chest. I wait for something more to happen, but he just lies like this, fingers wrapped around my wrist, bare chest warm against my hand, heart rumbling against my calluses. My chattering mind grows calmer, seeing that this is all he wants and nothing more. The curtain of fear slides aside, just one small crack, and gently lets in Katvar and his undemanding gesture. Much like the morning sun shines through a frosted window, warming what’s inside. 
The knife tattooed on his skin is an artwork of intricate black-on-white patterns. I trace my fingertips over its edges.
‘Why do you have this?’
He lets go of my wrist, but not my gaze when he signs slowly, some words a single gesture, some words elaborately signed letter by letter, ‘We call it the Taker. Every woman I know would have recoiled from the mere sight of it.’
I open my mouth and snap it shut. I’m not sure what to say.
‘I know you are scared of me and I can only guess why,’ he continues. ‘But I’m the last man you need to be afraid of. I would never touch you…intimately. Even if you asked me to.’
I cock my head.
‘I have bad blood,’ he explains. ‘I bear the Taker.’
‘I don’t understand.’ I’m growing angry and impatient and I have no clue why.
He lowers his gaze ‘My parents were brother and sister. My children will be defective if I have any. I’ll never be with a woman.’
I blink as a whole encyclopaedia rushes past my vision— books about history, biology, genetics, human nature, religion, warfare. Books Erik ordered me to read, memorise, and repeat before him. There were many stories of incest. ‘Is this why you are mute?’
He shakes his head no. ‘When I was a child, I was very ill. A virus, maybe. I lost my voice. Bad cough, high fever, days of unconsciousness. My mother believed I was dying, but I recovered. I’m not mute.’
‘You are not?’
‘I. Can. Speak.’ His voice comes as a shock to me. Utterly damaged, raspy, croaky, as if someone were running a rusty iron bar over a jagged rock.
‘Tiresome. Painful. Can’t speak more than a few words at a time,’ he signs.
My gaze slips from his speaking fingers down to my mute fingers. I lift my hand and let my palm rest against the Taker. It must have been cut with a tiny blade, and then some kind of dye or pigments rubbed into the wounds. A black rippling on a smooth, muscular and warm surface. Behind that, his heartbeat is regular and slow. ‘Is there a lot of inbreeding in your clan?’
He frowns. ‘No. I’m the only one. Every summer solstice we meet with other clans and…dance.’ There’s a blush rising to his cheeks.
‘Dance?’ I take my hand away
as he pulls the furs up over his shoulder.
He nods once and adds, ‘They have sex. Women from one clan with men of the other. Summer solstice children are held in high esteem. We live in a small community and are careful to avoid inbreeding. Cousins aren’t allowed to choose one another. I’m marked, so women from other clans, women who don’t know me, avoid me, too.’
‘But if your parents—’
He cuts me off with a sharp slash of hand through air. ‘He returned from battle and was never the same. He raped my mother, then took a knife to his throat. My people are afraid of me.’
‘I’m not afraid of you.’ Not quite true, but…
He gives me a shy smile and pulls the furs higher up, covering the handle of the knife and his goose bumps. I tell him about the long tradition of inbreeding in Europe’s ancient royal families, and that his children will, most likely, be healthy. But he just shakes his head and signs, ‘I’ll not have children.’
‘But—’
‘I’ll not have children of my own,’ he repeats. ‘I was allowed to live only because, when I was born, I appeared healthy and strong.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘We are hunters, Micka. We live a semi-nomadic life. Babies with malformations, and the ones too weak or too small to survive are killed with the Taker within hours of their birth. The whole clan mourns when it needs to be done. We are not monsters. We simply do what keeps us alive. A child who consumes all his mother’s energy will get his siblings killed. A child who will never be able to walk, who can’t hunt and provide for his parents when they grow old, is a danger to himself, his family, and his friends — to everyone who chooses to take care of him. I’ll not have children of my own. I will not cause such suffering; not to my child and not to my woman. I would rather kill myself.’
He stares at me with his dark eyes, imploring me to understand and not judge. His silent language seems louder than any other.
Despite my revulsion over what he’s just said, my world seems to shift. Until now, I’ve believed I had to remain on the defensive. I’m a woman, he’s a man. I have to fend off, he has to attack.
‘I had a baby once. She was a healthy and strong girl. I held her for a short moment. She was taken away and murdered because she…’ My chest heaves and makes it hard for me to speak. ‘Because she was the wrong gender and sired by the wrong man.’
I lie down next to him and gaze up at the ceiling. The oil lamp makes the snow glitter. ‘Why is it called the Taker?’
He taps my shoulder; I forgot to look at him to see his answer. 
‘It’s a sacred knife. It’s used only on newborns. Everyone who knows the inscriptions on the bone handle, the curved and pointed obsidian blade, is repulsed by the mere sight of it. That’s why it was tattooed on my chest when I came of age. So no woman would touch me. It helps.’
‘Don’t you want to be with a man?’
He shakes his head no.
‘You know,’ I begin. ‘I’d rather be unable to walk than unable to feel.’
‘You’d be a burden to your family if you were unable to walk,’ Katvar signs.
I laugh. ‘I have been able to walk since I was nine months old, and yet, I was a burden to my family until the day I left to become a Sequencer’s apprentice. Don’t you think there’s much more one can do besides hunting? Cooking, taking care of babies.’
‘You would still be a burden.’
‘So what? Life is not all happiness. It’s not easy and straightforward.’
‘You cannot raise a defective child. It will die from disease, from—’
‘Fuck, Katvar!’ I cry, scrape a handful of ice from the ceiling of our snow cave and throw it at him. ‘Defective! Really? That word makes a child sound like a commodity. The BSA soldiers are all physically extremely healthy and well trained killing machines. None of them sires defective children. There are girls and women who seek out BSA soldiers. They want to have babies with these prime specimens! Some women go there to get married to a man they’ve never met before, to clean his house, his clothes, to have his kids, to be treated like slaves. These women believe it’s heroic to give birth to the next martyr. They treat each other and their kids like shit, because their only future is death. They make life to destroy life. Can you imagine me raising a healthy and strong boy in a BSA camp? A boy who will one day die in a useless war? Or a healthy and strong girl who will one day be used as a fuck toy and reproduction vessel? Wouldn’t you call that defective — this whole fucked up situation? Wouldn’t it be a million times better to have a malformed child who is loved and has a place in this world, a future?’
I’m surprised by how angry I am. I’m all for boxing his chest to make him understand.
‘Don’t throw away the good things you have,’ I say softly, lean forward and place my fingers on the animal skin, just where his chest is. ‘I hope you’ll have a family of your own someday. The world is so of full of shit, Katvar. It needs more people like you.’
He cocks an eyebrow and an idea hits me: ‘Did you ever ask Javier to analyse your genome?’
‘My what?’
‘Your genome. It’s the sum of your genes plus some other stuff. Sequencers who analyse the dog lung tissue samples for tuberculosis bacteria sequence the genomes of these bacteria to learn about their antibiotic resistance genes. They can sequence your genome and tell you that you’re probably good to go. You know, as a dad.’
‘Never asked and never will.’ His fingers and hands form insecure words. I picture him in his yurt, head in hands, eyes shut. Everyone else is having fun at the summer solstice orgy, while Katvar is abandoned with his Taker knife and his father’s mark on his genome.
‘I’m sorry you have no one,’ I whisper. 
Still shivering, he scowls at me. My gaze travels over his face, his constantly set chin, and comes to rest on his fierce mouth. I wish these lips would curl into a smile one day.
After a while, I tell him that we need to sleep. It’s been a long and tiring day and an even longer and more exhausting night.
Katvar curls one arm under his head and signs with the other hand, ‘I’m sorry they killed your child.’
I think of the tiny, fragile girl who looked so much like her father. With burning eyes, I sneak under his furs to warm him and tell him about my first husband.




 
Wives, submit to your own husbands...
Ephesians 5:22-24
 
 
He’s shaped like a bull, an albino bull. His neck is thick, his shoulders massive, upper arms the size of my thighs. He stands taller than the other men and his eyes are set in a perpetual squint. The pale blue of his irises shines through white lashes. 
When he walks up to me and grabs my arm, I’m about to piss myself with fear. The man who’s now my husband pushes me to a hut. It must be his — like I, the domesticated animal. 
What will I do? Pass out? Die? I want to die, I really do. My legs tremble and I can’t walk anymore. 
Men roar and clap their hands in unison. They cheer him on, ‘Jeremiah! Jeremiah! Jeremiah!’ as if he needs courage to rape a sixteen year-old woman only a quarter of his own size. My knees buckle and he ignores it, simply pulls me by my arm over the threshold, then kicks the door shut.
I’m a marionette. He can pull me upright on my string-arms, fling me on the mattress where I land, a pile of rattling bones, chattering teeth, cramping muscles. From the corner of my eye I see him open his shirt.
My survival instincts kick in and I pounce. Bad idea. He grabs my wrists, twists my arm behind my back and presses me onto the bed. I scream. He brings his knees down on both sides of my ribcage, fumbles with my shirt and I scream louder. ‘No!’ and ‘Fuck off!’ and other stuff that forms like blips in my head and exits through my mouth, unremembered. 
‘Yeah, baby! Scream louder!’ he cheers me on. 
Panicking, I holler until my lungs feel raw. 
He grunts ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ and the bed rocks and squeals until I realise that something’s off. I shut my mouth and try to think. That’s when he bends down and whispers into my ear, ‘Better you scream some more.’
‘Wha…’ stays stuck in my throat when he throws himself flat on top of me. Fuck, he’s heavy. I holler and kick and try to breathe. And still he grunts, but…
My clothes are still on my body. He still wears his pants. What the hell? I twist my neck to look at him and see a knife. Fuck, he doesn’t want to rape me, he wants to kill me! I kick and grunt and spit. The knife approaches, the tip is close to my eyes. 
‘Scream,’ he whispers and I do him the favour. A lot.
Finally, the knife disappears, the weight disappears, and I’m free. I roll off the bed, scuttle to a far corner of the room, and see him push down his waistband and run the blade over his skin. A small cut at his thigh, just below the hip. He yanks the sheet off the mattress, spits in his hand and catches the droplets of blood. 
Puzzled, I watch him mix blood and saliva in his palm, then rub it into the fabric, somewhere in the centre of the large white rectangle. 
‘Scratch my face. Not the eyes. Just a cheek.’ He approaches and I scoot backwards. With a growl he pounces and my fist shoots out and hits him square on the nose. Blood trickles down his upper lip. One clean red stripe on white skin. 
‘Next time you do it when I tell you,’ he says and pushes away from me. 
My brain fires useless commands: Run! Stay! Scream! What the fuck?!
For the lack of a better idea, I keep my mouth shut.
He walks to the window, opens it and presents the bloodied sheet.
I hear shuffling, then cheers. He raises his fist, receives more cheers, a few shots are fired, then the window closes and he turns to look at me.
My back is pressed against the wall. I’m shaking so much, I feel like my limbs are about to come off.
He takes a step forward, sees me flinch. He lifts his hands and brings his massive body down on one knee. ‘Listen,’ he whispers. ‘If anyone finds out, I’m dead. You have my life in your hands now. And I, yours. As long as I’m your husband, no one will touch you.’
I blink up at him. The man is insane.
‘There are rules,’ he says. ‘We’ll repeat this.’ He waves at the bed. ‘Often. Every morning after, you hurt. If you can't make your show believable, I will rape you. Because I’m not ready to die. The Commander walks in and out of everyone's home. That means, you sleep on the floor, I sleep in the bed. When I say kneel, you kneel. When I tell you to get me something, you ask what and how much and then you go fetch it. Clear?’
I nod. I’m alive. But… ‘Why?’ I ask.
‘I will touch you when you want me.’
‘I’ll never want you.’
‘I know. Lie down now.’ He points to an old rug in a corner of the room. ‘Take off your clothes.’
I pull my arms tighter around myself. All my instincts scream, run.
‘The rules,’ he warns. So I stand and walk over to my rug.
‘I need them all.’ He waves an impatient hand. 
I undress and throw my clothes at him, then pull a stinking blanket up to my chin to hide my nakedness. 
He tears my shirt in half, rips at my waistband. The fabric crackles. My clothes are ruined.
Jeremiah opens the door and leaves. 
I gnaw off my fingernails. I’m exhausted and fear chases my thoughts around in my skull. My mouth is parched, so I suck on the blanket to give myself something to do. When darkness falls, Jeremiah returns. He throws a stack of folded clothes on the bed.
‘Dress, put the new sheet on the mattress, I go fetch food. Tomorrow, all of this is your responsibility. The men think I ploughed you good. Told them you passed out.’ He shows me his teeth and is out the door in a heartbeat. 
I get dressed and start making the bed. Jeremiah comes back in and puts a platter of meat and gruel on the table, a jug of water is set next to it. ‘Kitchen.’ He points and I fetch plates, knifes, forks, and cups.
We eat in silence. The sharp knife in my hand vibrates. He looks at it and whispers, ‘You owe me.’
‘I will not thank you.’
‘I know. Finish your food now. We’ll give the boys outside another show, then we sleep. I’m tired.’
‘From what?’ I spit.
He leans back and gazes at me for a long moment. ‘I wonder how you’d feel if I’d done what everyone expects of me.’
That shuts me up. I stand and clean off the table. ‘Where’s the wash water?’ I ask. 
Abruptly, he walks up to me, bends down and pokes his finger in my face, ‘If any of the men heard you speak like this to  me, your husband, I’d have to give you a black eye to save face. Watch your tongue, woman!’
Slowly, I look up at him. He’s more than a head taller than I. ‘And when they are not here, am I to speak to you as if I’m your slave?’
‘No. But you need to practise submission. Make it look real.’ He nods to a bucket. ‘I want my house shiny. I’m a married man now.’




 
Minsk is not what I imagined. I'd expected a skyline, some kind of sign of a once-sprawling city; not this void. Maybe we aren’t anywhere near Minsk. Maybe we got lost, though I doubt it. I wish I had checked this city via satellite, but I’d never planned on travelling this way, so never bothered to look.
Ahead of us, at some distance, two people sit on a red cart with a horse as broad as a ship tied between the shafts. The animal's coat is thick, and light-brown around its belly while the rest is almost black. I can't see if it's men or women on the cart until they stand and wave in greeting. Two men. Two rifles. I keep my weapons at the ready.
Katvar turns his head and signals to me to remain calm. The dogs, meanwhile, are super excited to meet strangers. Or maybe they just want to eat the horse. They bark and tug at the lines, yearning to go faster. 
Katvar produces a loud oohf and the animals stop and lie down. We jam in the snow anchors, get off the sleds and approach the cart. The horse whips its tail and puffs two clouds.
‘State your names!’ the older of the two calls from the driver's seat.
‘Mickaela Capra and Katvar... What's your family name?’ I’m ashamed I never asked.
‘No family name,’ Katvar signs.
‘Is it you?’ the man asks.
‘I don't know who you mean. We are on the way to Minsk. We thought we might have passed it already. Would you mind telling us which way we need to go?’
‘This is Minsk. I'm Oleg, this is Dima.’ He points to the younger man, who wears a scarf wrapped around his head and on top of that, a broad-rimmed hat that's tied down over his ears with another scarf. His felt boots are enormous and I wonder how he can walk in them. 
The horse paws at the snow. Dima clicks his tongue and mutters something to soothe the animal. ‘Nice dogs you have there,’ he says.
Katvar signs, ‘Thank you,’ and I translate it for him, as well as his next words: ‘We are looking for a friend. Sari is her name. She and her dogs came through about a week ago.’
Oleg looks at Dima as if we have announced Christmas.
‘Might have. Or might not have. Take off your hood, so we can see you better. Want to know if you are honest folk,’ says Oleg.
Katvar scrapes off his hood and so do I. 
Oleg grins and gets his knee slapped by the younger man. ‘We knew it!’ they say in unison and scramble off the cart. ‘Come. You need food and a warm bed. You’re tired. We can see that.’
Too much enthusiasm for me and too quick a change of mind. This reeks of lies. I plant my feet firmly in the snow and lift the muzzle of my rifle to point at the chest closest to us. ‘We have our own food and our own beds, thank you. Now move back, preferably all the way to where that horse is.’
Four mittens are raised up. The men retreat two steps and stop. Not far enough for me. ‘We've been waiting for you. Waiting and freezing. I, for my part, am thirsty and cold. What about you, Dima?’
Dima nods until his wool hat skids sideways.
‘Go home then,’ I say.
‘Your train is waiting. It needs to be fired up before you can leave, takes at least twelve hours. Be our guests. We need to talk. Can do that while we eat.’
I look at Katvar. ‘They know about the train,’ I sign. He nods at me and then at the men. 
‘Okay,’ I say loud enough for them to hear. Behind my back, I sign a single word to Katvar: ‘Knife.’
‘Excellent.’ Oleg swings his behind back on the cart. ‘Are you coming, Dima, or are you staring at her?’
Dima blushes, if that's even possible with cheeks as burgundy as his, and clambers up onto the driver's seat. Oleg flicks the whip. The horse huffs and puffs and slowly, but steadily, pulls the cart northwards.
Before we jump back onto our sleds, Katvar signals to me that he’s keeping his knife ready. He makes it look as if he wants to protect me. Cute.
It’s a short ride. The two men stop in the middle of nowhere, although it’s probably still Minsk, or the nothing that's left of it. 
Footprints lead to a hatch in the ground, just next to where the cart parks. Oleg opens the heavy metal lid, and waves us in. ‘You can leave the sleds here. No one will touch them.’
I grab my rifle and ammunition while Katvar pushes the snow anchors in and signals the dogs to be quiet. Dima leads the horse away. 
Surprising warmth greets us as we climb down the metal ladder. The clonking of Oleg's boots reverberates in the circular ducts. I open my coat and see Katvar do the same. Our host pulls a squeeze light from one of his pockets and stomps ahead. I wonder where he got this thing and how he recharges it. I have yet to find a surface covered with solar paint. ‘Where does the heat come from?’ I ask.
‘Coal. Belarus has coal. Never mined it, though, until after the wars. During the wars, people hid in the sewers and cleaned them all out. Minsk is now an underground city.’ He turns around and points the light at my face. ‘We are two thousand people here. The BSA doesn't know. Our daughters are safe.’
I doubt that, but I nod anyway. ‘Good.’
He directs the beam of light to the ground at his feet. ‘You stop the BSA. Our train brings you there.’
‘Hm,’ I reply. Damn this stupid redhead propaganda! I'm like a parrot in the arctic. Katvar makes all of this even worse. Women with orange hair are rare, but not singular. A woman with orange hair in the company of a mute man, however, is. Another reason to send him away as soon as possible. Perhaps there’ll be an opportunity before I board the train.
We keep walking. Oleg chatters about the weather and the advantages of living underground. Ahead of us, the duct splits in three and he takes the left bend. After a few more metres, a small room opens up to us. It's even warmer than the duct. Threadbare rugs, straw, and brush are spread on the floor. A collection of tattered plastic bags and boxes pile up in a corner. Scrap wood has been banged and tied together to form a shelf for small treasures — books and broken, tiny statues of fat children with wings and pouting red lips, plates and mugs as fragile as ice and almost as transparent, cutlery with entwined roses on the handles.
‘My wife is a collector,' Oleg says. He’s beaming with pride as he wipes his moustache with the back of his hand. He shrugs off his coat and invites us to sit. ‘Tea?’
We nod.
Soon, the three of us are sitting on soft pillows, gingerly holding the fragile cups filled with a golden liquid that’s sticky with honey. 
‘Where are the others?’
‘Working in the mines, hunting, at school,’ Oleg says and sips noisily at his tea.
I clear my throat. ‘I need to get my hands on ammo.’
His gaze flicks to the rifle on my lap. He bends forward. ‘Can I see it?'
I bristle. Seeing my forbidding expression, he leans back, raising his hands in surrender. 
‘It's a suppressed .357 calibre highly accurized rifle with a range of one thousand five hundred metres,’ I tell him. ‘I need ammo for this one and my .40 calibre pistol.’ I tap at the weapon strapped to my thigh. ‘Katvar also needs ammo.’
Oleg pinches the bridge of his nose. ‘Hm... Maybe in Moscow. I’ll find someone to take a message for you.’ He scratches his head and adds, ‘I’ll come with you.’
‘When can we leave?’
‘Dima is informing the driver and the crew. They’ll fire up the Matryoshka for you. You can leave at sunrise tomorrow morning. Do you need provisions?’
I look at Katvar. He shakes his head and signs, ‘Thank you for the tea.’ I translate for him. He rises to his feet, wary that he might hit his head on the low ceiling. ‘I’ll feed the dogs now.’
I nod. I hate being here, too. Oleg’s underground home reminds me too much of my first six months with the BSA.
Once Katvar is out of earshot, I say to Oleg, ‘I can’t wait until we reach Moscow. I can offer you our pots and longbows in return for the ammo. Plus, I need to get rid of my friend. He’ll get himself killed if he stays with me.’
Oleg frowns and shakes his head, playing the hard-to-get guy. By now, I’m boiling inside. He has been bullshitting us since the moment we met.
‘Okay, Oleg, name your price. You are obviously not interested in our cookware. What is it you want? Sex? You want me to suck you off?’
Maybe it’s my detached tone or my frigid expression. I really don’t care. My words knock him off his pillow, he stumbles backward, and cries, ‘Shame on you!’
‘Shame rolls right off me, man. I have no time for such crap. You want me to kill BSA men for you? I can only do it with sufficient ammo. Name your price and be quick about it. Katvar will return soon and my guess is that he’ll stick a knife into your back if he sees you touching me.’
‘Witch!’ he hisses and points his finger at me. ‘If it weren’t for the Good Tidings, I would kick you out of my home now.’
‘I’ll leave after I have my ammo. You and your friend Dima have rifles, so don’t tell me shit about not having ammo. We can barter with goods, services, or your life. Choose.’ My hands lie softly on my rifle. The bullet sits in the chamber. All I need to do is lift the muzzle a little higher and squeeze the trigger. 
Oleg’s eyes are stuck to my weapon as he whispers, ‘I have two bullets. They are in my rifle. Take them.’
‘Excuse me?’
‘That’s all I have. Dima has another two.’
I shift my weight. ‘You are guarding this city with two rifles and four bullets?’
He nods once. 
Stunned, I scan his face. The once-proud Oleg has surrender carved into the lines around his mouth. Disappointment and anger shine in his eyes. The woman with hair the colour of flame sucks. Big time. 
‘You imagined a noble heroine. Truth is, you need a witch to trap the devil. I will leave your home now. Tell me where I can find the train.’
Oleg insists on showing me to the train tracks. He doesn’t say farewell or good luck, simply leaves without a word. I hope he is pissed until tomorrow morning and refrains from joining us on our ride to Moscow.
When Katvar and I are settling down in our snow cave for the night, I heave a sigh of relief. He looks at me and asks what happened in Oleg’s tunnel while he was gone. 
‘Nothing happened,’ I say, wishing a brilliant idea on how to leave Katvar behind would present itself.




 
The dogs hate it. They’ve never been holed up in a rattling, swaying, windowless wagon. We were barely able to load the animals into the train and I had to postpone my abandon-Katvar plan. While the hunter boy stays with the dogs to keep them from panicking, I walk toward the front of the train, climb out of the first wagon and along the narrow gangway. Steam and smoke block my view as I make my way alongside the tender. I knock at the door of the cab; it’s jerked open a short moment later.
‘Oy! There you are.’
‘Yep,’ I answer and squeeze past the black overalls.
The man who introduced himself as Garth sports two missing teeth and an eyepatch. If I’ve ever pictured a pirate, he would look like Garth the conductor. 
In the back, Mischa is whistling and shovelling coal. He’s patiently taught me how to pronounce his name. It’s taken me a while to get the sibilant right — short and soft, the vowels long and soft, a bit like Mee-sha-h. A name that rolls pleasantly off my tongue and doesn’t fit the scrawny crow-like figure with blackened face, hands, and clothes. 
‘You wanted to talk to me?’ I ask Garth.
‘Aye! Good and bad news. Good news is, the tracks are free of snow. Bad news is, tracks aren’t free of dumbasses.’
Shit, I still don’t have enough ammo. Cold runs down my spine. ‘Where?’
‘Worst place possible: Moscow. Don’t know how you guys can switch trains under these circumstances, but we are working on it.’
‘Details, please,’ I say.
He shrugs. ‘We kinda saw it coming. The weapons factory in Moscow was bound to be attacked one day or another. I radioed my buddy…’ he taps on a small black box, ‘…and told him what kind of ammo you need. He is trying to…um…organise it for you. Oleg’s buddy is, well, as useless as Oleg right now.’
The little scene yesterday has robbed old Oleg of his illusions. He hates the woman with hair the colour of fire; she’s a nasty bitch is what she is. That’s what he hollered from midnight through sunrise. But he’d promised to come with us and get me my ammo, so he boarded the train this morning. Conspicuous clinking has been coming from his ruck and ever since he drained the first of his bottles, he’s been singing and dozing back in the coal box.
‘Your buddy will try to steal ammo from underneath the BSA’s asses?’ I ask.
‘Aye. Didn’t go into detail, but he has a few friends who are happy to help.’ Garth picks at his teeth and I don’t look too closely at what he’s extracting from between the gaps.
‘Any intel on the BSA forces? Number of men, weapons, locations? Anything?’
He frowns and wags his head. ‘The people there are not…you know, soldiers, warriors. They produce stuff, trade stuff.’
‘Steal stuff.’
He chuckles. ‘Aye.’
‘Can you ask your friend?’
He nods and wipes his fingers on his greasy pants.
‘I’ll go talk to Katvar for a moment. Say, is that exhaust thing very hot?’ I point to where the steam is rising.
‘The steam engine? You can fry food on it. We sometimes do.’ He smacks his lips and grins.
‘Shit.’
‘The problem being?’
‘I need an elevated point with a clear view to fire my rifle from.’
‘Oh, aye! Why don’t you use my dome?’ He points straight up at a dirty, knitted blanket taped to the ceiling. I lift my eyebrows. ‘It’s a curtain,’ he explains and pushes it aside. There’s a small glass dome, and above it, the pink evening sky.
‘That’ll work.’ I tap my knuckles on his shoulder.
Katvar is dozing in a heap of dogs when I enter our wagon. ‘Hey,’ I say softly. Images of his half-frozen body, curled up in furs, face pale like death push into my mind. His eyes crack open when the dogs begin to stir. He smiles at me and my mouth does a funny contraction thing. He is shocked. It’s the first time he’s seen me smile without sarcasm.
I wipe the stupid grin off my face. ‘How much ammo do you have for your rifle?’
He holds up nine fingers. 
‘That’s…very little.’
‘We plan to stay hidden, to avoid BSA territory until we reach Svalbard,’ he reminds me.
‘Well…’ I sit down on my ass. ‘We’ll run into them approximately two hours after nightfall, just before we are due to switch trains. I only have eighteen bullets for my rifle and twenty-two for my pistol.’
‘I have fifteen arrows. Plus the dozen Birket gave you.’
I bury my head in my hands and try not to laugh. His rifle is a shitty old thing. I doubt he can hit a man from a distance of fifty metres. And his bow? He might as well use that for firewood. 
I groan and pull myself together. I’ve functioned well enough under worse circumstances. 
‘I’ll talk to Garth. Don’t worry, I’ve got this. Keep your head down and the door locked when night falls. If the train slows down or even stops, keep your weapons ready.’
He gifts me his darkest expression as I leave for the cab.
Garth is still on the radio when I walk in. He speaks a mix of English and what I think must be Russian. I wait until he switches off the radio. 
He inhales and grunts. ‘The BSA is about a hundred to a hundred fifty men strong. They’ve rolled in several heavy machine guns and three rocket launchers. They’ve used explosives to get over the walls of the factory. They now control the supply of energy and drinking water to break the people. They’ll need them to work the factory and to keep up the deliveries of steel, food, and whatnot. In less than two days, the BSA have taken control and established a base camp.’
‘They are getting better at it,’ I mutter. ‘How many can we expect to show up when our train rolls in?’
‘They don’t know we’re coming, so maybe a handful? I don’t know. My buddy said most of them are inside the factory now with about twenty men patrolling the perimeter.’
‘Where do they keep the heavy weapons?’ I ask.
‘At the factory. All the men are armed. Semiautomatics, pistols, knives, hand grenades.’
I look up at the dome, pull down the short ladder and climb in. The view is perfectly clear. Steam flows along the side of the train and only an occasional wisp trails over the glass window of the dome. The dome’s size is on the tiny side — only my upper body fits in, my legs have to rest on the ladder and the muzzle of my rifle has to stick out of the front window. ‘I’ll have to smash the glass,’ I tell Garth.
‘Hold on,’ he says and throws a few tools around, then hands me a glass cutter. ‘Use this one.’ 
The tool has a black suction cup and a tiny white crystal fastened to an adjustable metal arm. I measure the diameter of my suppressor and cut a hole into the window that fits my weapon, but only just. Then I slap my forehead. With the window blocking my scope, my night-eye is worth shit. So I cut a much larger hole. The wind blasts in my face, but I can now see the glaringly white heat signature of the steam dome ahead, the piping and engine.
The disappearing sun paints the clouds violet. ‘Garth?’
‘Aye?’
‘Can we switch trains somewhere else?’
‘Oh, sure. Buddy and me already talked about it. As soon as it’s dark, he’ll move his train some fifty kilometres northeast of the city.’
‘Why can’t this one go to Syktyvkar?’ I ask.
‘Not enough coal and water.’
I climb down from my vantage point, drink from my canteen, stretch my neck, and close my eyes. With any luck, they won’t be able to move their heavy weaponry in time. With any luck, the train tracks are too far away from the BSA’s rocket launcher. But something tells me that a weapons factory needs deliveries of steel and other heavy stuff. And those are usually delivered by train.
‘Do you know the precise location of the BSA and factory?’
‘’Course I do.’ He pulls at a drawer and rifles through papers, then peeks behind all kinds of measuring devices fastened to the walls, and finally finds a stack of maps in a tattered bag underneath an even more tattered coat that hangs off a broken pipe.
‘There.’ He slams his finger on the map. 
I have to squint to find what’s what on the faded paper. ‘The train tracks split up here, here, and here.’ My index finger trails over black lines. ‘Which way is our train going?’
Garth answers by poking his pinky at a line that’s half a kilometre from the factory.
‘Okay, this can work. I was worried we would take that route.’ I indicate the tracks that pass right by the factory.
‘No, that’s the supply route and a dead end.’ He looks up through the windows. ‘Moscow should be visible soon,’ he says quietly, as if the enemy were in earshot.
‘Tell Mischa to fire up the engine; I need us to blast through this shit as quickly as possible.’
Garth nods and hollers a command at his colleague. I take my position in the dome. My scope shows me the city at the far horizon. 
‘Lights off,’ I tell Garth.
The metal tracks disappear in the blackness. Far ahead, one small light gleams in my scope’s night-eye — it must be the factory. My breathing is calm. The landscape before me is painted in shades of grey and green. The automatic image amplification compensates for the white hot engine just in front of me. Within seconds, it’s muffled to a dull, flat grey. 
‘Tracks are free,’ I say softly. ‘When I tell you to get down, you don’t ask questions. How bulletproof is the engine?’
‘Pretty okay so as long as no one fires a rocket at us.’
‘Good.’
Silence and darkness. My senses are wide open. A faint clattering reaches my ears. ‘What’s that?’ I ask and the next moment the cab door opens and a draft ruffles my short hair. I pull my hood over my head.
‘Our mute friend,’ Garth says, somewhat amused.
I look down and see the dark outline of Katvar holding his rifle and his longbow, the quiver on his back is full of arrows. 
I growl in frustration. ‘We are not hunting rabbit here, Katvar. Get back with the dogs and keep your head down.’
He lifts his head slowly. And then he holds up his right hand, his middle finger erect.
‘Fuck you, too,’ I say and focus on my job. 
The thought of my low ammo reserves gives me a headache. When I escaped from headquarters, I could only pilfer two boxes with twenty rounds each. Now, I regret using some of my limited ammo for target practice and hunting.
Fifteen rounds are now in my left arm strap, one is in the chamber of my rifle, and the remaining two are in my breast pocket. I can’t win a battle with this, but I might be able to scare off a handful of men. Ahead of me are more than a hundred well-armed soldiers. On my side are three men — not counting drunk Oleg in Mischa’s coal box — and none of them are a good shot as far as I can tell. And even if they were, their ancient collection of weapons is laughable.
‘We have to take it slow here,’ Garth says and I can feel the pull of inertia. 
The train slows. A bridge appears — an outdated construction of metal and concrete. The small, red numbers in my scope tell me that the bridge stretches over two hundred metres. The river is a broad, lazy mass of slush. My stomach churns. I don’t trust this bridge, it looks far too tattered and its metal arches provide too many hideouts for sharpshooters. 
‘Heads down!’ I warn and scan the entire construction through my night-eye. There’s nothing but icicles and a bunch of dozing, fluffed-up crows. I inhale a slow breath. We cross the bridge at a snail’s pace. The screeching and groaning send shivers over my skin. I try not to think of drowning in the icy water below. As we reach solid ground, I exhale. 
‘Is this the only bridge here?’ I ask.
‘Aye. Speeding up now.’
Buildings rise up left and right of the track. They look like decomposing molars — their roofs are crumbling, their walls blackened by naked vines, aged lichen, and soot. Between them, in what once were streets, grow tall trees without foliage, their branches clawing one another. Grey snow covers everything. The wind sings between abandoned houses. 
The buildings creep me out — too many potential hiding spots for the enemy and only one escape route for us: forward.
I focus on what lies ahead: the metal tracks, the city centre. The factory is hidden behind the numerous buildings. Occasional movements draw my eyes into the maze of concrete claimed by wilderness. People are running parallel to us, keeping a distance of approximately one hundred metres. The hairs on my neck rise. Their silhouettes speak of danger — hunched posture, packs on their backs, muzzles pointing to the ground.
‘Armed men at three o’clock,’ I say. ‘Speed this machine up, Garth!’
We move around a gentle bend and then I see it: a bulky black mass eight hundred fifty metres ahead of us, right in the middle of the tracks.
‘They know we’re coming. Artillery at twelve o’clock! Full speed now!’ I hiss at Garth, lower my eye back to the scope, and exhale. Six men, one heavy machine gun. Inhale, hold, curl fingers. The machine gunner falls and is quickly replaced by the man at his side. The muzzle flashes of the machine gun interfere with my night-eye, half blinding me. Bullets ricochet off the steam engine.
Breathe. Focus on the target. Shut off distractions.
I slip in another round and squeeze it off. After the third man is down, muzzle reports come from nine o’clock and twelve o’clock. ‘Stay flat on the floor!’ I shout and fire. 
My prickling skin reminds me that I’m in an extremely vulnerable position. I’m right atop a train — easy target for anyone with half-decent shooting skills. There are at least five men with rifles firing at me from the buildings to my right. 
A hole is punched into the window. I feel a dull impact on the right side of my hood and shoulder. Time slows. I take out the last of the men ahead of us, then shout, ‘Can’t this fat bitch go faster?’ 
My voice sounds odd. Kind of hollow.
‘She’s heavy, she needs a little encouraging.’ Garth grunts and huffs, muttering a lot of fucks and shits. 
I scan the perimeter. Lights are flickering in the streets and in a building ahead of us. I punch the stock of the rifle through the window and take the rest of the glass out. The cold air sharpens my senses. More shots are fired — tziiinks of bullets against the engine’s steel skin, the booms of muzzle reports follow.
Then a crash and I’m jerked forward. 
‘That was the machine gun,’ Garth hollers through the screeching. A moment later, the noise ceases. ‘Okay, she pushed it aside.’
The train speeds up again and the wind slaps my face harder than before. I gaze down, about to shout at the men to shut the door because the draft is too strong. 
And there stands Katvar, held at the back of his coat by Garth. He moves like water — drawing the string and letting go of the arrow. Fluid and focussed, back and forth. 
I blink and check what he’s shooting at, but I can’t see anything from where I stand. I hear the cries of pain, though. And finally I get it — he’s not shooting at men in the streets, but at men who managed to climb aboard the train.
At once, I smash the back window of the dome and point my weapon at the top of the train. They are in full view and fall like flies. And just when I think we are winning, my ammunition is gone.
I pull my pistol and keep firing until I hear empty clicks. ‘Katvar!’ I holler and slide down the ladder. 
He has a wild look on his face when he turns to me. 
I point up. ‘Two. Very close.’
He’s up there in a flash. He can’t draw the bow all the way, because the space in the dome is too limited, but he takes the men down with two precise shots.
‘Get down,’ I bark when he gives me a thumbs up. He slides off the ladder and I jump up on it to scan the perimeter. No human heat signature in my night-eye. Not ahead of us, not on either side of us or at our back. The silence hurts my head. Did we get them all? Is it over already?
I take my time to make sure we are alone. The distance from Moscow grows. Feeling strangely calm and whole, I step off the ladder.
‘You are quite the rabbit hunter.’ I huff.
Katvar’s eyes grow big and he takes swift steps toward me. His fingers pick at my hood. ‘Blood,’ he signs.
I touch the side of my face, my hand comes away wet and sticky. My fingers don’t tremble. I feel great. ‘A scratch.’
He shakes his head and gestures, ‘Sit.’
I obey and he kneels down next to me, points to the lantern and to Garth, and, when the light flickers on and fills the cab, he lowers my hood, opens my coat and moves it off my shoulder.
‘Shards,’ he signs. ‘I’ll pick them out of your skin.’
A cup appears. ‘Home-brewed,’ says Garth. 
I sniff. Sharp. ‘Thanks, but I puke every time I drink alcohol.’
‘So you drink like a girl and kill like a man?’ Chuckling, he holds his belly. Mischa, who has now joined us, chimes in. 
I look at everyone in the room. ‘Considering that the only professional killer here is a girl, and that the only drunk person is male and lies unconscious in the coal box and two other men didn’t snap a single shot at anyone, while the rabbit hunter did an awesome job protecting us, I wager that I kill like a girl and drink like a girl.’
A hoarse chuckle pulls my gaze to Katvar. 
‘Shut up,’ I say and grin. ‘Garth, give him the first aid kit, if you have one. And the booze. We need a disinfectant.’
 
———
 
Garth’s buddy calls himself Pip. He doesn’t look like a pip, though. He’s a hunk of a man and I can’t keep my eyes off the hairy knees that peek out from underneath coarse, woollen shorts and above a pair of pink rubber boots.
Pip’s train looks just like Garth’s — a rusty thing that appears ready to fall apart with every cloud of steam it burps. They call it “camouflage.”
I’d asked Garth why he’s not armed, because that’s something I don’t get at all — unarmed people.
‘I’m a simple conductor,’ he’d said and smiled an innocent smile. ‘When the BSA comes searching my Matryoshka, they don’t find anything they want to have. No weapons, no pretty train, no nothing.’ He pointed at the broken pipe with the coat hanging from it. ‘Fake piping. I found it somewhere and put it up for…decoration. Pip and me, we hide our fat Matryoshkas in full sight.’ And then he laughed.
Pip has the same laugh as Garth’s. He laughs at everything and everyone. When he chuckled at Katvar’s hand signs, I was ready to punch his broad face. But then he signed back and that surprised both Katvar and me. 
The sign language he uses is very different to what I’m learning, but close enough to lead to confusions and mix-ups that send Pip into recurring bouts of amusement. 
Oleg — still nursing a bottle of something that smells like petroleum — bade his farewell when we changed trains. He made good on his promise and, together with the ammo Garth and his buddy “organised,” I’m now one hundred sixty bullets richer. Katvar has to wait until we reach Syktyvkar to barter pots for arrows. We might even trade his rifle, because he trusts the accuracy of his bow more than the rusty old thing from way back when.
The dogs still hate trains. They’ll have to deal with three more days of being cooped up in a wagon. At least they have straw to sleep on and the remaining half of a moose to eat. They’ll be fat and eager to run once we arrive in Syktyvkar. 
Since we defeated the BSA in Moscow and boarded our second train, I feel as if nothing can stop me. I will not think about the sea ice yet. The people of the north will tell us how to cross it, Katvar said.
I wonder where Sari is and if she’s returned safely to her people. When I look at Katvar, I wrack my brain on how to best send him back home. Sometimes I wish he weren’t brave and proud. It would be much easier to get rid of him. Just being the asshole I am plus the danger that lies ahead would be enough to repel anyone with a healthy survival instinct. But he seems to believe I have a soft core. 
Naiveté doesn’t suit him.




 
For three days, the train was surrounded by snow-covered woods. Although Pip’s machine had no problem with the snow, it couldn’t blast through all the fallen trees that littered the tracks the farther north we got. We often used these breaks to let the dogs out of their enclosure and give them much-needed exercise. Their straw bedding had begun to reek and aggression was running high. Katvar was busy telling every dog that he’s king and they have to shut it.
When Pip announced we’d reached Syktyvkar, we all peered through the windows, seeing nothing but more snow and more forest.
‘Are you sure?’ I asked.
‘Used to be a city here, now it’s just…end of the tracks,’ he said.
‘How do you know this is the right place?’ To me this didn’t look any different from the snowy forests we’d ridden through the day before. 
Pip pointed through the trees. ‘Because, look: Vychegda River. As unpredictable as it is beautiful. Be careful when you cross it.’
 
His words of caution now ring in my ears as we cross the river. Katvar is tied to the other end of the rope. The dog teams are lined up behind him. The ice is moaning its song of doom. 
I can hear the powerful gurgling of water beneath and fight the urge to run. The dogs, sensing our fear and feeling their own, tug at their lines, their harnesses digging into their thick fur. Katvar’s signing and huffing keeps them in place, but their nervous howling echoes across the ice. Heat races over my skin when the animals fall silent. Ears are pricked. I look back at Katvar, who seems frozen to the spot.
An eerie howl sounds from afar. The dogs go crazy. Katvar growls and lunges at the first team, but loses control of the dogs only a moment later. They race across the river and toward me. 
‘Anchor!’ he hollers and the sound of his ruined voice makes my own throat ache.
The rope is taut and Katvar and I have to move simultaneously so I can cut into the dogs’ path. The stupid snow anchor is at the back of the sleds, hard to grab when the dogs pass me at a high speed. It’s risky to move quickly— a forceful step might break the ice. But if I can’t grab the anchor, the handle or the lines, anything, both sleds and dog teams will be gone and we won’t get anywhere.
I ski as fast as I can. My heart hammers and my throat hurts from the cold air that rasps in and out of my airway.
I keep one eye on Katvar. He’s running, too. The rope around my waist slackens, giving me enough room to manoeuvre. I lunge at the first dog team, growling deep in my throat. Aika, the lead dog, snaps at me and I punch him. The second team with Balto is only a few metres behind the first. He’s a smart dog. His eyes flick to Aika who now curls his tail under his belly and barks at me. Balto changes direction to get past me. I hurl my ski poles at him, which slows him for a second — enough time for me to throw myself on him and push him to the ground. He whines loudly at once, letting me know my dominance is established and I can make decisions for the pack. About time.
I growl at Aika and Balto, and shout, ‘Down! Down!’ until all the dogs reluctantly plop into the snow. Their eyes and ears swivel north, where the wolves howl, and back at me to wait for orders.
‘Move!’ Katvar croaks. He doesn’t dare get any closer to us. And that’s when it hits me: I’m at the centre of the river, the ice cover’s weakest point. Two laden sleds and twenty-four dogs are with me — too much weight on one spot. 
Gingerly, I pick up my ski poles and slide backwards, toward the far side of the river, telling the dogs to stay. I line us up, keeping a few paces between me and the first dog team, the second team, and then Katvar. We move with great care. The ice groans. I have no clue how far we have to walk to reach solid ground.
My neck, shoulders, and back ache with tension. I keep telling myself to relax, to show the dogs I have everything under control and no one will die. You guys can trust me, is what I should communicate to them. I chant the words, ‘Okay, one step more. Okay, another step. Good boys. Good girls,’ trying to sound confident. They don’t look one hundred percent fooled. They keep glancing back at Katvar, who signals them the same message I’m trying to convey with words. All is good. Good boys. Good girls.
When we reach the river’s far edge, I drop to my knees and rub my frozen face with snow.
A moment later, Katvar and the dogs are at my side. ‘You okay?’ I sign at him. He’s been coughing since he shouted at me. 
He nods and points at my sleeve. Aika has torn it pretty good. 
‘I’ll fix it tonight,’ I sign.
‘That was scary,’ he adds.
‘Not as scary as you breaking through.’
‘Why are you signing?’ 
‘Oh? I didn’t notice,’ I say out loud. ‘Weird.’
He shrugs, walks up to the dogs and pats their necks. I’m not quite ready for that yet. They scared the shit out of me today.
 
———
 
The small flame spreads its warm light through our snow cave, bounces off the white walls and falls onto soft furs. I take off my boots, knock off the small icicles that glitter in the light, brush snow from my pants, and make to slip under the covers. 
I don’t get far. A hand comes down on my wrist. ‘Did you change your plans yet?’ he signs.
‘What plans?’
‘The killing of children in the BSA camp.’
‘I usually only kill men. Children are collateral damage.’
He pales. Air leaves his lungs in a growl. ‘Are you really that cold?’
‘Yes.’
He lifts his right hand to sign, but drops it before one word has been conveyed. After a moment of staring at me, trying to figure me out, he stands and leaves the hut.
Good. He can go outside to get that sentimental shit out of his system. I roll up in my furs and think about satellites, programs, and the Seed Vault.
When he doesn’t return, I grow worried. I don’t want him to wear a scowl the rest of our journey. I don’t want him to hate me. Odd. Why do I even care?
Groaning, I leave the snow cave.
He’s standing in the moonlight, his shoulders stiff with anger.
‘Katvar?’
He turns around and lifts his right hand. Not quite certain what to say, he drops it again. A sharp intake of breath, collecting himself. Then he bares his teeth at me. His fingers are flying. ‘You are a damaged, angry, scared woman who cannot distinguish between peaceful people and the enemy. So many of us want peace! So many have never lifted a finger to hurt someone. So many don’t want their children to die, don’t want their wives to be raped, sold, enslaved. There’s one, only one man who seeks to destroy us all. And what do you want? You want peace, that’s what you say, but to get there you make war! You will not burn down BSA headquarters and kill innocent children and women. You…’ he takes a step closer, putting his face very close to mine. ‘You will not kill them. They are peaceful. If you don’t come up with another plan, I will not let you reach Svalbard. You will die before you get there.’
He is breathing hard and his face is dark with fury. I could point out that I never asked him to come with me and that I don’t need him at all to get to Svalbard. But I know he believes otherwise.
‘Will you try to kill me, Katvar?’ I ask softly.
He clenches his jaw. One nod.
‘Are you not afraid I’ll kill you first?’
A smirk and a shake of his head.
I almost laugh at him. ‘You are wrong. All these peaceful people, as you call them, are irrelevant.’
His lips compress to a thin, hard line. His eyes are cold.
I lift my hand. ‘Hear me out. The BSA is a bunch of radicals. They are growing in numbers. Probably ten percent of the human population is tied to or involved with the BSA by now. Quite a lot of people who want to suppress humanity, or, if the suppression thing doesn’t work out, they’ll just kill everyone who doesn’t agree with them. What do all the peaceful people do? You said so yourself: they don’t move a finger. They are irrelevant.’
‘Bullshit,’ he signs.
He has no idea. I cross my arms over my chest and grin coldly at him. ‘During the first World War, the majority of the people were peaceful, but more than forty million people were butchered.’
I let that sink in, but he only shrugs. ‘Because of that one time, you believe—’
I cut him off. ‘In the second World War, most of the people were peaceful. The radicals — they were called Nazis — were in the minority. The peaceful majority did little, and sixty million people were killed. Want to hear more?’
His jaws are working. He doesn’t answer.
I’m almost enjoying myself. I know it’s cruel, but truth often comes like that. ‘The majority of the first people to come to North America were peaceful, yet more than ninety million natives were killed — men, women, children, even babies. When climate change gradually disrupted our food supply, our ecosystems, our basis for survival, the majority did nothing to change the course of things. People love to watch the shit hitting the fan! Not once in the history of humankind was the peaceful, the inert majority, relevant. Not one single time.’ My fists are balled. I’ve had enough of humanity. They can all go down the drain.
Katvar shakes his head. He seems to want to scrape my words from his brain.
But I’m not done yet. ‘I believe that Erik has a brilliant understanding of human nature. In all of our history, there has never been a mass movement driven by altruism. Not one! You motivate people — men mostly — by telling them that the “others” have something that ought to belong to them, to us, to the “better” humans. Land. Women. Resources. You lead men with the carrot and drive them with a stick. Erik knows that people, as a mass, don’t do anything if you merely point out that people are supposed to help one another. These children at BSA headquarters, all kids in BSA camps, are half dead already. It will be a mercy to finish them off. Believe me. I know it.’
I turn away and stomp back to our cave. At the entrance, I stop, panting and undecided. I know I hurt him, but hell, I have no idea how to sugarcoat it. Or even why I should sugarcoat it.
He can believe in the good of people all he wants, it’s simply not going to happen, this…this…people helping each other thing. I mean, on a large scale. Yes, people helped us get here and Katvar helped me and I helped him, but the greater stuff. People uniting to push the BSA off their self-constructed throne and taking their weapons away. People loving their sons and daughters just the same, so that no one feels it necessary to join the radical motherfuckers. Is that so hard? Is that too much to ask? I groan and turn back to Katvar and find him kneeling in the snow, his back bent. Shit. 
I run to him and ask, ‘What happened? Are you okay?’
He sits up and signs, ‘I’m praying.’
‘You’re what?’ 
‘I’m praying for you.’
Religion. The worst that can happen to me is to run into someone religious. ‘No. You cannot. What the fuck, Katvar?’ I can’t help but rake my gaze over his clothes to make sure there’s no pistol hidden anywhere. 
‘Micka,’ he signs and looks up at me as if I've insulted him deeply. ‘I am on my knees. You are not listening to me, so I’m…begging silently to whoever might be listening to what I have to say. To me, praying is simply to get down on my knees, being humble, saying things no one wants to hear. I listen to what my heart tells me in times when…when life is so hard it bends me, and I have no one else to talk to. That’s it. I don’t talk to a god who wants to kill us all. That guy is an asshole. I don’t talk to assholes.’
‘Why don’t you come inside?’ I croak. ‘It’s cold out here. And… And I promise I’ll listen. I’m sorry.’
He blows a cloud of breath and stands, follows me into the snow cave and sits cross-legged on the bed.
I cut slices of frozen meat and lay them out for us. He inclines his head and picks at his dinner. 
‘I am excluded. I am forbidden a wife, children, a family. There is nothing I want more and yet, fear more. My situation was caused by someone else. It’s not my fault. I could rage, I could either kill the ones who forbade me to have what is so important to every man, or I could leave my clan and begin a life far away where no one knows me, where no one knows what the mark of the Taker means. There are many reasons to feel anger. I believe… No. I know that I would be a happier man if I were given a choice in this matter. I know how I would choose. But none of this is relevant, because I cannot forget who I am. I am my father’s son. He is the one who brought this on my mother, on himself, and on me. I cannot take revenge on him, because he already did so. There is only one thing that I can do.’
He holds my gaze with his dark eyes.
‘What can you do?’
‘Forgive.’
‘What does that have to do with the BSA?’
‘Everything, Micka. You’ve given up hope.’
I open my mouth and he lifts both hands, palms facing me. ‘Let me finish,’ he signs. 
I shut my mouth and he continues. ‘You try to wipe away what happened to you as if it’s dirt that can be rubbed off a surface. It doesn’t work that way. You’ll have to forgive yourself.’
‘Forgive myself? Are you nuts?’
‘You believe you’ve been too weak, too soft, too something. You keep telling yourself that, if only you’d been tougher, stronger, you could have prevented it all. You cannot accept that what has been done to you was not in your control, that they were much stronger than you, and that you simply had no chance. It’s unacceptable for you to not be in control, but that’s precisely what happened. You had no control. None of it was your fault. You have to forgive yourself.’
I swallow. My vision swims. 
‘I am not him or them.’ He exhales and looks down at his crossed legs. ‘Don’t be afraid of me.’
I feel as if I’m about to detonate. My body coils, all my muscles contract, and I sprint from the cave and into the woods. Somewhere in the dark, I collapse and press my hot, wet face into the snow.
 
———
 
I’m flat on my stomach, my right eye centimetres from the scope, my cheek brushing my rifle’s stock. I feel complete. Reindeer trail through the snow and I take my time assessing windage and distance to the target. 
After days of running through forests, we are in a wide open space. This must be the tundra. We can’t even see the horizon — the white sky melts into the white landscape. It’s time for target practice. Time for hunting.
Katvar huffs and taps my shoulder. I look up at him. He signs, ‘Wild dogs,’ and points at tiny dots trailing through the snow. I move my rifle and catch sight of the pack. 
‘They look more like wolves,’ I say. My breath clouds my scope. I wait a short moment until it clears. When I look again, the reindeer are in full flight. The pack splits up to get at their prey from three sides. I pull another round from my pocket and stick it between my teeth, then I aim. 
Katvar stops breathing. He doesn’t believe I can hit a target from a distance of one and a half kilometres. 
One straight line of reindeer. The fourth of the last in line is in my crosshairs. The bullet is meant for the last in line — the animal will run into the bullet’s path. I pull the trigger and watch while slipping the second round into the chamber. The last reindeer in line falls. Ten seconds later, the pack is upon it. The other reindeer scatter. Katvar, who can see only dots at the horizon, inhales a rattling breath.
My reticle follows the small herd as it gradually re-forms into a tight line. I wait until they gain about three kilometres distance from the wolves, then squeeze off the second shot. Blood erupts from a cream-coloured coat, staining the snow red. I kill two more, then sling my rifle over my back and pull my mittens on. 
‘Let’s be quick,’ I say. 
We jump on the sleds and Katvar gives one of his throaty commands. The dogs obey at once and we are propelled forward.
While I keep an eye on the wolves, Katvar takes the hide off the first animal with lightning speed. The dogs keep licking their noses, waiting patiently for their turn. When he opens the carcass and pulls out the guts, the two lead dogs stand to catch the offerings. He removes all innards, keeping only heart and liver for us. The neck and head are chopped to pieces with an axe, and thrown to the dogs. Then the rest is hauled onto the sled. 
Katvar rubs snow over his bloody hands and wipes them clean. As soon as the dogs have finished their meal, and he and I have eaten our fill of fresh, warm meat, we load the other two reindeer onto the sleds and leave.
At nightfall, while reindeer roasts in a pot over the fire, the thought of satellites watching us doesn’t leave my mind. The back of my neck prickles despite thick clouds concealing us. I keep telling myself that to find us, Erik would have to distinguish our small fire from all the other small fires lit by hunters all across Eurasia. He can’t have tracked us from the Carpathian Mountains all the way up here. He cannot know where we are. 
But when I’m travelling across the sea ice and approaching Svalbard, I’ll stick out like a sore thumb. My eyes flicker to Katvar. The sea ice. I can’t take him there. Not to where the BSA is. One glance and Erik would know that Katvar means something to me. He would break him just to make me suffer.
Katvar scans me from head to toe and signs, ‘I’ve never seen anyone shoot like that.’
‘Runner taught me.’ And there it is again, the pain. ‘I miss him,’ I whisper. 
‘How did he die?’
I gaze up at the overcast sky, wishing I could see the stars as clear and bright as I’d seen them in Taiwan. No. I don’t want to see the stars. They’ve long lost their beauty.
‘We were stationed in Taiwan. The BSA had set up headquarters there. We learned that Erik was their commander and had hacked our satellite control systems. It was terrible. The battle…’ I clear my throat. ‘I shot many men, I’m not even sure how many. And I killed children.’
The silence is heavy. Only the crackling of the fire and sizzling of food reaches our ears.
‘We believed we’d won the battle until he blew up Taiwan’s only functional nuclear power plant,’ I continue. ‘Then he sent me a message to come to him. He told us that, if Runner moved, he would leave the island without me. He watched us via satellite. He had us in a trap. The only opportunity I was going to have to take Erik down, was to leave Runner behind and go straight to the BSA. I hoped Runner would make it to Taiwan’s satellite control centre and call for an airlift. I tried to make him promise, but…’ I swallow and take a deep breath. ‘Erik gave me access to satellites, he taught me how to use them. For months I searched for Runner. I found him. I saw him die. He was alone.’
I blink the burning from my eyes. ‘The meat is done. I should throw a hind leg on the dying fire, so we can eat it roasted tomorrow.’ I hand the pot to Katvar. I don’t tell him how much Runner meant to me. He was my life support. 
Instead, I talk about Jeremiah.




 
Behold now, I have two daughters which have not known man; let me, I pray you, bring them out unto you, and do ye to them as is good in your eyes.
Genesis 19:8
 
It’s late, well past midnight, when Jeremiah comes home. He closes the door and stands in the darkness. No approaching footfalls. He’s rooted to the spot. My scalp prickles. 
‘Jeremiah?’
He doesn’t answer, so I stretch out my hand, pick up the matches, and light the petroleum lamp. The room is dipped in warm light. 
There’s blood on his face, his throat, his chest. I push myself off my rug and tell him to sit. He doesn’t move, so I lead him to the bed. His hands are shaking. I fetch water and a washcloth, and start cleaning him off. ‘Did you propose to Silas?’ I ask.
He just stares at me, doesn’t seem to get the joke at all. Maybe he didn’t even hear me, there’s a lot going on behind his eyes. His right cheekbone is bruised and swollen. His lower lip is split, a crack runs through his right eyebrow, his eye is swollen and half shut. I check his hands and wash them, rub the blood off, and pull them closer to the lamp. His knuckles look fine.
‘You didn’t hit back?’ I pull his chin in my direction, make him look at me. ‘Jeremiah?’
‘How good are you at keeping secrets?’ he whispers and that’s when I know it’s bad.
I shrug, because I don’t know how to convince him. ‘I keep a lot of secrets.’
He shakes his head, then nods, shakes it again. I take his hand. Maybe it helps him think.
‘This is more important than anything. More important than your own survival. You must…do your best.’ He stands, snaps open a knife and sticks the blade between two floorboards. He wiggles it along the crack, then along the other crack, widening both.
I’m growing hot when he lifts out the board and retrieves a small silvery thing from the depths below — not much bigger than the nail of my pinky. ‘This place is not safe anymore. You have to find a better hiding spot. Until then, swallow it.’ He holds it out to me. 
His tone dampens all protests I might have voiced. Like a good and obedient wife, I part my lips and he slips the thing into my mouth.
‘It’s sealed and acid proof,’ he says, and I swallow.
‘What is it?’ Maybe I should have asked before eating it.
He replaces the floorboard, brushes dirt into the cracks and grinds it in with his boots. Then he sits down next to me. The mattress sags under his weight. ‘It’s a drive. It contains several exabytes of data. Orbits of satellites. All satellites.’
I let that sink in. I’m growing cold.
‘Satellite specifications and access codes. The entire global network; military, espionage, climate, everything.’
‘Why are you giving this to me?’ I ask.
‘To keep it safe. And one day…’ He clears his throat and looks down at his hands. ‘And one day you’ll use it to destroy them all. Go to Longyearbyen. You’ve been there before. Install the program.’ He dips a finger at my stomach. ‘Wipe out headquarters and shoot all satellites from the sky. Do you understand?’ He looks at me, then. Two sharp, pale blue eyes, pale blonde brows drawn low. Although we’re both sitting, he’s still much taller than I.
‘How do I get in?’
‘You will get in, trust me.’
So he’s hacked the security system of the Seed Vault, too? I’m stunned. I open my mouth to pour out all the questions that grate on the inside of my skull, but only one, the most important of them all, slips out: ‘What does Erik want with me?’
‘I don’t know. He’s planning something with you, that much is clear, but…I haven’t figured out what it is.’
‘He hasn’t told you?’
Jeremiah shakes his head.
‘Does he know you are a spy?’ I ask.
He doesn’t even blink. I’ve made a guess, and yet, it’s the only thing that seems to make sense. 
‘I’m no spy. But I plan well and prepare for all…eventualities.’
‘What eventualities?’
His jaws are working. He inhales, his lungs are rattling. ‘I said I would only ever touch you when you wanted me. I don’t want to break my promise, but I need it…need you tonight. I need you to touch me tonight.’
His gaze sinks back to his hands and I know I’ll never see him again. I know that by tomorrow morning, the time of protection is over. For both of us.
‘Don’t you hurt?’ I ask.
‘Are you really a virgin?’
‘Why’s that so important?’
‘I need to know, so I’ll be gentler.’
I give him a single nod. ‘I’m not sure what to do.’ To be honest, I have absolutely no clue what I’m supposed to do. 
‘You could help me take off my shirt.’
It’s awkward. My hands are clumsy all of a sudden. My heart has lost its usual rhythm. Plopp-plopp it goes, as if blood is only randomly thrown into the organ and splashing back out of it.
The shirt comes off and there are more bruises. They don’t seem to bother him much. He’s built like one of those ancient steam engines. Raw power wherever I look.
‘Are you scared?’ he asks and I shake my head. I’m scared of tomorrow, not of tonight.
I pull off my shirt and step out of my pants. He looks at my small breasts as if lightning has struck him. His hand reaches out, his hard palms, calloused fingers, and then, a gentle touch to my soft flesh. Warmth rushes over my skin. 
‘I want to kiss you,’ he whispers.
‘’Kay,’ I croak and he leans in. My fingers try his hair, trail through it. Soft. Almost white. His lips are gentler than I expected. I feel his teeth graze my nipple, then a warm tongue, hot breath. He groans and presses his forehead against my ribcage. ‘I want you to want it,’ he mutters. ‘I want you to want it.’
‘Yes,’ I whisper. ‘I want you.’ And it’s true. Tonight is outside of reality. Tonight is the calm before the storm. Tomorrow, everything will be washed away. 
A growl rumbles up his throat. He wraps his arms around me and pulls me into him as he leans back on the bed. Together we fall. Through his pants, I can feel him harden against me. My hand slides along his length. I pull at his waistband and we kick off his pants.
‘You seem shocked,’ he whispers. 
I nod. It’s as if, now that he’s naked and I am naked too, the heaviness of our decision settles in. That step forward. 
‘Will it hurt?’ I hear myself ask.
‘I won’t hurt you. You might feel a little raw later. But in a very…enjoyable way.’ His pale skin acquires a pink tinge. The corners of his mouth twitch. ‘I hope.’
‘I want to feel your weight on me,’ I whisper into his ear and he says, ‘Yes,’ but then, ‘Not yet,’ and again, ‘Do you want me? Say you want me.’
His hand travels down my stomach and dips into the wetness hiding behind my orange curls. I feel him smile against my collar bone, feel his finger slipping into me and a second finger until he curls them and finds a spot that feels so sweet. I press toward him and move my hips, grind them against his hand and curl my arm around his waist, trying to coax him onto me, because I yearn, I yearn.
He takes his time showing me many, many delicious things one can do with lips, hands, and tongue. And when he finally shifts his weight and presses me into the bed, I sink, I drown, and open for him, and then he enters me and I do feel pain, the pain of separation, the pain of nights wasted and togetherness thrown carelessly aside. I grab him and wrap him up, pull him deeper, swallow and devour him and he comes with a shudder and I with a muffled cry.
 
———
 
Erik walks in without knocking. The morning sun has barely risen high enough to slant through the windows. ‘It’s time,’ he says and Jeremiah rises without a word. 
We don’t look at each other. As we agreed.
He leaves and I stay in the house. As we agreed.
Sitting on my rug, I listen to the grinding of boots on hard ground. Low, calm voices. A measured discussion, it seems. He’ll be fine, I think, just when a lone shot is fired. I tell myself to stay seated, to behave like a wife who has been abused and mistreated for months, who is happy her husband is now dead. 
When Erik strolls back in and tells me I’m to dispose of the body, all I can do is nod and stand and stumble forward. Jeremiah lies flat in the dirt, the sun shines down on him, an exit wound gapes at the back of his head. I don’t look there. I look at his mighty shoulders, knowing they’re still warm. I walk up to him and turn him over. He’s heavy. Heavier than he was last night when he softly lowered himself onto me, into me. Even his urgency didn’t make him as heavy as he is now.
‘Where do you want me to put him?’ I ask no one in particular.
‘The pit,’ Silas says. 
I can hear the smile in his voice.
I grab Jeremiah’s wrists and start pulling. Slow progress. I look at his face, white lashes resting on pale skin, droplets of blood caught in them. I think of Snow-white. Red as blood, white as snow, black as…the BSA.
I swallow and keep pulling, keep my head low and my eyes dry.




 
We wake to a thunderous howl.
A storm tugs at our tent. It’s not half as warm as a snow cave and I’m worried about our supply of oil for the lamp. The small flame can keep the inside of a snow cave warm enough for us to sit short-sleeved. Now, it seems as if all heat flies out through the thin fabric walls. I keep the flame low, waiting for the snow to pile up farther on the outside. It’s now at more than half of the tent’s height.
‘Will the dogs be okay?’ I ask.
Katvar cracks one eye open and nods. ‘A blizzard is no problem for them,’ he signs. 
The dogs seem to be happy and warm enough, although they couldn’t dig into the rock-hard snow-ice mix, either. They are probably little snow mounds by now, almost indistinguishable from their surroundings.
I blow out the light and try to listen to the scraping of ice crystals across fabric. But the faint noise is drowned out by the storm. I imagine the howling growing softer and quieter as more snow piles up on our tent. I close my eyes, listening and trying to think of nothing. Exhaustion pulls me down quickly.
Something’s wrapped around my throat. A rope? No. A hand. I try to breathe. A rushing sound; that of oxygen deprivation. Voices reach my ears through the surge of half-consciousness. Or is it half-unconsciousness? I try to open my eyes and what I see is confusing. The inside of a tent. No. Men with semiautomatics, firing at me, at the Lume, at Rajah, at… The hand around my throat tightens. My view blackens and the noise in my ears grows unbearable. It sounds like…a scream. A hand on my head, grasping my hair, pulling, twisting my neck. My gun. My knife. Where’s everything? A hand in my hair. A soft caress. No pain. No blood. 
A tap to my cheek wakes me. ‘Hm?’
Another tap; I open my eyes.
‘It’s late in the morning,’ Katvar signs. ‘We need to move.’
I’m shit tired. My joints ache and my eyes are burning. When I peel myself from my toasty furs, the air feels like ice.
The yapping of the dogs comes as a relief. They are obviously happy and eager to run. While I pack up the tent and strap it to my sled, Katvar feeds the animals and checks their legs and paws for soreness.
I move like a slug through honey, and Katvar is done with all dogs before I finish packing our stuff. He helps me and finally we are ready to leave.
The fresh snow is deep and soft and it takes too much time and energy to move the sleds out of a snow drift and line up the two teams. I’m already sweating. 
I take off my snow goggles and rub my face. The landscape is a blinding white with cotton-coated firs and pines littered here and there. The trees are getting smaller the farther north we travel.
I gaze down at my legs that are knee-deep in the snow. The dogs’ bellies are buried in it. Snow dusts their thick coats. They tug and jump, but the sleds move only reluctantly. 
Katvar oofs and the fur balls plop on their butts, impatiently snapping at the air and the snow. He steps off his sled, pulls on his snow shoes and signs to me, ‘I’ll walk ahead to make a path. We’ll switch in a few hours.’
Our progress is slow. He tries to compact the snow by stomping his snow shoes in short steps, wide enough to fit the width of the skids and the dog teams. The animals seem to think us ridiculous; they want to run and all we do is slow them to a crawl.
To help them pull my heavy sled through the deep snow, I push with one leg, then the other, a repetitive and almost hypnotic movement. Soon, I feel like an achy version of a perpetual pendulum. My head hurts and I want to eat handfuls of snow to cool down my body. I’m parched. We have to keep moving.
The sun skids along the horizon and at some point, Katvar stops walking. He looks exhausted. His knees wobble. I sneak a fistful of snow into my mouth, then cut up the last bit of the roasted reindeer leg and hand him a piece. 
Sitting on the sled, with his eyes shut and his breath heavy, he chews his food while I distribute portions of raw meat to each of the dogs. I’ll have to make another kill today or tomorrow. We are almost out of provisions. 
Despite a lack of appetite, I eat my ration, then break branches off the fir trees and throw them to the dogs. They happily chew them to shreds. I cut the fresher greens off the tips of fir twigs, scrape the abundant lichens off the tree bark and deliver a handful to Katvar. 
He brings his fingers near his lips, then moves them toward me. I like this gesture; it’s much more mindful than most spoken thanks. With sign language, you have to look at each other, look into each other’s eyes. There’s sincerity in that.
He sees my tiredness and offers to keep walking. I shake my head no. It’s my turn, and I’m set on reaching our destination by mid-March at the latest, come what may.
I strap on my snow shoes and stomp ahead. After only a few moments, I grow exceedingly hot. Sweat drips from beneath my fur hood down along the snow goggles, and into my scarf. Flavours of fir and lichen linger in my mouth. The taste is unpleasant, but the hardy greens provide us with the much-needed vitamins our carnivorous diet lacks.
The wind picks up and blows snow in my face. My body tells me I’m about to freeze to death or burn to death or both. Hot and cold. Something’s wrong with me, but I’m sure I’ll sleep it off tonight.
I pull my scarf farther up my nose and cheeks, and my fur hood lower over my face to close the small gap of exposed skin. 
My legs ache and my sweaty and now-cold shirt sticks to my back. I’m not worried about the dogs today. They’ve spent hours walking slowly. They must be bored, not exhausted. 
Sweating, freezing, and nauseous, I keep up my pace until the sun sets. Once in a while I glance over my shoulder to see if Katvar is still behind me, but now with the light fading and the snowstorm thickening, I can’t spot him anywhere. 
The dogs begin to bark and jump. There’s something ahead of us. A dark shape between the sparse trees. It’s large, the size of a bear or wisent. 
I signal the dogs to stay, pull the rifle from my shoulder, wipe my goggles clean, and approach whatever agitates them. The thing doesn’t seem to move, and slowly, its shape grows more defined. 
It’s a door.
All of a sudden, it’s swallowed by blackness.




 
Your wives are as a tilth unto you; so approach your tilth when or how ye will...
Qur’an 2:223
 
Silas has the looks of a pretty boy of seventeen or eighteen. He walks like a dancer with his narrow hips swinging, his muscular shoulders held a little high and stiff, and, occasionally, he snaps the fingers of his left hand to a tune only he can hear. His sleek, black hair is tucked in a ponytail; the thing bounces when he walks. No one dares call him a faggot. You’ll die an unpretty death if anyone suspects you of being gay. But not as unpretty as if you dare hint to Silas that he might be a little…girlish.
Silas is cruel. I can see it in his pale blue eyes, in the two pinpricks of his pupils. He glues them to his victim and doesn’t take them off until she stops moving and he’s had his fun.
Silas is my second husband. Not two minutes into our married life, and I’m lying flat on my stomach, my nose dripping blood on the floorboards. He plants a foot on my lower back until my hipbone digs into the wood beneath. His hand grabs my hair, hot breath scrapes along my neck.
‘Hmmmm,’ he purrs in my ear. ‘So you kissed a girl and your husband refused to discipline you in public. Did you plan to get him killed that way? Or did you accidentally make him soft? No. I think you planned it. You’ve fucked him stupid. Your cunt needs a thorough cleansing.’
Involuntarily, I grunt when he pulls me up by my hair. He will not get a scream from me; not one. I’ve seen his face, the joy and arousal written all across it when he tortures one of the girls. I’m a hand-me-down wife. If I weren’t of the commander’s brood, I’d be dead already. I guess Silas gets to kill me slowly behind closed doors in a way that gives just enough room for doubt. ‘If you kill her, you are dead,’ is what Erik said when he handed me over to Silas. 
My arms are tied to the legs of the kitchen table, my bare knees and elbows scrape on the floor. I feel the tip of his boot press hard against my vulva. ‘Ass up,’ he snarls.
And up in the air it goes. I feel stupid and childish obeying him. Weak.
The floorboards are kinked. There’s a dead fly stuck in a crack, its wings stubbly and coated with dust. I think of what Erik taught me yesterday about the country of the Great Bear, where Polaris shines above the North Pole, together with the stars of Ursa Major, the Great Bear. He showed me how, through the centuries, the ice had retreated — the heartbeat of the seasons, of freezing and melting, of coming and going, until it diminished entirely and the pole turned from stark white to shades of black, blue and turquoise. The meltwater had stopped the ocean circulation. The tree line moved north, swamps formed where once was perpetually frozen soil, and most mammals of the frozen sea perished or migrated to avoid starvation. The peoples of the North adapted. The Great White Bear of the Arctic did not. I saw pictures of him. What a beautiful creature. Tall and strong, massive paws, thick and soft fur. And white. Beautifully white. I think of Jeremiah and shiver. It’s February. I’m naked. I should have made a fire. Stupid.
Ice-cold water hits my privates. Reflectively, I curl up and receive a kick against my pubis. ‘Ass up, I said!’
Pain tells me to stay down, fear tells me to expose myself and push my privates up in the air. Another bucket of water is thrown over me, a coarse hand scrubs over my ass and vulva, fingernails scrape across vulnerable skin. It feels as if he’s using a wire brush. I squeeze my eyes and mouth shut, and tell myself that my lower half doesn’t belong to me. 
I think about what I read today in Sun Tzu’s “Art of War,” about deceiving the enemy to win a battle. How to pretend weakness when in truth there’s strength. 
I don’t feel strong today.
When Silas grabs my hips, I know he’s ready. I try to relax my pelvic muscles, they are not powerful enough to prevent the intrusion. What comes next is irrelevant, I tell myself. I think of the girl who blew herself up. How proudly she held her head high and walked into death. I will be like her. Proud, courageous.
It doesn’t help.
He tears into my anus and I feel like he cuts me open with a blade. I’m a pig to be gutted. A muffled cry slips through my lips. 
‘Fuck, yes!’ he grunts and I bite down on my arm to shut myself up, to make my arm hurt and distract my brain from what Silas is doing to the rest of me.
It doesn’t help.
It hurts.
It hurts so much.
Please…
 
I find myself lying in a puddle of water, probably my own piss and shit, too. I’m shaking. There’s a bit of blood caked to the floorboards. My arm has multiple bite marks. My ass is on fire. I’m still tied to the table. Silas snores softly on his bed.
I pull my legs to my torso and try to curl up to conserve energy, to keep myself warm. But my skin is ice cold, the floor is ice cold, and the air makes my breath cloudy.
Something taps gingerly against my skull. From the inside. The drive isn’t safe anymore.




 
I don’t know where I am when I wake up. 
I’m warm. That’s good, I guess. I try to sit up, but I feel too woozy. My tongue is glued to my palate. I scan the dark room and see dogs littering the floor. I count twelve. Katvar must be out with the other team. One of them walks up to me and dips her wet nose against my cheek. 
‘Hey Gull.’ I rub her behind the ears. She shuts her eyes, opens her mouth and sticks her tongue out. I swear these dogs know how to smile. 
I move aside and pat the mattress of twigs, the sheet of fur. ‘Come, warm me up a little.’ She moves close to me and I snuggle up to her soft body and soon fall back to sleep.
A rumbling and the excited yapping of dogs wakes me. Gull jumps up and cold air blows at my skin. 
Katvar bumps the door open, knocks snow off his clothes and cocks his head.
‘You woke up,’ he signs.
‘What’s happened?’
He pokes his finger in the air and grins at the package tucked beneath his arm. He acts as if that thing is the solution to all of humanity’s problems.
‘What is it?’
He clicks his tongue and shakes his head. Okay, a surprise then. I watch him add wood to the embers in the fireplace and set snow to melt in a pot. When he sits down next to me, he frowns. His hand signs are choppy. ‘I lost you in the blizzard. Found you lying on the doorstep.’ He nods to the entrance. ‘Don’t know how long you were lying there. Maybe an hour or two. You’ve had a high fever. Two days. Scary.’
‘Sorry. I can’t remember a thing. Just…lots of bad dreams.’ 
‘You scream every night. Only this time…’ He puts his index finger to his cheek. There’s a faint bruise. He grins. ‘You punch real good. I don’t want to be where your fist lands when you are fully awake.’ Katvar guffaws one of his throaty laugh-thingies, brushes his finger over the knuckles of my right hand and signs, ‘I’m proud to be your friend.’ Then, his expression turns solemn. ‘Tell me about your nightmares, Micka.’
Heat rolls over my skin. ‘I’d rather forget them.’
‘Hm…’ he says, looks down at his hands, then lifts them and signs, ‘I think you never noticed that…’
‘What?’
‘When you have one of your nightmares, I caress your hair and you stop screaming.’
‘I think I noticed. I…I thought it was a dream,’ I mutter. Feeling stupid, I lower my head back on the furs and cover my face with my arm.
Katvar shuffles to the pot over the fire. There’s a lot of clonking and scraping. Curious, I crack my eyes open. He’s shielding my view with his torso as aromas of porridge and something fruity fill the cabin.
He gives me an apologetic smile as if to say, ‘I’m sorry I touched you,’ pours whatever he made into a bowl and holds it up, taps it three times with a spoon, and hands it to me as if I’m the Empress of Russia. 
I’m stunned to see the contents: rolled oats cooked in milk, topped with dried blueberries. Not just a spoonful of blueberries. Nope. A good handful of them. 
‘Katvar, this…where did you…how could you afford it?’
‘Shot a nice stag and traded it together with an iron pot for frozen reindeer milk, grain, bread, butter, cheese, and dried fruit. The village is only an hour from here.’ He jerks his head north.
‘Wow. I’m…I’m…’ I blow air through my nose, bring my fingers to my lips and move them toward Katvar. Thank you. The smile he gifts me warms the entire room.
The creamy richness of the porridge and sweet tartness of the berries spread softly on my tongue, layers upon layers of flavours and textures. I offer him every second spoonful and he declines every one of them. ‘Tomorrow we share,’ he signs. ‘Today you need it all.’
I’m full already, but I’ll not refuse his present. I lie down on my back, the bowl on my stomach, and shovel lazily into my mouth, savouring each tiny bit while he makes tea for us.
My teeth grind the blueberries to the tastiest mush in human history and I find myself smiling at no one in particular. I roll the flavours around in my mouth, push them to the tip of my tongue where they bite a little, and back farther down — almost down my throat — where the flavours grow muskier and sweeter and slightly bitter. 
When all is eaten and I begin to miss the taste of blueberries, of milk and creamy oats, I say, ‘This was absolutely wonderful. You are wonderful, Katvar—’ My hand comes down on my mouth so violently, my teeth cut my lips. Flavours explode in my mouth, spread past my palate, to my ears and halfway through my brain. 
When the sensation subsides, I say it again, quietly, ‘Katvar.’ At once, the blueberries in reindeer milk hit my tongue, my palate, and my mind with such force that my vision begins to swim. Gasping for air, I press my arm over my face. 
Fingers wrap around my wrist and gently pull my arm away. Katvar looks puzzled. ‘What did I do?’ he signs.
‘You taste of blueberries and milk.’ I wipe a stray tear off my cheek.
He frowns and feels my forehead. ‘No fever. You want to talk about it?’ his hands ask.
‘I don’t know how,’ I whisper.
He stands and walks to the pot with boiling water, tosses a handful of lichen into it. 
I close my eyes and pull the furs over my head to make my own small cave. I whisper, ‘Katvar,’ and the result is the same. Milk and blueberries. Lots and lots of them. 
Softly, I say, ‘Runner,’ but nothing happens. ‘Basheer,’ and still nothing. The void opens. It’s as if I’ve lost him all over again.
I weep into my hands, glad Katvar doesn’t ask what it is that makes me cry. I remain in my darkness, shutting off the outside world, trying to deal with memories. I don’t dare speak Rajah’s name for fear it might taste of scorched flesh.
 
When I move the furs aside, the cabin is empty. I must have fallen asleep. A cup with cold lichen tea stands on a block of wood next to my makeshift bed. I reach up and drink it all. I feel better. It’s time for me to get a move on. I’ve been idle long enough.
The first thing on the list is to wash. I stink and the feeling of sickness covering my skin is disgusting. I shovel snow into a large pot, hang it over the embers and throw more wood in the fireplace.
Flames lick the black cast iron. My head swims with exhaustion, but I stomp outside, greet the dogs that greet me back as if we hadn’t seen each other in years, and pick a handful of pine needles. They go into the warm water to add fresh scent.
I sniff at my clothes and find them too stinky, so fresh clothes it is today and the yucky ones will be washed. I’m sure Katvar’s need a good wash, too.
I begin to scrub myself and stop halfway through when I hear the dogs stir outside. The door opens and snaps shut a second later.
‘I’ll be done in a minute,’ I call. He can’t be particularly shocked. He saw me naked two winters ago. But then, it might be hard to get used to seeing the scars.
I rub myself dry with my dirty shirt, then put on my clean clothes and open the door to find Katvar sitting among his dogs, receiving nose-kisses and giving out ear-rubs. He’s happy. It warms my heart. ‘Hey, Mister, I’ll warm up another pot of water. Wash your dirty body and give me your clothes, so I can give them a good rinse.’
He stands and looks at me in a way I can’t really place. He seems taller, somehow.
While the snow melts in the pot, he feeds the dogs and checks their paws. I turn my back while he washes. 
Later, when he cooks a stew of reindeer ribs — the meat is for us together with the bread and cheese he brought, the stew is for the dogs — I wash our stuff, tie a line across the room and hang the wet clothes near the fire.
We eat in silence, watching the steam rise from our shirts, pants, and underwear.
‘I’m sorry,’ I say when we finally roll up in our furs — me exhausted from doing nothing, and Katvar tired from two long days and nights of trying hard to help me get better.
‘For what?’ he signs.
‘I cried and made you sad.’
‘You were sad.’
‘Yes and no. I was happy. You made me happy.’ I rub my face. This is complicated. ‘For as long as I can remember, words had flavours. When I spoke or thought in words and not in images, or when someone else spoke, aromas accompanied all words. Words that were used frequently or that had a meaning only in combination with other words, such as “it” and “and” added only the faintest hint of flavour, if at all, to a whole sentence or story. Other words were stronger. The names of my friends had the strongest and most complex flavours.’
I roll onto my side and look him in the eyes. There’s curiosity. He doesn’t seem to think I’m crazy. 
‘When I walked away from Runner and stepped into the helicopter that took me away from Taiwan and away from him, all words seemed to turn to ash in my mouth. There were no flavours anymore, just the constant feeling of a parched tongue. That’s when I realised that my memory seemed to be linked to my word flavours. Somehow, I remembered things better by connecting them to the array of aromas attached to them. With this sense of word taste lost, my mind has grown…scattered. It’s been harder to connect dots and to sort through my short term memory. But the worst, the thing that’s been hurting the most is that I can’t remember the taste of Runner’s name. Or the tastes of any of my friends’ names. I can’t even remember the taste of his kisses, his skin. When all the word flavours disappeared, I felt…dead.’
Katvar doesn’t move. I can tell he wants to place a comforting hand on my shoulder or cheek, but he doesn’t dare do it. ‘What happened today?’ he asks.
‘Your name tasted of blueberries and milk. It still does.’ I smile at him and whisper, ‘Katvar.’ 
Involuntarily, my fingers find my lips when his flavours spread in my mouth. ‘It’s lovely. Thank you.’
His eyebrows draw together as he curls his arms around his chest. He’s holding on to himself. 
I reach out and brush a strand of hair from his face. 
He seems to observe me. After a long moment, he signs, ‘Healing sometimes hurts.’
I can’t help but laugh. It’s a good laugh, one that’s infectious and that loosens up a too-tight chest. He grins and the darkness in his eyes lightens. Katvar is happy when I am happy. That’s how simple it is. 
I decide to make an effort to smile more often, to see the good things in life first, and the problems second. I’m a problem solver, I can’t just turn a blind eye to those. But seeing Katvar smile, the flicker of joy in his brown eyes, will be a higher priority. The very first, though, is to reach Svalbard and cause the most massive mayhem the BSA has ever seen.
‘May I try something?’ he signs.
‘Okay.’
He rises and rummages in the package he brought today, then comes back to sit cross-legged on his bed, the petroleum lamp providing warm light. His fingers hold up a dried plum. 
‘No pressure, huh?’ I mutter and grin at him. 
His hand moves closer, letting the fruit rest against my lips.
My tongue darts out. Sweet. I huff. My eyes burn. ‘Plum,’ I whisper and the word rolls around in my mouth, violet and purple, sweet with a bit of tartness, soft and supple against my teeth.
I choke. A tear rolls down my cheek and he catches it. The calluses on his fingertips rasp across my skin.
He blinks down at his knees, then up at me. With his hand, he shuts my eyes. A moment later, a round small thing touches my lips. I open my mouth and he places it on my tongue. A cranberry. I think of forests and ancient trees. Memories of Runner constrict my throat. I turn my head away.
He holds out another fruit and waits. I look at his strong hand and the small, wrinkled blueberry. It lays wedged between cracks and calluses, threatened to be crushed any moment now. I pick it up and look at it, close my eyes and hold it to my lips. The scent is sweet. I inhale and pop the fruit into my mouth. Katvar. Flavours of warm milk accompany the blueberry. They fill my mouth and trickle down my throat. 
I look up at him, lay my fingertips to my lips, then move them in his direction.
Since my hand is so close to his cheek already, I let it rest there, wondering how odd, and at the same time, how beautiful the world can be, and why on earth a mute man has the power to give me back my words.




 
Darkness and snow are falling quickly. The dogs chew on their portions of frozen meat. I watch every one of them for signs of fatigue. Gull has been limping today. We took her off the line and let her curl up on the sled. Now she chews quietly and contentedly, eyes half closed, puffing small clouds of her warm dog breath.
The white expanse, the solitude, quietude. I could lead this life for as long as I live. Well, I guess that’s what I’m doing here, anyway. I try not to think of Svalbard too much, of the Vault and what awaits me there. What might await me there. And what has been.
There are too many memories I want to forget. They keep coming, going around and around in my skull. I need them all, this horrible knowledge to finish what I’ve begun.
I wonder how people back then prepared for battle; if they found it more important to win and come out alive, or if bringing down their enemies, knowing their loved ones at home remained safe was what made them go out in the first place. 
I don’t have any loved ones at home. I don’t even have a home. I don’t miss those things and never did. But should anyone ever ask me why I’m going to war against the BSA, my answer would be simple: revenge.
I cannot forgive.
Balto pricks his ears and his head snaps up. The other dogs follow his example. Food is forgotten. Hackles rise. 
A warm shiver crawls up my neck as I squint into the dark forest. I prick my ears but don’t detect anything that hints at danger. My first thought is Katvar who went out to hunt an hour or two ago. As the first growls roll up the dogs’s chests, I jump to my sled and fetch my rifle. I lift the scope to my eye and see a green-and-grey silhouette staggering toward us. After long, painful moments of scanning the perimeter for approaching danger, I sling the weapon over my shoulder and run.
‘Katvar!’
Crackling of frozen twigs. Crunching of boots in snow. I almost bump into him. Something glints in the moonlight. His face is wet, his side, too. I touch him there and my fingers come away sticky. 
‘What happened?’ 
He trembles. The dogs are going berserk, trying to get to him, unsure if he’s friend or foe. Whatever odours he’s giving off, the dogs sense danger.
I grab his elbow and lead him to our camp, bark at the dogs to shut up as I remove bow and quiver from his back and sit him down on the sled. I light the oil lamp and move it closer to us, scanning him from head to toe. So much blood. His coat is ripped at the left shoulder, down along his left arm. Blood covers his face and chest.
‘Katvar, talk to me!’ 
He lifts his right hand in an attempt to sign. His fingers are trembling so badly, he can’t get a word out. Gingerly, I take his face in my hands and make him look at me. ‘Show me where you’re hurt.’
He blinks in confusion, then moves his flickering gaze over his body. He shrugs and gulps a large breath. A sigh and a huff later, he croaks, ‘Bear,’ and nods in the direction he came from.
I snatch my rifle from my back and stand. ‘Wait here.’ 
He grabs my wrist and shakes his head. ‘Dead,’ he signs.
‘The bear is dead?’ 
He nods.
‘Are you sure?’
He nods again.
‘A bear at this time of the year… How far away?’
A frown and a long moment later he signs, ‘Twenty, thirty minutes.’
I exhale. ‘Okay.’ I’m not sure he’s assessed the distance correctly. But the dogs have calmed down, so I guess there’s no immediate danger. ‘Let’s get you cleaned up.’
I help him stand and get into the snow hut. We take off his coat and I’m relieved to see that most of the blood isn’t his. There’s a gash on his upper arm that I clean and dress quickly while his shock is wearing off. His breathing gradually goes from staccato to shallow to calm. 
‘Better?’ I ask and touch his cheek.
He gives me a single nod and signs, ‘There’s a big chunk of meat waiting for us.’
I burst out laughing, lean into him and curl my arm around his shoulders. ‘Don’t do that again, okay?’
‘Accident,’ he croaks in his ruined voice and I place my hand over his throat to tell him he shouldn’t speak and hurt himself even more.
‘I’ll go see what I can do with the carcass,’ I say. ‘You okay?’
He nods and signs, ‘I help.’
‘No way! You take it easy tonight.’
‘You can’t move it. It’s too heavy.’
‘I’ll roll it onto the sled. No problem.’ I move back, ready to leave the hut. 
He blocks me. ‘The dogs will go crazy. It’s a bear, they’ll try to kill it all over again if you can’t control them. I’ll come with you.’ He shrugs his tattered coat back on and slips outside. His knees are still wobbly.
With my night-eye, I keep checking the perimeter for an angry, injured bear set to maul whatever crosses its path. But there’s nothing.
Katvar leads the dogs through the woods and they grow more and more agitated. When I spot a faint infrared signature ahead of us, the dogs are ready to snap their lines. 
Slowly, we get closer. My rifle is pointed at the bear. It doesn’t twitch a muscle, not even with the dogs barking their heads off and snapping their teeth. I suck in air; there’s an axe sticking out of the large animal’s skull. 
‘Holy shit, man.’ I look back at Katvar. ‘How did that happen?
‘Attacked me. I had an axe.’ He shrugs. 
‘Don’t you give me that I-don’t-know-what-you-mean-because-I-kill-a-bear-every-day shrug!’
He shrugs again and I have to pull myself together so as not to punch his injured shoulder.
I step closer to the bear and poke it with my rifle. No reaction. I wiggle the axe handle and jump when its hind legs give a mighty twitch.
Katvar barks a laugh, sneaks past me, and jerks the axe out of the bear’s broad skull. The animal kicks at the snow once and falls still again.
‘It looks emaciated. The shoulder blades and ribs are visible. Maybe that’s why it woke up so early?’ I push at the carcass to assess its weight. ‘It’s a female.’ I point at the engorged nipples. ‘Should we try to find her cubs?’
‘The wolves will find them,’ he signs.
‘Hm.’ I nod.
He leads the dogs to the bear so they can sniff her and be sure that she’s dead and harmless. They push their noses aggressively through her fur, tug at it with their teeth, whine and yap, lick at the wound and, finally, they calm down and wag their tails. 
The way they look up at Katvar, one must think they totally adore him. Look, chief killed a bear. Isn’t he the damn coolest dude?
It takes a lot of huffing and grunting to cut her open, bleed and gut her, and then roll the heavy animal onto the sled. We transport her to our cave and skin her. There’s very little fat on her. She must have been starving and ventured out to feed herself so her milk wouldn’t run dry. Her cubs will die in a day or two.
While Katvar cuts up the carcass, I scrape the skin clean, carefully removing the thin layers of fat. It’s dirty and hard work. When the sky begins to pale, I strap the skin inside out onto the sled so it can dry in the crisp air. Such thick fur. It feels wonderfully warm and will come in useful now that the nights are growing even colder.
Back at our camp, Katvar makes a fire. I feed the dogs their share of meat, and finally, we sit and rest while my first-ever bear meat sizzles and pops, spitting droplets of blood and fat into the embers. I taste it and find it tough and a little musky, but delicious.
‘We’ll stay here today. I need to fix your coat and we need to sleep. Shouldn’t we have run into the Nenets by now? We are what, three, four hundred kilometres from the coast?’
He frowns. ‘I thought so, too. Maybe the messengers didn’t travel as fast as we did?’
‘We don’t need them. We’ll load the sleds with meat and…’ I stop when I catch him shaking his head.
‘Why do you always believe you don’t need anyone?’ 
I open my mouth and close it when my teeth ache from the cold wind. ‘Because I learned to deal with my own shit, solve my own problems. So far, it has worked just fine.’
He tips his head. Amusement dances around the corners of his mouth. ‘Two thousand kilometres across an ice desert. How much meat will twenty-four dogs need? Tell me.’
‘A reindeer every three days. I’ll shoot a few before we cross to Svalbard.’
‘How many reindeer?’
I huff and say, ‘We race the dogs across for, um, ten days. That’s three to four reindeer.’
He nods at the sleds. There’s space for four reindeer if you cut them up. ‘Three hundred kilograms of meat per sled. For the dogs only. What will we eat? Will you carry all our equipment and provisions on your back? What if we can’t race the dogs all the way? What if a sled breaks?’
I don’t like where this is going. ‘Why did you come, Katvar?’
His eyebrows shoot up.
‘You volunteered. You know your dogs. You know about the sea ice and how far it is. So why did you come if you already know how very hard it is to get there?’
He scowls. ‘The ancestors of the Nenets knew how to cross the ice. The Nenets tell stories about how it was done. They will help. Crossing the ice is hard, but it’s not impossible.’ 
Judging from his forbidding expression, I seem to have hit a nerve, so I keep digging. ‘That doesn’t explain why you volunteered for this mission.’
‘I’m a good dog handler. The best.’
‘But you can’t cross the sea ice without help.’
That gives him a pause.
‘Why did you come, Katvar?’ I ask softly.
His warm brown eyes rest on mine and there’s a lot flickering past his irises. I neither speak nor move. I want him to be honest, so for once, I try to listen with ears and eyes wide open.
His right hand lifts tentatively. ‘I…’ he begins, then absentmindedly scratches his chest where the Taker marks him. I can feel what he wants to say. The words almost form on my tongue.
‘I am half a man. I can forget about the missing half when I’m far away from my people.’
There it is. I can taste his pain now, it makes my tongue feel brittle. The darkness shining in his eyes, the abyss his father has punched into his soul. ‘You are not your past,’ I whisper. Before my lips have stopped moving, I realise that I’m saying this to myself as much as to him. ‘And you are not your genes,’ I add. ‘Were your parents siblings or half-siblings?’
He blinks and signs, ‘What?’
Maybe the concept of half-siblings doesn’t exist in the Lume culture. 
‘You father and your mother, did they have the same father?’
He shrugs. ‘Probably not.’
I lean closer to him and sign, ‘I will make you a promise, my friend: I will find a way to analyse your genome, so you will be able to believe me.’
‘Believe what?’
‘You are healthy. Your children will be healthy, too.’
He pales. There’s hope flashing across his features — just for a moment. And then his expression closes. He’s wiped it clean, and shakes his head no. Just one short twitch.
‘You are afraid,’ I say softly.
He takes it as a challenge, leans forward, his signing hands almost touching my nose. ‘Okay. Sex. In the hut. Now.’
Now it’s my hackles rising. My index finger wants to feel the pressure of a trigger.
‘You are afraid,’ he signs and leans back.
A punch in the face couldn’t have had more effect.




 
We’re deep in Nenets territory. This morning, we crossed the broadest river I’ve ever seen. I forget its name. It was frozen over so thick we didn’t hear the faintest gurgle of water beneath. Only the meandering, flat surface told of its presence. 
We came across a large harbour of some sort with hundreds of ships, lying on their sides, gaping holes in their bellies, partly destroyed by explosives or disassembled by scavengers. The wind has blown ice crystals over the wrecks and piled up snow against rust and metal. Not a single crow is cawing, no fox has trailed its paws through this yard of empty steel husks. An eerie place. We didn’t waste time investigating. Lifeless as it was, it offered nothing of value to us.
We passed the tree line yesterday and there are only a few shrubs and small bushes decorating the white landscape. Not that one can see much of them or anything else. The snow covers all. We are looking upon a white and bumpy expanse that stretches into a white sky. For the life of me I can’t tell where the horizon is.
If we don’t run into the Nenets soon to confirm our location, we might never find Yuznhy Island. I ache to check a SatPad, but any attempt at connecting us to the satellite network would lead Erik’s tracking software to us. Besides, I don’t have a SatPad to begin with. Our map is, by now, a tattered thing. The compass is fine. But it’s our only one. Should we lose it, we’ll be screwed.
An odd thing happened last night and I’m still chewing on it. I woke up to Katvar’s hand in my hair. But that wasn’t what shocked me. I knew he’d been doing this for a while now, without waking me up. What shocked me was my complete lack of fight reflex. Despite the dreams, despite the terror that still lingers in my mouth, I did not jerk away. I did not move a muscle. I just listened to his calm breathing, watched the glint of his eyes in the darkness, as his fingertips traced circles over my scalp. I felt the need to curl up and scoot closer, to bury my face in the crook of his neck and breathe in his calmness. But I did none of that. We both have our limits.
 
Now, watching his back through a haze of snow, aromas of the forest begin to mingle with his taste of blueberries and reindeer milk as I whisper his name. It’s because of his eyes — they add to Katvar’s flavours. When the sun hits his irises at the right angle, they shine the colour of pine bark — a light, warm brown with flecks of grey. 
Snow flies up left and right of his skids. We are fast today. The dogs race to their heart’s content, the snow is compacted and flat. We should be happy. But I’m anxious. The tundra is a terrible place to cross. We’ve not seen a single animal and have no clue what we will eat. Or what the Nenets might eat, for that matter. Only half a reindeer left on my sled, a bit of bear meat on Katvar’s. Twenty-four hours max before we all go hungry. Katvar is not worried. He’ll trap a beaver tomorrow, he said. I don’t know about that.
A memory makes me smile: Birket stealing Katvar’s shaving knife. I don’t think he’s ever grown a beard before. He’s been scratching his chin ever since losing his tool for taking the scruff off. He hasn’t bartered for a new shaving knife, though. There isn’t much hair, anyway. His cheeks are smooth; only his chin and upper lip are covered with silky black hair that he keeps cropped short with a pair of scissors. It makes his mouth look even more severe.
Katvar stops his dogs and squints at the horizon. I come to a halt alongside him.
I lift my rifle and gaze at the small, dark dot amid the white. ‘Someone is approaching,’ I say. ‘A man or woman on a sled. Pulled by…reindeer?’ I flick my gaze at Katvar to check if he has any suggestions.
‘Nenets,’ he signs.
I watch the stranger through my scope until he stops about six hundred metres from us. It’s a man, judging from the sparse hair on his broad face.
He brings his hands to his mouth and cries, ‘Friend.’ 
I lower my rifle a few centimetres. It’s only for show. I’m just as ready to engage a target.
‘Friend! Friend!’ he keeps calling until he reaches us. His three reindeer are wary of our overexcited dogs. The man babbles something in what seems to be Russian, but repeats “Friend” over and over again, points to himself and then to us. 
He removes his thick fur hood and tugs at his short black hair. Then he points to me. A flood of words flies from his mouth, more tugging on his hair, then more of the “friend” reminder.
‘Take off your hood,’ Katvar signs.
The man who spotted the flicking and waving of Katvar’s fingers seems even more excited. Had I counted his “friend” promises, I’d probably have reached one hundred by now.
I rake off my hood with my left hand and keep my right on my rifle.
‘Micka,’ the stranger says, points at me, and grins so widely I can see past his incisors. He indicates himself. ‘Nabtiko.’ 
I nod and say, ‘Hi, Nabtiko. I’m…Micka and this is Katvar.’
He almost nods off his head, says, ‘Friend,’ yet again and then waves to where he came from.
‘Okay, Katvar. Let’s do this. I’ll keep my rifle at the ready. You keep your bow close at hand.’ While I speak, I don’t take my eyes off Nabtiko. He still smiles at us and nods. He also waves. And he says, ‘Friend.’
Katvar nods his consent and signals to his dogs to move. The reindeer startle at that, but Nabtiko only cackles and leads them in a large semi-circle so as not to tip his sled. We follow. I keep my finger above the trigger guard. 
It’s odd to meet this stranger after weeks of only Katvar and me and the vast snowy wilderness. It will be hard to get used to a crowd or even a small group of people. This emptiness is peaceful and suits me well. All the man’s chattering has been too much for me already. I’m on edge. 
I should pull myself together.
We travel for about an hour, maybe less, until we reach a small settlement of tall yurts. Smoke curls up through an opening in the centre of each yurt, or tent, or whatever they’re called.
Reindeer — about twenty of them, are tied to poles, a few black-and-white dogs begin to bark and ours answer excitedly. Nabtiko jumps off his sled and shouts at the dogs and they scuttle away. He ties the reindeer to a pole next to what I assume is his home, and beckons us to come with him. 
We push the snow anchors in, check on the dogs, and enter the yurt.
The colours and floral patterns are almost like a punch in the gut after all this time in the snow. White, grey, black, and maybe a bit of blue sky is all we’ve seen these past weeks. The weather-bleached rugs in Oleg’s underground home were nothing compared to the colours of Nabtiko’s home. 
In the far corner, the flowery patterns move, making me jump. For a short moment, my fingers compact around my rifle. Katvar places his hand on my shoulder. Some of my tension peels off.
The moving patterns turn out to be a woman, dressed in colourful clothes. She turns her face to us and smiles, asks something, and, seeing we don’t understand her, she addresses Nabtiko. It sounds as if she’s telling him off for not teaching us the Nenets’ language. Nabtiko tells her off, too, then leaves the yurt.
‘Natalia,’ she says and places her hand to her chest.
‘Micka,’ I say and point to myself, then at Katvar to say his name. She waves at him and chatters away. He places two fingers of his right hand to his throat and shakes his head.
She nods as if she already knows. Then she tugs at her hair and points at mine, which has not been covered since we entered her home. ‘Yeah, it’s orange,’ I mutter, annoyed.
Nabtiko soon returns and brings a man with him, who shines with pride when he sees us. ‘I’m Yadne, your messenger. It is good you came this way. The best people here. The best.’ He nods and I’m almost disappointed that he doesn’t mention the word “friend.”
‘I come from the south, from the Komi. Cassandra from the Udmurt sent me and she was sent by the Moksha. Many, many people know about you. Your story travels.’ He touches his chest above the heart and then his forehead. I’m rendered speechless and Katvar is, anyway.
Nabtiko and Natalia speak to Yadne, who translates for us. ‘They invite you into their home and ask you to perform a cleansing ceremony.’
I nod, hoping this cleansing thing doesn’t involve bloodshed.
Natalia opens the small metal stove that stands in the centre of the yurt, shoves a few embers into a bowl and takes it outside in the snow. She shows us how to wave the smoke in our faces, over our hands and that we need to wiggle our feet in it. Then she leads us to their three reindeer and motions for us to stroke their cheeks, ears, and neck. A tug at the rope and that seems to be the entire procedure.
‘The other families will invite you into their homes, too,’ Yadne explains. ‘The hostesses will ask you to perform the cleansing and the reindeer greeting before you enter. This time was a bit backward, but you didn’t know. Nabtiko was…hasty. Nabtiko means “stinks much,” by the way.’
Katvar chuckles. I’d noticed it, too: Nabtiko smells of dead beaver. I wonder how his wife can stand it.
We sit at the table with Natalia at the farthest end. She arranges plates with strips of frozen fish and meat on a short-legged and violently colourful table. There’s so much, I wonder who else will come. Droplets of condensation dust the food. 
She nods encouragingly as I pick up a slice of fish. It melts in my mouth and tastes deliciously different from raw meat. We eat and the others talk and I eat more yet. I’m really hungry and I like fish, because it’s not moose or bear or reindeer or any other land animal and it’s not red and bloody. And oh, does it taste different!
I lick my fingers, wipe them on my pants and grab another slice, peering at Natalia to make sure I don’t appear greedy. She nods and smiles.
‘She asked me to let you know that guests must not leave before finishing all the food the hostess puts on the table. Once you started eating, that is,’ Yadne says. ‘Else, you would be sapped of your strength.’
Katvar makes round eyes at the sheer amount of food. He signs, ‘What if we have to puke?’
I decide to refrain from translating. Instead, I bravely stick more fish between my teeth.
‘Yadne, can you tell me why Nabtiko has rope around his neck?’ I’ve been wondering about that since we first saw him.
‘All Nenets men wear their ropes. It’s to catch a reindeer. The Nenets are reindeer herders. Or the reindeer are Nenets herders. No one really knows.’ He laughs, claps his thigh, then pinches a piece of meat between his teeth and cuts off a piece with his eating knife.
Katvar taps my shoulder and signs, ‘Translate please: I thank Natalia for her hospitality and I promise I will finish all the food she so kindly offers. But our dogs need tending to now. They ran a long way and they must be hungry.’
I translate to Yadne who translates to Natalia and Nabtiko. The Nenets couple dives into a heated discussion and a moment later, Yadne says, ‘You may check on them, but Nabtiko’s son must have already fed them.’
That sounds much shorter than what was exchanged between the two. Katvar places his fingertips to his lips and moves his hand to Nabtiko.
‘He says thank you.’ I shove another piece of fish into my mouth.
Katvar stands, leaves to see his dogs are doing fine, and returns a short moment later. 
‘He says thank you again,’ I say.
Natalia makes an attempt at sign language and Katvar shows her the “thank you” gesture once more. Everyone gives it a try until chortling fills the yurt. The Nenets seem to laugh about almost everything. Maybe living with reindeer makes people happy.
 
———
 
I stare up at the ceiling of my snow hut. Natalia invited us to sleep in their home, but I politely declined. As polite as I can be anyway. Too many people. Too many odours. Not to speak of Nabtiko “Stinks Much.” The man needs a good scrub. Maybe he hates the snow on his skin.
I’m so full my stomach hurts. My eyelids are heavy, as if someone has attached a weight to them. Katvar snores softly. Wonderfully toasty and sated, I doze off.
I wake up to a blood-curdling scream and a death wish so strong that I need to hide from myself. I roll up in a ball and press my knees to my forehead until it hurts.
‘Shhh,’ Katvar says as his hand settles softly on my head. The small gesture breaks me.
Like a bullet, I shoot from my furs, punch at the compacted snow that blocks the entrance of our snow hut, and lunge outside.
It’s cold. That’s good. The sky is clear and green lights flicker across it. On the night my daughter was murdered, the sky was just as clear, the northern lights just as pretty. 
I hate it. I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to be.
I sink to my knees and weep into the snow.
Katvar sits down next to me, his shoulder barely touching mine. He’s giving me space.
I cry until my face and hands are soaked. I cry until my teeth chatter and my body is stiff with cold. I cry until a warm arm curls around me. ‘Come,’ he croaks and I follow him inside, my own will non-existent, all fear and courage drained from me.
I let him pull me to his chest and cover me with furs. He kisses my forehead and caresses my face. He does not ask why I cry. He simply waits for me to be ready to talk, to share the pain, to let go. 
I don’t think I will ever be ready.
 
———
 
‘Nenets means “man,”’ Yadne says, as we walk through the snow. ‘This group of families lives as reindeer herders and hunters. It’s the traditional way. Their wise man is Irikei. It means “grandfather.”’
He calls something in Nenets language when we reach a yurt. The reindeer skin covering the entrance is flung aside. A man with white whiskers and a warm smile greets us. He nods to his reindeer and we stroke all six of them, then cleanse ourselves in the smoke Irikei’s wife, Laptsui, offers.
We sit down to another full table. Laptsui sits at the far end and nods at us. I pick up a piece of fish, hoping my stomach will somehow accommodate all this food.
‘We must leave the day after tomorrow,’ Irikei says and Yadne translates. ‘Spring is about to arrive and the reindeer will give birth. We need to return to our herds. The males,’ he nods to where the reindeer are tied to a pole outside his yurt, ‘are hungry. They find very little to eat here.’
‘We are glad we met you,’ Katvar signs and I translate for him. ‘And we greatly appreciate that you came here to help us. How far did you travel?’
‘Four days. The reason I need to speak to you is this: I must warn you. We all heard your story, and your messenger told us about your plans. But crossing the ice is not possible.’
‘Story?’
Irikei is taken aback by my question. He cocks his head and looks at Yadne and then at his wife to ascertain if he understands me correctly. They exchange a few words before she answers, ‘The Bringer of Good Tidings said the Woman with Hair the Colour of Flames will come and destroy the Black Army.’
‘Who is the Bringer of Good Tidings?’ I ask.
‘The Prophet, the Wise Man. Yagodava.’
This is the first time I’ve heard his name. Yagodava. It tastes of overripe peach, the furry skin, and the mushy and sweet flesh of the fruit. It doesn’t taste of Erik at all. But that’s just coincidence. ‘Have you met him?’
Laptsui laughs. ‘No, he’s dead. As his name says.’ She waves at Yadne to explain.
And so he does: ‘Yagodava means something like “the missing one” or “our missing one.” It refers to a deceased person.’
Frustrated, I huff. ‘So you never met him? Neither of you?’
They all shake their head no.
‘Who told you the story?’
Yadne lowers his voice and bends close to me. ‘You are being impolite. You question their credibility.’
I take a deep breath and ask Yadne to apologise to Laptsui for me. She’s satisfied and pokes her husband in his side.
He continues, ‘We came here hoping to be of more help. We sent five of our most able hunters to the coast to find and kill beluga or seal for you. They returned this morning. You will not have noticed them, because they were secretive. They are ashamed they returned empty-handed.’
‘I am sorry,’ I say. 
‘Nenets means “man,”’ the old man says and I nod. ‘We are a proud people. The peoples of the Arctic lost much of their pride when the Great White Bear disappeared. The walrus, the seal, and the beluga did not return. The ice left. The snow left. The sea came and took away our rich pastures. What she didn’t take, she turned into salt marshes. No reindeer graze there.’
Irikei falls silent and rubs his face. After a long moment of consideration, he continues, ‘Our land is everything to us. Reindeer are our home. Our ancestors led their mighty herds across these plains. Tens of thousands of reindeer feeding on rich pastures that stretched from horizon to horizon. Our ancestors hunted seal and whale. I thank you, Micka with Hair the Colour of Flame and Katvar with the Silent Language. Because of you two, I’ve seen my ancestors’ land before it is my time to walk with them. It is a great honour to be here, to see where they roamed. I have never before seen the sea ice. Nor have any of the others.’ He bows three times and mutters a prayer. Then his expression darkens. ‘You can’t cross the ice.’
‘No fat,’ I say softly.
‘No fat,’ Irikei repeats.
Without the thick layers of blubber the beluga and seal would have provided, we will burn more energy than we can ever take up. We need fat and so do the dogs. With meat alone, we’ll all starve to death.
‘This has always been a one-way trip for me,’ I say.
Irikei’s eyebrows shoot up. Katvar’s head slowly turns to me, his gaze is analysing but not surprised. I gift him a quick smile. ‘Trust me, my friend, I’ll not risk your life. I go alone.’
He chews on my words, his hands don’t speak. 
Then, Irikei says, ‘It might be possible if we give you all our fish — it has more fat than the bear meat on your sled. We’ll supply you with this and as much reindeer meat as your sled can carry. You will have to balance the weight of your sleds with the number of dogs. The farther you get, the less weight they’ll carry and the fewer dogs you’ll need.’
I nod. I had thought of this before. Dogs will be my emergency food. I look at Katvar, but I don’t know what to make of his expression, so I turn back to Irikei. ‘Would you provide me with dogs?’
‘They are not trained sled dogs. They protect the herds from wolves and bear. You can’t use reindeer, either, because you can’t possibly carry that much fodder with you. When the reindeer get hungry, they’ll pull your sled back to the mainland and you won’t be able to do anything about it. Except kill them.’
I mull over my options and I don’t like that there’s but one. ‘Katvar, may I have your dogs?’
‘You want to eat my dogs,’ he signs.
‘No, I don’t want to eat them. But I’ll have to.’
He looks at his fur boots, picks at them, and lifts his hands. ‘I come with you.’
‘Thank you for the offer, but—’
He cuts me off with a slash of his hand. ‘No dogs for you, then.’
 
———
 
 
‘Irikei, may I speak with you?’ I call through the reindeer skin. Laptsui opens her home for me and invites me in. She says something, waves at a pillow in the corner, then points at herself and outside. ‘Yadne,’ she says and leaves. Irikei wraps a fur blanket around his shoulders and sits by the table. His white shirt and light brown pants are decorated with red and white patterns. When his wife returns with Yadne, I say my thanks and begin. ‘My apologies for disturbing you so late at night.’ I bow my head. 
Irikei smiles broadly and encourages me to continue. 
‘I need your help once more, Irikei. My friend, Katvar, wants to cross the ice with me and I will not let him. I will leave tomorrow night, a few hours earlier than we’ve planned. The problem is, I can’t load the sled without him noticing it. He insists on coming with me, but this is not his business and I won’t let him die like this.’
Irikei considers what I’ve said. He lowers his head, bends to Laptsui and talks to her softly. She nods.
‘It is his decision. He is no child,’ he tells me.
I sigh. ‘Yes, it’s his decision. But it’s my mission. I’ve been trained for it and you say I’m destined to do it.’ 
Oh shit, do I feel silly saying the destiny thing out loud. But they believe it, so I use it to my advantage. ‘He is a simple hunter and he helped me all the way from his home to this place here. He’s no warrior, he knows nothing about combat. He will be in my way, once I reach Svalbard.’
‘You expect a battle?’
‘Yes. Absolutely.’
He rubs his chin. The sparse beard rustles over his fingertips. Then, he nods. ‘We will help you.’
 
———
 
I’m trembling. Katvar lies on his furs, his hands are tied behind his back and a bruise is blooming on his chin. There’s murder in his eyes. 
I open my mouth to tell him I’m sorry I betrayed his trust, to pour a ton of apologies over him, but I don’t think he needs that now. He’s boiling inside. 
‘I’m going into battle, Katvar. Untrained personnel die first. I’ve never used cannon fodder and never will. Goodbye.’
‘No!’ he hollers in his croaky voice. But I’ve already turned my back to him. 
The dogs are waiting and happy to run me to wherever I need to go. I pick up the whip, nod at Irikei, and tap Balto’s neck.




 
The only indications that I’m on Yuznhy Island are the slightly irregular ground and the slippery snow. When I was crossing the sea ice from Nenets territory to the island that stretches its slender neck far into the arctic, I felt the ice snag at the skids of my sled. The dogs had to work harder and I worried they might overheat. 
The night following the crossing was bitter cold. I have no way of measuring the temperature, but I’m guessing it was below minus forty degrees Celsius. I’m hoping for fresh snow to cover the sticky sea ice. The journey would be smoother and the dogs wouldn’t work themselves to death before getting anywhere near Svalbard. I might have to run them at night, to keep them cool enough.
I felt lonely the first night. I tried to keep myself happy knowing that Katvar will return home and live a good life. Half a life. Half a man. Wasn’t that what he’d said once? Better than what lies ahead. 
For me, it’s fine. Just fine. I never planned on surviving this. Pulling the rug from underneath the BSA’s large ass, that’s all I want. Destroy them utterly. Burn them out. 
Fuckers.
I’ll happily accept a bullet to the head when this is over. 
I’m done with life in general. Everything about me is broken. Cunt. Slut. Killer. Mother without daughter. Fucked up. Unfixable.
I take a sip from my canteen and lie down in my furs.
There’s a noise. Low. The dogs are growling. I’m wide awake in a flash, grab my rifle, make sure my pistol and my knife are on me, and then crouch at the entrance of my snow hut. A faint, crunching noise. Excited yapping from my dogs and from other dogs, farther away and approaching quickly. 
My heart grows heavy and I sit back down.
A sled comes to a halt. I hear him greet the animals, hear him make sure all the dogs are safe and well. Pats to all necks, gentle bumps to all muzzles. The creaking of boots in snow. He doesn’t hesitate, simply kicks in the block of compacted snow and enters in a low crouch. He catches sight of the small flame. It flickers with the icy draft that enters with him. He takes in the muzzle pointed at his chest and my fierce scowl. 
‘Fool!’ I mutter.
He narrows his eyes and leaves the hut, to return a moment later with his arms full of furs and brush. He chucks them on the ground and closes the entrance.
Without ever looking at me, he prepares his bed, sheds his fur jacket, boots, and pants, then drinks from his canteen. There’s a single glance he throws at me. It’s not a friendly one. 
He pulls his shirt over his head. The knife glistens on his chest, dark patterns swirling over muscles.
I’ve missed him. Badly. I want to reach out and touch his skin, and I want to slap his face and bury myself in his embrace.
I keep my conflicting feelings to myself, place my weapons aside and hold on to my hands instead.
He shovels snow onto his face, rubs it over his upper body, armpits, and back. The cold makes him huff large clouds.
When he fumbles at the leather strings of his pants, my hand strays back to my pistol; one finger at the safety catch. This wretched reflex; I hate myself for it.
Unfazed, Katvar sheds the last piece of clothing. He washes himself with snow and my eyes follow his hands wherever they go. I want to get closer and yet, I don’t. One part of me wants to shoot him, the other wants to know his true taste.
He pulls his underwear back on and rolls onto his bed, turns his back to me, and throws the furs over himself.
‘I don’t want you to die, Katvar,’ I manage.
He doesn’t move.
‘You can’t save me. If you cross the ice, there’s no coming back. Please.’ Tentatively, I reach out and place my hand between his shoulder blades. ‘Please. Go back tomorrow morning.’
He feels warm and wonderful. Prickling runs up my arm and into my chest. I snatch my hand away.
He turns to look at me and raises his hands. ‘I want to spend the rest of my life with you.’
Ache grips my stomach and only when the ice cold wall touches my back do I notice that I’ve crept away from him. I feel the pistol in my hand and I’m not sure how it got there. I drop it and push it away, as far as the small room allows. 
I shake my head no. ‘You shouldn’t. There’s a monster in my chest. It wants to kill. And I’m dying. That makes the rest of your life very short. Don’t…’
‘I know you,’ he signs. ‘I want to be at your side, Micka.’
My eyes are wet. My heart hurts. ‘It doesn’t let me go,’ I croak. ‘It doesn’t let go. It’s smeared all over my skin, my insides, my brain. I want to kill. All I want to do is kill.’
He sits up and holds out both hands to me, palms up, waiting. An offering. I’m trembling, all the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I unfurl my fists, flex my fingers. And then I do it: I reach out, surrender to his pull and let myself be drawn forward, onto a strong chest, broad shoulders, the crook of his neck. My cheek brushes his, the stubble on his chin, the heat he radiates.
‘Tell me,’ he croaks in his brutally ruined voice.
I place a soothing palm on his throat. 
But I can’t. I can’t talk about it. I shake my head and he places his hand softly on my cheek.
‘Tell me,’ he says again and it breaks my heart to hear his tortured voice beg. I think of the girl who blew herself up, back in Taiwan, in the BSA camp. She had been used for who knows how long. Long enough to get pregnant and give birth to a tiny child.
 I can do it. I can. Just push that monster away and…
‘Silas had a routine,’ I begin. ‘I told myself I could prevent the worst by predicting and obeying his every whim.’
I croak a laugh. What was I thinking? Who was I, then? A slave? Yes. That’s what I was.
Fingers comb through my hair. Soothing, beckoning.
‘Tell me,’ he says again.
‘Shhh,’ I say and touch my lips to his throat. ‘Erik gave me to him and forbade him to kill me. But Silas knew where and how to hit. He always went for the solar plexus first. He walked in and punched me in the chest, cut off my air. No warning. Rarely any visible bruises on my face, throat, and arms.’
Katvar places his hand on my ribcage. My heart cracks against his palm.
My voice trembles over his collar bone. ‘Then he told me to undress.’
My hands abandon him, slip under my shirt and pull it over my head. I unbutton my pants and scoot them down my legs. Cold air bites my skin. ‘I am terrified,’ I whisper.
He pulls a reindeer skin over my shoulders and signs, ‘Tell me.’
I’m panting. ‘He…’ Panic grabs my chest and throat. He’s not here. He’s not him.
‘He threw me on the floor and tied me to the kitchen table.’ I hold out my wrists.
He shakes his head, eyes wide.
‘Make him go away.’
Katvar’s Adams apple bobs, eyes blink, jaws clench. He picks up my shirt and wraps it loosely around my wrists.
‘You will have to tie a knot.’
He stares at my outstretched hands and ties a double knot with quivering fingers.
‘At which point I’m already on my stomach.’ My voice sounds monotonous. I turn and lie flat on my stomach, making myself even more vulnerable and helpless. One part of me expects the attack any moment now. A part that wants to take over, lash out, kick, grab the pistol that’s barely out of reach and fire two rounds at the man’s chest. 
I can’t see Katvar’s face, but I hear his constricted breathing. He’s struggling.
The fur blanket is moved higher up my back. I feel him lie down next to me, his hand on my neck, fingers caressing the base of my skull.
My eyes flutter shut. My thoughts drift away from the pistol and, for a short moment, I revel in his affection for me. 
As expected, the alarm goes off again. Loud. I don’t know why. There are no signs of him doing anything threatening. 
He caresses my neck and waits for me to do whatever I need to do.
‘I know to keep my ass up in the air, offering it to him, because…’ I hesitate when I feel Katvar shiver. But I do it anyway. My ass goes up. ‘Because he’ll kick it bloody if I don’t.’
Katvar presses his face against my shoulder. 
‘Mend me,’ I whisper.
He exhales his tension, looks at me with eyes so dark, sparkling with the single flame that paints our ice cave in warm light.
He’s changing. I can see it in his expression. He draws strength from someplace unknown to me, moves closer and brushes his nose against mine, his lips against my eyelids, my ears, my neck. His hands stray beneath the fur, balm to my terrified skin. He caresses my back, wraps his arm around my waist, curls his hand around my ass.
My muscles clench in anticipation of excruciating pain. I know he won’t hurt me, but my monster doesn’t. My monster helped me survive two years at BSA headquarters and now, it wants to kill me or kill him. Or both.
I’m shaking uncontrollably when he trails soft kisses down my spine. The furs tickle my skin. His palm warms my ass. His thumb draws small circles on my gooseflesh.
‘He’s behind me and shoves his cock into my ass or his pistol into my cunt. He loves to yank my hair while he fucks me. He calls me “slut,” “whore,” and “cunt,” and he keeps twisting and bending my neck and I keep wishing he would snap it.’
Katvar moves from my side, never breaking contact with my skin. He’s right behind me now and I’m hurting, my monster tells me the pain is here already and I should grab my pistol and kill him. Kill him!
He pushes the furs aside and curls his body around mine, covers my nakedness with his strength. The muscles of his chest, arms, and legs press through his clothes. Against me, around me.
My monster wants to fight his embrace. Sobs explode from my chest.
He runs his fingers through my hair, pulls the short strands gently to bend my head to the side and cups my face into his palm. Calluses rest against my cheek. Tears seal the connection.
Behind me, air leaves lungs in a rattle. Fingers trail softly down my side, a hand cups my butt cheek, first one, then the other, and comes to a rest against my cunt. Cunt. That’s what Silas called me.
‘He called me cunt. “Ass up, cunt!” I wasn’t human. I was a domesticated animal. All women were. To these men, there was nothing immoral about using us like this. It was normal. Just as normal as slaughtering a pig or…’
I feel Katvar shaking, feel how much he hurts. I can’t stop, because he needs to know, because his pain is soothing my pain and I need this now, else I’ll drown. He wraps his arms around me, so tight, I can barely breathe.
‘I never screamed. I bit my arm to shut my mouth.’ I growl at my pain, my fear, my wish to kill Katvar before he gets a chance to hurt me. I want to burn that part of me. It’s not me. It’s not even human. ‘Don’t stop touching me, please.’ 
His hands travel across my body, touching every square centimetre Silas hurt. He cups my sex and I weep. He kisses the scars on my arms, my back and the DIE that’s carved there and only then do I realise I’ve never told him about it. He’ll think Silas did it.
‘My stepfather cut this one when I was five. I cut most of the others.’
That’s when Katvar breaks. He picks me up as if I weigh nothing, moves me to his lap and wraps himself around me, rocking me until his breathing grows less strained. I feel the wetness of his cheeks against my face, the thrum of his heartbeat against mine.
‘I don’t want you to die,’ I tell him again and he answers in his hoarse bear voice, ‘I am alive.’
I wrap my arms around him and try to breathe, just breathe, and to soothe my roaring monster. There’s one more story to tell.
‘Katvar?’
He kisses my forehead.
‘My daughter… She was Jeremiah’s, it was obvious from the colour of her hair and the paleness of her skin. Silas took her from me only moments after she was born. I…’
I inhale and exhale. Inhale. Exhale. It’s going to be okay, I tell myself.
‘He took her by her feet and swung her against the kitchen table. Three times. I was nothing, she was everything. He broke every bone of my everything. I’ve never felt so helpless.’
He takes my face in his hands, makes me look at him. His eyes are wet, his eyebrows are bunched up and his face ghostly pale. He’s searching my expression, unable to speak or sign.
‘I was so weak, I couldn’t get up, couldn’t walk, I couldn’t…’
Katvar presses his forehead against mine and blows, ‘Shhh. Shhh,’ against my lips.
‘I couldn’t help her. The following night, Silas raped me again. I couldn’t care less. I bled, but didn’t care. I felt like a corpse and wondered, why he was fucking me. I was dead. Can one fuck a corpse? He must have believed I was too weak to fight, so he didn’t tie me to the table. I didn’t even notice when he was done with me. I thought of her… She’d left and so had I. And then… I heard his snores. He sounded peaceful, innocent. That’s when the rage came. Oh, how I loved it! I was alive, strong, determined. I was brimming with energy! I picked up the eating knife, lunged at him and jammed it into his voice box, ripped it out with two swings. I wanted him to fight me, to strike back, to hurt me. I wanted us both to die. He was an excellent fighter. Erik had chosen him to teach me hand-to-hand combat and boy did he enjoy kicking me around during training sessions! I was sure he would punch me hard if I gave him any opportunity. I was wrong. He just stared at me. Blood was leaking thickly through his fingers. I had surprised him and he just…stared.’
I take a deep breath and continue, ‘So I stuck the knife into his jugular and that’s when he started fighting back. But it was too late. He was dying already. And suddenly, his death wasn’t enough for me. I gutted him, covered myself in his blood. Then I sneaked out, broke into Erik’s house to fetch my things, and stole his aircraft. I had more luck than brains. I had little to no idea how to fly it, but it was my only means of escape. Headquarters is in Greenland. Or was, until I ran away. I hoped Erik would believe me dead and wouldn’t move his whole operation. But somehow…this seems too smooth, too easy. He has something up his sleeve and he’ll make sure I don’t survive this trip.’
I push myself away from Katvar, touch my hand to his cheek, and say, ‘This place is hell. I can’t take you with me.’
His expression darkens. ‘My decision is made.’
‘I don’t want to fight with you.’
The corners of his mouth twitch. ‘I don’t want to fight with you, either. Come.’ 
He smiles at me, lies down, and holds up a corner of his furs. Exhausted, I curl up around him, my arm on his chest, my legs pressed against his, my face in the crook of his neck.




 
The silence is eerie. We are in the middle of nowhere, as deep as one can possibly be in the middle of nowhere. Part of me can’t cross fast enough. That’s the part that wants to be done with these monotonous days of racing through the white expanse of ice and snow. The costs of this journey will be high. We know it, but we don’t feel ready for it.
When darkness falls and the northern lights sweep across the sky, I walk out into the snow and spill the blood of one of Katvar’s friends. 
Katvar suffers and tries to hide it, because there’s no alternative. Seeing him hurt and lose his determination and spirit is almost unbearable.
The other part of me bristles with fear. I won’t call this part my monster anymore. I won’t give it personality and more power than it deserves. 
I’m terrified to be so close to the BSA’s main satellite control centre. I’m terrified to bring an innocent man with me. He never killed a human being before he met me; he kills to eat, never to avenge, to hate, or take life for the sake of taking it. Politics are not part of his thinking. Katvar’s greatest value is to feel and express empathy. And that’s why he lets me lead him to his own death — he doesn’t want me to face this alone.
I wipe dog blood off my hands. The thin layer of gritty snow is blown about, forming small waves and eddies on the mirror of black sea ice.
I don’t trust the ice when it’s this dark. Frowning I look up at the remaining twenty-two dogs. They eat with relish. Do they know I’ve fed them Gull? I guess they do. And yet, there’s no hesitation. Maybe they have less problem with choosing survival over morals.
I turn and gaze at the snow cave we dug into the only snowdrift in the vicinity. Through a small hole at the side, wisps of steam exit. Katvar is making reindeer stew with the little meat we have left. 
Six hundred and something kilometres. Two people. One bear paw and half a reindeer to eat. Twenty-two dogs who have only one another to feed on. Too many hungry mouths.
I hate this ice. It seems to want to stop us — a thousand small, salty hands grabbing at our skids, digging their fingernails into them. The Nenets didn’t warn us about it and I think it’s because they’ve forgotten. There’s only so much information your ancestors’ tales can convey. There’ll be great hunters, white bears and belugas, and the spirits of their ancestors. But there won’t be such everyday occurrences as sticky sea ice. Too boring to be included in a tale.
Tonight is the first time I believe we won’t make it. I’m starving and so is Katvar. We eat so little and every day it’s less. I’ve calculated that our last few meals before reaching our destination will be dog meat. And then there’ll be nothing. I bristle at the thought. Not because of my own palate. I don’t care about the taste. But because of Katvar. To him, eating his dogs must be close to cannibalism. How will he feel when they are all gone?
So many obstacles. So few alternatives, if any. We had to abandon Katvar’s sled two days ago when we crashed through jumbled ice and broke both skids. Since then, we are even slower. We can’t risk losing the second sled.
My face sinks into my hands and I afford myself the luxury of tears. Through the saltwater in my eyes I gaze at the black sea ice, the barest dusting of small, round snow crystals racing around on the smooth surface, chased by the wind. The northern lights caress the ice and I think of my nights in Katvar’s arms. His warm breath and his calmness. His lips on my hair. He wants me to heal; I can see it in his every gesture. But there’s no mending for me and I think, in a way, he understands that. One cannot make these things go away, not even with time and there isn’t even that. Time. If only…
I spit at the ice, stomp to my sled, and fetch an axe. 
‘Fuck you,’ I cry as I whack metal against the frozen sea. I’m angry at myself, at Erik, at the merciless Arctic, the cruel ice, and our stupid fucking fate or whatever one must call it. I don’t want Katvar to die.
After twenty or so curses, I have to admit the ice is sturdier than I had expected.
Katvar emerges from the snow cave and I shake my head when he offers help. He sits down on the sled, the pot of hot stew in his lap, and watches me beat the shit out of the ice that stretches all the way to Svalbard and that is so devoid of life it will kill us. He watches me whack at the fate we have chosen and yet, haven’t had a chance to deny. I wonder if he’s seeing me kill someone. The same movements — blade to body. Over and over. My lungs burn and can’t seem to suck in enough air to fill them. ‘Bitch!’ I growl.
‘Micka,’ Katvar croaks and then signs, ‘Your food is getting cold.’ He holds out the pot and turns the spoon in my direction. 
‘Um. Thanks. Your turn. Don’t kill anyone.’ Panting, I grab the pot and sit down, watch him chip away at the ice.
We take turns until the sun spreads orange over the white. Snow and sky are set ablaze. I shut my eyes and take a deep breath and just then I hear the all-changing splash! of axe in water. One entire Arctic spring night spent on chopping through an ice cover of more than one metre thickness. Much of that time has gone into enlarging the upper layers so we could reach the next, deeper layers of ice. The hole is shaped like an irregular funnel with broad steps, its small opening to the sea a deep black with shreds of ice bobbing in it. This might even be two metres deep, I think as I gaze down into the hole.
‘My first time,’ I say.
Katvar raises his eyebrows.
‘It’s the first time I’ve seen the Arctic Ocean.’ I point at the hole.
When Erik brought me to Svalbard, I was unconscious. When he took me away from there, I was blindfolded. He never allowed prisoners and slaves to leave the camp. None of the women had ever seen the Greenland Sea. We heard its rushing and booming, and imagined how it might look. My sea was a deep turquoise when the sun shone, and an unsettling grey when a storm pushed it about.
‘Me, too,’ he signs.
I have an inkling that there should be humour in this situation. The ocean in a small hole. Ha! Someone laugh, please? I look at Katvar and see my own resignation mirrored in his stance.
Sighing, I press the heels of my hands against my eyes until I see lights popping in my vision. This winter is insane. There shouldn’t even be a thin layer of ice here. Maybe a lonely float, but not this! The Arctic has been ice-free for most of the past decades. Any other winter, we could have taken a boat to Svalbard and back again. No killing of dogs, no starving to death. Just a pleasant trip to the most dangerous place on Earth.
I open my eyes, kick at the ice shrapnel we’ve produced, and catch a glint in Katvar’s face. He’s grinning. 
Maybe it’s good that this winter has been unusually harsh. No one will think of us crossing the ice. If we are lucky, no one is searching for us. We might be sharply visible when the sky is as clear as it is now, but the area to scan is enormous. If Erik doesn’t feel like taking over the world in the next few weeks, he might not even be in the Vault.
I wipe away the hope that comes unbidden. One of many possibilities, I tell myself. A danger, should I bank on it for the sake of making myself feel better. 
Enough of this already!
I fetch fishing lines and hooks from my sled. Katvar cuts tiny bits off the frozen reindeer and pins them on the hooks. Then we sit and wait. We have no idea if we can catch anything. 
He cries an excited, ‘Whoop!’ when the first fish bites, and cuts it up immediately, so we can taste it and celebrate our first success with a full stomach. The sun climbs the sky — or maybe skids along the horizon depending on how you want to look at it — and we catch fish after fish, every one of them a small miracle. Rows of silvery animals lie in semicircles around us; we toss the dogs a fish each and they gulp them down greedily. I keep counting how many we’ve caught — twenty-two eaten by the dogs, eleven on my side, fifteen on Katvar’s. Most of them are as large as two hands — Katvar’s hands, not mine. If they are as fatty as the ones the Nenets gave us, one fish per dog per day might be enough to keep them running. Twenty-two dogs, more than six hundred kilometres. Eight days at our current speed, what with going around jumbled ice and not breaking our sled. Shit. We need one hundred eighty fish for the dogs alone. My hope crashes.
As if he reads my thoughts, Katvar signs, ‘We will catch more. We will make your sled lighter, leave some of our stuff here in the hut.’ 
Then he grins at me. ‘Thank you.’
‘For what?’
‘For being angry at the ice.’ He nods at the deep hole. ‘Look at all this food. I had no idea this was possible.’
‘I didn’t, either.’ I gaze at the sun that will soon disappear again. The days are still so short. 
I look at the sled, wondering what we could possibly leave behind. We’ve already left every unnecessary item with the Nenets — the two extra pots we didn’t barter, an extra bone knife. They didn’t want to accept my longbow. Who knows why. I could leave it here, but it might come in handy as firewood. The oil will be gone soon. So many obstacles…
‘I’m tired,’ I mutter.
‘Enough for now,’ he signs after seven more fish have been added to our provisions. 
As we rub the silvery scales off our hands with the little snow there is, an idea hits me. Crazy, probably, but…I need to wash. I haven’t washed for weeks, or so it feels. 
We chuck all the frozen fish on a pile next to the snow cave, I dash inside and drop my clothes on the furs. I wonder if the sea will feel warm, it must be more than twenty degrees Celsius warmer than the air
I step outside and bump into Katvar. He starts when he sees me naked. I grin at him and climb down into the hole. The soles of my feet are burning with cold.
‘Fish me out if I get a heart attack,’ I call and slide in with a splash. ‘Holy fuuuuuck!’ 
It feels as if the sea punches all warmth from my body and my skin is freezing over. The coldness makes my head hurt. Ice crystals on the water’s surface collide and produce little clinking noises. 
I scrub my hair, ears, face, neck and work my way south. I bark a laugh when I realise that this one time, my own south is also the magnetic south of Earth. How cool is that? Pretty cool. 
In fact, it’s so cool it’s shit cold.
Katvar runs across the ice, arms wrapped around his bare chest. He grabs the axe, loses his footing and slithers into the hole, axe blade scraping along the edge of the ice. I catch him by his waist as he plummets into the water. 
‘Orrrr!’ he grunts and slams the axe into the lowest step of our ice hole.
‘Indeed. Good you brought that. Imagine us both trying to get out of a slippery ice hole and the fucking axe is just out of reach. What an unheroic end to our adventure.’
The corners of his mouth twitch as his head disappears. A short moment later, he breaks the surface and spits water into my face. ‘I’m a beluga,’ he signs and grins. ‘With a bad headache.’ His white teeth flash in the northern lights.
‘I love belugas,’ slips from my mouth.
Quickly, he looks down at the black water, maybe to find a whale.
As he begins to wash himself he bumps into me. I decide to give him more space, and pull myself out of the ice hole. I shake off the water and offer him my hand, but he doesn’t need it. 
Together, we race into the snow hut, grab a shirt each and rub ourselves dry. I dive under my furs, shaking with laughter and cold.
He throws his furs next to me, crawls under them and scoots close. Very close. 
I sneak my arm under his furs. His skin is all goosebumpy. Accidentally, I brush a nipple. His eyes darken. 
A heartbeat later, our chests touch. I can feel his knee against mine, his arm slipping around my back, his breath on my face.
‘Tell me…’ His damaged voice fails. He inhales and rasps, ‘…to leave.’
‘I don’t want you to leave. I want…’ 
His gaze travels down to my lips.
‘I want…’
‘What?’ he mouths. ‘Tell me.’
‘I want to be yours. I want you to be mine. I want to taste you, kiss all your soft places. I want to be close to you. I want…’
Katvar is holding his breath, waiting for me to continue. And so I do. ‘I want to spend the rest of my life with you.’
He blinks. A tear rolls from the corner of his eye down his nose and falls onto the furs. I can see the reflection of the small flame in it — like a drop of dew in the setting sun.
‘Katvar?’
Slowly, he brings up his right hand and signs, one letter at a time, ‘I wish I could speak to you as tenderly as I love you.’
My heart produces a massive whoomp. Warm prickling spreads through my body. I’ve never seen anything as beautiful as Katvar telling me he loves me. I touch my hand to his, fingertips resting against fingertips, palms against palms until all fingers slide and fall, embracing, interweaving.
It feels as if the last missing kernel of realisation falls into place, and two dots are finally connected. There is no unlearning, no disconnecting of these dots once the fragile line has been drawn between them. They’ll remain bound to one another until the end of days.
I whisper, ‘You do already. You always did.’
An explosion of flavours spreads in my mouth — of snow and fire, of the ocean, of blueberries with milk and honey, those of trust, respect, and…and the deep wish to see him happy.
With the urgent need to add Katvar’s taste to the mix, I lean in and brush the corners of his mouth with my lips, hoping he wants to kiss me back.
And, oh yes, he does! He tilts his head and offers more of himself. His lips are soft and warm, parting, yielding to mine. 
‘Katvar,’ I sigh into his mouth.
He wraps his arms tighter around me, rolls me onto him. I push myself up and trace my fingertips down the side of his neck, along his collarbones and into the hollow of his throat. His dark gaze never lets go of mine.
I take in his nakedness, the knife marking his chest — the black lines and fine scars, and I wonder if anyone has ever touched him. The word deserted flits through my brain and brings flavours of scorched grass.
I lower my lips to his skin. There’s nothing here that tastes deserted. Musky, salty, sweet. Smooth and hard. I let him feel my lips, my tongue, and gently, my teeth too, from his chest, down along his stomach and the narrow line of black hair, his hipbones, his thigh, his ankle, his toes.
His breath comes in ragged bursts. I run my hand up his leg. When I kiss the inside of his thighs, he begins to tremble. When I bury my nose in the nest of black curls, he twitches and pushes me away.
I look up at him and, slowly, I wrap my hand around his cock. His eyes widen. He shakes his head no.
‘I don’t bite. Promise.’
A nervous grin rushes past his mouth, the shock never leaving his face. I hold his gaze as my tongue touches the tip of him. He throws back his head and presses an arm over his face. Humming, I slide him into my mouth. I love how he writhes under me. His hand comes down on my head, fingers raking through my hair. Whimpering, he begs for more.
His flavours are now those of the word rapture — burning from the tip of my tongue down my throat. Hot, musky, and the salty bite of the Arctic ocean.
‘Micka,’ he croaks and gently pulls me up. I gaze into his eyes and see a devotion that makes my heart soar and clench at the same time. He runs his hand up along my spine and brings my face to his. His kiss is hungry. His arousal is pressing against my thigh and now, I’m trembling, too.
He breaks our kiss. His eyebrows draw together. ‘You okay?’ he signs.
‘I don’t know if you…want this.’
He touches his lips to mine and signs, ‘I’ve wanted you for a long time, Micka.’
‘You never said anything!’
‘I did. Very quietly.’ A fingertip flicks at the ivory dog at my throat. ‘You didn’t listen. And it was good you didn’t. It would have been very hard to say no to you if you had invited me to your bed before…this.’
‘Are you afraid?’ I ask.
He shakes his head. ‘No. I’m not. There will be no child.’
No, there won’t. I find that very sad. I wish my life with him would be longer.
I touch his jawline and run my fingers down to his chin, tip it toward me and gently bite his bottom lip. ‘We are dying,’ I whisper.
‘We are living,’ he replies and buries his face in the crook of my neck, pushes me up and trails kisses down along my throat until he reaches my breasts. 
I’m panting. I’m out of breath. He grazes my nipples with his teeth, presses his hand against the small of my back and I obey his urgent command and tilt my hips, slide down along his body, coming to a halt just before…
With a growl, he flips me onto my back. His arms are braced on either side of my head. I weave my fingers through his, bring his wrist to my lips and kiss the sensitive skin there. He moans. His body is hard against mine, not a thread of fabric would fit between us and yet, he hesitates.
Trembling, he holds himself above me, trails his hand down my body until his fingers find my wetness. He groans and lowers his head, hiding his face in the furs.
‘Look at me,’ I whisper and he does. His pupils have swallowed the warm brown of his irises. His cheeks are flushed and his hair is wild.
I reach up to smooth the worry lines between his eyebrows. ‘What do you want?’ I ask. ‘Tell me.’
His gaze travels from my lips to my eyes as his hip moves a fraction, increasing the pressure. I can feel him. So close and yet, not close enough. His heart is thrumming against mine. Every fibre of me screams, ‘Come to me!’
Sighing, I arch my back and tilt my hips up to meet his, and that is when he falls. He sinks into me and I embrace him, hold onto him so tight, I can’t tell where my end is and he begins. 
We move like the sea, slow and steady, picking up force, and crashing together. Falling still. Beginning anew.




 
Since the sharp outlines of Spitsbergen appeared at the horizon, I’ve kept myself ready for ambush. The pistol strapped to my leg is sealed with a new membrane. My rifle is wrapped in strips of white linen, waterproofed with a new membrane, and never leaves the grip of my right hand. Any part of me that’s not covered in white fur, is cloaked with shreds of white cloth. The sled is white, the remaining four dogs are white, light grey, and cream-coloured. We’re hard to spot.
The transition from sea ice to the snow-covered beach of Edgeøya is almost unnoticeable. We come to a halt and I signal to Katvar to stay low while I scan the island. My scope shows me nothing but virgin white wherever I look. I take my time, but can’t find footprints of anything larger than a fox. 
We transverse Edgeøya with ears pricked and eyes sharp. Katvar does a good job keeping the dogs quiet, he huffs and clicks, and the animals seem to sense his urgency. He shot an arctic fox earlier this morning and barely had time to wipe the blood off the arrow before the starving dogs demanded their share. The small animal was eaten all too quickly.
We cross Storfjorden and cover another forty kilometres inland before stopping for the night. We dig a snow cave, the dogs curl up in their snow holes, and soon we’ve all disappeared from the face of Svalbard. 
Katvar has been waiting for me to speak since we prepared dinner. But I’m silent. I don’t know how to tell him that I’ll go alone from now on, that I’m not the heroine he thinks I am, that I’m not even brave enough to watch him die at the hands of Erik or one of his men.
So I sneak under his furs and into his embrace, quietly making love to him until we both tire and he falls asleep. When his breathing grows slow and regular, I start counting to one hundred. At one hundred and one, I dress and leave.
Green and purple streak across the night sky and dimly reflect off the snow. I could sit here and watch the spectacle for hours, waiting for Katvar to wake from his slumber so I can see the northern lights shine in his dark eyes once more.
It’s hard to take the first step. The second is a little lighter. Sneaking past the dogs isn’t hard at all — they are wary of me and try to be invisible when they spot me. I’m the one who pulls the knife through their throats. Not anymore. I’m glad these four are still around. I don’t want Katvar to die alone. 
Maybe he can even make it back. There’s time to chop a lot of ice holes and catch a lot of fish when you don’t have to hurry to the BSA’s satellite control centre. With only four dogs and one man to feed, it might just be possible for him to survive.
Twenty paces from our camp, I strap on my skis, pull my shawl over my face and set off.
The ascent is gentle, a mere two hundred metres in ten kilometres; my legs barely notice it. The disadvantageous view puts me on edge. I’m much more visible down here than anyone hiding at Longyearbyen observatory.
The more than sixty antennas point at the sky — some of them white spheres looking as if someone has pulled a prank and rolled humongous snowballs onto an plain, others straight and black like dry willow twigs. What once was Norway’s control centre for the European Defence and Aerospace Agency, is now the BSA’s only means to download and upload data to Earth’s satellite network. No one but Erik, Jeremiah, Silas, and I know about its existence and half of these people are now dead.
There’s just one problem: getting in is impossible. Or would be impossible if it weren’t for the secret tunnel that stretches between the Svalbard Global Seed Vault and the control centre’s main server room.
The entrance is a dark concrete block tucked safely against the hillside. Red graffiti sprawls over its smooth walls, telling survivors of the World Wars that all food is already gone, that they don’t need to bother trying to get in.
When my fingers touch the concrete, memories begin to flood my vision. I push them aside and inspect the high-security entrance and the small duct that leads to the ventilation unit. 
The vault was designed to withstand all kinds of disasters, including floods caused by climate disruption, fires, explosions and even nuclear holocausts. But the architects and engineers hadn’t considered the inventiveness of desperately starved people. To them, the Global Seed Vault was just another root cellar. It didn’t take them long to get inside the vault and gobble down the most diverse and expensive porridge in human history.
Now, everything looks precisely as it did when I last saw it. I’m still surprised Erik let me out of this place alive. When he took over the island, he got the Vault’s security entrance reinstalled, and shot the men who built it the moment they’d finished the job. I call that some serious trust issues. And yet, he made me his student, he let me out alive and brought me to his headquarters. I never learned why; now this bugs me more than ever. When I think about him, his aloof, cajoling, and restrained character, the dishonesty and maliciousness overlaid with extreme attentiveness — I never really knew who was sitting across from me. I never knew what he wanted from me or what his goals were. And I still don’t.
When I walk up to the heavy steel door, uncap the scanner, and place my right eye over it, I realise that I might be stepping right into Erik’s trap.
A pinprick of blue light runs over my retina. A green light blinks. There’s a bleep, a hiss, and the door cracks open. Did Jeremiah do a good job or did Erik allow me in? Are both options possible?
I exhale and take my first step into the dark corridor. Terror creeps in. My senses snap wide open. It’s as if I’ve been thrown into the Vault and back in time. Two years. So much has happened.




 
And kill every woman who has slept with a man, but save for yourselves every girl who has never slept with a man.
Numbers 31:17,18
 
I open my eyes. There’s nothing but black. It’s not cold, but painful, somehow. Drowsy, too. I swallow but my throat is too sticky. No saliva. My abdomen cramps. I roll up in a ball.
‘Both your implants have been removed.’ A raspy, quiet voice. It sounds familiar. Close by. ‘I was surprised to learn that you are still intact. I’m glad my sixteen year old-daughter is a virgin. You’ve kept yourself for your husband. You’ll make a good wife.’
Erik.
I shiver. My mouth is strangely empty, the toxic pearl is gone. I try to find the hole in my tongue where the steel stud used to be, but there’s nothing.
‘A GPS tracker was attached to your contraceptive implant. You probably didn’t know that. The Sequencers’ espionage unit will believe you drowned in the Atlantic. Your pearl was…cute. Did you plan to kill me with that?’
Reluctantly, I try my voice. ‘Where am I?’
‘United States of America. A very nice place. The land of my dreams.’
‘I thought everything here was dead?’ I croak.
‘Precisely.’
It’s stupefyingly dark. I can’t even see my hand touching my face. I wonder if I’m blind, but I don’t dare ask if he did something to my eyes. A “yes” would send me into a frenzy. 
I need distraction. Shifting on my mattress, I try to remember what Kat and Runner told me about North America. How much time has passed since the battle in Taiwan? One day? One hour? One week? I can’t remember how far North America is from Taiwan, but it’s not around the corner, I’m pretty sure. Did we travel for days? I can’t remember. Not one image, sound, or scent flickers into consciousness.
I touch my belly. The ache feels like bad menstrual cramps. When did I have my last menses? I can’t remember that, either. Erik said he had my implant removed. The pain is probably from the surgery. Reflexively, my hand slides between my legs. Through my pants at least, it feels normal. But I’m with the BSA — men who are known for raping, torturing, and killing women as though…as if… I don’t even have a comparison.
‘You say very little.’
‘You killed my friends.’
‘That again? Think of something else to say, or I might think you are retarded.’
I think of Runner. I’m not even sure whether he’s still in Taiwan, succumbing to radiation, or if he’s dead already. Violent trembling travels up my limbs. I tell myself that he might have made it, called for an airlift, and got out of there before the fallout hit.
I hope.
I need a distraction.
‘You want to hack the US military satellite system?’ I ask.
‘Of course,’ he answers.
‘What about the radiation?’
‘We are in a bunker. The walls are two metres thick steel-reinforced concrete slabs with lead inlays. The air is recycled, the doors are locked. We have water and provisions for six months.’
‘Who is we?’ 
‘You and I, Mickaela. Less distraction.’
‘Distraction from what?’
‘You can’t be that naive. My men can smell you. To them, you are as worthless as a dog. But they are useful to teach you…things. In the ensuing months you’ll learn about tactics, warfare, human nature, politics. You’ll learn how to control satellites, the Sequencers’ command structure and their espionage unit, and how they differ from the BSA. You’ll learn to obey my commands at once and without question, and you’ll learn to show respect. Should you attempt to escape, to establish contact with anyone without my permission, to injure or kill anyone without my permission, my protection ends at once. Here, it simply means you’ll be sent outside. Back at headquarters it means you’ll be my men’s bitch for whatever duration they choose. Is that clear?’
‘Clear,’ I croak. ‘Why? What for?’
‘So you learn.’
‘So you can shape me to your liking — as you said in Taiwan. That’s no answer. Is it because I carry half your genes?’ A rustling tells me he rises to his feet.
‘Yes,’ he answers. ‘And no.’
A metallic click makes me flinch. Electric light flares and blinds me. Squinting, I try to orient myself in the room. Erik is standing at the door, holding it ajar.
‘What then? What else?’ I ask.
‘You will figure it out.’
 
———
 
‘We’ve seen the natural conclusion of capitalism — or, if you will, human nature. If we were to create a society for which the greatest value is freedom for the individual, you would, without exception, find it ends in total annihilation of the species.’
I know he’s mad. And still, his speeches surprise me every time. He begins to draw small circles on the bare concrete wall of my cell. I compress my fists and clench my jaw so as not to ask if he’s drawing all the marbles he’s lost.
‘I’ll give you an example. Let’s say we have several clans, each of which values freedom of the individual the most and then a few other things. For example, respect, love, blah blah blah. Now each of these clans is specialised in something. This here…’ he points at the first marble, ‘…is a warrior clan. This here…’ marble number two, ‘…farming. Then there are the excellent hunters, the weavers, carpenters, and so on. They all believe in freedom. But they also need to survive. The hunters need to clothe themselves, the warriors need to eat. So they trade.’
I stifle a yawn. He catches my expression, the boredom I’ve failed to hide.
‘Enjoy your freedom as long as it lasts, Mickaela. Once we are at headquarters, you’ll experience every dirty detail of human nature.’
‘I’m not free,’ I point out. ‘And I know what humans are capable of. I know what you are capable of.’
The grin that cuts across his face reminds me of the demons of my nightmares.
‘So they trade,’ he says softly. ‘Money is invented, because a stag is worth more than an iron pan during times of starvation, and worth less during times of plenty.’
And on he prattles. I try to pretend I’m listening, try to make my gaze not stray from the diagrams he’s drawing. 
After what feels like an eternity, he snaps his fingers and declares, ‘And in the blink of an eye, politics, propaganda, espionage, and warfare are invented.’
‘Funny society you are creating there. Full of assholes,’ I mutter.
His eyebrows rise, he looks at me as if I’m a small child. ‘All humans — in fact all mammals and even birds’ societies — consist of individuals exhibiting various degrees of altruism and egoism. The ratio of these two and the degree of self-reflection in each species determines which characteristics predominate,’ he answers.
‘So now you want to eradicate not only all humans, but all mammals and birds? Makes sense,’ I retort.
‘The seed is planted.’ His gaze is expectant but calm. 
Puzzled, I shrug. ‘So?’
‘I do agree that my example is simplistic, but should you prove to remain immune to my teachings, I will find other uses for you.’ He claps his hands, rises to his feet, and pulls a SatPad from his pocket. ‘You have access to part of my library. Here is a list of books you will read in the ensuing three weeks. We’ll regularly discuss what you’ve learned. I hope you are a quick reader. If not, skip sleep.’
The SatPad lands on my mattress with a plop. After Erik leaves my cell, I tap at the screen and it springs to life. There’s a list of titles and their authors.
 
On Revolution, Hannah Arendt
Guerrilla Warfare, Ernesto Guevara
Strategy, Sir Basil Henry Liddell Hart
Mein Kampf, Volume 1 and 2, Adolf Hitler
The Prince, Niccolo Machiavelli
The Art of War, Sun Tzu
War of the Flea: The Classic Study of Guerrilla Warfare, Robert Taber
On Guerrilla Warfare, Mao Tse-Tung
On War, Carl von Clausewitz
Chimpanzee Politics, Frans de Waal
The Holy Bible
The Holy Qur’an
The Holy Thora
 
When I click on a title, a file opens. There’s a back and a forward button, lots of text, and that’s it. No communication window, no login, no nothing. Just a little box that says “Type search term.”
 
———
 
Erik showed me how I can leave the compound, all the escape routes, access codes. He even scanned my retina so I can get past the main gate. ‘Knowledge is power,’ he added with a cold grin.
Yeah. Sure. Especially if the knowledge doesn’t help you at all. Outside is where radiation fries your DNA. I’d rather die a quick death.
Which brings me to the two plans I’m brewing up. Plan one: kill Erik. Plan two: escape. There might be room for a combination of the two.
Killing Erik won’t be simple. He locks me up every night. I’ve tried to get out of the cell but there’s no way I can dig myself out of a concrete box with only my fingernails.
During the day, he rarely turns his back on me, and shackles me to my chair in the control room whenever he’s busy somewhere else. Shackles can be picked, I got that far. As for weapons, I could use chairs and boxes to bash in his head, but I doubt he is that slow. He moves like a large cat, smooth and agile. I’m absolutely certain that he can jump like one, too. So, reaching for the knife or the pistol he keeps strapped to his thighs won’t work either. But since he requires my services as a maid (apparently, he can’t cook, clean his room, make his bed, wash his clothes, or do any other lowly “women’s work” by himself, the poor thing) — I might be able to slip poison into his lunch.
Following his credo “knowledge is power” I read a ton about all kinds of stuff, for example, the chemicals stored in one of the many small rooms here.
There’s also an enormous (as in: ENORMOUS) refrigerated space with shelves upon shelves of seeds, all labelled. Most of the bags are ripped open, contents spilled. But some contain quite interesting things. One of the seeds is my favourite: Strychnos nux-vomica. Oh yes, dad, you’ll puke out your guts. I’ll make sure of that.
Grinding the button-like seeds into powder won’t be a problem. Getting them into his food should be easy, too. But here’s the deal: if I want to survive, I have to get out of here.
Erik brought me here, so there must be a means of transportation back to Europe. He’s far from being the naive, trusting kind, so I strongly doubt he’s allowing his life to depend on one of his men getting him out of this radioactive wasteland.
As I have no way of measuring the amount of radioactivity out there — I couldn’t find a Geiger counter, an instrument used before the Great Pandemics to figure out how quickly you’ll be fried — I have to make my own measuring device. And that’s why I have my hands on a jar of potassium dichromate. I open it and peek in — it’s half full, more than I’ll need.
Quickly, I put it back on the shelf, slip out of the storage room, and get back to my seat. My shackles are in place when Erik returns.
‘Taiwan again?’ he asks. I imagine him wearing a sneer every time he sees me scanning the island for Runner.
‘Wouldn’t you search for men left behind in battle?’ I ask.
‘I don’t ever waste time.’
‘It was a rhetorical question.’ I’m moving the image with my index and middle finger and zoom into the observatory to find a trace of Runner. Any trace.
‘Interesting behaviour,’ Erik says and sits down, his hip perched on the desk, his head tilted. He’s playing curious. ‘You do know that he’s dying should he still be there? Or already dead, for that matter.’
‘I do and I won’t forget who is responsible.’
‘Romantic feelings, daughter?’
‘For you? No.’
He snorts and moves a little closer. ‘Your man is dead. Spend your time with something more useful than looking for a stinking carcass.’
I push my chair back and look up at him. ‘Does your room need cleaning?’
A flicker wipes past his eyes. Anyone with a healthy survival instinct would now be very quiet. Thing is, I don’t have anything worth living for.
We stare at each other for a long moment. Then he says, ‘Tell me what you learned last night.’
I inhale and pause the satellite live stream. ‘Unto the woman he said, I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.’ I spit the words at him.
Erik nods. ‘Genesis 3:16. I wonder why you’ve chosen this particular quote. Do you understand it?’
‘Women are worth shit. I’m just trying to wrap my head around it.’
He barks a laugh. ‘You didn’t understand half of it.’
I shrug and stare at the blank screen. No need to tell him that I completely understand why he soaks his men in religious bullshit. It gives his soldiers a meaning to their shitty little lives. They can put their own misery behind them, take up arms, kill everyone who has demeaned them — including the women who’ve rejected their advances. Then he gives them obedient wives they can treat any way they want. Clean my room! Clean my clothes! Spread your legs! Open your mouth! It’s a straightforward way to brainwash. God said so, don’t think about it. Then, a few years into servitude, God will be gradually replaced by Commander. Because the Commander acts in the name of God. Dost thou dare doubt Him? Thou shalt burn in hell!
‘I am still not entirely sure if I over or underestimate you. But I guess I’ll have to win your trust to find out.’ He extracts a key from his pocket and unlocks the shackles. ‘You are quite adept at picking them.’ 
I manage to muffle my gasp with a cough. He doesn’t buy it, of course. 
‘I wonder how the hell you plan to buy my trust.’
‘Trust cannot be bought.’ He narrows his eyes. ‘You are now free to go wherever you wish as long as you stay inside the Vault. You go outside, you die. But you know that. I’ll give you full access to my library. And you will complete all tasks to my full satisfaction. Your first mission is to plan an attack on a Sequencer base north of Berlin.’
He brings up a map. ‘They chose a dormant nuclear power plant. The snow revealed them.’ His calloused fingers point to broad, muddy tracks trailing through the white. There’s a lake, a forest, and two grey cooling towers. I nod and try to focus on what he says as my stomach turns.
 
———
 
I saw Runner today. Two months! He’s stayed alive for two whole months and no one’s evacuated him from this radioactive shit-hole. I’m surprised all the trees are still green and he finds enough food. 
I can barely control myself. My whole body trembles and Erik will guess something’s up with me and then he’ll interrogate me and I can’t have that right now. 
I have to plan how to stick the photographic emulsion into his jacket, how to shield it from light but not from radiation. 
Shit.
Runner.
I miss him so much, it hurts.
I shut my eyes and think of our last day in Taiwan, the stream, the rock I sat on and his hand in mine.
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.
Abruptly, I stand, walk to the nearest wall and bash my head against it. There. Pain. One more time and I’ll be better. Can’t have this fucking sentimentality now.
‘What are you doing?’ Erik asks when he enters the control room.
‘Moral dilemma,’ I snarl at him. ‘You’re asking me to kill my own people.’
‘They are not your people anymore. Now, show me your plans.’
I take a deep breath and open the file I prepared last night. 
 
———
 
I stare down at four white rectangles. I’d slipped them one by one into a small slit in Erik’s jacket on four consecutive days. I know he goes outside at night when he believes I’m sleeping. My test is working, because in my other hand I hold four black rectangles. All eight test strips are small sheets of glass I found in one of the storage rooms in a box labelled “microscope slides.” I didn’t see any microscope, though. Not that it matters. I coated all the slides with a mixture of agarose, aqueous dichromate solution, silver dichromate perchloric acid, and acetic acid. It sounds simple, but it isn’t. The solution is highly sensitive to light, so I had to mix the ingredients in a pitch dark room (aka, my cell), dip the slides into it, and air dry and store them so that they wouldn’t get exposed to any kind of radiation before I needed them.
It took me the better part of a month to figure out how to ascertain that my home-brewed test strips were working. And then it took me another five days to muster the courage and enter the section that contains the micro reactor. No clue why Erik dares to get close to this thing without ever checking if it’s safe. There isn’t even a Geiger counter at the door to the reactor room. I wonder if someone’s stolen it or if Erik’s removed it so I can’t measure the outside radiation. Probably the latter. 
So here I am — four black test strips tell me the reactor room isn’t safe (as the big yellow and black sign clearly states), the other four — very white ones — tell me the outside is not contaminated at all. 
Erik, you arse.
Time to find out where I am.
 
———
 
Third day locked up in my cell. Still no food. Water is rationed to one cup a day. Erik’s shut off the heating system. It’s below freezing in here and I’m sure my breath is clouding. I can’t see it, though. Lights are off, too.
He is punishing me because I figured it out. 
I figured it out before he could stop me.
I’m inside the Svalbard Seed Vault. Spitsbergen. No radioactive contamination. No United States of America.
I win.
He doesn’t.



Love will find its way through all languages on its own.
 
Jalal ad-Din Mohammad Rumi




 
All warfare is based on deception.
The Art of War, Sun Tzu
 
I bite down hard on my cheeks as I type the password into the interface and press enter. 
The control unit swallows my letters without a twitch. The monitors come to life. A surge of relief brings me close to collapse; I press my forehead to the desk and breathe Jeremiah’s name.
First rule in warfare: Know where your enemy is.
I click on the world map and locate Svalbard. 
While running through the snow, I’d seen no indications of the presence of the BSA on the island. But I can’t believe that. I click “home.” The shortwave infrared satellite imagery flickers to Longyearbyen and the many antennas dotting the snowy hill. 
A movement catches my eye — an oversized mosquito, black and light green on white. The aircraft skids to a halt on the small Longyearbyen airstrip.
It shouldn’t surprise me they’ve come so fast. And yet it does. I want to scream, and, all of a sudden, I miss Katvar and wish I’d said farewell. 
I zoom out to find our snow cave, but I don’t get far. There he is already, on my sled approaching the Vault from the west, while a team of five men — two with what seem to be sniper rifles, and three with submachine guns — hop out of the aircraft and move towards the Vault from the north. 
I wipe my mind clean of fear. We were both dead the moment we stepped onto the ice of the Barents Sea.
I squint and crank up the sharpening filter. The northern lights flicker through the feed and blur the images. 
Katvar and the team of five men are still unaware of each other. But not for much longer.
It’s the hardest thing I’ve done in my life, but it needs doing: I zoom out to scan the whole of Svalbard for movements. It takes only a few seconds, but they stretch to a painfully long time. There’s no one else. The next task, the only reason we came here, is to install the program and wreak havoc. 
I don’t even…
Fuck.
A quick assessment of Katvar’s position and speed, of the men’s approach, and I turn away from the horrible scene, race from the monitor room through the server room, the corridor, the Seed Vault, and the last corridor, all the while my inner eye is showing me how fast Katvar moves, how fast the armed men are, and when they will meet. I know I’ll be too late. 
Heart pounding and fingers tightly wrapped around my rifle, I sprint the last few metres, press against the wall, punch the red PUSH HERE TO OPEN button, and dive outside. I skid over the small platform and land face-first in a pile of snow. Pressing flat against the cold ground, I listen.
All is quiet. The aurora wipes green and purple across the starry sky. There’s nothing pretty or peaceful in this. To me, northern lights always come with danger.
Clouds burst from my mouth. Shit, my breathing will give me away. I pull the scarf up over my face, adjust the white fabric concealing my rifle and myself, scan my surroundings with my scope’s night-eye, and then move away from the concrete block, crouching forward, down the slope and gradually pushing into view of the airstrip and the stretch of land between me and the five men.
Before I can lower my eye to my scope, a sled with a fur-clad man appears from behind a low hill. The four dogs are racing, he’s pushing them to full speed; paws and skids spit snow at the night sky. He’s whistling at his dogs, urging them on, and I have absolutely no clue why Katvar would approach armed men at full speed. With one arm he holds his pathetic, old rifle. His longbow is tied to the sled. 
He offers himself. He is bait.
I will not scream.
I tilt my rifle north, taking aim. Before I can move my finger to the trigger, a burst of bullets sprays from one man’s submachine gun, felling one of the four dogs and Katvar. 
I will not scream.
I bring the reticle to the man’s chest and squeeze the trigger. He falls, and at once, the others dive for cover. Before they all disappear, I slip another round into the chamber, aim, and fire. The target falls. Two men down, three to go. 
I am invisible.
I am The Fog.
I move my scope back west. Katvar is lying flat on the ground, the snow sprayed with bright red. The ghostly green northern lights illuminate his torn hood and the large hole showing bloodied fur and hair. Blood leaks down his white face. A clean headshot.
I will not scream.
Trying to control the rage, I exhale and regret it only a second later. My cloudy breath gave away my position. A bullet rips a hole into my fur coat, just where the shoulder meets the hood. I notice it from the corner of my vision before I hear the shot. A second later, I’m gone — backed away and changed position, knowing they will have done the same.
The dogs are yipping nervously. They want to get away or turn around to check on Katvar, trying to pull the sled, but the dead pack member and the tipped sled make their movement almost impossible.
Slowly, I breathe into my scarf, bring my rifle in position and scan the surroundings. 
A cloud of condensed breath rises from behind a snowdrift roughly three hundred and fifty metres from me. I aim at the snow, a mere forty centimetres below the crest and fire. No scream. Once the echo of my shot dissipates, Svalbard falls silent again. 
No one should be stupid enough to blow his breath straight up in the air. 
I move my rifle to check the sled, but no one’s hiding behind it — the dogs would have told me with sharp barks of alarm. They managed to move closer to Katvar’s body. And then I see it. A faint white wisp of life. He’s breathing!
I have to be quick now. He’ll be losing blood fast. I scan the low ridges again and can’t spot any sign of the men. Desperate to get to Katvar, I press the rifle to my chest, take the pistol in my left hand, flick off the safety, and stand. 
They don’t stick their heads up, so they can’t see me and I can’t see them, but I know they must be ahead of me, hiding somewhere behind the many snowdrifts. Somewhere within a radius of four hundred metres.
The snow is soft and creaks quietly as I take one step after the other. I’m an excellent target — upright, close, no cover. Easy, even for a bad shot.
Ahead of me, nothing moves, nothing breathes. Did they retreat to the aircraft? Is there a pilot waiting or a backup they can call in? I’m so close to the peak of the snowdrift that I can see a pair of feet, fur gators, legs — black against the white snow, the occasional pale green flickering across it. When the chest comes into view, I fire two shots in quick succession. In the corner of my eye, the other man throws up his hands. I have no time for negotiations. I pull the trigger on him twice. My eyes search for the bodies of the other three, making sure they are as still as icicles, then I set my feet in motion. Quick.
I race towards the sled and the man in the snow. 
‘Katvar!’ I cry, knowing he won’t answer. He might still be alive, but for how long? I can’t do anything about a damaged brain.
I would at least hold his hand and kiss him and tell him I love him, because I never told him. There’s so much I want to say.
I kneel at his side. ‘Katvar?’ My fingers fly over his face, his hood, the gaping bloody hole.
It’s a mess, I can barely see where the fur ends and his hair begins. Shit there’s so much blood. I roll him onto his back and push the hood aside, plant a layer of snow on his wound to slow the bleeding, then check for more bullet wounds but can’t find any — a small victory.
I rub my hands clean with snow and gently, ever so gently, pick off clumps of bloodied snow and bits of fur from his wound. He doesn’t respond. His breath is so shallow, I keep checking the pulse in his neck to make sure he’s still alive.
‘Katvar, please?’ I cup his cheek. There isn’t even a flutter of eyelids. ‘Don’t go now.’
I take another handful of fresh snow and hold it against the wound. Slowly, the white turns a bright red. I want to cry, but instead, I keep talking to him, my voice soft, my hands gentle.
‘Open your eyes, my love. Don’t you want to see me?’
I kiss his brow, the bridge of his nose, his lips, while everything inside me screams.
My chest heaves, tears skid down my face to splash on his. Still, he doesn’t move. The cold wind forms small ice crystals in my lashes.
I keep cleaning his wound, trying to see the extent of the injury. The longer I work, the more hopeful I am. There doesn’t seem to be any brain tissue in his hair, but pieces of skin, a broad wound with nasty, torn edges, and lots of blood.
I stand and walk up to the dogs, cut the dead one off the line and tip the sled back on its skids. I lead the dogs to Katvar. They are beside themselves and it takes a lot of growling and pushing to calm them down.
With my arms wrapped around his ribcage, I pull him onto the sled and strap him down. A click of my tongue and we slide uphill towards the Vault.
The security system scans my retina and the hatch opens with a belch. The dogs hesitate and I have to step off the sled and lead them into the dark corridor. Behind us, the door hisses shut.
We pass the airlocks and the Seed Vault, the connecting tunnel to the server room, and finally reach the door to the control room. The scraping of the skids on the concrete floor keeps the dogs irritated and jumpy the whole way. When I take off their harnesses, they at once rush to check out Katvar, the room, the technical equipment, and back to Katvar again. There’s a nervous whining coming from the three snouts and I have to agree — I want to cry too.
I send the dogs out of the control room and pull the sled halfway through its door to block them from coming back in. I can’t have dog noses all over Katvar’s wound when I stitch him up. I unstrap him and pull him off the sled, lay him on the cold stone floor, always careful not to touch his injury. Then I open the sled bags and pull out the bear skin, spread it on the ground and move him over. It’s not easy to hoist a limp man onto a fur blanket without bunching it up into a useless blob. 
I press my fingers to his neck and find a regular pulse, open his coat and take out the water bottle he’s keeping warm there. I take a sip. I’m parched. Should I try to make him drink? Probably not. The water might enter his airway.
I roll him onto his side and pull his arm out of the coat sleeve, move the hood aside, and check his wound. Congealed blood, liquid blood, bits of skin and hair.
The smell of metal scrapes through my nostrils.
I scramble to my feet and search the cupboards. I know there’s a MedKit here. But where? The dogs look past the sled blocking the door, one protests with a bark, the others join in. ‘Quiet!’ I shout. ‘I need to think.’
They shut up and everyone plops on the ground with a huff and a sigh. That’s when memory hits.
I run to a hatch in the wall, turn the small handle and open it. MedKit, ultrasonic scanner, defibrillator, MIT FireScope, radio, SatPad. I pick up the MedKit and scanner, and place them next to Katvar’s still body.
Worry clenches my stomach. He’s too pale, his lips are blue, and his breath is so quiet, I have to put my ear close to his mouth to hear him.
I exhale and get to work.
A quick scan of the MedKit’s innards, then I snip off all hair around the bullet wound, spray disinfectant on it, and begin to clean it with gauze, forceps, and a magnifying glass attached to my forehead. The thing has a lamp and I can see the tiniest bits of dirt, dead skin and flesh, and hair. It takes a while to pick it all off. Blood keeps pooling in the wound and I constantly dab it off, pick the wound clean, dab off, disinfect.
I disinfect my hands again, wipe them on a piece of fresh gauze and disinfect the wound once more. That’s when his knees start twitching and the speaker in the room crackles.
‘Hello Mickaela. You made it. I’m proud of you.’
My heart stops. I look up. Erik’s face shows on one of the monitors. A smile twitches beneath his beard, but doesn’t reach his eyes.
‘I don’t have time for you. Call me in an hour. Or never.’ I pull a thread through the bent needle and focus on the lacerated skin. When I do the first stitch, Katvar cracks his eyes open. He blinks, trying to find something familiar, something to hold him here so he won’t drift away again.
When, finally, his gaze finds mine and he seems to remember who I am and why we’re here, his expression darkens.
He’s angry, I can see it in his clenched jaws, the way he looks at me as if he’s about to wrap his hands around my throat. ‘Don’t speak now,’ I whisper.
‘You’ve shot five Sequencers,’ Erik says. There’s triumph in his voice, but one cannot trust whatever emotion he expresses. He can switch them on and off like the safety of a gun.
‘You probably wonder how they found you so quickly.’
‘No, I don’t,’ I say aloud, then, softer, ‘I’ll numb your skin now before I continue stitching it up. It will be a bit cold.’ There’s a begging undertone to my voice. I’m begging him to trust me at a time when I won’t even trust myself.
Katvar’s eyes signal consent and I grab the bottle of lidocaine and spray it on his wound. We hold hands while I wait for the drug to take the edge off his pain.
‘You passed all my tests,’ sounds from the speaker. Katvar’s eyes settle on mine. Warm pine bark brown with grey specks. Paler than usual. Is there mistrust?
‘Michaela, you will be the first female BSA leader. It’s a great honour and you have earned it.’
That’s when Katvar’s gaze grows cold and with it, my heart. I pull myself together and finish my work. The fourth stitch is done, and Katvar’s knees are trembling again. 
‘Are you hurting?’ I ask and he clenches his jaw. His expression is that of defiance.
‘You seem unusually attached to your little friend. I can make him your husband, but he’d have to go through training. You didn’t need much military training. Runner McCullough taught you well. So sad he rots in Taiwan. I’m impressed by your skills. Two of the Sequencers’ best assassins are stiff as boards now. Ha!’
His cackling echoes through the room.
‘You had little time to practice sniping, and yet, you killed them so quickly. Hm…,’ 
I know this “I wonder” tone. It always comes just before a punch to the gut.
‘Sometimes I think marrying you to Silas was a mistake. I could have sharpened you faster without him.’
‘You sharpened me extremely well by making Silas my husband,’ I growl. 
Eighth stitch, ninth stitch. Two more to go. I focus on my hand and on Katvar’s fist grabbing my sweater. I don’t look into his eyes. I don’t want to see hate in there. 
‘Perhaps,’ Erik muses. ‘He didn’t look pretty when you left.’
I exhale a sigh, wipe my hands and gently wrap Katvar’s head in a thin layer of gauze. Then I unpack the ultrasonic scanner, place the gel pillow on his bandaged injury and press the “scan” button.
‘I need to see if you have any fractures,’ I explain. An image appears on the small hand-held device and when I move it around his skull together with the gel pillow, it’s as if I’m looking straight into his brain. But I don’t even know what a fracture is supposed to look like and I’m about to grind my teeth in frustration when a thought hits me.
I pull off my right boot and sock, then place the scanner on my ankle. There’s a clear white line and the bone is a bit thicker where the fracture might have been. But this one is healed now. Maybe I just have to subtract the white line to have a freshly broken bone?
I move the scanner back to his head and find lines all over his skull, but they seem to be symmetrical, which makes me think they are normal. Shit. I have no idea what I’m doing. Frustrated, I switch the machine off.
‘Okay, this is what happened: Your head was grazed by a low velocity bullet from one of the old submachine guns. I don’t know if there are fractures to your skull, but at least the wound is stitched up and the bleeding’s stopped.’
I pick up the water bottle and make him empty it; he needs to drink to compensate for his loss of blood.
Trying not to show my concern, I ask him if he’s warm enough. He nods, but his legs are trembling. I fetch more furs and drape them over him, then squeeze his hand gently and turn to Erik. ‘Hey, dad.’
I gaze at his yellow beard, the orange hair that has a few grey streaks in it, his hard, thin lips, and I wonder if all this harshness will one day show in my own face.
‘I see,’ he says. ‘You like to think you can refuse my offer. If you do, you and your friend will die. You cannot possibly believe you can drag him across the ice thousands of kilometres. Need I mention that, if you refuse me, you will be hunted by the BSA and the Sequencers? They believe you work for me and, ha! You did indeed do my work.’
‘You sent them here under false pretences, just like you sent our forces to Taiwan and killed them all. You killed all my friends. Do you really believe you’ll get away with that?’
He ignores my question. ‘I can send my second-in-command to kill you both, or I can send a physician and food. Which is it?’
‘Did Silas’ brother get the job?’ I ask. The man is a perfect copy of my ex-husband. Well, not perfect enough. He’s not dead. ‘Did you know that Silas murdered your granddaughter?’
‘I am aware of it. It was his right as your husband. She wasn’t his.’
‘Of course she wasn’t. He fucked me with a pistol. Few contraceptives are more effective than that,’ I hiss and take off my necklace. The ivory dog guards a tiny square thing, glinting in the artificial light. I slip it into the computer.
‘I don’t wish to know what happened between you and your husband.’
‘I don’t give a shit about what you want and what you don’t want,’ I mutter while typing my old password and hitting “Enter.”
‘What are you doing?’ Erik demands.
‘Trying to find out how to treat gunshot wounds to the head. It would help if you shut up.’
‘I’m disappointed by your choice of words—’
‘I don’t give a fuck. In fact, I don’t give one single fuck about the feelings of a man who forces his own daughter into marriage with a guy whose only hobby is torturing women.’
‘As I already said, I have no wish to know… You aren’t searching for treatments, you are uploading a program.’
It’s the first time I hear uncertainty in his voice. I enjoy it for a second before reminding myself that he manipulates his own emotions just as perfectly as he manipulates all his followers.
‘You have ten seconds to explain to me what you are doing,’ he growls. His voice sends goose bumps across my skin, my neck hair rises. Like hackles.
‘Start counting.’ I don’t look up at him, I’m busy learning what the program can do. It seems intuitive, there’s a globe and a grid covering it — that must be Earth’s satellite system. A red dot is labelled “SvalSat.” That’s where Katvar and I are. 
A window pops up. “Engaging Shell…”
What the hell does that mean?
Shell doesn’t sound good. Involuntarily I gaze up at the ceiling, expecting a bomb to hit any moment. I swallow, and my eyes are back on the screen. 
“Incoming data bypass: Active. Incoming data transfer: Secure. Incoming communication: Active.”
“Outgoing data transfer: Active. Outgoing communication: Active.”
Okay? That seems to be…
“External controls blocked: 93%. Unblocked external controls: SvalSat.”
“Shell installed and active.”
I exhale and pinch the bridge of my nose. So that’s what the Shell is — to cut off everyone trying to control the global satellite network. Except me. Holy shit, Jeremiah.
A menu at the bottom appears and gives me various options. The most interesting are, “Navigation,” “Reconnaissance,” “Weaponised.”
‘You are still immune to my teachings. What a pity. My team is on the way. You will not survive,’ Erik growls.
‘Why thank you! We really need a few more carcasses, else our dogs will starve and won’t make it across the sea ice.’ I take a closer look at the screen and click “engage optical internet.”
The computer begins to work. I lean back, wait and learn. 
‘You know,’ I say to Erik. ‘What you keep telling your troops is bullshit. You never planned to fulfil the Creator’s wishes and bring an end to all humans, clean the planet of the virus
humanity. No, you are creating a dictatorship of men over women. You plan to debilitate a whole species by telling men and women that they are enemies, by antagonising what’s two halves of one kind. You create emotional poverty to weaken the ones you want to rule. You want to be God. And why all that?’ I bark a laugh, bend close to the camera, and snarl. ‘Because you couldn’t get your way with my mother. You are pathetic. You are bound to fail.’
I watch bright green lines shooting across the grid, lighting up the entire fishing net of global data transfer. Cool.
I hope.
A small window pops up, the first line reads, “connected” in bold letters, and below, a list of satellite names is rattled off, faster than anyone could read. As each name-number combination appears, one of the small knots in the global network blinks brighter.
A few minutes later, a message reads, “Complete.”
Well, shit. What am I supposed to do now?
Erik is cackling softly. ‘It seems, you don’t have the ability to connect the dots. I cannot fail. Did you forget the power of religion, Mickaela? Judaism, Christianity, Islam — you read the books. Men are superior to women, and even to nature. It’s written there and has been believed and practiced for more than two thousand years. It must be true then, mustn’t it?’
‘And you want a woman to lead the BSA for you. Or with you,’ I mutter.
‘You would be a…pretty addition. It would show women all around the world that they can trust us, that they can come to us.’
I nod as if it all makes sense now. Then I cock my head, faking curiosity. ‘Could you please shake your head real hard for me, Erik? I want to hear that pea brain of yours rattle.’
Appealing to Erik’s human side never generates the anticipated result. I want to make him glow white hot with fury. I want to stir up his emotions to a thunderstorm, so he thinks with less clarity. I want him to believe I underestimate him. 
Blood drains from his face, his grey eyes turn a deadly black. This fury, he can’t fake. I wonder if he’s aware of that.
I push my arm out, tap my finger to the screen, and click “Weaponised.” Another menu opens, more options, satellite specification, status, orbit, and location.
‘What are you doing?’
I ignore his question. ‘I read all your holy books, dad. They are boring and full of crap. But I learned. From you. Human nature, for example, is so very fascinating.’ I gift him a sweet smile. ‘And if there’s one thing I find most remarkable, it’s the martyr concept.’ 
‘Micka?’ Katvar’s hoarse voice carries panic. Do not kill them, his eyes seem to beg.
‘Trust,’ I sign and turn back to Erik, show him my teeth, and push a button. ‘This is for my daughter and for Jeremiah, you bastard.’
‘What did you do? Look at me, daughter. What did you do?’
‘I set fire to your throne,’ I answer and stick a piece of tape over the tiny camera. He stares at his now darkened screen in shock. I watch him, his confusion, and the grid of satellites that begins to blip and blink. I cast a last glance at the inconspicuous window at the bottom right of the screen. “Destruction of global network: 0.1% complete, 294 hours remaining.”
Seventeen satellites equipped with particle-beam guns and nine swarms of now-autonomous parasitic nanosatellites are chewing through more than five thousand satellites in orbit. At the end, the nanosatellites will neutralise the weaponised satellites and self-destruct. In two hundred ninety-four hours — or twelve days — humanity will enter the post digital network era, the post global observation era and, if Erik keeps warmongering, we will soon enter a new Iron Age.
Exhausted, I rub my face, rise to my feet, and walk over to Katvar, and sign, ‘I didn’t blow up headquarters, but there’s little hope for anyone there the BSA doesn’t deem valuable.’
He touches my hand with his and I bury my face in his palm.
‘It appears you forgot a little…something,’ Erik says softly. His tone drives icy goose bumps over my skin; my spine stiffens. ‘How did I find you here, Mickaela? How did I know?’
‘The sensor at the high security gate told you as I entered,’ I answer.
He leans back in his chair and gazes at his camera. From here, it appears as if he looks right through me. He nods once and a trace of approval flickers past his eyes before he makes his expression inscrutable.
My mind begins to race. I check the clock on the monitors. I must have entered the Vault roughly an hour ago. The aircraft. The Sequencers. They arrived the moment I did and nothing is a one minute flight from here.
I touch my belly and gulp. Erik has implanted a tracker. Why did I not think of this earlier?
With quick, trembling fingers, I open a map on the screen and zoom into Greenland’s southern tip. Although I know I’m more than two thousand kilometres away from headquarters, the view makes me sick: small houses, ramshackle huts, the pit, the two gallows. I crank up the image amplification but see no movements, no heat signatures, nothing. I shouldn’t be surprised.
The area is too large to scan for enemy movements between there and our position, so I zoom back to Svalbard and the surrounding sea ice. 
One aircraft is all I can find.
Think, Micka. Where would you be if you knew days in advance that your enemy is approaching a location which is of utmost importance to you? Yes. You’d be as close as possible, you would make sure he doesn’t see you, and you would take him out when he feels safe and makes a mistake.
I look up at the screen that shows Erik. He sits in his chair, arms crossed casually over his chest, waiting. He believes he’s already won this game. His men are nowhere in sight, yet he seems triumphant. He’s sure I’m sitting in his trap. Why is that? 
My stomach drops. My hand drifts back to my lower abdomen. My eyes fall on Katvar and I feel the urge to run away from him.
I’m rigged.




 
When able to attack, we must seem unable; when using our forces, we must seem inactive; when we are near, we must make the enemy believe we are far away; when far away, we must make him believe we are near.
The Art of War, Sun Tzu
 
I squint at the monitor. Erik picks his teeth and smiles at no one in particular. He’s content. He still can’t see me. But he can hear me. 
I reread the small window of the Shell program. 
“Incoming data bypass: Active. Incoming data transfer: Secure. Incoming communication: Active.”
Erik can’t access SvalSat or any other satellite control centre. He’s lost control over the global satellite network. But he can communicate with me. That allows only one conclusion. 
He can communicate with my implant.
A clicking draws my attention to Katvar. He snaps his fingers, and as I finally focus on his face, he signs, ‘What can I do?’
I hold up my hand, then shake my head. I need time to think. 
‘I’m almost done here,’ I say aloud, watching Erik. He types something on his keyboard. His eyes scan a monitor, a finger swipes across it. A corner of his mouth twitches.
Quietly, I rise and snatch the ultrasound scanner. I pull my waistband down and run the probe over my stomach, my eyes flicking from the scanner to Erik’s face and back again. My womb is empty. 
Where else would I put an implant? I would use an opening that’s already there. That would be my shrapnel wounds on my leg and side — still fresh when Erik took me here two years ago. There’s also my tongue where my toxic implant used to be and my uterus where the Sequencer’s tracker was. The latter is clear, it seems.
I try my tongue and the scanner shows nothing but flesh. I pull up my shirt and scan the scars on my side. Nothing. My leg, nothing. Shit. What if it’s not detectable with ultrasound? Would Erik’s eyes betray the location if he sees me one last time?
I pull off the tape that covers the camera. He flashes a smile when he sees me. ‘Hello, Mickaela.’
‘Do you know why I came here, Erik?’
‘To destroy me.’ He shrugs. His eyes don’t stray from mine.
‘How?’
‘The usual. With lots of noise and drama. Is it burning already? I can’t see any smoke.’
‘It’s coming, don’t worry. Say, dad, will you finally tell me what happened to your old mentor, Cacho?’
‘Say, daughter, will you finally tell me how your mother is doing?’ he retorts.
‘She has the life she deserves.’
He barks a laugh at that. ‘So you suddenly know who deserves what. Fascinating. You sound like me.’
I scratch my neck and he doesn’t even follow the movement of my arm. His eyes are stuck to my face. He couldn’t have installed it in my head. I would have been aware of a fresh cut. Or would I?
‘I have another question: Now that I’m here and you are…there, and we have a ton of time and no one will disturb us: why spread that silly story?’
‘Beg your pardon?’
‘The Bearer of Good Tidings,’ I say, trying to hide my impatience.
‘What’s with him?’ His expression is that of sincere innocence. 
I want to punch the monitor. What a pointless conversation.
‘Forget I asked.’ I stick the tape back on the camera and begin to undress.
‘What are you doing?’ Katvar signs, and tries to roll onto his side. The little colour drains from his cheeks.
I look down at my trembling fingers and back at Katvar. ‘Erik implanted a tracker. He knew I was coming here.’ My hands speak for me, so Erik doesn’t hear what I’m saying.
Katvar frowns. ‘And he only sent five men?’
‘He sent Sequencers to amuse himself and to make sure I’m cut off from them completely. I killed those men and others probably watched and are still watching.’ I point up at the ceiling. ‘To them, I’m a traitor and a murderer. The revenge party must be on the way already.’ I show a tilted, compressed smile. ‘Erik does not need to send his men to kill me.’
Katvar blinks.
‘Whenever the BSA allow their prisoners to walk free, they first rig them with explosives,’ I sign.
His chest heaves and his eyes grow wide. He holds out his hand to me, beckoning. I’m a bomb and yet he wants me close. 
My feet are rooted to the spot.
‘The Vault is dug deep into the mountain and has lead and steel enforced walls. He can push his button as often as he likes, he won’t set off the bomb as long as I’m in here.’ I might be telling this to myself as much as I sign it to Katvar.
‘We can’t get out?’ he signs.
‘It takes twelve days for the global satellite network to be completely destroyed. I don’t know which satellite he’s using to track and control my implant, so I have to wait until all of them are shot down.’
I can’t help but look at the dogs. Three dogs. Twelve days. We could kill them now and freeze them in the Seed Vault for later.
I drop to my knees and reach for the canteen. ‘Here, drink. You lost a lot of blood.’
He drinks, then offers me the water.
Water, we don’t have enough of that. In a day or two, Katvar might be able to walk and fetch snow for us. But without me, the retinal scanner won’t let him back in. Besides, if we eat the dogs, we might never get anywhere.
I take a swig and stand. ‘You’ll have to help me. Check my back for implants, if you can lift your arms.’
Stark naked and shaking with cold, I scoot close to him and offer him my back. He probes the skin with weak fingers, while I examine my front. Every shrapnel scar on my side is pushed and pinched.
A tap on my shoulder. I turn around and he signs, ‘How big is it?’
‘It might be any size between a wheat berry and my thumb nail.’
He keeps probing, while I check my leg. ‘Fuck,’ slips from my mouth when I find a tiny grain in my skin. Most of the shrapnel hit my right side. Except one stray piece that grazed the skin on the inside of my left thigh — just above the femoral artery. The amount of explosive needed here to punch a hole into the major blood vessel would be minuscule. I would watch myself bleed to death.
Katvar raps his knuckles against my arm. I look up and see him stare at the monitors. Erik is gone.
I shrug. ‘No time for his shit,’ I mutter and run the ultrasound scanner over the small scar. The implant doesn’t show. ‘There might be more than one,’ I tell Katvar. ‘Lie back down and rest, while I get rid of this one.’
There’s a scalpel in the MedKit, forceps, lidocaine, morphine, bandages, disinfectant, and more. I get to work. 
It’s a nasty piece of shit, splinter-like, about a centimetre long with a small bulb on its one end and needle-like, flexible extension on the other. That will be the antenna, the bulb must be the reservoir for the explosive. Probably a gel. The thing is stuck to my flesh with tiny barbs so it stays right there. 
I extract it and wipe the blood off its white surface, wondering what it’s made of.
‘Keep an eye on the monitor. I want to know what they are doing. Don’t make any noise,’ I sign to Katvar and tape the implant to an arrowhead. I put on my clothes, leave the control room, run through the Seed Vault and into the long corridor. 
When I reach the door, I stop. Okay, Micka. One attempt is all you get. 
I draw a deep breath, step forward, punch the red door button, and immediately retreat. As I pull the bow string, the heavy steel door opens. My tracker must be visible now, but the data transfer will take a moment or two. Ten paces away from the door, I kneel and aim at the night sky in the upper right corner of the door frame. Then I let the tracker fly. 
I wish I could have taped it to a bullet and shot the thing a thousand metres away from here. I’m a crappy shot with bow and arrow. The thing plops unceremoniously into the snow a mere hundred metres from me. Nothing happens. I wait. 
Behind me, one of the dogs barks and quickly shuts up. Katvar must have signalled him to be quiet.
And then the snow erupts. A dull fomp! and snow is blown into the air. The wind carries it away. The amount of explosive would have been enough to take off my leg.
Quivering, I stand and take a step forward. And another. Then, I run. 
My legs don’t want to obey. My whole body tells me to stop this insanity. 
I fling myself out into the snow, eyes squeezed shut, anticipating noise or pain or any sign of that last moment before consciousness is wiped from my brain. 
It doesn’t come. 
Gradually, I unfurl my body and roll onto my back. 
The night is crisp. Stars shoot across the milky way. A grin spreads on my face. These are no stars. I punch the cold air and shout, ‘Jeremiah!’ and then I laugh and cry and finally, I whisper, ‘You had a daughter.’ 
A falling satellite stretches its burning tail across the sky. One short moment and it’s gone. It’s time for us to be gone, too.
I knock the snow off my clothes and walk back into the Seed Vault.
Before I enter the control room, I spot Katvar holding his hand up, signalling me to be quiet. There’s a commotion. I can hear Erik shouting commands. He will have noticed his satellites are coming down. Satisfaction spreads a warm feeling in my chest just before the transmission is shut off.
Softly, I walk up to Katvar, wrap my arms around his neck, and whisper into his ear, ‘Would you like to watch falling stars with me?’
He turns his head and touches his lips to mine.
‘You have something else in mind?’ I ask.
He smiles weakly. ‘Not tonight, babe. I have a headache.’
I grin. ‘How do you feel?’
He just nods, the corners of his mouth twitching a little. As if he receives shots to his head on a regular basis.
‘Cocky,’ I mutter and signal to him that I have one more thing to do. 
I walk to the computers, eject the small drive, slip it back on the leather string around my neck, and log off the station. Erik can come here to blow up Svalbard and still won’t stop the process.
‘We have to hurry,’ I tell Katvar.
I help him to the sled and he lies down. I strap him in, snap the lines to the dogs’ harnesses and give the go signal. I push, they pull, and the skids screech across the concrete floor and set my teeth on edge.
We reach the security gate and I punch the open button. 
The dogs sniff the cold, fresh air and pull hard. They seem to hate this bunker just as much as I do. Halfway out the door, I slap my head and explain to Katvar that I forgot something important. 
I race all the way back into the monitor room, grab the ultrasonic scanner from the floor, and the MIT FireScope, the SatPad, and the defibrillator from the hole in the wall. The MedKit is already in the sled bags.
‘We might be able to trade these,’ I tell Katvar. That I also got the FireScope to analyse his genome, I don’t mention. Not now.
Once the steel door hisses its goodbye to us, I run the tip of my knife over the retinal scanner. Two sharp screeches. No one will be able to get in here without a good load of explosives. 
And suddenly, I’m deeply exhausted. I kneel at Katvar’s side, take his hands in mine and press his knuckles to my forehead, wishing I could just lie down next to him on the sled, close my eyes for a few minutes and rest. 
He touches my hair and I look up. ‘We should leave,’ he signs.
‘I know,’ I answer and stand. The northern lights swish across the sky, a satellite follows, bright and clear. My vision begins to swim. My throat constricts. I clear it with a gruff noise.
‘There’s an aircraft,’ I say.
He blinks.
We didn’t plan to survive this.
‘And there are five bodies in the snow. The dogs need to eat.’
His gaze holds mine and I’m not sure what I read in his brown eyes. It’s not repulsion, but not hope, either. 
I don’t wait for his consent.
When I return a long moment later and chuck pieces of meat in front of each dog, and wipe my hands and knife in the snow, Katvar’s jaws are clenched. I don’t know if it’s because I fed human to his dogs or because he might have got me pregnant and has no idea how to deal with it.
‘I did not plan for this, Katvar. But I will not sit here and wait to die.’
I tap the whip to Balto’s neck and we race to where I left the remainder of the body in the snow. I load it onto the sled, just next to Katvar’s boots, cover it with reindeer skin, and we make our way down to the airstrip. Halfway to the machine, I check the perimeter and the cockpit with my scope, but can’t see anyone. They might be hiding.
There are no footprints leading away from the aircraft other than those of the five men I shot. Still, my pistol and rifle are ready. 
The hatch to the aircraft’s belly is open, the wind has had time to blow snow into the cavity. No footprints there, either. I point my weapon in all corners and don’t find a living soul. But there’s a lot of good stuff. Provisions, ammo, a radio. I hesitate, wondering if I should tell them what really happened. But for what? I can’t convince the Sequencers that Erik manipulated them and their satellite controls. They’d also want to know why I fed one of their men to the dogs and why I took his leftovers with me. He was the one who had a .357 calibre rifle very similar to my own. I took all his ammo before I cut him up. 
I don’t feel sorry I took these five lives. No one will ever threaten my family without paying for it.
I help Katvar climb on board, then I strap him down. I stow our things plus the partial corpse in the back and hoist the sled in, too. It’s cramped, but at least the dogs are happy that they can sit so close to their chief. 
I lock the door and wonder if I should tell him I can’t really fly this thing, that I crashed an aircraft of the same make in the Carpathian Mountains and that, maybe, he doesn’t need to worry about me being pregnant with a malformed child. But I don’t even know where to start explaining. 
I gift him a apologetic smile and get to work.
I check all the controls. One reads: “Battery Power: 21%.” Well, shit.
To get off the ground I need eight to ten percent, depending on our weight; to stay up in the air and reach the Nenets, I’ll need much more than that. The sun rises in six hours and…some minutes. No recharging until then, no idea how long it will take the Sequencers to get here and find me, or how long the BSA needs to get to their satellite control centre and make an attempt at saving what’s unsavable.
Groaning, I press my forehead to the cold yoke. It bends away from me and I stumble forward. Before me stretches a white expanse. Snow. Sea ice. The island behind me. We could go anywhere.
Greenland is approximately, what, seven hundred, eight hundred kilometres away? Much closer than where we came from. The Norwegian mainland, if I remember correctly, is about the same distance. More or less. But there are only two hundred and a bit kilometres of ice between Svalbard and Bear Island — maybe there’d be game to hunt. And then another four hundred kilometres to the Norwegian mainland, with its countless moose and reindeer. There would be no need for Katvar and me to eat the Sequencer stashed away in the back. 
Well, that decides it, I guess. I start the machine and the dogs begin to howl. Yeah, this thing is going to be much worse than a train, buddies. 
We skid along the airstrip and I manage to pull the machine up and farther up. At two thousand metres, I bring its nose level with the horizon. 
Twelve percent battery power remaining. I wish the northern lights would feed the solar paint on the wings. Below us, the ice slips past. The headwind eats away at our power supply. 
I remember the GPS and try it — it still works. I check our location and program the autopilot to get us to the Norwegian mainland on a slightly indirect line crossing over Bear Island. The thing is tiny. Just a rock in the sea. I doubt there’s anything larger than a gnat populating the place.
I check on Katvar who now looks like death itself — his knuckles are white, the fingers of his one hand claw at the sled, his other hand holds on to Balto. His eyes are wide open, his face a chalky grey. 
Something bleeps. The controls tell me the battery is at five percent and the autopilot is about to initiate the emergency landing. “Override” or “Approve,” the computer asks me. I tap “Override.” The bleeping grows louder.
At two percent battery power, Bear Island appears on the horizon below me. I initiate the landing procedure. This is my first. No mountain side to crash into. Just flat ice and a small rock.
The machine begins to wobble and I hold on to the yoke just because I don’t know what else to do. The automatic landing is engaged and I keep it that way, because I’m sure as hell I’d fuck it up. 
A faint stutter, more bleeping. One percent battery power. The propellers slow to a lazy flopping. The ice approaches fast. I can’t believe the autopilot has switched off the motors! What the fuck?
A large, red “Override” keeps flashing at me and I don’t have the faintest idea what should be overridden. I scan the other monitor and there it is: “Passive Emergency Landing Procedure.”
Well, I guess…this makes sense. I keep my fingers off the override command.
The machine is eerily quiet. Just a swooshing sound of wings cutting through wind. The small black rock that’s Bear Island is now looking pretty big. And it’s getting bigger, shockingly fast.
My mind stutters useless, panicky things. Will the ice hold? Will the aircraft hold?
As I turn back to check if Katvar is safely strapped in, I’m torn away from my seat with one mighty groan. My head hurts. My ears are so noisy. The lights switch off. I try to hold on to something, but my arms won’t lift. Someone howls among the screeching and groaning. And then, all falls silent.




 
Katvar’s face is above me. I touch it. There’s a bandage around his head. I wonder why.
‘What happened?’ I croak.
He waves with his hands and flicks his fingers. 
‘What?’
My eyes seem stuck, I can barely focus on what he’s trying to tell me.
He tries a second and a third time and then I get it: ‘You hit your head, Micka.’
I look down at my chest. Blood drips from my nose. ‘Forgot to buckle up. How does my face look?’
‘You are always beautiful.’ He smiles at me broadly, then grows sober. ‘Blood and bruises.’ He indicates my forehead, cheek, and nose. He dips his fingertip to my lower lip. Ouch.
My tongue darts around in my mouth, probing for broken teeth, and finds a chipped incisor. I show it to him. ‘Do I look like a pirate now?’
‘What’s a pirate?’
‘It’s a… I’ll tell you the story tonight. Let’s get out of here.’
We are pathetic — two invalids staggering out of a broken aircraft, trying to get a sled, provisions and supplies on the ice and in order, then chucking three quarters of a frozen corpse out of the machine, chopping pieces off it and feeding them to the dogs, and then plopping exhausted onto the sled, not knowing what to do with plastic-wrapped things called “Energizer Bar.”
I fetch the SatPad to see if it’s functional. When I bark a laugh, Katvar looks at me as if I’ve lost my mind. ‘It’s the one Erik gave me. It doesn’t work. It can’t connect to satellites. Well, not anymore anyway I guess. But this one…it’s much better: it’s a library.’
I type in “Energizer Bar” into the search field and find it in an encyclopaedia.
‘It’s food. Lots of sugar, berries, nuts, and whatnot,’ I tell Katvar and rip open all ten of them. 
We’ll keep the wrappers. They are shiny and colourful and we might be able to trade them for food. 
The Energizer Bars glue our teeth together and the taste is much too sweet. I might get sick, but I don’t care, really. I’m starving.
Katvar holds one of the wrappers in front of his nose, frowns, and signs, ‘We are screwed.’
He holds it out to me and taps at the red capital letters. “Fat-free.”
We giggle until my eyes are leaking.
‘That stuff's made me thirsty,’ I say and he smacks his lips.
I refill my burner with the oil I found in the aircraft, then light it and melt snow. Comfortably, we sit on the sled, leaning against the narrow backrest, legs stretched out and covered with the bear skin.
Holding on to my steaming mug, I clear my throat and look at Katvar. ‘We didn’t prevent it, you know.’
‘What?’ he signs.
‘War.’
His gaze travels up to the night sky. A cloud of breath exits his nostrils. ‘You took this away from them.’ His chin points up.
‘We did.’ I sigh and lean my head against his shoulder. ‘Back in Taiwan, when Erik told me to come to him, he said something about the balance needing to be restored. Before he hacked the Sequencers’ satellite controls, the BSA had weapons and technology, but lacked the intelligence the Sequencers had. He said to me and Runner, “Now, information, force, and technologies are in the hands of both sides. The final battle can begin.” He lied. He took control of the global satellite network and manipulated the Sequencers. All we did tonight was to restore the balance. Only…the Sequencers have no clue. They hate me.’
Katvar kisses my forehead and wiggles his shoulder. I give him a bit more space so he can sign, ‘People manufacture weapons, ammunition, aircraft, and ships for the Sequencers or the BSA. Have you ever seen rifles as old and rusty as the Lume’s on a Sequencer? Remember Oleg’s rifle? Have you ever seen BSA commanders go hungry? To truly restore the balance, you have to give power back to the people.’
I remember Oleg’s shitty weapon. And I remember his two bullets and Dima’s other two bullets to protect an entire underground city. Two thousand people.
‘You want them all to go to war?’ I’m stunned.
‘No. I want them all to have the power to withhold what is needed to wage a war. BSA and Sequencers have been fighting each other for generations. They use people to make more weapons, ammunition, aircraft, ships, so they can keep fighting.’
A soft laugh rolls up my throat. ‘You want them all to go to peace.’ Funny. People can go to war, but they can’t go to peace. What does that say about humanity?
He shrugs. ‘It must be possible.’ His hand signals are slow and inaccurate, his arms tired.
I gaze at his profile, his high cheekbones and severe mouth. The northern lights flicker across his pine bark irises. ‘You are beautiful,’ I whisper.
His eyebrows shoot up and he looks at me, puzzled. I brush my palm across his cheek, my thumb over his lips, and kiss him softly.
His elbow pokes my side. ‘You left without saying goodbye,’ he signs.
‘I did.’
‘Can’t you imagine that I want to see you one last time before I lose you?’
I inhale to say something, but can’t form the words. All I have are excuses, half-truths. My gaze drops to his hands that now lie in his lap, compacted to fists. I curl my fingers around his white-knuckled, tight ones. Slowly they relax and slip between mine. 
‘Micka,’ he signs with one hand.
I love how he pronounces my name. Four movements, quick and sharp like a blade. 
‘I am frightened,’ he continues. ‘I haven’t been afraid before. But now I am. If we have a child, I…’ He touches his chest where the mark of the Taker is. His fingers curl to a fist. ‘I could never do it.’
‘I would never allow it.’ I gaze at him for a long moment. ‘If you wish, I will bring you back to your clan and leave. I’ll keep our secret.’
‘You called me, “my love,” he croaks, his voice fails, his hands continue speaking for him, ‘You called me “my love” when you believed I was dying. I am alive. Am I still your love?’
A smile spreads over my face and I hide it in his fur collar. ‘Yes,’ I whisper. ‘You are.’
Softly, he takes my hand into his again and looks up at the milky way. Every now and then, a brilliant streak flashes across the sky. 
‘What a beautiful world,’ he says. 



Preview of
Keeper of Pleas
 
 
—Apple Trees—
 
If you ignore the faint smell of death that clings to Alexander Easy no matter how well he washes or how fresh his clothes are, you will arrive at the conclusion that there is nothing special about the man. Perhaps you might think his waist is a little too thick, his breath a little too short, and his upper lip a tad too hairy. To you, he might even look and sound like a walrus, the more so when he chases the omnibus, which happens rather often.
But dare raise a mocking eyebrow and turn away now, and you’ll miss a drama of great proportions. Mr Easy’s last moments on Earth are approaching swiftly. The prelude of his death will be announced in a heartbeat by none other than a young man with a flowerpot.
 
❧
 
Alexander Easy entered the mortuary of St George-in-the-East sharply at nine o’clock in the morning of Friday, December 10, 1880. One embalmment and two hours, sixteen minutes later, a policeman rumbled through the door, sputtering ‘Bollocks!’ under his breath as a handful of soil spilt from the large clay pot in his arms.
The young man placed the pot on the floor, brushed the dirt off his lapel, and lifted his hat in greeting. ‘Mr Easy, sir. Peter Culler’s my name. I’m constable of the Metropolitan Police, Division H, and I have a…ah…delivery.’
Constable Culler wearily regarded the three bodies on the tables before him. He gulped in an attempt to keep his meagre breakfast down, and waved a hand through the stench of decomposition and Thames muck. The cold air stirred lazily, refusing to cease the assault on Culler’s nose.
‘A delivery?’ Mr Easy straightened, gently patting the knee of the distended corpse he was working on.
Constable Culler’s gaze slid from the mortician’s hands to the corpse’s grotesquely swollen testicles. Pale fluid dribbled from the blackened penis.
Culler’s face grew hot and prickly. The nape of his neck felt as though a hundred spiders were building a nest beneath his skin. He told himself to stop looking. However, the repugnant harboured a sickening fascination for many a man, no matter how much the stomach protested.
Mr Easy wiped his hands on a handkerchief and, for modesty’s sake, deftly placed it over the dead man’s privates. Then he ran a finger up along the body’s middle line, stopped at where the balloon-like abdomen met the ribcage and the skin’s colour spectrum of black, green, and purple had turned a little paler. With a click of his tongue, Alexander Easy pushed the sharp end of a long, hollow lancet through the dead flesh. A hiss issued from the lancet’s upper end, which Mr Easy swiftly lit with a match. Woompf, it said.
The stink, if at all possible, grew stronger. Constable Culler felt his stomach heave. He blinked. Everything below his chin seemed strangely disconnected from his brain.
Mr Easy, hearing his visitor’s faint gurgle, looked up. Rather puzzled by the constable’s chalky face and wide-open eyes, he arrived at the conclusion that an explanation might be called for.
‘That’s only gas. It’s surprising, given the low temperatures, isn’t it? As if the guts had a wee furnace inside that keeps them warm enough to produce gas. Now, there’s no need to sway like a pendulum, young man. You’ve seen a floater before, haven’t you?’
At that, Peter Culler’s legs did what needed doing: they propelled him backward through the antechamber and, finally, the doorway. He doubled over and the porridge he’d had a few hours earlier neatly hit the frozen ground. The roar of nausea in Culler’s ears rendered him deaf to the mortician’s cry: ‘But my dear man, this is a trifle! You should see them in the summer heat. Sometimes, they burst before we can prick them.’
With his hands pressed to his lower back, Culler gulped the comparatively fresh air, and, after having had enough of it, lit a cigarette and leant back against the mortuary’s icy brick wall. 
The December wind combed his hair in dank smells from the docks. He recalled his hat then, which still sat on the one unoccupied table inside the mortuary. He sucked at his smoke with abandon, and chased away any theories as to what might have been on that table before his hat had touched it. Or which smell and consistency it might have had. The door behind him opened without the faintest creak; it was as new as the mortuary it hinged to.
Alexander Easy stepped out onto the walkway. The oak above him sprinkled flecks of molten snow onto his shoulders. 
‘So?’ Easy demanded.
Constable Culler flicked his cigarette toward the mule cart that stood nearby, and cleared his throat. ‘Inspector Walken and Coroner Sévère sent me. They need these ex…examined.’
The mule snorted, shook its head, and aimed a kick at the shafts but missed by an inch. The cart wheels creaked on the cobblestones and crows in the oak tree cocked their heads, perhaps expecting bits of food or, at the very least, entertainment.
‘Coroner Sévère. Hum.’ Easy scratched the folds of his chin.
‘Sounds French, doesn’t it? Thought so myself before the inspector told me all about the man. British gentleman through and through. Well-bred, he said. His name is a bit unfortunate, though. “Gavriel”, his mother named him. Jewish, I think she was. His father, I heard the inspector say the other day, was a—’
Easy interrupted. ‘Will there be an inquest? Here?’
Culler nodded and spat on the ground. 
Easy wondered how a jury could possibly fit into his small viewing room, whether he should call for the charwoman to sweep the floors and polish the windows, and if the gentlemen would require a brazier.
The two men approached the cart, the one in uniform with some hesitation, and the one in death-stink with some puzzlement. Six large clay pots stood on the vehicle, a scrawny sapling sticking out of each of them. 
‘Flowerpots?’ Mr Easy asked, and twirled his mighty moustache.
‘Erhm…’ Peter Culler missed his hat — specifically, the well-fingered rim. Without it, his hands felt out of place. ‘The coroner says it’s sus…susspishuss. Suspicus. Somewhat.’
‘Suspicious flowerpots?’
The constable tried to hide his reddened cheeks in the upturned collar of his coat, and Mr Easy tried to hide his impatience by squeezing his eyes shut for a moment. 
When the policeman pointed at a pot that was in obvious disarray — a crack running up its side, the sapling lopsided, soil spilt — Mr Easy noticed a pale something sticking out of it. 
‘Could that be…a bone?’ 
‘Yes, from a baby. The housekeeper found a skull as she dug in the…’ he flapped his hand at the cracked pot. ‘Then she called for us. Inspector Walken and the coroner questioned her. She said all these were purchased at Covent Garden. The coroner is sending a surgeon to ex…examine the…uh…pots. Today.’
‘Where is the skull?’
‘What skull?’
‘The skull you just mentioned! The one the housekeeper found. Whichever housekeeper that is.’
‘Oh,’ said Culler, and eyed the inside of the cart. ‘Must have lost it on the way.’ He shrugged and sucked air through his teeth. His fingers plucked at the seam of his second-hand coat. He wanted to be done with this already. Dirty business, that’s what it was.
‘Well, my dear man, get on with it and bring in the pots, will you.’ Mr Easy huffed and gave the constable a hearty clap between the shoulder blades. 
 
❧
 
Coroner Gavriel Sévère stood on the small balcony, tapping his cane against his left boot. He barely registered the street below him, the bustle of pedestrians, shopkeepers and shoplifters, of cabs and omnibuses. In his mind, he arranged observations, evidence, and witness statements like bits of shattered porcelain. The little information he’d gained today and the empty spaces — all the missing pieces — drew his attention and shut off the world around him.
His olfactory sense alone tied him to reality, reminding him that he was not in his office, but out in the open. Whitechapel Road was peculiar in its spectrum of odours, for it lacked the suffocating pungency of fermenting mule manure, of human excrement and refuse. Instead, Sévère smelled coal fires, burnt butter, sizzling mutton and pork, fresh bread, and perfume. An occasional scent of warm horse droppings before they were whisked away. And there! A whiff of Belgian pastries. 
His mouth began to water and his expression changed ever so lightly. An observant stranger may, or may not, have noticed that the man’s face had brightened a fraction. A friend would have been able to corroborate this observation, but Sévère had no friends. He felt no need for company.
With a small nod, the coroner set the tip of his cane onto the balcony tiles, and drew a line through the black marks: one semi-circle of potting soil freshly sprinkled onto the floor, and seven dark rings from the water that had seeped through seven flowerpots during the previous months. A chaos of footprints trailed muck into the apartment, much to the chagrin of the housekeeper and her maid. Sévère looked up and breathed a cloud into the chill air. The evidence slowly dissolved with the slush.
The housekeeper saw him to the door, her hands clasped below the mass of her sagging bosom, the potting soil still blackening her fingernails.
‘The inquest will be held at Vestry Hall at eleven o’clock tomorrow,’ he said when he took his leave. 
‘Cable Street?’ the housekeeper asked, her voice warbling.
‘The very one.’ He tipped his hat and strolled out of the house, turned right and melted into nonexistence.
Coroner Sévère was a man of average height and average looks. He was neither noticeably handsome nor particularly ugly. His face bore no marks — no scars that told of disease or battle, no moustache that indicated his social standing. Most people forgot his appearance the moment he walked away from them. Except, of course, when he wanted them to remember. His jury, and his suspects in particular, never forgot the man, no matter how much they wanted to. Strangely, what they recalled most clearly was not his slight limp — the one feature that could have made him stand out had he allowed it. It was his eyes they remembered. The majority of the murderers he’d sent to gaol would have sworn his irises were yellow, like the Devil’s, had one ever bothered to ask them.
It was all nonsense, of course.
Sévère considered these silly sentiments useful. Emotions in general aided his work, as long as they happened inside other people. To him, witnesses and perpetrators were an open book. Turning other people’s pages brought him amusement; he might have even called it happiness, if he’d ever had the need to attain this particular state.
Whenever necessary, he let his suspects know what he thought of their mental capacities. He revealed the tricks they tried to play, tore apart the weave and weft of their fabricated alibis. Sévère was a master lie detector. He stood above the world and he liked it up there. His position as Coroner of Eastern Middlesex allowed him to lead a comfortable life. He kept an appropriate number of servants, owned a modern, well-appointed house, purchased only newly-tailored clothing of quality silk and wool, and visited London’s best bawdy houses at least once a week.
Sévère considered himself a made man with very few problems. However, the few problems he did have frequently drove him close to crossing the line between legal and illegal. He wondered, briefly, if that would happen this time — the crossing of the line, that is. After a mere three hours of investigation, this case certainly showed potential.
Sévère shook off the thought, entered the pastry shop, and left it a moment later with a small paper bag in his right hand. He walked along Whitechapel Road and turned into Leman Street. Without sparing Division H Headquarters a single glance, he extracted a pastry from the bag, finished it in three bites, and pulled out pastry number two.
He turned left onto Cable Street, stretched his shoulders, and tossed away the bag. He slipped his right hand into his coat pocket, and modulated his limp so that the weakness of his left leg was barely noticeable. To the uninitiated, he appeared like any other gentleman on a walk. Easy to overlook.
His eyes scanned the street, the murky corners and doorways. Slum dwellers who didn’t know his face or couldn’t remember it, believed him to be a plainclothes detective with a pistol in his coat pocket. Surely, he was looking for someone.
Sévère moved through the worst section of Cable Street without anyone bothering him. Not even the greenest of pickpockets dared approach. Half of the men who littered the pavement melted away the moment they set eyes on him, only to reappear once he’d reached the corner of Denmark Street. Better safe than sorry.
A moment later, Sévère turned into the churchyard of St George-in-the-East. The thin layer of melting snow told him that both flowerpots and surgeon had arrived in time: tracks and hoof prints of the police’s mule cart and those of a hansom cab showed in the dirty-white mush. Sévère followed the crumbs of black potting soil from Cable Street to the red brick building of the mortuary.
‘Hello, Mr Easy,’ he called from the antechamber, kicking the slush off his boots. ‘Thank you for coming, Dr Baxter.’ 
The coroner kept his coat, scarf, and gloves on, for the brick walls seemed to suck all the warmth from his body. It was worse than the breeze outside.
‘Coroner.’ The doctor held out his hand, noticed the dirt covering it, and dropped it. ‘Ahem,’ he said and turned back to the evidence. ‘Nine bodies. All carried to term, I should think.’
Eight miniature skulls were lined up on the table. Some were gaping at their crowns like petals of a wilting tulip, others looked more like an eggshell smashed into symmetrical pieces. The tiny jaws were toothless. Below each skull, small bones were arranged in patterns resembling flat, incomplete skeletons. The ninth skeleton was headless.
‘The constable lost a skull on the way. He tried to retrieve it, but someone must have taken it,’ the doctor said rather cheerfully.
Deep in his throat, Sévère produced a soft growl. Almost inaudible. Division H was a thorn in his side; it had been since he’d opened his solicitor’s practice. Most of the constables were sloppy, and Division H seemed to follow neither etiquette, logic, nor work ethics. Per regulations, witnesses and evidence belonged to the man who was first to arrive at the scene. In this particular case it was the coroner. Yet, the 2nd class inspector who’d arrived more than thirty minutes later had determined that the head of the household, a Mr Bunting, was to be taken into police custody at once. Division H inspectors chronically turned a blind eye in their own favour, and it was of no use informing the magistrates of this serious slip in protocol. Sévère would have to pay a visit to the Home Office and turn in an official complaint.
Whenever he found the time.
The usual case-solving-circus seemed to be that coroner, Division H, and the bunch of plainclothes detectives the magistrates called their own, were supposed to race each other. Whoever was the first to apprehend a suspect — whichever suspect — won.
When Sévère was a young man, he’d clung to the naïve view that police work was truly about finding a culprit and keeping London safe (or comparatively safe), and not about gaining influence and power over the inner workings of the city.
‘Can you say anything about the cause of death?’ he asked the doctor.
‘Well…’ was the reply. ‘There might be signs of violence.’ Dr Baxter picked up a few vertebrae, arranged the individual pieces on his palm, and pointed at what appeared to be scratch marks. 
‘And?’
‘It is impossible to tell if these injuries were inflicted ante-, peri-, or postmortem. The skeletons are all clean. There’s no soft tissue to work with. Not one bit of flesh or skin left. I’m guessing the infants died five to ten years ago.’
Sévère took a step forward, leant his cane against the table and gingerly turned over the fragile bones. ‘How likely is it that someone collected nine stillbirths and buried them in flowerpots?’
‘The world is the strangest of places. However…’ The doctor held up a pencil, bent over the vertebrae in Sévère’s hand and pointed at a tiny discolouration. ‘Here we might have an indication for internal bleeding. Before the heart stopped beating, that is. Or it might be dirt. It’s impossible to tell. But this does smell of violence, doesn’t it? If I’m not entirely mistaken, these are all illegitimate children farmed out by their mothers soon after birth.’ The doctor shrugged. ‘An everyday occurrence. Ask the Thames Police Office. They are sick of infants floating in the river or lying on the banks.
Sévère felt an itch at the back of his head. Baby farmers wrapped their dead charges in paper or rags, or sometimes they placed them into cardboard boxes. They threw these packages into dust yards, back alleys, the Thames. Baby farmers cared little about how they rid themselves of their charges as long as the “getting-rid-of” couldn’t be connected to them.
His gaze touched on each small, planted grave, and each laid-out skeleton. There was accuracy, care. Baxter’s interpretation was simple and straightforward. But it did not fit.
‘I need a second opinion,’ Sévère said. ‘Mr Easy, would you be so kind as to send a message to the house surgeon of Guy’s Hospital?’
 
❧
 
At four thirty in the afternoon, Dr Johnston of Guy’s Hospital alighted from the cab in front of the mortuary. Per the note he’d received at noon he was to wait for Coroner Sévère before he began his examination. This irritated him a little. Coroners were solicitors, their specialty was the law. Hence, they should keep their noses out of postmortems. But then, Dr Johnson respected every man who strove to increase his knowledge. Rumour had it that the newly-appointed coroner showed an unusual interest in all medical matters related to deaths caused by violence and neglect. If the police were only half as curious as that man…
Dr Johnston was torn from his thoughts by the noise of shuffling feet. That, too, irritated him. The mortician had been fidgeting a lot these past minutes, his eyes firmly stuck to the infants’ laid-out remains.
‘Are you quite all right, Mr Easy?’ Dr Johnston asked without looking up.
‘Yes, thank you. I’m all right. Might have caught a cold, though. Or something.’
‘Hum,’ said Johnston. He tapped his fingers on the table, extracted his watch from his waistcoat pocket and grumbled, ‘I can’t wait forever.’
He rolled up his sleeves and began to methodically examine the flowerpots.
 
❧
 
Rubbing his left elbow, Alexander Easy watched Johnston work. Easy’s arm had been aching for days. For how long precisely? he wondered, but couldn’t recall when it had begun. Perhaps I should see my physician. Yes, I just might. After Christmas, perhaps? Better yet, after New Year’s Eve. Less clients to attend to, once the annual wave of holiday suicides was over.
His attention meandered back to the remains of nine tiny human beings. He couldn’t seem to pull his eyes away from them. And slowly, creepily, he felt something inside him begin to unfurl. There was a heaviness in his stomach and a clenching of his ribcage he couldn’t quite explain. Neither could he explain why these nine corpses disturbed him so. He was a mortician. He laid his hands on dead bodies every day.
 
❧
 
‘My apologies, I’m late.’ Sévère stepped through the antechamber and into the viewing room. ‘Dr Johnston, thank you for coming. I know you are a busy man.’
‘Hum,’ said Johnston, sorting through potting soil with nimble fingers. He didn’t spare the coroner a glance or even a nod.
Sévère positioned himself at the mortician’s side, and both men watched Dr Johnston examine every crumb, every square inch of clay pot surface, every fibre of root, every twig, and every bone.
When, finally, Johnston pressed his hands onto the table and huffed, Easy and Sévère leant forward.
‘Well,’ Johnston said. ‘Complicated.’ He brushed the soil off his palms. ‘Let me begin with the facts: We have, as you’ve written in your message to me, nine small bodies in seven flowerpots that have been found on the only balcony of all of Whitechapel Road. One skeleton has recently been disturbed, allegedly by the housekeeper of the household with the balcony in question. The skull of that same skeleton went missing owing to the carelessness of a constable of Division H. This means we have eight bodies that have not been disturbed for one growth season. What might have happened to them before spring of this year is mostly based on conjecture.’
Sévère cleared his throat. ‘You believe they have been relocated?’
‘Most definitely. You see, here.’ Dr Johnston grabbed a sapling and ran his fingers along its roots. ‘The saplings were grafted three, perhaps four years ago. Judging from the development of the roots, they were replanted in spring this year. You may wish to have an expert confirm this. You can see that some of the roots have retained the shape of a smaller pot, while the newly-formed roots are stretching out through the entire space of the new, larger pot. A few of the roots are touching the neonates. Er…the newborns. Hence my conclusion that the saplings were repotted in spring this year. You will notice that the original pots must have been too small to contain any of these bodies. Whoever repotted the trees, moved the bodies from somewhere to here.’ He waved at the pots.
‘Now, I can’t tell you much about the original burial ground of the neonates, but I can tell you where they have not been buried.’
‘Go on,’ Sévère said.
‘Let me breathe, lad, and I will pour out all that I am able to glean from the little you’ve given me.’ Johnston tut-tutted, one eyebrow raised at Sévère. 
He took his time to indicate the surface of each skull and each eye socket while explaining, ‘Only a few of the fresh root filaments have grown into the cavities or cracks, which tells me something about how much time the bodies have spent in these particular pots. However…’ Johnston exhaled, sending a cloud of condensation into the cold air. ‘Next time, do me a favour and summon me before Baxter-the-Axter gets his hands on the evidence.’
‘I will. And I greatly appreciate your offer.’
‘But I must warn you, Sévère. Should you ever call me in for a trifle, I will establish a routine of first attending to all of my patients before I attend to your enquiries. Which might take me several days.’
‘Understood.’
‘Very well then.’ Johnston turned back to the table. ‘All the neonates are skeletonised…meaning all bones are pretty clean. Only here and there are small bits of ligament. Especially on these two.’ He indicated a pair of skeletons on the far left of the table.
‘You will notice that each skeleton appears a little darker than its left-hand neighbour. The bodies on the left are the freshest, the ones on the right have been buried the longest: not only does the dark brown colour of the bones indicate that they have spent an extended period of time underground, the bones also show a higher degree of degradation.’ He pointed to  hands and feet that lacked fingers and toes.
‘In my opinion, the soil dissolved the small bones of the hands and feet. Look, here.’ Johnston picked up part of a pelvis and brushed his index finger over its brownish surface. ‘It’s rough. Slightly acidic soil is found in most of England and Scotland. Bones, especially those of neonates, will dissolve — slowly, but surely. However, you’d find the pelvises disarticulated either way, as the ossification centres haven’t fused yet. Er…the parts of the… Never mind. It simply means you’d find three separate bones for each innominate and five separate elements for the sacrum. If there is ligament remaining, it may hold the five separate centres that form the sacrum together — as you can see in two of the nine neonates, but the pelvises would still be found as three separate bones for each innominate.’
Sévère scribbled furiously in his notepad. ‘Don’t you think rats might have carried away the small limbs?’
‘Rodents will take what they can gnaw off, but there are very few scratch and bite marks on these bones. And here comes my first gift to you, Sévère: these neonates were not buried in London. They spent considerable time in a less populated area before they were taken on a journey together with the apple trees. The ones on the right, the darkest ones, must have been buried for a period of about ten years. Perhaps more. If they’d spent ten years in London soil, there would be nothing left for me to examine. The rat population is rather high in the city.’
Sévère huffed. ‘My list of suspects has just increased dramatically: most of England and Scotland, excluding large cities.’
The doctor tut-tutted. ‘Sévère, you must learn to be patient. Let the old surgeon give you one bit of information at a time, else your brain might explode. Now, here comes my second gift to you: Someone has taken great care to protect the bodies. Someone might have loved these children.’
‘What makes you think that?’ Sévère found himself surprisingly undisturbed by the fact that Guy’s house surgeon had thrown aside etiquette and taken to calling him “lad” and “Sévère.” He wasn’t sure if this was an indication of disrespect, but decided to ponder the question later.
‘Mr Easy, are you quite all right?’ Johnston asked. 
Sévère turned to the mortician who’d been quite invisible to him these past minutes. The man looked pasty.
Mr Easy blinked. ‘Uh. Yes. Thank you. I’m just…a little tired. It has been a long day.’
‘Indeed it has. Is. Anyway.’ Johnston turned his attention back to Sévère. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if these were all siblings. They were buried soon after their death and exhumed a few years later to be carefully buried again. Not a single one of the larger bones has gone missing. Except, of course, for the skull the good constable lost. The two pairs buried together might be twins: they show almost identical signs of ageing. But this is a tad too wild of a guess for my taste. These infants were cherished; I’m absolutely certain of it. There is, however, the unfortunate evidence of their violent deaths.’
He picked up a row of vertebrae from one of the freshest skeletons and pointed to three fine lines carved into the bone. ‘These are cuts. Their appearance indicates that the cutting was done around the time of death. Adjacent to these cuts, the discolouration differs from the darkening of the entire skeleton, the latter resulting from the soil it was buried in. By the way, I’ve found three different types of soil — you might want to consult an expert on these. But this discolouration, here, where the cuts are, is different. It’s blood.’
‘But…’ Sévère pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to summon his limited medical knowledge. ‘A surgeon once told me that when a body lies on its back, that’s where the blood pools. Couldn’t the same thing have happened with these children? That they were born dead, the cuts were inflicted after birth for whatever reason, and that they were placed on their backs allowing blood to stain the bones of the neck?’
‘How long does a birth typically take?’ Johnston asked with a patient smile, the same he applied to his students.
‘Several hours?’
‘How quickly does blood congeal?’
‘Ah, I see.’
‘Precisely. If what you have theorised were true, then all of these must have died in the birth canal only minutes before their throats were cut. Now, who cuts the throat of stillborns? Really, Sévère!’
‘Who in his right mind would do this to nine children?’ Mr Easy whispered, his voice a hoarse croak.
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— Extras —
 
 
The year 2015 in numbers (as of September, 2015):
- Smallest Arctic’s winter ice cap maximum on record.
- Warmest January (globally, land and ocean surface) on record.
- Warmest February (globally, land and ocean surface) on record
- Warmest March (globally, land and ocean surface) on record.
- Warmest April (globally, ocean surface) on record.
- Warmest May (globally, land and ocean surface) on record.
- Warmest June (globally, land and ocean surface) on record.
- Warmest July (globally, land and ocean surface) on record, and warmest of all 1627 months measured since January 1880.
- Warmest August (globally, land and ocean surface) on record.
Source: NOAA, Global Analysis
 
…glaciers and ice caps in Arctic Canada, Alaska, northern Scandinavia and Svalbard, Iceland, and the Greenland Ice Sheet itself, continue to lose mass.”
State of the Climate in 2014
 
It is virtually certain that global mean sea level rise will continue for many centuries beyond 2100, with the amount of rise dependent on future emissions. 
IPCC Report, Summary for Policy Makers
 
A large fraction of species faces increased extinction risk due to climate change during and beyond the 21st century…
IPCC Report, Summary for Policy Makers
 
Polar bears cannot adapt to terrestrial foods (…), and will most likely not be able to adapt to climate change and reduced sea ice extent 
IPCC, Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptations, and Vulnerability
 
Direct impacts of climate changes on the health of Arctic residents include extreme weather events, rapidly changing weather conditions, and increasingly unsafe hunting conditions (physical/mental injuries, death, disease), temperature-related stress (limits of human survival in thermal environment, cold injuries, cold-related diseases), and UV-B radiation (immunosuppression, skin cancer, non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, cataracts).
IPCC, Climate Change 2014: Polar Regions
 
Indirect effects of climate change on the health of Arctic residents include a complex set of impacts such as changes in animal and plant populations (species responses, infectious diseases), changes in the physical environment (ice and snow, permafrost), diet (food yields, availability of country food), built environment (sanitation infrastructure, water supply system, waste systems, building structures), drinking water access, contaminants (local, long-range transported), and coastal issues (harmful algal blooms, erosion).
Warming temperatures are enabling increased overwintering survival and distribution of new insects that sting and bite as well as many bird, animal, and insect species that can serve as disease vectors and, in turn, causing an increase in human exposure to new and emerging infectious diseases.
IPCC, Climate Change 2014: Polar Regions
 
Indigenous populations in the Arctic—the original Native inhabitants of the region—are considered especially vulnerable to climate change because of their close relationship with the environment and its natural resources for physical, social, and cultural well-being. (…) In habitats across the Arctic, climate changes are affecting these livelihoods through decreased sea ice thickness and extent, less predictable weather, severe storms, sea level rise, changing seasonal melt/freeze-up of rivers and lakes, changes in snow type and timing, increasing shrub growth, permafrost thaw, and storm-related erosion, which, in turn, are causing such severe loss of land in some regions that a number of Alaskan coastal villages are having to relocate entire communities.
IPCC, Climate Change 2014: Polar Regions
 
Traditional knowledge is the historical knowledge of Indigenous peoples accumulated over many generations and it is increasingly emerging as an important knowledge base for more comprehensively addressing the impacts of environmental and other changes as well as development of appropriate adaptation strategies for Indigenous communities. (…) Increasingly, traditional knowledge is being combined with Western scientific knowledge to develop more sustainable adaptation strategies for all communities in the changing climate. 
IPCC, Climate Change 2014: Polar Regions
 
Indigenous, local, and traditional forms of knowledge are a major resource for adapting to climate change. 
IPCC, Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptations, and Vulnerability
 
Already, accelerated rates of change in permafrost thaw, loss of coastal sea ice, sea level rise, and increased weather intensity are forcing relocation of some Indigenous communities in Alaska
IPCC, Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptations, and Vulnerability
 
Lay knowledge about the environment and climate is deeply rooted in history, and encompasses important aspects of human life. Lay knowledge is particularly pertinent in cultures with an intimate relationship between people and the environment. For many indigenous and rural communities, for example, livelihood activities such as herding, hunting, fishing, or farming are directly connected to and dependent on climate and weather conditions. These communities thus have critical knowledge about dealing with environment changes and associated societal conditions. In regions around the world, such knowledge is commonly used in adapting to environmental conditions and is directly relevant to adaptation to climate change. 
IPCC, Climate Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptations, and Vulnerability
 
 
One last word on the map I drew: Sadly, this is not the best depiction of how northern Eurasia will look when the sea has risen by 12 metres. NASA data aren’t accurate enough at such a small scale, especially not at latitudes beyond +/- 60 degrees. Other uncertainties are tidal variations and coastal erosion. 
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