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CHAPTER ONE










HE SLID THE knife across her throat and then glanced out the tinted window to take in the jagged silhouette of the dark forest outside.


Blood kept pouring through his fingers, warm against his skin like the baking sand of a summer beach. The image didn't stay with him long, with the gloom outside, and that patchy layer of heavy Lapland clouds shifting and twirling far above. It had been barely sixty degrees when he got out from the driver's seat and circled around to the back of the van.


He let her go. The flow had almost dried up and she was long gone, already down that tunnel people imagined, plunging headfirst into the light. He watched the body slide from his hands and fall over on its side. The hair had been irritating, nastily wrapping itself around his fingers and leaving sticky strands in the most unlikely places, but he hadn't killed her for such a trivial reason. He had killed her because he had needed a body, and hers was an excellent body.


Stretching his fingers, he watched the knife fall and bounce against the plastic sheet, reflect the dim light outside, and then settle right before her frozen eyes. He removed his latex gloves, stuffed them into his jacket pocket, and pulled out a fresh pair.


He gazed around and took everything in — the pale body on the floor, the rusty metal walls now stained by splotches of glittering red, and her hair tangled and soaked like a floor mop. He leaned over and grabbed the knife again.


This would get bloody before it was done.










CHAPTER TWO










“CHECKING IN?”


Ryan West nodded and took a step forward. 


The woman behind the reception desk was still on the phone, her question to him just a whispered aside, and he listened in carefully as she continued her conversation in incomprehensible Swedish. She was an undeniable beauty, with curious blue eyes framed by an unruly blonde mane just long enough to brush across her shoulders, and from the slight smile on her lips, she seemed to know it. 


With the phone finally down, she sized him up in the most obvious manner, until he finally glanced away, flustered by the attention. Maybe it was the scar. He wasn’t the quarterback type, never had been, but the slight mark left by the splintered butt of a Kalashnikov an inch below his hairline made him appear more rugged. In fact, he was now more rugged, both inside and out, and some women did seem to notice. Of all the things to remember the Taliban by.


He reached for his passport and pushed it across the desk. “Ryan West.”


“Thank you, Ryan. And welcome to Lapland.”


“Thanks.” His eyes tracked the movements of her fingers as she typed his name on the keyboard.


“I’m Jenny, by the way,” she said, still focusing on the screen, pursing her lips. She grabbed the passport and flipped through the pages with blatant curiosity, her cute smile turning into a frown, and then back into a smile again. She took a moment to study his photo, tilting the passport left and right, and then resumed browsing.


Then her smile disappeared altogether, and he knew what she was looking at. He had looked at the page a thousand times.


Kandahar, Afghanistan.


Standing in the street, cleaning dust from his camera, he never even saw the shadows. Only that blinding sun and then darkness as the hood slipped over his eyes. After that came the smell, and the barrel of a weapon pressed hard against his back, nearly cracking his ribs. A cloth in his mouth followed, and a flash of pain at the back of his head as they knocked him to the ground. He only felt it for a moment, and then again, a much longer pain in the darkness. When he woke, he found himself in the back of a moving van. His face was bruised, probably from the beating, but also from banging hard against the metal floor. Somehow he adjusted to the situation in a matter of seconds. He was a hostage, a Westerner taken for ransom or worse — precisely his most dreaded nightmare.


Jenny closed the passport and shot him that playful smile again. “So, just arrived?”


The tightness in his throat loosened and he took a deep breath.


“Yeah, just,” he said, nodding. “A full day in Europe though, driving up here. Beautiful continent, from what I could tell.” He grinned at his awkward attempt at humor, but saw that it hadn’t even registered with her. He didn’t know why he even tried. He wasn’t used to being around beautiful women. He wasn’t used to being around people at all. 


“Europe,” Jenny said with a slight shake of her head. “Right. Paris.” She smiled again and peered at the endless Lapland forest outside the window, a landscape that didn’t seem to fit her definition of Europe. The sun still hung high in the sky where it would stay all through the night. Whatever day and night meant then. There simply would be no night.


She seemed to drift away for a moment before she turned back. “I only work weekends, so depending on how long you stay, you may notice. That I’m gone, I mean.”


“I’m booked for a week.” 


“Yes, I know.” She glanced at him, her head to one side, her hair falling slightly down over her eyes. A decidedly cute look. “You like it here so far?” 


“Here? Sure. It’s very nice. Come winter, I guess it’ll be spectacular.”


Jenny laughed. “Yeah, right. We’re so looking forward to that.” She pushed his passport back at him.


Ryan chuckled. He would be nice, not funny. Nice was easier. He wouldn’t look directly at her too much either. That would be easier as well.


“Winter triples the population,” she said, “with all you photographers and test drivers and all. And then it seems half the girls go with you when you leave.”


Ryan looked at her, despite himself. “Really?”


“Really.” She smiled and pushed the key across the counter. “Your room. It’s upstairs.” She nodded toward a wooden staircase across the room. “Enjoy.”


“Yeah. Sure. I will. Thanks.” He took the keys and his passport and picked his bags up from the floor. He started toward the staircase, then stopped, turned, and looked back. He wanted to say something wittier than he just had, but she was already busy with a new stack of papers. 


After trudging upstairs with his bags, he unlocked the door to his room and swung the door open, revealing a narrow space with a wooden bed, a cabinet with drawers, and a small desk placed underneath a paned window. Some would term the place a hostel rather than a hotel, but Ryan had seen far worse. Still it was too small for him. Too much of a prison. Too much of a cell. He would sleep in that narrow wooden bed eventually, but not until he crashed.


He left his bags inside and backed out again.


Jenny was shutting down the lights around the reception area, her back to the stairs as she flipped the last switch to kill the lamp on the counter that had cast her face in such a flattering glow. 


Ryan stepped off the staircase and heard the floor creak underneath his feet.


Jenny flinched and spun around. “Hey there,” she said when she spotted him. “Trouble already.” 


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” 


“Oh, I don’t scare that easily.” She smiled, then frowned. “Was your room okay?” 


“Yeah. Sure.”


“Well, that’s good, because they’re pretty much all the same.” 


He nodded, as if that warranted further consideration. She kept looking at him, waiting for more. An explanation as to why he was downstairs again, perhaps.


“I don’t know if it’s lingering jet lag,” he ventured, “or the midnight sun, but I guess I don’t feel like calling it a day just yet.” He never did, but he didn’t say that. Maybe they would get to know each other well enough for her to find out, but probably not.


“Up for a midsummer party?” she asked, fingering her necklace as she waited for his reply. Ryan thought he saw the remains of a bruise underneath her blouse. He had learned plenty about bruises and it seemed like she had been healing since the weekend.


“Right now?” he finally asked. He looked down at his wrinkled jeans and shirt. “No dress code?” 


She laughed. “No, not even close.”


“Right. Well, sure, thanks.”


“Oh, don’t thank me yet. It may not be all that exciting.” 


He chuckled in reply and watched as she took a look around the darkened hotel reception, apparently satisfied with the shape it was in. 


“No more guests tonight?”


“Not for another couple of days. You have a car? Actually, I know you do.” 


He nodded. “The Volvo outside. So, we’re driving?”


“If you want to?” 


“Sure.”


“Okay.” She reached for a padded envelope on the counter and tucked it under her arm. “Let’s go.”










* * * *







This remote Lapland town housed test driving facilities for some of the world’s largest car manufacturers and Ryan checked them off in his mind as they drifted by outside his windshield.


“It’s a slow place in the summer,” Jenny said, glancing around, fidgeting with the envelope in her lap. Perhaps she was finally getting nervous about getting in a car with a complete stranger. 


“I excepted as much,” he said.


“In the winter, it’s completely different. Every single spare room will be rented out by then. And there will be plenty of cars around. Out on the lakes, especially, when the ice is good and thick.” 


“Yeah?” 


“Absolutely. That’s where they build the best tracks. Any kind of shape you’d want.”


He grinned. It sounded like a speech she had given before, part of a sales pitch for the region, and it was really the first time she had attempted something resembling actual professionalism. 


“I’d like to see that,” he said.


“If you stick around, you will.”


He nodded. That kind of winter cold was still four or five months away, and he expected to be long gone by then. He had come for the peace and quiet, hoping to find just enough business to go around in the off-season with the test driving companies mapping routes, scheduling their winter testing, and perhaps even sneaking their most secretive cars in when not too many eyes were trained their way. He wasn’t at all sure it would work out to his advantage, but he knew he needed to give himself a chance to heal, and Lapland seemed to be the place to do just that.


The narrow road ahead snaked slowly around barely visible hills, the ground on either side of the worn asphalt framing the road evenly with its tall spruce. He spotted a herd of reindeer in the distance, their gray a near perfect camouflage against the spruce and granite. He had seen plenty of them earlier in the day, but it was still magical to watch them drift silently among the trees. It represented the peace he had come here to find.


Jenny ripped the padded envelope open and shook its contents into her lap, a set of photographs, from what he could tell.


She screamed.


Ryan stepped on the brakes and pulled up by the side of the road, almost losing control of the vehicle as the wheels on the passenger side left the asphalt and dug deep into the dirt.


Jenny was gasping beside him, burying her face in her hands. The envelope was slipping to the floor.


“Hey.” He leaned closer, to help her somehow, but his gaze kept drifting to that envelope, and the photos slipping out, showing a gruesome scene he couldn’t fully interpret. 


He leaned closer and put a sympathetic hand on her shoulder. She flinched when he touched her, but then collapsed toward him and began to convulse in his embrace. It felt much too intimate, after their playful but polite conversation, but now he had seen her practically collapse right before his eyes.


“It’ll be all right,” he whispered and held her close. “It’ll be all right.”


“I...” She trailed off as more tears streamed down her cheeks. “He... Oh my God.” 


Ryan looked at the photos on the floor. The sight made his skin both flush and cool in an instant. The first photo showed the pale body of a dead girl lying twisted and gutted, spread-eagled on a plastic sheet in the back of a van. Bloody handprints stained the white metal walls. Her facial expression, barely visible under matted hair, told of the horror of her death. He had seen a lot in Afghanistan, and in the end, he had done a lot as well, but this image had a decidedly evil twist that was alien to him.


His eyes drifted down to the second photo. It was sticking out at an angle under the first and showed a man in a worn leather jacket. His back was to the camera, and he was looking at the girl on the floor, his face out of view behind unruly hair.


Ryan pushed the envelope with his shoe to try to rearrange the images. He felt Jenny stir in his arms.


“It’ll be all right,” he mumbled again. The next photo he saw showed the man in perfect view, apparently some time later, cleaning the stained walls with a frantic expression on his face. The girl still lay at his feet, but now she had plastic wrapped around her. The man seemed to want to keep his distance. Ryan didn’t recognize him, and hadn’t expected to, but there was something about his worn clothing and rough boots that made Ryan believe he was someone local.


Jenny pushed away and steadied herself with one hand on the door. The photos lay open for viewing right at her feet, but she only stared out the window at the endless forest stretching far away into the wilderness.


“You okay?” Ryan asked. “Want me to call the police?”


She shook her head.


“Okay,” he said slowly, holding back his surprise. “We don’t have to do that.” He leaned down and gathered the photos together. There were five in total. He slipped them back into the envelope. The addressee was a Mats Jansson, not Jenny, so he wondered why she had opened it, but realized there could be a number of reasonable explanations.


He glanced up at her ashen face, her red eyes, and the mascara streaking her cheeks.


“Do you know him?” he asked.


“Yes.” She hesitated and then nodded slowly. “Oh my God... Yes, I know him.” She gasped and turned away. 


Ryan waited for her to explain, but she didn’t. He put the envelope on the dashboard. “Mats Jansson,” he read out loud.


She opened the door and stumbled out.


“Hey!” Ryan flung his door open and stepped out. He circled around to the passenger side. “You okay?”


She kept staring at the ground, breathing hard. “He’s... He was my boyfriend.”


Ryan nodded. That explained why she had opened the envelope, more or less, and it explained her reaction. But it didn’t explain the photos.


“It’s not a joke, is it? A prank of some kind?” It was barely a serious question, but at least something that might keep her talking.


“No.” She looked up. “No, it’s not. But he didn’t kill anyone! He’d never... He... I don’t know. I don’t know what’s happened, but he’d never kill anyone. Never.”


Ryan had never met the man and couldn’t contradict her, but the photos certainly gave a bad first impression. He had only seen them briefly and wasn’t even sure what was what yet. But he recognized blood when he saw it. He knew all about the different shades of red it could take on, depending on which part of the human body it spilled from. The photos showed a murder, beyond any reasonable doubt, one that made him sick to his stomach. But who was the murderer, if not Mats Jansson? And who was the victim? And the photographer? And why send the photos in the first place? 


“I think he’s at the party,” Jenny said, answering just about the only question not running through Ryan’s mind.


“And still you wanted to go?”


“To give him the envelope. I didn’t know... I didn’t...” She trailed off, shaking her head. “He’s not dangerous. Not like that.”


“Well, all I know about him is what I’ve seen in those photos, and that doesn’t look good.”


She looked away, down the road they had come from. “I’m sure there’s an explanation. And he’ll tell me. He always tells me everything. He brags and he lies, and drives me crazy, but in the end he always tells me everything.”


It didn’t sound very reassuring, and he knew he couldn’t possibly trust her judgment on this. Despite the adrenaline in his blood and his strong impulse to help her, she was a perfect stranger, a fact he would make a point of to remember. 


He glanced up the road and considered his options. He couldn’t let her face this man alone, no matter how well she thought she knew him, and he couldn’t very well leave her beside the road either. 


“What kind of party?” he asked.


“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “A lot of people.”


“A dozen?” That would be more people than he had seen in the last ten hours or so. He didn’t much enjoy crowds, but there could be safety in numbers.


“More like a hundred.”


“Okay.” He circled back to the driver’s side and got back inside. 


Jenny sank down beside him. 


“All right.” He started the engine.


“Thank you,” she said. “For doing this.”


“Yeah.”


He followed her directions down the road, and after a couple of minutes turned onto a dirt road leading into the forest on their right. If it hadn’t been for the light sky above and the sight of reindeer lifting his spirits, he would’ve asked even more questions about the wisdom of what they were doing, but instead he kept driving, his heart pounding harder as their destination appeared up ahead.


“Is this the place?”


She nodded, peering into the distance at a lakeside camping site that was dotted with groups of people partying. Road-worn vehicles lined the open grass, European and Japanese mostly. The nearest one sported a Southern Cross Confederate flag in its rear window. That didn’t make much sense, here among all the spruce and the reindeer, but there it was.


He pulled up next to a blue metallic Subaru and turned off the engine.


“So?” He looked at Jenny. She kept gazing at the people outside, some standing by a small wooden house, others going into the lake. It didn’t seem like a place where one would find raving mad killers, but Jenny’s hand smoothing the bruises under her blouse again reminded him of how violence often had a tendency to lurk underneath the surface.


“Stay here,” she said and grabbed the envelope from the center console. She opened her door and stepped out.


“No, wait.” Ryan pushed his door open and set off after her.


The sudden wave of smoke floating in the air brought him back to the mountains of Kandahar, the missile strike that had freed him, and the fire and fighting that had followed. He had to remind himself this wasn’t the time and place. He knew he shouldn’t bring that rage with him, not to this place, but as he headed after Jenny toward the crowd, with the gruesome images of the dead girl still flashing before his eyes, he felt his control rapidly slipping away.










CHAPTER THREE










JENNY MARCHED ACROSS the grass toward Mats, who was talking to one of the Russians, Sergei or Dimitri, she couldn’t remember, but he kept glancing left and right, looking guilty of something, and he probably was. He had promised so many times to stay away from them, for his sake and for hers, but she had started to accept that he wouldn’t.


He kept looking around as he spoke, but not for her. He hadn’t really looked for her in a long time.


She kept going. Most of the people here were familiar, and she saw a few who might say ‘hello’, but her focus was fully on Mats and the people knew not to stop her. He had always been trouble, right from the start, right from junior high, and for years she’d foolishly seen that as part of his appeal. Thinking about that mistake now left her cold inside. It hadn’t taken very long for those hands of his to turn on her.


She was right behind him. He still hadn’t seen her.


“What’s this?” she asked as she continued forward, her voice strong and unwavering, surprising even herself. 


Mats turned.


“What?” he said, smirking when he saw her, the mock innocence in his voice already annoying. He wanted to provoke her, and he certainly knew how.


Jenny shoved the envelope at him, and he grabbed it with fumbling fingers.


“This,” she said. “What’s this?”


He peered at the envelope, genuinely confused, and she immediately realized she’d made a mistake. He hadn’t seen the photos, probably didn’t even know they existed, and what’s worse, in her anger she’d handed over the only copies she knew of. She reached out to take them back, but Mats easily sidestepped her with a teasing grin.


“Take it easy,” he laughed. “Give me a minute, will you?”


He only needed a second. The first photo drained all the color from his face. He stood still, frozen, as pale as she had ever seen him. 


“Where did you get these?” His voice was trembling, something she had only heard once before. He shoved the photo back into the envelope. “God damn it, Jenny!”


“Don’t! Don’t put this on me. Who’s that girl?”


“I have no idea!” He grabbed her hand and began to pull her away from the crowd.


“I saw the pictures. I saw all of them!”


“God damn it, Jenny!”


He let go of her hand. She watched him twist and turn in frustration, and somehow his reaction gave her a sense of relief. He wasn’t a cold-blooded killer. Not a cold-blooded one, at least. But she still had to ask him. She still had to see the expression on his face when she did.


“Did you do it?” she asked, as softly as she could utter such a thing. “Did you kill her?”


“What?” He stopped moving. “No! No, I didn’t!”


“What about them?” Jenny gestured toward a van across the field. She had seen him with those people more and more often, and it had worried her. She didn’t want their life to get that ugly. The Russians were out of his league. They were organized crime. Mats was just an angry, selfish moron. At least she had thought he was. Now she had learned he could keep secrets from her. Any kind of secret.


Mats turned his head slowly and peered back at the Russians. He folded the envelope and put it inside his jacket, and with that simple motion suddenly seemed on top of everything once again.


She’d seen him cover so many things up, but this was so far beyond cover-up that something snapped inside her. She drew her arm back and slapped him hard right across the face.


Mats took a startled step away. “Fuck!” he yelled at her. “Are you crazy?”


“Explain it to me!” She had to struggle to keep her voice from breaking.


He took a step closer and glared down at her. “I’m in deep shit. All right? I’m in deep fucking shit. But what the hell is that to you? You’ll be out of here in the next test car with a big enough backseat for you!”


“Oh, go to hell!” She backed away, reeling as if he had slapped her right back. It was no secret that he resented her working at the hotel, where she might find a way out and actually be able finally to leave him behind, even though he’d already left her a hundred times over.


Mats made a dismissive gesture and turned to go. “Whatever gets you the fuck away from me!”


“I want them back. The photos. I want them back!”


“They’re mine, aren’t they?”


“Not if you’re going to throw them away!”


Mats smirked in reply and took a first step away from her. Jenny shoved him in the back. He stumbled forward but then caught his balance and stopped. She understood immediately she’d gone too far. What was she after anyway? She was fighting for something long gone, something that probably had never been there at all in the first place. Romance. Hope. A world that didn’t seem so grim. She was certainly looking in the wrong place. 


Mats turned and slapped her across the face. The heel of his palm connected hard to her cheekbone and twisted her head to the right. Dizzy and nauseous, she tumbled to the ground.


Her skin stung where his fingers had landed and her knees hurt from the fall.


“I told you to stay the fuck away from me!” he shouted. “I’ve told you to stay the fuck away!” He started to walk away again.


Jenny leaped to her feet and launched a furious attack with her fists. She hit his back, his arms, but she didn’t have any power left in her anymore. She struggled to hold back her tears. Mats turned and grabbed her.


“Stay away from me,” he whispered through clenched jaws as he pulled her closer. She could see the muscles pulsating under his skin and stubble. “Stay away, and don’t ever mention these photos to anyone. Ever. I mean it.”


She had never seen his eyes so dark, and she felt a wave of relief when he pushed her away and she fell back to the ground.


But she needed the photos. She needed to know what had happened. She needed to know what kind of trouble Mats had brought into her world.


She kicked out and hit his leg hard. He stumbled and fell.










* * * *







Ryan watched as Jenny struggled with a man who in all likelihood was Mats Jansson, the killer in the van, the one with the blood on his hands and the guilty expression on his face. Whatever plan Jenny had in mind seemed to have backfired. 


Ryan bolted back to the car, revved the engine, and steered it right up on the grass, sending the people in front of him screaming and scrambling to get out of the way. 


Second gear now. He focused on Jenny up ahead. Mats was leaning over her, holding her down. 


They were getting close fast. 


Ryan stepped on the brakes, threw the door open, and tumbled out.


“Jenny!”


Mats looked up in surprise just when Ryan found his footing and lunged right at him, walloping him with his body. Jenny sprung to her feet and bolted away. Ryan kept his focus on his opponent. They flew at each other at the same time, but Ryan felt himself slipping as he left the ground. Mats hit him hard, and a moment later Ryan landed on the grass with his attacker on top of him. 


Ryan pulled off to the side and felt Mats follow his move instantaneously. They wrestled, grasping mercilessly. It felt like an equal fight until someone else suddenly grabbed Ryan’s arms from behind. He realized several other men had emerged from the crowd, but before he even got a proper look at them, he took a hit across the face and collapsed. A kick lifted him toward the attackers behind him, his face hurting, his ears pounding, and it all made him think of Afghanistan again, everything he’d been through to get to this point in life. He expected a primordial rage to build inside, an urge to fight until the end, but his body wouldn’t move. He needed a second or two for the pain to subside, but a second or two wasn’t something these men were going to give him.


To drive the point home, Mats punched his face again. The pain nearly made him black out. He felt the grass against his palms, felt himself swaying. A moment later, the man was straddling him, raising his fist to strike again.


A gunshot rang out.


“Mats!”


Ryan looked up and saw the barrel of a hunting rifle. Jenny’s hands were waving the weapon and directing Mats off to the side. The other men had already merged back into the crowd.


Mats just interlaced his fingers behind his head, arrest-style. “You’re not going to shoot me.”


“Why wouldn’t I?”


Ryan listened to the silence that followed. Finally, Mats pushed himself up onto his knees.


Ryan rolled to the side and got up. The people around them were staring, some taking futile cover behind bicycles and blankets, others frozen in fascination. What caught his eye, however, was the couple of men by a van along the forest line. One was imitating the handling of a rifle, then got into the driver’s seat and started the engine. The other banged the side of the van with one hand and then opened the doors. He reached in and tossed a man out.


Ryan raised a hand to block the low sunlight in his eyes and realized he was looking at a young woman hardly out of her teens huddling in the deep shadows in the back of the van. Dark hair, slim arms, torn dress. Their eyes met for a moment, a long, unexpected moment, but as he squinted to better read her expression the doors closed. The van lurched into motion and raced away, going much too fast on the uneven grass, suspensions slamming, bottoming out.


“Ryan,” Jenny said, motioning with the rifle to get moving. It was a dangerous way to handle the weapon, so he quickly took a step to the right to get out of her line of fire.


Mats made a move to get up as well, but Jenny pointed the rifle straight at him and shook her head. Mats grinned mockingly, but stayed down and, to his credit, remained silent.


Ryan stumbled back to the car, the pain from the beating he’d just taken finally finding its way to his brain. He reached for the door on the driver’s side and leaned on it momentarily until Jenny nodded at him to keep moving. He pushed away from the door and sank down in the seat.


Jenny circled back to the car. She kept the rifle pointed at Mats and took her time. Finally, she got inside.


Ryan glanced at the rifle. “Be careful with that.”


Jenny kept looking out the windshield. “We’d better go.” 


Mats’s friends were moving quickly toward them, gesturing between themselves as if conspiring to set an evil plan in motion.


Ryan shifted into reverse and made a sharp turn with a hard yank of the wheel, sending the people running again. The car skidded wildly on the damp grass, and he lost control momentarily, his aching hands slipping off the wheel. He pressed the accelerator to the floor and roared across the final stretch of grass onto the road.


Jenny just stared ahead, the rifle in her hands bouncing left and right as the car went right and left.


He’d only been in her company for an hour, and he couldn’t help but wonder what it would take to survive a full day and night.










CHAPTER FOUR










THE CAR CAREENED with every bump and turn as the dirt road tested the suspension of the Volvo to its limits. Low-hanging trees were flashing by, leaves and branches slamming into the car’s windows, and Ryan sensed Jenny watching him with ever increasing trepidation.


“I’m so sorry,” she finally blurted, her voice choked with guilt. “Mats, he’s pretty much the worst thing to ever happen in my life. He’s my boyfriend. I mean, he was. He used to be. He used to be a lot of things. At least, I thought he was.”


“I figured,” Ryan said, glancing her way. “Some of that.”


The car hit a pothole, and the impact pulled his attention back to the road. He took a deep breath and then caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror. He recognized the mode. The wide eyes. The clenched jaw. 


He had run for his life before.




With the sun moved low over the mountains, late afternoon was the only time of day when sunlight shone straight into his underground cell. He recognized the sound of the drone just before the missile hit and its explosion threw him against the cell door. He passed out for a moment, just for a second or two, and woke to the sound of people screaming outside. Black smoke was already welling in, stinging his nose, his throat, his eyes. He rolled on his side and coughed until he thought he’d throw up and see his lungs on the floor before him. The smoke was coming from outside, snaking its way in through the cellar window above him and billowing across the stone ceiling. But the bulk was welling in close to the ceiling, giving him a moment to analyze his situation.


He was still sitting where he had landed, with his back against the door, and he quickly decided the other wall would be safer. He crawled across the floor in now thickening darkness, until he felt something cut deep into his thigh. His hand slipped on the warm blood. His blood. He hit the floor hard.


The next thing he remembered was warm droplets of water landing on his face. He pulled away and felt the pain in his leg again. He then heard voices outside, half a dozen men, Pashtun and Arab, splashing water on the fire. The floor was wet around him, but the smoke had begun to clear. He saw his own blood on the floor, mixed with soot and sand, and also saw the shattered piece of wood that was still sticking out from his leg. He grabbed it, pulled it out, and held onto it tight, knowing it could be his rescue in this sea of blood and dust.




He shook his head to clear the memories. He’d be working through those for a long time, no doubt, but right now he had enough to deal with here in front of him. The van that had left the camping site had appeared ahead, and the men he knew were inside had looked like they could cause serious trouble. He didn’t know what their business was, but he could make some guesses, ranging from old-fashioned highway robbery to illegal gold mining or even space industry espionage. Lapland teemed with all sorts of activity these days, offering abundant opportunities to do good or bad, and from the way these men had looked on at the camping site, carefully studying the situation and the weapon, he rightly concluded they leaned heavily toward doing bad. And then there were the photos. A dead girl in the back of a van. And a live girl in the van in front of him.


He moved into the left lane to overtake them and glanced over at Jenny. “You know these people?”


She shook her head. “I try to stay as far away from them as I can.”


So she did know them, more or less. And Mats did as well.


Ryan stepped on the gas and took the car up alongside the van. He peered at the tinted window on the side, craning his neck to get a good view.


“What are you doing?”


“Just having a look. I saw someone inside.”


It couldn’t be a coincidence. Mats had been in those photos, and when Jenny had gone searching for him, she had found him at the camping site with another van holding another girl in the back of it. Or was it the same van?


“Ryan!”


A car had appeared in the oncoming lane, on a perfect collision course. Ryan moved his foot to hit the brakes, but the van immediately slowed, letting them pass in front of it.


“You okay?” he asked, glancing again at Jenny. “I keep asking that, don’t I?”


“Yes. No. I’m okay. I’m just embarrassed, that I dragged you into all of this.”


“Don’t be.”


“Well, I am. What about you? Are you hurt?”


“I’m all right. I’m starting to feel... Feel, I guess.” He touched his bruised face and immediately realized he shouldn’t have. Jenny looked down, guilt-ridden and ashamed.


“I’m sorry,” he said, before she could say the words. “It’s not your fault.”


She looked out the window and touched her own tender face. “He’s got powerful hands.”


Ryan nodded.


The van behind them had maintained its lower speed, and he watched in the rearview mirror as it fell further back. He eased his foot off the accelerator to stay with it.


“The photos?” he asked, having decided there was no right way to ease into that subject.


“He got them.”


“Yeah?” 


“He didn’t recognize them, I’m sure of that, but I guess I should’ve asked specifically what... Or when... I mean, I did ask, but... God! What a fool I am.”


“You’re in shock.” He hoped that was it.


“No. I mean, I don’t know...”


“This whole mess must all be connected somehow,” he said, changing the subject somewhat. They needed to figure it all out, and she needed to help, shock or no shock. “The photos of that girl, and now another girl in the van behind us. Is she in danger?” He checked the rearview mirror again. The van was still falling back, almost disappearing out of his view.


Then he realized the van was slowing to let a pick-up truck pull in front, and the way that pickup truck moved made him instantly alert. He’d seen vehicles move like that before. Like live animals. Hunting. 


He stepped on the accelerator.


“What’s happening?” she asked.


He nodded toward the mirror. “Is that him?”


She turned and watched the pickup as it accelerated toward them. “Yes. That’s him.”


Ryan looked at the rifle still in her hands, the barrel now sensibly pointed at the roof.


Jenny noticed his gaze. “I grabbed it off his truck when they attacked you.”


He remembered. “Does he have more of those?”


“Not in his truck.”


He nodded. He could imagine a gun collection in this man’s house, but she probably did have the only weapon on the road, and Mats would know that.


Glancing in the rearview mirror again, he saw the pickup truck advancing steadily. The Volvo was a respectable car, but the pickup truck had an engine twice as big and four-wheel drive, making it tough competition on these roads. 


“Maybe you should go faster?” Jenny was looking over her shoulder again.


The road was curvy, the asphalt bad, and he knew absolutely nothing about what was around the next bend. He shot her a quick glance. “I’ll think of something.”


Those were the exact words he had run through his head again and again when he was face down on that wet stone floor in Afghanistan. He’d think of something. He never did. Instead, he’d wrapped his hand around that sharp piece of wood and ran it into the first person who unlocked the door and stepped into his room. He sank the wood into the soft tissue of that young man’s belly again and again. It hadn’t required him to think of something.


“What about the girl?” he asked now. 


“I don’t know!”


He glanced in the rearview mirror. The pickup truck had finally caught up with them and slammed right into the rear bumper. 


“Hey!” The impact was much more powerful than Ryan had expected and the Volvo skidded rapidly toward the forest on the right. He struggled to keep the car on the road. 


Branches began hitting the windshield on Jenny’s side and she jerked away.


Ryan forced the car back toward the middle of the road and bumped into the pickup truck again.


“Ryan!” Jenny pointed straight ahead at a railroad crossing, but the lights were off and the gates up. It was more of an opportunity than an obstacle. Ryan pressed the accelerator all the way to the floor.


The pickup truck accelerated a split second later. Ryan glanced to his left and saw Mats inside, his eyes wide, his face flushed, glancing left and right along the railroad tracks.


Time was up. The two vehicles flashed across the railway side by side.


No train.


He slammed the brake pedal hard, practically locking the wheels, and the car shrieked to a halt. Jenny screamed, and Ryan felt the belt cut painfully into his shoulder. Then he slammed the car in reverse and took it back toward the tracks. He yanked the wheel hard and spun the vehicle around, using the wider space of the crossing to complete his maneuver.


Mats had stopped farther ahead and was peering back, studying the narrow road and the forest around him. The terrain was flat enough for the powerful pick-up truck, so Mats easily maneuvered down the side of the road, halfway into a shallow ditch, and then back up and around.


Ryan shifted into first gear and sped away back in the direction they had come from. He kept shifting gears as he tried to remember what the road looked like. There would be plenty of curves ahead, separated by just short stretches of straighter road where he might be able to speed ahead. He would have to try to remember those and accelerate just in time before they appeared. It would be the only way to gain an advantage. Unless they used the rifle.


He watched Mats in the rearview mirror. He was closing in on them again.


“Ryan...” Jenny twisted toward him in her seat.


Ryan looked ahead again and saw the van approaching at considerable speed.


He checked the mirror again. Mats was closer, inching up on Jenny’s side, apparently attempting a different mode of attack.


The diesel engine roared, and the pickup swerved toward them. The impact was powerful enough to send the Volvo across the smudged center line, where the van was coming straight at them. The driver had a phone to his ear, but he tossed it and began honking his horn frantically. He struggled with the wheel, drifting uncertainly in search of a gap between the car and the pickup truck occupying both lanes. Ryan considered the brakes, but he wasn’t willing to risk the car’s maneuverability or be trapped with these people in the middle of nowhere. If he could, he wanted to keep moving.


“Oh my God,” Jenny whispered, looking about in confusion. “Oh my God.”


Mats kept hitting the car on her side, pushing them still farther to the left, obviously trying to force them into the path of the oncoming van.


Ryan saw the driver of the van clearly now. He was staring at the vehicles rushing toward him, honking desperately, until the short bursts turned into one continuous howl.


Then the van jerked, as the man took a final path to his extreme left. Ryan watched as the vehicle wobbled across the road with steaming tires.


He glanced at Jenny. 


“Hold on!” 


He yanked the wheel left and braked just in time. Mats’s pickup truck roared past on their right and then smashed head-on into the front of the careening van.


The impact was catastrophic. The vehicles merged, twisting and turning in a cloud of shattered glass as metal shrieked against the asphalt. Then, just as suddenly, they separated and went to opposite sides of the road. 


The pickup truck tumbled over and stopped upside down, with its scraped bottom plate and shredded tires open against the sky, and gasoline dripping from its tank.


Ryan turned toward the van and saw it balancing precariously on its side. He thought again of the girl in the back and reached to unbuckle his belt, but a sharp noise made him stop. The van turned over and the smashed front compartment crumpled completely under the weight.


Blood spilled out onto the asphalt.










CHAPTER FIVE










KATIA FELT HER heart pounding in her chest, that much she was sure of. Darkness surrounded her, but she was still alive. Her left shoulder ached badly, but it didn’t feel dislocated or broken. It was bruised, but her whole body was. It had happened before. 


The taste of blood in her mouth was sickening, but she had long ago learned to ignore anything her nose or mouth told her about the world. Touching her face, her lips, her neck, she felt no open wounds. Not too bad. She almost smiled.


Before the crash she had been listening to the wheels against the asphalt, intently trying to imagine the forest outside, branches reaching for the sky, a moose deep in the forest, an owl circling above. The landscape here could be beautiful, even though it was barren and nothing like home. With time she had actually learned to like the emptiness. It reminded her of how she had felt when she was really young in the village outside Kherson where she had been born, where the wheat fields had stretched for miles and miles, a golden sea of billowing tranquility.


She wrapped the mattress around her already when she first felt the sudden movements of the van and heard the agitated voices up front, figuring Sergei and Dimitri were fighting again. It was something they did a lot, and neither ever hesitating to do so when on the road.


It made her think of her father and his careful driving through Kherson on Sundays, always talking about the better life he envisioned inside the beautiful century-old buildings from behind the wheel of the bus he had so proudly maneuvered. Those homes had been from a different time, when the cities of Ukraine had been magnificent, like Paris or Prague. Kherson did have its good parts, but she much preferred the grand beauty she’d seen on a school trip to Kiev—the boulevards, the fountains, and the Opera. Her teacher had told them about the history of the city, how people had settled on the river during the time of mammoths and Neanderthals, and how a whole ice age had passed before the Vikings from the north found their way to the city to trade with the Greeks from the south. To Katia, it had been an amazing place of adventure.


Kiev was her last good memory of childhood. Afterward came that Christmas when her mother finally became too sick to stay at home, and they decided it was best that Katia went to stay with her uncle. She never told anyone about what happened to her there, but somehow the other students found out, and the older boys started to approach her. In Kherson, that was not a good thing. Maybe it never was, anywhere.


Her eyes were slowly starting to adjust to the dim light now. The van was on its side somehow or perhaps even up-side-down, and she saw the floor above her was at an odd angle. She was crouching in a corner where the ceiling met the wall and the partition to the front compartment, but it wasn’t the ceiling anymore. Everything had changed. Hopefully every single thing.


She hadn’t heard Sergei or Dimitri after the crash. That could mean anything. They could be dead. Or unconscious. Or they could simply be outside, assessing the damage and waiting for her to step out if she could. She wouldn’t do that, though, until she knew more. 


She pushed herself up and steadied herself against the wall, but she couldn’t stand straight up inside the cramped space without hitting her head. The partition that connected to the front compartment was ripped and cracked, and she saw that the mattress was leaning against it. She leaned forward and pulled it away.


Light flooded in, reflections of the midnight sun, not a bright light, but enough to seem overwhelming after the total dark. She leaned closer to the partition and peered through the crack in it.


She gasped.


Sergei and Dimitri were upside down, still in their seats. Sergei was soaked in blood from his waist to his head. It was dripping from his hair to the crumpled door and the asphalt outside. Dimitri had hit the windshield and apparently died from the impact, his forehead caved in, his mouth open and teeth gone.


She pulled back. The sight was gruesome, but this was also an opportunity for her. She had been too resigned to want them dead lately, but now new feelings were pouring in on her. Triumphant feelings. 


This was the day they died.


Suddenly she heard a voice and stopped breathing. A man was speaking somewhere outside. It had to be a driver from a different vehicle, maybe someone stopping to help.


But no, it wasn’t someone outside. The sound was muted and distorted, and she was almost sure she recognized the voice. It was coming from a phone, probably Sergei’s phone, somewhere up front. Somewhere with the two dead bodies.


She moved forward, pulled at the partition, and leaned in again. 


They were indeed dead, and the voice on the phone was still talking. She made up her mind, steeled herself, and pushed the partition fully aside. Then she crawled in, moving determinedly, ignoring that she was scared and disgusted by the smell, the bodies, and the blood. She made her way carefully over the broken glass, ducking the collapsed interior, making sure not to touch anything that had been alive just moments ago. And finally, she saw the phone, wedged under a twisted sunscreen. She held it to her ear, looking around, looking out the collapsed windows at the asphalt covered in blood and glass. The closest trees were only feet away.


“Are you there?” the voice asked after a long silence. 


Katia flinched and almost dropped the phone. 


“Sergei?”


She did recognize the voice. It was Alex. Hard and demanding.


It wouldn’t take long for the rest of them to get here. She had to do something other than just run for her life. She had to slow them down. 


She held the phone a bit of a distance away and took a slow, controlled breath. She smiled and then giggled.


“No! No, Sergei, don’t!” She laughed with a high-pitched, musical sound. It was a show she had put on many times before. She put the phone to her ear again to gauge the reaction.


“Sergei,” she heard Alex say with barely controlled anger, pronouncing each syllable with growling contempt, “get the fuck over here with my fucking money!” He hung up.


It wasn’t the reaction she had expected. She had simply wanted him to laugh or grunt or say something crude, but at least he had bought her act of normalcy for the moment. 


Still she needed to get moving, and she needed to go far away. 


She looked around, at the asphalt, the trees, then closer, inside, the blood, the bodies. Finally, she spotted a bag stuck above her between Dimitri’s feet, partially open, and she could plainly see money inside. A lot of money. Surely the money Alex had asked for. She looked around again. She was still alone, except for Sergei and Dimitri, but they mattered less and less.


She reached up for the bag, balancing carefully to avoid the bodies. She grabbed the parking brake above her with one hand and felt the bag with the other, until it suddenly ripped fully open. 


The contents rained down on her, and she instinctively pulled back and watched it all fall. The money landed at her feet, more than she had ever seen before, but the passports that followed were far more important. She ruffled the bag to see if any money was left inside, but she already had it all. And it was plenty. She knelt down and grabbed each of the passports, half a dozen in total, and looked through them. She recognized most of the girls from their pictures and finally she saw herself. She smiled. With the money, these could mean everything. It all could mean things she hadn’t dreamed of in a long time. It could mean life.


A car door slammed outside. 


She pulled back into the rear compartment and peered out through the ruptured partition. She saw the feet of a man and a woman on the asphalt. They were carrying a rifle.


She should have left already. She should have run. The man and woman were still some distance away, but not far enough. Not when they had a rifle. 


She grabbed her backpack and jammed the passports inside it. Then she gathered the money, every single bill she could reach. They would kill her for the money, she was sure, but only if she let them see it.


She looked around for a weapon.










* * * *







Ryan took in the full extent of the destruction, the tire tracks, the twisted metal and broken glass. Jenny stood a few feet back by the hood of the banged-up Volvo, wiping away the tears trickling down her cheeks with the back of her left hand. The rifle was still in her right hand, held in a white-knuckled grip as if it was the only thing keeping her from drowning. He knew the feeling well.


“Wait here,” he said and reached for the weapon, a stainless Remington Model 700, a rifle often used by police departments and armed forces. Apparently Lapland moose hunters appreciated them as well, or maybe it was Russian mobsters.


Ryan moved forward with the barrel pointed down at the ground. His shoes crunched the shattered glass beneath him as if it were winter ice. He stopped in the middle of the road and knelt on the asphalt. Looking back and forth between the two wreckages he could quickly conclude that there were no visible survivors. The two Russians in the overturned van had been trapped and crushed. Mats, behind the wheel of the mangled pickup truck, was missing half his skull.


Suddenly Ryan felt nausea overwhelming him. He threw up right where he stood, then leaned down and steadied himself against the asphalt. Glass pierced his skin and he instantly gasped. The van was too old to have had composite windows, and he should have realized that, but at least the pain was clearing his head. 


He looked back at Jenny and shook his head, knowing the expression on his face would communicate the gravity of what he had witnessed. She turned halfway around, stumbled forward a few steps, and slumped down on the side of the road. He knew he should go to her, but he wasn’t done yet. He had to keep going.


He got back to his feet and circled the wreckage, taking it all in as he moved. He should get rid of the weapon, he knew that. He could only imagine how it all would seem to an outside observer. He stopped and looked at the body of the dead man he had fought only minutes before. Life kept twisting and turning.


Suddenly he heard a noise somewhere behind him. He swung the weapon around and pointed it at the van again. The girl, he realized. It was the girl, and she was still alive inside. 


He rushed to the back and carefully placed the rifle on the ground. 


The door handle was upside down but still easy to reach. He tried it. The entire wreckage moved, and he was sure he’d felt the locking mechanism snap open. He pulled at the door. It moved slightly, but only fractions of an inch. He pulled harder, and harder again, until the door swung open.


Ryan looked inside. The midnight sun was behind him, and it flooded the compartment with light. The girl was crouching in a corner, clutching a backpack in her hands.


He reached forward to help her, but she flinched and pulled away. 


The hard makeup. The skimpy dress. He was reasonably sure he understood her situation, and what had happened to her in this van. His mind reassessed the photos he had seen, trying to factor in all this new information, but he still couldn’t piece it all together. And now was hardly the time. She was watching his slightest move.


“Are you hurt?” He tried to keep his voice calm and even.


She squinted at him and shook her head.


“Can you move?”


She paused and then slowly started to rise. She took a step forward, balancing her body carefully against the crumpled interior. She was severely bruised on her left side and would probably need a hospital at some point.


Ryan realized that Jenny had appeared behind him. He turned and saw her glance toward Mats’s body in the pickup truck. He caught her eye but couldn’t tell exactly what she was thinking. Then he saw the envelope in her hand and the crimson red fingerprints all over it. She had crawled inside the pickup truck and retrieved it from Mats’s jacket.


“Jenny,” he said slowly, searching for the right words. At that moment he wanted to take her in his arms, hold her and protect her. He wanted to make sure she’d never have to do anything like that again. Then he reminded himself that so far he hadn’t actually been able to help her much at all. The destruction around him was just about everything he had managed to accomplish. 


Three people dead.


The wreckage moved again, the metal squeaking under the changing pressure, and he spun around toward the noise.


The girl had frozen in place. 


He moved closer again and leaned in to help her. She watched and weighed her options, and finally put out her hand, close enough now for him to grab it. He felt her skin, soft and cool, and saw she was scared, ready to sprint. He just stood there quietly for a moment, hoping to reassure her.


She smiled dutifully, a reward he felt she was mustering only for his sake. He pulled her closer and helped her out of the van onto the asphalt. 


She looked at Jenny and then at him, smiling uncertainly, her mind working hard behind wide-open eyes. She was obviously intelligent. She wasn’t just being rescued. She was planning her next move, and planning it thoroughly, as if that next decision would determine the rest of her life. And probably it would. 


“I’m Ryan,” he said evenly. “And this is Jenny.” He made a slight movement to offer his hand in greeting, but she pulled back.


“Thank you,” she said, her voice hoarse, as if she hadn’t spoken all day. “My name is Katia.”


“Are you all right?”


She turned away without reply and headed for their car, moving briskly in a wide circle around the crashed van. 


“Wait,” Ryan said and followed her just a few steps behind.


“No,” she said without looking back. “We have to go! Before they find us!”










CHAPTER SIX










STEVE MANNING DROVE his Land Rover deep into the forest, continuing along an unpaved road that no map could possibly mark. A button on his GPS screen brought up a list of the vehicles he had under surveillance, Mats’s truck, his girlfriend’s old Toyota that never moved, and the Volvo driven by Ryan West, the only real competition he had seen so far in town. Mats’s truck was stopped nearby, but Ryan’s car was still moving.


He glanced across the sparse forest and saw a glimmer straight ahead, right where he expected the truck to be, and his heart pounded hard. He was looking at a wreck, twisted metal and shattered glass, a truck and a van, and a quick glance at the screen confirmed the obvious — the crash site and the location of the truck were one and the same. 


He slowed down and took a moment to consider the implications. Mats was crucial to his plan, the main weakness in the organization that Alex Romanov had built here, and as such, was the point Steve had chosen to attack. He had even killed a woman just to frame this man. It hadn’t taken a great effort, but it was risky nonetheless, and he didn’t want to see that effort go to waste now. 


He reached for a camera with the longest telephoto lens and raised it to his eye. The van was instantly recognizable, even with its wheels in the air and its side scraped and dented beyond repair. The pickup truck was harder to get a good look at, as it had bounced to the side of the road with the front and the hood pushed back to reveal its massive engine, but it was there and it was definitely not going anywhere. 


Mats was nowhere in sight, either dead or alive, and Steve felt his breath quicken. He adjusted the camera and got the van into a perfect frame. He fired off several quick shots out of habit, but then stopped. Something was wrong, well beyond the obvious. He lowered the camera, rolled down his window, and peered through the trees with his bare eyes. For a moment he thought he saw the van moving again, but then he realized he was looking at a different vehicle. He picked up the camera again and zoomed in as close as he could, focusing on the two people up front. 


Alex Romanov had come to the rescue and brought along his Neanderthal cousin, Roman. 


Steve looked back down the road. No one was approaching. He opened his door and stepped out. He debated for a moment whether to leave the door open or not, but then decided to close it. He didn’t want to attract undue attention in case someone happened to come driving along. 


Threading quietly closer to the crash site, he was determined to find a way to use this situation to full advantage. He paused behind a fallen tree, got down on one knee, and raised the camera again. Alex and Roman had gotten out and were now pulling what had to be dead bodies from the wreckage. Steve couldn’t make out the faces, but the bodies had to be Sergei and Dimitri, the driver and the passenger. 


This was an opportunity he couldn’t pass on. He reached for his phone, pressed re-dial, and lifted it to his ear. He peered through his camera again and saw Alex patting his pockets, searching for his phone until he found it. 


“Yeah?” Alex answered, his voice hoarse.


“You see that I’m serious,” Steve said. “You can see what I can do.” 


Alex was silent, but Steve could hear him breathing. Thinking. Rearranging everything he knew.


“Yulia too?” Alex finally asked. 


“Yulia too.” 


Alex sighed deeply. Steve wondered for an instant if he had chosen the wrong girl, if somehow Yulia had meant more to Alex than the others, so that this business would consequently turn personal, but he doubted it. 


“What do you want?” Alex asked, his voice barely controlled now. “Besides dying a gruesome death, of course.” 


Steve adjusted the focus on his camera and watched, as Roman leaned down and checked the pockets on the two bodies. He produced their wallets and tossed them to Alex, who couldn’t catch them with the phone to his ear. He shrugged angrily and gestured obscenely at Roman, who just turned and focused on the crashed van again. 


“What I want,” Steve said, “is two million dollars.” Even as he said it, he knew the money was a mere bonus, beside the point. Two million was just about what Alex could scrape together if he tried, a very useful amount of money, but what Steve truly wanted was the chase; that’s what had lured him into test car photography in the first place, and what had made him slip into the world of organized crime when that opportunity had presented itself. And now it was making him slip further, into a world where the chase was no longer enough. Now, he readily admitted to himself, he wanted the kill.


“Two million?” Alex said with a scornful grunt. “And what exactly have you done to deserve money like that? You took a couple of girls to Nevada last year.” 


“I paid for that out of my own pocket.” 


Alex was quiet for a long moment, and Steve could hear him breathing. 


“You know what I’ve done,” he continued. “The money I’ve transferred. The markets I’ve opened. The risks I’ve taken.” 


“And you’ve killed two of my men for that?” Alex asked, his voice under control now. When he continued, it was low and menacing. “A slow and gruesome death. That’s what you’ll get. Slow and gruesome, buried alive under a blueberry shrub.” 


Steve swallowed hard. He visualized the earth shoveled over his battered face and Alex grinning above him, but he pushed that image away. “I brought in new customers in Alaska, Nevada, even here. You know that. You know what I’ve done. The good I’ve done.” 


“The good,” Alex grunted in reply. 


“And now you know the bad. Add it all up, the pros and cons, the costs and benefits, and I’m sure you’ll come up with that two million dollars as well. Goodbye for now, Alex. I’ll be in touch. And hey, don’t forget to use gloves when you clean up my mess. Even Mats was smart like that, when he found Yulia. And that was a real mess.”


Steve hung up and took a deep breath, wondering for a moment how he had done. 


Then he remembered the camera. He trained it on Alex just as the man slipped on a pair of gloves. Steve grinned, as he watched them lean over the bodies and begin to check their wallets, apparently not finding what they were looking for. Roman dove inside the wreckage and came up shaking his head. Whatever they were looking for was definitely missing. 


Alex checked his watch. He shook his head and gestured to Roman, who seemed eager to get going. They grabbed one of the bodies, impossible to tell which one, and lifted it into the back of their van. They followed with the second body. It was a bloody mess, but neither man hesitated. He had to admire that about them. They had certainly seen it all before.


He moved along the cover of a fallen tree to get a better angle and turned his camera on the pickup truck. From this position, he could see Mats’s body behind the wheel. It appeared they would leave it right there in plain sight. 


He panned back to the two men and watched as they hooked a wire to the wrecked van. Alex got in behind the wheel of the second one, shifted into reverse, and started to tow it toward the forest. They wouldn’t be able to clean up the crash site entirely, but it looked like they at least wanted to make what had happened more confusing for the police when they did arrive. Tampering with the site would raise suspicions, but leaving the bodies would have been much worse. 


Steve wasn’t sure what he was going to do now. He’d taken credit for the crash, and Alex had bought it, but in actuality, his plan had derailed. It would be difficult to get to Alex without Mats crumpling and cracking under pressure, and with Sergei and Dimitri gone, it would be harder still. Now Alex had his guard up, and only Roman by his side, an incorruptible soldier. 


Steve was in dire need of a new plan. 


It seemed he had killed Yulia for no good reason. He had considered her his masterpiece, and now it was for nothing. He had enjoyed it, but death should be so much more than mere amusement. 


One way or another, she should inspire his new plan. One way or another, her death would live on in his work.










CHAPTER SEVEN










JENNY WATCHED THE trees pass outside her window, the sparse spruce giving way to lush low-hanging birches as Ryan continued to take them deeper into the forest. The dirt road was narrowing, the greenery was thickening around them, and while the shelter it offered felt good, she was also acutely aware they had barely made it more than a couple of miles away from the crash site. She didn’t want to go back there, not even go near it, but she also knew a decent hiding place up ahead, if the trees would only protect them long enough to get there.


She felt sick inside and she knew it was utter guilt, a feeling she hadn’t truly experienced since she attended Sunday school as a small child. It seemed as if her childish imagination then had been better able to grasp concepts such as life and death and due punishment, while her grown-up self had entirely forgotten the magnitude of it. The fear of God or the universe or whatever. It had all departed and been gone from her life for such a long time, but now she was afraid to even breathe. She felt as if even trying would turn her inside out, as if the force of the moving air would end up rupturing her lungs.


She couldn’t live with this.


She looked down and started to dial on her phone. 


“Hey.” Ryan reached over and grabbed her hands, stopping her. “Don’t call anyone.” 


“The police!”


“No.” 


“No? We can’t just leave them there!”


Ryan didn’t answer. He was watching Katia in the backseat, who had her fingers on the door handle, ready to bolt. 


Jenny shrugged and put away the phone.


“I don’t know what we should do,” Ryan said, looking at the road again, “but until we do, I think we should just focus on that. On what we should do. And what we absolutely shouldn’t.”


“What we absolutely shouldn’t do is leave them dead on the road.”


Ryan slammed the brakes and turned toward her. “What I absolutely don’t want to do is leave you dead on the road.” He looked at Katia in the mirror and tried to cool down. “Any one of you.”


Jenny turned away with a shrug. If he wanted to be in control, in command, that was all right by her. She’d only ever managed to create chaos and destruction for herself and everyone around her. And it had always been like that. She had never built anything for herself. Some of her friends had moved south to Stockholm years ago, and others to Norway where the money was good, but most had stayed, married, and had children. She had stayed and done nothing with her life. Nothing she was proud of, at any rate.


She noticed Ryan glancing at Katia in the rearview mirror. The girl kept her focus on the road outside, the forest, the trees. Her eyes moved back and forth, studying everything for possible danger. Yet there was more than fear in the girl’s eyes. She was scouting for opportunity.


Jenny knew that Alex and Roman were bad, and that’s why she had wanted Mats to stay away from them in the first place. She’d even suggested that they’d leave Sweden altogether, perhaps go to London, or even all the way to the Mediterranean. Mats had liked that thought, but there had always been one more deal to close, or a hunting trip he couldn’t get out of. He had never understood that time was rapidly slipping away. His, in particular, with the company he was keeping. 


Alex was the worst of the two, uncompromising, cruel, and dangerous. She’d only met him a couple of times, the first time when Mats took her to a restaurant for their five-year anniversary and Alex had turned up with champagne. Mats had kept her far away from Alex ever since, but she’d still heard a lot about him. All of it bad.


Roman was just a common criminal, trouble, but always easy enough to maneuver around. He’d come by the hotel from time to time, sometimes dropping Mats off after a long night out, and she’d had plenty of time to practice how to evade his simple moves.


Ryan was looking at her again.


“I still don’t know where we’re going. Straight ahead?”


“Yes, there’s a good place up ahead where we can stop.” She felt really sick inside. Turning her head to look at Ryan hadn’t been a good idea. She was nauseous, so nauseous that she almost threw up right there in the car. 


Ryan seemed to sense what she was feeling and rolled down her window. 


“Thank you.” She leaned slowly into the fresh wind and took a deep breath of air, feeling momentarily better. 


“We’ll call the police,” Ryan said. “At some point. I just want to understand what we should say to them first.”


His eyes fell to the envelope, which was now lying at her feet. He hadn’t mentioned it since Katia got in the car, and she realized he didn’t want her to see it. Katia probably knew the girl and it was very possible she could help in some way, but at the same time they also knew very little about her. Showing her the photos could go wrong in a number of different ways, so it was a relief that he appeared to have come to a similar conclusion. 


She met his eye and moved her head slightly in a nod. 


“You better stop,” she said, looking further ahead. “The road ends here.” 


The forest suddenly came to an abrupt end, giving way to spectacular scenery down-river from a waterfall. The road circled back on itself, and right on the edge of the riverside cliffs, white water boiled high against the granite, sending a fine mist into the air.


Jenny realized she had instinctively wanted to come here, to the place she used to go when she was younger, when she’d only just fallen in love.


The nausea was overwhelming her again and she opened her door. The grass and gravel seemed to rush by outside, even though the car was moving very slowly.


“Wait,” Ryan said behind her, reaching for her arm.


The car stopped with a jerk, and she felt instantly worse. She pushed the door fully open, stumbled out to the nearest tree, and threw up.


She heard Ryan get out and walk toward her, but he thankfully had the sense to stop some distance away.


“I still see him,” she said after a moment. “I see him sitting there behind the wheel.”


Ryan just nodded, but Jenny felt her emotions welling up now. She had to cry, she had to talk, she had to do anything at all to get it all out of her. This wasn’t the time or the place, and Ryan wasn’t even the right person, but then who was? She had invested half her adult life in a man who had so utterly disappointed her, and the other half in halfhearted dreams of escape. She had nothing and no one.


“He hurt people,” she said, hearing her voice break. “He hurt me. Still, I’ve never seen anyone dead before. Animals. Reindeer. But never anyone I knew. I mean, actual people. Never.”


“It’s all right,” Ryan said, taking a tentative step closer.


“No, it’s not.”


“No.”


“I met him when I was so young, and I knew to dump him even back then. I always knew. But... Oh, God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to get you dragged into all of this.”


“Hey, don’t... I’m not...” Ryan shrugged. “I’m all right.”


He didn’t sound very convincing, but she appreciated his trying. If she hadn’t flirted with him and made him hang around the reception, his night would have been very different. And she had known. Somewhere inside, she’d known there would be trouble. She had wanted someone by her side because of that, and fate had chosen Ryan. No. That wasn’t quite accurate. She had chosen him. 


“What about her?” she asked, looking at Katia, who was wandering around near the car, looking back at the road from where they had just come. Jenny had seen Katia somewhere before and not just at the camping site, but before that as well. She just couldn’t remember where.


“You think that was the van from the photos?” Ryan asked. “The one that crashed?”


She sighed and tried not to think about it. Not yet anyway.


“Do you remember the license plate?” he tried.


She shook her head. Nothing good would come from remembering. Nothing good at all.










* * * *







Katia noticed they were looking at her, but she was used to being looked at. She had seen every type of glance and stare. The way people looked at her had always been important.


“When did you get so beautiful,” her uncle had asked a long time ago, gazing at her with an expectant expression she hadn’t yet learned to recognize. “My own little Christmas angel.” She hadn’t known about looks then, about eyes, and the tell-tale signs you could recognize with a bit of experience. Instead, she had just gone numb. That never happened anymore. Nothing ever surprised her anymore. Nothing and no one.


She looked at herself, the fresh bruises down her arm, the small cuts on her legs. She had only bled a little, but still it looked bad. She had already been weary for a long time, and her skin was pale and bruised. She had felt so weak and tired, but now she was wide awake again. And she needed to be.


She wasn’t sure if she’d seen Jenny before, but Ryan had to be new. There was something also about the way he had looked at her at the camping site, when he first spotted her inside the van. It was a look she’d never seen before, something other than the surprise, pity, or naked hatred she usually received, but she wasn’t sure what it was or meant.


She looked straight back at them and saw Jenny turn away. The sudden movement seemed to make her sick again, because she leaned down and took a deep breath. 


Katia watched Ryan intently, especially the way he helped Jenny, steadying her, comforting her, focusing on her. 


She made up her mind. This was her best chance. Ryan was still busy with Jenny and probably wouldn’t look up until she felt better again.


Katia opened the door on the driver’s side, reached inside, and in one swift motion grabbed the keys out of the ignition. She looked up to check again. They still hadn’t noticed her.


She backed out and moved quietly toward the river. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Ryan now peering in her direction, but he was too far away to do anything. She reached the edge of the water and threw the keys in with all her might. 


“Hey!” Ryan called out. 


She didn’t stop or look back. She just set off to her left and bolted into the forest. 


She kept running, pressing on as hard as she could. A moment later she happened on a definite path and decided to run along it to wherever it went. She glanced over her shoulder but saw no one behind her. She climbed a rise and realized the vegetation had thickened. She peered back again and still didn’t see Ryan or anyone else. She moved ahead again. 


And dropped to the ground. 


Alex and Roman were right in front of her. It didn’t seem possible they could be so close. They were a hundred feet away, close enough to hear her and sense her, if they were paying attention. 


They had pulled the wrecked van along a dirt road into the forest, far enough to be out of sight from the main road, and were now busy unhooking their towline. She looked around but didn’t see Sergei or Dimitri anywhere. Their bodies had probably been buried already, or more likely hidden in the other van. 


She tried to move backward from the top of the rise, but immediately realized she was too deep in vegetation. She hadn’t thought about where to run, except that she had to move away from the river. She’d wanted to get away and have a chance to think and make up her own mind. The forest had seemed vast enough to hide in, and it had felt reasonable to assume that Ryan and Jenny would stay by the river, searching for the keys, too mad at her to go chasing after her through the wilderness to help or protect her, if that’s what they were doing. 


She watched Alex and tried to read his face, as he barked orders to Roman. She wondered what they were thinking. With the pickup truck by itself on the road, not even the local police would believe that was the whole story. They would have to assume a second vehicle had been involved. Alex and Roman could cover their tracks, but it wouldn’t do anything more than buy them a bit of time. Afterward, this would still be a big problem, and Alex would need to take further action, and maybe even relocate, to cut his losses. Most of all he’d need someone to blame. 


Things would get worse than ever. 


She decided to move farther away and stepped backward. A twig snapped. She had felt it against her foot, but too late to stop her movement. She froze, ready to bolt again. Her eyes stared ahead, analyzing the situation. 


Alex had stopped and was now listening intently, a hand raised to silence Roman, who was still moving about. She leaned down and hid, barely breathing. Another moment and they would likely come for her.


She lifted her head up to take another quick glimpse. 


Alex pulled his gun.










CHAPTER EIGHT










RYAN DROPPED TO the ground a moment after Katia did, landing hard on a thick root that snaked treacherously under the fallen pine needles scattered everywhere around him. The impact knocked the air out of his lungs, but at least that kept him quiet, and being quiet was certainly the way to go here. Katia was already flat against the ground, staying low like a frightened rabbit, immobile but alert. He knew what that terror felt like, the pounding in your chest, the dryness in your mouth. Being prey.


Moments before, he’d been circling off to the left in an attempt to cut her off before she got too far away. It had been a gamble, a longer route than the one she was taking, but she’d been faster than he was on the path they’d been running along, so he’d needed to be inventive. He’d decided to climb a low hill, to at least see where she was going, and now he had a good vantage point. 


One of the men that had scared Katia was stalking now with a gun in his hand, circling the van they had towed deep into the forest along an overgrown road that was almost entirely covered by green. The other man was trudging off to the side with a spare gas tank in his hand. He stopped at the wreck and began to pour liquid over the crumpled metal and bloodied upholstery, soaking it well. 


Ryan looked right and saw Katia watching the men intently, still frozen on the ground, but now tightening her hands into fists in the dirt. She was closer to the men than he was and thus at greater risk of being discovered. He wished he could help her retreat further. Looking around once more, he found no way to get to her without giving them both away. He couldn’t even let her know she wasn’t alone. 


He turned toward the men again and saw they had already begun packing up. They were moving quickly, checking the wreck one last time, talking back and forth, returning the spare tank to their van, and after only another few seconds they drove off. It was slow going along the forest road, but it didn’t take long for them to disappear into the overgrown greenery.


Ryan pushed himself to his feet and began to move. He didn’t expect Katia to continue forward in the same direction anymore, but rather expected her to back down the slope and find temporary shelter nearby. He watched her as he moved and saw her begin to shake and cry. 


He was closing in now, approaching right behind her. For a moment, he debated whether he should be chasing her at all. He had no right to tell her what to do or where to go, but at the same time too many things had happened here already that he couldn’t just ignore. And with the photos he had seen, he had every reason to believe she was in danger, much more so that she probably knew herself, even if she did look terrified enough already. 


He was only a few steps away when she suddenly sprang up, and then it was too late for her to run. The vegetation she had been hiding behind forced her back toward him, and he grabbed her easily, as she made a desperate move to push past him downhill. His fingers wrapped tightly around her slim wrist. 


“Hey, stop!” he said, but she still tried to twist away. He pulled her to him until he held her in a firm embrace. She kicked at him with her feet and began to cry again, but he only pulled her closer still. He didn’t really know what he was doing, but he did want her to stop running. 


“I’m sorry!” he said. “I’m sorry. But with everything that’s happened, we need to talk. We really need to talk.”


His words calmed her down a bit. He could feel her head nodding agreement against his chest.


“I’m all right,” she mumbled through tears. “I’m all right. Let me go.” 


He loosened his grip and felt her immediately try to wriggle away. She managed to take a step back and then slammed her hands against his body, but there was no power behind the punch. He pulled her close again, limiting her reach this time. He was probably committing a crime of some sort, restraining her, but it was also very possible that he was saving her life.


“Really, we just need to talk,” he said again. “About who those men are. About what they’re doing here. About what you’re afraid they’ll do to you.” 


She nodded again, but he still didn’t let her go.


“Do you trust me?” he asked.


“I don’t know you,” she stated matter-of-factly. “And you don’t trust me.” 


“Not when it comes to running. Or handling car keys in a responsible manner. But apart from that—“


Ryan stopped himself. Suddenly he heard heavy footsteps coming through the forest. He twisted his head left and right to listen, and now Katia didn’t run. The steps were coming fast, branches snapping loudly, and it certainly wasn’t the light steps of Jenny trying to catch up to them. This was a man charging full steam ahead.


He reached around to grab something, anything, to use as a weapon, but found nothing.


The runner burst into view. 


Ryan recognized him immediately. From Alaska. From Nevada. That floppy, sand-colored hair, those clear blue eyes, even the light stubble was still the same. The plaid shirt. The khakis. The boots.


“Steve Manning?” Ryan stood up and let Katia go. “What are you doing here?”


“Ryan?” Steve stopped a few feet away. He had a confused look on his face. “Ryan West? I remember you.”


“Sure.”


“Las Vegas. Yes, of course.” Steve stepped closer, and his face broke into a smile. “You stayed at the Luxor.” 


Ryan nodded agreement. 


“I wanted to take you to the Hoover Dam, but you were too hung over. Couldn’t stand the sunlight.”


“Yeah,” Ryan said. “I remember.” Although it hadn’t been the sunlight. It had been the memories of sand and heat, and come to think of it, it had even been the company.


Steve turned his gaze toward Katia. 


“Sorry,” he said. “We haven’t met.” He offered his hand. “I’m Steve.”


“Katia,” she kept clutching her backpack without taking his hand. Steve politely pulled it back.


“The Luxor,” Ryan said, just to pull Steve’s attention away from her. “We had a couple of drinks there, and then we went to the MGM—“


A deafening explosion ripped through the air. 


Ryan felt the air surge around him and saw the dry spruce above him catch fire with a crackling roar. He lunged forward and pulled Katia to the ground, feeling his bruises again as he landed hard. He forced the pain away and looked around for Steve.


A second explosion followed.


It had to be the liquid the two men had poured over the wreck. That, and the gas tank, and maybe something more. Ryan hadn’t seen them ignite it, but of course setting it ablaze to destroy potential evidence must have been their intention. 


“Are you all right?” Steve asked, looking back at Ryan through the undergrowth still between them, his voice barely audible above the noise. “Everyone all right?”


Ryan nodded and looked at Katia beside him, who wasn’t moving a muscle. 


“You?” he asked back, looking above the shrubs surrounding him. Steve’s trousers had slid up his leg when he threw himself to the ground, and Ryan saw an ankle holster and a gun. He felt a chill rush up his spine.


“I’m parked nearby,” Steve said and produced a set of keys. “Land Rover. Plenty of space. Time to get the hell out of here?” 


Ryan nodded. “I’ll be right back.” 


He got to his feet and rushed off, pushing forward through the forest before anyone could stop him. It was time to get the hell out all right, but first he wanted to understand more about what they were up against. Whatever it was, he was sure they wouldn’t be able to leave it behind in this forest, no matter how fast they ran.










* * * *







Alex watched the flames shooting up through the trees and couldn’t help but grin. He needed a moment of relief.


“What?” Roman asked, chuckling uncertainly in the passenger seat. 


“I didn’t expect it to blow up like that.”


“But you set fire to it? I only poured the gasoline.”


“Of course I set fire to it!” He shook his head in frustration. With a local dead they should have done more, but spending more time would have been too risky. The simple plan had been to destroy as much evidence as possible in five minutes flat. Hence the bleach, the gasoline, and the fire. He could still smell the liquids on his hands.


The flames were already fading behind them, and soon all he could see in the rearview mirror was swirling smoke drifting upwards through the spruce. 


The forest road was ending just ahead. He slowed and looked around for traffic before he turned and took the van out onto the asphalt road again. Glass and oil still littered the road after the crash, and he could see the wreck of the pickup truck tossed halfway into the forest with Mats’s torn body still sitting behind the wheel. The sight reminded him of the two bodies in the back and the full extent of the trouble he now was dealing with.


“Should we just leave him like that?” Roman asked, glancing over quickly at Mats’s body. 


“No, we shouldn’t.” He pulled up on the side of the road. “We still have some gasoline in the back.”


He opened his door and got out and looked around for approaching witnesses, but didn’t see any. The crash had happened half an hour ago, and as far as he could tell no one had come upon it yet. This was a small road in the middle of a God-forsaken forest somewhere north of the Arctic Circle, so he didn’t expect anyone to pass here all night. Still he didn’t like taking chances, he didn’t like loose ends, and he wasn’t about to spend any more time here than was absolutely necessary.


He walked around to the back of the truck and opened the doors. The bodies were lying on the metal floor, their pale battered faces staring up at the ceiling with horrific expressions. Alex forced his eyes away. It didn’t matter how many dead people you saw, it was always something you did best to avoid. Sure, you forgot most of them, but you remembered some too, and the memory of even one could be enough to spoil a good time.


Roman came around and grimaced when he saw the bodies. 


“Take that one,” Alex said and pointed at another spare gas tank strapped along the wall, one of the many useful items they had packed when they set off from the ranch after Steve Manning’s disturbing phone call. 


Roman climbed in and pulled the tank free. He was trying to be quick, but nevertheless stopped to stare at the bodies.


“We’ll bury them later,” Alex said. “At the farm. It’s the best we can do.”


Roman grunted something and jumped down on the asphalt. He trudged off toward the pickup truck with the tank in hand, his anger heavy in every step. 


Alex closed the doors and hurried to the front again. He got back inside behind the wheel and watched as Roman drenched the interior of the pickup truck with gasoline, splashing it on Mats’s body. It dissolved the blood that had already dried, sending it running toward the ground. 


He understood Roman’s mood very well, and indeed, he didn’t much like the way he was feeling himself. It was bad enough that Sergei and Dimitri had been killed, but the death of Yulia the week before was far worse. Not because she was important, for she wasn’t, but because it had been the first serious attack on Alex’s enterprise since he came to this place. And now there was Sergei and Dimitri. These were the first deaths not explicitly ordered by Alex himself, and he felt he had good reason to be apprehensive now. Killing should never be done without solid preparation, and this violent attack on an open road didn’t have any signature of premeditation that could put his mind at ease. It was far easier to fight a rational adversary than a loose cannon with no obvious objective. Rationality always brought on a certain level of predictability.


Steve Manning was exactly the kind of problem he didn’t want, a dangerous madman, fully capable of causing this kind of havoc for his own twisted pleasure. He regretted that he hadn’t taken that kind of threat seriously in time. It had seemed like a good plan initially to have access to someone with a fresh face and a clean passport, someone who could go easily where Alex himself couldn’t. It had opened up high-scale business opportunities and a much wider geographical reach, and all had initially looked good, well organized and safe. Yet he had never actually trusted the man, and he hadn’t believed a word he said when he demanded two million dollars. It was exactly the right amount of money to ask for, and Alex could get it if he tried hard enough, but none of this situation seemed really to be about money. 


Why kill Yulia and not make any demands? Why kill Sergei and Dimitri unless your initial demands hadn’t been met? Why kill Mats at all? Maybe he was just collateral damage, but still it didn’t make sense. Unless you simply liked to kill. Then, of course, it did make plenty of sense. And Katia was still missing, a fact that bothered him more than a great deal. She had been in the van and would probably be the next body to turn up somewhere when he least expected it.


Alex looked out and watched as Roman toss a match into the pickup truck. Flames roared into the air around him, engulfing the wreck in seconds. Roman hurried away just in time. 


Alex started the engine again and released the parking brake. It was time to go.


He kept looking into the forest, as they got rolling again, half expecting to see Katia’s mutilated body leaning against every tree they passed. 


And suddenly he slammed on the brakes. He had actually seen something.


“Damn!” He grabbed for his gun in the center console.


“What?”


He had seen someone in the forest, not Katia, but a man moving along the side of the road, keeping down, watching them. 


Alex flung his door open and bolted out. It took him two seconds to circle the van and reach the edge of the forest. In another two, he saw the outline of the man’s moving head.


He raised his gun and fired.










CHAPTER NINE










RYAN LUNGED FOR cover as the bullet smacked into the tree behind him. A fallen spruce was his best option, and its overgrown trunk was only a few feet away. It was closer to the shooter, always a bad thing, but right now it would simply have to do. He rolled across the moist vegetation and then pushed his body flush against the trunk. 


Katia and Steve were far behind and they probably couldn’t hear what was happening. It was probably for the best, but he kept wishing for the gun he had seen on Steve’s ankle. 


The shooter was approaching quickly, his footsteps light and agile as he raced through the brush. 


Ryan kept down, hidden for now by the fallen tree, but that cover wouldn’t last long. He looked around for better options and noticed a splintered stick that could hopefully do some damage. He grabbed hold of it and pulled it closer. 


The man fired off another three shots in quick succession. Ryan felt the wood rain down around him, but the worse sensation was the sound of the final bullet burying itself deep in the damp ground. That’s what that would sound like if a bullet hit home. That, and his own anguished screaming.


He’d have to do something right away. 


He turned onto his knees and pushed himself halfway up. Still holding on to the stick and noting its feeble weight in his hand, he pushed away from the tree, ready to bolt.


“Stop!” 


Ryan did as he was told. Then he turned. The man was there, gun raised, a malicious grin on a gaunt face. Ryan could do nothing but stare into the man’s bloodshot eyes and watch them narrow with superfluous concentration. They were standing so close all the man needed to do was pull the trigger. And he was doing just that. 


Ryan had only a split second left and his options were few. He could remain standing, or he could dive back down behind the trunk and live another few seconds, unless that motion triggered the shot and killed him. 


He thought of the world as he had seen it, the darkness that had been pushing out the light instead of the other way around. He had seen too much violence since he’d ventured out in the world, beginning so brutally with the death of his sister on a desert road so far from home. It had changed how he looked at the world, and how he looked at people. And what a perfect end to that slippery slope this would be, the grin of a stranger, the muzzle of a gun, and no sense to any of it at all. Just like Patricia’s death, which hadn’t even happened in the mountains of Afghanistan like they both had feared, but instead the first time they were together, months after the end of her second deployment, traveling for her work in South Africa. She had wanted to show him the world, in all its richness, and it had met them with darkness and death. 


Still, thinking about her, that horrible final moment, and everything he had seen in her eyes, he didn’t want to go out just yet. He needed to live for the both of them.


“Hey,” he said, slowly raising his hands, hoping to buy himself a little bit of time. “I don’t know what you—“


“Shut up! And keep your hands up.”


Ryan did as he was told.


“Give me your wallet.”


Ryan nodded and moved a hand down toward his inner pocket. This man wasn’t after his money. He wanted to know his identity.


“I’m reaching for it.” 


Ryan made sure to maintain eye contact with the man as he felt into his pocket. His wallet and passport were right next to each other. He’d have to pull them both out if he wanted to be reasonably quick about it.


“Three. Two.” The man was now counting down, visibly squeezing the trigger. 


“All right! Here it is.” Ryan pulled out the wallet and passport and held them up in the air.


“Toss them over.”


He did and watched as the man picked them up off the ground. He considered running, but he didn’t want to die from a bullet in the back. Instead, he just kept watching, as the man stood and opened the passport, gun in hand.


“Ryan West. Sorry to make your acquaintance. Turn around.”


It didn’t seem like a good idea. He stood his ground. 


The muzzle found the middle of his face again. Ten feet away now. It was hard to miss from that distance.


“Suit yourself,” Ryan said finally and began to turn, hoping it wasn’t the last thing he ever did. 


A shot rang out. 


Then another and another.


Ryan was still standing. 


The shots had come from a smaller gun.


Another shot rang out, this time in front of him, and that bullet buried itself into the tree he had been hiding behind. He dropped to the ground and caught a glimpse of a man running as he fell. That final bullet would’ve hit him in the stomach if it hadn’t been for the tree. His insides burn with that realization.


Ryan looked around for a second shooter and saw Steve coming to a halt against a nearby tree, pressing himself against it, his gun raised and ready to fire.


“Steve! Over here!”


Steve kept his eyes on the enemy, aiming carefully, and then fired off another round. Ryan didn’t bother to look where it went. He would survive, and that was more than enough for now.


But his relief lasted only for a second or two. The other man was back in the game again, firing an automatic AK47 from down the road. Ryan had heard and seen plenty of those in Afghanistan and knew the bullets would eventually shred the entire tree to splinters. 


Steve was trying to take shelter behind the tree he had used for support. Bullets were hammering into the trunk, and it was obvious the tree wouldn’t last long. 


They caught each other’s eye. The noise from the AK47 was so loud they didn’t even try to shout, but as far as Ryan could tell they were in agreement. It was time to run and hope human skin was thicker than the bark of these hundred-foot trees.










* * * *







Jenny had just managed to locate Steve’s Land Rover when Katia heard the familiar noise of Alex’s machine gun firing into the woods.


“Get down!” she yelled and moved in close to the vehicle, taking cover against the nearest wheel, hoping to put as much material as possible between her and the firing weapon.


Jenny threw herself down beside her. “Oh my God, oh my God.” She looked at Katia with frantic eyes, and it was obvious she had never experienced anything like this before.


Katia pushed herself up, peered over the hood, and saw Ryan charging through the forest, pushing greenery aside as he went. Steve was flailing wildly with a gun in his hand a few feet back. Alex’s machine gun probably wasn’t too far behind.


“They’re back,” Katia said, without taking her eyes off Ryan, who shouted something to Steve. 


The turn lights flashed. The locks popped open.


Katia turned and looked at Jenny. “Get inside!”


Jenny pulled the nearest door open and took the passenger seat up front. Katia climbed in back and pulled the door shut. Steve climbed in behind the wheel and started the engine. Ryan threw himself in a split second later, finding room next to Katia in the backseat.


“Go, go, go!” Ryan shouted, slamming the back of Steve’s seat with an open hand.


“What happened?!” Jenny asked, looking back and forth from Ryan to Steve, her eyes wide with excitement. 


“We’ll talk later!” Steve released the parking brake. The acceleration pushed Katia back into her seat. She felt her heart pounding in her chest and fought to stay calm. She was with people she didn’t know and had no reason to trust. She wanted to be in control. That’s why she’d run into the forest in the first place. Control was important. But for now, she would simply stay put and stay quiet. Alex and Roman were too close, and these people were still her best bet for escape. 


She focused on the trees rushing by outside, trying to keep track of where they were taking her. If she needed to run she would, but first it was time to let her body rest, if only for a few minutes. She was sure she would need all her strength soon enough. 


“Have we lost them?” Ryan asked after a time, looking around. 


“I think I hit their front wheel.”


Ryan nodded. “Thanks for saving my life,” he said after a moment, looking at Steve in the mirror.


“I didn’t.” 


“Yes, you did. So thank you.”


“Any time.”


“What were you doing in the forest anyway? Talk about good timing.”


“Or bad.”


Ryan chuckled, but only for a moment. Then he looked at Steve again. “But really?” 


Katia thought she heard something new in his voice now, a hint of accusation. Perhaps he was catching on to the fact that Steve must have seen the wreck, but hadn’t called the police, or the fact that he carried a gun that was not designed for self-protection in a forest, where a rifle or shotgun would make more sense. Either way, the look Steve shot at him in the mirror was tinged with darkness, but only for a second. Then he grinned once again, flashing a wide smile that never reached his eyes.


“To be honest, I was tracking you for a while back there. And it didn’t turn out as I expected.”


“Tracking me?” Ryan asked, moving forward in his seat. “Why?”


“Just wondering what you were up to. It’s the off-season. Why come here at all?”


“Well, why did you?” 


Steve quietly studied him. Katia thought there was something eerie about how his lips transformed into an almost invisible smirk.


“You saw the car wreck, didn’t you?” Steve asked. “On the road back there? Did you call it in?”


Again there was something off for Katia about the way he was looking at them, searching their faces for clues, but she couldn’t say for sure what he was really after. 


Ryan shook his head, looking away. “Everyone was already dead.”


Steve raised an eyebrow and glanced at the group for clues, lingering on Jenny, who was looking decidedly uncomfortable again. “Well, don’t beat yourself up about it,” he finally said. “I called it in.”


Ryan just nodded.


Katia clutched the backpack closer in her lap, feeling the weight of the money and even the outline of the passports. It was her ticket to freedom, but it was doing her little good in this group of people. What she needed was a weapon, but as far she could tell, Steve had the only one. He had put it in the door on his left, entirely out of reach from where she was sitting.


She’d have to wait until the time was right. Then the money in the backpack would take her anywhere she wanted to go. It was a familiar illusion, she knew, and the thought brought her no real hope. The fact was that she had no place she wanted to go, no place she felt she could go, and that made it very hard for her to run at all. 


Steve had turned off the road and was taking them toward an isolated waterfront log house. A permanent ‘For Rent’ sign stood on the edge of the lot. She didn’t like the remoteness of this place, but figured Jenny would probably get in trouble with these men before she did, if it came to that. 


“I wasn’t sure I’d ever see this place again,” Steve said, turning the wheel slowly toward the house. “Not when he opened up with that AK-47.”


“Are we safe here?” Jenny asked, looking around uncertainly. 


It was a question Katia would never have bothered to ask, knowing full well that there was no such thing as safe.


Steve parked where the approach road ended on the gravel at the back of the house.


“Yes,” he said and turned off the engine. He reached for the gun in the door. “Perfectly.”










CHAPTER TEN










RYAN TOOK IN the surroundings as they made their way across the gravel to the house. A lake was fifty feet away, down a slope, its still water weakly glittering in the fading light. In the other direction, a wall of spruce stood tall against a darker sky. The road curved to the left along a slight rise, and then it took a sharp right over the top and disappeared into the forest. The house was small, brownish-gray, and would have been hard to spot for a distant observer if the clearing hadn’t given it away. 


Steve unlocked the door, hastily excused himself, and went inside alone. Ryan stepped away from the door and peered at the small beach, flanked by spruce and pine. He had never much liked water. If he had, he’d probably gone to Florida, Hawaii, or even Australia. He liked to do things right, and if he’d liked water, a place like that would have been right. But he liked dryness. Mountain air. Crisp and clean. 


The air had been like that in Kandahar, Afghanistan when he’d first arrived, and foolishly walked the same street every single day. Always to Herat Bazaar, just east of the Shahidan Chowk Square. It was a bit away from the hotels and restaurants, but not too much. They had probably been watching him for some time before they struck, a couple of weeks, maybe even more. He shouldn’t have kept to the same routes, the same routine, it made you vulnerable to attack. But so did venturing into unfamiliar territory. It was a difficult balancing act, and one he had failed spectacularly. 


He sucked in the misty midnight air. This was a beautiful spot and perhaps exactly what they all needed now. The water was still, the light soothing. There was an innocence to this Lapland landscape, a fairytale quality that made him think of trolls and elves. He had sensed some of that same magic in Kandahar as well, but there it was part of a whole different set of stories. The city, founded by Alexander the Great, was surrounded by settlements that were among the oldest known anywhere in the world, and in many of those place it seemed as if time had always stood absolutely still. 


His eyes drifted across the lake once again, and he imagined animals hunting each other down below. Things were often peaceful from a distance, but never when you got up close. 


He felt himself shutting down physically. He was starting to feel the accumulated effect of his trip, those terrible photos, the fight at the camping site, the car chase, the crash, chasing Katia through the forest, the firefight, and even the sudden small talk on the road keeping him on edge. 


Yet he needed to analyze his options. He had lost his passport and his wallet before the shootout and needed to get them back. He obviously wanted them for all sorts of practical reasons, but there was more to it than that. He had lost his previous passport under very similar circumstances, and didn’t want to repeat any part of that experience if he could help it. 


He tried to think about something else for a moment, food, sleep, but those things didn’t feel as important as they probably should have. His mind kept drifting back to the Volvo he’d abandoned, and the keys at the bottom of the river. Not to mention the rifle they’d left behind.


He still hadn’t slept in this country and he didn’t trust his own judgment anymore. He hoped the Volvo was far enough from the crash site, so the police wouldn’t find it. The rifle was one thing, not impossible in and of itself to explain; the photos were entirely different. With those and the burnt wreckage, explanations would get very complicated. He could easily imagine himself being locked up again, in another foreign country, and it wasn’t at all what he’d had in mind when he traveled here.


“Hey there,” Steve called out, opening the front door wide to let them in. He grinned apologetically. “It wasn’t as bad as I remembered.”


It was a small house with a living room, kitchen, double bedroom cluttered with camera gear, and an ensuite bathroom with a window opening toward the gravel yard in the back. The furniture was sparse, mostly made of yellowing pine, accentuated by flowery pillows and curtains, none likely to have been chosen by Steve himself. 


“Shouldn’t we call someone?” Jenny asked when she saw the phone in the hallway. “And see what’s happening?”


Katia looked at Ryan and shook her head slightly, and he nodded in agreement. 


“We could call anonymously,” Jenny suggested. “We shouldn’t just leave everything, I mean, you know... Mats, we shouldn’t...” 


“Hey,” Steve said. “I called it in. The rest will take care of itself. It’ll be all right.”


“No. No, it won’t.”


“It’s late now. We’ll figure it out in the morning. It’ll be all right. I promise.” 


Ryan nodded, even though he didn’t agree with Steve that anything was, or would be, all right. The only thing he knew for sure was he didn’t want to get mixed up with the police if he could help it and not just because of his own history, or even his own involvement in Mats’s death. Too many things were wrong here, and it seemed all too likely the police weren’t to be trusted. Perhaps some had been paid off to turn a blind eye, or worse, were even involved. This was all conjecture, he knew, and his line of thought probably heavily influenced by his time in Afghanistan. But he wasn’t taking any chances.


Either way, they’d be better off taking matters into their own hands, at least for now.


He looked at Steve. “Got any more guns?”


Steve grinned and seemed to give his answer too much thought, but then he simply shook his head. “Sorry. No guns.”










* * * *







Steve glanced up at Jenny with a grin. She was balancing a glass of Merlot, watching from the head of his bed as he pushed model cars around to show her some of his more dangerous maneuvers on the road. She was laughing between sips, obviously relaxing in his company, and he liked the sedated look in her eyes.


He still hadn’t been able to gauge exactly how much she knew, and he hadn’t yet decided how best to use her. His initial plan had been to lure them all to his cabin and kill them in their sleep. That would rid him of any witnesses and give him a new batch of bodies to dump on Alex when he needed to up the pressure on him. It was a crude idea, hastily conceived, and he had quickly started to see its disadvantages. First of all, it wasn’t feasible to start killing locals just because they had strayed into his path. It would draw too much attention. His original plan had called for just killing Yulia, a girl no one even knew was in this country. Then he had improvised and claimed responsibility for the car crash, which was fine. Killing Jenny or Ryan, however, could trigger a reaction he didn’t want to bother with now. What he was going to do was keep them nearby until he needed them. Until he needed them dead. 


He let go of the toy cars and looked straight into Jenny’s eyes. He had just explained how badly Ryan and he had started off in Alaska and how Ryan had become notorious within days of his arrival. A local paper had picked up the story of his kidnap and escape in Afghanistan. For Ryan, who had come to Alaska for nothing but privacy, the questions from the other photographers had gotten old fast, and it was safe to say that the fist fight at the camping site here hadn’t been his first. 


“Everyone’s on edge, I guess that’s the best way to put it,” he said to sum it up. “Photographers and drivers. Nobody wants to freeze to death. Not for the foolishness of paparazzi.” He grimaced and framed his own foolish face with his hands. 


Jenny laughed, spilling drops on wine over the edge of her glass. “Well, I can certainly see that!”


“Oh, you can, can you?” He moved closer and reached out to steady her hands. His eyes drifted toward the shut door. “I guess the point is, we go back pretty far, Ryan and I, and I trust him. It gets rather intense in this line of work. Everyone’s competitive. That’s part of the business, part of its nature. It’s really just another form of hunting, when you think about it. We gear up and head into the forest, or across the desert, or some frozen lake, through the wind and the rain and the snow, chasing, hunting.” 


“So,” Jenny said slowly, not laughing like he had intended, but inching closer, “intense, is that why you like it?” 


He had definitely plied her with enough drink. “I suppose,” he said with a slow grin, “that’s why we all like it. It takes a certain kind of person. Smart. Good looking.” 


“Shut up!” Jenny put away her glass and hit him playfully on the arm. Steve grabbed her hand. She lay down and looked up at the ceiling. “I wish I knew what I wanted,” she said after a moment. “I just want to go away. Get out of here. After tonight, I want that more than ever. But I always felt that way. Even when I was younger, you know, like fifteen. I’ve always felt that longing. I guess most girls here do.” 


Steve nodded. He had seen this before. Small towns, remote places, very little to do besides snow racing, ice fishing, moose hunting, and the like. And of course, drinking and fighting. These were all activities that often suited the young men better than the women. For them, children would come early, and then grandchildren. It would all happen too quickly. It was sad, but at the same time it made him feel better about what he was about to do to her. He’d set her spirit free, one way or another, that much he was certain of. 


“I used to listen to rock ’n’ roll,” she said. “Like Elvis, The Animals, Roy Orbison. You know the song where the chorus says, ‘We gotta get out of this place, if it’s the last thing we ever do?’ A few years ago, I listened to that song all summer long. Every single day. Every hour, probably. It drove my mother crazy.”


“Perhaps your mother actually understood what the song was about.” 


“No.” Jenny closed her eyes. “Yes, maybe. I don’t know.”


“So, get away from what?” 


“From all this. The town. The people. But I never get around to it. I guess you have to have someplace to go. You can’t just go away. That’s not real. You have to go someplace.” 


He didn’t completely agree. In fact, she didn’t need a place to go to all, she would just go away, but he didn’t say that. Instead, he smiled and moved closer again.


“Well,” he said after a long moment, “I’ve seen a lot of places, and I can tell you with great certainty that you’d be very welcome just about anywhere.” 


She blushed slightly, and he could see she liked that compliment very much. Perhaps he had taken everything a bit far. He didn’t want the situation to slip out of control. At least, that was what he had thought he wanted, until the moment he saw her reaction. Now he liked her reaction, and he sensed his heart was beating faster. 


She sat up again and smiled. “Steve Manning. I bet you take plenty of pictures of women.” 


He didn’t, not the way she had implied at any rate, but before he could answer, she started to pose, smiling innocently with her hair falling across her face. He grabbed the nearest camera and took a picture. Jenny moved to the middle of the bed and struck a new pose, trying on an entirely sexy look this time. 


Her last boyfriend had died only hours before and he couldn’t help but wonder how drunk she was exactly, or if she actually was this cold, or perhaps simply in complete shock and denial?


“Don’t say anything.” She moved closer and pushed his camera aside. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”


He pulled her to him and brushed his fingertips over the tender skin of her neck, fighting the urge to squeeze until she got to leave this place once and for all.










CHAPTER ELEVEN










ALEX SLAMMED THE barn door shut and barely heard the beep of the alarm as it engaged. He had made sure all the girls were accounted for and locked in their rooms to give him the night off for other business. Their annoying questions grated on his mind, even more so because this time he knew the lockup really was for their own safety. 


“Coffee?” Roman asked, walking toward him across the yard with a steaming thermos in his hand.


Alex grabbed the thermos and put the rim to his lips. The coffee was too hot to drink but it didn’t stop him. The scorching sensation was just what he needed, a punishment for recent lapses and a stinging reminder of everyone’s vulnerability. Even he was made of flesh and blood, after all, and one day that fact would kill him as surely as it would kill everyone else. 


“You ready?” Roman asked. “To bury them?”


Alex wiped his mouth and looked up at the moon. It was just a pale shimmer against the light sky, but a suitable companion for a night like this one. He handed Roman the thermos and nodded.


Roman had dug a respectable hole behind the barn, using the tractor and a rake to loosen the top layer of the ground and a shovel to dig deeper. It was a mess, and difficult to hide if it came to that, but Alex figured no one would ever get to see it. The bodies of two unidentifiable Russian males killed in a car crash were nothing to nobody. If people didn’t care about the girls, then who’d care about their keepers? No one.


“Deep enough?” Roman asked a bit uncertainly, tilting his head to study the hole from different angles. Alex nodded.


They’d never buried anyone by the barn before. The girls always ended up in the forest in some random location that even Alex intended not to remember. Yulia, the first person to die at Steve’s hands instead of Alex’s, had been buried that way only days ago, far from roads and houses, from landmarks and witnesses. 


Alex deeply breathed in the misty night air and looked away from the bodies. The first dead person he ever saw was his father hanging from the ropes of the swing he’d strung up for his children two summers earlier. He’d used the sturdiest branch when he built that swing, eight inches across, and a slick new rope that always burned in their hands when they played. It had been a good swing, strong enough for two, but Alex had often wondered if his father had been planning his exit even then, or if stringing up that swing had given him the idea. One or the other. 


Roman had wrapped the bodies in tarp, but Alex could easily tell which was Sergei’s and which was Dimitri’s. It was a shame they would end their days in a place like this, but then again, maybe this was the most peaceful place they could ever have hoped for. 


“Ready?” Roman asked. He bent and pulled at the tarp and rolled Sergei over the edge. He looked up, a bit uncertain all of a sudden. “Shouldn’t we say something?”


Alex searched his mind for the right words. He wasn’t a religious man. He hadn’t been raised that way, and even if he had, it probably wouldn’t have ever stuck. With the things he had seen in this world, and the things he had gotten away with, religion made no sense at all.


“An eye for an eye,” he finally said. “Until the whole world is blind.”


Roman pulled at the tarp, but then stopped himself. “What does that mean?”


“It means we will avenge them, no matter what.” They wouldn’t, but he knew it was the kind of thing Roman wanted to hear. The only thing Alex wanted was to figure out what had happened and use that information to get back on top of things. 


A lot of money was missing, and Katia was missing, and the two could very well be related, but then again, maybe not. Mats could’ve failed to deliver the money, like he had before, which would mean that his blonde girlfriend Jenny probably had it. Then there was Steve Manning, and his accomplice Ryan West. He’d have to find a way to kill these two without exposing himself. It was all getting to be a bit too much, and vengeance for Sergei and Dimitri was simply not on the table. 


Roman was staring down into the hole with a dazed look on his face. “So this is it.”


“Yes, that’s it.”


Roman nodded and yanked the tarp, sending Sergei tumbling over the edge. Alex listened to the muted thump when it hit the bottom, but he fought the impulse to step closer and look.


“An eye for an eye,” Roman said, now negotiating Dimitri’s bulky frame toward the edge. “Until the whole world is blind.”










* * * *







Ryan had wandered into the kitchen looking for a knife, a long blade with a sharp edge, an instrument perfect for lashing out in self-defense when you least expected it. A bread knife, a carving knife, or a chef’s knife. But neither had felt right in his hand, not when he imagined running the blade across human flesh, and he had finally closed the drawer.


How could he have stumbled into a situation like this again? Was he looking for it, or was the world really this ugly? All he knew for certain was that he didn’t trust his own judgment. He had been awake for almost thirty-six hours, skipping one night of sleep on the flight over the Atlantic, and almost another one here. It wouldn’t do when the morning came. 


A muted laughter from the bedroom told him he wasn’t the only one having trouble sleeping. The cheerfulness surprised him, but he realized that Steve probably didn’t know it was Jenny’s former boyfriend who had been behind the wheel of the crashed pickup truck only hours before. They had talked quickly about Katia and the Russians, but not about how it all had started, with the fight at the camping site. Of course, this strange night had begun even earlier than that, with Jenny opening the envelope containing those gruesome photos, but that was something Ryan still wasn’t willing to talk about with anyone but Jenny, and as far as he knew she felt the same way. It was impossible to know who to trust with information like that before they knew exactly what had happened. Mats was dead, but the photographer was still at large, and so was Mats’s vengeful friends, not to mention the Russian mobsters who hadn’t hesitated to open fire with a machine gun in the middle of the road.


Leaving the photos in the car had been a mistake. Perhaps the best thing he could do now would be to use his spare energy to go and get them back. But it was very unlikely that he would be able to find the spot on his own, and even more unlikely that Katia would stay in this house if she woke up and found him gone. She had barely spoken a single word to him since they got here, but had said even less to Jenny or Steve.


He left the counter and moved quietly back to the living room, where Katia had fallen asleep on the sofa. She had pulled the blanket over her shoulders and was clutching her bag, and looked comfortable enough with her head against the low armrest. 


He took a deep breath and sat down on the floor. Watching her sleep made him wonder what it was about her that made him act the way he had. Leaving the crash site. Chasing after her in the forest. Coming here. He didn’t actually know anything about her. Katia Sinyakova from the Ukraine and twenty. That was about it.


He shook his head. At twenty, his own life had been easy. He hadn’t known that, of course, and time played tricks with the mind. Perhaps one day he would look back on this last year and think of it all as easy, but he didn’t believe that. At twenty, though, his problems really had been pretty straightforward. Finishing college in a timely fashion. Keeping together friendships strained by distance. Learning what love could do to you. He’d had his share of troubles, enough to keep him up some nights, but he hadn’t yet understood that the world harbored people who wanted him dead. He knew that fact now, so it was only with a weary reluctance that he closed his eyes again, hoping for some final sleep. 


Afghanistan was never far away. 




“Hi there, stranger,” she said with a cute Texan drawl. 


Herat Bazaar was already his favorite spot on the hemisphere, but it nevertheless took another big leap up the chart when he turned around and saw that smile. He was already a two-week veteran of the streets of Kandahar by then, long enough to gain some confidence, but not long enough to truly know what was going on there. Probably she’d been noticing him, recognizing his predictable routes, but with sweeter intentions than the men who were to take him a couple of months later. 


“Ehh... Hi. “ He was cautious, well knowing he should be, but he was already falling for that teasing smile. “Do I know you?” The phrase she had used to greet him wasn’t supposed to be directed at actual strangers. 


“No. Natalie Mayfield.” She extended a hand. “We stay at the same hotel.” Her arms were slim, her skin still white despite the scorching Kandahar sun. Her straight blonde hair was tied in a ponytail that was visible under a loose head scarf. She was the first Western woman he’d seen alone outside the NATO base at Kandahar Airfield, which was a world of its own. He’d spent most of the first week there, chatting with soldiers over a Burger King meal or Tim Horton’s coffee, and the country hadn’t felt that exotic then. The base was a useful mid-point between Massachusetts and Afghanistan, but his sojourn there hadn’t done much to prepare him for Kandahar, where women still wore full-body Burkhas and the men had weapons hanging from their waists. 


And how he had stumbled.




With his heart beating faster he opened his eyes again and saw that Katia was watching him intently. She immediately pulled her blanket higher to cover every inch of skin up to her lips, but she didn’t utter a word. 


“Can’t sleep either?” Ryan finally asked, his voice a quiet whisper.


Katia shook her head. It was slight movement barely visible in the dusky predawn light. 


“You’re sure you weren’t hurt today in the crash? We could go to the hospital. They wouldn’t have to tell anyone, you know, if you don’t want them to.” 


“No,” she said turning halfway toward him and looking at the ceiling. Then she sighed. “But thank you.”


“Sure.”


“I don’t know what I want to do yet. I wasn’t prepared for all this.”


“Me neither. I guess I expected to check in, drop my bags, and find a burger place somewhere. I only got here today, so that was pretty much it.”


She nodded.


“You been here long?” he asked, already fairly certain he knew the answer.


She looked at the ceiling again and took a moment. “Long enough.”


He nodded. He wanted to tell her they could leave any time they wanted, but he wasn’t at all sure that was true. The Russian mobsters could very well have all the exit roads covered and police on the payroll, and Ryan had certainly made enemies among the locals. For now, this cabin was the best place for them both to be. 


But not for long. Sooner or later somebody would come for them, and not a single one would have friendly intentions. 


Ryan stood up and walked to the nearest window. He heard Katia sitting up right behind him. Outside it was almost as bright as daylight, with the sun still visible beyond the jagged line of tall spruce. The place had a barren beauty to it all right, an enveloping peacefulness, but he couldn’t shake the notion that he needed a weapon.


“Could you find your way back to the car?” Ryan asked, carefully looking out the window.


She stood. “The one by the river?”


“Yeah.”


“No.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry.”


“That’s all right.” 


She took a step closer. “But I could find my way into town.”










CHAPTER TWELVE










STEVE OPENED HIS eyes and turned toward the window. The crimson sun outside made it difficult to sleep, but it was a sound that had stirred him from his slumber. Perhaps he had been dreaming, or he’d simply heard an animal moving around outside. He knew moose liked to stroll down to the lake at night along the forest edge. The first couple of nights here he had taken dozens of photos of them drinking from the water, frustratingly aware he couldn’t simply shoot them. 


Jenny was still breathing behind him. He couldn’t tell if she was sleeping, or just trying to, or even pretending. He didn’t know what she would sound like in either case. Hers was a slow, gentle rhythm at the moment, and it sounded honest enough.


He was on edge, knowing he was facing some very real threats to his safety now. Alex was a serious problem, but one he had sought out and was fully prepared to deal with. Ryan West was another matter entirely, an unexpected factor that was difficult to gauge and required constant attention. The man was driven by passion and righteousness, and a large dose of desperate confusion, and could never be considered safe to be around. The police were a distant third on the list of troubles Steve was compiling in his head, and the local population a possible fourth. The car testing industry generated considerable wealth here, particularly for a region that had been dying for decades before the industry came to its rescue, and the locals were very protective. The area had a number of advantages over Canada and Russia, with better roads and shorter distances, but those factors only made test car photographers more of a problem, and the people here knew it. Local businesses sometimes even posted pictures of known photographers on their walls to make it easier for the test car drivers to avoid them. A lot of jobs were at stake. A lot of money. Enough for some people to go to extremes.


He turned away from the window and looked at Jenny again. The sheet had slipped down a bare shoulder, and the bruises she had tried so carefully to hide were impossible not to notice. It looked like someone had squeezed her arm and then tossed her into something hard. 


He felt anger flash inside him. It was incomprehensible that a woman would stay a single moment in any abusive relationship. There was no intimacy in that, only distance and disrespect, the exact opposite of the total connection you felt when you actually killed someone with your own hands, skin against skin, looking that individual in the eye, leaning closer, being the one person in their world that mattered the most. The only one that mattered at all. 


He turned over and slipped out of bed. He walked to his desk, closer to the door, and picked up a camera and turned it on. The shutter slid open with a solid, mechanical sound, almost loud enough to wake a light sleeper, but Jenny didn’t move. He walked to the window, pushed the thin curtain aside with the lens, and peered out looking through the camera. He found his bearings quickly in the magnified world inside. He enjoyed the ability to move so freely, to get closer or farther away, covering vast distances with only a slight turn of his finger. On a good day, with strong light and a challenging landscape, it could almost feel like flying. 


Now, however, all he saw was spruce, the sloping ground, and the bare granite on the water’s edge. 


He looked closer, panning over the sandy beach. There were plenty of tracks, but none he could recognize as fresh or otherwise more significant than the others. Probably most of the tracks were his. He had paced back and forth, up and down, navigating the stones hidden in the sand as he talked with his wife over the phone. That beach was where the bulk of their divorce had been negotiated, mostly in the tone of their voices, between the lines. It had cost him close to a million dollars, money he had squandered the last couple of years and couldn’t respectably account for. How did you explain that test cars didn’t get his blood pumping anymore, when humans could be so much more interesting?


He turned the camera toward the approach road, still wanting to make sure the sound hadn’t come from outside. He scanned the area quickly and saw no sign of a vehicle. Of course, if someone were to sneak up on the cabin in the middle of the night, they wouldn’t leave a car visible on the road. They wouldn’t use the road at all.


He searched the forest again, but only saw a few birds taking off. They flew leisurely, two and two, and didn’t seem to have been startled into flight.


He lowered the camera and checked the last photo he had taken an hour earlier of Katia asleep on the sofa still holding on to her bag with Ryan sitting on the floor close to her, oblivious to the world around him. Test car photographers were good at sleeping in that position, and Ryan was a fast learner. It was a good shot, a good composition, the sofa to the left, the armchair to the right, Ryan and Katia more together than apart despite the coffee table between them. Somehow it looked more like they were sleeping around a fading campfire than on the floor of a fairly comfortable living room. Perhaps it was Ryan who gave it that look with a physical presence augmented by so many cuts and bruises. Then again perhaps it was Katia, who was sleeping restlessly, like a rabbit ready to bolt at the slightest sound. Steve reminded himself to check the contents of her bag at the first opportunity. These girls weren’t the helpless victims they were so often made out to be. You’d be hard-pressed to find a more dangerous combination of street-smart cruelty and cold-blooded manipulative talent than in a teenage prostitute. 


He considered taking a knife from the kitchen and getting rid of them all. He would start with Ryan, a quick slit from behind, then lunge at Katia and stab her through the heart. The noise from the moving furniture would wake Jenny, and then he’d have to chase her back into the bedroom and throw himself on top of her and squeeze her neck with his bloodied hands.


He grinned, instantly liking the whole idea. 


Jenny was still asleep, breathing gently, but her face was now illuminated by the shining display of her phone charging on the nightstand. He grinned when he understood how simple the explanation was. It was her phone that had stirred him from sleep. Of course she would start getting calls and messages about Mats right about now. He stepped closer and considered looking at the display, which was fading again, but he decided against it. She could wake at any moment now, if she wasn’t awake already. 


It was time to focus. What he really needed to do was move his plan forward. He needed to up the pressure on Alex. Katia’s dead body might be just what was needed to accomplish that goal. Jenny’s would only bring him more trouble.


Another noise. This time it definitely came from outside the window, and it was definitely not an animal. He took a step forward and peered out.


Ryan and Katia were outside, walking briskly toward his Land Rover, their intent more than obvious. Another couple of steps and they would be on their way.


He couldn’t let them leave.










* * * *







Jenny listened as Steve left the room and felt a pang of anger and sadness, but realized it was all reflex. This was his house, and regardless of how he felt about her, he wouldn’t go far.


She sank back into the bed and looked at the ceiling, and she suddenly remembered the most beautiful love song, sung by a female singer, her voice strong, but the words vulnerable; “No note beside the bed saying, ‘See you later, honey, it’s been fun.’ There’s no sign of hit and run.”


Jenny had been through her share of hit and runs. The test drivers had a knack for it. And she had been too easy. She still was.


She sighed and looked around, reminding herself again that he would be back. The little model cars he had played with the night before still sat on the nightstand. What kind of man actually owned model cars at the age of thirty something? And how old was he anyway? Actually forty?


She didn’t know much about him, but at least she knew he was gentle. She could picture herself with a man like him in the long run. Except, she reminded herself soberly, for the fact that he was married already.


And what did she have to offer? She was pretty. Not drop dead gorgeous, she rarely heard that, but pretty enough. And if she tried, she could be a lot of fun. That combination was usually enough. And she wasn’t actually looking to get married or anything like that. There were so many things to do in this life, and so many places to go. Thailand was her foremost dream. It wasn’t a place to go and live for good, but it would be such a beautiful place to visit. She loved the islands and beaches, the clear water, and the towering cliffs. When she saw pictures like that she really wanted to learn how to dive, but in truth she barely knew how to swim. The Baltic Sea was too far away, and the nearby lakes were usually too cold for swimming even during the summer.


London was another dream, even more tangible. She had almost gone at sixteen, after picking up a brochure from a language school at the library. She had always loved the English language, had understood it as the key to real freedom.


Her phone buzzed. She had set it to silent and forgot about it, happy to escape her old life for at least a night, but now she felt a pang of guilt. She immediately reached for it and looked at the display. Her friend Linda had called several times, her mother twice, Joel once, Peter three times. She switched to messages and saw twenty-two new ones. She opened the most recent ones and quickly realized everyone was frantic with worry. Jenny moved her thumb toward the dial icon, but then lifted it away. She heard voices in the hallway. Steve, Ryan, even Katia.


She got out of bed and grabbed her trousers from the armchair in the nearest corner. Pulling them on, she tried intently to hear what was being said, but the voices were too muted. She looked around for her jacket and shoes, then decided she didn’t need them.


She stalked across the room and pulled the door open. Steve was outside, apparently just about to knock. He smiled when he saw her.


“Hey,” he said. “Good morning.” 


Jenny looked around and saw Ryan and Katia hanging up their jackets in the hallway, Katia awkwardly clutching her bag. 


“What’s up?” she finally asked, turning her gaze back to Steve.


“I found those two about to go into town.” He nodded toward the hallway.


“Yeah?” Had they really been leaving? Somehow the notion made her thoroughly uncomfortable.


“I stopped them just in time,” Steve grinned. “There’s nothing open, right?”


“Yes. No. Not quite yet.” She watched Katia over Steve’s shoulder, as the girl moved into the living room and threw her backpack on the sofa. Jenny noticed the lid bounce open and bundles of cash slipping out of the bag. 


Her heart skipped a beat. That bag was full of money. 


She immediately understood where it came from and what people had done to get it. She had seen the girls and the men. She had seen Mats, sometimes leaving with empty hands, and returning with them full. And she had seen him do it the other way too, and then come home empty handed. 


She wondered how much money it was. It looked like it could be hundreds of thousands, certainly enough to stir up considerable trouble. It couldn’t belong to Katia, and that meant people would come after it. She thought back on what had happened earlier. The car chase. The crash. Katia had been in the van. She had been in the back. The money must have been up front. They would never have kept it with her personally. Katia must have grabbed it right after the crash. Just before Ryan found her.


Perhaps there was more. She had seen the men searching for something. But that van was gone now. Perhaps Katia had it all. Perhaps she didn’t even know how much money she actually had. 


Jenny felt her mind race with the possibilities. One way or another, she would find a way out from this town, and right now it looked like she had a number of workable options.


She smiled at Steve, and he took that as a sign to move closer. That was good, she decided. She wanted him away from the bag. She liked him a lot, but she wouldn’t trust him with that kind of money.


“You all right?” he asked.


She shook her head. “I have to go. To the hospital.” She held up her phone to show him the calls and messages she had missed. “To the morgue. Will you take me?”


Steve flashed that affable smile of his that immediately put her at ease. “To the morgue? Sure, I’ll take you.”










CHAPTER THIRTEEN










A STRANGE FEELING of déjà vu came over Ryan when he entered the hotel lobby, looking around in bewilderment just as he had the first time he stepped in and spotted Jenny there. But nothing was the same this time. Then he had been weary after a long flight, and an even longer drive, with a mind flooded with memories. Now he was battered and bruised, probably in danger, and his focus on the absolute present. 


A woman in her fifties was sitting behind the desk. She looked up from a colorful magazine and studied him with obvious suspicion. If she did so because he was a stranger to her or because he was Ryan West, the killer of Lapland sons, he couldn’t immediately tell. Would he have been better off going with Jenny, Steve, and Katia to the hospital, or having asked them to stay until he was finished here? He was certainly about to find out.


He closed the door behind him with care, making sure not to rattle the glass panes. The woman kept watching him, a finger bookmarking her article in the magazine.


“Hi!” he said, cheerful, carefree, but the woman only grimaced and adjusted her reading glasses in reply. He fished out the room key from a pocket and held it up as he walked past. She turned away.


He continued to the stairs and climbed the first couple of steps quickly, but then slowed as the stairs made a sharp turn to the right. He suddenly felt uneasy about not being able to see what awaited him upstairs. He stopped completely and looked down, remembering how he had watched Jenny on the phone when he first entered the lobby the night before. He remembered the light and the shadows cast by the midnight sun. The night had been ominous, even early on, and yet he had walked right into it all. 


He turned and continued up the stairs. He would have plenty of time to think about his actions when he found a peaceful place to rest and heal. Lapland wasn’t that place, as far as he could tell now.


At the top of the stairs he turned and walked to his room, the second door of three on his left. He put the key in the lock, but the sudden sound of footsteps behind him caused him to stop and look up. 


Four men were at the end of the corridor, and he recognized them as Mats’s friends from the night before, with Joel as their apparent new leader. Jenny had told him the names during breakfast, but Joel was the only one that had stuck. He considered for a moment whether using the name would help him, if that familiarity could make them less eager to attack, but as he watched them approach he realized their decision had already been made. 


Ryan glanced quickly over his shoulder. The door at the far end of the corridor behind him led to a balcony. He wasn’t far above the ground, fifteen feet at most, but there were nevertheless too many ways that a balcony could make matters worse. 


The men kept coming toward him. The hallway was narrow, so they had to fall in line. A young man walked first, flaunting greasy hair and a faded AC/DC T-shirt. He looked dangerous enough, not strong, but eager to fight in that certain way only young men were, and that was always bad news. Joel was a step behind, all blond hair and sports clothing, quite a contrast to the guy ahead of him. He looked like a college kid serious about football or whatever they played around here. Not that they actually had a college. Maybe he was into rafting, or mountain climbing, something that built muscle. Ryan couldn’t quite see the two guys at the rear, but he’d surely get a good look soon enough. 


He stood his ground outside his door, key still in the lock. That could prove both dangerous and useful, so he left it hanging there.


The men were five steps away. Nobody made a hostile move. 


Three steps.


Two. 


Ryan took a deep breath.


One. 


The first man walked right past him.


The second man, Joel, attacked, sending Ryan hard against the door. The metal handle dug deep into his side, but it protected him from the keys. He began to sink down and tried to push himself away from the wall, but that turned out to be a bad idea. He had already lost his balance and now he stumbled as he watched the men encircle him and cut off the view from the other doors. Not that there were any witnesses anywhere.


He took a step just to steady himself. They must have thought he was about to run because the circle immediately closed in. He saw the other two guys clearly now, one much younger than the others, perhaps seventeen, and the second man older, heavyset from too many beers and reindeer stews.


The first fist landed on the side of his head. He hit the wall again and crashed to the floor. His head landed hard on the spruce plank floor where a sharp edge cut him just above the eye. He felt the warmth around his eye as the blood welled forth. Then kicks and fists rained down in a furious assault. 


The men were all eerily quiet, their faces twisted in resentment, and Ryan understood there wasn’t much he could do but try to protect himself. His hands and arms were busy covering his face, and even if he kicked out the best he could, he didn’t have much of a chance of doing any serious damage to all four of them that way. Perhaps they would get even with him at some point, or perhaps he would stop sensing anything they did to him. 


He noticed the morning sun shining behind them, a soft beam of light angling straight inside. The kicks kept coming, and then he saw flashes of a much brighter light, the Afghan mountain sun, glaring behind their moving bodies. He tried to cover his face with his hands, then his arms, but was unable to block the onslaught. His arms kept hitting his face, his own knuckles connecting with fresh and old bruises. He kept his arms up, dividing the pain between arms and face. There was nothing else he could do. 


The fists kept coming. And that sun came on strong between them. That much brighter sun.


He couldn’t tell for certain where he was. The hard plank floor was very real, but the past was equally strong in his mind, while the present was certainly not where he wanted to be. 




Waking up on the basement floor, cool and steady, had been a relief after hours in the back of the moving van. He’d had no idea how long he had slept or been unconscious. It had been many hours, he knew that, perhaps even days. 


A young boy cracked the door open. He looked eight or nine, at most, and couldn’t have been the only guard posted outside. His job must have been to check on him from time to time because his face lit up when their eyes met. He shouted something excitedly and slammed the door shut again. Ryan instantly understood he wasn’t going to be left alone much longer.


He never learned any of their names. He heard them plenty, over the months that passed, but could never fit any to a face. None of the men ever introduced themselves properly. The first man had entered a few minutes after the boy spotted his open eyes. A powerfully built man, not that tall, but strong and hard. He had the presence of a leader with intelligent eyes and controlled movements.


The man promptly kicked Ryan in the face. He wore sneakers, and the impact wasn’t too bad on a kicking scale from barefoot to boots. Ryan had learned to brace himself, and he was quick to check people’s footwear, especially when his hands were tied behind his back. Shoes mattered.


Ryan felt his teeth with his tongue and tried to roll over on his back. He didn’t quite make it there, but instead assumed a position slightly on his side, well prepared to roll back onto his stomach, or even kick out if he had to.


The man studied him carefully and grinned. He seemed to understand what Ryan was thinking and appreciated his situation, and for some unimaginable reason Ryan felt himself liking something about this man. Not the man himself, the face kicker, but something about him. Perhaps he was only suffering from the first stages of Stockholm syndrome, beginning to identify with his captors and sympathize with their cause, but that sort of bonding seemed far-fetched when he was a hostage because of who he was. There was no external enemy to unite against, no grand theory about right and wrong that might have eluded him before the kidnap. He was it, the enemy, the imperial crusader.




Suddenly someone pulled a knife from a sheath. Ryan easily recognized the sound, the muted scraping of leather against metal. He opened his eyes wide and stared straight ahead. The present was back in its absolute detail.


Joel was holding a knife and leaning down toward him. Ryan tried to push himself away, but then the man with the AC/DC T-shirt leisurely sat down on his legs and stopped him from moving. The knife inched closer, and then one of the guys, the one with the beer belly, grabbed the hand holding the knife and shook his head. Joel grunted and maintained his own white-knuckled grip around the knife. The beer belly shook his head again. Joel mumbled something in Swedish and pulled the knife away.


Ryan momentarily closed his eyes and relaxed, not his body, not his throat nor his neck, but somewhere deep inside. He’d had this coming, he understood that, but he hadn’t at all wanted to die. 


He opened his eyes again just in time to see a shoe rushing toward him. He tried to pull his head away, but it was already too late. He felt the impact, and it was worse than anything they had done to him before. 


When he opened his eyes after the blackness that followed, the men were gone. 


He looked up. The key was still in the lock. He reached for it and opened his door with a bloodied hand. His bags were still on the floor where he had left them, untouched. The bed he had never slept in was still made. They hadn’t gone inside. 


He got to his knees and crawled into the room, kicked the door shut, and heard the key fall to the floor outside. 


He began to push himself up, then felt himself sway. 


Then nothing.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN










KATIA GLANCED OUT the window at the hospital building, a one-story brick structure that didn’t look large enough to contain a proper morgue, as it slowly came into view outside. She had never been inside, hadn’t even known that the place existed, and she certainly wouldn’t go there today. 


She lowered her gaze to the empty space beside her in the backseat where Ryan had been sitting. At night, she had studied the bruises on his battered face, all from before the explosion and before the crash. All from fighting to protect Jenny, a person he hadn’t even known twenty-four hours before. Katia had heard chivalrous statements often enough, as most girls in her position had, but rarely had she seen action. Never decisive action. Seeing it now intrigued her. Perhaps her life was actually about to change, and not just end, the way she had imagined it would. Perhaps. Yet for the moment Ryan was gone, and she had two far less trustworthy people to deal with before he came back.


Jenny was in the passenger seat by Steve’s side, her blond hair loose, shielding her eyes and much of her face. The makeup from the night before was gone. She had put on a gray blouse and a pair of comfortable-looking jeans, after insisting they stopped by her apartment and got her a change of clothing. Ryan hadn’t wanted to risk meeting any of her friends after what had happened the night before at the camping site, but for Jenny going back home hadn’t been negotiable. Looking at the people outside the hospital entrance, Katia understood what Jenny had been thinking. Mats’s family and friends were here and it wouldn’t have been smart to show up in last night’s clothes. People would ask questions, but fewer and easier ones if it appeared she had slept at home.


Katia turned her gaze back to the road and the approaching car in the distance that she knew belonged to Alex and Roman. They were driving slowly, approaching cautiously as if they were expecting trouble, or preparing to cause some.


“Just keep driving,” Jenny said to Steve, pointing the way with her mobile phone in hand. “Go around back.”


Steve nodded and shifted to second gear. Katia felt the vehicle lunge forward. 


“If you want company in there,” Steve began casually, shrugging even as he turned the wheel, but Jenny immediately shot him a look that cut his proposal short. 


He pulled up next to the green dumpster on the side of the building. Jenny opened her door and stepped out before the vehicle had come to a complete halt. 


“Hey!” Steve called out, but Jenny didn’t look back. 


Steve shifted into reverse and with a deep sigh pulled into one of the empty lots in the back. 


Katia turned around and to her utter horror saw Alex’s car entering the hospital grounds. She instinctively ducked down. Steve looked at her, but she only leaned down further, pretending to adjust her shoes. She waited ten seconds, fifteen, and then peered out again, one hand concealing her face. To her right, Alex and Roman had just left their car and were striding purposefully toward the hospital entrance. She wondered what they might be up to, heading for a hospital that to her knowledge they had never visited before. They could, of course, be there because of an injury, maybe from the firefight in the forest, but that didn’t seem likely. They would much rather handle such matters themselves. Probably they wanted to learn more about what had been reported about the crash the day before, and also take a closer look at Mats’s friends and family. 


At Jenny.


Perhaps. Either way, Jenny should be fine. She was among family and friends, right where she belonged. 


What next? The bus terminal was nearby, but she knew that the buses came far in between, and she wasn’t ready to leave. She had watched those buses when she first got to this town and dreamed of one day being on one of them, but a lot had happened since that time. She didn’t dream of anything anymore. She didn’t have the energy or the will. But she did have plenty of unfinished business. 


“You all right back there?” Steve asked with another glance in the mirror. 


Katia nodded. 


“Want to go somewhere?” Steve picked up a camera, out of long habit it seemed, and looked around. He was restless. He looked in the mirror again, and she didn’t like what she saw in it. That calculating coldness. She had seen it before.


She shook her head, cursing herself. What a fool she had been, trusting the wrong people, blindly hoping for a way out. Was she making the same mistake again? She searched deep inside, tried to shed every emotion and come up with the truthful answer her life could depend upon now, but all she saw was her own foolishness. 


Such simple deceit. Such unforgettable cruelty.




“Hey Katia,” he had said in that bad English of his, the most popular guy in school, speaking with such confidence his voice alone made her blush. 


She noticed other girls looking on with curiosity, their world rearranged. Leaning against the locker next to hers, his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket, he glanced at them nonchalantly and watched them giggle. He managed the slightest shrug and turned back to her again.


“If you want a friend,” he said, switching to Russian. “Someone to hang out with. Go some place. I’ll take you.” He smiled and pushed away from the locker with his shoulder.


She saw him again in the cafeteria. He looked straight at her. She turned her head down, purposefully giving him the chance to turn away if he wanted to, but he waved her over. She nodded slightly and glanced around. People were watching.


She never went out at night. She wasn’t old enough, and she still liked watching TV at home or reading books in bed. She had a telephone in her room, and sometimes she would talk with her friends for hours at a time. She liked turning off the lights and pulling the sheets over her head to muffle all other sounds, hearing only her friends’ voices from the other side of town. She liked the feeling of floating away into an imaginary world, like when her father used to read stories to her in the darkness when she was little.


He called her just before lunch on a Saturday. He was just hanging out and wanted to take a walk by the river. The weather wasn’t good, but it would be good with her there, he reassured her.


He didn’t have enough money to take her to a café, but he knew where they could get a cup of coffee if she wanted one. She didn’t drink coffee, but she was delighted to be in his company, and walking along the river had been cold, so she accepted. They went to a loading dock in the back of a warehouse. He knew people there, men her father’s age. They all looked at her with unpleasant grins on their stubbled faces. But he pulled her close and held her tight, making her feel safe, like her father had as they crouched under the living room window while people rioted in the streets and Russian jets thundered overhead. 


“I want to show you something,” he said and pulled her further inside. She was suddenly afraid, but all he did was go to a table and pick up a newspaper. He showed her an advertisement for a modeling course in Milan. At first, she didn’t know what to make of it, but he knew how to find ways to compliment her, and something about the way he looked at her made her feel very flattered. He had never once tried to kiss her, but she knew he had heard about what happened to her over Christmas, and believed he didn’t want to push her. 


“I have to go,” he said, surprising her. “To Milan. My family owns a restaurant there. I have to make pizza. With a little hat on my head.”


She giggled, like the other girls at school always did. And suddenly she understood. He wanted her to go with him. He wanted to take her away. She felt her heart beat faster, and he seemed to sense her excitement.


“I want you to come. Do you want to?” He leaned closer and reached for her face.


She smiled, her cheeks pressing against the palms of his hands. “I do!”


In the darkness, in bed, with the cover over her head, she went through the risks of their plan over and over again. She knew her father would never approve, and she knew young girls often ended up in trouble. But she was already in trouble. And she wouldn’t be alone in Milan. He would be with her. 


She went with three girls she had never met before. The ride took three days, which seemed like three weeks, and after the trip, things moved very quickly. She never saw him again. The school in Milan was closed, and she was locked up and soon sent on to Berlin. She didn’t have any say in the matter, and at that point she didn’t really know what to think or do. In Berlin, she was told to pay for the transport. Her passport had already been taken. In a matter of days her life turned into a nightmare, one she could never have imagined.


She finally accepted the truth of what had happened. There had never been any school in Milan. There had never been any restaurant. There had never been any hope or happiness. She had cursed herself for being so foolish. She had heard a lot of stories about girls going west only to be killed, thrown off a building or a ferry, or sent to some Arab country where they were beheaded for their crimes. She had heard it all, and still she had fallen for the same simple lie. 


Never again. 




Steve’s phone was ringing.


“Ryan?”


Katia leaned forward. There was no mistaking the agitation in Steve’s voice.


“God, no! Are you all right?”


Katia leaned forward between the seats, getting much closer to Steve that she felt comfortable with. He glanced at her, a worried frown on his face.


“Hang on,” he said into the phone, starting up the engine. “We’ll be right there!”










CHAPTER FIFTEEN










JENNY SAT ALONE at a table in the hospital cafeteria, watching a group of friends waving apologetic goodbyes from the exit. She waved back weakly and watched them go back to their normal lives. It had been a horrible morning for all of them. For many reasons. For her, it had been horrid to see everybody, the people she had known all her life, and lie to them. 


She turned her eyes away from the bright entrance, from the sunlight filtering through the plants and reflecting off the polished stone floor, and instead stared at the empty cups and plates scattered around the table. At the other end of the cafeteria, away from the summer sun, Mats’s parents were signing some papers with a doctor. There were so many different kinds of papers in this life. Especially a lot of them, Jenny had seen now, when your child had just passed away.


She only stole the briefest glance, but Mats’s mother knew exactly when to look up and meet her eye. The woman’s gaze was cold, not in an accusatory way, but rather lifeless and disappointed. Jenny could see what she was thinking, that she still, despite everything, had expected a church wedding for her son, and then grandchildren, and a long life filled with Christmas parties and midsummer dances.


Jenny turned away. She felt nauseous, suddenly sweating and freezing at the same time. She felt like she was losing her balance, as if she were falling, and looked around for a point of reference. Her field of vision was swaying, the light fading too fast.


She put a hand on the table to steady herself and closed her eyes. She had felt this way before. She recognized the anxiety and the sense of falling and knew she needed to breathe. 


Suddenly her phone rang, playing the first couple of beats of a happy-sounding pop tune she didn’t even recognize. It was entirely inappropriate, and she didn’t dare look up. When the sound was finally gone the phone vibrated instead and she almost dropped it to the floor. She looked at the display. It was a message from Steve, asking to pick her up when she wanted to.


She felt her heart slow again. Thinking about Steve, about Ryan, and Katia, made her feel better than thinking about the situation she was currently in. Her new friends offered her a sense of relief she knew she didn’t deserve, but needed all the more for it. 


She typed her reply, promised to let him know, and glanced around. Mats’s mother was looking at her, and perhaps she had been watching for a longer time. Jenny cast her eyes away, then pushed away from the table and got up.


She had never thought of Mats as someone’s child. He’d never been childish. He’d been boyish, for a while, but even that hadn’t been an innocent boyish. There had always been a mean streak to him. He had always lashed out. Had always needed to. And when he grew up to be a man, the boyishness had been gone, and the meanness hadn’t just been a streak anymore. Any trace of goodness there from the beginning had disappeared, retreating still further and steadily with every breath he took. Until he took no more.


She followed the signs to the restrooms and turned a corner to see the ladies’ room just to her right. She opened the door. 


Suddenly the light changed. Something was moving right behind her. Her breathing became instantly shallow again and she felt herself lurch, felt herself falling again, but this time it was different. Someone had actually grabbed her and was pulling her, pushing her, twisting her arm. She turned and recognized the two faces behind her, Alex and Roman, just as they forced her through the doorway into the restroom. She tried to protest, but didn’t know if she should call out and draw attention to herself, and then it didn’t matter anymore. They had already pulled the door shut behind them. 


Alex pushed her against the wall and covered her mouth with a dirty hand. She felt her heart pounding in her chest. She wanted to scream, to run, but it was already too late. She should have done that sooner, during the split second when they still had been in the hallway. Now they had her.


Alex slammed her against the wall again. She felt tears welling in her eyes. The light was so bright, her eyes so wide open.


“Listen real good,” Alex said, as if he hadn’t already gotten her attention. She was listening, and she nodded to tell him she was, but her head barely moved under his powerful hand. “We have a problem. A serious problem. You with me this far?”


She nodded as much as she could under his powerful grip.


“Your boyfriend... I’m referring to Mats, in case there’s confusion.” 


Jenny nodded, then shook her head. There was no confusion. 


“He was a... Let’s call it a business associate,” Alex continued, “and we were in the middle of a business transaction. We don’t want you to get involved in that. We just want the money we put in, the money we entrusted him with, we want that money back.” Alex lifted his hand away from her mouth and raised a threatening finger at her to warn her to stay quiet. 


She considered screaming for help, but Alex shook his head ever so slightly, along with the finger, and she discarded the idea. She took a breath, slow and shallow, taking in the little bit of air that she dared to breathe.


“I don’t know anything,” she said, making sure to keep her trembling voice low. “I don’t know anything about that.”


“About what? Our business? His business?” He paused and studied her with a growing smirk. “Are you telling me you don’t know about the girls he used to drive around?”


“He said the two of you fought about it all the time!” Roman, the other man, said with a gleeful grin. And he was right. She had known, and even argued about it. She had known he took girls from the coast, sometimes in a van, sometimes in his own truck. She had known some of that, more than she liked to admit.


“You don’t know about the liquor he sold?” Alex continued.


“He said that’s how you two met!”


Roman’s taunting interventions made it difficult for her to concentrate. Alex glared at him, seeming to have picked up on that, and Roman eventually took a step back. 


Alex focused on her again, smirking now. “You were fourteen, right? He liked that, didn’t he? We know he did.”


She stared at him, realizing she should be just as terrified of their insight into her personal life as she was of their physical domination. She had thought Mats barely spoke with these people, and when he did, only told stumbling jokes. She had been wrong.


“You don’t know anything about anything at all?” Alex asked. “You don’t know about the money he made?” 


She shook her head. 


Alex leaned closer, his face almost touching hers. “Why would a pretty girl like you be with a man like that if you didn’t know about the money he made? That doesn’t make a lot of sense, does it?”


His face was much closer now, and she trembled with fear. He raised a hand toward her and grinned again. Suddenly he ripped the thin gold necklace from around her neck, snapping the chain. She felt the links cut deep into her skin and more tears welled in her eyes. She cursed her tears, but she couldn’t control them.


“You don’t know about that jewelry around your neck?” His voice was significantly louder now. She flinched and tried to press herself into the wall, maybe to disappear. Her feet slipped against the floor, but she managed to stay upright. She didn’t, however, get even an inch away. 


Alex tossed the necklace to Roman, who grabbed it in midair and then spun it around a finger. It was a fairly recent item, a Valentine’s Day reconciliation gift from Mats. A hopeless gesture, but one she had accepted and wore from time to time. It had offered her peace and privacy in their small town, and, more importantly, more time to think.


She touched her neck and felt the deep scratch left by the chain. Her trembling fingertips stung the skin, and she pulled the hand back. She looked at her fingertips but there was no blood.


“He owes fifty thousand Euros,” Alex said. “Fifty thousand. And I want it back in twenty-four hours.”


“I don’t have any money!” She shook her head desperately, hoping to convince him. Euros were worth more than dollars and a whole lot more than Swedish crowns. If it had been Swedish currency she might have been able to borrow it somehow, but never fifty thousand Euros.


Alex studied her carefully. He took his time, five seconds, ten, watching for a tell-tale movement, a sign she was lying. She had been interrogated before and knew the procedure. He would wait her out with that confident smirk on his face. It seemed to be male instinct. 


She fought hard not to think about the money in Katia’s bag, an almost impossible feat, but there were ways to do it well enough. To begin with she wasn’t sure the money in the bag was the fifty thousand or perhaps some other money, maybe much more, maybe much less, from some other place. Mentioning that money here might make matters a whole lot worse. Admitting to any money at all was likely a very bad idea indeed. Confusion was her best option, and also the closest to the truth. 


She shook her head again, but the hard look in Alex’s eyes made her stop.


“I know about every young woman in this town,” Alex continued, “how they dress, where they go, and I know you can come up with some money if you really want to. You’ve always been able to get things your way.”


Suddenly he grabbed her and shoved her hard against the wall. Her left leg hit the wireframe wastebasket next to the sink and it clattered to the floor. This certainly wasn’t her way, she wanted to tell him, but she kept her mouth shut.


“I’m not going to bruise your body now,” Alex said as the pain from the impact with the wastebasket crept up her leg. “But I could. You know I could. So, when you think about it, you really want to get me that money. Think about it as an investment in your good looks. You’ll need them now that Mats is gone.” 


He pushed her against the wall again and leaned closer. Much closer. She could feel his breath on her face. She could smell him. He leaned even closer yet, and then pressed his mouth against hers. She felt her lips cut against her teeth, and then she felt his tongue. She lashed out with her hands and wriggled under his grip. He pulled back and let her sink to the floor. 


She cried then and hid her face between her knees. He tossed her a note that landed near her shoes.


“Twenty-four hours,” he said.


“You drove Mats crazy, you know that?” Roman said and leaned down toward her, but Alex pushed him toward the door, cutting him short. Their business was done. 


She looked up and watched the door close behind them.


She had driven Mats crazy. Roman was right about that, but it was also a fact that when Mats had really come after her, he had died. 


The guilt she expected to feel didn’t appear. Instead, she felt empowered. 


He had come after her. And he had died.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN










RYAN OPENED THE balcony door at the end of the hallway and peered out. He had only one bag of clothing to drag along, the cameras in a separate case, and the key to the room he hadn’t used. He considered leaving the key in the door and climbing down the fire escape to avoid further trouble, but he didn’t trust his legs, and he wasn’t too sure about his arms either. And no matter how that climb might go, he didn’t want to sneak out like that. He would simply go down to the lobby and hope he didn’t meet any more friendly locals along the way. 


He took a deep breath of the fresh air. It was strange to hear birds singing. Even the ever-industrious mosquitoes were an odd sign of life, entirely inappropriate, it seemed, on such an unforgiving morning.


Hopefully the woman behind the desk already knew what had happened to him. Perhaps she had even known beforehand, when he stepped through the front door. If so, at least she wouldn’t be inclined to call for an ambulance or the police. He didn’t want any of that. The men had added significantly to his bruises from the day before, but as far as he could tell he wasn’t seriously injured. He had lost consciousness for a brief moment down on the floor, but it couldn’t have been more than seconds. Just enough for those men to head down the stairs and out the door. 


He tried to spot Steve’s vehicle, but couldn’t see it from where he was standing. Hopefully Steve would stop right at the front steps. Ryan didn’t want to walk very far looking the way he did. Victim or attacker, it didn’t matter. Nothing good would come from it. 


He moved back inside and made it down the stairs with his luggage, steadying himself against the wall as he went. In the lobby, only the open magazine was visible behind the counter. His clumsy shuffle down the stairs had given the woman plenty of warning, and she had made the easy choice, avoiding him altogether. That was just as well. He hadn’t wanted to speak to her before, and he had little reason to change his mind about it now. 


He slid the room key across the counter and dropped it on the magazine. She was probably watching him from somewhere, behind some door, but if she wasn’t, she would still easily find the key where he had left it. He was done. 


Limping down the steps outside, he instantly spotted Steve’ Land Rover racing toward him. Steve flicked the lights and then brought the vehicle right up to the front steps. 


Ryan flung the rear door open, climbed in next to Katia in the back, and lifted his bags over the seat to the storage compartment. 


Katia gasped when he turned fully her way. His face looked bad, he remembered, worse than before, bruised and swollen. 


“What happened?” Steve asked, turning in his seat. “Same guys?”


Ryan nodded once, but then it hurt too much to move his head. “Finishing what they started.” 


“Let me see,” Katia said, and to his surprise, she moved her hands toward his face. She studied the bruises expertly, moving her fingertips slowly just above his burning skin. “It won’t scar,” she said after a moment and then looked down. She shook her head, as if to take it back, but then she glanced up. “My mother was a nurse.”


It was the first piece of personal information she had volunteered, and he looked at her to see if more was coming. Her attention turned on and off at an instant, but when it was there he liked it very much. Perhaps it was just seeing life in her, instead of her defensive silence, but perhaps he saw something more personal too, something he hadn’t seen in a long time — a guarded understanding. 


Steve turned around in his seat and looked at Ryan. 


“We better check on Jenny,” he said. He took out his mobile phone and shifted into reverse in one motion. 


Ryan looked at Katia again. She was studying one of the many maps Steve had lying on the backseat. Her eyes had found a larger map of Europe, and he saw she was focusing on Ukraine. Yet her attention seemed to be skipping, her gaze now tracing a long northbound route through Europe. Milan, Prague, Berlin, Stockholm, every place having a painful meaning for her.


That would end here, Ryan silently promised himself. One way or another, it would end here.










* * * *







Jenny’s phone rang again, vibrating in her hand. She almost let the call go to voicemail but then looked at the display, saw Steve’s name, and felt relief surge in her. She took a deep breath, forced a smile to her face, and took the call. 


“Hi Steve.” She struggled to compose herself, keep her voice even. She stood up and looked in the mirror.


“Are you all right?” he asked. “I’m asking—“


“Me?” she interrupted. “I’m okay.” She straightened her tangled hair and wiped what remained of the tears from her cheeks, careful not to further ruin her makeup.


“Are you sure? You sound different.”


She took another deep breath, slower now. “I’m fine.” 


“I’m asking because we just picked up Ryan, and he’s taken a pretty bad beating. Some of the guys from last night, if I understood correctly. Not the Russians, some other guys. I think you know them.” 


Jenny didn’t answer. She could very well imagine what Mats’s friends had done. She had seen it before. 


“He says four guys,” Steve continued, “so probably one or two, then.” He chuckled, but it died off quickly. 


“Is he all right?” 


“Worse than yesterday,” Steve said. “So no, not very good.”


“I’ll be right out. Or are you coming here? To the hospital? With Ryan, I mean.”


“The hospital? He says no, he doesn’t need a doctor, but we’ll pick you up.”


“Right now?”


“In a couple of minutes. If you want. We’re all going back to my place.”


“I do. Yes. I’d like that. Thanks.”


Jenny ended the call. Steve’s cabin would be the perfect place for her to hide out, and if they all went there, it meant that Katia and her money were going there as well. 


She looked at her red eyes in the mirror and then noticed the deep scratch on her neck from the necklace. With her light summer clothing, she couldn’t really do anything to hide it. Instead, she grabbed a paper towel and ran some cold water. She dabbed her skin and shivered as stray drops snaked down her back. The paper towel felt lukewarm after a few seconds and she tossed it in the wastebasket that had fallen to the floor but was still standing. The scratch was still just as visible, but the skin around it was redder. It was a slight improvement, the contrast not as stark.


She stepped back and took in her appearance, her hair, her clothes, her shoes, and spotted the note on the floor. She picked it up and looked at a hand-written phone number. She wondered what would happen if she took it to the police. The note must have fingerprints. The room had fingerprints. And there were plenty of people at the hospital right now. Her story could be corroborated. But all she could accomplish with the evidence at hand was to place a note handled by Alex and Roman in the restroom, and that in itself wasn’t very meaningful.


Katia’s money was her best option. That would get her off the hook with Alex and Roman, and let her focus on getting away from this town once and for all. That’s what she wanted, now more than ever, and for once she wouldn’t let anything or anyone stand in her way. 


She cracked the door open and looked around. A nurse passed pushing a cart and gave her a curious look, but Jenny ignored her. She stepped out into the corridor and headed back toward the restaurant. Mats’s family was no longer there, and she felt ashamed when she realized that was such a great relief. She strode quickly past and out to the reception area. 


The Land Rover wasn’t far away. She hurried across the parking lot and got inside. Steve immediately smiled and started to say something, but she turned around in her seat before he could and took in Ryan’s battered face. 


“Mats’s friends did that?” she asked, even though she already knew the answer. Perhaps she had only asked to put some distance between herself and them, and position herself as an outsider. She was calculating very quickly now.


Ryan nodded. The movement seemed painful with the bruising and the swelling.


Jenny turned back again, fastening her seatbelt, but then noticed Katia studying her carefully in the mirror. Something about the look in her eyes made her pause. 


“Are you okay?” Katia asked with a surprising fluency. 


“Me? I’m fine. Thank you.” Jenny shook her head. “Not fine, but, you know, fine considering. Thanks for asking.” She looked at Ryan’s face again. “We really need to get that taken care of, but Mats’s family is still in there, and I don’t think we should...” 


“Yes,” Ryan said. “I know. I’ll pass.” 


“Back to the cabin then?” Steve asked and released the parking brake without waiting for an answer. 


Jenny sank down in her seat and adjusted the belt.


“What a day, huh?” Steve continued, as he took the car back out on the road. He squinted at the morning sun. “And it’s only just begun.”










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










RYAN SAT AT the kitchen table with Steve, tending to his own wounds with an ice pack and some aspirin. He would need better medical attention at some point, but for now, this would have to do. 


“There were four?” Steve asked.


“Yeah.”


“Bad odds.”


“It seems that’s the way they do it around here.”


“All the more reason to stick together then.”


“Yeah.” Ryan took a deep breath and looked out the window at the dark-green forest along the lake, the thick undergrowth, the rocky ground underneath. He remembered a Swedish childhood book about a girl and a boy growing up in competing bands of robbers in a forest filled with trolls and wondrous creatures. This forest looked very much like the one he had imagined when reading that book, the same dusky colors and the light filtering through the trees in the same way. 


Mattis’s castle. That’s what it was called, that fort the girl had lived in, and the one the other robbers had wanted as well. There was always that same competition over scarce resources, even in bedtime stories. But he knew he was intellectualizing. It was the name that had struck home. Mattis. Mats.


He could barely see the man’s face anymore. It was always moving, turning back and forth between him and the road, him and Jenny, him and the others around them. Always moving away. Ryan had fought with him from the moment they had met until the man was dead, and he hadn’t even known him. That was wrong in so many ways. He had met many strangers over this last year, become close to some in an instant, while others had become enemies just as fast. Mortal enemies.


Steve got up from the table and went to the refrigerator. He opened the door and looked inside. “Hungry?” 


Ryan shook his head. His jaw hurt and his lips were swollen, but it was his stomach that really vetoed the idea. 


“Me neither.” Steve closed the refrigerator. “Remember when we all had a freezer full of film rolls? Before digital?”


Ryan ventured a grin. “Just barely.”


Steve chuckled and looked out the window. “I should get my stuff out of the car.” 


Ryan pushed away from the kitchen table. “Need a hand?”


“No.” Steve shook his head. “You should stay right here. I’ll be right back.” 


Ryan tried to stand. He felt himself swaying and steadied himself against the table, but suddenly even his arms felt too weak.


“Hey.” Jenny was right behind him. 


He turned around, ever so slowly.


“Are you all right?” she asked, frowning when she saw his face.


“Yeah. Still a little lightheaded, I guess.”


“Want me to get you something? You should sit.”


“No, thanks.”


“Really? You look exhausted. A glass of water?” She took a step toward the sink.


“No. But wait.”


“No water?”


Ryan shook his head and lowered his voice to a whisper. “The waterfall. The rifle’s still there.”


Jenny looked at the front door as if she wanted to bolt. 


“The rifle, and those photos.” He waited for her to reply, or even turn back toward him, but she did neither. “We need to go back.” 


“Maybe Steve...” she began, but then shook her head. “I don’t know.”


“You don’t know what? You don’t know how much you want to tell him?” Ryan looked out the kitchen window and saw Steve walking back toward the cabin with a camera bag in one hand and a tripod in the other. “We don’t really know what we’re dealing with here, do we? A crime, though, and we can’t just let it be.” 


Jenny turned toward him. “I’m sorry, I can’t think about this now. I just came from the hospital. I need to take a shower. I need—“


The front door opened, and a moment later Steve appeared in the doorway, balancing the camera tripod like a weapon.


“Everything all right here?” he asked, looking back and forth from Jenny to Ryan. 


“No,” Jenny said, shaking her head, and Ryan instantly felt his heart pounding harder. “Not even close.”










* * * *







Jenny knew it was time to make up her mind about what to do. She had bought herself a few minutes by claiming she needed to take a shower, but now the sound of the running water in the bathroom made it impossible for her to think. Every single drop felt like a reminder of the white lie she had told, with a towel already in her hand, to get Steve to leave her alone in this room. But it was more than a white lie about taking a shower. She was making things up constantly now, and holding back even more, and she hated the fact that no one questioned her. Perhaps she was actually very good at this? Perhaps lying and cheating came naturally to her? She didn’t even want to know the answers to those questions. And she didn’t have time to dwell on it.


The camera with the long telephoto lens was perched on the tall drawer by the window. It was the one Steve had used the night before, the one that contained pictures of her on the bed. Had she made a fool of herself? She had gone much too far, that much she was sure of.


A sudden urge to see what Steve had seen made her cross the room to the camera and lift it up. It was heavier than she had expected. Solid. Expensive. She didn’t know anything about professional camera equipment, she only used her phone, but when she turned it over she quickly found the memory card slot. The camera probably had a wireless connection as well, a symbol next to the memory card slot suggested as much, but she didn’t know how to use that. The card you could pull out with your fingers, which made much more sense to her, and looking at Steve’s computer she could see the matching memory card slot even from this distance. 


It only took her seconds to wake the computer up and insert the card. The computer automatically opened the folder with its images and displayed them as thumbnails. The first were of different test cars. Jenny recognized most of them, a Volvo practically disguised as a BMW, an Audi that looked like nothing special but probably was all new on the inside, and some production cars she had seen outside the hotel. When winter came, a good photographer would be able to track down cars a lot more interesting than this, all-new models in jagged checkerboard paint disguising their forms and features. She even knew of a couple of cars that would arrive in late October and early November, both American crossovers, one of them electric. Thinking about it now made her realize she had actually made a place for herself in this community, thanks to the job at the hotel. It suited her perfectly, meeting all kinds of people from all over the world, helping them find their way around, and sometimes learning their secrets. It was exciting, and it had kept her dreams alive. But she knew she shouldn’t settle for that. Her dreams had to become something more than fantasies keeping her comfortable in the dark and cold. And the time was now.


She moved on to the next picture. 


And then her heart stopped.


She was looking at the Russian van. Before the crash. Why would Steve have photographed that? She could understand someone taking pictures after the crash, out of pure curiosity, or morbid fascination, but to take a picture before suggested some sort of connection between him and the Russians. The mere thought made her instantly uneasy. Mats connection to these people had been bad enough. Disastrous. Could Steve really be involved with them as well? It didn’t make any sense. He was a test car photographer, an outsider who didn’t know anybody here, and who wouldn’t stay long. 


A far more likely scenario was that she had trouble trusting people, now more than ever, and a strong tendency to turn away anything good coming her way. And she had promised herself she wouldn’t do that anymore. 


She looked over her shoulder. The door was still closed.


The next several pictures were very similar to the first, shot from a distance through the forest, the last one even showing the faces Alex and Roman, and she realized she wasn’t actually looking at the van that had crashed. It was the second van, the one that had come to clean everything up. The one that had come looking for the money. Thinking about that made her nervous again, but at the same time, she was starting to feel elated. This practically proved that Steve had no connection to the Russians, he had simply come upon the crash site and taken pictures of everything he had seen.


The next couple of pictures confirmed this conclusion, with close-ups of the van Katia had ridden in, and Mats’s pickup truck. It looked worse than she had remembered it, and she quickly turned her eyes away. 


What would Steve think of her searching through his file like this? Was she just sabotaging the beginning of her first mature relationship? 


It only took her another couple of seconds to find a photo of Ryan and Katia sleeping in the living room. She zoomed in on Katia’s bag and contemplated the money hidden inside. It was impossible to tell how much it was, but the bag was heavy, and she was sure it was enough.


Her hand had unconsciously moved to her neck and was searching for the missing necklace. She stopped, then rubbed the scratched skin instead. 


Could she kill a man? She wanted to, when she thought of how Alex had pressed his mouth against hers. It hadn’t been a kiss, not even a terrible one, just a sickening act of violence. A punch in the face felt much better, the impact sudden, the contact minimal, the whole thing over before you even knew what had happened. Not so with a tongue in your mouth.


She heard footsteps outside the door, followed by a soft knock.


“Are you decent?” Steve asked through the door, with a humorous tone that made her practically see the slight smile on his face.


“Just a second,” she called back. It would take too long to properly shut the computer off and put the memory card back in the camera, and it was very possible that the computer would make some instantly recognizable sound when she logged off, so instead she switched between the images until she landed on a rather seductive photo of herself. She decided to keep it on the screen and turned around.


“As decent as I’m going to be,” she said. “Come in.”


Steve opened the door, and she immediately thought she saw a flash of anger in his eyes. He stopped in the doorway.


“I was just...” she said and gestured toward the screen. She didn’t offer an explanation, just a slightly embarrassed smile, but it seemed to be enough. His face was soft, his eyes warm.


“You hungry?” he asked.


“Sure, I’m always hungry,” she said in a fun tone, with a tilt of her head, and a look from under her wet unruly hair that was meant to put him in a playful frame of mind.


He stepped closer. The smile had worked, and perhaps too well. But then his attention drifted back to the screen right behind her. He just looked for a moment, studying her photo with the hint of a frown, and seemed to be considering his words carefully.


“Perhaps I should have given you some more time,” he said.


She took in his face, watching for trouble, but he just looked like a perfect gentleman, hardly capable of anger at all, at least not anger directed at her.


There were so many ways to bring heartache into a woman’s life. Mats had been a brute, always jealous, but charming when he wanted to be, and he had protected her for the most part. He had been in love with her, in his own troubled way, she had never doubted that. Steve, on the other hand, was someone she still didn’t understand.


Something broke through her memory and she felt tears stream into her eyes. She thought of the one time Mats hadn’t stood up for her. The one time she had really needed him. When people he had angered had taken it out on her. When it had mattered the most, he’d done absolutely nothing. Nothing but turn his back, and then ask for forgiveness. She realized now that she had never given it. Some things were simply unforgivable.


“Hey, there,” Steve said softly. “Are you all right?”


Jenny shook her head, but then nodded. “I’m just being emotional. I haven’t slept or eaten right. It’s nothing really.” She wiped the tears from her eyes, looked up, and smiled. “Thanks for asking. And, about last night, if that’s what you meant, I didn’t need time.”


He looked at her for a long moment. He didn’t blurt things out the way she had a habit of doing.


“I didn’t either,” he finally said.


They looked at each other in silence for a long moment, until she finally looked down, feeling a blush coloring her cheeks. 


Steve turned his gaze back over her shoulder. “That’s certainly a masterpiece if I’ve ever seen one.” 


Jenny turned around and saw her photo on the screen. Steve leaned over her shoulder to look closer. She could feel his breath on her neck. Then he touched her. He was touching the scratch left by the necklace, and she tried not to react. She kept her eyes on the screen and only smiled slightly as he moved his finger over her skin.


“Did I do that?” he asked.


“What?” 


“I don’t remember that,” he said.


“No, I...” she began. His hand was still on her skin. She reached up. “Yes. Probably you did.”


Their hands met on the scratch. “I’m sorry then,” he said. “I didn’t mean to.” 


“Don’t be.” She touched his face, and he seemed to brighten. He straightened and took a step toward the door. Jenny smiled and held on to his hand as long as she could, as he moved away.


“So, hungry?” he asked. “You’re not a vegetarian, are you?”


“In Lapland? I wouldn’t survive a day.”


Steve grinned and headed toward the living room.


Jenny got up and closed the door behind him. She walked back to the laptop and brought up the photo of the bag with the money again. Katia may have earned that money, if you chose to look at it that way, but she had also stolen it. 


Jenny thought of Mats again and that last time he owned people serious money. 


This time, she was prepared. This time, she would protect herself.










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










KATIA SAT ALONE on the back porch that overlooked the lake behind Steve’s cabin. She liked this particular spot, the open scenery, the vast sky. It made her think of people from long ago, Stone Age hunters who would probably have set up their primitive camp on the very same spot for the very same reasons. Somehow that made her feel connected to something. To humanity, or at least to life of some kind.


She turned her eyes down, to her reflection in the mirror resting in her hand. She had taken a shower after Jenny had and was now applying makeup to her face. She hadn’t gone a day without makeup in a very long time. It had become a habit, but also a layer of protection, an illusion she had learned to live with and at times even use to her advantage. But it had kept her in their world, and she didn’t want to be there anymore. She didn’t want to look like they had made her look. 


She felt her hands start to tremble, and soon they were shaking so badly she couldn’t see her reflection anymore. Her heart was racing, her skin burning, and suddenly fear was overwhelming her. 


She closed her eyes and instantly realized this place wasn’t that different from the place she first had been taken to somewhere in northern Italy. A house in the country, remote, isolated. But that place had been run down, dark, and uninviting, somehow holding thirty girls cramped together like cattle. Half had been in the basement, half in the garage. Seeing so many of them and the rooms so crowded had sent her into complete terror. She hadn’t known that kidnappings took place on such an industrial scale. It was unavoidable to conclude that the men somehow had considerable influence. A lot of people had to know what was going on. It was too big an operation, too big a secret. It couldn’t really be a secret.


The girls weren’t allowed to talk to each other, but some had anyway, and Katia had soon understood she had come to the place where new girls learned, where they were broken, and taught. The makeup. The smiles. Their place in the world. Every aspect of who they would be. They learned very quickly, or, as she had concluded right from the beginning, they died right there.


She had been put in the basement, with the difficult ones, and the rats. There had been no light, no water, no bathroom. She understood what would happen to her, more or less, in such a place, and she began plotting a way out even before it all started. She understood what would happen, those first hours, but she hadn’t been prepared for the brutality of it. To be chained on a dirt floor. To get food only once a day. To watch the girls fade, hour by hour. It had struck her as wasteful and wrong in every way, even from her kidnappers’ point of view, but she soon learned that brutality and wastefulness were ever-present in the world they had created. The girls were so easy to replace. They were expendable, and supposed to know that. 


Already the first night some of the girls had been auctioned off. They had gone upstairs, in small groups, and only some had come back. Some were crying, others were stumbling as they came down the stairs with fresh bruises and stains of blood.


Katia had cowered in a corner that first night, and in the morning she had continued to stay down, avoiding attention, avoiding getting hurt. It hadn’t been that difficult the first couple of days. There had been so many girls, some rebellious, others striking and impossible not to notice. Katia had tried to position herself in the middle, or just below that hopefully, definitely somewhere uninteresting. 


“Hey, shy girl!” a heavy-set Serbian man had called out on the third day. “Natasha!” They always used that name, as a joke, as a way to emphasize that these girls were all the same to them. A couple of the girls were actually named Natasha, but they looked away like everyone else. The man unbuckled his belt and wrapped it once around his right hand. He stepped down from the stairs and strode into the middle of the room. The girls moved away, looking down, avoiding attention just like Katia had during the days before. All that was over for her now. Everything was over.


Her plans for escape had been futile, and in a way she had known that truth from the beginning. It had been a way to stay sane for at least another couple of days. A way to survive. She had learned many different techniques since then. Detachment. Blame. Indifference. Cigarettes. Alcohol. Collaboration. And of course, her never-ending plans of escape. 


The latter had been particularly true along the E55 highway that ran between the Czech Republic and Germany, where girls lined the road for miles and miles. Katia only worked there for a few days but still remembered a woman, a tourist in a passing car, who had rolled down a window.


“Go home to your family!” she had called out with an accusing glare. That car had passed quickly, but the look on the woman’s face and the tone of her voice had made Katia certain she would have said more if given the time. She would have explained that Katia needed to pull herself together, get off the street, and go back to school.


If only they had stopped the car. But only customers stopped. And worse, the police. 


Katia had watched the car go, and then glanced over at the BMW where Jiri had been sitting. He hadn’t noticed the exchange. If he had, there would have been a lot of trouble. She was only supposed to interact with customers.


All of that was a year ago now. She’d been through a lot since then. The Lapland winter. The never-ending darkness. She didn’t know if any of it would have been easier somewhere else, somewhere beautiful and sunny. Perhaps the scenery would have made absolutely no difference. Perhaps it would have made things even worse. But she couldn’t take another winter, that much she was sure of.


She noticed Ryan watching her from the window and put down the mirror, wondering what he was thinking. She knew there were good men still in this world. Her father had been a good man, and Ryan seemed to be one too. She stood up and smiled at him hesitantly, but she couldn’t see his reaction from the reflection in the window. 


Suddenly Steve stepped out beside her. Katia flinched and almost tripped over her feet.


“Sorry,” he said. “Didn’t mean to startle you there.” 


Katia turned around and instantly felt her entire body tense. Behind him, through the open door, she could see Jenny leaning over the backpack Katia had foolishly left on the sofa, and her intent was obvious. 


Katia took a step forward just as Jenny reached out and wrapped her fingers around one of the straps. She opened her mouth to call out but stopped herself before any words came out. Jenny was already lifting the backpack from the sofa, and doing so with a purposefulness that plainly revealed she knew what she was after. Katia moved past Steve into the living room, but by then Jenny had already backed away and slipped into the bedroom. 


Katia crossed the living room floor with a pounding heart.


She had gotten too comfortable. Not anymore.


The bedroom door swung shut in her face. She pushed it open and saw Jenny on the bed, already counting the money.


Jenny looked up, a bill in hand.


“What are you doing?” Katia struggled to keep her voice from breaking.


“Is this yours?” Jenny grabbed the bag from the bed and took an angry step forward. “There’s almost a hundred thousand!”


“So?” Katia stepped inside the room. “You’ll take it then? You’ll just—“ She lunged for the bag, but Jenny pulled away. The bag fell open and the remaining money and the passports spilled out onto the floor. A hundred thousand looked like a lot, but it wasn’t. Alex could get that much in a week in the wintertime when everyone worked around the clock.


Katia looked at the money now on the floor. She made no move to bend down. She wasn’t that stupid. Jenny’s feet were close to it, close enough to kick her in the face, and even if Jenny wasn’t a fighter, getting down on the floor was an unnecessary risk to take. 


Jenny, however, did just that. She knelt on the floor and began to gather everything and push it back into the bag, the passports in a side pocket, the money to fill the bag from the bottom up. 


Katia watched her, muscles tense, waiting for the next move. She’d fought over so many things in her life. Herself. Food. Shelter. Money that wouldn’t do her any good, but the lack of which could do her plenty of bad. She could fight, if she really had something to fight for. 


Jenny didn’t look like a fighter at all. 


“So where does that money come from?” Jenny asked defensively. The tone of her voice had softened, but Katia wasn’t about to gamble her future on that.


“Where do you think?” 


“I think you took it from the van!”


Ryan and Steve had appeared in the doorway. Katia looked at the two, then back at Jenny, and tried to gauge what would happen next, but she couldn’t read any of their faces. They stepped in and went to opposite sides of the room, taking in the situation, the bag, the money, analyzing all the facts in their own way. She couldn’t tell if that was good or bad for her.


And she wouldn’t gamble. 


She spun around and ran out of the room into the hallway. She headed for the front door, but grabbed the keys to Steve’s Land Rover from the kitchen counter as she passed it. Looking back, just for a split second, she still saw no one behind her. 


She pushed the door open.


“Hey wait!” Ryan called out, but by then she was already out the door and slipping on the gravel outside. The door slammed shut behind her.


She ran around the corner and saw the Land Rover parked behind the house with its front facing toward her. The key was in her hand. She kept running, pressing the buttons on the key until she heard something bleep and thought she saw the lights blink in the hard sunlight. She pulled the driver’s door open and got inside. The step up was higher than she had expected, and she almost fell backward, but then pushed herself up and sank down in the driver’s seat. Every mirror was wrong and the myriad of controls was incomprehensible. She looked at the key. Even that was an electronic device of some sort, not anything resembling a key at all. But it had a distinctive shape, so it would have to go into a slot somewhere on the instrument panel in front of her. No, not even that. There was actually a start button, and all she had to do was push it. The engine started with an effortless whirr. 


No one had followed her yet. 


She released the parking brake and shifted into first gear. The vehicle lurched forward.


Without the money, she could no longer run. She had to make Ryan believe in her again, and to do that she had to go back to where she had come from. 


She had to go back for the others.










CHAPTER NINETEEN










RYAN BOLTED AFTER Katia, but he only made it outside the front door before he felt the ground give way. He stumbled on the steps with buckling knees. His shoulder hit the steps first, and then he tumbled left, rolled, and landed hard on the ground. 


Steve appeared above him, moving his head left and right, frowning hard. “You all right?”


Ryan tried to get up, but almost vomited from the effort.


Steve kneeled by his side. “That was an ugly fall. I think you might have a concussion. From earlier today.” 


“Yeah?” Ryan felt nauseous, but he hadn’t had a concussion since he’d tried out for the wrestling team in junior high. He pushed against the ground to get up, but he couldn’t push himself up even a single inch. It was like wrestling all over again, all right, but passing out wouldn’t do. He tried to push himself up again, but still didn’t get anywhere. An inch perhaps, but nothing Steve couldn’t counter with a light touch of his fingers.


“Do you have a history of these things? Did you pass out a lot, I mean, in Afghanistan?” Steve was suddenly receding, his voice moving about somewhere farther and farther away.


Ryan remembered passing out for hours, maybe days, and he realized now he had likely suffered multiple concussions during that time. He wondered if that would make him tougher now, if some part of his head or brain would be physically stronger, but it didn’t feel like that at all. It felt the exact opposite, as if his head were more prone to these new damages now. 


He didn’t want to black out. He’d been running after Katia, and he didn’t want her to leave like that, alone with her anger and fear. He struggled to open his eyes. Steve was still hovering above him, looking increasingly concerned.


“Yeah,” Ryan finally whispered. “I think I’ve passed out before. Yeah, I did.”


Steve nodded. “I thought so. I know a thing or two about concussions. We’ve had our share of horse-riding accidents in my family. Treacherous grounds where we live.”


“Hey!” Jenny called out from inside the cabin. “She’s taking the car!” 


Steve stood up and turned around. 


Jenny’s voice sounded as if it came from far away. Perhaps because of the actual distance, Ryan thought, but also because he felt the world receding from him again. Jenny was still in the bedroom. She had to be, if she could see Katia leaving in the Land Rover from the back of the cabin. She was in the bedroom. With the money. The same money Katia had left behind. He decided to remember that one fact. This wasn’t about the money. Not for Katia at least.


The thought made him feel momentarily better, and he tried again to get up. His balance was still off, but at least this time he made it to his hands and knees. 


The powerful engine roared, revving up and down, and he caught a glimpse of Steve bolting around the corner as he pushed himself fully to his feet. Then his field of vision swayed. It blackened. Blacked out.




“You’re going to miss me,” she said with a teasing smile. Natalie. The Kandahar sun shone behind her, filtering through her hair. 


Ryan smiled back at her, admitting the obvious. He turned over in the bed and squinted the sleep from his eyes. He let an arm fall toward the floor, and his gaze landed on a set of photos he’d taken the day before. The first shot showed a pack of stray dogs scattered about on a freshly paved asphalt road, their bodies riddled with bullets. Resurgent Taliban fighters had attacked a highway construction site. The stray dogs hanging around the site looking for scrap food had been caught in the crossfire between the Taliban and a US Army Apache helicopter. The human bodies had been removed by the time Ryan got there, the Taliban and the construction crew, but the dogs had been left in the sun. The imagery had been powerful, the scrubby fur, the fresh blacktop, the signal red of the impact wounds, all against that bright blue sky. Stark colors. And an awful smell.


Ryan picked the photos up from the floor and rolled back into bed. He shuffled the photos in the back to the front. The motive was very different, but in a sense similar. It showed a crumbled wall, damaged in recent fighting, and in the background a taller structure damaged during the Soviet war. The fresh scars in the foreground were sharp, bare, rocky, while the older ones were soft, gentle, integrated into the landscape. He often photographed that contrast, the new and the old, the ancient and the timeless.


Natalie watched him, her smile still halfway there. A sweet patience. It was as far as her mood ever traveled from her trademark teasing playfulness. 


“We always knew one of us would have to leave,” she said. “Before the other.”


Ryan kept looking at the photos. He should say something, but nothing came to mind. The images didn’t help.


“I’m the one who’ll worry,” she said. “I’ll be in New York, and you’ll still be here.”


“I’m safe here,” Ryan said and finally put away the photos. He sat up and pushed a pillow against the wall. “I don’t feel threatened at all when I’m out there. People like to have their stories told. They want the world to see what it’s like here.”


“I know. I have to go back, though.”


“I know,” he said. “I’m going to miss you.”


“Come on,” she said playfully. “You’ll be doing Thursday nights with the humanitarians in no time.”


Ryan grunted. The parties that the Kandahar Westerners held every week was where they could drink beer, talk about their hardships, and plan their moves out of there. Those gatherings were something Natalie and he had both intentionally stayed clear of, which in turn was part of the reason why they’d met in the first place, each deciding to explore the city on their own.


“New York,” Ryan said. “At least, it’s not that far from Boston.”


Natalie held his gaze for a long time. He was thinking long term, his Boston, her New York, and she apparently liked that line of thought.


Ryan had done everything in his power to make sure that day turned out spectacular, and in the end, late at night, Natalie had decided to stay for another month. Two weeks into that timeframe though, she had disappeared. Ryan never thought she had been abducted, not really, but it had been a possibility that first day. When she still had been traveling to Doha, Paris, New York, it had still been possible she hadn’t simply upped and left. Of course he hadn’t hoped she had been taken against her will, but he had hoped she hadn’t just left. 


She finally sent an email from New York. By then, he had already made a habit of checking out their regular places, waiting for her to turn up, or a friend of hers, someone who could tell him more. But it wasn’t her friends that eventually showed up when he roamed the streets. It was the other guys. 




“Concussion,” he heard Steve say above him. Ryan opened his eyes and saw Jenny with a guilty look on her face. She looked that way all the time now.


“She’s gone?” Ryan asked. 


“Yes”, Jenny said. “She’s gone.”


He realized he couldn’t see the open sky behind her. Instead, he was looking at the living room ceiling. 


“You passed out,” Jenny said.


He grabbed the surface beneath him with his hands and felt his fingers dig into the fabric of the sofa. He looked around and saw the passport Katia had left behind on the living room table. He sat up and reached for it, and only stopped turning pages when he reached Katia’s own photo, showing her at sixteen with an easy smile Ryan had never once seen since he met her. He studied the details, her full name, her birthday, then turned the page. He noticed a stamp stating when she had entered Italy two years before. Milan was a long way from home for a Ukrainian high school girl. 


It made him remember how some of the older NATO and UN troops in Kandahar had described the Russian girls they’d met in Bosnia and Kosovo, where those men had had the wildest times of their lives. Kandahar was apparently a whole lot more orderly, and a whole lot less fun.


He tried to imagine how those girls from Russia and the Ukraine had ended up in Bosnia and Kosovo. He’d read about it, networks of traffickers moving girls from East to West or wherever the best market was, and had heard about it on the news as well. The corruption among the peacekeepers and aid workers rang a bell as well. He remembered an article about Western contractors, maintenance personnel working for a NATO base in Kosovo, buying girls and keeping them locked up in their off-base apartments.


He felt a surge of anger when he thought about it all now. He hadn’t really reacted before, beyond the automatic reaction of any civilized being, but now his imagination was mixed with his own experiences, and both took him into much darker territory. He had seen so much of what people could do to each other, and yet he knew he was barely scratching the surface. 


“The passports?” he asked and stood up, almost losing his balance again. He took a deep breath. “From Katia’s bag. Where are they?”


“In the bedroom,” Jenny said. “Where she left them.”


“Why?” Steve asked, as he lowered himself down in an armchair. “What are you thinking?”


“That it’s time to make some sense of all this.”


“Yeah? You think you’re ready?”


Ryan shrugged and took a step toward the bedroom, realizing instantly he was barely able to walk straight. 


He wasn’t ready for anything, but that hardly mattered. 


He took a deep breath.


It was time to go deeper.


It was time to make a stand.










CHAPTER TWENTY










KATIA TURNED OFF the engine and moved her feet off the pedals. She had stopped on a dirt road deep in the sparse forest, which seemed to stretch forever around her. In the winter, it would be a dangerous, depressing place, but this was summer, and everything was green and bright. It was a beautiful forest, she had to admit, a majestic cathedral of towering spruce. 


The drive from Steve’s cabin had been exhilarating once her adrenaline had subsided and her plan had formed. She had never driven such a perfect machine before, but far more important, she had never in her life driven alone. Now she felt like she could go anywhere. It wasn’t exactly true, she knew that, but the feeling was a good one, better than good, and she hadn’t experienced many of those lately. Driving was something she enjoyed, and something she wanted to do more in the future. 


She held her breath, almost her heartbeat, before she let that last thought end. She hadn’t considered what she’d want for her future in a long time. She hadn’t wished, or hoped, or wanted anything. She had consciously isolated her present from her future and her past, but it was all starting to come back to her now. Perhaps it was her survival instinct kicking in, trying to stir thing up inside her one final time. And perhaps it was working.


The displays on the instrument panel were all off now, but she remembered the fuel tank had been half full when she started. Such a large vehicle probably had a large tank, but at the same time, it couldn’t possibly be very fuel efficient, so half a tank still wouldn’t take her very far. 


She opened the door and got out. The scents of the forest washed over her, the musk of the spruce and pine, all stronger than the last time she had been here. The bird song seemed louder too, and the sound of a slight wind moving across the top of the trees. It was a sunny day, and the wind hardly moved the smallest leaves of the birch trees around her. It was her senses that were so acute, letting her hear and see what she normally wouldn’t have. 


Her heart pounded hard in her chest, and the peace she had felt momentarily was slipping away. It was a beautiful place, but beauty wasn’t why she was here. She had come for its secrets and its darkness.


She took a deep breath and went around to the back of the vehicle. Steve had left a lot of equipment in his car, a laptop computer, several cameras and their objectives in padded bags, tripods, and plenty of camping gear. She reached for the camera that had the longest zoom and balanced it in her hand. It was heavy, almost too heavy for her to handle, but the weight would only make it easier to keep it steady, and she’d be lying down on the ground anyway. It was the right choice. 


She grabbed a bag for the camera, a camouflage coat, and a green hat many sizes too big. She put on the clothes over her dress and looked at herself in the nearest window. The hat looked funny sloping over her half-made makeup and her gaunt face, but she didn’t smile. Instead, she smeared the makeup until it looked like war paint. She looked mad. Outright dangerous. And she liked it.


With the camera slung over her shoulder, she headed into the forest. She felt like a commando, like some American soldier marching in the Vietnam jungle. That place had always been a movie setting to her, so far away, and so strange with the rain, the snakes, and leeches. It didn’t seem real at all. War to her took place in barren landscapes, in deserts, and mountains, like when her grandfather had fought in Afghanistan during the Soviet invasion in the late seventies. She hadn’t even been born then, her own father had been a teenager still, but that war had always hung over the family like a dark thundercloud expected to give off lightning at any moment. Her grandfather had always grumbled about it, especially after drinking too much, but since Katia’s parents hadn’t approved of his habits those moments had thankfully been far and between. Still she remembered him, sometimes talking with great pride about the relationship between the Soviets and Afghans and the support the countries had given each other over the years. Other times he had been bitter, and the Afghan war a trap set by the Americans to give the Soviet Union its own Vietnam. She hadn’t understood all of his ramblings, but her interest in history had made it possible for her to at least grasp parts of it. And she had experienced firsthand the side effects of war, the ripple effects that seemed to keep slamming into anyone even remotely connected, generation after generation.


The winter had always been the worst time of year for the family, with the memories of the Christmas of the Afghanistan invasion, and the darkness that sunk deep over Ukraine. Without Christmas, the winters would have been unbearable. But, in the end, even the holidays had been tainted.


She pushed the memories aside. Her childhood was far away, and thinking about it would do her little good now. She wasn’t even sure Kherson itself was still standing. Perhaps all of Ukraine was gone. But no, Alex would have told her, with a gleeful smirk on his face.


She had walked for several minutes and gone as far as she could. She found a good spot to lie down and train the camera past the trees to see a nearby field through the greenery. Knowing the terrain, she swept the camera back and forth until she found a small cluster of buildings. She quickly focused on the barn where she had spent most of her time this past winter. It was painted in a rusty red, like many buildings here, with a gray roof and a symmetrical line of windows just below it on the second floor. The ground floor was dominated by a pair of doors tall enough for a tractor to drive through.


Alex stalked into her view, searching his surroundings as he moved across the yard, and Katia instantly shrank down. Watching him move about, with her entire body frozen, she realized he was different than she remembered, his shoulders slumped, his pose no longer intimidating. Perhaps that was how he looked when he thought no one was watching. She felt her finger move to the shutter button. It felt good to be in control, knowing that she was the one watching, and he was the one being watched.


He looked off toward his right, and she carefully moved the camera and followed his gaze. It took a couple of seconds, but then she saw the white van appear just on the forest edge across the field.


She felt her stomach tighten. Somehow that van was more intimidating than the barn itself. She focused on the driver and thought she could see Roman behind the wheel. She began taking pictures and kept on as he slowed down and parked. Alex strode to the van and opened the back doors. Often they would open the tractor doors on the side of the barn and drive straight in, loading and unloading the girls inside, but apparently they weren’t too worried today, despite the loss of half their crew. Or perhaps circumstances had forced them to follow new routines. 


Roman jumped out, dragging two girls toward the barn. Katia recognized Anna immediately, but she wasn’t sure about the other girl. 


She kept scanning the building and saw three more girls through an upstairs window. There were huddling together, watching the returning girls. From that distance, she could just make out their faces from the passports. 


She kept firing away with the camera. Going closer, close enough to photograph what it was like inside the structure, would be too dangerous. She hoped the pictures she was taking would be enough for what she wanted to do. Her plan wasn’t clear in every last detail, but she knew she wanted to set these other girls free. Going home, for some, would simply be too shameful, but still they couldn’t stay here.


Perhaps what she really wanted was to see where they would go, given the chance. She wanted to see if they could find a place, and a way to put all this behind them. She needed to see how such a thing could be done.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










“YOU WANT THEM dead?” Roman asked.


“Not all of them,” Alex replied, looking out the window at the forest across the fields. “But we can’t handle them all. And some are troublemakers.” 


“Like Katia.” 


Alex shrugged slightly. “She calmed down after the winter. But yeah.” 


“So? Which ones?” 


Alex sat down in his favorite armchair and looked up at the ceiling, fully done in aging spruce like just about everything else around him. It was ironic that his enterprising spirit had brought him here to a remote farmhouse in the outer perimeter of nowhere. He’d been born in a place just like this, east of Moscow, and he had wanted to leave it since he first grasped the concepts of place, space, and getting the hell out. 


Sometimes he questioned what he’d actually accomplished. Two years ago he’d still been in Berlin, not his favorite place in the world, but a place with energy, a place that could be a stepping stone to about anywhere you could dream of. And now here he was, two summers later, on the edge of the inhabited world, indeed barely in it at all. 


London was the city he liked best so far, and if he could pick and choose, he’d be running a club in the heart of SoHo, a short cab ride from the immaculate townhouses of Knightsbridge, where he could so easily picture himself having a home. From there he’d take his women shopping, strolling up and down Bond Street, looking for art or jewelry, or navigating the endless labyrinths of Harrod’s. He liked luxury as much as anybody, but he was certain he did so for better reasons than most other. He wasn’t just a peasant boy wanting to show off, but a man who truly admired the delicate craft and the impeccable materials and found comfort and hope in the perfection they reflected. It was mankind at its very best, forming the world with the uttermost determination and precision. It always made him proud to be human and thankful to be alive. 


It pained him to admit how far he was from all of that now, how far he was from realizing any of his dreams. All he had to focus on now was cutting his losses and burying them deep beneath the surface of the earth. 


He looked at Roman. “Anna and Yelana. Take them. They won’t live long anyway, and they’re by far the most likely to cause trouble.” 


There was always money in a girl, no matter how far she’d come, and he hated to let them go, but he knew from experience that he wouldn’t be able to handle them all. The ones with nothing to lose, the ones who might make a break for it when they got to more populated areas, would simply have to stay behind. 


“Do it tonight when they sleep,” he said. “Then we’ll bury them in the same hole. We’ll tell the others we’ve sent them south. Which will be true, in a manner of speaking.” 


Roman shifted his weight to look at his feet. 


“What?” 


“I’ve already filled it.” 


“So dig it up again. The earth will still be loose.” 


“What if I hit the bodies?” 


“What if?” 


Roman shrugged, but he looked decidedly apprehensive, and Alex knew he had spoken too fast. Roman still needed to feel he was part of a crew, and remembering and honoring Sergei and Dimitri was integral to that delusion. 


Alex played with the idea of shooting Roman at the bottom of the hole and then shoveling the earth over him, but that would be premature. He had been working with a crew of three, plus a few locals, and now he was down to just one. 


“Let’s go,” he said and got up. “They still have two more hours of work to do.” 


“We’re really going to do it?” 


“We’re not making any money here anymore. In fact, we’re losing money. And, more important, we have Steve Manning out there in the forest somewhere, and that other guy, Ryan West, and Katia on the loose, maybe going to the police, who knows. And if we survive this, we have people back home holding us both accountable.” 


“Oh.” 


“Yes. Oh. Exactly.” 


“But Katia wouldn’t go to the police.” 


“Yeah, well, she might end up there anyway. The point is, the clock is ticking. In fact, time’s already run out. We need to get the hell out of here as fast as we can.” 


“Right now? We could just torch the barn.” 


Alex shook his head. “I want that money, and a couple of the girls are still worth a lot. When our day of reckoning comes, wastefulness shouldn’t be on the list of our sins.” 


“No. You’re right, of course.” 


“So bring Anna and Yelana here.”


“Right away.”


“Another thing. You know where that girl lives?”


“Girl?” 


“Jenny.” 


Roman nodded energetically, apparently liking where this was going. 


“Let’s pay her another visit tomorrow. She lives alone, right?”


“Now she does.”


Alex chuckled. “Of course.”










* * * *







Katia pushed herself up from the ground and backed farther away from the barn. The underbrush was dense and slowed her down, but thankfully it was mostly fern and blueberry shrubs, soft and sound-absorbing. She stayed low and continued steadily moving deeper into the forest, well familiar with the slow rising and falling of the moss-covered ground, and the large boulders scattered here and there by the inland ice thousands of years ago. She knew where she was and the distance between herself and the barn, and she knew it wasn’t yet safe to stop. 


She had imagined a similar situation so many times, running through the forest, away from the barn, ducking left and right, perhaps hiding behind a boulder or under a low-hanging pine. She didn’t do any of that now. She wasn’t running. She wasn’t escaping. She was already free. 


Over the next rise there would be a small creek. The last time she had stepped in that water, she had been stepping right through the paper-thin ice, and her feet had gotten unbearably cold. She had welcomed the pain at the time, considering it appropriate punishment.


She climbed the rise until she saw the creek, right where she had remembered it. She wouldn’t go over it this time, but instead would continue along its banks, moving to her left. 


She kept going until she reached a small clearing and immediately focused on a tree on the other side. A section of its bark has been scratched clear, and at its foot wild vegetation had taken root in overturned earth. She stepped up to the tree and touched the scratching, tracing it with her fingertips, the cross, the heart, and the name, Mina. Then she moved back and raised the camera, but lowered it again. It didn’t feel right to take this picture. It wouldn’t be right for Mina to be used again.


Katia touched her lips with her fingertips and then touched the tree and the earth. She closed her eyes and felt the ground under her fingertips. She imagined the body below, naked against the earth, the skin pale and bruised. But her skin probably didn’t even exist anymore. Katia wasn’t sure if a body was a feast for everything that lived underground, or a foreign object, strong and resilient. But it didn’t matter. Too much time had passed. Mina was returning to the Earth, giving life in the most primitive of ways. Mina could have done so much more, and she should have been able to. Now she was just a body, lost materials to be used by worms in the dirt, disgusting creatures, unaware and uninterested in the person she had once been. She should have been able to do more than just give her body to this hostile world. 


Katia realized tears were trickling down her cheeks and wiped them with the back of her hand, smearing her war paint across her cheeks. She looked around, wanting to make sure she was still alone. Then she gazed at the ground again and vowed she would be back. She wouldn’t leave Mina alone in the dirt. She wouldn’t have to turn into one of these forgotten trees. Not here. Not alone, in the coming winter cold.


Katia drove back toward the cabin in a much darker mood. She knew the road wouldn’t run close to the barn, and she felt more confident driving the vehicle this time, but that confidence only made it possible for her to think about everything over and over. 


When she saw Steve’s cabin again, the plan in her mind was no longer a wild dream but a plan in motion. It was Ryan she had to win over. He was the one who understood the bad things that people were capable of doing to each other. He hadn’t told her much out about what he’d been through, but she had picked up enough from his conversations with Steve to know that he had been held hostage in Afghanistan and had only recently made his way out of there. He still had a restless energy about him that she imaged came from that experience, and from the fragile freedom that had followed. 


Jenny was the one who was the most likely to oppose her. She was up to something, but Katia couldn’t say what for sure. Maybe it was just the money, but probably something else was going on there too. She was definitely trouble. She’d been with Mats, after all, and it wasn’t impossible that she also had a stake in all this too somehow.


Katia turned the wheel one last time and finally approached the cabin. She saw Steve on the porch outside, getting to his feet, holding a hand over his eyes to block out the sun as he peered right at her. He began to pace in her direction. 


Katia gripped the steering wheel tighter with her hands. This was it now. Life or death. 


No, that wasn’t right. There would certainly be death.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










JENNY COUNTED THE money from Katia’s backpack in the bathroom sink. She wouldn’t take more than they’d asked for, which was fifty thousand Euros. She still didn’t know where the money came from, not exactly, but it made sense that fifty thousand of it was money Mats had handled before he died, and that the rest was some other money their business had generated. Still they were only asking her for the fifty, which meant that they probably considered the other money lost, or didn’t know about it, or maybe would try to collect it elsewhere. If the latter was the case Jenny wasn’t the only person they would shove against a wall today, but she couldn’t afford to think about that now.


She paused with her counting at forty thousand, the next bill still in her hand. It had dawned on her that she had another serious responsibility to consider. She could hand over all the money and thus settle everything with Alex and Roman, but it wouldn’t erase what Mats had done in the back of that van. 


He must have killed one of the girls, a young girl just like Katia. Jenny had tried to avoid that conclusion, but now she saw no way around it. He had killed a girl, probably by accident, precisely how he’d done most things in his life, and Alex and Roman had somehow found out and even taken pictures. They’d wanted him to pay for that, and that’s what this money was for. It was the only plausible scenario she could think of. Mats had actually killed someone.


Her hands began to tremble and watched the rest of the money fall out of her hands into the sink. She stared at herself in the mirror. Her eyes were wide, her skin pale, her forehead wrinkled in worry. Turning her eyes downward, she forced herself to focus on the money once again, her pile of forty thousand, approximately half in five hundred bills and the other in one hundreds. It would have been far easier to count it all if she had separated the different kinds of bills to begin with, and been even easier if she had only used the larger bills. She should’ve seen that advantage earlier. After all, she was used to working with money at the hotel, but there they had a CashGuard machine that swallowed the money before the piles got this large. And most people used credit cards anyway. 


She counted out another twenty of the largest bills to complete her pile. It was much too bulky to fit in a wallet or the small handbag she had brought with her. Her plan was to leave with the money as soon as Katia returned, and if that didn’t happen soon enough, then she’d simply sneak out and hike along the river until she reached the bridge to take her into town. It would likely take an hour, but she would probably get a lift once she was up on the main road. 


What she really needed right now was a money pouch, the kind that people used when they traveled and didn’t want to flash their wallets. Sometimes people carried these pouches under their jackets or coats. She would make one from plastic wrap and some tape, and her clothes were baggy enough to cover it all up, but she’d have to get to the kitchen for the supplies to make it. 


She stuffed the money into her pockets, pulled her blouse over the obvious bulges, and gathered the money that remained in her hands. She listened with an ear against the door, and then cracked it open. The bedroom was empty. She left the surplus money on the floor, along with the backpack, and stepped out into the bedroom. 


She was still alone, and so continued forward. Ryan was outside somewhere, fully out of view from the hallway. She went to the kitchen and looked out the window. Steve was walking away from the cabin, waving with his hand, and she realized Katia was just returning. Time was up.


She went through the kitchen drawers and quickly found a roll of tape in one and a plastic bag in another. It wasn’t the kind of wrap she had wanted, but the bag would probably be better. She put the fifty thousand in the bag, pulled her sweater up, and pressed the bag against her skin. She pulled the tape roll with her other hand and wrapped the tape halfway around her body, then switched hands and completed the circumference. It would be painful to rip off when she had to, but at least it would work.


She looked out the window again and saw the Land Rover roll toward the entrance, grinding gravel under its tires before it came to a complete halt. Katia got out, wearing a camouflage coat and holding a camera in her hand. 


Jenny felt the money taped under her clothing getting hot against her skin. 


It was time to make her move.










* * * *







Ryan had heard the Land Rover returning and picked up his pace until he broke into a full run. He had been trekking down the river, hoping to find a path along the water that would take him back to his abandoned car, but the rocky terrain was difficult to navigate, and he hadn’t made much progress. 


He crossed the final stretch of beach at full speed and then felt his balance wavering. Focusing on the open front door, however, kept him upright and moving forward, step by step, over slippery sand and gravel. 


He heard Katia in the hallway, with Steve and Jenny, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying. He climbed the steps and made his way inside, then stopped in his tracks, startled by her appearance. She looked wild in the fatigues with makeup smeared, and holding a camera in her hand like a weapon. 


“Are you all right?” he asked, still panting hard as he stepped forward. 


“What about the camera?” Steve asked. “What did you—“


Ryan held up a hand to silence him and moved forward. “You took pictures?” 


Katia nodded. Her gaze moved between Ryan and Steve and then back again. “Yes”, she finally said. “I took pictures. I’ll show you.” 


She stepped into the bedroom and Ryan followed, pulling the door almost completely shut behind him. Katia was showing them a great deal of trust right now, and he didn’t want to risk that in any way. Steve had a way of startling her, and Jenny had just fought her over the backpack, so alone, with the door slightly ajar, seemed to be the way to go.


He helped her transfer the photos to the computer, shots of young girls locked up in a barn, if he understood the context correctly. Some of the faces he recognized from the passports he had looked through. 


“How many did you see?” he asked. 


“Five. That’s everybody now.” 


“Are you sure?” Ryan could very well imagine what would happen to the last hostage left behind. Such a person would be a liability and of little value to the kidnappers, since their business required a certain scale to be economical. But he realized he was thinking of a particular girl. When he went through the passports he had pondered two girls who shared similar features and the same last name, and so far he had only seen one of them. He pointed at her face in the best close-up he could find. “Has she got a sister?”


Katia turned her face away and nodded. “We buried her in the forest.” 


“She died?” 


“They made us dig for hours.” Tears were welling up in her eyes, Ryan saw, but then she steeled herself. “They just sat there and watched. Sergei and Roman and Dimitri. They kept laughing, but in the end they had to dig themselves. We couldn’t dig deep enough. The ground was so hard. It was so cold.” 


“They killed her?” 


Katia nodded and wiped more tears away. It was chilling, how matter-of-fact she was about such horror. It was an obvious reality for her that these men had the power to kill at will.


“They were so much trouble when they were together.” Katia looked at the photo, and for a brief moment she smiled fondly. Then she turned somber again. “They were grabbed off the street on their way home from school.” 


“Abducted? Just like that?” 


Katia nodded. “They always remembered how it happened, and they never stopped trying to escape. They never blamed themselves. They always talked about it, all the time, the best ways to escape. We told them to wait for the right time, but they always asked us if we had ever found the right time. And we hadn’t. But there still could be a wrong time.” Katia looked at the floor. “I’m not making any sense.”


Ryan raised a hand to touch her in a gesture of support, but couldn’t find the right way to do it. He pulled back again. She glanced up at him, and then her gaze drifted to something over his shoulder.


Ryan turned around. Jenny was standing in the doorway, her eyes hard and suspicious. 


Katia turned and walked to the bathroom, and closed the door behind her. 


“What?” Ryan asked, looking at Jenny again. 


“You really should get some rest,” she said.


“Yeah?”


She nodded once, sympathetically, but something about the calculating look in her eyes gave him pause. He knew he was out of his depth here. He could handle death and destruction, if it came to that, but he couldn’t keep up with the subtle expressions that played across the faces of these people he now trusted with his life. 


Maybe he was just imagining things. Still, he didn’t have a history of being overly cautious. He had a history of recklessness and of repeating past mistakes. 


He looked at the laptop again. Katia’s photos were still open on the screen. 


Five girls.


He took a deep breath and instantly felt the oxygen enter his blood. Rest would have to come later.










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










JENNY WAS BALANCING on the threshold to the bedroom as she studied the computer screen in front of Ryan. The disturbing photos were impossible not to look at, but her attention was really on the keys to the Land Rover that lay on the desk. Ryan was still staring at her, so she did her best to remain thoroughly unaffected by the scrutiny. The keys were what she wanted. If Katia could take them, so could she, especially when her objective was to get them all out of serious trouble they didn’t even know they were in. 


Ryan had zoomed in on a picture of the barn. It was the old Larsson farm, now run down with the paint peeling off the building and the yard overgrown with weeds. Jenny had been a fellow classmate of their youngest girl, Jasmine, who was adopted from South Korea as a little baby. The Larssons were very religious, and it had been a quiet home, but not in a bad way at all. Theirs had been a peaceful quiet, like walking alone in the forest in the summertime when the sun never set.


Jasmine had always enjoyed showing photos from her mother’s missionary trips to Africa and Asia, and told the adventurous stories that went with each and every one of them. It wasn’t always Jasmine’s mother who had traveled, more often it had been one of the young pastors from one of the nearby towns, but Jasmine had always retold the third-hand stories as if she’d been there herself. 


The trips had seemed more dangerous to Jenny toward the end, after the war in Syria and all of that, but perhaps that had just been her own childish understanding maturing to better grasp what awaited her out in the world. Still it had seemed as if the people in church had gotten more conscious about the risks and dangers as well. But that had been around the time when Jasmine and she had finally lost touch. High school. Mats. Very different crowds.


“Do you want to take a look?” Ryan asked, gesturing toward the laptop screen. “I think you should.”


Jenny took a step forward, realizing as she moved that the Larssons were probably where her first true glimpse of the outside world had come from. A glimpse that was real, with people she knew, people from her own town. TV shows and movies had meant very little. It was the stories she had heard and the photos she had seen that had made her want to leave. It hadn’t started with the music or teenage rebellion. It had begun before that, when she was a child at the Larssons.


“I know this place,” she said and leaned closer to the screen. “A friend of mine used to live there. But it was a long time ago. Before all this.” She pulled back, noticing Steve’s keys on the table again. She’d almost forgotten about them.


Ryan looked toward the bathroom door that Katia had closed behind her. “They still keep five girls locked up there,” he said. “We need to figure out what to do about that.”


Jenny nodded. 


“I’ll go get Steve.” Ryan got up and shot her a hard stare. “Then I want you to tell me everything you know about this.”


Jenny nodded again, afraid her voice would break if she spoke. She could hear Katia in the bathroom, turning on the shower, and finally she was alone. She looked at the photos on the screen once again, of course the Larsson farm, but also the close-ups of young women, peering out from behind dirty windows. She didn’t know what to do about any of that, but she did have a concrete option in front of her in the form of the keys to the Land Rover. It could get them all out of trouble and maybe ease the situation for the girls in the photos as well. 


She looked around. Ryan was with Steve out in the kitchen and couldn’t see her.


She grabbed the keys from the desk and quickly opened the nearest window. The vehicle was right outside. She could get to it in seconds. Going back through the hallway would take longer and would probably only lead to more discussions. Maybe she wouldn’t even make it outside, now that Katia had brought them so much to talk about.


She leaned out the window to determine whether Katia could see her from the bathroom window, which was also open. Katia had just turned off the shower, and steam was swirling around the window. Summer wasn’t hot here, just warm enough for mosquitoes to breed and for people to endure staying and sticking it out for another year.


Jenny was hesitating about the decision she had to make.


She swung one leg out the window, leaned far outside, and looked at the bathroom window again. She saw Katia inside, standing with her back to the open bathroom window. The mist was now clearing off the dusty glass, and Jenny could see Katia’s bare back. She gasped when she saw the horrible scars and burns that patterned Katia’s skin, a dozen of which was clearly visible from where Jenny was standing. She felt her pain against her own skin, or at least a pale illusion conjured by her mind at the sight, and she realized Katia had suffered again and again the very acts Jenny had barely been threatened with once or twice.


She stared at the image for a moment and then pulled back inside. She looked at the photos on the computer screen of other girls in the same horrible situation. So this was what Mats had been involved in. What Jenny had closed her eyes to over and over again.


Steve and Ryan entered the room. Jenny was still halfway out the window, her intent obvious. 


Steve looked at the keys in her hand.


“I’ve talked to them,” she blurted out. She had to come clean. There was no other way to do this. She leaned inside and took a step back into the room.


“Who?” Steve asked, surprisingly cold in his delivery. “Who did you talk to?”


“The Russians. At the hospital. They pushed me into a restroom and shoved my head against the wall.” She raised her hand and felt the back of her head. “They told me I had to give them money.”


“What?” Ryan asked, stepping closer. “When?” 


“The Russians?” Steve asked, his eyes suddenly hard and narrow. “Why didn’t you tell us?”


“They came for Katia?” Ryan continued, stepping closer still.


“Yes! No! Not for Katia. Nothing like that.” 


“Like what?” Ryan asked. “Do they know she’s here?” 


“No! This has nothing to do with her! Well, some of it does, of course, somehow, but it’s my... It’s Mats, that stupid son-of-a-bitch!” She pulled out the money from under her clothes and threw it on the desk, scattering the pens and papers and memory cards to the floor. The tape hurt her skin, even though only a fraction of it had come loose.


She sank down on the bed. “I didn’t know what he did. He was always working. And he always had money. I didn’t know!” She had known. But not this. She hadn’t known all this. She had known the law was being broken and that things would end badly. But she hadn’t thought much beyond that point. She had known it was wrong, like everything else that Mats did was wrong, but she had let it be after that. She hadn’t looked deeper. She hadn’t wanted to.


“But what?” Ryan began. “He owes them money?”


“Yes, that!” She gestured toward the money on the desk and the floor. “And they said they wanted it right away. So that’s why I...”


Katia opened the bathroom door and looked out. Jenny felt herself blushing.


“It’s not Mats’s money,” Katia said. “Some of it, maybe, but not all.”


“I took it from your bag,” Jenny said. “Fifty thousand of what was there. They said they were going to kill me.” Jenny tried to remember the exact words they had used, but she couldn’t recall what they had explicitly said they would do to her. Perhaps they had. It wasn’t something she wanted to think about, but she knew what they could do, and now what they had done to others. She wrapped her arms around herself, feeling vulnerable and ashamed. And she felt her face growing hot.


Ryan picked up some money and studied it, as if some additional damaging information might reveal itself there. Finally, he looked up. “So how would you meet them to make this delivery? Did you already have a plan?”


“I don’t know. I was going to drive back into town. They gave me a number to call. I haven’t tried it.” She put the keys down beside her and placed the note with the phone number next to the keys.


“We could call the police,” Ryan said, but he didn’t sound very convincing. 


Katia was already shaking her head. “They wouldn’t know what to do about this,” she said. “It’s not only the girls. It’s weapons and other things. These are very dangerous people.” Katia was touching her dress, as if to make sure it fully covered her scarred skin. Jenny watched her with new understanding.


“So what should we do?” Ryan asked.


Katia went to the computer and zoomed in on a photo of Alex and Roman outside the barn until it filled the entire screen.


“That’s them,” Jenny said. “Alex and Roman.”


“Those two?” Steve asked and looked closer. “It’s the guys from the forest.”


“They’re the only ones left now,” Katia said, nodding. 


“Which means they must leave the girls alone if they go into town.” Ryan looked at Jenny. “It was more than one guy, right? You met both of them?” 


“Yes. Both. But I didn’t meet them. They pulled me into a room.”


“But it’s still was only two men,” he said. “So they have to leave the girls alone when they go into town, right?”


“I don’t know!” Jenny said, speaking louder than she’d intended. What he said was reasonable enough, but she didn’t want to push him faster in the direction she saw he was heading. What he was planning, what Katia was encouraging in her own subtle way, was very dangerous for everyone involved, and Ryan was moving much too fast. Still, it wasn’t Jenny’s place to protest anymore. She desperately looked at Katia for support, but the girl’s eyes were only shining with hope.


“If you go,” Katia said, looking at Jenny, “and you give them the money, the rest of us could go to the farm and get the girls and take them away from there.”


“Shouldn’t we get more people involved?” Ryan asked. “Not the police, I know, but someone else?”


“No,” Jenny said and shook her head. “Not until we’re far away from here.”


“I think she’s right,” Steve said. “We’re all outsiders in one way or another, and we haven’t had much luck with the locals.” He looked at Jenny. “Present company excluded, of course.” 


Jenny looked down.


“All right. Then we need a plan.” Ryan looked at Jenny. “What if you’d make the phone call and pretend? You wouldn’t meet them, or give them any money, nothing like that. We shouldn’t give them anything. We’d just lure them out, lure them into town, away from the farm.” 


“They’d hunt us down,” Jenny said. 


Ryan turned to Steve with a dark look that seemed to communicate a solution to that problem, a violent and definite solution, an absolute commitment. She suddenly wondered what these men were capable of, if challenged. She wondered what any man was capable of, given half a chance.


“Will you go after them?” Katia asked, with obvious hope in her voice, urging them on. 


Ryan looked at Steve again, and they both nodded, the two of them suddenly ready to go to war. 


Jenny studied their faces and saw that there was no going back now. At least Ryan hadn’t mentioned the photos of Mats to anyone yet, and hopefully he would keep it that way. Mats was dead already, and she didn’t want any more shame added to what she was already feeling.


“All right,” Ryan said and looked at Katia again with a decisive nod. “Let’s do it.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










RYAN TRAINED HIS camera on the barn and shot a series of close-ups, zooming quickly between windows, doors, a tractor, and the roof of a house farther back. Knowing the details of this landscape could mean life or death for them, and somehow he felt up to the task. It was as if he’d been waiting for this moment ever since his capture in Afghanistan. After he’d awoken with his head banging against that floor, a cloth over his head and his arms behind his back, somewhere in the back of his mind he’d been longing for a confrontation with death and evil ever since. A confrontation he’d be prepared for this time around. 


He panned the camera across the barn again, along the chimney, down the drain pipes, compiling anything that might turn out to be useful to them. He studied the details, everything he could find, yet he also understood what he was doing would never be enough. He was making his observations from a single vantage point at a single point in time, and that didn’t cover enough of what they needed to know when they launched their raid. 


“Can you see anyone?” Katia asked.


Ryan felt her lying next to him on the moss-covered ground, her eyes on him, keenly observing his expressions. He shook his head without taking his eyes from the viewfinder. He moved his focus from window to window, but was unable to see any activity inside. They had known it would be difficult from this distance. There should be only two men left now, and five girls, and he hoped any reinforcements would take days or even weeks to arrive. He tilted the camera downward and found the van he’d seen towing the wreckage into the forest. The men were still somewhere on site, as far as he could tell. 


He moved back a few feet down the slope and turned around. Steve and Jenny were standing farther back, at the foot of the slope, but out of sight from the barn. Jenny was holding Mats’s rifle, the Remington model 700, but aiming it prudently at the ground below. Seeing her with the rifle made him think how terribly things had evolved over the last twenty-four hours, as if they were all charging along with a morbid momentum, bringing destruction with them wherever they went. 


But putting it that way wasn’t right. He couldn’t and shouldn’t blame anyone else. He was the one. He’d been doing this on his own for some time now, searching for trouble, it seemed, all over the world. And now here he was, with his new friends, about to launch an attack on armed mobsters that were neither Taliban nor Al Qaeda, but instead the closest approximation he could possibly find in the Lapland forests. 


The first step in this perhaps ill-conceived plan for freedom, retribution, and whatever else they were really up to had been to go back to the waterfall to get the rifle from his rental car. The drive there had been tense and silent, the narrow track through the forest already holding too many memories, of the chase, the crash, and leaving Mats dead in that burning wreckage. It was impossible to live like this, packing a lifetime of danger and wrongdoing into a day or two. The mind lost track of cause and effect, time itself all got mixed up, and you started to slip. 


And how they were slipping.


He could feel the envelope with the gruesome photos hot against his chest now, rubbing against his bruises, and he still hadn’t had time to figure out how those fitted into all this. He had smashed a window to get inside the car, and then folded the envelope inside his jacket before he moved his belongings to the Land Rover and finally left the car behind in the forest. In a different life such damages would have been enough to cause him serious financial worry, but now it didn’t even matter. Lead and steel mattered, and flesh and blood.


He turned and looked at Steve and Jenny now farther down the slope. 


“It looks like they’re home,” he said. “If you’re ready, it’s time.”


Steve put a hand on Jenny’s arm. “You ready?” 


“I’m never going to be ready.”


“We could do it some other way,” Steve offered. “We could call the police.”


“No. No. They’d have to call in people from Stockholm, and it’d take days.”


Steve nodded and stepped closer. “We’re right here with you.” 


“I’ll do it,” Jenny said. “I’ll do it. I just need a couple of seconds to think.” 


Ryan like the way Steve handled the situation, without pushing, but actually comforting her. He wouldn’t have had the patience, wouldn’t have said the right things, and he wouldn’t have gotten her to do what he wanted her to do. Steve was a leader, as well as a team player, and he knew how to steer things along and achieve just about anything he wanted. He inspired confidence. Ryan needed that, in his own raging confusion.


Jenny handed the rifle to Steve and pulled out her phone. Her hands were trembling.


“It’s all right,” Steve said. “They won’t know where you are.” 


Jenny nodded without looking up and then began to dial. “I’ll just do it.”


Steve smiled to encourage her.


Jenny pressed the call button and put the phone to her ear. 


Ryan could feel his heart beating faster. He looked at Katia again and saw her watching them all with anticipation. He signaled for her to stay low and then he began to move up the slope again. 


“Hello?” Jenny said behind him. Ryan turned to look, and saw her take a couple of steps away from Steve as she spoke. “It’s Jenny.”


Steve motioned for him to continue his climb. He reached the top of the rise with another couple of crouching steps and immediately trained the camera on the barn again to search for any reactions. 


“Mats’s girlfriend, Jenny,” she continued into her phone somewhere behind him. “I have the money.” 


Ryan still didn’t see any reaction at the house. 


“The money he owed you,” Jenny explained. “Yes, I do. Right here.” 


Katia touched Ryan’s shoulder.


“Look,” she whispered. “They’re coming out.” 


He peered into the camera and saw the barn door open. Alex stepped outside with the phone to his ear. 


“I do have it!” Jenny said, her voice agitated now. “I don’t care what you say! My boyfriend just died. I have the money! I thought that’d be all you’d care about!” 


Ryan watched Roman exit with two girls and look at Alex, who gestured to him to go back. Roman pulled the girls back inside and closed the barn door behind him. Alex put the phone to his ear again.


“Are you there?” Jenny asked, calmer now. “I’m at the hospital. I really just want this to be over. That’s all I want. I want it to be over.” She stopped talking and listened. Ryan could see Alex talking, but he had no idea what the man was saying. He could see his reactions, however, and he appeared to be taking the bait. Jenny was doing a good job. She had a talent for deception. An appetite for it, even, and that was useful now. Still, he made a point of remembering that she’d already used her ability against them once earlier. 


“Okay. Okay,” Jenny said, very much in character now. “I’ll be there.” 


Ryan watched Alex put away his phone. Then Roman appeared again, alone this time, and Alex waved for him to hurry along. Ryan considered grabbing the rifle from Steve and simply shooting the two men right there and then. That would be plain murder, but at the same time also the course of action that would probably best keep everyone else safe. Still it seemed unlikely that he would be able to hit them from such a distance, and the field made it impossible to get nearer without being spotted. He’d have to stay with their plan. He took a deep breath and kept watching as the men climbed into the van and sped away.


“It’s time,” he finally said, lowering the camera. 


Jenny’s phone rang again. 


Ryan turned and began to hustle down the slope, watching as Jenny stared at Steve in alarm. This wasn’t according to plan and they all knew it. 


“Put it on speaker,” Ryan said.


The phone rang again. 


Steve grabbed the phone from Jenny’s hand and looked at the display. He pushed the on-screen buttons and gestured for Jenny to go ahead. She hesitated, but finally found her composure and nodded.


“Hello?” she said.


“Jenny,” Alex said on the other end. His voice was even, almost friendly.


“Yes?”


“You understand what we’ll be forced to do if you don’t deliver like you said you would? You understand what we’ll be forced to do to you?”


Jenny’s hands began to tremble so much that she almost dropped the phone. She looked at Ryan with fear and seemed ready to back down. She should have looked at Steve instead, Ryan thought, if it was reassurance she wanted.


“You do understand, don’t you?” Alex asked again.


“I do,” Jenny said. “Yes, I do.”


“Good.” He hung up.


Jenny stared at the phone, looking like she was about to throw up.


“That wasn’t very smart of them,” Ryan said, hoping to comfort her. 


“What?” 


“They gave away a lot and for no particular reason. We could hear them moving. We know where they’re going. What if we’d been with the police? He made some pretty obvious threats there.”


“Ryan’s right,” Steve said. 


“They did all that,” Ryan continued, “but they gained very little for themselves. A sense of control, probably, but nothing else.”


“Not very intelligent,” Steve said.


Jenny smiled uncertainly.


“Don’t ever underestimate them,” Katia said, looking down from the top of the slope. “They’re not stupid, or desperate, or scared. They’re none of those things you hope they are. They’re smart. They’re well organized. They have connections all over the world.”


Ryan swallowed hard and nodded. She was right, of course. These people were right up there with global terrorist organizations in terms of their reach and ability, and they were a lot better at staying under the radar. They also didn’t pretend to be anything but thoroughly bad.


He reached for the rifle. Steve handed it to him with a serious nod and then pulled a gun from his holster. 


“All right,” Ryan said and chambered a round. “Time’s up.” 


The sound sent adrenaline rushing into his blood. He looked from face to face. Everyone nodded their agreement. 


“Let’s go.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










RYAN SPRINTED ACROSS the field with his head down, eyes on the ground ahead, and the rifle in a firm grip. It felt better in his hands than a blooded shard of splintered wood. That time, breaking out, his weapon had been fragile, and he’d had to aim for the softest tissue of the belly. It had been a primitive fight, man to man, yet surgical in its precision. He had felt the wood sway before it pierced the skin, and then warm blood spilling over his hand. Then they had slipped together as the fluid hit the floor. 


The green pastures they were running through now felt so much better than that desert of stone. His heart had been beating so hard then, hammering in his chest, drumming out of rhythm with his heaving lungs. He had been so aware of his own vulnerability, the softness of muscle and skin, of anything organic, in a world of shattered stone and sharpened steel. 


This time, the world around him was lush and warm, and Ryan himself was the object that was cold, hard, and in control. Like last time, he felt just like the weapon in his hand.


He looked to his right to make sure that Katia was still by his side. She was moving fast, her quick steps light and agile. This was her mission even more than it was his, and she wasn’t falling behind.


“Up there,” she said, and pointed the way ahead. They were headed for a tractor on the edge of the field, parked with one set of wheels on the gravel yard and the other set in the mud. A farmer wouldn’t have left it like that, Ryan noted. Maybe the present caretakers had driven it to amuse themselves and ended the ride there, not with a crash, but with a careless parking and no thought about it afterward.


The tractor was less than twenty feet away. Ryan had expected it to be a Volvo, the brand had been ridiculously abundant on the Swedish roads, represented in all shapes and sizes, but he could see now that this was a John Deere. He glanced at Katia just as their feet landed in the shadow cast by the machine. He stopped and steadied himself with a hand against the tractor, breathing hard. It was hot to the touch, but because of the sunlight, not that the engine had been running. 


Katia crouched and leaned against the towering rear wheel. She was a good runner and didn’t have much weight to move, but still needed to catch her breath now. No doubt because she had spent a lot of time locked up. He certainly knew what that felt like, and how out of shape you could be when the opportunity to escape finally presented itself. He had done push-ups and sit-ups on the basement floor, manically the first few weeks, dutifully later on, but there had been no way to truly challenge his heart or lungs. When he finally had to fight for his life, and run for his life, he had been in the worst shape he had ever been. Probably the same was true for Katia now, although her youth would surely make up for a great deal.


He looked up and saw Steve and Jenny crossing a ditch further back toward the forest. It would be a few seconds before they would catch up. Fifteen, twenty seconds. He turned to Katia again.


“You okay?” he asked and sat down next to her with his back against the rear wheel.


She nodded. Her breathing was deep and deliberate. Ryan decided to give her another moment. She would need all the energy she could find. They all would. 


On his knees in the dirt he aimed the rifle over the wheel in the direction of the barn, resting the steel against the hard rubber, peering intently along the barrel. The barn looked to be in better condition than he had thought observing it from a distance. The paint had been neglected, and the yard was littered with abandoned equipment and trash, but the construction itself seemed solid. Every building seemed to be like that in Lapland, probably because of the winter cold. This was north of the Arctic circle, north of just about everything in this world, and a building had to be able to keep out sub-zero cold if it was going to be of any value here. 


The walls on the ground floor looked like concrete, while the top floor was built of wood. He took a moment to study the main door and saw a panel on the wall next to it. A code lock, possibly an alarm. It was unexpectedly high-tech, but the equipment inside a modern dairy farm was probably seriously expensive. He remembered reading an article somewhere about entire farms that were completely automated, populated by networking milking robots and feeding machines and a myriad of other computerized inventions. This didn’t look like it had ever been that advanced, but at least it had survived into the twenty-first century.


“Looks like a code,” he said and glanced at Katia. “Probably an alarm too.” He pulled the rifle back and sat down again, just as Steve and Jenny caught up and crouched next to them. He directed the rifle away, off toward the empty road.


“Everything all right?” Steve asked, panting heavily, still holding the gun in his hand.


“Yeah.” Ryan glanced toward the barn again. “All quiet.”


“Good. Very good.”


“Come on.” Katia got to her feet and set off around the tractor. 


Ryan bolted after her. She ran across the yard, right up to the main door, and to his surprise began to punch the code on the lock. He stopped by her side and looked at her with what he hoped was a questioning frown and not something stronger. 


“You know the code?” he whispered when she didn’t explain. Steve and Jenny were still behind the tractor. The road was still empty. He aimed the rifle at the ground in front of his feet. Danger could come from inside the building, or from the road, and he wanted to be prepared for both.


“Only for getting in,” she said. “Not for getting out.” She pushed the last button. The lock whirred opened. 


He still wanted to ask her more but this wasn’t the time. He pulled the rifle up and pushed the door open with his left hand. He stuck the barrel inside and stepped in after it. 


“Wait here,” he heard Katia whisper to Steve and Jenny behind him as they finally caught up. “Keep the door open.”


He took another step forward, halfway across the floor now, sweeping the rifle left and right, when Katia sprinted past him. She raced across the floor and continued up a staircase deep in the shadows to his right. He lowered the rifle and ran after her. He did what he could to look for danger in the darkness, but he was moving too fast to really be able to see anything that mattered. 


He reached her at the top of the stairs. A dark corridor led to four different rooms, and what could be a bathroom at the far end. 


The four doors were locked with padlocks from the outside, and memories came rushing back. The jingling of keys. The waiting. For food. For visitors. For death.


Katia had stopped moving, probably remembering much more recent events.


He stepped forward, raised the butt of the rifle, and slammed the first padlock open.










* * * *







Katia had imagined this moment a thousand times, but in her imagination she had always been on the other side of the door, trembling with fear and anticipation, waiting for rescue, waiting for life. She had imagined the elation when it finally happened, the incredible, unbelievable relief, but she had never taken the dream beyond that moment. She had never been able to see happiness beyond that door cracking open. But the moment itself had been a beautiful dream. 


Now it was real, and somehow being on the other side of the door felt even better. She put her hand on the handle and swung it open. 


It was Valeria’s room. The girl was sitting on the bed, like she was supposed to, her long hair loose over her slumped shoulders.


“You’re back,” Valeria said, with an uncertain smile that spoke mostly of sadness.


“Yes,” Katia said, trying to sound strong. “I’m back. Back to take you with me.” It was a bold statement and Katia could see that Valeria didn’t know what to make of it.


Ryan was moving behind her. He leaned in from the doorway and Valeria immediately pulled back. She shouldn’t have done that, Katia thought automatically. He might have been a customer.


“It’s okay,” Katia said. “Come on.” She ushered the girl toward her with gentle movements, and Valeria got to her feet. The girls were all used to doing as they were told, and Katia had learned over time to speak with authority when she needed to.


She led Valeria out into the corridor and watched as Ryan continued to the next door. He slammed its lock with the rifle repeatedly until it crashed to the floor. He swung the door open and moved on to the door on the opposite side. 


Two other girls appeared from the second room, Yelana and Anna, and Katia smiled when they recognized her. 


“Katia!” Anna said, rushing forward. “They told us you died. We thought they killed you!”


“No, no. They just tried to scare you, that’s all.”


They embraced, and Katia could feel Anna’s tears against her cheek. But the relief was premature, they still weren’t safe, and she used the moment to push Anna closer to the stairs. 


“Hurry,” she said and let her loose. “We’re here to get you out.”


Anna looked at Ryan suspiciously as he continued to the next door.


“Who is he? Police? He isn’t police, is he?”


“No.” Katia shook her head. The story was too long to explain, but she knew she had to say something more. “He’s American.” 


Anna smiled brightly. Katia knew America could still be a powerful idea for an inexperienced girl, filled with energy and hope, like the distinct sound from the rifle when Ryan had chambered a round in the forest and set them all going.


Ryan got the last two doors open. Two girls immediately stepped out from the first room and joined the others, looking around cautiously. 


Katia led them toward the stairs, but then saw Ryan entering the last room.


She knew she had to stop him.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










STEVE PUSHED THE heavy barn door fully open and then jammed a spade against it to keep it open. When the arrangement seemed steady enough he leaned inside, panning his gun left and right. 


Alex had always made sure to keep him away from this place and that made it difficult to know what to expect now, despite Katia’s detailed recollection. He felt his curiosity rise, and wondered where Yulia had slept before he got his hands on her, as well as where the other girls were now. But he was getting ahead of himself. He wasn’t even supposed to be here. His position was outside, with Jenny, making sure the road was clear. 


He looked over his shoulder and saw Jenny outside in the sunlight, her slender silhouette framed by the dark doorway and the surrounding walls. She sensed him looking and glanced his way, only for a moment, then turned her attention to the road again, still holding on to her phone with trembling hands.


A sound from deeper inside the building made him spin around. Katia and the girls were at the top of the loft to his right, just beginning to descend the wobbly stairs toward him. He could see all five of them, three on the top floor, Katia and the other two already halfway down, every single one of them looking as easy to kill as Yulia had been. 


Apart from Katia. Somehow being back here had already changed her. She was a leader now, purposeful and efficient, and the girls around her weak and vulnerable in comparison. He had never met any of them before, and he didn’t think there was any risk of them recognizing him, but he made a note to remember to keep an eye on Katia. She was changing, growing before his very eyes, and he didn’t like it. 


He forced an affable smile as they came closer, but saw that they were frightened. Then he realized he hadn’t remembered to holster his gun. He turned away and put it back on his ankle.


Jenny’s phone rang outside and he saw her drop it to the ground. He hurried over as the phone kept ringing in the dust.


“It’s them,” she said, looking at him with wide open eyes.


“It’s all right,” he said. “It’s not a problem.” The plan had called for a single phone call, and now this was number three. In all likelihood, Alex had arrived at the hospital and not found Jenny where he expected her to be. If so, they had been quick about it. 


“Did you actually decide where to meet them?” he asked. “A specific place?” 


The phone kept ringing. 


Steve turned and saw Katia and the girls crossing the barn floor. He turned back to Jenny. “Just take it.” 


“Take it?”


He nodded. She obviously didn’t want to speak to Alex again and he couldn’t hold it against her. She was the voice, the face, the name that would be blamed and targeted first when all this was over, and this call would only serve to make her role all the more obvious. 


“We just need another minute,” he said, trying to make his request sound reasonable. “It doesn’t really matter what you say to them, just buy us some time.” He stepped closer and gave her a look that he hoped would inspire confidence. He needed her to handle this just right. The girls had to get to his house, then he would be free to kill off Ryan and Jenny in good order, and finally be back in control. Alex would have to pay him everything he had to get the girls back. The best of them were still worth a lot to Alex’s people, and he would want them back. Alex would probably have to rob a bank or an armored truck to put everything back in order, but that was just the kind of thing he could pull off and get away with.


Jenny nodded, knelt down, and began to fumble with the phone.


Steve sensed Katia behind him and stepped out of the way. She was leading the girls out onto the yard, and they were looking at Steve and Jenny in bewilderment. 


“It’s okay,” Katia said to the girls. “They’re with us too.”


Steve tried to smile with what he figured was a reassuring look, but it didn’t do much good. And Jenny was still struggling with the phone call. She needed his help, but if Alex heard his voice he would surely understand that something was up. Still he stepped closer.


“Where I am?” Jenny asked into the phone. “I’m at the hospital. Yes. No, I am.” She grimaced in frustration. “At the vending machine. I just passed the vending machine on the first floor, by the elevators. Yes.” 


Jenny pulled the phone from her ear. Alex was shouting on the other side.


Steve heard agitated whispers behind him and realized the girls had recognized Alex’s voice. He turned and saw them look around in confusion, and their voices were rising much too quickly. He couldn’t understand any of the words but heard Alex’s name repeatedly, and the tone of the conversation was plain to read; they were afraid, and suspicious. And getting much too loud. 


“He’s gone,” Jenny said, looking at the phone in her hand. 


“He must have heard them.” Steve took Jenny’s trembling hands and looked at her intently. “We better hurry.”


“I’m sorry.”


He let go and looked at Katia behind him, who was still trying to calm the other girls down. 


“We have to get out of here,” he said. “Where’s Ryan?”


“I’ll get him.” Katia looked at the girls and motioned for them to go with Steve and Jenny, but they seemed reluctant. She kept talking to them, her voice fast, stern, and impatient, but finally just left them and ran back into the barn. 


Steve took a step to run after her, but the door shut in his face. The code lock was back on. He reached toward the panel, but lifted his hand away before touching it. He couldn’t possibly guess the right combination. It didn’t matter.


He looked at Jenny and the girls around her. He already had everything he wanted.


“All right,” he said. “We better go.”










* * * *







Alex kept his eyes on the road rushing toward them. Suddenly everything was down to this, how fast he could get back to the farm he had protected for over a year and left unattended for only a few hours in all that time.


What he knew for certain, what he had heard with his own ears, was that Jenny was at the barn and the girls no longer in their rooms. His mind raced with various scenarios. Perhaps Jenny had finally tired of Mats and decided to kill him, and had freed Katia in the process, and decided to work with her to set the other girls free. But that didn’t factor in Steve. Perhaps Steve had seduced Jenny to get to Mats. That made more sense, but wasn’t entirely plausible. If that was his plan, Steve shouldn’t have drawn attention to himself a week before by killing Yulia.


There were just too many loose ends, too many unknowns, too much going wrong all at once. The best approach, he decided, would be to start taking out the unknowns one by one. 


He glanced at Roman and wondered if it was time to let him go, but decided against it. He had no way of knowing what awaited them at the barn, and he would need all the backup he could get. Roman would stay for another couple of hours.


He felt better, having made that one decision, and he took a deep breath to let himself relax for just a moment. He needed to keep calm. He needed to play everything just right.


“How fast do you want me to go?” Roman asked. They had come to a good stretch of road with perfect visibility.


“How much longer do you want to live?” Alex said, but that spurred no reaction from Roman. “Just floor it.” 


It was strange to see the landscape now, remembering all the times they had driven here before, all the times everything had been perfectly under control. Only yesterday.


“Why would Jenny want the girls?” Roman asked with a quick glance in Alex’s direction.


“Don’t think so much.”


Roman grunted in reply, but after a moment glared back. “You don’t know, do you?”


Alex pulled out his revolver and calmly pressed it against Roman’s temple. “What would you do without me? Go to the police? Stay at the barn, eat all the food and drink every bottle, sleep with every girl until you couldn’t stand them anymore, and then what? Shoot them all and then yourself? Or would you try to run the business on your own? I don’t think so. Sergei could have done it. Hell, even Katia could have done it, if she’d been so inclined. But you?”


“I’d go back to Russia,” Roman muttered stubbornly.


“Soon enough, my friend. Soon enough.” He kept the weapon at Roman’s head for another moment, then lowered it and pointed it at the floor, resting his arm against his knee.


“I want you alert,” he said. “I want you to remember what we stand to win and what we stand to lose. We will come out on top. We’ll kill anyone who goes against us, and we’ll come out on top.”


Roman nodded and turned the wheel. They left the asphalt and continued along a dirt track. The forest soon gave way to an open field and Alex could see the barn in the distance. 


He felt his heart begin to pound and he told himself it was all right. He knew now that he was facing a smarter opponent than he had first anticipated. This was all-out war, and he had been foolish not to see it before.


He rolled down his window and peered into the distance. He could see people moving about and raised his revolver and aimed at them out the window. He was still too far away, but given another few seconds, he would be ready to fire.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










RYAN WAS POWERING up a laptop on the desk in the last room down the hall, an office used by the men who ran this place. It was different from the other rooms, with a dirty desk and a worn armchair instead of a double bed, magazines scattered on the floor, and a current centerfold calendar hung above the desk. The room was messy and uninviting, but it was not a prison cell.


The laptop on the desk finally finished booting up, never even asking for a password. Its Windows desktop showed a picture of a ’65 Mustang cruising through a desert landscape and it struck him as the ultimate image of freedom. Even his Afghan captors would have recognized it as such, and then turned that Mustang into a patrol car.


He wondered for a moment if he would ever stop thinking about them. Any of them. His captors. His interrogator. The boy at the door. The bodies scattered across the yard after the missile strike. The bodies he’d left further down the road.


“We have to go!”


He immediately recognized the footsteps in the hallway as Katia’s but still reached for the rifle leaning against the desk. She appeared in the doorway, her face agitated, her body still moving, but then her gaze drifted to the laptop and she froze. 


“They know we’re here,” she said, still looking at the screen. 


“What? How?”


“They called again and must have heard the girls talking.” She looked up. “We have to go.” 


“I’m coming,” Ryan said, beginning to disconnect the laptop.


“No, leave that! Come on!” She pushed away from the door and spun around. He looked at the laptop again, hearing her run back to the stairs. He understood the urgency perfectly well, but the computer was too valuable to leave behind. There would be an aftermath when this confrontation was over and they would need all the evidence they could lay their hands on. 


He disconnected the power cord and stepped out into the corridor with the rifle in his right hand and the laptop tucked under his left. Katia was already gone. He looked back again and scanned the room one last time. He hadn’t found his passport, but time was definitely up.


He raced down the stairs and found Katia on the ground floor, just pushing the front door open, but outside he saw the van already rolling onto the yard with Alex waving a gun around. 


It was too late to cross the field undetected. 


Steve and Jenny and the others must have already made it to a hiding place somewhere, but he couldn’t see where. 


Katia pulled the door shut. “They’re already here!”


He put the laptop on the floor and grabbed the rifle with both hands. The nearest window was so dusty it was barely transparent, and hadn’t been visible at all from across the field.


“Did you see where the others went?” He could see Alex and Roman get out of the van, but there was still no sign of Steve or Jenny. 


“No,” Katia said, peering out through a different window.


He lifted the rifle and aimed carefully from a decent angle. The two men were treading across the yard outside, both holding weapons in their hands. 


“Go,” Ryan whispered. “Further back. Where they can’t see you.”


Katia shook her head. 


He gestured for her to go but kept his eyes on the men outside. He saw them switching weapons, Alex handing his gun to Roman and getting the sub-machine gun in return.


Katia still hadn’t moved. He glanced at her and saw her shake her head again.


“Please,” he tried. 


She finally got to her feet and began to move across the floor, and he kept watching as she receded into the shadows.


A window exploded behind him. 


Katia dropped to the floor. 


Ryan spun toward the shattered window and felt glass showering over him. He closed his eyes and threw himself to the floor. Onto the glass. Bad idea.


Katia was quiet. Too quiet. 


The rifle was still in his hand. He looked back and forth between the spot where she had fallen and the window above him. He couldn’t see the men outside, just the radiant sky, and he couldn’t see Katia anywhere behind him. He couldn’t see if she was hurt. He couldn’t see her at all. Crates, a work table, a trailer, those he could see. And dust everywhere, molding hay, swirling in the shaft of sunlight that cut into the hall through the broken window. The rays bounced off the shattered glass covering the floor, sharp like razors, not like the grainy remains of a car window designed to help you survive. This glass was dangerous, and it covered his clothes and his hair, and his eyes were hurting from something too. Tears were streaming down his cheeks. 


“Katia?” 


He still couldn’t see her. Too many objects were blocking the way, and he hadn’t seen how far she had made it before the shot. He shouldn’t have told her to run. She had been safer below the window, behind the concrete wall. 


He looked back and forth between the broken window and the shadows deeper inside the barn. It wasn’t the right thing to do. His eyes never got the time to adjust to the light and he couldn’t see anything. Perhaps she was hiding, perhaps she was hurt. Perhaps she was bleeding on the floor. 


There was no time. 


He took in the situation outside. The two men were still hiding behind the van. But no, not hiding. That was only wishful thinking. The men were carefully coordinating their assault. 


He considered aiming for the fuel tank but immediately decided it was too much of a gamble. He wasn’t sure where to aim, or if the tank would actually explode if he hit the right spot. The bullet itself wouldn’t ignite the gas simply because it traveled through the liquid. It would have to cause a spark, and that could only happen with enough oxygen. There were too many factors, and either way, firing at the fuel tank would give away his position. He didn’t want to do that. And he didn’t want to waste ammunition on an object that was already dead.


The sun outside was shining from his left. He could see the shadows of Alex and Roman move behind the van. The shapes were barely human, but he could see movements that he interpreted as urgency and impending action. 


Suddenly Roman burst forward around the front of the van. 


Ryan moved into position in the window and fired off a single shot. A tire blew and the van knelt hard into the dirt. Roman stopped in his tracks, his eyes wide, his arms wielding as he struggled for direction. 


Ryan moved to the other corner of the shattered window and aimed again, but he was too slow. Roman found his composure again and rolled down back behind the van before Ryan could fire off another shot. 


He lowered the rifle and moved away from the window. He didn’t know if he actually could pull the trigger unless he saw the other man draw first. But, he reminded himself, they had already drawn first. They had already fired. 


He looked into the darkness again.


“Are you all right?” he called, keeping his voice to a low whisper. “Katia?”


Silence.


He cursed himself. He shouldn’t have waited. His experiences were dragging him down again. It was still with him, the waiting in the Kandahar mountains, watching out for passing vehicles, for mule trains appearing over the nearest ridge, for anyone at all, wanting to kill him. That everlasting waiting.


“No,” she finally answered, “I’m bleeding, but not bad.” 


He felt his heart race. She sounded scared. 


The waiting had to end. 


He looked out again and saw Roman and Alex bolt from behind the van. Perhaps he had hit something vital, after all, or perhaps they too had decided it was time to end this once and for all. Just like he had.


He steadied the rifle against the concrete wall and aimed carefully for Roman, the larger man, the slower man, the easier target, a step behind. He squeezed the trigger. Roman twisted in mid-step and blood squirted from his chest. He stumbled, and collapsed to the ground. Ryan moved the rifle to stay with him, but realized he had killed the man with a single shot. 


Ryan tilted the rifle slightly up again and saw Alex take to the ground and roll to a safe spot behind a pile of firewood, expertly aiming with the sub-machine gun as he moved.


Ryan fired off another shot and then backed away from the window. He only had two bullets left. He absolutely couldn’t miss the next time he pulled the trigger. 


He stayed low and finally made his way across the floor to Katia. She had fallen behind a wooden crate. He could see blood stains on the wood where her hands had landed. She smiled when she saw him.


“You’re bleeding,” he said. 


She nodded.


“Can you move?”


“Yes. It’s not that bad.” She turned around and showed him the injury. She was a brave young woman, and he could very well have imagined her speaking the very same words if she had been mortally wounded. This bullet, however, had only graced her shoulder, and the bleeding would be easy to stop.


“I think you’re right,” he said. “I think we can move.”


“Please.”


“Careful though.”


He helped her up and pulled her further into the barn. They climbed the stairs and managed to get to the top just as Alex cracked the door open below. 


Ryan pulled Katia toward the corridor but felt her pulling hard in the other direction. She certainly knew her way around better than he did. He let her lead the way, past the stairs and out on the loft, to a spot behind some boxes with a partial view of the ground floor below. They stayed low and watched Alex move across the floor below with his weapon raised. 


Ryan watched the wound on Katia’s shoulder. Enough blood was pooling for it to start dripping to the floor at any moment. But Alex would probably smell it first.


He was moving right toward them.










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT










“KATIA! I UNDERSTAND it’s you up there!” Alex’s voice was strong and confident, as if he was entirely convinced things would work out to his complete satisfaction. 


Ryan tried to move the rifle fully in his direction, but the space was too small, the angle too awkward, and he didn’t want to reveal their position. 


“We were thinking about that,” Alex continued. “Where we’d find you. I had my money on right back here. Roman thought you’d run straight into the forest and be eaten by wolves. But he never knew you very well. Not like I do. So, come on! You were doing so well. You got two girls recruited. I’ve been keeping good money for you. I told you to trust me!”


Ryan glanced at Katia and saw her pull back. He felt a stab of guilt, knowing she had probably seen the very first flash of doubt in his eyes. She was shaking her head, silently telling him not to listen, telling him to trust her, but he didn’t know what to believe. He’d always had patience, had always seen the best in people, certainly in women, and sometimes it didn’t turn out right. He had learned that much about himself, but he hadn’t learned what to do with it.


“Katia! You’re smart and ambitious, and I like that. You know I do!”


Katia closed her eyes.


“And I understand what you’re trying to do. Take the girls, set up your own shop, strike while the iron’s hot. You’re a fast thinker, light on your feet. I like it!”


Alex was right below them now, easy enough to hit from this distance even if the angle was still bad. Ryan kept the rifle aimed at the man’s head, but he didn’t want to silence him just yet.


Suddenly Katia reached for the rifle. Ryan pulled back and shook his head, but she wrapped her fingers around the barrel and he found that their grips were equally firm.


Then the wood beneath them creaked. 


Ryan pushed Katia away and rolled to the side, catching a glimpse of Alex below raising the sub-machine gun. The sound when he fired was like a jackhammer, physical and metallic, and the bullets ripped through the loft like it was paper thin, showering splinters and dust all around. The wood cracked like winter ice. And their bodies were too heavy. The wood itself was too heavy. The outcome was inevitable. 


The structure collapsed.


Ryan felt himself falling and heard Katia call out his name. The rifle flew from his hands and clattered to the floor. Alex tried to protect himself from the falling wood, from Ryan landing right on top of him, but Ryan still managed to get a good grip around the man’s neck as they tumbled to the floor. Then everything stopped moving, stopped falling, stopped making the slightest noise, and a split moment later Alex was on top with his hands around Ryan’s neck. He felt his head slam against the floor and then took a punch right in the face. Blood flooded his left eye. He tried to shake the pain away, tried to focus, tried to see what was happening to him, and realized Alex had pinned his arms to the floor and was reaching for a sturdy piece of splintered wood. It wasn’t a club, it was a stabbing weapon. For a moment, Ryan felt himself give in to the irony. This was how he had killed. This was how he had won his freedom. He knew he still had to fight and struggled to wriggle away, to kick out, to do anything at all, but he couldn’t move an inch and he felt the moment slipping away.


“Alex!” 


Katia’s voice rang out loud and clear as she stepped into Alex’s line of sight, rifle in hand, very much like Jenny had approached Mats the night before. 


“Let him go,” she said. “Let him go now!”


Alex considered his options. He grinned for a moment, tilted his head left, then right, and opened his mouth to say something. 


Katia pulled the trigger. 


The bullet hit Alex in the chest. He coughed once and then slumped backward. Ryan could feel the pressure on his arms ease and began to push himself free. Alex collapsed to the side, and Ryan rolled away from under him.


He looked at Katia, who was still holding the rifle. “You just saved my life,” he said, panting hard. “Thank you.”


She turned her face away, hiding her reaction.


“No, you really did. Thank you.” He was grateful but at the same time not sure what to believe. Had she killed Alex to save Ryan’s life or to stop Alex from talking? He felt his eyes communicating the question he would never ask.


He took a step forward. “We should get out of here. Come on.” 


He shuffled painfully toward the door, but stopped when he saw the laptop on the floor, still where he left it before all the shooting began. He picked it up.


A shot rang out behind him.


“Katia?!” Ryan spun around. 


Katia was still standing, still holding the rifle. 


Fire was spreading from a gasoline tank further back in the shadows, flames already licking the nearest wall and swirling hay igniting in the air. 


Ryan raced back, grabbed her free hand with his, and began to pull her toward the door.










* * * *







Alex knew now how he would die. It would happen here, in the Lapland forests, and it would happen soon. But he still had enough time to take everyone with him. Every single one. He would live long enough to do it. Just long enough.


He had already survived a bullet to his chest and the fire and smoke that had followed. The pain was unbearable; he could hardly breathe, could barely move, and it had taken all his willpower to crawl out from the barn before its burning frame collapsed on top of him. After that it had been a slow and painful struggle to make his way into the house, feeling momentarily stronger with fresh air in his lungs, but still leaving a worrying trail of blood in his wake. He had finally made it into the kitchen, where he had poured himself a Vodka and downed a generous handful of painkillers, just enough, he hoped, to kill the pain without actually killing himself in the process. The house could only be a temporary shelter, though, and soon enough he had been out the door, for the last time in his life, stumbling from time to time as he shuffled down the stairs and headed into the wilderness.


The forest would have to keep him safe now. He still had his favorite gun, wedged out of Roman’s stiff fingers, and he had patched up his gunshot wound enough to slow the bleeding. It wouldn’t be enough, he wouldn’t ever wake up again if he fell asleep, but he had no plans to lay his body down just yet.


He understood now what had happened, or at least where to put the blame. It hadn’t just been Steve Manning, he saw that now, even if the man had already admitted some guilt. Steve had, of course, been the front man in this assault. Yulia had died only three days after his arrival. That should have been clue number one, something he should have recognized earlier on, even before Steve spelled it out to him in plain English. To that he could now add that Steve had killed Sergei and Dimitri, and also taken the girls. That must have been his intention all along, to first blackmail them for money he wouldn’t get his hands on otherwise, and finally to take over the rest of the operation with force. But it wasn’t just Steve. He had help, including Katia, Jenny, Mats possibly, but primarily Ryan West, who looked more and more like an all-out accomplice and perhaps even the brains behind it all. 


That made sense. It was he who had followed them in the forest after the crash, and it was he who had stayed to fight them at the barn. It was Ryan West. 


He brought out his phone and selected his brother’s number, smearing bloodied fingerprints all over his display.


“Vlad here,” the voice came after only a second. Alex smiled when he heard the industrious typing on the keyboard on the other end.


“Hey, brother, it’s Alex.”


The typing stopped.


“Sasha?”


Alex had always hated the nickname, it sounded much too soft for his liking, but this time he smiled.


“Yes. Look, I’m in a hurry here. I just have a quick question.”


“Go ahead.” The typing started again, but slower now.


“That laptop you set up for me. It’s been stolen.”


Vlad grunted, and Alex could see him shaking his head at his brother’s characteristic carelessness.


“I need you to find it for me.”


“Of course you do. But I can’t do that unless they go online. It doesn’t have a GPS or anything like that. It’s not a phone. But I have the MAC address from the network card, so if they go online and they use a static IP, I could probably match them up and give you a location, but that takes time. The internet is big, you know.”


Alex found himself grinning. He didn’t understand half of what his brother was saying, but he understood he would do what he could to help.


“It’s the HP Pavilion, right?” Vlad asked.


“HP. Yes.”


“And you’re thinking it’s still there in Sweden.”


“Northern Sweden.”


“All right. That narrows it down. A lot, actually. Not many people there.” 


“Call me back when you have something.”


Alex disconnected the call and let out a deep sigh that hurt his injured chest. He almost started laughing, but then forced himself not to. He didn’t know how the bullet had struck, exactly, but it had missed his heart and his lungs and passed right through his back. He was bleeding internally, he knew that, but it was a slow process. He felt weaker with every breath, but he still had a couple of hours. 


He looked at his phone again and selected Steve’s number. To his surprise, the man picked up instantly. The background noise, people talking, plates clattering, made him feel a stab of sorrow.


“You’re going to die,” Alex said, struggling not to cough. “A slow, gruesome death.”


“Oh, hi,” Steve replied briskly, walking now, the noise around him fading. “I heard the same about you. In fact, I heard it had happened already.”


“I’m not that easy to get rid of.”


“You sound a little short of breath there. Maybe you should go home, get some rest. But no, you don’t have a home. You’re on your own and everyone wants you dead.”


“I guess we’re the same, then.”


“I don’t see how. Your life’s torn to pieces, and mine’s just the way I want it.”


“No,” Alex said. “It’s not.


“How’s that?”


Alex moved the phone to his other ear to relieve his arm, which had started to throb painfully. “Because you will die,” he said. “All of you. You’ll die before this day is done.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE










STEVE MOVED BACK into the kitchen and took in the familiar surroundings. He had left a knife on a chopping block and was supposed to be slicing cucumber and tomato. He was good with blades, and had always admired the way they extended a man’s capabilities without shrouding the experience in technology. Using a knife was almost as good as using your hands alone, almost the same level of commitment and responsibility, but with all the more speed and power for when you really needed it. Guns, on the other hand, was just wasteful cheating. Sometimes called for, but only as a last resort. 


Jenny was doing the dishes, the few items they had used so far, and she glanced at him when he moved closer. He liked the way she didn’t ask any questions. She knew about the divorce in progress, and had probably thought the phone call was from his wife, and yet she didn’t show the slightest hint of interest. She was a very pragmatic young woman. He knew he would feel regret when he finally had to let her go, but he saw no way around it. No woman was pragmatic enough to live with what he had done, and certainly not with the things he was about to do.


He picked up the knife again and began to chop the vegetables. She turned off the tap and shook the water off her hands. Looking over her shoulder, she shot him a brief smile, just for a fraction of a second. 


“You okay?” he asked when she didn’t say anything to follow that look. “Really, are you?”


She leaned against the counter and looked past him, peering at the girls in the living room. Three of them were sitting on the sofa, cautiously picking food and drink from a tray of chocolate, tea, and sandwiches. They had probably been moved between various groups before, perhaps even in such a violent manner, and they wouldn’t be able to tell just yet whether this was an improvement for them. Katia was pacing about nervously, glancing repeatedly toward the bedroom where Ryan was hooking up the laptop, and the other girls were following her movements in tense silence. Steve reminded himself that he would have to go check on Ryan before he found too much on that hard drive. This could all get very messy if he did. 


“They’re so afraid,” Jenny said, taking a step away from the counter. 


Steve nodded. “And you?” He looked at the knife in his hand and then put it down again.


Jenny sighed hopelessly. “I don’t know.”


“I think you do.”


“I just keep thinking about everything. My whole life. I’ve always felt so trapped. A lot of girls left this place, but I never did. And the guys here, they’re not bad, not really, but... Oh, I shouldn’t tell you about that, I know. But you’ve seen what it’s like.” She glanced at him, then shook her head and looked down. “I don’t know what I’m talking about. All this, and I’m still feeling sorry for myself.” 


Steve stepped closer and took her in his arms. He saw something in her eyes when he pulled her to him and pushed her hair back. It wasn’t self-pity, but rather a sudden maturity he hadn’t expected from her, and he had to admit he liked the way danger was making her grow right before his eyes. 


Feeling her soft skin against his cheek, he looked at the knife he had left on the counter. He wouldn’t use a knife with her. He didn’t want the slightest detachment. She deserved to feel his hands.










* * * *







The old laptop had survived the shooting and the fire, and the ride back to Steve’s house in a very crowded three-seat-row Land Rover, and still played along nicely as Ryan tried his best to get to its contents. He was studying what he could find, the obvious and easily understandable, photos, transaction spreadsheets, telephone numbers, and had even connected the laptop to the internet with the hope of possibly accessing some of their email accounts. These guys were not overly computer savvy, but still fairly ambitious, and that combination had generated plenty of information he could get to without resorting to hacking techniques off the internet. He wasn’t good at those kinds of things, but he was good at finding information and could have investigated more forceful methods if it had been required. As it was, however, all he had to do was search and browse. 


The shower was on in the bathroom, where a couple of the girls were still cleaning themselves up. Anna was in there now, Ryan remembered. Her name was easy to recall, and her face too, since he knew at least something about her background, with the kidnapping she had endured and the death of her sister. Valeria was another name that had stuck. She was the first girl they had rescued. Then Yelana.


The shower stopped. Out of hot water, no doubt.


He thought he knew something about what they were feeling. The Kandahar dust had taken days to scrub off. In the end, it was the pool at the Intercontinental Hotel in Kabul that had finally made him feel clean again. He had spent three days there, swimming for hours at a time, feeling safe for the first time he could at all remember. That environment, the tile, the chlorine, the clean and symmetrical architecture of the building itself, had all been so entirely different from the basement he had been stuck in. It had still been a confined space, but one with a sky and a breeze, and doors and gates that could be controlled at his convenience. The Intercontinental had been the perfect halfway house, like the NATO base at Kandahar Airport on his way into the country. He had spent three precious days there, then been on a plane for New York. He had thought about giving Natalie the first interview on American soil, but she would never have asked, and he hadn’t had the strength to look her up to make the offer. 


The bathroom door cracked open. 


Ryan looked up and saw the two girls step out. They both immediately looked at the laptop screen, at all the horrible things they knew about in much greater detail than he ever would, and he quickly turned the computer away. 


“You’re Anna?” he asked and tried to smile.


“Yes. Anna.” 


“I’m Ryan.”


She didn’t reply, and the other girl had taken a step back, hiding herself in Anna’s shadow. They were both scared, he realized, scared of what he would do to them.


“I’m sorry,” he said quickly and motioned toward the door. “Go ahead.” 


Anna made an almost unnoticeable bowing motion and then they scurried off into the living room together without another word. 


Ryan buried his head in his hands and sighed. Seeing them scared like that reminded him of the reality behind all the data he had found on the laptop. He hadn’t been able to access any email accounts so far, but the photos he had found told a horrible story, and it was easy enough to multiply that horror with the data in the spreadsheets, and then finally begin to approach some sort of understanding. Still, that was only on a general level. He wanted to understand what had happened this weekend, why all this had unraveled the way it had, and why so many people had died. He hadn’t found anything to explain that yet. And he hadn’t found anything to tie all this to the photos of Mats in the back of that van. That’s what he needed to look into. The envelope was still inside his jacket, which he had tossed on the bed. 


He sat up straight again and opened his eyes. Steve was studying him from the doorway.


“What?” Ryan asked and turned the laptop to face him again. 


“You’ve been quiet ever since we came back.” He took a step into the room.


“I know.” Ryan kept his eyes on the screen and began to browse the data. “I just really want to understand what’s going on here.”


“Coffee and sandwiches. In the living room. That’s what’s going on. Plenty of hot chocolate too.”


“Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.”


“Maybe it’s the coffee I’ve been drinking, or just working in the kitchen with Jenny, or both, I guess. But it helps, you know, clearing your head. It helps, just doing everyday things like that. Just being human.”


Ryan nodded.


“I know it’s hard for you,” Steve continued. “You always seem to go off on your own, and that’s got to be hard. Sometimes, you know, it’s just easier to deal with things when you’re not alone.”


“Thanks. You’re right.” Ryan finally turned away from the screen. “I wasn’t always like this.”


Steve nodded. “Did something happened back there? At the farm? More than I know of? You shot a man, I know that.”


Ryan looked at Katia through the door opening, pacing nervously at the far end of the living room. He didn’t want to give too much credit to anything said by Alex, whose objective had no doubt been to stir things up, to make them give up their position so he could kill them. It was a given he would say something provocative. Still Katia hadn’t denied much, and she had explained even less, and that was starting to bother him.


“I have no idea,” he finally said, as Katia caught his eye from across the room.


Steve turned and looked at the girls cowering on the sofa.


“We’ll have to get them out of here,” he said. “Not tonight, of course, but sooner or later. Tomorrow, I suppose.”


“I know.”


“And the police? We don’t have to call them, necessarily, but we need to know what to say if they turn up.”


“Yeah. You’re right. I guess they might.”


“How about the girls heard gunshots and people running. Their doors opened, they don’t know how, but they saw smoke and fire. Then they ran into the forest, going as fast as they could, and eventually they ended up here. And we took them in.”


“Sounds about right.”


“And that story could include Katia as well.”


“Yeah.”


“Just in case someone asks.” Steve looked at the girls in the living room again. “That fire must have been seen far and wide.”


“Thanks for doing this. Taking us all in and doing everything you’ve been doing. I didn’t know it would get this crazy.”


“It’s not your fault. This is my mess as much as it is anyone else’s. I mean, we’re just trying to help, right? And I know this has to be tough on you. Seeing stuff like this again. Things most people aren’t used to.”


Ryan nodded. What Steve said was probably true, but it wasn’t something he liked to think about. He didn’t want to be different from everybody else. He didn’t want the Taliban to have taken anything from him, or worse, added anything to him. But of course they had.


“It’ll take a couple of days for the police to piece things together,” Steve said, and Ryan was thankful for the interruption. “They’ll have to call in help from Stockholm, which will take a day or so, but after that things will probably move quickly.”


“It’s moving pretty quickly already.


“Yeah,” Steve said with a shrug and the flicker of an unnerving smirk. “But then again, what do we know? Maybe it’s only just beginning?”










CHAPTER THIRTY










KATIA WAS WATCHING Ryan and Steve in the bedroom with her heart pounding hard in her chest. She couldn’t tell from her position by the living room window exactly what they were saying to each other, but it was obvious Ryan was getting very troubled. Seeing him like that made her nervous, scared even, and it wasn’t the numb, cold dread she was used to. She had begun to hope, to feel, and the fear inside her now was wild and raw, speeding aimlessly through her mind and body. 


“You should talk to him,” Anna said, rising from the sofa. The other girls were still sitting around the living room table, huddling together like children. “You should go to him.” 


The words sounded strange from the young girl, simple and assertive, with a voice that was much too serious. Her hair was still wet from the shower, and she still looked cold, pale, and scared, like she had for such a long time, but something in her eyes had changed. She was only seventeen, maybe young enough to heal, even though seventeen could be very old when every week battered you like a year. 


Anna smiled hesitantly. She was a good-hearted girl, but didn’t know anything about what was going on here. She didn’t know what Ryan might find, what he possibly already had found, or how he would feel toward her when he did. Everything could turn around in an instant, when he learned more about the things she had seen and the things she had done.


Katia didn’t know what it was she wanted or expected, but something inside her struggled for life. Perhaps that’s what Anna saw, standing there with that encouraging smile on her face.


“Thank you,” Katia said and took the girl’s hand, squeezing it gently. “I will.” 


“Then go.”


Katia let go of her hand and crossed the floor toward the bedroom, just as Steve turned around to face her in the doorway. 


“Hello there,” he said with a brief smile. “Jenny’s in the kitchen?”


Katia nodded.


“I believe I still have some chopping to do.” He chuckled and stepped out, and sauntered on toward the kitchen. Even the way he walked made her skin crawl now. He was superficial and self-absorbed, and probably worse things as well, and those bad qualities were getting more obvious by the minute.


Ryan was still sitting at the desk, hovering over the laptop. Katia wasn’t very good with computers, not at all, but she knew enough to understand Alex and Roman hadn’t known much either. They hadn’t even bothered with passwords. It would be easy for Ryan to find what he was looking for with the most basic skills. In all likelihood, he had already found everything there was to find, even if it would take a long time to read it all, and even longer to understand it. 


She felt a sudden calm. It was peculiar how she could change inside. The adrenaline seemed to drain away in an instant. Or maybe it had taken complete control. 


“The things he said back there,” she said and took a step forward, “they aren’t true. He made it sound like some other life. Like I was some other person. Someone I don’t want to be. Someone I’m not.” 


Ryan turned slowly away from the laptop and slowly raised his eyes to meet hers. 


“All right,” he said, his face unreadable. “So what’s the truth then?”


Katia hesitated. She didn’t want to play games. She was smart enough to do it better than most, but she didn’t want to play games now, even if she knew she could win them.


“Is the truth that you got two of them recruited?” 


Katia flinched. The question stung, but if it was because of the accusation, or its cold delivery, or because the guilt itself hurt she couldn’t tell. She had lived with the guilt for a long time. 


“A lot of people have died this weekend,” Ryan said. “We’ve done a lot of things believing it’s the right thing to do. Don’t tell me we were wrong. Or, do tell me, if that’s the case.” 


Katia took a step back. She didn’t like the direction of this at all. He was too cold, too detached, and she knew what men like that were capable of.


“It wasn’t,” she said. “What we’ve done, it wasn’t wrong.” 


“Yeah? Then talk to me.” 


He was angry now, and it made her angry too. He had no right to expect anything from her. And his face was still unreadable to her.


“What do you want to know?” 


“The truth, for a change.” 


“The truth? You don’t want to hear the truth!” 


“Yeah, try me.” 


Something broke inside her. She needed to tell someone. She needed to bring all her worlds together, her childhood, her nightmare, her future. It would all need to collapse into one at some point. And the time was now. 


She closed her eyes. “Why would you want to know?” she asked, her voice suddenly a whisper. “About my uncle coming into my bedroom? About him killing himself when he thought I’d tell my father? About me applying to a school in Milan to get away from it all, but that there wasn’t any school?” 


She opened her eyes and looked straight at Ryan, and saw him glance at the map of Europe on the desk, as if that would tell him anything. Why did he do that when she was right in front of him? 


Katia grabbed the map and ripped it as she pulled it toward her. She let go and watched it fall to the floor. 


“They said I owed ten thousand for travel, and when they moved me I owed ten thousand more! Is that what you want to hear? How I tried to make that money? Why would you want to hear that?!” 


Ryan shook his head. 


“I didn’t think so! And you know what? In the end, the only way to make enough money is to find other girls!” She grabbed the map from the floor. “It was a friend who told me about the school in Milan. And one night, on the phone, I told my friends. I told...” She felt her voice breaking and she couldn’t breathe right. She thought of a girl in Berlin, from Kazakhstan, brown eyes, black hair. She remembered how they pulled off her red dress before they lifted her out onto the balcony, and then tossed it deeper into the room, where Katia was the one who caught it. One of the men had looked at her and grinned approvingly, and the wild look in his eyes had scared her to death.


There were so many things she hadn’t wanted to think about. She had been such a foolish little girl. So foolish. She had gambled when she left home, she had known that all along, but she had completely miscalculated the odds. And it had cost her more than anyone could possibly have to lose. 


Images of the last two years flashed through her mind. Everything was gruesome. Every single thing.


“In Berlin,” she continued, her voice a whisper again, “I saw them throw a girl off a balcony. And they told her, they told us, before they did it. She was so scared. She shook so much she couldn’t even fight when they grabbed her. She shook so she couldn’t stand up. They took her by her feet and arms and carried her out on the balcony. She cried so hard she almost couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t scream. She couldn’t... Then, afterward, they waited for the police to arrive. Just to show us what they could do.” 


Katia wiped away tears. She didn’t look at Ryan, but she felt him standing there, watching her. She needed to say more, she had to explain better, but at the same time she didn’t want to think about any of it anymore. She couldn’t, without taking routes through her mind that would drive her crazy. She had tried to forget, to sever the ties between her different memories, her chain of nightmares, but the ties were still there. The memories were all coming back now. She could feel it inside her, everything coming back all at once.


“I tried to run,” she continued, “but they caught me. Then they burnt me so bad I couldn’t make enough money anymore. Not that way. Not that it matters. Not that anything matters anymore. I’m guilty, all right? I’m guilty!” 


She heard someone behind her and turned around. Anna stepped in and looked at her with a tenderness and concern she knew she didn’t deserve. The girl was following her as if Katia was her older sister, and she most certainly wasn’t. She just wasn’t.


“Are you all right?” Anna whispered quietly. 


“Don’t ask me that!” Katia hid her face in her hands and backed into the wall behind her. 


“Hey...” Ryan said and took a step closer.


“No!” Katia pulled away. There was no use. When she tried to explain, when she pulled it all up to the surface, everything that had been hidden, she could see for herself that it was no use. Too many things had happened. She had become someone else. She had become what they wanted her to be, and even if she wasn’t, the memories flooding over her would surely drown her. She had always known they would. 


She felt something hard against her back. It hurt, but at first she didn’t care. Then she realized it was the door handle to the bathroom. She reached for it behind her back, pushed at it, and felt the door crack open. 


“Katia,” Ryan said as she turned around, but she didn’t bother to look. Instead, she slipped inside, locked the door, and sank to the floor. And finally, she let herself cry. Her entire body shook, and for some reason she began to hit herself. She hit her legs with her fists, then hit the floor until she couldn’t take the pain in her hands anymore. She stopped when the tears came only from that fresh, physical pain. Somehow that always felt better. 


She cleared her eyes. The light shone brightly through the bathroom window, and she felt the dark memories fall away. She had done everything she could. She had helped rescue the girls she knew of, and she had killed the man she most wanted dead. 


Her time in this world had come to an end.










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE










RYAN KNOCKED ON the bathroom door but didn’t expect a reply. Several minutes had gone by since Katia had locked the door and she hadn’t answered him since. He had heard her cry, though, and had felt her body move against the door. 


He understood now what she had been through must have been far worse than anything that had happened to him in Afghanistan, the fear, the physical pain, the captivity, every aspect of it. He had always known it would end someday, perhaps with his death, but even then he had known that at some point, one way or another, his kidnappers would lose. Afghanistan was going through a terrible process, like just about every country at some point had, but in the end, in some distant future, it would heal. In the end, people would be free to live as they choose, and his kidnappers would lose. Katia, on the other hand, had been a prisoner in some of the richest, most civilized countries in the world. What had happened to her had happened not because of any religion or ideology, or even the general craziness of war, but because of the darkness of human nature. That had to be a much deeper pain to live with, when you had to endure it without any reasonable hope for mankind.


Now she was crying alone, and he was the one who had pushed and pressured her to do so. He had taken his accusations too far, he knew that, but five people were dead, Mats and the whole Russian crew, six including that first girl in the van, and he needed to know that what they were doing was right. Knocking on the bathroom door, however, wasn’t getting him anywhere. 


“All right,” he said and touched the door one last time, but with his fingertips now instead of his knuckles. “I’ll back off. But when you’re ready, we’re here for you, if you need anything.” He tried to come up with something more to say, but came up with nothing.


He left the door and returned to the laptop again. He brought up a file that showed several passport photos of various young girls, some he recognized, others he didn’t, and wondered how many had passed through this operation over the years, in Lapland, in Stockholm, and elsewhere, and where the missing ones had gone. Could it really be that there existed a global network of criminal groups forcing or luring young women into prostitution, a network so large that a girl from a faraway Ukraine town had ended up in here Lapland as a result of their operations? How many small towns like this were spread across Europe? Across the world? And was it worse in the major cities? London, Tokyo, New York, Dubai, the list could be made long. 


He took a deep breath and concentrated on the photos again. It looked as if they had been scanned from the actual passports. A code was written beneath each one. It looked like a sequential number followed by a letter that signified a rating or classification of some sort. He had no way of knowing exactly what that meant, but the coding system could very well be documented elsewhere in the files. He didn’t have time to pursue it, but he guessed government investigators would have a fair chance of figuring it out once they got their hands on this material. That would have to happen soon. He would have to hand over the material to the authorities, and the girls would have to talk, if the police were ever going to be able to track down all the missing girls and bring them home. 


But he sighed and shook his head before he even let that line of reasoning come to its conclusion. He knew it was unlikely that all those girls would ever be found, dead or alive, or that it would be possible to prove that any crimes had even been committed. But that wasn’t up to him to decide. 


He heard footsteps behind him and turned around in the chair. Jenny stepped in with an accusing glare, while Steve stopped in the doorway behind her. 


They must have heard everything Katia said, he realized, and everything he had said back. 


“Look,” Jenny began, casting a glance in the direction of the girls in the living room. “I never liked having these girls around. But you don’t have to be a genius to understand that this is not what they want to do with their lives. How could anyone possibly believe that? How could you possibly believe they have any control in this?”


“I don’t believe that,” Ryan said. The expression on her face was making him feel very defensive. He exchanged a long look with Steve but didn’t find any support there. He had been too hard on Katia, it was as simple as that.


He looked at Jenny again. Her taking Katia’s side surprised him, but he appreciated it. Jenny had changed over the last couple of hours, ever since she told them about the money she was about to deliver to the Russians. Those men were dead now. The whole crew was dead. But did that mean Katia was now in control? Or did it mean that everything was over? Or something else entirely? He thought back to the situation in the barn, Alex’s voice, his confidence, when he had thought he was alone with her. Had the things he said been true, or had he simply tried to manipulate her? The man had opened fire on her at the very first opportunity. That certainly spoke in her favor. As did everything else about her.


Ryan realized that Jenny was still looking at him, her eyes hard and uncompromising.


“No,” he said firmly, “I don’t believe that this is what they want to do with their lives, of course I don’t. No one would believe that.”


Jenny scoffed, arms cross over her chest.


“I’m just trying to understand what we’re dealing with here.”


“What we’re dealing with?” Jenny stepped up to the desk and slammed the laptop closed. “And this is evidence then? You’re the police, and what, Steve judge and jury?”


Ryan looked at Steve again, now that they were both in her line of fire, but Steve only shrugged. 


“No,” Ryan said, turning to face her, “I’m not saying that.”


“What then?”


“I guess I don’t know what I’m saying.”


“Yeah?” Jenny moved closer, and he could feel her disapproval as if it was physically touching him. He pushed away from the desk and walked to the bed, where he sat down and looked at the bathroom door. He wondered how much Katia had heard. He didn’t want to push her away, just understand what had happened, and why. Those photos of the murder in the back of that van still made no sense. Everything else was fairly straightforward, Jenny confronting Mats, the car chase, the crash, finding Katia, freeing the rest of the girls. But it had all started with those photos, and they seemed to be part of a whole different story. He wanted to understand how it all fit together. He wanted, at the end of the day, to understand who he could trust. But perhaps his doubt was only something he was using now to hide behind, to avoid getting closer to the one person who could understand what he had been through himself. 


He looked at Jenny.


“What I’m saying,” he said, “is that being a hostage is a difficult, complicated experience. You don’t have access to any other understanding of the world, or any other information about the world, than what they give you. It happens that hostages begin to see their kidnappers’ point of view.” 


“And?” Jenny asked impatiently.


“And, eventually, it happens that hostages switch sides.”


“Well,” Jenny said, “you obviously know more about that than I do, but I don’t think these people even have a point of view.”


Ryan looked at the bathroom door again. This wasn’t about politics, he reminded himself, or religion, or ideology, this was about terrible crimes committed for monetary gain, and Katia had been pulled into it by violent force. He had been complicating things, and keeping it all at bay.


Jenny turned to Steve’s computer and touched the keyboard to wake it up again. She opened a photo that Steve must have taken the night before, when Katia had been sleeping on the sofa and he had fallen asleep leaning against the armchair. He focused on Katia’s sleeping face and swallowed hard. 


“I don’t know what you expect from her,” Jenny said, “but you better figure it out fast.”


Ryan closed his eyes and let the full extent of his mistake wash over him. He had let Alex get inside his head and had barely put up a fight when it mattered the most. 


He got up from the bed and went back to the bathroom door. “Katia?” He knocked again and listened with his ear against the door, but she didn’t reply. “Please. I just want to talk. It’s Ryan.” As if that would help. 


He heard Jenny open the bedroom window and looked over his shoulder. She was leaning out, peering at the bathroom window. He knocked again.


“Katia?” he said. “Please.”


Jenny leaned back into the room, shaking her head. 


“What?”


“The window’s wide open. She’s gone.”


He didn’t have time for any more questions. He took a step back and slammed his shoulder into the bathroom door, cracking the frame. He slammed into it again and felt the door give way. Stumbling inside, he looked left and right. 


She was gone.










CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO










THE MIDNIGHT SUN shone above the horizon mountains, hovering in stillness beyond the crimson strips of cloud that colored the landscape a dusky red. Katia stood knee-deep in the rushing water, searching for the keys to Ryan’s car as the river gushed around her. The cuts and burns on her skin were visible beneath the flowing edges of her dress, and she hated that she would never be able to forget those scars and how she got them. Not even now. Not even in this river, in the middle of the wilderness, on the edge of existence. Never.


The water was cold but she didn’t think it was cold enough to be dangerous. The greatest threat here was the slippery stones under her barefoot feet. The rocks were round and smooth and she was afraid of slipping and falling, of hitting her head, and most of all of drowning. She wasn’t afraid of dying, but drowning seemed to be one of the most terrifying ways to do so. And she didn’t want her body to be exposed like it would be in the river, floating in the clear water, ending up someplace she had never seen. 


When she opened the bathroom window and set off across the yard she hadn’t known where to go, but following the river had seemed like the smart thing to do. Steve’s house was on a lake, but Katia had seen on his GPS that it was only one of a string of lakes, all connected by the river, and to get to the car all she had to do was follow the northern shoreline.


Suddenly she felt something with her fingers and couldn’t believe her luck. The keys. She had actually found them. She grabbed hold with her fingers and burst out laughing. She lifted them with both hands and held them up before her eyes, but then lost them again in her joy. Her eyes followed their descent into the water, and she reached for them again before they slipped away. 


She hurried out of the turbulent water and ran back to the car. The backseat was full of shattered glass, but at least all animals seemed to have stayed away. She got in behind the wheel. The pedals were too far away for her, and the rearview mirror only showed her the ceiling above her head, but a few quick adjustments took care of that. The car had a wide range of controls and instruments that would take her a few moments to figure out, but at least it looked less intimidating than Steve’s Land Rover. 


With the key in the ignition, she started the engine. The fuel meter rose steadily, but then stopped at about a quarter of a tank. She had hoped for more. She had hoped for a few hours before she had to make any major decisions. She checked the fuel meter again, and even tapped it with her finger, but it was stuck in the same place. 


The wet clothes clinging to her skin were making her cold, even more so now sitting down, and she tried several buttons until she managed to turn up the heat. With the airflow warming her she tried to conjure up a plan. She wanted to taste her freedom, even if she knew perfectly well that her escape was just an illusion. 


The first step would be to fill a bottle of water from the river and then drive as far as the tank would take her. Perhaps she could even fill it up somewhere, if she was smart and fast enough. After that she would have to figure something out. She would go south, away from here, away from Lapland, to someplace she had never been before. She couldn’t really picture where, she couldn’t picture anything at all beyond the first couple of hours, and she decided not to think about it.


The shattered glass in the backseat would be a problem when she got out on the road, or when she tried to stop for gas. People would ask questions, the police might stop her, but there was nothing she could do about that. At least it was night. She had no idea where she would be in the morning. Perhaps she wouldn’t be in this car anymore by then. Perhaps she wouldn’t be anywhere at all.


She closed her eyes and let the truth sink in: She had nowhere she wanted to go, nowhere she wanted to be.


The thought changed something inside her. The landscape that had been so beautiful before suddenly became dangerous. All she saw was crushing rock and drowning water. 


She shifted in first gear and took the car slowly toward the river. The cliff was high enough. It would only take a few seconds, then the metal would protect her dead body, wrap itself around it, and keep it from view. 


It was suddenly the only resting place she could picture for herself. 


She raced the engine.










* * * *







Jenny ran down the cabin steps out to the Land Rover and saw Steve behind the wheel. She moved around to the passenger side and jumped in. 


“Everybody all right?” he asked, glancing her way as she shut the door. “The girls?”


“I don’t know. They’re a bit frantic, I guess. They heard Katia run off, so, I don’t know. Where’s Ryan?” 


Steve turned on the engine and released the parking brake. “In the forest, up that hill to the right there.” He eased along, navigating slowly over the gravel. “I’ll just take us up along the road here to have a look. It’s probably where she went. Shortest path from the window to the forest, if you want to get out of sight.”


Jenny looked out to her right but didn’t see much. Twenty-four hours earlier, she had been sitting next to Ryan in his Volvo, looking out at the people at the camping site. She had recognized almost every single person there, and the ones she hadn’t known had been easy enough to label as German or Norwegian tourists. The next couple of days would have told her to what extent she had been right, seeing them again at the hotel, the grocery store, or one of the gas stations. That’s how predictable life here had been. Life before this weekend. Now she didn’t know anything anymore.


She glanced at Steve. He was the first man who had really taken her seriously, and he did so not because she had done anything special to deserve it, but because that’s how he was around people. She looked at his face and studied his features. He was concentrating on something on the instrument panel and didn’t notice her spying, and she found that she liked the intent look on his face. 


Then she realized he was monitoring the GPS screen. The map on the screen was showing a symbol that had to be representing Ryan’s car, as far as she could tell from its position near the river, and it was moving. 


“You see that?” Steve said and looked at her. “That’s got to be Katia. It’d be too much of a coincidence if someone else just found the car. It’s got to be her.”


Jenny looked up toward the forest. “Did Ryan bring his phone?”


“No idea, but good thinking.” Steve brought out his own phone and dialed. He put the call on speaker, then left the phone on the dashboard.


Ryan picked up after the first signal.


“Yeah?” he said, and Jenny could hear him running through the forest.


“Steve, and Jenny, here,” Steve said, and she found she kind of liked the sound of that. “We’re looking at a GPS tracker I put on your car.”


“A what? You what?”


“Ryan,” Jenny said, “your car is moving.”


“What?” Ryan asked, still running. “What do you mean? Where are you?”


“I put a GPS on your car when you parked outside the hotel,” Steve continued. “When you got here. Against the rules of engagement in our line of work, I know, but it wasn’t much use anyway. Until now.”


Ryan seemed to have stopped. Jenny couldn’t hear him moving anymore. “The car is moving?” he finally asked.


“Not right now. But it was. It doesn’t have to be Katia, but it’s the most reasonable explanation.”


Jenny could hear him break into a run. 


“I’ll be right with you,” he said. “I’m less than a minute away.” 


Steve stopped the car, engaged the parking brake, and then put the phone back in his pocket. He kept watching the forest, waiting for Ryan to appear.


“I should probably stay with the girls,” Jenny said, even though she wanted to go with him, and wanted him to say she should. “It doesn’t seem like a good idea to leave them alone after everything they’ve been through.”


“Yes,” Steve said. “No. You’re right.” 


“Okay.” Jenny opened her door and got out, and to her surprise saw Steve do the same. He smiled at her and then met her in front of the hood, where he took her hand. The touch was unexpected, but it felt good, and made her warm inside.


“We’ll only be gone for a little while,” he said, looking into her eyes, making her feel better and better. “Half an hour. Then this will all be over.”


“Be careful.”


He nodded. 


Suddenly she heard twigs breaking and branches snapping and looked up to see Ryan running down the hill toward them.


“I better go,” Steve said and let go of her hand. 


Ryan was already getting in behind the wheel, forcing Steve to circle around to the passenger side. Steve glanced back at her one last time before he ducked inside, and even though he smiled she suddenly thought she saw a flash of something dark in his eyes, something truly dangerous, just as Ryan let go of the clutch and raced away.










CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE










ALEX LEFT HIS stolen Nissan on the side of the road and made no attempt to hide it or wipe away the blood stains as he stumbled away from the door. He was too far gone to care anymore about potential evidence. Behind the wheel, roaring down the narrow forest roads, he had felt momentarily stronger, but now, after standing up and feeling the blood drain from his head, from his entire body, he knew he didn’t have very long left to live. 


All the more reason to finish what he had started. 


Vlad had come through as usual. He wasn’t the bravest man who walked this Earth, nor the strongest or even the most ambitious, but he damn well was the most reliable. Alex hadn’t always appreciated that about his brother. When they were younger, his predictability had looked a lot like weakness, but now, with age and responsibility, Alex had learned to appreciate reliability as just about the most important quality a man could possess. Without it, any planning was futile, and without planning there could be no greatness in this world. And in the end, nothing else mattered.


The fools he was facing now had connected the laptop to the internet at the very first opportunity, and after that Vlad had easily been able to give him a very specific location. Checking it against a map on his phone he had immediately known it was the right place: A waterfront log house, far from the town center, with no neighbors around. It was a very suitable place for Steve Manning to hide out, ideal for the crimes he had committed, and at the same time a perfectly natural location for the work he claimed to be doing. 


The house was in plain view now, silhouetted against the small lake and the pale sky beyond. He wished he could have brought a rifle. Now all he had was a Glock 17 with a full magazine and a spare, and a short dagger he didn’t feel comfortable using with his weakened grip. He would have to get close to be able to use the gun reliably, and he hoped he wouldn’t encounter Steve Manning too soon. He wanted that man to suffer, and fully realize what was upon him, before the final blow. Anything else would be less than the man deserved.


Alex continued steadily forward, making sure to always keep at least fifteen feet into the forest. The bullet wound to his chest was still leaking blood but it didn’t seem as if any major artery had been severed. He had been very lucky, considering the circumstances. He had been shot and left for dead in a burning building, and yet here he was, making his way through the forest with such perfect air filling his lungs.


He dropped to his knees and felt unbearable pain rush through his being.


Jenny was on the porch, swinging a rifle about. Sunlight reflected off its surface and he immediately knew it was the stainless Remington he had seen her handle the day before. It was so shiny it was practically useless in the forest, but he reminded himself of its proven firepower and the fact that Jenny looked perfectly comfortable using it. 


He would have to get close.


She stepped down on the ground and walked around the house, checking the windows, pushing them with an open palm, appearing satisfied when they didn’t budge. She took a long look around, scanning both the road, the forest, and the water, before she hurried back inside. 


He pushed himself back to his feet, leaving a stain of blood on the ground, a wet glittering patch that would fade in a moment. Something about it made him smile. It was as if he was getting buried, piece by piece, all over this Godforsaken landscape. 


It was poetic. Even more so because he wouldn’t go alone.


He pressed his left hand against his chest and moved forward. He could feel the wound in his chest, but he wouldn’t let that turn into a weakness. He focused on the weapon in his right hand and on the revenge that was his for the taking.


Killing Jenny would be the perfect way to start.










* * * *







Ryan pushed the Land Rover hard on the narrow road, constantly braking and accelerating again, all the time drenching the windshield in wiper fluid to clean away the thick stains and streaks left by low-hanging birches. Visibility was poor with the low sun in his eyes, and this particular road entirely unfamiliar.


Steve had been quiet ever since they left his cabin. Ryan had seen him gazing at Jenny in the rearview mirror, watching her on the front steps with an intense look of worry in her eyes. The bond between them seemed much deeper than Ryan had expected, but it shouldn’t surprise him. They had all been under tremendous pressure, having survived more danger together than most people experienced in a lifetime, and it made you truly appreciate the people you were with.


He focused on the driving again, knowing he had to keep looking for oncoming traffic. The road was too narrow, especially with the summer green narrowing it down, but then again winter snow would have made matters even worse. 


He glanced quickly around him and noticed a mass of gray moving deep in the forest, a herd of reindeer, and it almost made him smile. Perhaps it was this fairytale Lapland landscape that had made their deep connections possible, steeping them all in its mystical light.


He glanced at Steve again and could tell he was feeling something similar. 


“You all right?” Steve asked, looking back at him. 


Ryan nodded. “Thanks for doing this. Thanks for coming.”


“Someone’s got to keep you in line.” 


“Is that what you’re doing?”


“I don’t know. Am I?” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Probably not.”


Ryan shifted down a gear and steered around a sharp turn in the road. This landscape was hilly and rocky, they were close to the river, and the road kept winding back almost as much as it went forward. He shifted up again. 


“And you? Everything’s all right with Jenny?”


Steve just looked at him.


“She’ll be fine,” Ryan said after a moment. 


“Katia too.” Steve peered at the GPS screen. “We’re not far away now. Not far at all.”


Ryan shifted down again and steered around another bend. They were taking a different road this time, there seemed to be hundreds to choose from, and the GPS was probably the only way to navigate them unless you had lived here all your life. At least this route wouldn’t take them past the crash site or the Russian van. Perhaps it had been found by now, perhaps it was still in the forest, perhaps the police were busy clocking in overtime there already. Their investigators would probably need weeks to figure it all out, the crash, the fire at the farm, and everything else that had happened. It would be next to an impossible task, until they got help.


“It should be just around the bend,” Steve said.


Ryan turned the wheel and finally saw the river as the forest gave way to a rocky shoreline. He looked to his right in search of the waterfall, but it was further upstream, beyond a tall cliff, and all he could see was the moisture in the air. The river was calmer here, but it was streaming quickly along the rocky banks.


“Over there.” Steve pointed to their left. “Slow down.”


Ryan saw the Volvo and immediately realized it was inching dangerously close to the edge of a steep cliff, thirty feet above the river. He slammed the brakes and felt the seat belt cut into his shoulder.


Silence.


Then he heard Katia racing her engine.










CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR










JENNY IGNORED THE inquisitive looks from the girls on the sofa and went straight to the bedroom and shut the door behind her. Ryan had left his jacket on the bed with the bloodstained envelope sticking out from the inside breast pocket. She pulled it out and barely remembered to steel herself before she looked. Her heart raced, but it didn’t hurt as much as she had expected, seeing Mats in the back of the van, with all that blood smeared all around him. She was a different person now, after these last twenty-four hours, much better equipped to deal with shock and violence, and she forced herself to keep looking, keep studying each photo matter-of-factly, as was her responsibility. 


The photos were still the same, the first one with the dead girl, the second one with Mats’s face turned away from the camera, then one with him glancing right into it with a startled look, and a couple more that added little to the story already told by the first three. Nothing about it had changed, but she had changed, and now that she dared to look again something about them made her think. She couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was, but she recognized something, more than Mats staring back at her with a guilty look on his face, and she knew it was imperative that she figured it out. 


She brought the first photo closer to her face and tried to find what it was that seemed so familiar. She scanned the edges and slowly moved her attention closer and closer to the center, to the butchered body of the girl.


Suddenly she heard a noise from the living room. Breaking glass?


A piercing scream cut through the air.


She tossed the photos aside and rushed toward the noise.


A gunshot rang out.


Jenny kept moving. 


The girls were all screaming in absolute terror. 


From the doorway Jenny saw Alex pulling Anna across the floor, holding a gun to her face as the others cried hysterically. All except Yelana. She was already dead, slumped on the sofa with a splash of red staining the towel she had wrapped around her body.


Jenny was watching with her heart hammering in her chest. Alex hadn’t seen her yet, he was busy with the girls, all crying and clamoring as he wielded the gun he had already used once.


The rifle was in the kitchen. She had wondered about it when she left it there, thinking she should perhaps keep it closer than that, but she had dismissed the danger then. Big mistake. 


She lunged across the hallway, back toward the kitchen.


“Jenny!” Alex fired off a bullet, but he didn’t really take the time to aim. Instead, he hit one of the girls huddling in the armchair, and Jenny saw her die in an instant. Her body fell limp to the floor and her head hit the hardwood with a sickening crack.


Jenny leaped into the kitchen, keeping a thin wall and the refrigerator and freezer between herself and Alex’s weapon. Alex fired off another bullet, hitting the back of the refrigerator with a metallic thud. She saw the rifle where she had left it, leaning against the kitchen table and a pulled-out chair, and she threw herself in that direction.


But Alex had seen it too.


He had come from the porch right into the living room and apparently hadn’t spotted the rifle when he entered, but now he was going for it, coming around the wall from the other side, straight from the living room. She had a good head start, though, and he was still ten feet away when she felt the cold steel against her fingertips. Her entire body slammed into the chairs and table, but she still found a steady grip around the barrel. 


But he already had a gun ready to fire.


She got the rifle right in her hands and pulled the trigger. The recoil slammed her against the table and she immediately regretted letting all that power out without thinking.


Alex only came closer, grinning as he raised his gun and aimed it at her face. Her shot had only hit the ceiling behind him and done nothing to stop his forward motion.


She saw him squeeze the trigger and pulled back, moving herself under the kitchen table now, hoping desperately that it wouldn’t prove to be a death trap.


He fired again. 


The bullet slammed into the table top with a deafening crack, but didn’t make it all the way through. Alex had moved closer so fast he had lost his line of fire. 


But she hadn’t. She could still see his legs, and she saw the gun in his hand, and she saw him moving down, pulling his trigger again.


She fired. 


The bullet hit his thigh. The injured leg instantly collapsed under him. She fired again as he fell and watched the bullet rip right through his neck.


The body sank to the floor and slumped to the side. 


She got up from under the table and kicked the gun away from his hands. He was dead, very much so, but she was taking no chances now. She put the rifle on the table and leaned down and looked at the body.


Her hand instinctively went for the scratch on her own neck, where the necklace had cut deep, and she wondered about this sudden, sickening power of hers that seemed to kill anyone coming against her. But thinking about it would do her little good, she would only lose herself in a torrent of emotion and confusion.


She would call the police, she had to now, and she could no longer understand why they hadn’t before. 


She looked at Alex again and wondered what she would do about the body, but she understood immediately there was nothing she could do. It would simply have to stay where it was, with bullet holes and all. 


She noticed his phone protruding from an inside pocket and leaned closer, ever so slowly, and snatched it free. The screen displayed a list of numbers marked as the most recent phone calls. 


A cold dread came over her.


She was looking at Steve’s number.


It couldn’t possibly be coincidence. The call had been made less than an hour ago. That call he took in the kitchen. The only call Steve had received. It had to have been from this phone. 


But what did that mean? Could Steve really be involved in all this somehow?


She couldn’t think of much of a defense against the horrible feelings that were washing over her. Her experience with men was so bad that him spending the night with her only counted against him. Of course she had wanted him to be everything she needed, but she hadn’t really believed it, not fully, not completely, and this development made so much more sense.


She suddenly remembered the photos in the bedroom and pushed herself up again. She rushed back, ignoring the girls moving about numbly in the living room. The photos were still on the floor where they had landed. She studied them again, and she saw it now. Of course. The photos of the dead girl were printed on the exact same glossy paper all the other photos here were printed on. She turned it over and saw a marking along the edge. She went to the printer and looked. The paper tray was empty, but she saw a sealed package on the desk. She ripped it open and pulled out a clear sheet. 


The markings on the back were exactly the same.


She felt all energy drain from her body and sank to her knees.


Steve had to be the one who had photographed Mats with the dead girl and then sent the photos, for some reason she couldn’t yet understand. It also explained why Steve had appeared in the forest right after the crash, why he hadn’t insisted on the police, and why he always went along with everything they did, always keeping his head cold no matter how crazy things got. 


She had to warn Ryan. 


She reached for her phone and selected his number. The seconds dragged on endlessly as the tone kept coming, again and again, and she felt her fear growing with every ring. 


He didn’t pick up. 


She looked over her shoulder and saw the carnage in the living room, and the three surviving girls stumbling about, uncertain of what to do.


“There!” Jenny said to the nearest girl and pointed at the phone in the hallway. “Call the police!”


She tried Ryan’s number again but she still didn’t get through. She looked at the dead bodies again in the living room. If she didn’t warn Ryan it was very possible he would be the next to die. 


If he wasn’t dead already.










* * * *







Ryan heard his phone buzz but chose to ignore it, focusing instead on Katia behind the wheel of the Volvo. He understood what she was doing, why the car was facing the river and the engine racing. She was going to end her life in that water.


“Careful now,” Steve said. 


Ryan just nodded, dismissing him.


The road between the two vehicles was bad, barely existent, but he was only fifty feet away now and he had to stop her. He thought about getting out, about running to her, but the car was still faster and he kept going. 


She suddenly opened her door and looked right at him, and he felt a premature flash of relief. Then she pushed herself out and bolted for the forest. 


Ryan released his seatbelt with one hand and opened his door with the other, and then burst out of the moving vehicle. 


“Hey!” Steve called out behind him, grabbing the wheel.


Katia was making her way deeper into the forest and he wasn’t going to lose her this time. He raced as fast as he could, over slippery stones at first, then with twigs and leaves slamming into his face.


“Katia!” 


He saw her up ahead, and she stopped for a moment and looked back, but he was still far behind her and she hadn’t stopped to let him catch up. She set off again and quickly disappeared in the greenery, and all he could do was continue in the direction he was going. The ground was hilly and the foliage thick, and he soon realized he had lost track of her.


He climbed up a ridge and looked around. The greenery was complete around him.


“Katia!” he called out. “I know I was wrong before!” He listened for a response but couldn’t even hear birds. The forest seemed to swallow every sound. He cursed under his breath.


“Katia!”


Suddenly he heard a blaring train horn signaling repeatedly. He had no idea where a railroad track might be, but it had to be close by. The crossing they had traversed when Mats had been chasing them had to be more than a mile away, but the track could very well have continued here.


The horn signaled again, much closer now. He instinctively moved in that direction, then froze when he heard a horrible noise of metal grinding against metal. The train was braking, its wheels skidding along the tracks with a piercing noise, but cutting above that was a gut-wrenching shriek. 


“Katia!” He stumbled forward through the dense foliage until he slipped and lost his balance. The leaves had concealed a steep hillside, and suddenly he was rolling downhill, tumbling as he went. He desperately tried to protect his head with his hands and his arms, but he felt twigs and branches lashing his face.


Finally he landed.


On the tracks.


He was stunned, knocked out of breath, and could only move his eyes. Everything was red around him. His eyes roved from one bloodied hand to the other, trying to comprehend. The metal tracks stretched into the distance. He couldn’t see clearly. But he was lying on the tracks. 


In flesh and blood.










CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE










KATIA DROPPED TO the ground and covered her ears with the palm of her hands. The shriek from the stopping train cut through her body until it suddenly vanished as abruptly as it had started. She lowered her hands and looked around. The forest was dead quiet. 


Something terrible had happened. 


She had just crossed the railroad tracks and made her way up the steep hill on the other side, with Ryan not too far behind. She had found a good hiding place under a low pine with a view toward the railroad and had hoped to be able to spot him from there. Her plan had been to watch him, to see which way he would go, and try to understand why he had come after her again. That had been her plan, but everything had changed now.


That horrible noise was playing back in her mind. The train hadn’t just stopped, it had hit something. It had signaled again and again, and then hit something. She could see the tracks from where she was, under the pine, but not very much of them, and she couldn’t see the train itself. She would have to get to her hands and knees and crawl out. 


She pushed the pine aside and looked around. Everything was silent. Too silent. She crawled out and moved toward the edge of the cliff, pushing tall grass aside with a hand as she went forward. It only took a few moments, then she saw the scene below, the steel tracks, the cross ties, the gravel. 


The blood.


She moved her hand a little more, pushing the vegetation in front of her aside. 


Still that blood. 


And Ryan.


Her breathing stopped. She closed her eyes and opened them again, but he was still lying there, motionless, in the blood on the tracks. The train had stopped far in the distance. After running over him, tearing him to pieces.


Tears were streaming from her eyes and her body began to shake. She couldn’t see much, but she saw the blood. She saw the flesh. And that utter stillness. 


She stared for a long while, it seemed, as tears trickled down her cheeks. Then she twisted away and began to hit herself again, her legs, the ground. 


It was her fault. He had chased her here. He had wanted to talk, once again, and she had run, once again. Her running had forced him to come after her, and why? Because it felt good to know someone cared enough to follow? Because she was still that selfish? But perhaps she was just flattering herself. Perhaps that wasn’t at all why he had come after her. Perhaps he had simply come to stop her, to turn her over to the police. Whatever his reasons, she had run because it had been her best option, her safest option, the option most to her advantage, with no regard for anyone else. She had run because it was easy. And now, because of her weakness and her selfishness, Ryan was dead.


She steeled herself and then looked again. He still hadn’t moved, and how could he? She knew he was dead, even though she hadn’t yet fully taken it in. She wanted to go down to him, but the scene was too horrible. Perhaps she was being childish again, but she couldn’t live with what she had just done.


She closed her eyes. Saying that it was too much to bear wasn’t good enough. She had to go down to him. It was the only thing she could do, even if it seemed impossible. She simply had to do it. 


With her eyes wide open again she forced herself forward. She was on the edge of the steep hillside, and the climb down would be more difficult than the climb up. She leaned down, carefully swung her legs over the edge, and began searching for some solid footing. She looked down to see where to put her feet, but her eyes drifted to the tracks, and the blood.


But now she saw some other movement in the distance. People were leaving the train and walking back along the tracks. She didn’t want them to find her. Perhaps it was just another excuse, but she didn’t want to get caught by strangers.


She swung her legs back up over the edge and looked at the motionless Ryan one last time. That was how she would have to remember him. The way he had died. The way she had killed him. It would be her final memory.


She cast a glance at the approaching people, but they were still far away and didn’t seem to have noticed her. She got to her feet and moved further up the rise, and then continued quickly deeper into the forest.


Ryan and Mina had both died here. Katia knew she had to die somewhere else. She didn’t deserve to be here with them. She wouldn’t take too long to find the place, but it wouldn’t be here. She would find a place where she could be alone, where she could remember everyone and everything she had an obligation to remember. 


She had often thought she could never do it. She didn’t want to die like her uncle. She didn’t want to go the way he had, or to the same place. But why shouldn’t she? 


The tears came again, as she treated deeper and deeper into the forest, but she immediately wiped them with the back of her hand. 


Why shouldn’t she?










* * * *







Ryan struggled to push himself up to his knees. He was still dazed, still weak from the shock, from having the wind knocked out of him, and from the gravel beneath the tracks cutting into his hands and knees. He put a hand on the smooth metal of the track to push himself up but the surface was slippery and his hand slid against the blood. Images from his escape from the basement in Afghanistan flashed through his mind. The missile impact. The stone turned into gravel. The blood on the floor. The blood on his hands. Slipping. 


Katia. 


He felt nauseous. His stomach was turning upside down. His mind was numb. He didn’t want to take all this in. He didn’t want to take any of this in. He had chased Katia onto the tracks. Why had he run after her when she clearly didn’t want him to? He should have stopped and given her room to breathe. She had already been pushed around, by everyone she had ever met, and Ryan had just kept pushing. 


He looked at the blood on his hands. He couldn’t breathe.


A noise above him made him look up. Steve was sliding down the slippery hillside, balancing precariously until he stopped right on the edge of the blood and gore, studying the scene matter-of-factly, and his calm brought a moment of stability to Ryan’s world of reeling confusion. 


The blood was still warm on his hands and knees, and he could hear it drip from his shirt to the ground below. He couldn’t make sense of this. It couldn’t have come to this.


He felt his stomach turn upside down.


“It’s reindeer,” Steve said and touched a bit of bloodied fur with the tip of his shoe. “Insurance fraud, most likely. People poke out their eyes and leave them on the tracks. At least, that’s what I’ve heard. I don’t know if it’s actually true, but here we are.” He kicked the fur again. “Exhibit A.” He looked around. “I think we have the whole alphabet.”


“Reindeer?” Ryan looked at the mess around him. It was a lot. He could see fur sticking out from the blood. He saw hoofs.


“Yes,” Steve said and came closer. “Reindeer. Two or three, I believe.” He navigated the blood carefully until he was only a few feet away from Ryan. 


“I thought...” He didn’t want to finish the thought.


“She’s gone,” Steve said. “Somewhere else, I mean. She’s definitely not here.” 


Steve had to be right. This accident had nothing to do with her. She could still be nearby, that was possible, or she might have made it a mile or two away, but this wasn’t about her. He looked around, at the rocky hills, at the forest, and the sky above. She wasn’t here. He felt himself smiling.


“We need to get you cleaned up,” Steve said. “If you go running around like that, with blood and fur all over you, someone’s going to shoot you, and get away with it too.”


Ryan turned his eyes down and looked at himself. Blood and fur stuck to his clothing, his arms, his legs. He looked like a werewolf beaten to a pulp.


“Jesus Christ!” 


He began to scrape his arms clean while simultaneously looking around for anything that might help. A ditch was running along the tracks, its water low, but better than nothing. He stepped into it and desperately began to clean his hands and face. The smell was bringing back too many memories.


Steve stepped up beside him. “We’re getting company.”


Ryan looked off along the tracks. Train personnel was approaching, and picking up the pace. The man in front started to wave. 


“I think we better get going,” Steve said. “I assume we’re still looking for Katia?”


“Yeah. Let’s go.” 


Ryan set off in the opposite direction and heard Steve fall into pace behind him. The train personnel began calling out after them, but Ryan had no reason to stop. He pushed onward and soon realized he was approaching an intersection in the distance.


Then he saw the Volvo flash right across it.










CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX










STEVE MADE SURE to keep up with Ryan as they spurted along the tracks, listening to the train personnel calling out in Swedish far behind them. For those people, it must have been entirely obvious that Ryan and he had placed the reindeer on the tracks and stayed to ensure the desired outcome. It wouldn’t be too difficult to convince them otherwise, but he didn’t want to show his face and risk ending up having to kill even more people without proper planning. It was a shameful waste, killing without taking the time to properly savor the experience. 


“It’s up there!” Ryan called, pointing the way forward. The railroad crossing where Katia had raced by was only a few steps away. Steve looked over his shoulder one last time. No train was coming and their pursuers were lagging far behind. Probably the reindeer scene had stopped them for the time being. 


Ryan began to veer off the tracks toward the Land Rover, which still stood where Steve had left it after Ryan jumped out of the moving vehicle. Steve felt the keys in his pocket and pressed the unlock button before Ryan even put his hand on the handle. The turn lights flashed and Ryan jumped in, leaving blood and fur sticking to the door. 


Steve got in on the passenger side. “Good run,” he said and shot a grin in Ryan’s direction. “Nothing quite like the Lapland air.”


“Keys!” 


Steve reached over and pressed the start button and watched as Ryan immediately raced the engine and shifted in first gear. The vehicle lurched into motion. As he reached for the seat belt he looked at the map on the GPS tracking screen. It was still possible for them to keep up with Katia’s movements, and it wouldn’t be too difficult to catch her once they really got moving.


Ryan was already turning the vehicle around, taking it out on the road they had just run along, back up toward the railroad crossing. 


“She’s moving?” Ryan asked, apparently unwilling to take his eyes off the road.


“Yes. I’ll tell you when to turn.” 


Ryan passed the railway crossing without looking left or right, going at a frantic pace now. 


“She’s a nice girl,” Steve said. “Good hearted. Resourceful. And you probably were unnecessarily hard on her, I’ll give you that.”


Ryan glanced at him with a curious expression. He swallowed and eased his foot off the accelerator for a moment.


“I just landed in her blood,” he said.


“No.”


“Yes.” Ryan pressed his foot down in anger and the engine roared. “I know it was reindeer, but I thought...” He trailed off. 


It had been Katia’s blood, in Ryan’s mind. Steve had seen the horror in his eyes. 


“She’s alive,” he said, wanting Ryan focused and in control for another couple of minutes. “She’s still alive.”


Ryan nodded. 


“Just look at the road,” Steve said after a moment. “And try to stay on it.”


Ryan pulled at his bloodied shirt and smelled it.


The GPS showed Katia speeding along a larger road that cut a straight line across the screen.


“I probably shouldn’t tell you this,” he said, “but we’re falling behind. She’s on a better road right now, but we should be able to catch up again once we get there too. Very shortly.”


Ryan pressed the accelerator down again. 


Steve sat back in his seat and relaxed for a moment. He liked the way he was able to urge Ryan on without ever straying from his friendly act. All he really wanted was for Ryan to catch up with Katia so that he could kill them both. This had gone too far. He needed to get rid of them, all of them, and then grab whatever money he could find at his house and at the farm. After that, it would just be a matter of getting the hell out. It would all get very ugly in the end, and he truly resented that outcome, but at least he would be the only one walking out of this alive.










* * * *







Ryan shifted gears again. 


“Getting closer?” he asked with a quick glance in Steve’s direction. He was pushing the Land Rover so hard he could barely keep it on the asphalt through the sharp riverside curves.


“Less than a minute, if you keep driving like this.” Steve leaned over and took a quick look at the accelerometer. “A hundred and forty, that’s ninety miles an hour.”


Ryan pressed his foot down and felt the engine respond, and he noticed Steve sinking back in his seat again, adjusting his seat belt.


Ryan’s mind wandered to all the different types of road he had traveled, from the arduous mountain trails outside Kandahar to the straight lines cutting through the American west, and finally to this misty midnight landscape. He was always in the wilderness, always in a desperate rush, and he couldn’t shake the notion that he had to be doing something terribly wrong.


Suddenly his phone vibrated in his pocket. He had ignored it for a long time now and he realized he really shouldn’t. He shifted in his seat and pulled out the phone from his pocket. He had missed a dozen calls, most of them from Jenny. He glanced at Steve, who was looking at him curiously, and then put the phone to his ear.


“Yeah?” 


“Ryan?” Jenny’s voice was frantic. “Ryan, thank God!” 


“Hey, calm down. What is it?” 


“Is Steve there?”


Ryan looked at Steve and nodded. “Steve? Yeah, sure, he’s...”


“No, don’t,” she interrupted. “Don’t say anything!”


Now he heard the panic in her voice, the absolute fear, and he felt himself turning cold. He eased his foot off the accelerator and listened closer, realizing he was hearing something else in the background as well, all sorts of noises that it took a moment to separate and identify.


“What’s that?” he asked, his voice calm and serious now, hoping to settle her down. “Is that sirens?”


“Ryan, don’t!” Her voice was breaking now. “Don’t say anything, all right, just listen!”


“Right. I will.”


“It’s Steve,” she said. “It’s...”


Ryan finally understood, but it was too late. Steve had already produced his gun and was pressing it against Ryan’s temple. 


He lowered the phone in utter defeat. Somehow it all made sense now. He hadn’t seen it coming, like he surely should have, but he still wasn’t all that surprised.


“You,” he said matter-of-factly, keeping his eyes on the road. He still had the phone in his right hand and contemplated using it as a weapon, but he would probably get shot in the process, and would surely veer off the asphalt into the sturdy spruce that lined the road.


“Put it down,” Steve said.


Ryan nodded and slowly placed the phone in the center console, careful not to turn it off in case someone was still listening in on the other end. He imagined Jenny handing the phone to a police officer, and all sorts of equipment being hooked up to it to trace them and analyze what was going on. But it was all in his imagination. Far more likely was that she had handed the phone to someone who didn’t speak a word of English and had never traced a phone call in his life.


“Steve Manning,” he said, for the benefit of any outside listeners. “I guess I should have known. I guess I should have seen it coming.”


And just then the memories came washing over him. It wasn’t Afghanistan anymore, but some time after that, when he had run into Steve in Las Vegas. The two girls at the table had been foreign, and there had been something off about the way they had kept their eyes on Steve, how they had observed his every motion, and so carefully clung to his side. Ryan hadn’t thought too much of it then, just struggling to have a good time, learning how to behave around people again. But now he saw it differently.


“You’re thinking too much,” Steve said and leaned over and turned off the phone. He flashed that eerie smirk of his again. Even that made more sense now. 


“You have no idea,” Ryan said and glared right back.


“Just keep driving. She’s just up ahead.” Steve pressed the cold muzzle hard against Ryan’s skin. “Do exactly what I tell you and I’ll let her live.”










CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN










KATIA FINALLY GOT up the nerve to accelerate on the larger road, where the shoulders were wide and paved and the trees didn’t seem to flash by as fast. It was the first time she got to shift in the fifth gear and the higher speed felt uncomfortable, as if the car was rushing away from her. She hadn’t driven much in her life, not a single time legally, but she had always been a fast learner, and for a moment she felt a surge of pride. Then she fought that feeling back. She was driving this car because Ryan was dead, because she had killed him, and she had absolutely no reason to be anything but ashamed of herself.


Her eyes drifted over the contents of his car. Ryan had moved most of his belongings to Steve’s Land Rover earlier, but he had left his music in the center console, some magazines, an Iceland Air boarding card in the door, some trash, and even some sodas and snacks. She carefully leaned over and opened the glove compartment, but found it empty apart from the papers for the car. She didn’t even have a license, so the papers would do her little good. Still, people didn’t need any papers where she was headed.


The wind from the broken window in the backseat wasn’t as bad as she had expected, but the constant noise was starting to get to her. She hadn’t thought about it at first, but now that she did she couldn’t block it out anymore. She turned on the stereo to drown it out. One of Ryan’s discs was in the slot already, and it started playing after a few seconds. She didn’t recognize the music, a live recording, an upbeat song, a rock singer with a powerful, energizing voice. For a moment it made her smile again, but she quickly remembered everything that happened, and her smile disappeared. It was not her place to smile.


She swallowed hard and stared straight ahead, at the empty road, and the trees passing outside, hoping she wouldn’t meet anyone at all. Her plan was to continue driving until she found a place that was peaceful, where this would all finally end.


She began to look more closely at the landscape outside as she sped along. Everything was peaceful here. Finding a place wouldn’t take long. 


Suddenly lights flashed in her rearview mirror. She looked up and saw the Land Rover approaching. She looked over her shoulder. It flashed its lights again.


It had to be Steve. They must have found Ryan’s body and were now coming after her, perhaps to tell her he was dead, if that’s what they were doing. Of course they wanted the car back, but more than anything they probably wanted to turn her over to the police. Why wouldn’t they? But all she wanted was to be left alone. She didn’t want to meet or talk to any more people. She wanted to clear her mind. Forever. 


She steeled herself and accelerated, but the Land Rover still kept closing in. It kept going and going until it finally crept up right alongside her.


Katia looked to her left and saw the Land Rover only inches away. It was much taller than the Volvo, but she could still see Steve on the passenger side, waving for her to slow down with a cheerful smile on his face. Seeing him there surprised her and she moved her head to see the driver, but the angle wasn’t right, and before she got a proper look the Land Rover fell back again. Katia checked her mirrors. 


And then she saw him, behind the wheel. 


Ryan — still alive.


The realization came to her in a single moment, and her guilt gave way to a wave of paralyzing confusion. Tears began welling in her eyes and she felt her hands slipping from the wheel.










* * * *







Ryan saw the Volvo drift onto the shoulder of the road and took it as a sign to overtake it. That suited him fine. He still had a gun to his head, but he also had a plan, and it was time to execute it.


He pressed the accelerator and felt the Land Rover surge forward. The Volvo kept falling back behind them.


“Slow down,” Steve said, casting a quick glance over his shoulder, pressing the gun harder against Ryan’s head as he moved. He wondered morosely what hitting a pothole would do to him at this particular moment, but he knew he would never find out. He was doing a hundred and fifty, almost a hundred miles an hour, and it was time to act. He glanced in the mirror one last time and made sure that the Volvo was staying safely behind them. 


“Sure thing.”


He set his plan in motion, pressing the clutch with his left foot and shifting the gear stick from sixth gear to first. Then he immediately let the clutch up again and at the very same moment slammed his right foot on the brake pedal.


The vehicle commenced a violently shuddering halt, braking with the engine and a tortured transmission and all brakes at the same time, skipping uncontrollably across the asphalt as it went, and Ryan yanked the wheel hard to make matters worse. 


Steve was taken by complete surprise by the sudden maneuvering and hit the dashboard hard, but he was still holding on to the gun, and still pointing it at Ryan, and Ryan knew he only had a split moment to take action. He let go of the wheel and threw the full weight of his body in Steve’s direction.


Steve squeezed the trigger just as Ryan grabbed the weapon with both hands and pushed it down and away from him. He felt the bullet blaze past his legs and heard it hit the floor somewhere behind the pedals. He pushed on and tried to slam his shoulder into Steve’s face, but the seat belt stopped him just before his body made impact. Steve flashed a triumphant grin and raised the weapon again, but this time he simply swung it and struck Ryan across the face. The metal connected hard against the cheek bone and Ryan could feel blood well through the gash that opened up. His head recoiled but he kept moving his body forward, mindful of the belt now, determined not to give Steve enough space to fire the weapon again. He wouldn’t miss twice.


Ryan pressed his body against Steve’s and began hitting him all over, spine, kidneys, searching for any weak spot he could find. He felt the gun pressed against his side, but the barrel was parallel to his skin, and Steve’s right hand trapped between them, and Ryan was determined to keep it that way. 


Steve pulled his head back and Ryan realized he was going for a headbutt, just about the most powerful thing anyone of them could try at that point. He saw it just in time to reach for the position lever under his seat and push back with his feet. The seat slid back all the way to the end position just as Steve’s forehead slammed into him, missing his nose but still striking his chest with considerable force. Ryan was ready enough for the blow and slammed his arm down hard on Steve’s exposed neck. He heard Steve cough and heard the gun land somewhere on the floor. He pushed Steve away from him and then used the increased space to position himself for a powerful kick. 


Steve saw what was coming and fumbled with the door handle behind him.


Ryan saw the Volvo outside. The Land Rover had come to a complete stop with its engine dead and tires steaming, and the two vehicles were now less than a car-length apart. 


Steve lunged for the gun and managed to swipe it from the floor just before Ryan realized what was going on. 


Ryan kicked Steve hard in the chest just as he was pulling back again to fire the gun. He tumbled out the door and down onto the asphalt. Ryan released himself from the belt and lunged after him. 


A shot went off. Ryan felt the muzzle flash hot against his belly just as he landed on top of Steve, but the bullet didn’t hit him. He slammed Steve’s head against the asphalt and then rolled off of him and went for the gun again. Steve aimed it once more, but erratically this time, and now Ryan saw that the previous bullet had hit Steve in the stomach. Blood was welling forth, staining his shirt a dark brownish red.


“Ryan,” Steve said, grinning, and still aiming from that awkward position on the asphalt. 


“Put it down.”


Steve grinned. “Or what, exactly?”


Ryan didn’t reply. He just kept watching the gun, and Steve’s aim that was getting increasingly worse as his grip loosened.


“Why don’t you call the police,” Steve said hoarsely, trying to raise his head to look at the blood spreading over his clothes. It wasn’t clear if it was meant as a question or a suggestion, and Ryan didn’t care.


“Why don’t you put the gun down,” he said.


“No, I don’t think so.” Steve coughed. “Aren’t you going to ask me why?”


“Why what?”


“Everything.”


“I think I have it figured out.”


“Yeah?”


“Yeah.” Ryan began to circle closer, keeping his eyes on Steve. “I think you like playing games. But I don’t think you like losing.”


Ryan heard a car door open and looked up. Katia was stepping out, watching them both in confusion. He looked down again and saw Steve already turning the gun in her direction and beginning to squeeze the trigger. Ryan threw himself on top of him again and reached for the gun as he landed. It discharged between them. He struggled for the weapon without seeing what he was doing, until he finally got hold of it. He pushed himself away and up to his feet, the gun firmly in his hand now.


He fired, sending a bullet right through Steve’s chest.


He fired again, senselessly. It was already done.


Slowly his adrenaline started to subside. He looked at Katia, not quite able read her expressions, but he knew there was no need for him to stand there and guess. That was exactly what he had done wrong before.


He stepped over the body and let the gun fall from his hand. It clattered against the asphalt, and after that all he heard was Katia’s quiet sobbing. She was watching him with utter fear in her eyes, and he realized her gaze had drifted to the gun behind him.










CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT










RYAN FLINCHED WHEN the phone rang inside the Land Rover. He had forgotten all about the call, about Jenny being on the line when Steve pulled his gun, and everything that must have happened over at the house to make her call like she had. He looked at Katia standing there by the Volvo, frightened, holding on to the door, unsure where to go. He could hear his music blasting from her stereo and smiled, but at the same time wondered if she was simply waiting to dive right back in behind the wheel and take off again. She had run many times before, and been smart about it every time, but then he reminded himself she was the one who had stopped this time.


“Hold on,” he said and gestured for her to stay. He backtracked toward the Land Rover as the phone kept ringing inside. He made sure to avoid the body as he moved, but took a moment to kick the gun farther way.


The phone was still in the center console where he had left it. He sat down in the passenger seat with his feet still on the asphalt and reached for it. 


“Ryan here,” he said, putting the phone to his ear.


“Ryan, my God!” Jenny’s voice was frantic. “You’re okay? Where’s Steve?”


“I’m okay. What about you?”


“Is Steve there?”


Ryan looked over his shoulder. The body was still where he had left it, with the same three bullet holes and blood that had just stopped flowing. 


“Steve’s dead,” he said.


“Thank God.” She sighed deeply, and after that he only heard a long silence. 


“Jenny?”


After a moment he began to hear noises in the background, footsteps, a chair moving across the floor.


“Ryan,” Jenny said. “There’s a police officer here who wants to talk to you.”


“Not now.” He looked at Katia, who was still waiting by the Volvo, still holding on to the door.


“Look,” Jenny said, “I killed Alex.”


“What? No—“


“He came back,” Jenny continued, her voice quivering. “He was wounded, but he came back. And he killed two of the girls, and I... And I shot him.”


“Oh no.”


“Yes.” She began to cry again.


“My God, Jenny. I’m so sorry.” He could only imagine the horror she must have endured, alone in the house, with the girls, when Alex came to exact his revenge. Of all the people involved in this Jenny was the one least accustomed to violence.


She didn’t say anything more, but after a moment he heard the voice of a man whispering soothingly to her as he took the phone from her hand.


Ryan disconnected. He knew he would end up spending weeks talking to the police, local, state, Interpol, the FBI even, but for now that would have to wait another couple of minutes. He left the phone in the Land Rover and stepped out again. Katia was still watching him.


“Hey,” he said and slowly raised a hand in a cautious wave, in want for something better. He had just killed a man with that hand and wasn’t surprised to see her still holding on to the open car door as if for protection. He had accused her, driven her away, and killed in front of her, all in the last half hour.


“Steve?” she asked uncertainly, looking at the body behind him. “It was Steve?”


“Yeah.” Ryan glanced over his shoulder, at the dead body behind him. “But not anymore.”


Katia nodded and took a step forward, around the car door, and finally let go, one finger at a time. She seemed to accept Steve’s guilt just as readily as he had. There had always been something off about how he first showed up, and how he always seemed so willing to participate in their terrible ordeal.


“I thought you died,” she said and looked up and down his body, as if to make sure he was really there.


He remembered the blood and fur still sticking to his clothes. He had tried to clean himself, and had wrestled Steve still drenched in that mess, but he saw now that he had only smeared the blood and rendered himself an even more frightening appearance.


“It’s not mine,” he said. “I’m all right. It’s reindeer. The train hit some reindeer. It happened just when we got there. Just after you... It’s not mine.”


She simply nodded.


“I thought you died,” he said after a moment.


“No.” 


A sudden noise made him turn and he saw a timber truck approaching in the distance. He peered back and forth between the Volvo and the Land Rover, positioned badly near the center of the road, and wondered whether the driver would see Steve’s body. The thought was cut short by the truck’s deafening horns. He reached for Katia and pulled her to the side just as the vehicle roared right past them. The wind rustled her hair as dust and bark swirled through the air and landed in their eyes.


“We better get out of here,” he said, just as he realized he was hearing sirens in the distance, a garbled high-pitched sound that indicated multiple vehicles on rapid approach. Jenny had probably called them, and the truck driver was likely already helping with the exact location. 


“No,” Katia said, shaking her head. “No more running.” 


He looked at the forest around them, sloping abruptly on their right, where the river ran, somewhere out of view from where he was standing. 


“The river then,” he suggested and took a slight bow, presenting himself to her in all his blood-covered furriness. 


Katia smiled and nodded.


“Let’s go.” Ryan led the way down toward the river, navigating the steep hillside, the patchy underbrush, the slippery boulders, and it was right there, as the rush of the water grew louder in his ears, that he felt the healing finally begin. He took a deep breath of the fresh Lapland air and felt himself walk taller as he trudged ahead. Something had changed inside him. He wouldn’t bring the fear with him anymore, but far more important, he wouldn’t bring the anger. 


He finally stopped. The river was right in front of him now, clear water rushing over exposed granite, a fine mist filtering the pale sunlight.


A minute from now, police would join them. Weapons would be pointed their way, and they would raise their hands in the air, drop to their knees perhaps, and then be dragged up the slope again in handcuffs. They would face a very long night in some local police station, and after that days in interrogation somewhere neither one of them had ever been. But before that, they would share this moment right here, in this place of tranquility and unspoiled beauty.


Katia had stopped by his side. Blood still stained her face and clothes, contrasting eerily with that faint smile on her face. It seemed she too needed this moment, something to hold on to, something good and pure, even if it was only the memory of a hazy fairytale landscape illuminated by the midnight sun.
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